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Thank you, Shmuli, for encouraging me


to finally sit down and write this book.
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Prologue


To be honest, I was not really interested in history lessons during my school period. All those events seemed theoretical and far away. Besides, I knew most of the countries, that were discussed in our lessons, only from hearsay. German history was also presented in a way that we peers could not really relate. Mind you, I am talking about the Eighties.


However, all this changed overnight, when I - now in my fourties - discovered the manuscripts of a certain Robert Bredow. I held a large pile of old, paled paper in my hands and had trouble to decipher some of the words. But the more I read, the more interesting the content became. Bredow had been a professional soldier and a post office clerk. Later on, he became the deputy of the head of the Hamburg prison and the director of the remand prison. All of a sudden, history transformed into a real and tangible matter to me. It was incredible to read about life in prison, the means that the National Socialists came up with to maintain their demand of power and the sheer number of mostly harmless people that were denounced and beheaded.


When I came up with the idea of a book, I wanted to make sure that every detail, that can be found in Bredow‘s script which he wrote for the history research center in Hamburg in the early fifties, was correct.


I looked up all the names, all mentioned events, checked the dates and numbers and read other books (including the texts about the Hitler times published by the prison itself) and double-checked everything once more. All was true. Unfortunately, I should add, given the cruel circumstances.


Subsequently, I contemplated on how to transform all the material concerning Bredow into a book.


Firstly, I skipped parts of his personal view, whenever I figured that it was irrelevant or repeated too many times. I had shortened passages and corrected expressions and grammar occasionally trying not to alter Bredow‘s writing style too much. And I have deliberately put the focus on the horror of the executions and the criminal conduct of the Gestapo. In doing so, I want to counteract the trivialisation of the Nazi period.


Doubtlessly, that would be in Bredow‘s interest.


Sorry about the not-always-correct English. I had a hard time, translating the old German sayings, the special military and judiciary terms. If you find errors, please forgive me. Oh, and there is a lot of cursing and sarcasm. I left it in. It would not have been authentic, if I had omitted or replaced it.


But now, let us hear what Bredow himself has to say:


* * * * * * * *









When the history research center in Hamburg asked me to provide my recollections concerning the Hitler years (especially those during my work period), I was more than willing to comply.


I would like to emphasize that my aversion was not directed towards the National Socialistic Party in its original form. In this Party, I saw the only chance to restore the monarchy. Furthermore, it made good sense as a counterweight against the Bolshevist danger. My hostility emerged on the grounds of the circumstances that the National Socialism, when rising to power, became the Nazism. This Nazism contained an abhorrent viciousness and created a violation of human rights that we have never seen before. With my manuscript, I would also like to express that authorities, administration and judiciary made it far too easy for the Nazi regime. There had always been political oppositeness, but it is only of use, if it is in compliance with preservation of human rights, rationality and justice.


After the upheaval in the year 1933, the then-president of the penal institution in Hamburg, Christian Koch, was relieved of duty and forced to retire by the Nazi regime. His position was turned over to State Councillor and Gauinspektor of the NSDAP, Max Lahts. Upon application of Lahts, I was assigned to direct the remand prison (which was the second biggest of this kind in Germany).


With the beginning of the Nazi regime, a “purge“ regarding all authorities was implemented, in order to remove all politically unreliable elements. This purge primarily included KPD and SPD members (the communists and socialists). I was assigned to supervise the purge, which suited me fine, since I was now able to reduce the menacing disaster at least a little.


Some dismissals had already been carried out before I started my new duty, but I was determined to put that to an end. From now on, no officials should be dismissed on political grounds or be confronted with disadvantages. My aim was to keep my loyal and devoted personnel out of all political movements and hostilities. Luckily, State Councillor Lahts was tolerant enough not to interfere.


Jewish officials had to be dismissed all the same. On demand of the State Administration of Justice, I was supposed to write a proposal in order to dismiss the competent Jewish Chief physician of our military hospital, Dr. Cohn. At first, I was able to prevent that, but soon enough, some Party and SA members refused to be examined by Dr. Cohn. Eventually, he immigrated to America, which was probably a clever move, since nobody could possibly anticipate what fate would have awaited him in the hell of the Nazi regime.


Once the Nazis came to power, the number of prisoners rose dramatically. Consequently, auxiliary staff was needed and that came from the Party, the SS and the SA. At that point, the denunciation got completely out of control. They criticised, they snooped around and they reported. The one thing they did not do was work. Seasoned, professional officials were insulted and spoken of as “Santa Clauses“ whose positions should be taken over. There were no more than 20% that were doing their duties humbly and decently. The rest of the staff was useless and a heavy burden for me.


As stupid as they were – they were anything but harmless. They were the reason why the main characters were allowed to carry out their horrible devilries. That also included the security guards at the concentration camps.


I was obliged to pursue all those reports. However, I was able to secretly file them away. Naturally, that was a very dangerous act, since the informers realized soon enough, that nothing was happening or following upon their reports. If those reports had gone through, the people, that were mentioned in them, would have been handed over to the Gestapo. My dangerous deeds boomeranged back to me in form of a massive agitation by the Party some years later.


I would like to give an example to demonstrate how easy and malicious those denunciations were:


An SA member reported a constable, claiming that he had severely insulted the Party and the Führer. Albeit, the SA member had this information from a third party. I stepped in immediately, since the constable would be in grave danger if this affair was transferred to the Gestapo. Several hearings later, it turned out that the whole thing was a fake.


I used cases like this one, to start a big fuss and to put the craving for denunciation in perspective. It did stop for a while – but not due to understanding. Simply due to fear.


It was a lot easier to avert reports that came in from members of other Parties. For instance: There was a company secretary who had been accused of having insulted the Party and Hitler in a delicatessen store. I ordered the accused over to my office, but already simmered the affair down, before he had even spoken a word. The man had not expected this goodwill and started crying. He had always been a democrat, he said, and his longterm friend, that had denounced him, was a member of the Socialist Party. I ordered to be put through to the man on the phone and reproached him with his friendship to the accused and his membership of the Socialist Party. I demanded that he dropped the charges or I would let him be snatched away by the officials. The man backpedalled immediately: He admitted that he did not hear exactly what the accused had said. Finally, I released the accused and recommended that, from now on, he should be more cautious about who he befriends.


But it became even nastier: An employee of the penal institution (member of the Socialist Party) accused the predecessor of Lahts, State Councillor Koch, of a commission crime. I looked into the file of this employee and realized that the man owed many thanks to the now accused.


During interrogation it turned out that his accusations were completely groundless and far-fetched. Ich reckoned that the man felt uneasy since he was a Socialist and tried to prove his loyalty. I wrote a request to dismiss him and to cut his pension and both requests were affirmed.


This man did not at all fullfill the ethical or the character suitability for his position and profession. He was lucky that this report of his never went underway. At present, chances are high that he would be in prison for that.


The denunciations were not limited to Party members but spread like a mental desease among the whole country. Even among prisoners, who probably hoped to improve their situation by reporting others. Whenever possible, I nipped this in the bud.


Aside from the fact that I had my problem with the German greeting “Heil Hitler“, it made a good example for the constant denunciations:


The already mentioned Dr. Cohn, who had been close to his retirement, had some problems with his hearing and eyesight. However, regarding his profession, he was extremely competent and, above all, very popular. It so happened that he would not respond to the greetings, simply because he did not hear it! I had to step in regularly, in order to keep him out of trouble and harm. The German greeting became a scale for political conviction.


Yes, in those days there was not much strength of character around and that was a major misfortune. Otherwise, the horrible things that happened soon after, might never have happened at all.


With the rise of the Nazi tyranny, the number of prisoners rose simultaneously. Not due to more crimes, but due to the reason that more Communist members and more Jews were imprisoned. Up to then, the number of Jews in prison was the smallest compared to other groups. Now it was the other way round. Strangely enough, Jews that were ready to leave the country immediately, were dismissed at once. But only in the beginning of the Nazi period. I remember well the case of a Jew, whose arm had been broken by the Gestapo during interrogation. He was allowed to emigrate. Just another example for the stupidity of the regime: This man would, once abroad, show his crooked arm and tell everyone in detail about his experience with the Gestapo.


From now on, living with a Jew was regarded as a criminal offense. Before, nobody cared about that. The reports, filed by so-called Aryan women who had sexual contacts with male Jews, were outstandingly disgusting. It was very easy for those hideous creatures to blackmail the Jews afterwards. But strictly speaking, the law, that supported this rascality was even more hideous than the deed itself.


During the war, it was ordered that Jewish prisoners should not receive meat any more. But with a trick that my senior cook came up with, we circled around this perfidy:


The meat was thoroughly cooked and the meals for the Jews were prepared with the now incurred broth.


After the surge of power in 1933, the Communists were the first to receive the “blessings“ of the “Third Reich“. The Gestapo and the Kommando z.b.V. were busy arresting anyone and anything conspicious or any person that had been tipped off by inmates. In Hamburg, political prisoners were either brought to Camp Wittmoor, in an empty wing of the Fuhlsbüttel prison, or to our remand prison, at least in the beginning. Camp Wittmoor was harmless, compared to Fuhlsbüttel, where the security guards consisted of auxiliary police officers belonging to the SA, Marine-SA and SS. When some of those prisoners were transferred to our remand prison for their judicial sentencing, I heard of many physical abuses. The state justice administration was not able to interfere, since those deliquants were not judiciary, but protective custody prisoners and they had no right of disposal. Nevertheless, I was of the opinion, that we could not tolerate these incidents and came up with an idea, which led to the fact that 150 prisoners were transferred to the wing in the Fuhlsbüttel prison. The reason was, that we had the authoritive power on that property and could counteract any violent clashes that arose. It was a big venture, but even though it was successful, I gradually became one of the mosthated men by the Gestapo.


The mix-up of remand and police prisoners is already absurd under normal circumstances, but with the political change in 1933, the Gestapo transferred huge numbers of political prisoners to the police station, which was located in the basement of our remand prison. In a wink of an eye, we were faced with extreme overcrowding. The rule said, that police prisoners had to be brought before the examining magistrate within 24 hours. He then decides whether the prisoner has to stay in remand or is to be set free. Obviously, this rule did not seem to apply to the Gestapo and therefore, I had a lot of serious trouble until I was able to restore the former regulations with the help of the Hamburg State Office.


In our remand prison, I urged my officers to have a very close look concerning maltreatings of prisoners. That was not really necessary though, since the Gestapo snatched prisoners over to their city house. And even if the returning prisoners did not open their mouths, it was very obvious what had happened to them.


I ordered them over to our military hospital and made sure that they could stay there as long as possible. However, without the help of my loyal doctors, this plan would never have worked.


I remember one certain prisoner, whose buttocks had literally been beaten away. Using an excuse, I lured those, who were responsible for this deed, over to our prison and showed them the terrible wounds. Not much impressed, even when threatened with a prosecution, they left the prison.


On the contrary: They threatened me and the professor in charge to take us away as well. That was how powerful the Gestapo already was. There was nothing they had to fear. The coward acts of violence on behalf of the Gestapo constantly increased – though the concentration camps did not even exist yet. Countless times, I had to simmer down, prevent or elude such evil deeds, always having in mind that my own life was at stake. And as if that was not enough, the denunciations among our own personnel came on top of that. The mental burden I suffered became unbearable.


I would like to enlarge a little upon the Kommando z.b.V. (Z.b.V. stands for “for special use“ – author‘s comment.)


This notorious Kommando consisted of policemen in uniform plus a police captain. That captain invited us over one day to have a look at their “business“ in the Hamburg street Große Bleichen. So we went. The present policemen were literally surpassing each other in telling us about their “heroic acts“, which were the cruelties they implemented to squeeze out confessions from their prisoners. Later, on trial, those confessions were often weakened or completely revoked. The “interrogation chamber“ was a naked room, but what caught our eyes were the leather whips and the long rods placed in the corner. There were dark stains on the walls that turned out to be blood. All I had heard so far about the inhumane incidents referring to the Kommando z.b.V. corresponded with the truth.


This Kommando, that was subordinated to the Führer, who once said: “We will fight for the soul of all workers, up to the last one“, thinks that whips and torture are the necessary measures? That fact alone shows how insane and felonious this man always has been.


In summer of the year 1933, the previous protection camps have been substituted with concentration camps. Within the prison in Hamburg Fuhlsbüttel, they chose the wing for the women. SA Brigade Leader Paul Ellerhusen had been appointed the leader of this new camp. I was afraid of a significant deterioration of the situation concerning the prisoners, but Ellerhusen played it down, with the words, that he certainly knew how to treat these people. Oh well, he did prove that, did he not, with the result that he himself went into prison for 12 years after Germany was freed. (He was prematurely released – author‘s comment.)


The minute the camps were put into operation, the first abuses came to the surface. Some of these badly wounded inmates were transferred to our central military hospital, since they were in urgent need of medical care. Unfortunately, I could not find out, what had been done to them. The fear was too big, to be exposed to even worse abuse as a consequence for talking, and I could very much understand that. So, the minimum I could do was to keep them in the hospital for as long as possible (and even longer), to avoid that more harm was done. Four months after the camp was established, my path crossed again Ellerhusen‘s.


I told him about the severe abuses and realized, while talking to him, that he was well aware of the things that were going on in the camp. That fact finally led to his long imprisonment.


The lust to torture and the increasing power frenzy of the Gestapo was not only felt by criminals, but also by homosexuals, stock market swindlers and decent citizens, who had dared to criticize the political developments, merely out of patriotic concern, and had been reported for speaking their minds.
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