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PUBLISHER'S NOTE

Rudolf Hoess’s autobiography was first published in a Polish
translation in 1951 under the title Wspomnienia by Wydawnictwo
Prawnicze, Warsaw. The German text was published in 1958 under
the title Kommandant in Auschwitz by the Deutsche Verlags-
Anstalt. The English translation was made from this edition. All
royalties from this translation go to the Comité International
D’Auschwitz, a charitable organization set up to help the survivors
of the Auschwitz camp; they are a pitifully small proportion of
those who passed through its gates.






TRANSLATOR'S NOTE

This autobiography was written in a Polish prison, and for the
following facts concerning Hoess and the writing of it I am prin-
cipally indebted to Dr. Martin Broszat, wha wrote the introduction
to the German edition.?

Hoess was arrested by the British Military Police near Flensburg,
in Schleswig-Holstein, on March 11, 1946. He was interrogated by
Field Security on March 13 and 14. Later that month he was
handed over to the Americans and taken to Nuremberg, where he
was again interrogated, in April, in connection with the trial of
Kaltenbrunner, the so-called “Pohl Trial,” and the “IG Farben
Trial.”2 During the period April ¢g-16 he had several conversations
with the American prison psychiatrist, Dr. Gilbert.® On May 25,
1946, he was handed over to the Polish authorities and removed to
Cracow and later to Warsaw to await trial. The trial did not take
place until the following March. He was condemned to death, and
executed in April 1947.

‘What Hoess wrote in prison, the greater part of which is trans-
lated and reproduced here, falls into two parts. There is his auto-
biography, which constitutes pages 29 to 202 and which is given in
its entirety so far as it is legible. This was written in January and
February of 1947, that is to say, after the preliminary inquiries had
been completed, but before he faced trial. The remainder of this
book, here given in the form of appendices, was written in con-
nection with that preliminary inquiry or with other inquiries being
1 Rommandant in Auschwitz, Stuttgart, Deutsche Verlags-Anstalt, 1958.

2 The relevant documents are IMG XXXIII, Doct. PS-3868: IMG XI, S.438

et seq: Nuremberg Doct. NI-035/037: and Nuremberg Doct. NI-039/041.
3 G.e<11v1. Gilbert, Nuremberg Diary, New York, Farrar, Straus, 1947.
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8 TRANSLATOR’S NOTE

simultaneously carried out by Dr. Jan Sehn, the examining judge.
These documents are of varying interest, and are not all reproduced
in full here.! The diary is handwritten and a careful comparison of
the handwriting with other documents known to have been written
by Hoess, both before and after his arrest, proves its authenticity
beyond a shadow of doubt. The other documents are in most cases
typewritten, some being stenographic transcriptions, but internal
evidence proves them to be certainly genuine as well. The original
documents are the property of the High Commission for the Exam-
ination of Hitlerite Crimes in Poland (Glownej Komisji Badania
Zbrodni Hitlerowskich w Polsce), but the Auschwitz Museum
made a photostat available to Dr. Broszat, who has fully tested its
authenticity.

These documents were first published, in part, in 1951, in a Polish
translation edited and introduced by the well-known Polish crim-
inologist, Dr. Stanislaw Batawia, who had had some thirteen con-
versations with Hoess in Cracow prison, and who had then suggested
to him that he write his autobiography. This edition contained all
the autobiography and a selection of the other documents. The first
complete edition, containing all the documents as well as Hoess’s
last letters to his wife and children,? was also a Polish translation,
appearing in 1956 and with an introduction and various explana-
tory notes by Dr. Jan Sehn.3

The autobiography and the other documents have, as a result of
these Polish editions, been known to scholars for many years, and
are quoted in most of the books dealing with Nazi atrocities or
allied subjects.* But this English translation and the edition being
simultaneously printed in Germany, are the first to appear in any
language other than Polish. In the German edition the autobiog-
raphy has been broken up and given chapter headings; but in this

1 Omissions are explained in footnotes.

2 Here omitted.

8 See also Auschwitz-Birkenau, by Dr. Jan Sehn, Wydawnictwo Prawnicze,
Warsaw, 1957. This is published in Engfish, as well as in Polish and German,
and is the short description of Auschwitz known to me.

¢ For example: The Scourge of the Swastika, by Lord Russell of Liverpool,
New York, Philosophical Library, 1954.
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English edition it has been considered better to print the text
exactly as Hoess wrote it. Furthermore, the German edition is not
unabridged. For example, the incident of the Romanian prince has
been omitted, presumably for reasons of squeamishness. Here the
autobiography is given in its entirety: where there are gaps, indi-
cated by . . . , this is in all cases save one because such brief gaps,
all of only a few words, exist in the transcribed typescript and are
due to the illegibility of the original manuscript.

The translator would like to express his personal gratitude to
Mr. Andrew Foster-Melliar for his help both in preparing the first
draft of this translation and in correcting the proofs.






ILLUSTRATIONS

Grouped between pages 126 and 127

NOTE ON THE ILLUSTRATIONS

The illustrations in this book (with the exception of g and 13,
which were taken after the Allies had entered the camp) have
been selected from a collection of photographs discovered in
Czechoslovakia after the Liberation, in a town which had pre-
viously been a part of Sudeten Germany. They were originally in
the possession of an SS man who lived there and who had been at
Auschwitz. He took them in the interests of “scientific racial
research.” For this purpose he was given special permission to
photograph. Normally SS men were strictly forbidden to take
photographs in the camp. A Jewish woman who moved into the
house in which the SS man had lived found these photographs in
it and sold them to the Jewish museum in Prague. There they
stayed unnoticed for a long time. They were finally discovered acci-
dentally by a former Auschwitz prisoner called Basch, who recog-
nized where the photographs came from and gave them to the
International Auschwitz Committee.

The photographs were then verified. Because of numerous fea-
tures, such as groups of trees, barracks, etc., it could be proved
beyond a doubt that they had been taken on the so-called “Ramp”
at Auschwitz-Birkenau, most probably in 1944.

The photographs illustrate the technique of the destruction of
human beings as described by the Commandant of Auschwitz,
Rudolf Hoess, in these memoirs.

The publication rights of these photographs, apart from Poland
and Czechoslovakia, belong to the International Auschwitz Com-
mittee (Vienna).






INTRODUCTION

by Lord Russell of Liverpool

The concentration camp system was in full swing within the Third
Reich long before the outbreak of the Second World War, and
under Himmler its organization had been perfected, and its meth-
ods tried out and practiced upon his fellow countrymen in time
of peace.

Within a few weeks of his coming to power in 1933, Hitler in-
troduced what was called Schutzhaft, or protective custody, into
the legal system. Under it anyone who showed any signs of active
opposition to the new regime could be kept under restraint and
supervision, and during the next six years thousands of Germans
were thrown into concentration camps for what was euphemis-
tically called “treatment.” Many of them never regained their
freedom.

To the Gestapo was entrusted the task of “eliminating all ene-
mies of the Party and National State,” and it was the activities of
that organization that supplied the concentration camps with their
inmates, and the SS staffed them.

At the outbreak of war there were six concentration camps in
Germany containing about 20,000 prisoners. During the next two
years many more were sct up, some of which are now household
names: Auschwitz, Belsen, Buchenwald, Flossenberg, Mauthau-
sen, Natzweiler, Neuengamme, Ravensbriick, and Sachsenhausen.

During the war probably not less than twelve million men,
women, and children from the invaded and occupied territories
were done to death by the Germans. At a conservative estimate,

13



14 COMMANDANT OF AUSCHWITZ

eight million of them perished in concentration camps. Of these,
not less than five million were Jews. The estimated number given
by the Prosecution at the Nuremberg Trial of Major War Crim-
inals was six million. Of subsequent estimates, one was as low as
4,372,000 made by Professor Frumkin, an expert on “population
changes.” Professor Frumkin, however, has publicly stated that this
estimate did not include Russia within its present boundaries, and
did not take into account some twenty-three million of the popu-
lation of the Baltic countries, Lithuania, East Prussia, Sub-Carpa-
thia, Bessarabia, Bukovina, and the Polish Eastern Provinces. It
would not, therefore, necessarily be an exaggeration to say, wrote
Professor Frumkin, that over five million Jews were murdered by
the Nazis. The real number, however, will never be known.

Speaking of this terrible holocaust, Sir Hartley Shawcross, now
Lord Shawecross, the chief prosecutor for the United Kingdom at
the trial of major war criminals in Nuremberg, said in his closing
speech, “Twelve million murders! Two-thirds of the Jews in Europe
exterminated, more than six million of them on the killer's own
figures. Murder conducted like some mass-production industry in
the gas chambers and the ovens of Auschwitz, Dachau, Treblinka,
Buchenwald, Mauthausen, Maidanek and Oranienburg.”

To these camps were brought millions from the occupied terri-
tories; some merely because they were Jews. Some had been de-
ported as slave labor and were no longer considered fit for work.
Had the Germans successfully invaded and occupied the British
Isles many thousands of British would have been included in this
category. Many of the inmates were Russian prisoners of war, some
were victims of the “Bullet Decree,”* many were Nacht und Nebel
prisoners.? There they were herded together in conditions of filth

* These were instructions issued by Wehrmacht Headquarters regarding certain
categories of prisoners of war who were deprived of prisoner-of-war status and
sent to concentration camps to be shot in the neck.

2 Nacht und Nebel, Night and Fog. The object of the Nacht und Nebel decree
issued by Hitler on December 7, 1941, was to insure that non-German civilians
in occupied territories, alleged to have committed offenses against the German
occupation forces, were taken secretly (hence night and fog) to Germany unless
it could be Euaranteed that a death sentence would be passed if they were
tried by a mulitary court in their own country.
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and degradation, bullied, beaten, tortured, and starved, and finally
exterminated through work or “eliminated,” as the Germans called
it, by mass execution in the gas chambers.

The deterrent effect of the concentration camp upon the public
in Germany before the war was considerable and had been care-
fully planned.

Originally the veil of secrecy and officially inspired rumors were
both employed to deepen the mystery and heighten the dread.
There were many who did not know all that went on behind those
barbed-wire fences but few who could not guess. It was not in-
tended that this veil of secrecy should ever be wholly lifted. A priv-
ileged few were allowed an occasional peep, and the many civilians
who were employed in concentration and labor camps must have
passed on to their relatives and friends some account of what they
saw within.

But Germany’s enemies were never to have real evidence of the
crimes committed there, and plans had been made for the destruc-
tion of all the camp sites and the “liquidation” of their surviving
inmates which only the rapid Allied advance and the sudden col-
lapse of Germany circumvented.

The world has since learned the full tragedy of the story. The sur-
vivors have told of their experiences, and the camps themselves
have given testimony of the horrors of which their very walls were
silent witnesses. Those who were the first to enter these camps will
be forever haunted by the horror of what they saw.

One of the worst of these camps was situated just outside the
little Polish town of Auschwitz (O$wigcim ), about 160 miles south-
west of Warsaw and before the war quite unknown outside Poland.
Before the end of the war not less than three million men, women,
and children had met their death there by gassing and other means.
This book is the autobiography of Rudolf Hoess who was com-
mandant of the camp from May 1940 until December 1943.

In the late afternoon of March 16, 1946, two officers of the War
Crimes Investigation Unit of the British Army of the Rhine left
Headquarters to interview a German war criminal who had been on
the wanted list for over eight months. His name was Rudolf Hoess.
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After his arrest near Flensburg, on the frontier between Denmark
and Schleswig-Holstein, he had been taken to the War Crimes
Investigation Center in the historic old town of Minden. The
building in which the Center was situated had previously been a
German Army detention barracks and was generally known by its
odd code name, “Tomato.”

Hoess had previously been in British custody. He had been taken
prisoner in May 1945 with hundreds of thousands of other Ger-
mans, but as his real identity was not then known he was soon
released to go and work on a farm. There he had remained for eight
months until at last justice caught up with him.

When the two officers reached “Tomato,” Hoess was brought
to them. They did not, however, ask him any questions except to
make sure of his identity. The senior of the two had been working
on the Auschwitz Camp and other concentration camp cases for
many months and had accumulated a great deal of evidence. They
needed little, if anything, to complete the picture. Before leaving
the Investigation Center, however, to return to Rhine Army Head-
quarters the officer in charge of the investigation told the former
Commandant of Auschwitz exactly what the British already knew
about the wholesale exterminations carried out there and of the
part he played in them. He then told Hoess in dignified but un-
mistakable language exactly what he thought about him and those
like him, and wamed him that in due course he would stand trial
by a military court.

Before the interview ended, however, Hoess was asked for one
piece of information: how many people had he been responsible
for putting to death by gassing during the time when he was the
Commandant of Auschwitz? After some thought he finally ad-
mitted to two million and signed a statement to that effect. On
being asked whether the number was not larger he agreed that the
total number of gassings was higher than that, but stated that he
had left the camp in December 1943 to take up an SS adminis-
trative appointment and was not, therefore, responsible for what
happened subsequently.

Hoess’s statement, which was made quite voluntarily, read as
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follows: “Statement made voluntarily at [the name was omitted]
jail by Rudolf Hoess, former Commandant of Auschwitz Concen-
tration Camp on 16th day of March, 1946. I personally arranged on
orders received from Himmler in May 1941 the gassing of two
million persons between June-July 1941 and the end of 1943, dur-
ing which time I was Commandant of Auschwitz.

Signed, Rudolf Hoess.”

By the time the statement was written and signed it was getting
late, and as Hoess was noticeably in need of a bath, a shave, and a
change of clothes the Warrant Officer in charge of the Center was
instructed to take him away, see that he got all three, and, in addi-
tion, that he was given a good meal and some cigarettes. On the
following day the two investigation officers returned and a detailed
interrogation of Hoess took place. He was extremely co-operative
and gave a very full account of his stewardship and displayed an
amazing memory for detail. At the end of three or four hours his
statement was condensed to eight typewritten pages which he read
through and signed. It is noteworthy that this document differs
little, and in no material details, from what Hoess later stated in
evidence at the Nuremberg Trial of Major War Criminals and
wrote in his autobiography in Cracow nearly twelve months later.
He certainly never sought to hide anything that he had done, and
was more prone to exaggerate than understate, for he regarded it
as a compliment to his zeal, capacity for work, and devotion to duty
to have carried out his gruesome orders with such dispatch and
efficiency.

It was on May 1, 1940, that SS Hauptsturmfiihrer Rudolf Franz
Ferdinand Hoess was promoted and transferred to Auschwitz from
Sachsenhausen where he had held the appointment of Adjutant to
the Commandant since 1938. Auschwitz was to be an important
camp, principally for the suppression of opposition to the Nazi
occupation of Poland, to which the inhabitants of that unhappy
country were not taking too kindly. So an efficient commandant
had to be found.

Hoess possessed the necessary qualifications. After service in the
First World War he had joined the Freiwillige Korps in 1919. This
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force was raised in that year by a number of desperadoes from the
German Army who refused to be bound by the Versailles Treaty
and regarded Philip Scheidemann, who signed it, as a traitor. Their
activities were confined to Eastern Germany, principally Silesia and
the Baltic Provinces which they called Das Baltikum. The members
of this organization committed many acts of sabotage and murder
against the lives and property of those whom they considered
collaborators with the Allied Commission and the Government of
Friedrich Ebert.

It was while he was serving with the Freikorps that Hoess became
involved in a brutal political murder and was sentenced to ten years’
imprisonment by the State Court for the Defense of the Republic,
all of which is described by Hoess in this book. He was released
five years later and pardoned, and in 1932 joined the NSDAP in
Munich, While in command of an SS mounted squadron in Pome-
rania in 1933 he was noticed during an inspection by Himmler,
who thought that his experience and bearing fitted him for an
administrative appointment in a concentration camp. From then
onward his future was assured. He went in 1934 to Dachau where
he started as a Blockfithrer in the Schutzhaftlager (protective cus-
tody camp) and remained there until posted to Sachsenhausen in
1938. In 1941, Himmler inspected Auschwitz and gave instructions
that it was to be enlarged and the surrounding swamps drained.
At the same time a new camp was established nearby at Birkenau
for 100,000 Russian prisoners.

From this time the number of prisoners grew daily although the
accommodation for them was unsatisfactory. Medical provisions
were inadequate and epidemic diseases became common. In 1941,
also, the first intake of Jews arrived from Slovakia and Upper
Silesia, and from the first those unfit for work were gassed in a
room in the crematorium building.

Later the same year Hoess was summoned to Berlin by Himmler
and told that Hitler had ordered the “final solution of the Jewish
question” to be put into operation. This was the Nazi term for the
Fithrer’s plan for the total extermination of European Jewry. Per-
secution of the Jews in the countries which the Nazis invaded and
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occupied since 1939 had already been on a stupendous scale, but it
cannot have taken by surprise anyone who had followed the rise of
the Nazis to power in 1933 or their Party program. Point four of
the program declared: “Only a member of the race can be a citizen.
A member of the race can only be one who is of German blood,
without consideration of creed. Consequently no Jew can be a
member of the race.” This masterpiece of German logic was
preached throughout the length and breadth of Germany from the
moment of Hitler’s accession to power. The Jews were to be re-
garded as foreigners and have no rights of German citizenship. It
was used by the Nazis as one of the means of implementing their
master-race policy.

The first organized act was the boycott of Jewish enterprises as
early as April 1933, and thereafter a series of laws was passed which
in effect removed the Jews from every department of public life,
from the civil service, from the professions, from education, and
from the services.

The speathead of this anti-Semitic attack was “Jew-baiter
Number One,” as Julius Streicher styled himself, whose duty it was
to fan the Germans’ postwar dislike of Jews into a burning hatred
and to incite them to the persecution and extermination of the
Jewish race. He published a scurrilous pornographic anti-Semitic
newspaper called Der Stiirmer in which the most incredible non-
sense about the Jews was printed. It might be wondered how any-
one could even read such absurdities, but they did; and the poison
spread, as it was meant to, throughout the whole nation until they
were willing and ready to support their leaders in the policy of mass
extermination upon which they had embarked. By 1938 pogroms
were commonplace, synagogues were burned down, Jewish shops
were looted, collective fines were levied, Jewish assets were seized
by the State, and even the movement of Jews was subjected to
regulations. Ghettos were established and Jews were forced to wear
a yellow star on their clothing.

A few months before the outbreak of war this menacing German
Foreign Office circular must have clearly pointed out the course of
future events to all but those who did not wish to see it. “It is
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certainly no coincidence that the fateful year of 1938 has brought
nearer the solution of the Jewish question simultaneously with the
realization of the idea of Greater Germany . . . The advance made
by Jewish influence and the destructive Jewish spirit in politics,
economy, and culture, paralyzed the power and the will of the
German people to rise again. The healing of this sickness among the
people was, therefore, certainly one of the most important require-
ments for exerting the force which, in the year 1938, resulted in
the joining together of Greater Germany in defiance of the world.”

The persecution of the Jews in the countries invaded by Ger-
many far transcended anything that had come before, for the Nazis’
plan of extermination was not to be confined to the Reich. Its only
boundary was the limit of opportunity, and as the flood of German
conquest rushed ever forward into other lands, so more and more
Jews became engulfed in its cruel waters.

Steps were taken immediately the Germans had successfully
completed the invasion of a foreign country, or had occupied a
considerable part of it, to put into force the requirements and re-
strictions which were already applicable to Jews in the Reich. The
official organ of the SS which was called Das Schwarze Korps, so
named after their black uniforms, wrote in 1940, “just as the Jewish
question will be solved in Germany only when the last Jew has
gone: so the rest of Europe must realize that the German peace
which awaits it must be a peace without Jews.” The question now
brooked no delay and was regarded by all Gauleiters as of the ut-
most priority. Indeed, Hans Frank, then Governor General of
Poland, made this apologetic note in his diary: “I could not, of
course, eliminate all lice nor all Jews in only a year, but in the
course of time this end will be attained.”

When Hoess went to Berlin to receive Himmler’s instructions
regarding the speeding up of the “final solution” he was told to go
first and inspect the extermination arrangements at Treblinka. This
he did two months later and found the methods in use there some-
what primitive. It was accordingly decided that Auschwitz was the
most suitable camp for the purpose as it was situated near a railway
1 This was a reference to the Austrian Anschluss.
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junction of four lines, and the surrounding country not being
thickly populated the camp area could be completely cut off from
the outside world.

Hoess was given four weeks to prepare his plan and told to get in
touch with SS Obersturmbannfithrer Eichmann, an official of
some importance in Amt 4 of the Reich Security Head Office,
known by the initials RSHA (Reichssicherheitshauptamt).

He experienced many administrative difficulties before everything
was ready, and it is clear from the account which he has given in
this book that red tape has no national boundaries. Meanwhile the
numbers of convoys began to increase and as the extra crematoriums
would not be completed before the end of the year the new arrivals
had to be gassed in temporarily erected gas chambers and then
bumed in pits at Birkenau, and, as Hoess has himself stated, the
smell of burning flesh was noticeable in Auschwitz camp, a mile
away, even when the wind was blowing away from it.

This raises the much debated question, what did the German
people know of these things. It has often been suggested that they
knew nothing. That probability is as unlikely as its converse, that
they knew everything.

It has been said, “You can fool all the people some of the time,
and some of the people all the time, but you cannot fool all the
people all the time,” and there is an abundance of evidence that a
large number of the Germans knew a great deal about what went
on in the concentration camps. There were still more who had
grave suspicions and perhaps even misgivings but who preferred to
lull their consciences by remaining in ignorance.

As the shortage of labor grew more acute it became the policy to
free German women criminals and asocial elements from the con-
centration camps to work in German factories. It is difficult to be-
lieve that such women told no one of their experiences. In these
factories the forewomen were German civilians in contact with the
internees and able to speak to them. Forewomen from Auschwitz
who subsequently went to the Siemens subfactory at Ravensbriick
had formerly been workers at Siemens in Berlin. They met women
they had known in Berlin and told them what they had seen in
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Auschwitz. Is it reasonable to suppose that these stories were never
repeated? Germans who during the war indulged in careless talk
used to be told: “You had better be careful or you'll go up the
chimney.” To what could that refer but to the concentration camp
crematoriums?

The concentration camp system had been in existence in Ger-
many for several years before the war and many Germans had had
friends and relatives confined in the camps, some of whom were
subsequently released. From Buchenwald prisoners went out daily
to work in Weimar, Erfurt, and Jena. They left in the morning
and came back at night. During the day they mixed with the
civilian population while at work. Did they never converse, and if
they did, was the subject of concentration camps always studiously
avoided?

In many factories where parties from concentration camps
worked, the technicians were not members of the armed forces
and the foremen were not SS men. They went home every night
after supervising the work of the prisoners all day. Did they never
discuss with their relatives or friends when they got home what
they had seen and heard during the day? And what of the SS execu-
tives and guards? It is true that they had all signed statements bind-
ing themselves never to reveal to anyone outside the concentration
camp service anything which they had seen inside their camp. But
is it reasonable to believe that none of them was human enough
to break that undertaking? The bully is ever a braggart.

In August 1941 the Bishop of Limburg wrote to the Reich
Ministries of the Interior, of Justice, and of Church Affairs as
follows: “About 8 kilometers from Limburg in the little town of
Hadamar . . . is an institute where euthanasia has been systemat-
ically practiced for months. Several times a week buses arrive in
Hadamar with a considerable number of such victims. The local
school children know the vehicle and say, ‘There comes the
murder box again.” The children call each other names and say,
“You are crazy, you will be sent to the baking ovens in Hadamar.’
Those who do not want to marry say, ‘Marry? Never! Bring chil-
dren into the world so that they can be put into the pressure
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steamer?” You hear the old folks say, ‘Do not send me to a state
hospital. After the feeble-minded have been finished off, the next
useless eaters whose turn it will be are the old people . . . ”

If the local inhabitants knew so much in Hadamar is there any
doubt that the inhabitants of Bergen, Dachau, Struthof, and
Birkenau knew something of what was happening at their very
doors in the Belsen, Dachau, Natzweiler, and Auschwitz concen-
tration camps? Hoess himself said of Auschwitz, “the foul and
nauseating stench from the continuous burning of bodies per-
meated the entire area and all the people living in the surrounding
communities knew that exterminations were going on at the con-
centration camps.”

Day after day trainloads of victims traveled in cattle cars over
the whole railway system of the Reich on their way to extermina-
tion centers. They were seen by hundreds of railway workers who
knew whence they had come and whither they were going.

‘Whatever horrors have remained hidden behind the camp walls,
such things as these went on in broad daylight and all those Ger-
mans who had eyes to see and ears to hear can have been in little
doubt of what crimes were being committed in their name through-
out the land.

So, as Hoess himself has written, “by the will of the Reichs-
fithrer SS, Auschwitz became the greatest human extermination
center of all time.” He considered that Himmler’s order was “extraor-
dinary and monstrous.” Nevertheless, the reasons behind the
extermination program seemed to him to be right. He had been
given an order, and had to carry it out. “Whether this mass ex-
termination of the Jews was necessary or not,” he writes, “was
something on which I could not allow myself to form an opinion,
for I lacked the necessary breadth of view.” Hoess felt that if the
Fiihrer himself had given the order for the cold calculated murder
of millions of innocent men, women, and children then it was not
for him to question its rightness.

‘What Hitler or Himmler ordered was always right. After all, he
wrote, “Democratic England also has a basic national concept:

‘My country, right or wrong!’ ” and what is more, Hoess really con-
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sidered that was a convincing explanation. Moreover he thought it
strange that “outsiders simply cannot understand that there was
not a single SS officer who could disobey an order from the Reichs-
fithrer SS.” . . . His basic orders, issued in the name of the Fiihrer,
were sacred. The‘y brooked no consideration, no argument, no
interpretation . . .'it was not for nothing that during training the
self-sacrifice of the Japanese for their country and their Emperor,
who was also their god, was held up as a shining example to the SS.

Nevertheless, despite his training, Hoess appears to have experi-
enced some misgivings, for the first occasion on which he saw gassed
bodies in the mass, he has confessed, made him “uncomfortable,”
and he “shuddered,” but, on the whole, he and his subordinates
preferred this method of extermination to killing by shooting and
they were “relieved to be spared those blood baths.”

In his autobiography the relative merits of these alternative
methods of extermination are discussed by Hoess with the same
detachment as a farmer might discuss whether it was better to use
gassing or the gin trap to rid the countryside of destructive vermin.
Nor is the analogy farfetched, for that is exactly how the Master
Race regarded the Jews.

Hoess’s own account of his misdeeds is not only remarkable for
what he has described but also for the way in which he has written
it. The Nazis, Hoess among them, were experts in the use of
euphemisms and when it came to killing they never called a spade
a spade. Special treatment, extermination, liquidation, elimination,
resettlement, and final solution were all synonyms for murder, and
Hoess has added another gem to the collection, “the removal of
racial-biological foreign bodies.”

The horrors described by Hoess are now well known. Many books
have been written about them. No new facts of any importance arc
now disclosed for the first time. Nevertheless, I think that his story
should be read for one very good reason. Hoess was a very ordinary
little man. He would never have been heard of by the general pub-
lic had not fate decreed that he was to be, perhaps, the greatest
executioner of all time. Yet to read about it in his autobiography
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makes it all seem quite ordinary. He had a job to do and he carried
it out efficiently.

Although eventually he appears to have realized the enormity
of what he did, he nevertheless took pride in doing it well.

He was, like so many of his fellow fiends, a great family man.
So many of these SS men appear to have had a schizophrenic
capacity for sentiment and sadism, but that was, doubtless, because
the latter was all just part of their job. The stoker, whose duty it
was to look after the fires in the concentration camp crematorium,
could gather round the Christmas tree with his young children
after lunch on Christmas Day, and a few minutes later glance at his
watch and hurry away to be in time for the evening shift.

Hoess was also a lover of animals as were other Nazi villains. One
of the officials in Ravensbriick concentration camp, known as “the
women’s hell,” carried out the cruelest physical and mental tortures
on the women inmates in his charge. When he was convicted by a
War Crimes Tribunal in 1947, and sentenced to death by hanging,
many of his relatives and friends wrote to say that “dear, kind
Ludwig could do no harm to any animal,” and that when his
motherinlaw’s canary died he “tenderly put the birdie in a small
box, covered it with a rose, and buried it under a rosebush in
the garden.”

Hoess admits that the extermination of the Jews was “funda-
mentally wrong,” but that he should have refused to carry out such
criminal orders never, for a moment, crossed his mind. Therein
lies the warning which his story gives us. That a little bureaucrat
like Hoess could, as he himself has written, have become “a cog in
the wheel of the great extermination machine created by the Third
Reich” is a reminder, never to be forgotten, of the appalling and
disastrous effects of totalitarianism on men’s minds.

London
March 1959
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In the following pages I want to try and tell the story of my inner-
most being. I shall attempt to reconstruct from memory a true
account of all the important events and occurrences in my life and
of the psychological heights and depths through which I have
passed.

In order to give as complete a picture as possible, it is essential
that I first retum to the earliest experiences of my childhood.

Until I was six years old, we lived in the remoter outskirts of
Baden, in a neighborhood consisting of scattered and isolated
farmhouses. The children in the neighborhood were all much older
than I and consequently I had no playmates, and was dependent
for companionship on grown-up people. I derived little pleasure
from this, and tried, whenever possible, to escape their supervision
and go off on voyages of solitary exploration. I was fascinated by
the immense woods with their tall, Black Forest pines that began.
near our house. I never ventured to go far into them, however, never
beyond a point where I was able, from the mountain slopes, to keep
our own valley in sight. Indeed, I was actually forbidden to go into
the forest alone, since when I was younger some traveling gypsies
had found me playing by myself and had taken me away with them.
I was rescued by a neighboring peasant who happened by chance to
meet us on the road and who brought me back home.

A spot that I found particularly attractive was the large reservoir
that supplied the town. For hours on end I would listen to the
mysterious whisper of the water behind its thick walls, and could

29
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never, despite the explanations of my elders, understand what this
was. But most of my time I spent in the farmers’ bams and stables,
and when people wished to find me it was always there that they
looked for me first. The horses particularly delighted me, and I
never tired of stroking them and talking to them and giving them
tidbits. If I could lay my hands on a brush or a currycomb, I would
at once begin grooming them. In spite of the farmers’ anxiety, I
would creep between the horses’ legs while I brushed them, and
never to this day has an animal kicked or bitten me. Even a bad-
tempered bull that belonged to one of the farmers was always most
friendly toward me. Nor was I ever afraid of dogs and none has
ever attacked me. I would immediately forsake even my favorite
toy, if I saw a chance to steal away to the stables. My mother did
everything possible to wean me of this love of animals, which
seemed to her so dangerous, but in vain. I developed into a solitary
child, and was never happier than when playing or working alone
and unobserved. I could not bear being watched by anybody.

Water, too, had an imesistible attraction for me, and I was per-
petually washing and bathing. I used to wash all manner of things
in the bath or in the stream that flowed through our garden, and
many were the toys or clothes that I ruined in this way. This pas-
sion for water remains with me to this day.

When I was six years old we settled in the neighborhood of
Mannheim. As before, we lived on the outskirts of the town. But
to my great disappointment there were no stables and no cattle.
My mother often told me how, for weeks on end, I was almost ill
with homesickness for my animals and my hills and forest. My
parents did everything in their power at that time to distract me
from my exaggerated love of animals. They did not succeed: I found
books containing pictures of animals and would hide myself away
and dream of my cows and horses. On my seventh birthday I was
given Hans, a coal-black pony with sparkling eyes and a long mane.
I was almost beside myself with joy. I had a comrade at last. For
Hans was the most confiding of creatures, and followed me where-
ever I went, like a dog. When my parents were away, I would even
take him up to my bedroom. Since I was always on good terms with
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our servants, they accepted this weakness of mine and never gave
me away. I had plenty of playmates of my own age where we now
lived. We played the games that children play all over the world,
and I took part in many a youthful prank. But my greatest joy was
to take my Hans into the great Haardt Forest, where we could be
entirely alone together, riding for hour after hour without meeting
a soul.

+ School, and the more serious business of life, had now begun.
Nothing happened during these first school years that is of im-
portance to my story. I was a keen student, and used to finish my
homework as quickly as possible, so that I might have plenty of free
time to wander about with Hans.

My parents let me do more or less as I wished.

My father had taken a vow that I should be a priest, and my
future profession was therefore already firmly laid down. I was edu-
cated entirely with this end in view. My father brought me up on
strict military principles. I was also influenced by the deeply reli-
gious atmosphere that pervaded our family life, for my father was
a devout Catholic. While we lived at Baden I saw little of my
father, since he spent much of his time traveling, and his business
sometimes kept him away from home for months at a time. All
this changed when we moved to Mannheim. My father now found
time almost every day to take an interest in me, either checking
my schoolwork or discussing my future profession with me. My
greatest joy was to hear him talk of his experiences on active serv-
ice in East Africa, and to listen to his descriptions of battles against
rebellious natives, and his accounts of their lives and customs and
sinister idolatries. I listened with passionate enthusiasm when he
spoke of the blessed and civilizing activities of the missionaries, and
I was determined that I myself should one day be a missionary in
the gloomy jungles of darkest Africa. They were red-letter days
indeed when we were visited by one of the elderly, bearded African
Fathers whom my father had known in East Africa. I did not let
one word of the conversation escape me, becoming so absorbed that
I even forgot my Hans.

1 Rudolf Hoess's father, Franz Xavier Hoess, was a salesman.
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My family entertained a great deal, although they rarely visited
other people’s houses. Our guests were mostly priests of every sort.

As the years passed, my father’s religious fervor increased. When-
ever time permitted, he would take me on pilgrimages to all the
holy places in our own country, as well as to Einsiedeln in Switzer-
land and to Lourdes in France. He prayed passionately that the
grace of God might be bestowed on me, so that I might one day
become a priest blessed by God. I, too, was as deeply religious as
was possible for a boy of my age, and I took my religious duties very
seriously. I prayed with true, childlike gravity and performed my
duties as acolyte with great eamestness. I had been brought up by
my parents to be respectful and obedient toward all grown-up
people, and especially the elderly, regardless of their social status.
I was taught that my highest duty was to help those in need. It was
constantly impressed upon me in forceful terms that I must obey
promptly the wishes and commands of my parents, teachers, and
priests, and indeed of all grown-up people, including servants, and
that nothing must distract me from this duty. Whatever they said
was always right. ‘

These basic principles on which I was brought up became part
of my flesh and blood. I can still clearly remember how my father,
who on account of his fervent Catholicism was a determined
opponent of the Reich government and its policy, never ceased to
remind his friends that, however strong one’s opposition might be,
the laws and decrees of the state had to be obeyed unconditionally.

From my earliest youth I was brought up with a strong awareness
of duty. In my parents’ house it was insisted that every task be
exactly and conscientiously carried out. Each member of the family
had his own special duties to perform. My father took particular
care to see that I obeyed all his instructions and wishes with the
greatest meticulousness. I remember to this day how he hauled me
out of bed one night, because I had left the saddlecloth lying in the
garden instead of hanging it up in the bam to dry, as he had told
me to do. I had simply forgotten all about it. Again and again he
impressed on me how great evils almost always spring from small,
apparently insignificant misdeeds. At that time I did not fully
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understand the meaning of this dictum, but in later years I was to
learn, through bitter experience, the truth of his words.

The relationship between my parents was one of loving respect
and mutual understanding. Yet I never remember any display of
tenderness; but at the same time I never heard them exchange an
angry word. While my two sisters, who were four and six years
younger than I, were very affectionate and were always hanging
about their mother, I had always, from my earliest years, fought
shy of any sign of tendemess, much to the regret of my mother, and
of all my aunts and other relatives. A handshake and a few brief
words of thanks were the most that could be expected of me.

Although both my parents were devoted to me, I was never able
to confide in them the many big and little worries that from time
to time beset a child’s heart. I had to work all my problems out, as
best I could, for myself. My sole confidant was my pony, and I was
certain that he understood me. My two sisters were very attached to
me, and were perpetually trying to establish a loving and sisterly
relationship. But I never wished to have much to do with them.
I shared in their games only when I had to, and then I would nag
at them until they ran crying to my mother. Many were the prac-
tical jokes that I played on them. But despite all this, their devo-
tion to me remained unchanged and they always regretted, and still
do to this day, that I was never able to have any warmer feelings
for them. They have always been strangers to me.

I had the greatest respect, however, for both my parents, and
looked up to them with veneration. But love, the kind of love
that other children have for their parents, which I myself later
learned to know, I was never able to give them. Why this should
have been I have never understood. Even today I can find no
explanation.

I was not particularly well-behaved, and certainly not a model
child. I was up to all the tricks normal to a boy of my age. I played
pranks with the others and took part in the wildest games and
brawls, whenever the opportunity came my way. Although there
were always times when I had to be on my own, I had enough
friends to play with when I wanted to. I stood no nonsense, and
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always held my own. If I were the victim of an injustice, I would
not rest until I considered it avenged. In such matters I was im-
placable, and was held in terror by my classmates. Incidentally,
during the whole of my time at the grammar school I shared a
bench with a Swedish girl who wanted to be a doctor. We always
remained good friends and never quarreled. It was the custom at
our school for the same pupils to share a bench during the whole
time they were at school together.

When I was thirteen years old, an incident occurred which I
must regard as marking the first shattering of the religious beliefs
to which I adhered so firmly.

During one of the usual scuffles that took place at the entrance
to the gymnasium, I unintentionally threw one of my classmates
downstairs. He broke an ankle as a result. During the years, hun-
dreds of schoolboys must have tumbled down those stairs, I among
them, and none had ever been seriously hurt. This particular boy
was simply unlucky. I was given three days’ confinement. It was a
Saturday morning. That afternoon I went to confession as I did
every week, and I made a clean breast of this accident. I said noth-
ing about it at home, however, as I did not wish to spoil my parents’
Sunday. They would learn about it soon enough next week. My
confessor, who was a good friend of my father’s, had been invited
to our house that same evening. Next morming I was taxed by my
father concerning the accident, and duly punished because I had
not told him about it straight away. I was completely overwhelmed,
not on account of the punishment, but because of this un-
dreamed-of betrayal on the part of the confessor. I had always
been taught that the secrets of the sacred confessional were so
inviolable that even the most serious offenses there confided to the
priest would never be revealed by him. And now this priest, in
whom I had placed such implicit trust, to whom I regularly went
for confession, and who knew by heart all the ins and outs of my
petty sins, had broken the seal of the confessional over a matter as
trifling as this! It could only have been he who had told my father
of the accident, for neither my father nor my mother nor anyone at
home had been into town that day. Our telephone was out of
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order. None of my classmates lived in the neighborhood. No one,
other than this priest, had visited us. For a very long time I brooded
over all the details of this incident, so monstrous did it appear to
me. I was then, and still remain, completely convinced that the
priest had broken the seal of confessional secrecy. My faith in the
sacred priesthood had been destroyed and doubts began to arise in
my mind for the first time. I no longer went to this priest for con-
fession. When he and my father took me to task on that account,
I was able to make the excuse that I went to confession in our
school church, to the priest who gave us religious instruction. This
seemed plausible enough to my father, but I am convinced that my
former confessor knew my real reason. He did everything to win me
back, but I could no longer bring myself to confess to him. In fact
I went further and gave up going to confession altogether, since I
no longer regarded the priesthood as worthy of my trust.

I had been taught at school that God meted out severe punish-
ment to those who went to Holy Communion without first making
their confession. It might even happen that such sinners would be
struck dead at the communion rail.

In my childish ignorance I earnestly beseeched our heavenly
Father to make allowances for the fact that I was no longer able to
go to confession, and to forgive my sins which I then proceeded to
enumerate. Thus did I believe that my sins had been forgiven me,
and I went with trembling heart, uncertain as to the rightness of
my actions, to Communion in a church where I was unknown.
Nothing happened! And I, poor, miserable worm, believed that
God had heard my prayer, and had approved of what I had
done.

My spirit, which in matters of belief had up to then been so
peacefully and surely shepherded, had been severely shaken and
the deep, genuine faith of a child had been shattered.

The next year my father died suddenly. I cannot remember that
I was much affected by this. I was perhaps too young to appreciate
my loss fully. And as a result of his death my life took a very dif-
ferent turn from that which he had wished.

The war broke out. The Mannheim garrison set off for the front.
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Reserve formations were created. The first trainloads of wounded
arrived from the front. I was hardly ever at home. There was so
much to see, and I did not want to miss anything. I pestered my
mother until she gave me permission to enroll as an auxiliary with
the Red Cross.

Among all the crowded impressions of that time it is now im-
possible to recall exactly how I was affected by my first contact
with wounded soldiers. I can still remember the gory bandages
around heads and arms, and our own field-gray uniforms, and the
prewar blue tunics and red trousers of the French, all stained with
blood and mud. I still hear their stifled groans as they were loaded
into hastily prepared tramcars. I ran hither and thither, handing
out refreshments and tobacco. When not at school, I spent my
whole time in the hospitals, or the barracks, or at the railway station
meeting the troop transports and hospital trains and helping with
the distribution of food and comforts. In the hospitals I used to
tiptoe past the beds on which the seriously wounded lay moaning,
and I saw many who were dying, or even dead. All this made a
strange impression upon me, although I cannot now describe my
sensations in any greater detail.

The memory of these sad scenes, however, was quickly dispelled
by the unconquerable barrack-room humor of the soldiers who had
only been slightly wounded or who were not in pain. I never tired
of listening to their tales of the front and of their firsthand experi-
ences. The soldier’s blood that ran in my veins responded. For many
generations all my forebears on my father’s side had been officers;
in 1870 my grandfather had fallen in battle, as a colonel at the head
of his regiment. My father too had been a soldier through and
through, even though once he had retired from the army his military
enthusiasm had been quenched by his religious ardor. I wanted to
be a soldier. I was determined at all costs not to miss this war. My
mother and my guardian, in fact all my relations, did their best to
dissuade me. I must first pass my matriculation, they said, and then
we would talk it over. It had been decided in any case that I was to
be a priest. I did not argue, but went on trying by every means to
get to the front. I often hid in troop trains, but I was always dis-
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covered, and in spite of my earnest entreaties was taken back home
by the military police on account of my age.

All my thoughts and hopes were directed at that time toward
becoming a soldier. My school, my future profession, and my home
faded into the background. With quite extraordinary and touching
patience and goodness, my mother did her best to make me change
my mind. Yet I stubbomly went on seeking every opportunity of
achieving my ambition. My mother was powerless in the face of
such obstinacy. My relations wanted to send me to a training
college for missionaries, although my mother was against this. I
was halfhearted in matters of religion, even though I conscientiously
followed the regulations of the Church. I lacked my father’s strong,
guiding hand.

In 1916 with the help of a cavalry captain whom I had got to
know in the hospital, I finally succeeded in joining the regiment in
which my father and grandfather had served.! After a short period
of training I was sent to the front, without my mother’s knowledge.

I was to see her no more, for she died in 1917.

I was sent to Turkey and then to the Iraqi front.

The fact that I had enlisted secretly, combined with the ever-
present fear that I be discovered and sent back home, made the long
and varied journey that took me through many lands on my way to
Turkey a deeply impressive event in the life of a boy not yet sixteen
years old. The stay in Constantinople, which at that time was still a
richly Oriental city, and the journey by train and horse to the far-
distant Iragi front were likewise packed with fresh experiences.
Nevertheless these were not of fundamental importance to me and
do not remain clearly imprinted on my mind.

I remember, however, every detail of my first encounter with the
enemy.

Soon after our arrival at the front we were attached to a Turkish
division and our cavalry unit was broken up to act as a stiffening
force with the three Turkish regiments. We were still being trained
in our duties when the British—New Zealanders and Indians—
launched an attack. When the fighting became intense, the Turks
1The 215t (Baden) Regiment of Dragoons.
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ran away. Our little troop of Germans lay isolated in the vast ex-
panse of desert, among the stones and the ruins of once flourishing
civilizations, and we had to defend ourselves as best we could. We
were short of ammunition, and the first-aid station had been left far
behind with our horses. The enemy’s fire became even more in-
tense and accurate, and I soon realized how serious our situation
was. One after another my comrades fell wounded and then sud-
denly the man next to me gave no answer when I called to him. I
turned and saw that blood was pouring from a severe head wound,
and that he was already dead. I was seized with a terror, which I
was never again to experience to the same extent, lest I too should
suffer the same fate. Had I been alone I would certainly have run
away, as the Turks had done. I kept glancing round at my dead
comrade. Then suddenly, in my desperation, I noticed our captain,
who was lying behind a rock with icy calm, as though on the prac-
tice range, and retumning the enemy’s fire with the rifle that had
fallen from the hands of my dead neighbor. At that, a strange calm
descended on me too, such as I had never before known. It dawned
on me that I too must start shooting. Up to then I had not fired a
single round and had only watched, with mounting terror, as the
Indians slowly came nearer and nearer. One of them had just
jumped out from a pile of stones. I can see him now, a tall, broad
man with a bristling, black beard. For an instant I hesitated, the
image of my dead comrade was before my eyes, then I let fly and,
trembling, I saw how the Indian plunged forward, fell, and moved
no more. I cannot honestly say whether I had even aimed my rifle
properly. My first dead man! The spell was broken. I now fired shot
after shot, as I had been trained to do, and had no further thought
of danger. Moreover, my captain was not far away and from time
to time he would shout words of encouragement to me. The attack
was halted as soon as the Indians realized that they were faced with
serious resistance. Meanwhile the Turks had been driven forward
once more, and a counterattack was launched. On that same day a
great deal of lost ground was recaptured. During the advance I
glanced with some trepidation and nervousness at my dead man,
and I did not feel very happy about it all. I cannot say whether
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I killed or wounded any more Indians during this battle, although
I had aimed and fired at any enemy who emerged from behind
cover. I was too excited about the whole thing.

My captain expressed his amazement at my coolness during this,
my first battle, my baptism of fire. If he had only known how I
actually felt deep down! Later I described to him my real state of
mind. He laughed and told me that all soldiers experience much
the same sort of feelings.

I had an implicit and unusual confidence in my captain. He
became, so to speak, my soldier-father and I held him in great re-
spect. It was a far more profound relationship than that which had
existed between myself and my real father. He kept me always
under his eye. Although he never showed any favoritism toward
me, he treated me with great affection, and looked after me as
though I were his son. He was loath to let me go on long-distance
reconnaissance patrols, although he always gave way in the end to
my repeated requests that I be sent. He was especially proud when
I was decorated or promoted.* He himself, however, never recom-
mended me for any distinction. I mourned his loss deeply when he
fell in the second Battle of the Jordan, in the spring of 1918. His
death affected me very profoundly indeed.

At the beginning of 1917 our formation was transferred to the
Palestine front. We were in the Holy Land. The old, familiar names
from religious history and the stories of the saints were all about us.
And how utterly different it all was from the pictures and stories
that had filled my youthful dreams!

At first we took up positions on the Hejaz road, but later we
moved to the Jerusalem front.

Thus one morning, as we were returning from a lengthy patrol on
the far side of the Jordan, we met a column of farm carts in the
valley, filled with moss. As the British were using every imaginable
means of supplying arms to the Arabs and the mixed races of
Palestine, all only too anxious to shake off the Turkish yoke, we had

1 Hoess was twice wounded, in Mesopotamia and Palestine. In 1917 and
1918 he received the Iron Cross, 1st and 2nd class, the Iron Crescent, and the
Baden Service Medal.
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orders to search all farm carts and beasts of burden. We therefore
told these peasants to unload their carts, and interrogated them
with the help of our interpreter, a young Indian.

When we asked them where they were taking their moss, they
explained that it was destined for the monasteries of Jerusalem,
where it would be sold to the pilgrims. We were somewhat mysti-
fied by this explanation. A little later I was wounded and sent to a
hospital in Wilhelma, a German settlement between Jerusalem and
Jaffa. The colonists in this place had emigrated from Wiirttemberg
for religious reasons some generations before. While I was in the
hospital, they told me that a very profitable trade was carried out
in the moss that the peasants brought to Jerusalem in their carts.
It was a kind of Icelandic moss with grayish-white streaks and red
spots. It was described to the pilgrims as having come from Gol-
gotha, the red spots being the blood of Jesus, and it was sold to
them at a high price. The colonists explained quite frankly that in
peacetime, when thousands visited the holy places, the sale of this
moss was an extremely lucrative business. The pilgrims would buy
anything that was in any way connected with the saints or the
shrines. The large pilgrim monasteries were the greatest offenders.
There every effort was made to extract the maximum amount of
money from the pilgrims. After my discharge from the hospital, I
had a chance of seeing with my own eyes some of these activities in
Jerusalem. Owing to the war, there were only a few pilgrims, but
this shortage was made good by the presence of German and
Austrian soldiers. Later on I came across the same business in
Nazareth. I discussed this matter with many of my comrades, be-
cause I was disgusted by the cynical manner in which this trade in
allegedly holy relics was carried on by the representatives of the
many churches established there.

Most of my friends were indifferent, and said that if people were
so silly as to be taken in by these swindlers they must expect to pay
for their stupidity. Others looked on the whole thing as a kind of
tourist trade, such as always flourishes in places that have a special
interest. But a few of them who, like me, were devout Catholics,
condemned this traffic carried on by the churches, and were sick-
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ened by the way they cashed in on the deep, religious feelings of the
pilgrims, many of whom had sold all they possessed in order to visit
the holy places just once in their lives.

For a long time I failed to sort out my feelings in this matter, but
nevertheless they probably played a decisive part in my subsequent
renunciation of my faith. I should, however, mention in this con-
nection that my comrades were all convinced Catholics, from the
strongly Catholic Black Forest district. Never during this period did
I hear a word spoken against the Church.

At this time I also experienced my first love affair. When in the
hospital at Wilhelma, I was looked after by a young German nurse.
I had been shot through the knee, and at the same time I came down
with a severe and protracted bout of malaria. I therefore had to be
given particular care and attention lest I harm myself during a
feverish delirium. Not even my mother could have looked after me
better than did this nurse. Gradually I became aware that it was not
mother love alone that made her bestow such loving attention on
me. Until then I had never known love for a member of the oppo-
site sex. I had of course heard a great deal of talk about sexual
matters among my comrades, and soldiers do not mince their words
on this subject. But, perhaps through lack of opportunity, I had
had no personal experiences. In addition the hardships of that par-
ticular theater of war were not exactly conducive to love-making.

At first I was distressed by her tender caresses and by the way in
which she would hold me up and support me longer than was
strictly necessary. For, ever since my earliest childhood, I had
shunned all demonstration of affection. But at last I too fell under
the magic spell of love, and began to regard the woman with new
eyes. This love affair, which developed under her guidance stage by
stage until its final consummation, was for me a wonderful and un-
dreamed-of experience. I would never have been able on my own to
summon enough courage to bring it about. In all its tenderness and
charm it was to affect me throughout all the rest of my life. I could
never again speak flippantly of such matters; sexual intercourse
without real affection became unthinkable for me. Thus I was saved
from casual flirtations and brothels.
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The war came to an end. The upshot of my army sexvice was that
I had reached manhood, both physically and mentally, long before
my years. My wartime experiences had left their mark on me, a
mark that would never be erased. I had broken away from the nar-
row safety of my parents’ home. My attitude to life was wider. I
had seen and experienced a great deal during the two and a half
years that I had spent in foreign lands. I had got to know all sorts
and conditions of men, and had observed their needs and weak-
nesses.

The frightened schoolboy who had escaped from his mother’s
care and fought his first action against the enemy had become a
tough and hardened soldier. I became a noncommissioned officer
at the age of seventeen, the youngest in the army, and was decorated
with the Iron Cross, First Class. After my promotion I was engaged
almost- entirely on long-range reconnaissance and sabotage behind
the enemy lines. Meanwhile I had learned that the ability to lead
men depends not on rank, but on skill, and that in difficult situ-
ations it is icy calm and unshakable imperturbability that are
decisive in a commanding officer. But I had also learned how hard
it is always to be an example to others and to keep up an appear-
ance that does not betray one’s real feelings.

The armistice found us in Damascus. I was determined at all
costs not to be interned, and decided on my own initiative to fight
my way home. The Corps had wamed us against this. After a
discussion, all the men of my troop volunteered to come with me.
Since the spring of 1918 I had commanded an independent cavalry
troop of which all the men were in their thirties, while I was just
eighteen.

We had an adventurous journey through Anatolia, sailed across
the Black Sea to Vama in a miserable coaster, traveled on through
Bulgaria and Romania and made our way, in deep snow, through
the Transylvanian Alps to Hungary and Austria. We eventually
reached home after almost three months of traveling. We had no
maps to help us and had to rely on a school atlas. We were always
short of food both for ourselves and our horses and we had to force
our way through a Romania which had now become hostile again.
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Our arrival at the regimental depot was completely unexpected.
So far as I know no other complete unit from our theater of war
succeeded in reaching home.

During the war I had repeated doubts concerning my suitability
for the priesthood. The affair of my confession and the trade in
sacred relics that I had seen in the Holy Land had destroyed my
faith in priests. I also had doubts concemning various established
customs of the Church. Gradually I became of the opinion that I
must refuse to follow the profession that my father had vowed
should be mine. I discussed this with no one. In the last letter that
she wrote before her death, my mother had told me never to forget
the future that my father had foreseen for me! The respect that I
had for my parents’ wishes, and my rejection of the profession they
had chosen for me, threw my mind into a turmoil, and I was still
unable to see matters clearly when at last I arrived home,

My guardian, and indeed all my relations, badgered me to go at
once to a training college for priests, so that I might find the right
surroundings and prepare for my predestined profession. Our
household had been completely broken up, and my sisters had been
sent to a convent school. I realized for the first time the full sig-
nificance of my mother’s death. I no longer had a home. My “dear
relations” had shared out among themselves all those cherished
possessions which had formed part of the home we had loved; they
were certain that I would become a missionary and my sisters
remain in the convent, and that therefore we would have no further
use for such worldly things. Sufficient money had been left to buy
our entry into the mission house and the convent.

Filled with indignation at my relations’ highhanded action, and,
with distress at the loss of my home, I went that very day to my
uncle, who was also my guardian, and told him curtly that I had
decided not to become a priest. He tried to compel me to change
my mind, by telling me that he was not prepared to find the money
to set me up in any other profession, since my parents had decided
upon the priesthood for me. I speedily resolved to renounce my
share of the inheritance in favor of my sisters, and on the follow-
ing day I got my lawyer to draw up the necessary documents. From
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then on I refused to accept any further help from my relations. I
would battle my way through the world alone. Full of rage and
without saying goodbye, I left this “relation-ridden” house, and
traveled to East Prussia, in order to enlist in a Freikorps! destined
for the Baltic States.

In this way, the problem of my profession was suddenly solved
and I became a soldier once more. I found a home again and a sense
of security in the comradeship of my fellows. Oddly enough it was
I, the lone wolf, always keeping my thoughts and my feelings to
myself, who felt continually drawn toward that comradeship which
enables a man to rely on others in time of need and of danger.

The fighting in the Baltic States was more savage and more bitter
than any I had experienced either in the World War or later with
the Freikorps. There was no real front, for the enemy was every-
where. When it came to a clash, it was a fight to the death, and no
quarter was given or expected. The Letts excelled in this kind of
fighting. It was there that I saw for the first time the horrors en-
dured by a civilian population. The Letts exacted a terrible revenge
on those of their own people who sheltered or cared for the German
or Russian soldiers of the White Army. They set their houses on
fire and burned the occupants to death. On innumerable occasions
I came across this terrible spectacle of bumed-out cottages con-
taining the charred corpses of women and children.

When [ saw it the first time, I was dumfounded, I believed then
that I was witnessing the height of man’s destructive madness.

Although later on I had to be the continual witness of far more
terrible scenes, yet the picture of those half-burned-out huts at the
edge of the forest beside the Dvina, with whole families dead within
them, remains indelibly engraved on my mind. At that time I was
still able to pray, and I did.

The Freikorps of the years 1918 to 1921 were peculiar phenomena
of the times. The government of the day needed them whenever

* Volunteer units of former soldiers which sprang up in Germany at this time,

and which were originally formed to safeguard the frontiers and prevent

internal disturbance. The one he belonged to was the Freikorps Rossbach, with

gv.llxic.h he fought in the Baltic States, Mecklenburg, the Ruhr, and Upper
ilesia.
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trouble started either on the frontiers or within the country, and
when the police force, or later the army, was too weak to deal with
the situation or for political reasons dared not put in an appearance.
Once the danger had passed, or when France made pointed in-
quiries, the government promptly disowned them. They were then
dissolved and the new organizations which succeeded them, and
were awaiting employment, were prosecuted.

The members of this particular Freikorps consisted of officers
and men who had returned from the war and who found them-
selves misfits in civilian life, of adventurers who wanted to try their
hand at this game, of unemployed men anxious to escape from idle-
ness and public charity, and of young enthusiastic volunteeers who
hastened to take up arms for love of their country. All of them,
without exception, were bound by a personal oath of loyalty to their
Corps leader. The Corps stood or fell with him. As a result there
developed a feeling of solidarity and an esprit de corps which
nothing could destroy. In fact the more we were pushed around by
the govemment in office, the more firmly did we stick together.
Woe to anyone who attempted to divide us—or betray us!

Since the government was forced to deny the existence of these
volunteer corps, the authorities were unable to inquire into or
punish offenses committed by their members in the cause of their
duties, offenses such as the theft of weapons, the betrayal of military
secrets, high treason, and so on. The Freikorps and their successor
organizations therefore administered justice themselves, after the
ancient Germanic pattern of the Vehmgericht' of olden times.
Treachery was punished with death, and there were many traitors
so executed.

Only a few of these incidents became known, however, and even
then it was only very rarely the “executioners” were caught and
brought to trial before the State Court for the Defense of the
Republic, a court especially created for this purpose.?

1 Medieval courts that sat and passed sentence in secret.

2The State Court for the Defense of the Republic was established in connec-
tion with the Law for the Defense of the Republic, enacted June 26, 1922. It
is incorrect to say that it was “specially” created to deal with Vehm murders.
Paragraph 7 of the law in quesion shows that this court was competent to
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But that was what happened in my case. There was a Vehm-
gericht murder trial in which I was involved and as a result of
which I, as the alleged ringleader and the person most concerned,
was sentenced to ten years’ hard labor. We had killed the man who
had betrayed Schlageter to the French. One of us who was present
when we carmried out the execution gave an account of it to
Vorwirts, the leading social-democratic newspaper,- ostensibly out
of feelings of remorse but actually, as was afterward established, in
order to make money. What really happened was never made clear.
The witnesses for the prosecution were not sufficiently sober at the
time of the incident to be able to remember the exact details. Those
who really knew what had taken place remained silent.

I was certainly there myself, but I was neither the ringleader nor
the person chiefly concerned. When 1 saw, during interrogation,
that the comrade who actually did the deed could only be incrim-
inated by my testimony, I took the blame on myself, and he was
released while the investigation was still going on. I need not
emphasize that, for the reasons given above, I was in complete
agreement with the sentence of death being carried out on the
traitor. In addition, Schlageter was an old comrade of mine. I had
fought beside him in many a bitter scrap in the Baltic and in the
Ruhr, and had worked with him behind the enemy lines in Upper
Silesia. We had also done a lot of illicit gunrunning together.

I was at the time, and remain to this day, completely convinced

judge cases in which the accused were tried for crimes directed against the
Republic (as a state form) and against members of the government. This law
was passed, and the court in question established, consequent on the murder
of the Foreign Minister, Rathenau, on June 24, 1922. (For an interesting
though not always reliable description of this murder by one of the murderers,
see The Answers of Ernst von Salomon, London, Putnam, 1945.) The court
was not concerned with Vehm murders as such. The reason why the Parchim
trial was held in this court, at Leipzig, and not in the normal district court at
Schwerin, was that the Schwerin State Attomney had declared that Hoess and
almost all his accomplices in the crime belonged to the “Union for Agricultural
Professional Training,” an illegal successor organization to the banned “Ross-
bach Labor Community,” which itself had been the Freikorps Rossbach, also
declared ﬂlegl, under another name: since this organization was hostile to the
republican form of government, political crimes committed by its members
as such made them subject to the jurisdiction of this special court.
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that this traitor deserved to be put to death. In all probability no
German court would have convicted him, so it was left to us to pass
sentence in accordance with an unwritten law which we ourselves,
owing to the exigencies of the times, had laid down.!

This can, perhaps, only be fully understood by those who lived,
or can imagine themselves living, in the chaotic conditions existing
at that time.

During the nine months that I spent awaiting trial, and also
during the trial itself, I was far from appreciating the seriousness of
my position. I firmly believed that my trial would probably never
take place and that even if it did I would certainly be acquitted.
The political crisis in the Reich during 1923 was so acute that the
overthrow of the government by one side or the other seemed
inevitable. I confidently anticipated that in due course we would be
set free by our comrades. Hitler’s abortive Putsch on November 9,
1923, should have made me think again. I still pinned my hopes,
however, on a favorable turn of events.2

My two defense lawyers took great pains to point out the gravity
of my position and were of the opinion that I must expect at least

1 Hoess’s description of the Parchim murder is colored in his favor and con-
tains inaccuracies. Evidence given before the court which sat in Leipzig from
the 12th to the 15th of March 1924, shows this to have been a particularly
brutal murder. It had been decided that a former elementary schoolteacher by
the name of Kadow was a Communist spy who had infiltrated the Rossbach
organization. Hoess and others—Martin Bormann was indirectly implicated—
spent the night of May 31-June 1, 1922, drinking, and then abducted Kadow
into the woods, where he was beaten almost to death with clubs and branches,
after which his throat was cut and he was finally finished off with two revolver
bullets. There is not the slightest scrap of evidence to show that Kadow was
in any way connected with the Schlageter affair. However, since Schlageter
had been condemned to death by the French authorities in the Ruhr only a
few days before the Kadow murder, it is possible that Hoess had been confused
by remarks that Kadow was a traitor “like the man who betrayed Schlageter to
e French.” Nor is there any reason to believe that the man who gave evidence
against Hoess and the others sold his story to Vorwirts. He was named Jurisch,
and the Court for the Defense of the Republic decided that he told his story,
thus implicating himself, because he feared lest he himself be murdered by
members of the Rossbach organization for knowing too much.
2 Hoess was arrested on June 28, 1923. On March 15, 1924, he was sentenced
to t:g years’ imprisonment, six months of this sentence to count as already
served.
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a lengthy term of imprisonment, if not the death sentence itself, as
a result of the new political composition of the tribunal and the
more stringent measures that were being inforced against all nation-
alist organizations. I could not bring myself to believe this. While
in prison awaiting trial, we received every possible consideration,
for the great majority of us were, politically speaking, from the left,
mostly Communists; comparatively few belonged, like myself, to
the right. Even Zeigner, the Minister of Justice for Saxony, sat in
his own prison accused of profiteering and of perverting the course
of justice.r We could write a lot and were allowed to receive both
letters and parcels. We could get the newspapers and so were at all
times aware of what was happening outside. We were, however,
kept strictly isolated from one another, and we were always blind-
folded when we were taken from our cells. Contact with our friends
was confined to a few, occasional words shouted through the
windows.

During the trial we found that the conversations that we were
able to have among ourselves during the intervals and during our
journeys to and from the court, and the renewed contact with our
comrades were far more important and interesting than the trial
itself. Even the pronouncement of sentence made little impression
on me or my comrades. We left the court in a boisterous mood,
shouting and singing our old songs of battle and defiance. Was this
just 2 grim sort of humor? For my part I do not think so. I was
simply unable to believe that I would have to serve my sentence.

The bitter awakening came only too soon, after I had been trans-
ferred to the prison where I was to begin my term of hard labor.

A new, and up to then unknown, world now opened before me.
Serving a sentence in a Prussian prison in those days was no rest
cure.

Every aspect of life was strictly regulated down to the smallest

 Dr. Erich Zeigner had attempted to set up a Communist government in
Saxony, and was deprived of his functions as Prime Minister and Minister of
Justice for Saxony by a decree of the President of the Reich dated October 29,
1923. He was later tried on a charge of abuse of public office, specifically for
destroying public documents and subverting public funds for political party
ends. On March 29, 1924, he was sentenced to three years in prison.
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details. Discipline was on severe, military lines. The greatest em-
phasis was placed on the punctilious discharge and most careful
execution of the exactly calculated task that was allotted each day.
Every offense was severely punished, and the effect of these “house
punishments” was increased by the fact that they entailed a refusal
of any possible reduction of sentence.

As a political prisoner, found guilty of a “crime of conviction,” I
was kept in solitary confinement. At first I was not at all happy
about this, for I had just had nine months’ solitary in Leipzig, but
later I was only too thankful, in spite of the many small amenitiés
that life in the large communal cells offered. In my cell I had only
myself to consider. Once I had completed my allotted task, I could
arrange my day as I wished without regard to any fellow prisoner,
and I escaped the hideous bullying practiced by the real criminals
in the larger cells. I had learned, though at secondhand, a little
about such bullying which is directed mercilessly against all who do
not belong to the criminal fraternity or who fail to hide their
views. Even the strict supervision of a Prussian prison was unable
to prevent this terrorism.

At that time I believed I knew all about human nature. I had
seen all sorts and types of men of many different nations and
classes, and had observed their habits, both the good and even more
so the bad. For though I was still young, I had had considerable
experience of the world, and had been through a lot.

The criminals who shared my prison made me realize how little
I really knew. Even though I lived alone in my cell, I yet came into
daily contact with my fellow prisoners during exercise in the court-
yard, or on the way to one or another of the prison administration
offices, in the washhouses, through contact with the cleaners, or at
the barber’s, or with the prisoners who brought or collected the
work materials, or in many other ways. Above all, I listened to their
talk every evening from my window. From all this I got a fairly
good insight into the minds and souls of these people, and an abyss
of human aberrations, depravities, and passions was opened before
my eyes.

I had hardly begun to serve my sentence before I overheard a
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prisoner in a neighboring cell tell another about a robbery he had
committed at a forester’s house. He had first made sure that the
forester was sitting happily in the inn and had then, with an ax,
killed first the servant girl and then the man’s wife, who was far
advanced in pregnancy. The forester’s four small children began to
cry and he seized each of them in tum and dashed their heads
against the wall to stop their “hollering.” The filthy, insolent lan-
guage that he used when recounting the details of this appalling
crime made me long to fly at his throat. I could not sleep all that
night. Later I was to hear far more terrible stories, but nothing was
ever again to disturb me as much as what I heard on that day. The
man who told this story was a murderer who had been condemned
to death many times, but had always been reprieved. Even while
I was serving my sentence, he broke out of the dormitory one eve-
ning, attacked with a length of iron a guard who was barring his
way, and escaped over the prison wall. He was arrested by the police
after he had knocked down an innocent pedestrian in order to steal
his clothes, and he then furiously attacked his captors, who im-
mediately shot him dead.

The Brandenburg prison also held the cream of Berlin’s profes-
sional criminals. They ranged from international pickpockets to
well-known safebreakers, gangsters, cardsharps, skilled confidence
men, and men convicted of all kinds of disgusting sexual offenses.

The place was a regular school for criminals. The younger ones,
the learners, were enthusiastically initiated into the secrets of their
craft, although their instructors kept their personal tricks of the
trade a close secret. The 0ld convicts naturally saw to it that they
were well paid for their services. Payment was often made in to-
bacco, which was the most usual form of prison currency. Smoking
was strictly forbidden, but every smoker managed to procure
tobacco for himself by going fifty-fifty with the junior guards. The
provision of services of a sexual nature was also a customary form
of payment. Sometimes, too, binding agreements were made for a
share in a criminal undertaking planned to take place after release
from prison. Many sensational crimes owed their origin to schemes
hatched while their perpetrators were serving prison sentences.
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Homosexuality was widespread. The younger, good-looking pris-
oners were greatly in demand and were the cause of much bitter
rivalry and intrigue. The more crafty of these made a good business
out of their popularity.

In my opinion, based on years of experience and observation, the
widespread homosexuality found in these prisons is rarely congeni-
tal, or in the nature of a disease, but is rather the result of strong
sexual desires which cannot be satisfied in any other way. It arises
primarily from a search for a stimulating or exciting activity that
promises to give the men something out of life, in surroundings
where absolutely no form of moral restraint applies.

Among this mass of criminals, who had become so from inclina-
tion or propensity, there were to be found a great many who had
been driven to swindling and thieving through misery and want
during the bad postwar years and the inflation period: men whose
character was not sufficiently strong to enable them to withstand
the temptation of getting rich quick by illegal means: men who by
some unlucky chance had been dragged into a whirlpool of crime.
Many of these struggled honorably and bravely to break away from
the asocial influence of this criminal atmosphere, so that they
might start a decent life once more, after they had served their
sentences. '

Many, however, were too weak to fight against this interminable,
asocial pressure and the incessant terrorization, and they were soon
condemned to a lifetime of crime.

In this respect, the prison cell became a confessional box. When
I was in Leipzig jail being interrogated- before my trial, I heard
many window conversations: conversations in which men and
women expressed their deeper anxieties and sought consolation
from one another; conversations in which accomplices bitterly com-
plained of betrayal, and in which the public prosecutor’s office
would have shown great interest, since they threw light on many
an unsolved crime.

T used to be amazed at the free and easy way in which prisoners
would give utterance through the window to their darkest and best-
kept secrets. Was this urge to confide born of the misery of solitary
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confinement or did it spring from the universal need of all human
beings to talk to one another? While we were awaiting trial, these
window conversations were extremely brief and were constantly
threatened by the permanent watch which the guards kept on the
cells. In the prison where we served our sentences, however, the
guards only bothered about them if the voices became too loud.
There were three types of prisoner in solitary confinement in the
Brandenburg prison: 1. Political prisoners found guilty of a “crime
of conviction”; these young first offenders were treated with con-
sideration. 2. Violent criminals and troublemakers, who had be-
come intolerable in the large, communal cells. 3. Prisoners who had
made themselves disliked because of their refusal to acquiesce in
the terrorism practiced by their fellow criminals, or stool pigeons
who had betrayed their friends in some way and now feared re-
venge. For these it was a kind of protective custody.

Evening after evening I would listen to their conversations. I
thus obtained a deep insight into the psyche of these condemned
men.

Later, during the final year of my imprisonment, when my job as
chief clerk in the general store brought me into daily, personal
contact with them, I got to know them even more intimately and
I found my previous knowledge of them abundantly confirmed.

The real, professional criminal who has become so either by
choice or by reason of his inherent nature, has cut himself off from
the society of his fellow citizens. He combats that society by means
of his criminal activities. He no longer wants to lead an honest life,
for he has become wedded to his life of crime and has made it his
profession.

Comradeship for him is based solely on expediency, though he
also can slip into a sort of bondage relationship, similar to that
between a prostitute and her pimp, which endures however badly
he may treat her. Moral concepts such as sincerity and honesty are
as laughable to him as is the notion of private property. He regards
his conviction and sentence as a bit of commercial bad luck, a
business loss, a hitch, nothing more. He attempts to make his prison
sentence as tolerable and even as pleasant as possible. He knows
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the insides of many prisons, their peculiarities and the influence
wielded by their officials, and he makes every effort to be transferred
to the one he prefers. He is no longer capable of any generous
feelings. Every effort, by education or kindness, to lead him back
into the right path, is rebuffed. Now and again, for tactical reasons,
he will play the part of the repentant sinner in order to have part
of his sentence remitted. He is generally rough and common, and
it affords him great satisfaction to trample upon everything that
others regard as sacred.

One incident will serve as an illustration. During the years 1926
and 1927 humane and progressive methods of punishment were
introduced into the prison. Among other innovations a concert was
held each Sunday moming in the prison church, in which some of
Berlin’s foremost performers took part. At one of these a famous
Berlin singer sang Gounod’s Ave Maria with a virtuosity and a
tenderness such as I have seldom heard. Most of the prisoners were
enraptured by this performance, and even the most callous may well
have been stirred by the music. But not all. Hardly had the last
notes died away, when I heard one old convict say to his neighbor:
“What wouldn’t I do to get my hands on those sparklers, matel”
Such was the effect of a deeply moving performance on criminals. -
Asocial, in the true meaning of the word.

Among this mass of typical professional criminals was a great
number of prisoners who could not be included in quite the same
class. They were borderline cases. Some were already treading the
slippery path that leads to the tempting and exciting world of crime,
while others were fighting with all their strength against being
enmeshed in its will-o’-the-wisp attractions. Others, led astray for
the first time but weak by nature, found themselves in a constant
state of vacillation between the external pressures of prison life and
their own inner feelings.

The mentality of this group was made up of diverse character-
istics and ranged through the whole scale of human sensibility.
They often rushed between one extreme and the other.

Prison had no effect at all on men of a lighthearted and frivolous
nature. Their souls lacked ballast and they lived gaily from day to
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day. They gave no thought to the future and would continue to
amble easily through life as they had done before, until some new
trouble overtook them. .

It was quite different with those whose minds were of a serious
bent. They tried to avoid the poisonous atmosphere of the com-
munal cells. Most of them, however, found that they were unable
to endure the rigors of solitary confinement; they were frightened
by loneliness and the perpetual self-examination that it entailed,
and they soon returned to the squalor of the crowded cells.

There was, indeed, the possibility of sharing a cell with two other
men. But it was rare to find three men who could, for any length of
time, endure living together at such close quarters. These little
groups had repeatedly to be broken up. I knew of none that lasted
long. A lengthy term of imprisonment makes even the best man
irritable, unsociable, and lacking in consideration. In such close
quarters, consideration for one’s companions is an essential.

It was not only the imprisonment itself, the monotonous same-
ness of the daily round, the perpetual discipline imposed by count-
less orders and regulations, the endless bawling and cursing of the
guards over trifles, that crushed their serious-minded prisoners, but
even more it was the prospect of the future and of what they were
to do with their lives after they had served their sentences. Their
conversation usually revolved about this. Would they be able to
fit into normal life again, or would they find themselves outcasts?

If they were married as well, their families were a further cause of
gnawing anxieties. Would their wives remain faithful during such a
long separation? Such considerations had a deeply depressing effect-
on men of this kind, which not even the daily work or the serious
literature that they read in their spare time could dispel.

Often their minds became deranged, or they committed suicide
for no real reason. By “real reasons” I mean such as bad news from
home, divorce, the death of near relatives, refusal of a petition for
mitigation of sentence, and so on.

Nor was imprisonment easy for the irresolute types, the ones who
could never make up their minds. They were too impressionable
and easily influenced by the others. A few tempting words from



AUTOBIOGRAPHY S5

some old convict, or a wad of tobacco, could be sufficient to scatter
their best intentions to the winds.

On the other hand, a good book or a serious conversation would
induce such men to peaceful self-contemplation and meditation.

In my opinion many of the inmates could have been brought
back to the right path if the senior officials had been more human
and less conscious of their official positions. Especially was this so
with regard to the priests of both confessions, who through their
functions as censors of correspondence as well as through their
official duties were well aware of the condition and frame of mind
of the men who composed their flocks.

All these officials, however, had grown dull and gray in the per-
petual monotony of their work. Their eyes were blind to the needs
of a man struggling eamestly to remake his life. Should such a
prisoner manage to summon enough courage to ask his priest or
clergyman for advice in his troubles, he was immediately greeted
with the standard assumption: that he was feigning repentance in
order to obtain a remission of sentence.

It is true that the officials had become accustomed to such decep-
tions, practiced by men unworthy of pity or understanding. Even
the most cynical criminal became devout when the time drew near
for his petition for remission of sentence to be examined, though
there might be only the smallest prospect of its success.

On countless occasions I heard prisoners complaining to one
another how grievously they felt the lack of help from the prison
administration in their worries and anxieties.

The psychological effect of their punishment on these serious-
minded prisoners, who genuinely wished to be better men, was far
greater than that caused by physical hardship. In comparison with
their more irresponsible comrades, they were punished twice over.

After the consolidation of the political and economic situation
following the inflation, a broadly democratic outlook prevailed in
Germany. Among many other govemment innovations in those
years was the introduction of a humane and progressive attitude
toward the purpose of prison sentences. It was believed that those
who had broken the law of the state could be made into good
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citizens again by means of education and kindness. The theory was
that every man is the product of his environment. If one gave the
lawbreaker who had served his sentence an economically adequate
and secure existence, this would provide him with an incentive for
social advancement, and he would be saved from going astray once
more. Suitable social trust would enable him to forget his asocial
attitude and would prevent him from slipping back into a life
of crime.

The cultural standards of the penal establishments were to be
raised by educational means, such as musical performances, which
would enliven the spirit, and well-chosen lectures on the basic
moral laws governing human society and on the fundamental prin-
ciples of ethics and other such themes.

The senior prison officials were to devote more attention to the
individual prisoners and to their psychological troubles. The pris-
oner himself, owing to a three-degree system offering many kinds
of contractual privileges hitherto unknown, could gradually ad-
vance, by means of good behavior, diligent work, and proof of a
change of heart, to the third degree and thus obtain an early release
on probation. In optimum cases he could obtain a remission of
half his sentence.

I myself was the first of approximately 8co prisoners to reach the
third degree. Up to the time of my release there were not more
than a dozen who, in the opinion of the authorities, were worthy of
wearing the three stripes on their sleeve. In my case all the afore-
mentioned qualifications were present. I had never been given any
kind of house punishment or even a reprimand; I had always com-
pleted more than my daily work task; I was a first offender who had
not been deprived of civil rights, and I was classified as guilty of a
“crime of conviction.” Since, however, I had been condemned by
the political tribunal, I could only be released before completing
my sentence as the result of an Act of Grace on the part of the
President of the Reich, or of an amnesty.

Almost as soon as I had begun to serve my sentence, I finally
realized the full nature of my predicament. I came to my senses.
There could be no doubt that I was faced with the almost certain
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prospect of serving a sentence of ten years” hard labor. A letter
from one of my defending lawyers on the matter at last confirmed
what I now knew to be the case. And I accepted the reality of this
ten-year sentence. Up to then I had enjoyed each day as it came,
had taken the good with the bad, and had never given a serious
thought to my future. Now I had leisure enough to reflect on my
past life, to recognize my mistakes and my weaknesses, and to train
myself for a richer and more rewarding life in the future.

I had indeed found, in the periods between my Freikorps activi-
ties, a profession that I enjoyed and loved and in which I could do
well. T had developed a passion for farming and had done well as a
farmer; witnesses who gave evidence at my trial confirmed this.

But the real essence of life, that which makes living a true ful-
fillment, was still unknown to me at the time. I began to seek for
it, absurd as this may sound, behind my prison walls, and found it,
later!

I had been taught since childhood to be absolutely obedient and
meticulously tidy and clean; so in these matters I did not find it
difficult to conform to the strict discipline of prison.

I conscientiously carried out my well-defined duties. I completed
the work allotted me, and usually more, to the satisfaction of the
foreman. My cell was a model of neatness and cleanliness, and even
the most malicious eyes could see nothing there with which to find
fault.

I even became accustomed to the perpetual monotony of my
daily existence, which was rarely broken by any unusual event, al-
though this acceptance was quite contrary to my restless nature.
My former life had been extremely hectic and lively.

An outstanding event during the first two years was the arrival of
the letter which we were allowed to receive every three months. I
would think about it for days before it came, imagining and en-
visaging everything it might possibly contain. The letter was from
my fiancée. At least she was my fiancée as far as the prison admin-
istration was concerned. She was the sister of a friend of mine and
I had never seen her or heard of her before. Since I was only al-
lowed to correspond with relatives, my friends, when I was in
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Leipzig jail, had produced a “fiancée” for me. This girl wrote to me
faithfully throughout all the long years of my imprisonment. She
did everything I asked of her, kept me informed of all that went
on in my circle of friends outside, and passed on all my own news.

Yet I never became accustomed to the petty chicanery of the
junior officials. This always had an extremely disturbing effect on
me, especially when it was deliberate and malicious. The senior
officials, up to the prison warden himself, always treated me cor-
rectly. So too did the majority of the junior officials with whom I
came in contact during the course of the years. But there were
three of these who, for political reasons, being Social Democrats,
bullied me whenever they could. This bullying usually consisted
of mere pinpricks, but they nevertheless managed to wound me
severely. In fact they hurt me much more in this way than if I had
been physically beaten.

Every prisoner who lives a sensitive inner life suffers far more
from unjustified, malicious, and deliberate acts of spite, in a word,
from acts of mental cruelty, than ever he does from the physical
equivalent. Such acts produce a far more ignominious and oppres-
sive effect than does corporal maltreatment.

I often tried to make myself indifferent to this, but I never
succeeded.

I grew accustomed to the crude language of the junior guards,
whose delight in the power they wielded increased in proportion
to the lowness of their mentality. I also got used to the senseless
orders which these same narrow-minded officials would give, and
I would carry them out without demur, and even with an inward
chuckle.

I became accustomed, too, to the disgusting language used by
the prisoners when they met.

But though it happened every day, I could never accustom my-
self to the common, cynical, and filthy way in which the prisoners
treated everything good and beautiful, everything which many men
regard as sacred. They became especially vicious when they noticed
that a fellow prisoner could be hurt by such talk. This kind of
behavior has always affected me strongly.
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I have ever regarded a good book as a good friend. Up to then
my restless life had given me little time or leisure for reading. But
in the loneliness of my cell books became my all, and this was
especially so during the first two years of my sentence. They were
my one relaxation, and they enabled me entirely to forget my
situation.

Toward the end of the first two years, which had passed monot-
onously and without any special incident, I was overcome by a most
peculiar state of mind. I became very irritable, nervous, and excited.
I felt a disinclination to work, although I was in the tailoring shop
at the time and had hitherto thoroughly enjoyed this work. I could
no longer eat and I brought up every mouthful that I forced myself
to swallow. I could not read any more and became completely un-
able to concentrate. I paced up and down my cell like a wild
animal. I lay awake all night, although I had up to then always
fallen at once into a deep and almost dreamless sleep. I had to get
out of bed and walk round and round my cell, and was unable to
lie still. Then I would sink exhausted on to the bed and fall asleep,
only to wake again after a short time bathed in sweat from my
nightmares. In these confused dreams I was always being pursued
and killed, or falling over a precipice. The hours of darkness became
a torment. Night after night I heard the clocks strike the hour.
As morning approached, my dread increased. I feared the light of
day and the people I should have to see once more. I felt incapable
of seeing them again. I tried with all my strength to pull myself
together, but without success. I wanted to pray, but my prayers
dissolved into a distressed stammering. I had forgotten how to
pray, and had lost the way to God. In my misery I believed that
God had no wish to help me, since I had forsaken Him. I was tor-
mented by the memory of my definite secession from the Church
in 1922. Yet this had been the ratification of a state of affairs that
had existed since the end of the war. In my heart I was already
leaving the Church during the last years of the war. I reproached
myself bitterly for not having followed the wishes of my parents,
for my lack of piety. It was strange how all this worried me while
I was in this plight.
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= My nervous agitation increased day to day, even from hour to
hour. I nearly went raving mad. My health gave way. My foreman
noticed my unaccustomed absent-mindedness and the mess I made
of even the simplest tasks, and although I worked furiously I could
not finish my daily task.

For several days I had fasted, thinking that after this I would
be able to eat once more. The guard in charge of my section caught
me in the act of throwing my dinner into the garbage pail. Al-
though he usually did his job in a weary and indifferent manner,
and hardly bothered about the prisoners, yet even he had noticed
my behavior and appearance, and on this account had been keeping
a sharp watch over me, as he later told me. I was taken immediately
to the doctor. He was an elderly man who had been attached to
the prison staff for a great many years. He listened patiently to my
story, thumbed through the pages of my file and then said with
the greatest nonchalance: “Prison psychosis. You'll get over it.
It’s not serious!”

I was taken to the infirmary and placed in an observation cell.
Then I was given an injection, wrapped in cold sheets, and im-
mediately I fell into a deep sleep. During the following days I was
given sedatives and put on an invalid diet. My general nervous
condition subsided and I began to pick up. At my own wish I was
returned to my cell. It was first intended that I be put in a cell with
other prisoners, but I had requested to be left on my own.

At this time I was informed by the prison warden that on ac-
count of my good behavior and industriousness I was to be pro-
moted to the second degree and as a result would receive various
alleviations of my prison existence. I might now write letters once
a month, and could receive as much mail as I liked. I might also
have books and instructional literature sent in to me. I might grow
flowers in my window, and keep my light on until ten o’clock at
night. If I wished, I could spend an hour or two with the other
prisoners on Sundays and holidays.

The gleam of light provided by these facilities did far more to
help me out of my depression than any sedatives. Nevertheless, it
was to be a long time before I could entirely shake off the deeper
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effects of my neurosis. There are things between heaven and earth
which are outside the daily run of man’s experience, but to which
he can devote serious thought when he is completely alone. Is it
possible to communicate with the dead? Often, during those hours
of extreme mental agitation, yet before my mind became altogether
bewildered, I saw my parents standing before me in the flesh. I
spoke with them, and it seemed as though they were still watching
over me. I still cannot find any explanation for this, nor have I,
during all these years, ever spoken about it to anyone.

During the subsequent years of my imprisonment I was often
able to observe this prison psychosis in others. Many cases ended in
the padded cell; several in complete mental derangement. Those
prisoners whom I knew, who had suffered from and overcome this
psychosis, remained timid and depressed and pessimistic for a very
long time afterward. Some of them were never able to shake off this
deep feeling of depression.

Most of the suicides which occurred while I was there could, in
my opinion, be traced back to this prison psychosis. The conditions
in which they lived deprived the men of all those sensible reflec-
tions and restraints which in normal life often stay the suicide’s
hand. The tremendous agitation which rages through a man so
afflicted drives him to the final extremity—to put an end to his
torment and find peace!

In my experience there were very few attempts by the prisoners to
feign madness or delirium in order to escape from prison life, for
the sentence was regarded as suspended from the moment of a
man’s removal to a mental asylum until he was sent back to prison,
unless it was decided that he must remain in an asylum for the
rest of his life.

Also, curiously enough, most prisoners have an almost super-
stitious fear of going madl

After I had risen from the depths and had recovered from my
nervous breakdown, my life in prison continued without any
particular incident. My peace of mind and detachment increased
daily.

During my free time I eagerly studied the English language, and
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had books of instruction in it sent to me. Later I arranged for a
continuous supply of English books and periodicals, and conse-
quently I was able, in about a year, to leamn this language without
any outside assistance. I found this a tremendous mental corrective.

My friends and families of my acquaintances were constantly
sending me good and valuable books on all manner of topics.
Those on ethnology, racial research, and heredity interested me
most of all, and I was happiest when studying these subjects. On
Sundays I played chess with those prisoners whom I found con-
genial. This game, better described as a serious intellectual duel, is
particularly well suited for maintaining and refreshing one’s elas-
ticity of mind, which is perpetually threatened by the sheer monot-
ony of life behind bars.

Because of my many varied contacts with the outside world
through letters and newspapers and periodicals, I was now con-
stantly receiving fresh and welcome mental stimulus. Should I
become dejected or weary or utterly fed up, the memory of my
previous “black days” acted like a scourge to drive such clouds
away. The fear of a repetition of my illness was far too strong.

In the fourth year of my sentence I was promoted to the third
degree, and this brought me fresh alleviations of my prison life.
Every fortnight I could write a letter, as long as I wished, on plain
paper. Work was no longer compulsory, but voluntary, and I was
allowed to choose my work and received better pay for what I did.

Up till then the “reward for work,” as it was called, amounted to
eight pfennigs for each daily shift completed, out of which four
pfennigs might be spent on the purchase of additional food, and
that, if circumstances were favorable during the month, meant fat.

In the third degree a day’s work was worth fifty pfennigs and a
prisoner could spend the whole of this as he wished. Moreover he
was allowed to spend up to twenty marks a month of his own
money. Another privilege for men in the third degree was that they
might listen to the radio and smoke at certain hours of the day.

At this time, too, the post of clerk in the prison stores fell vacant,
and I was given it. I now had plenty of varied work to keep me busy
all day long, and I heard items of news from the prisoners of every
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sort who came daily to the store for a change of clothing, or for
their laundry or tools. The officials in charge also told me all the
prison gossip.

The stores were a collection point for all prison news and rumors.
It was there that I learned how quickly rumors of all kinds are
started and spread, and was able to see their effect. News and
rumors, whispered from man to man in the greatest possible
secrecy, are the prisoner’s elixir of life. The more a prisoner was
isolated, the more effective was the rumor that reached his ears.
The really naive prisoners were ready to believe absolutely anything
they were told.

One of my companions who, like me, was employed in the stores,
and who for over ten years had kept the inventories, took a satanic
delight in inventing and spreading baseless rumors, and in observing
their effect. He did this so cunningly, however, that it was never
possible to put the blame on him for the serious results that some-
times flowed from his efforts.

I too was once the victim of one of these rumors. It got about
that it was now possible, through the influence of friends among
the senior officials, for me to receive women in my cell at night.
A prisoner smuggled this piece of information out of the prison,
in the form of a complaint, and it eventually reached the ears of
the prison board of control.

One night the president of the Prison Commission, accompanied
by several other high officials, and by the prison governor who had
been got out of bed, suddenly appeared in my cell, in order to
convince themselves with their own eyes of the truth of this accu-
sation. In spite of an exhaustive investigation neither the informant
nor the man who had spread the rumor was ever found. On my
eventual release my colleague in the stores, to whom I have referred,
told me that he had invented the rumor, that the prisoner in the
cell next to mine had written the complaint and had smuggled the
letter out in order to get his own back on the prison warden, who
had refused him a reprieve. Cause and effect! A malicious person
could create a great deal of harm in this way.

Especially interesting to me in my job were the newcomers. The
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professional criminal was cheeky, self-confident, and insolent, and
even the most severe sentence could not get him down. He was an
optimist, who relied on luck turning in his favor sooner or later.
Often he had been only a few weeks “outside,” on leave as it were.
Prison had gradually become his real home. The first offender, or
one who through an adverse stroke of fate was being punished for
the second or third time, would be depressed, timid, often miser-
able, tacitumn, and anxious. Unhappiness, distress, desolation, and
despair could be read on his face. Material in plenty there for the
psychoanalyst or the sociologist!

I was always glad, after a day of varied sights and sounds, to find
refuge in the solitude of my cell. In peaceful meditation I reviewed
the happenings of the day and formed my conclusions about them.
I buried myself in my books and magazines, or read the letters sent
me by my kind and dear friends. I read of the plans they had for me
on my release, and smiled at their good intentions in offering me
consolation and courage. I no longer needed such solace and had
gradually, after five years, become inured and indifferent to my
imprisonment.

A further five years lay ahead of me, without any prospect of the
slightest remission. Several petitions for clemency from influential
people, and even a personal request from someone who was very
close to President von Hindenburg, had all been refused on political
grounds. I no longer expected to be released before my full term
had expired, but I now confidently hoped to be able to remain
physically and mentally fit till the end. I had also made plans for
keeping myself usefully occupied, for learning languages, and for
educating myself further in my chosen profession. I thought of
everything, but I never anticipated an early release.

Then it came overnight! In the Reichstag a sudden and unex-
pected majority was created by a coalition of the extreme right wing
and the extreme left, both of which had a great interest in having
their political prisoners set free. A political amnesty was granted
almost on the spur of the moment, and along with many others I
was set free!

! The Amnesty Act in question was passed on July 14, 1928.
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After six years of imprisonment, I was restored to freedom and
to lifel

I can see myself today, standing on the steps of the Potsdamer
station in Berlin and gazing with interest at the milling crowds in
the Potsdamer Platz. I stood there for a long time, until at last a
gentleman spoke to me and asked me where I wanted to go. I must
have seemed very stupid and my reply half-witted, for he at once
turned and hurried away. All this bustle and activity were com-
pletely unreal to me. It was like watching a film. My release had
been too sudden and unexpected, and everything appeared too
improbable and strange.

A friendly Berlin family had invited me, by telegram, to stay with
them. Although I knew Berlin well, and their house was within
easy reach, it took me a very long time to get there. At first some-
one always accompanied me when I dared to go into the street, for
I paid no attention to the traffic signs or to the frenzied streams of
cars that filled the metropolis. I wandered about as though in a
dream, and it was some days before I became reconciled to harsh
reality.

People showed me every kindness. They dragged me to films and
theaters and parties and to every possible place of entertainment, in
fact to all those functions that a city dweller regards as a necessity
of existence. It was all too much for me.

I was bewildered, and I began to long for peace. I wanted to get
away as quickly as possible from the noise and rush and bustle of
the big city. Away, and into the country. After ten days I left
Berlin to take a job as an agricultural official. Many more people
had indeed invited me to stay with them for rest and recuperation,
but my desire was to work. I had rested long enough.

Many different plans were put forward by thoughtful families
and friends interested in my well-being. All were eager to help me
to eam a living and to make it easy for me to resume a normal life
once more. I should go to East Africa, to Mexico, to Brazil, to
Paraguay, or to the United States. All this was done with the honor-
able intention of getting me away from Germany, so that I would
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not become involved once more in the political struggles of the
extreme right.

Others again, especially my old comrades, insisted that I take
up a prominent position in the front rank of the fighting organiza-
tion of the NSDAP (National Socialist German Workers Party).

I refused both these propositions. Although I had been a Party
member since 1922 and was in firm agreement with the Party’s
aims, I had nevertheless emphatically objected to their use of mass
propaganda, their bargaining for the good will of the people, the
way they appealed to the lowest instincts of the masses, and indeed
their tone. I had become acquainted with “the masses” during the
years from 1918 to 1923! I certainly wished to remain a member of
the Party, but I wanted neither any official position nor to join any
of the subsidiary organizations. I had other ideas.

Nor did I want to go abroad. I wished to stay in Germany and
help in its rebuilding. Building with a farsighted goal in view. I
wanted to settle on the land!

During the long years of seclusion in my cell I had come to this
conclusion: there was for me only one object for which it was
worth working and fighting, namely, a farm run by myself, on which
I should live with a large and healthy family. That was to be the
content and aim of my lifel

Immediately after my release I established contact with the
Artamanen.

I had learned about this organization and its objects through
reading its literature during my imprisonment, and I had investi-
gated it thoroughly. It was a community of young people of both
sexes, who had the interests of their country at heart. They came -
from the youth movements of all the nationalist inclined parties
and were people who all, at one time or another, had wanted to
escape from the unhealthily dissolute, and superficial life of the
towns and especially of the large cities, and to discover for them-
selves a healthy and tough but natural way of life on the land. They
did not drink or smoke, and forswore everything that did not con-

* Rossbach was responsible for Hoess visiting Munich, where he joined the
NSDAP in November 1922 with Party number 3240.
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tribute to the healthy development of their minds and bodies. They
wanted, furthermore, to return to the soil from which their fore-
fathers had sprung, and to settle on the land which had given birth
to the nation.

That was also my desire, and the goal for which I had searched
so long.

I relinquished my post as an agricultural official and joined this
community of people who held the same ideas as myself. I broke
off all contact with my former comrades and the kind families I had
met. They were too conventional to understand my disagreement
with their preconceived ideas. I wanted to be left completely alone
to start my life afresh.

I very soon met the girl who was to be my wife. She had the same
ideals as myself, and with her brother had found her way to the
Artamanen.

From the very first moment it was plain to us both that we were
completely suited to one another. Our mutual trust and under-
standing were such that it seemed as though we had lived together
all our lives. We were complementary to each other in every respect
and we shared the same outlook on life. I had found the very
woman for whom, during all the tedious years of loneliness, I had
longed.

This inner harmony has remained with us throughout all our
married life, undisturbed by all the accidents of daily life, through
bad times as through good, unaffected by the outside world.

Yet there was one matter that caused her perpetual sorrow. I
could never talk to her about those things that most deeply moved
me, but was always forced to ponder them over in my own mind,
alone.

We got married as soon as possible,! so that we might share the
hardships of the life which we had willingly chosen. We were under
no illusions concerning the difficulties that lay ahead, but we were
determined that nothing should stand in our way. Our life during
the next five years was certainly not an easy one, but we never let
ourselves be disheartened by any hardships. We were happy and

11n 1929.
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satisfied when we were able, by our example and training, to win
new adherents to our beliefs.

Three of our children had already been born; they were ready to
take their place in the bright future we were planning. Soon our
land would be allotted to us.

But it was not to bel

In June 1934 came Himmler's call to join the ranks of the active
SS. This was to take me away from the life which had hitherto
seemed so secure and with so well-defined a purpose.?

I was unable to come to a decision for a long, long time. This was
quite unlike my usual self.

The temptation of being a soldier again was, however, too strong.
Stronger than my wife’s expressed doubts as to whether this pro-
fession would really give me complete fulfillment and inner satis-
faction. But when she saw how deeply I was drawn to a soldier’s
life, she finally agreed with my wishes.

Because of the reasonably certain prospect of rapid promotion
and the financial emoluments that went with it, I became con-
vinced that I must take this step. But at the same time I felt that
I could still keep to my aim of ultimately settling down as a
farmer.

This aim in life, a farmstead home for ourselves and our children,
was one which we never lost sight of. Even in the years to come
I never changed my mind about this. It was my intention to go back
1 This statement requires amplification. According to his SS record file, Hoess
joined the SS as “candidate” (Anwdrter) on September 20, 1933. On April 1,
1934, he was accepted as SS-Mann, and promoted on April 20 to SS-Stunn-
mann (private first class). In the affidavit that he signed in British custody on
March 14, 1946, he described his career between leaving prison and going to
the Dachau concentration camp as follows: “Period 1929-1934, with various
agricultural organizations in Brandenburg and Pomerania. Heinrich Himmler
was also a member of the League of Artamanen (Gau leader, Bavaria). . .
In 1933 on the Sallentin estate in Pomerania I formed a troop of Mountcd $$
As a former cavalryman I was asked to do this by the Party and the cstate
owners. . . . While he was reviewing the SS in Stettin, Himmler's attention
was drawn to me—we already knew one another from the Artamanen League

—and he urged me to join a concentration camp administration. That is how
T came to Dachau in November 1934.”
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to farming immediately I was retired from active service after the
war.

It was only after many doubts and hesitations that I finally de-
cided to join the active SS.

Today I deeply regret having abandoned my previous way of life.

My life and that of my family would have taken a different turn.
Even though today we would be equally without a home and with-
out a farm, yet we would in the meantime have had several years of
soul-satisfying work.

Yet who is able to foresee the intricate course of a man’s destiny?

‘What is right? And what is wrong?

‘When I read Himmler’s invitation to join the ranks of the active
SS as a member of the unit guarding a concentration camp, I gave
no thought to the reference to concentration camps. The whole
idea was too strange to me. It was quite beyond my powers of
imagination. In the seclusion of our country existence in Pomerania
we had hardly heard of concentration camps.

To me it was just a question of being an active soldier once again,
of resuming my military career.

I went to Dachau.

Once more I was a recruit, with all the joys and sorrows that
that entails, and soon I was myself training other recruits. The
soldier’s life held me in thrall* :

During our training, we were told about the “enemies of the
1 The SS unit that Hoess joined as SS-Unterscharfithrer (corporal) on Decem-
ber 1, 1934, had been formed earlier that year by Theodor Eicke under the
name of Guard Unit Upper Bavaria as part of the General SS. From the end
of June 1933 Eicke had been Commandant of Dachau. In that same year Eicke
drafted the Disciplinary and Punishment Regulations for use in concentration
camps, and also the regulations for the guard units in the camps. In May 193
Eicke was given the job of rationalizing the concentration camps, some 0
which, such as Oranienburg near Berlin, had been set up by the SA, while
others, such as Dachau, were run by the SS. Eicke played a very prominent part
in the murder of Roehm and his followers and the elimination of the SA as a
political force on June 30, 1934, and in the following month was appointed
Inspector of Concentration Camps and of the Death’s Head Formations, into

which the Guard Unit Upper Bavaria was now incorporated. For Hoess’s
views on Eicke, see Appendix 8.
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state” (as Eicke, the Inspector of Concentration Camps, called
them), that is to say the prisoners behind the wire. We were given
instruction concerning our relations with them, and their custody,
and the use of our arms. It was impressed on us how dangerous
these prisoners were.

I observed them at work and as they marched in and out of the
camp, and I heard a lot about them from those of my comrades
who had served in this camp since 1933.

I can clearly remember the first flogging that I witnessed. Eicke
had issued orders that a minimum of one company of troops must
be present during the infliction of these corporal punishments.

Two prisoners who had stolen cigarettes from the canteen were
sentenced to twenty-five strokes each with the lash.

The troops, bearing arms, were formed up in an open square, in
the middle of which stood the whipping block.

The two prisoners were led forward by their block leaders. Then
the commandant arrived.! The commander of the protective cus-
tody camp and the senior company commander reported to him.

The Rapportfiihrer read out the sentence and the first prisoner,
a small, impenitent malingerer, was made to lie across the block.
Two soldiers held his head and hands and two block leaders carried
out the punishment, delivering alternate strokes. The prisoner
uttered no sound. The other prisoner, a professional politician of
strong physique, behaved quite otherwise. He cried out at the very
first stroke, and tried to break free. He went on screaming to the
end, although the commandant shouted at him several times to be
quiet. I was stationed in the front rank and was thus compelled to
watch the whole procedure. I say compelled, because if I had been
in the rear of the company I would not have looked. When the man
began to scream, I went hot and cold all over. In fact the whole

1 The commandant was responsible for the concentration camp as a whole.
The SS officer responsible for the camp in which the prisoners were ke st was
called the Schutzhaftlagerfiihrer (commander of the protective custody camp),
whose chief assistant—and the SS official with whom the prisoners came most
directly in contact—was called the Rapportfiihrer. Under him were the SS non-
commissioned officers responsible for the various blocks, originally called
companies.
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thing, even the beating of the first prisoner, made me shudder.
Later on, at the beginning of the war, I attended my first execution,
but it did not affect me nearly so much as witnessing this corporal
punishment. I am unable to give an explanation of this.

Corporal punishment was standard practice in the prisons up to
the 1918 revolution, but was then abolished.

The guard who had always carried out this punishment was
still in the prison service and was nicknamed “the bonebreaker.”
He was a rough, dissolute fellow, always reeking of alcohol, who
regarded prisoners as no more than numbers. He was just the man
for the job. When under arrest I had seen the block and the whips
in the punishment cellar, and I felt my flesh creep as I pictured the
“bonebreaker” at work.

After this first experience I always took care to be in the rear rank
when, as a private soldier, I had to attend these whippings.

Later, as block leader,! I avoided them as best I could or at least
always left the parade before the actual whipping began. I found it
easy to do this, for some of the block leaders were only too eager to
attend.

As Rapportfiihrer, and later as commander of the protective
custody camp, I was forced to be present, much as I disliked it.

When I became commandant and therefore responsible for
ordering corporal punishment, I rarely attended in person.

I certainly never ordered it without first giving the matter very
careful consideration.

Why did I have such an aversion to this form of punishment?

1 On March 1, 1935, Hoess was made block leader at Dachau, bemg promoted
SS-Scharfiihrer (sergeant) on April 1 and SS-Oberscharfithrer (staff sergeant
on July 1, 1935, and SS-Haugtsc ithrer (sergeant major) on March 1, 1936.
From April 1, 1936, unti ell:tamber of that year he was Rapportfiihrer at
Dachau. In June 1936 Himmler and Bormann visited the camp, and Hoess
was specially recommended for promotion both by the commandant, Loritz, and
by his predecessor, Eicke. Himmler and Bormann both being aware of his “past
services,” he was promoted SS-Untersturmfiihrer (2nd lieutenant) on Septem-
ber 13, 1936, thus becoming a member of the SS officer corps. From September
1936 until May 1938, when he was transferred to Sachsenhausen concentration
camp, he was Effektenverwdlter, that is to say, the officer responsible for the
administration of stores and of prisoners’ property, at Dachau.
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With the best will in the world I am unable to answer this question.

There was another block leader at this time who was affected in
the same way and who always tried to avoid attending these affairs.
This was Schwarzhuber, who later commanded the protective
custody camps at Birkenau and Ravensbriick.

The block leaders who hastened to these whippings, and whose
taste for these spectacles I learned to know, were almost without
exception sly, rough, violent, and often common creatures, whose
behavior toward their comrades and their families was in character
with their natures.

They did not regard prisoners as human beings at all.

Three of them later hanged themselves while under arrest, after
they had been held responsible for brutally mistreating prisoners in
other camps.

There were also plenty of SS men among the troops who re-
garded the sight of corporal punishment being inflicted as an ex-
cellent spectacle, a kind of peasant merrymaking.

I was certainly not one of these.

The following incident occurred while I was still a recruit at
Dachau. It was discovered that an immense racket had been organ-
ized in the butcher’s shop by the prisoners and by noncommissioned
officers of the SS. Four members of the SS were sentenced by a
Munich court—SS courts were not then in existence—to long terms
of imprisonment.

These four men were then paraded in front of the entire guard
unit, personally degraded by Eicke, and discharged with ignominy
from the ranks of the SS. Eicke himself tore off their national em-
blems, their badges of rank and SS insignia, had them marched past
each company in turn, and then handed them over to the prison
authorities to serve their sentences. Afterward he took this oppor-
tunity to deliver a long, admonitory speech. He said that he would
have dearly liked to have seen these four men dressed in concen-
tration camp clothes, flogged, and put behind the wire with their
associates. The Reichsfiihrer of the SS, however, had not allowed
him to do this.

A similar fate would overtake anyone who was caught having
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dealings with the prisoners, whether with criminal intent or from
pity. Both motives were equally reprehensible. Any show of sym-
pathy would be regarded by the “enemies of the state” as weakness,
which they would immediately exploit. Furthermore, it was un-
worthy of an SS man to feel pity for “enemies of the state.” He had
no room for weaklings in his ranks, and if any man felt that way he
should withdraw to a monastery as quickly as possible. Only tough
and determined men were of any use to him. It was not for nothing
that they wore the death’s head badge and always kept their
weapons loaded!

They were the only soldiers who, even in peacetime, faced the
enemy every hour of the day and night—the enemy behind the
wire.

The degradation and dismissal of these men were painful events
that affected every soldier and especially myself, for I was witness-
ing such a scene for the first time. But Eicke’s address gave me even
more to think about. I was still, however, not able to understand
clearly what he meant by “enemies of the state” and the “enemy
behind the wire.” I did not know enough about them, although I
was not to be left in ignorance for long!

After I had served six months with my unit, Eicke suddenly gave
orders that all the older officers and noncommissioned officers were
to leave their units and be given official positions in the camp. I
was one of these.

" I was made block leader in the protective custody camp. That
was a position that I had no desire whatever to hold. Shortly after-
ward, Eicke visited the camp and I submitted a formal request for
an interview. I asked him if he would make an exception in my
case, and let me rejoin my unit. I explained that soldiering was in
my blood, and that it was entirely because of my longing to be a
soldier once more that I had applied for active service with the SS.

He was well aware of my past history and considered that my
personal experiences of prison life made me eminently suitable for
taking charge of prisoners myself. In fact there was no one better
qualified than I for duty in the protective custody camp.

In any case he was not prepared to make any exceptions. His
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order had been drafted on basic principles and would not be altered
in any way. I must obey, since I was a soldier.

Yes, I had wanted to be a soldier. Yet at that moment I yearned
for the rich soil, and longed to return to the hard but free life I
had left behind.

But there was no returning now!

With strange feelings I entered upon my new round of duties.
It was an unknown world, and one to which I was to remain bound
and fettered for the next ten years.

It is true that I had myself been a prisoner for six long years and
therefore knew by heart the prisoner’s life and habits, his lighter
and even more his darker moments, all his emotions and all his
needs.

But the concentration camp was something new. I had first to
leamn the enormous difference between life in one of these and life
in a prison or penitentiary. And I was to learn it, in every detail and
often in more detail than I cared for.

With two other newcomers, Schwarzhuber and Remmele, later
Commandant of Eintrachthiitte, I was let loose among the prison-
ers, without very much instruction from the commander of the
protective custody camp or the Rapportfiihrer.

I felt quite embarrassed as I stood in front of the prisoners
committed to forced labor who had been entrusted to my care, and
noticed the curiosity with which they eyed their new company
leader, as block leaders were then called. Only later was I to under-
stand the searching expression on their faces.

My sergeant major, as the block senior was then called, had got
the company, later called block, into good shape.

He and his five corporals, the room seniors, were political
prisoners, dyed-in-thewool Communists, but they had also been
soldiers and loved retelling tales of their experiences in the army.
Without a word from me, they imposed order and cleanliness upon
the forced labor prisoners, most of whom had arrived in the camp
in a thoroughly disreputable and slovenly condition. The prisoners
themselves endeavored not to fall short of the standards set, since
it depended on their conduct and industry whether they were
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released after six months or whether they were then required to do
a further three or six months’ corrective training.

I soon got to know each of the two hundred and seventy men in
my company well, and I could judge their fitness for release. There
were only a very few, during the time I was block leader, whom I
had to have transferred to prison on account of their incorrigibly
asocial character. These men stole like magpies, shirked any kind
of work, and were in every respect thorough slackers. Most of the
men showed improvement by the end of their stipulated term of
training. There were hardly any who later relapsed.

Provided they had not served numerous previous sentences or in
some other way acquired asocial tendencies, imprisonment weighed
heavily on these people. They were ashamed of being where they
were, particularly the older men who had not previously come into
conflict with the law. Now all of a sudden they found themselves
punished because, out of pigheadedness or Bavarian stubbornness,
they had consistently shirked their work or had shown an exagger-
ated fondness for beer. Or perhaps they had become idle for some
other reason, and the Labor Office had sent them to the camp for
training.

But all of them managed to remain more or less unaffected by the
worse aspects of camp life, for they knew with reasonable certainty
that after completing their sentence they would be set free.

It was quite another story, however, with the remaining nine-
tenths of the camp. This consisted of one company containing Jews,
emigrants, homosexuals, and Jehovah’s Witnesses, one company of
asocials, and seven companies of political prisoners, mostly Com-
munists.

The political prisoners had no idea how long their detention
would last. This depended on factors that were incalculable. They
knew this and the uncertainty made their captivity very hard to
bear. On this account alone their life in camp was a torment. I
have discussed this with many sensible and discerning political
prisoners. All were unanimous that they could put up with all the
inconveniences of camp life, such as the arbitrary powers of the SS
men or of the prisoners’ leaders, the harsh camp discipline, the years
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of living as a member of a crowd, and the monotony of the daily
routine; but the uncertainty of the duration of their confinement
was something with which they could never come to terms.

It was this that wore them down and broke the strongest wills.

According to my experience and observation, it was this un-
certainty, often dependent on the whim of some quite junior official,
that had the gravest and strongest psychological effect on the
prisoners.

A professional criminal, who might have been sentenced to
fifteen years’ hard labor, always knew that he would at least regain
his freedom at the end of this period, and probably much sooner.

A political prisoner, however, who had in many cases been taken
into custody merely because of a vague accusation brought against
him by some personal enemy, was sent to a concentration camp for
an indefinite period. It might be for a year, or it might be ten.
The quarterly review of prison sentences, as laid down for all
German prisoners, was a mere formality. The final word lay with
the office that had sent the man to the camp, and thelast thing such
an office wished to do was to admit to a mistake. The victim of mis-
take was inevitably the prisoner, who for good or ill had been
handed over by the “sending office.” He could make no appeal or
complaint. Favorable circumstances might in exceptional cases lead
to a “recheck” and result in an unexpected release. But these were
invariably exceptions. As a general rule the period of detention
remained in the lap of the gods!

The guards who have the duty of supervising prisoners can be
divided into three distinct categories, and this applies equally to
remand prisons, penitentiaries, and concentration camps. They can
make life hell for the prisoner, but they can also make his wretched
existence easier and even tolerable.

Malicious, evil-minded, basically bad, brutal, inferior, common
creatures regard the prisoner as an unresisting object on which they
can exercise their unrestrained and often perverted desires and
whims and so find relief for their inferiority complexes. They do
not know the meaning of pity or of any kind of warm fellow feeling.
They seize every opportunity to terrorize the prisoners entrusted
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to their care, especially those against whom they have a personal
grudge. The odious machinations of these creatures range over
the whole scale from the smallest trickery to the most brutal ill-
treatment, according to the individual’s temperament and talents.
The spiritual anguish of their victims gives them particular satisfac-
tion. No regulations, however strict, will restrain them in their evil
ways. Only supervision can limit the torments they inflict. They
spend their time thinking up new methods of physical and mental
torture. Woe to the prisoners under their charge when these per-
verted creatures have as their superiors men who acquiesce in their
evil propensities, or even share in their inclinations and encourage
them!

The second category, comprising the overwhelming majority,
consists of those who are uninterested or indifferent. They carry out
their tasks stolidly and discharge their duties, so far as they must,
in a competent or indolent fashion.

To them, too, the prisoners are mere objects that they have to
supervise and guard. They scarcely regard them as human beings
with lives of their own.

For convenience they keep to the regulations, which they obey
to the letter. It is too much of a strain for them to attempt to inter-
pret those regulations sensibly. They are in general men of limited
abilities.

They have no deliberate wish to do the prisoners harm. But
because of their indifference and narrow-mindedness and their
desire for an easy life, they do cause a lot of harm and inflict much
physical and mental anguish upon the prisoners quite uninten-
tionally.

It is primarily they, however, who enable some prisoners to
obtain a domination over their fellows that is so often evil.

The third category consists of men who are kindly by nature,
good-hearted, compassionate, and able to sympathize with a fellow
human’s troubles.

‘Within this category the individual guards vary considerably.

First there are those who stick firmly and conscientiously to the
regulations and will overlook no departure from them on the part
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of the prisoners, but who, out of kindness of heart and good nature,
construe the regulations in favor of the prisoners and endeavor,
so far as this is possible, to alleviate their situation, or at any rate
not to make it unnecessarily hard.

There are others who are simply good-hearted, and whose naiveté
borders on the miraculous. They will try to gratify a prisoner’s
every wish, and out of sheer good nature and boundless sympathy
will attempt to help him in every way. They are unable to believe
that evil men exist among prisoners, too.

Generally speaking, strictness, combined with good will and
understanding, gives a prisoner a certain reassurance, for he is
perpetually on the lookout for human comprehension, and the
worse his position the greater his need of it. A kind glance, a
friendly nod, or a pleasant word will often work wonders, especially
on sensitive minds. To find that some consideration, however slight,
is being given to his situation and position produces an unexpected
effect upon a prisoner. Even the most desperate man, who has al-
ready given up all hope, will find new courage if he sees or feels the
slightest sign of human fellow feeling.

Every prisoner tries to improve his lot and to make his conditions
of life more tolerable. He will exploit kindness and human under-
standing. Unscrupulous prisoners will go the limit and will try, by
evoking sympathy, to get the better of their guards.

Since the prisoner is, generally speaking, mentally superior to the
junior guards and supervisory staff, he is quick to find the weak spot
in those who are kind or merely stupid.

And this is the disadvantage of showing too much kindness and
good will toward the prisoners. A single gesture of human under-
standing toward a strong-minded prisoner will often inaugurate
a series of lapses from discipline on the part of the guard that can
only end in the most severe punishment. Such lapses may begin
with the harmless smuggling out of a letter, but may lead to actual
assistance in escaping.

Examples will show the different effects, in the same circum-
stances, produced by the three characteristic types of guard men-
tioned above.
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To take the remand prison first, The prisoner asks the guard to
increase the steam heat in his cell because he has a bad cold and
is freezing. A maliciousminded guard will immediately turn the
heat off altogether and watch with amusement while the prisoner
runs round and round his cell or tries to keep warm by doing end-
less gymnastic exercises. In the evening another guard comes on
duty. He is one of the indifferent type. Once again the prisoner asks
for more heat. The guard turns it on full, and forgets all about it
for the rest of the night. Within an hour the cell is so overheated
that the prisoner has to leave the window open all night, with the
result that his cold becomes far worse.

Now take the penitentiary. There is a stipulated time for bathing.
A sadistic guard marches the prisoners to the baths. He throws the
window in the dressing room wide open, in midwinter, because the
place is full of steam. With much shouting to hurry them on, he
drives the prisoners under the showers and turns the hot water on
full so that no man can stay undemeath it for more than a second.
Then he tumns on the cold water, and makes them stand under it
for a long time, shivering. With a mocking grin he then watches
the prisoners, who are now so cold that they can hardly dress them-
selves.

On another occasion they are taken to the baths by a guard of
the indifferent type. It is also winter. The prisoners undress and the
guard sits down and reads a newspaper. After a long time he
manages to tear himself away from his paper and switches on the
water. He turns the hot on full and returns to his paper. No one can
go under the shower, which is almost boiling. He pays no attention
to the prisoners’ shouts. Only when he has finished his reading does
he stand up, and then immediately turns the water off altogether.
The prisoners dress themselves again without having washed at all.
He looks at his watch, sees that the time is right, and feels he has
done his duty.

Then the concentration camp. The scene is the gravel pit. A
good-natured guard takes care to see that the trucks are not over-
loaded, that extra men are there to push them up the slope, that the
tracks are firmly laid, and that the points are oiled. Without any
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shouting the day goes by and the stipulated amount of gravel is duly
shifted.

The malicious guard has the trucks overloaded, allows no extra
hands to help push them up the slope, and insists on their being
pushed the whole way at the double. He even does without the
prisoner whose job it is to look after the tracks and see that the
points are oiled. The result of all this is that the trucks are con-
stantly derailed, the Capos* are given reason for bullying, and a
large proportion of the prisoners are incapable of work by midday
because of their cut and bruised feet. All day long the air is filled
with deafening shouts of command from all sides. By evening it is
found that barely half of the stipulated work has been accom-
plished.

The indifferent guard does not worry in the least about his work
party. He lets the Capos do the work, which they carry out as the
fancy takes them. Their favorites among the prisoners have a
lazy day and the rest have to work all the harder. The sentries see
nothing. The guard himself is continually absent.

I have taken these three examples from innumerable incidents
that I myself have seen. I could fill several books with them. They
are intended only to emphasize the extent to which a prisoner’s life
is dependent on the behavior and attitude of mind of the individual
guards and supervisors. In spite of all the rules and regulations, and
however good the intentions behind them, the fact remains that it
is not the physical hardships which make the prisoner’s life so un-
bearable, but the indelible mental suffering caused by the tyranny
and wickedness and meanness of indifferent or malicious individuals
among the guards and supervisors. The prisoner can cope with stern
but impartial severity, however harsh it may be, but tyranny and
manifestly unjust treatment affect his soul like a blow with a club.
He is powerless against it, and can only suffer in silence.

To put it crudely, guards and prisoners constitute two hostile
and opposing worlds. The prisoner is usually on the defensive: first
because of the fact that he is a prisoner, and secondly because of the

* Prisoners who acted as supervisors of the prison barrack rooms, the other
prisoners’ work, etc.
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behavior of the guards. If he wants to fit into the scheme of things,
then he has to look after number one. Since he cannot fight back
with the same weapons, he must find other means of self-protec-
tion. According to his nature he either allows his enemy to vent his
spite against an armor of indifference, and continues to carry on
more or less as before; or he becomes cunning, furtive, and deceit-
ful, and hoodwinks his opponent in order to obtain alleviations and
privileges; or he goes over to the enemy and becomes a trusty, a
Capo, a block senior, and so on, and manages thus to make his own
life bearable at the expense of his fellow prisoners; or he stakes
everything on one throw and breaks out; or he abandons hope, goes
to pieces, and ends up by committing suicide.

All this sounds harsh and may seem improbable, and yet it is true.
I feel that I am a fair judge of these matters, owing to the life I have
lived, and to my own experiences and observation.

Work plays a very large part in a prisoner’s life. It can serve to
make his existence more bearable, but it can also lead to his de-
struction.

To every healthy prisoner, in normal circumstances, work is a
necessity, and satisfies an inner need. This does not apply to notori-
ous idlers and loafers and other types of asocial spongers; they can
vegetate quite happily without work, and without thereby doing
any harm to their souls.

Work helps a prisoner to get over the emptiness of imprison-
ment. It pushes the wretchedness of the daily round in prison into
the background if it occupies his mind sufficiently; and if he does it
willingly, by which I mean with an inner readiness, he will derive
satisfaction from it.

If he can go further, and find an occupation connected with his
own profession, or work that corresponds to his abilities and which
appeals to him, he has managed to achieve for himself a psychologi-
cal basis that will not easily be shaken, however inimical his sur-
roundings.

It is true that work in the prisons and concentration camps is
compulsory. But generally speaking every prisoner employed on
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the right kind of work does it willingly. The inner satisfaction that
it gives him affects his whole state of mind. On the other hand,
dissatisfaction with his work can make his life a burden.

How much pain and discomfort, and frustration too, could have
been avoided if the work inspectors and the foremen had had regard
for these facts, and had kept their eyes open when they went
through the workshops and places of employment!

All my life I have thoroughly enjoyed working. I have done
plenty of hard, physical work, under the severest conditions, in the
coal mines, in oil refineries, and in brickyards. I have felled timber,
cut railroad ties, and stacked peat. I have, with my own hands, done
every principal sort of agricultural work. Not only have I done such
work myself, but wherever I have worked I have carefully observed
the behavior, habits, and conditions of life of the men working
with me.

I can justly maintain that I know what work means, and that I
am fully qualified to judge another man’s working efficiency.

I myself derive no real satisfaction from my labors unless I have
completed a good job of work thoroughly.

I have never asked my subordinates to undertake any task in
excess of what I could have done myself. Even in prison in Leipzig
where I had plenty to occupy my mind, such as the investigation
and the trial itself, not to mention the many letters and newspa-
pers and visitors I received, I missed my work. Finally I asked for
work, and I was given the job of pasting paper bags. Although this
was an extremely monotonous job, it nevertheless occupied the
greater part of the day and gave me a regular occupation. I volun-
tarily assigned to myself a definite task to be performed daily, and
that was the essential.

During my subsequent imprisonment, where choice was possible,
I chose work that required a certain amount of attention and was
not purely mechanical.

Such employment spared me hours of useless and enervating
self-pity. In the evening I had the satisfactory feeling that not only
had I put another day behind me, but also that I had done a useful
job of work.
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The worst punishment for me would have been if my work had
been taken away.

In my present imprisonment I feel the lack of any physical work
very much, and I am so thankful that I can do this writing, which
I find completely absorbing and satisfying.

I have discussed this question of work with many of my fellow
prisoners in the penitentiary and also with many of those detained
in the concentration camps, especially at Dachau. All of them
were convinced that in the long run life behind bars or behind wire
would be unbearable without work, and that to be without work
would be the worst imaginable punishment.

Work in prison is not merely an efficient corrective, in the best
sense of the word, in that it encourages the prisoners to discipline
themselves and thus makes them better able to withstand the
demoralizing effect of their confinement. It is also a means of train-
ing for those prisoners who are fundamentally unstable and who
need to learn the meaning of endurance and perseverance. The
beneficent influence of work can draw many prisoners away from a
life of crime.

The above statements, however, only apply where the conditions
are normal.

Only thus can the slogan “Work Brings Freedom” be under-
stood. It was Eicke’s firm intention that no matter what category,
those prisoners whose steady and zealous work marked them out
from the others should in due course be released, regardless of what
the Gestapo and the Criminal Police Office might think to the
contrary. Indeed this occasionally happened, until the war put an
end to all such good intentions.

I have written exhaustively on the subject of work, because I have
myself had such ample opportunity of appreciating its psychological
value, and because I wished to show the beneficial effect it always
has on a prisoner’s mind, as I know from firsthand experience.

I shall write later about what was afterward done in this matter
of work and the planned use of camp labor.

1 Arbeit macht frei was the slogan which Hoess placed above the main gate of
Auschwitz concentration camp.
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~ In Dachau, as block leader, I now came into direct contact with
the individual prisoners, and not only with those of my own block.

As block leaders we had at that time to censor the prisoners’
outgoing mail. Any man who has spent a considerable time reading
a prisoner’s letters, and who possesses adequate knowledge of human
nature, will obtain a clear picture from them of the prisoner’s
psyche. Each prisoner tries in his letters to his wife and mother to
describe his needs and his troubles and, depending on his disposi-
tion, will be more or less outspoken. In the long run no prisoner
can disguise his true thoughts. He can, in the final analysis, deceive
neither himself nor the practiced eye of the experienced observer.
And it is the same with the letters he writes.

Eicke had drummed the notion of “dangerous enemies of the
state” so firmly and persuasively into the heads of his SS men, and
had been preaching this for so many years, that any man who knew
no better believed in it. I also believed. I now sought to study these
“dangerous enemies of the state,” and to find out why they ap-
peared so dangerous.

What did I find? A small number of dyed-in-the-wool Commu-
nists and Social Democrats, who, if they had been given their free-
dom, would have stirred up unrest among the people and would
have stopped at nothing to make their illegal work effective. They
quite openly admitted this.

But the great mass of them, although they had indeed been
Communists or Social Democrat officials, who had also struggled
and fought for their ideals, and who had in some cases done con-
siderable harm to the nationalist concepts of the NSDAP, appeared
at closer glance and after daily contact harmless and peaceable men
who, having seen their world destroyed, wished only to find some
quiet job and to be able to go home to their families. I am certain
that during the period 1935-1936 three-quarters of the political
prisoners in Dachau could have been released without any resultant
harm whatsoever to the Third Reich.

There remained, nevertheless, that quarter who were fanatically
convinced that their world would rise again. These people had to be
kept shut up and it was they who were the “dangerous enemies of
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the state.” They were, however, easily recognizable, even though
they did not openly express their views but on the contrary tried
skillfully to disguise them.

Far more dangerous to the state and the people as a whole were
the professional criminals, asocials with more than twenty or thirty
convictions behind them.

It was Eicke’s intention that his SS men, by means of continuous
instruction and suitable orders concerning the dangerous criminal-
ity of the inmates, should be made basically ill-disposed toward
the prisoners. They were to “treat them rough,” and to root out
once and for all any sympathy they might feel for them. By such
means, he succeeded in engendering in simple-natured men a
hatred and antipathy for the prisoners which an outsider will find
hard to imagine. This influence spread through all the concentra-
tion camps and affected all the SS men and the SS leaders who
served in them, and indeed it continued for many years after Eicke
had relinquished his post as Inspector.!

All the torture and ill-treatment inflicted upon the prisoners in
the concentration camps can be explained by this “hate indoctrina-
tion.”

This basic attitude toward the prisoners was exacerbated by the
influence of the senior commandants such as Loritz and Koch,
who did not regard the prisoners as men, but as “Russians” or
llKanakas.”

The prisoners were of course not unaware of this artificial hatred
that had been whipped up against them.

The more fanatical and stubborn among them were only rein-
forced thereby in their attitudes of mind. The men of good will, on
the other hand, were hurt and repelled.

It was easy to tell when a new Eicke instruction had been issued
to the concentation camp guards. Morale sank at once. Every
action of the SS men was watched with fearful alarm. Rumors of
new measures came thick and fast. A general feeling of uneasiness
filled the camp. It was not that the prisoners feared that some new
form of ill-treatment would be meted out to them. Rather it was
1 See also Hoess’s description of Eicke as given in Appendix 8.
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that the hostile attitude of the greater proportion of the guards and
supervisory personnel toward the prisoners became more strongly
felt.

I must emphasize again that prisoners, and especially those in
concentration camps, are oppressed and tormented and brought to
the verge of despair, far, far more by the psychological than by the
physical effects and impressions of the life.

To most prisoners it is not a matter of indifference whether their
guards are hostile, or neutral, or sympathetic. Even though the
guard never comes near the prisoner, his hostile attitude and his
scowling, hate-filled glance are alone sufficient to frighten, depress,
and torment him.

Time and again in Dachau I used to hear prisoners say:

“Why do the SS hate us so? After all, we are men like them.”

This alone makes clear the general relationship between the
SS men and the prisoners.

I do not believe that Eicke personally hated and despised the
“dangerous enemies of the state,” as he constantly described them
to the men. I am rather of the opinion that his perpetual “cult of
severity” had the sole purpose of keeping the SS men at all times on
their toes. But thought of the results of this policy, of the far-
reaching effects of this deliberate “baiting,” never entered his
mind.

It was in this atmosphere fostered by Eicke that I was trained,
and that I had to carry out my concentration camp duties as block
leader, as Rapportfiihrer, and as stores administrator. And here I
must make a statement: I always carried out my duties carefully and
conscientiously to everyone’s satisfaction. I never indulged the
prisoners, and I was firm and often severe. But I had been a prisoner
myself for too long not to perceive their needs. It was not without
an inner feeling of concern that I observed the “goings-on” in the
camp.

Outwardly cold and even stony, but with most deeply disturbed
inner feelings, I attended the inquiries and examined the bodies of
those prisoners who had committed suicide, or had been shot while
attempting to escape—and I was well able to recognize whether
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such cases were genuine or not, or had been accidentally killed at
work, or had “run into the wire,” or had been legally executed and
now lay in the dissecting room.

It was the same with the floggings and other punitive measures
ordered by Loritz, most of which he supervised himself. These were
“his” punishment fatigues, “his” executions of sentence.

My stony mask convinced him that there was no need to
“toughen me up,” as he loved to do with those SS men who seemed
to him too weak.

And it is here that my guilt actually begins.

It was clear to me that I was not suited to this sort of service,
since in my heart I disagreed with Eicke’s insistence that life in
the concentration camp be organized in this particular way. My
sympathies lay too much with the prisoners, for I had myself lived
their life for too long and had personal experience of their needs.

I should have gone to Eicke or to the Reichsfiihrer SS* then, and
explained that I was not suited to concentration camp service,
because I felt too much sympathy for the prisoners.

I was unable to find the courage to do this.

I did not want to make a laughingstock of myself. I did not wish
to reveal my weakness. I was too obstinate to admit that I had
made a mistake when I abandoned my original intention of settling
on the land.

I had voluntarily joined the ranks of the active SS and I had be-
come too fond of the black uniform to relinquish it in this way.

My admission that I was too soft for a job assigned to the SS
would unquestionably have led to my being cashiered, or at least
immediately discharged.

And this I could not face.

For a long time I wrestled with this dilemma, the choice between
my inner convictions on the one hand and my oath of loyalty to
the SS and my vow of fidelity to the Fiihrer on the other. Should
I become a deserter? Even my wife knows nothing about my
mental struggle on this issue. I have kept it to myself until this
very moment.

1 National SS Leader, Heinrich Himmler; abbreviated RFSS.
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As a National Socialist of long standing, I was convinced of the
need for a concentration camp.

True opponents of the state had to be securely locked up; and
asocials and professional criminals, who under the law as it then
stood could not be imprisoned, must be deprived of their freedom
in order to safeguard the rest of the people from their evil deeds.

I was also convinced that this task could only be carried out by
the SS in their capacity as the guardians of the new state.

But I was not in agreement with Eicke’s attitude toward the
inmates of these camps. I disagreed with the way he whipped up
the vilest emotions of hatred among the SS guards, and with his
policy of putting incompetent men in charge of the prisoners and
of allowing these unsuitable, indeed intolerable, persons to keep
their jobs.

Nor did I agree with the arbitrary method of fixing the term of
imprisonment.

Nevertheless, by remaining in the concentration camps I ac-
cepted the ideas and the rules and regulations that there prevailed.

I became reconciled to my lot, which I had brought upon myself
quite freely. Silently I continued to hope that one day I might find
another form of service.

But for the time being there was no prospect of this. In Eicke’s
opinion I was pre-eminently suitable for the job of looking after
prisoners.

Although I became accustomed to all that was unalterable in the
camps, I never grew indifferent to human suffering. I have always
seen it and felt for it. Yet because I might not show weakness, I
wished to appear hard, lest I be regarded as weak, and had to
disregard such feelings.

I was then given the post of adjutant at Sachsenhausen.!

I now got to know the Concentration Camp Inspectorate, its
work and its usages. I became more closely acquainted with Eicke
and with the effects of his influence upon the camp and the troops.

I came into contact with the Gestapo.

1,¢'&c:§ording to SS records he was transferred to Sachsenhausen on August 1,
1938.
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From the mass of official correspondence I learned to understand
the relationships within the higher reaches of the SS. In short,
I acquired a broader view.

I heard a lot about what went on in the Fithrer's immediate
circle, from a friend on Hess’s liaison staff. Another of my old
friends held an important post at the headquarters of the Reich
Youth Oganization, while yet a third was a public relations officer
on Rosenberg’s staff and a fourth was with the Reich Chamber of
Medicine. In Berlin I often saw these old comrades of mine from
Freikorps days, and became increasingly knowledgeable concerning
the ideals and intentions of the Party, since I enjoyed their confi-
dence. During these years a powerful upsurge could be felt through-
out Germany. Industry and trade flourished as never before.
Hitler’s foreign policy successes were plain enough to silence all
doubters and opponents.

~ The Party ruled the state. Its successes could not be denied.
The means and the ends of the NSDAP were right. I believed this
implicity and without the slightest reservation.

My inner scruples about remaining in the concentration camp,
despite my unsuitability for such work, receded into the back-
ground now that I no longer came into such direct contact with the
prisoners as I had done in Dachau.

Also, in Sachsenhausen there was not the same atmosphere of
hatred that existed in Dachau. And this in spite of the fact that
Eicke’s own offices were located in the camp.

The troops were of a different type. There were many young
recruits and many junior SS officers from the Junker school.

“Old Dachauites” were only to be met with now and then.

The commandant,! too, was a different sort of man. Strict and
severe, it is true, but with a meticulous desire for justice and a
fanatical sense of duty. He was for me the prototype of the original
SS leader and National Socialist. I always regarded him as a much
enlarged reflection of myself. He, too, had moments when his good

1 §S-Standartenfiihrer Hermann Baranowski. From 1936 to early 1938 he had
been commander of the protective custody camp at Dachau, under Loritz,
where he got to know Hoess, whose tzansfler to Sachsenhausen he requested.
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nature and kind heart were in evidence, yet he was hard and merci-
lessly severe in all matters appertaining to the service. He was a
perpetual example to me of how, in the SS, “hard necessity” must
stifle all softer emotions.

The war came, and with it the great turning point in the history
of the concentration camps. But who could then have foreseen the
horrifying tasks to be assigned them as the war went on?

On the very first day of the war, Eicke delivered an address to the
officers of the reserve formations which had relieved the regular SS
units in the camps.

In it he emphasized that the harsh laws of war now prevailed.
Each SS man was committed body and soul, regardless of the life he
had hitherto led. Every order received must be regarded as sacro-
sanct and even those which appeared most harsh and severe must
be carried out without hesitation. The Reichsfiihrer SS demanded
that every SS man should exhibit an exemplary sense of duty and
should be prepared to devote himself to his people and his father-
land even unto death.

The main task of the SS in this war was to protect Adolph
Hitler’s state from every kind of peril and especially against internal
dangers. A revolution, as in 1918, or a munition workers’ strike,
such as that of 1917,* was out of the question. Anyone identifiable
as an enemy of the state and any saboteur of the war effort must be
destroyed.

The Fiihrer demanded of the SS that they protect the homeland
against all hostile intrigues.

He, Eicke, therefore demanded that they, the men now serving
with the reserve formations in the camps, should display an in-
flexible harshness toward the prisoners. They would have most
difficult tasks to perform and the hardest orders to obey. That,
however, was the reason for their being there. The SS had now to
show that the intensive training they had received in peacetime was
justified. Only the SS were capable of protecting the National
Socialist State from all internal danger. All other organizations
lacked the necessary toughness.

1 The reference is presumably to the strike of January 1918.
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On this same evening the first execution of the war was carried
out in Sachsenhausen.

It was of a Communist who had refused to carry out ARP work
at the Junkers factory in Dessau. The responsible factory authority
had reported him, and he was arrested by the local police and taken
to Gestapo headquarters in Berlin, where he was interrogated. A
report of the proceedings was laid before the Reichsfiihrer SS, who
ordered that he be shot forthwith.

According to a secret mobilzation order, all executions ordered
by the Reichsfiihrer SS or by the Gestapo were to be carried out in
the nearest concentration camp.

At ten o’clock that night, Miiller of the Gestapo* telephoned to
say that a courier was on the way with orders. These orders were to
be carried out at once. Almost at once a truck arrived with two
police officials and a handcuffed civilian. The commandant opened
and read the orders, which said, quite briefly: “By command of the
Reichsfiihrer SS the prisoner is to be shot. He is to be informed of
this while in custody, and the sentence is to be carried out one
hour later.”

The commandant immediately informed the condemned man of
the orders he had received. The man was completely resigned to his
fate, although, as he later said, he had not expected to be executed.
He was allowed to write to his family, and was given cigarettes for
which he had asked.

Eicke had been informed by the commandant and arrived in the
course of the hour before the sentence was to be carried out.

As adjutant, I was head of the commandant's staff and, in accord-
ance with the secret mobilization order, had to carry out the
execution. When, on the moming that war was declared, the
commandant opened the sealed mobilization order, neither of us
thought that we should have occasion to follow the instructions in
it regarding executions on that very same day.

I quickly got together three of my older and more imperturbable
junior staff officers, told them what had to be done, and instructed
them in matters of procedure.

1 See Appendix 4.
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A post was rapidly erected in a sand pit adjoining the workshops,
and almost at once the trucks arrived. The commandant told the
condemned man to stand by the post. I led him there. He calmly
made himself ready. I stepped back and gave the order to fire.
He collapsed and I gave him the coup de grdce. The doctor estab-
lished that he had received three bullets through the heart. In
addition to Eicke, a few officers of the reserve formations were also
present at the execution.
. None of us who had listened to Eicke’s instructions that morning
had imagined that his words would so quickly become harsh reality.
Nor indeed had Eicke, as he himself told us after the execution.

I 'had been so busy with the preparations for the execution that it
was not until it was over that I began to realize what had happened.
All the officers who had been present at the shooting assembled for
a while in our mess. Oddly enough, no real conversation took place,
and each of us just sat, wrapped in his own thoughts. We all re-
membered Eicke’s speech. We had just been given a clear picture
of war with which we would be faced. Apart from myself, all those
present were elderly men who had already served as officers during
the First World War. They were veteran leaders of the SS, who
had held their own in street battles during the NSDAP’s early
struggle for existence. All of us, however, were deeply affected by
what had just happened, not least myself.

Yet in the days to come we were to have plenty of experiences of
this kind. Almost every day I had to parade with my execution
squad.

Most of those we executed were men who refused to do their
war service, or saboteurs. The reasons for execution could only be
learned from the police officials who accompanied them. They were
not given on the execution order itself.

One incident affected me very closely. An SS leader, a police
official with whom I had had many dealings, since he frequently
accompanied notable prisoners or came to the camp to deliver
important secret documents to the commandant, was himself
suddenly brought in one night for immediate execution. Only the
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day before, we had been sitting together in our officers’ mess
discussing the executions. Now a similar fate was to overtake him,
and it was I who had to carry out the order! This was too much
even for my commandant. After the execution, we went for a long,
silent walk together through the camp, trying to calm our feelings.

We leamned from the officials who had accompanied him that
this SS officer had been ordered to arrest and bring to the camp a
man who had formerly been an official of the Communist Party.
The SS officer had known the man well and for a long time, since
he had had to keep him under supervision. The Communist had
always behaved with complete good faith. Out of kindness the SS
officer had let him pay a last visit to his home, to change his clothes
and say goodbye to his wife. While the SS official and his col-
leagues were talking with the wife in the sitting room, the husband
escaped out of the back. By the time they realized he had fled, it
was too late. The SS officer was actually arrested inside the Gestapo
building while reporting the escape, and the Reichsfithrer SS
ordered him court-martialed immediately. One hour later he was
sentenced to death. The men who had accompanied him were
given long terms of imprisonment. Even attempts by Heydrich and
Miiller to intercede on his behalf were sharply dismissed by the
Reichsfiihrer SS. This first grave dereliction of duty on the part of
an SS officer since the start of the war must be punished with
terrifying and exemplary severity. The condemned was a respect-
able man in his middle thirties, married and with three children,
who had hitherto carried out his duties faithfully and conscien-
tiously. Now he had fallen victim to his own good nature and
trustfulness.

He met his death with calm and resignation.

I cannot understand to this day how I was able, quite calmly, to
give the order to fire. The three men of the firing squad did not
know the identity of their victim, and this was just as well, for their
hands might well have trembled. I was so agitated that I could
hardly hold the pistol to his head when giving him the coup de
grdce. But I was able to pull myself together sufficiently to prevent
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those present from being aware of anything unusual. I know this,
because I asked one of the three junior officers in the execution
squad about it a few days later.

This execution was always before my eyes to remind me of the
demand that had been made upon us to exercise perpetual self-
mastery and unbending severity.

At the time I believe that this was asking too much of human
nature, and yet Eicke was insisting on ever greater harshness. An
SS man must be able to destroy even his closest dependents should
they commit an offense against the state or the ideals of Adolph
Hitler. “There is only one thing that is valid: Orders!” That was
the motto which he used as his letterhead.

‘What this motto implied, and what Eicke meant by it, I was to
learn in these first few weeks of the war, and not only I, but also
many of the other old SS leaders. Some of these, enjoying very
senior rank in the General SS and with very low SS serial numbers,
dared to express their opinion in the mess that such hangman’s
work soiled the black uniform of the SS. This was reported to
Eicke. He sent for them and also summoned all SS officers in his
Oranienburg district, and he addressed them more or less as fol-
lows: The remarks about hangman’s work and the SS show that
the men concerned, despite their long service with the SS, have not
yet understood what the function of the SS is. The most important
task assigned to the SS is to protect the new state by any and every
means. Every opponent of the state, according to the danger he
represents, must either be kept in custody or be destroyed. In
either case it is the responsibility of the SS to see that this is
done. Only thus can the security of the state be guaranteed, until
a new code of laws has been created which will give true protection
to the state and the people. The destruction of internal enemies of
the state is just as much a duty as is the destruction of the enemy
from beyond the frontiers, and such action can therefore never be
regarded as dishonorable.

The reported remarks show adherence to the ideology of an
out-of-date bourgeois world which, thanks to Hitler's revolution,
has long ceased to exist. They are a sign of weakness and senti-
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mentality, emotions which are not only unworthy of an SS leader,
but which might become dangerous.

For this reason it was his duty to report the persons concerned to
the Reichsfiihrer SS, with a view to punishment.

So far as the district under his control was concerned, he forbade
once and for all any such weak-kneed attitude.

He only had use for men who were unconditionally tough, and
who also understood the meaning of the death’s head, which they
wore as a special badge of honor. '

The Reichsfiihrer SS did not punish the men concerned directly.
But he personally warned and lectured them. They were, however,
given no further promotion and roamed around for the rest of the
war as Ober- or Hauptsturmfiihrer.t They also remained subor-
dinated to the Inspector of Concentration Camps until the end of
the war. Theirs was a heavy fate to bear, but they had learned at
least to hold their tongues and to do their duty regardless.

At the beginning of the war those prisoners in the concentration
camps who were considered worthy to bear arms were examined by
recruiting officers from the various subdistricts. The names of those
passed as fit for service were submitted to the Gestapo or to the
Criminal Police, and those offices decided whether the men should
be set free for military service, or should be further detained.

There were many Jehovah’s Witnesses in Sachsenhausen. A great
number of them refused to undertake military service and because
of this the Reichsfithrer SS condemned them to death. They were
shot in the presence of all the inmates of the camp duly assembled.
The other Jehovah’s Witnesses were placed in the front rank so
that they must watch the proceedings.

I have met many religious fanatics in my time; on pilgrimages,
in monasteries, in Palestine, on the Hejaz road in Iraq, and in
Armenia. They were Catholics, both Roman and Orthodox,
Moslems, Shiites, and Semites. But the Witnesses in Sachsen-
hausen, and particularly two of them, surpassed anything that I had
-previously seen. These two especially fanatical Witnesses refused
to do any work that had any connection whatever with military
1 Equivalent army ranks: licutenant or captain.
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matters. They would not stand at attention, or drill in time with
the rest, or lay their hands along the seam of their trousers, or:
remove their caps. They said that such marks of respect were due
only to Jehovah and not to man. They recognized only one lord and
master, Jehovah. Both of them had to be taken from the block set
aside for Jehovah’s Witnesses and put in the cells, since they con-
stantly urged on the other Witnesses to behave in a similar manner.
Eicke had frequently sentenced them to be flogged because of
their antidisciplinarian behavior. They underwent this punishment
with a joyous fervor that amounted almost to a perversion. They
begged the commandant to increase their punishment, so that they
might the better be able to testify to Jehovah. After they had been
ordered to report for military service, which, needless to say, they
flatly refused, indeed they refused even to put their signature to
a military document, they too were condemned to death by the
Reichsfiihrer SS. When told of this in their cells, they went almost
mad for joy and ecstasy, and could hardly wait for the day of execu-
tion. They wrung their hands, gazed enraptured up at the sky, and
constantly cried: “Soon we shall be with Jehovah! How happy we
are to have been chosen!” A few days earlier they had witnessed the
execution of some of their fellow believers and they could hardly be
kept under control, so great was their desire to be shot with them.
Their frenzy was painful to watch. They had to be taken back to
their cells by force. When their time came, they almost ran to the
place of execution. They wished on no account to be bound, for
they desired to be able to raise their hands to Jehovah. Trans-
formed by ecstasy, they sto