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INTRODUCTION

Once in office, Adolf Hitler moved quickly to bend the entire German legal system to his will.

The judicial system created under the Nazi Regime bore striking similarities to that practised in the German Empire during the 16th Century. Far from representing a modern perversion of justice, Nazi legal practice echoed much older traditions of inquisitorial law, confession under duress, and execution as an act of moral purification.

In 1532, Emperor Charles V issued the Constitutio Criminalis Carolina, commonly known as the Carolina. Its purpose was to codify and standardise criminal law across the hundreds of semi-autonomous states of the Holy Roman Empire. Those who fell under its jurisdiction—particularly those tried before the Halsgerichtsordnung (neck courts), which dealt with capital crimes—rarely escaped punishment.

The Carolina dramatically expanded the number of transgressions punishable by death. Alongside murder, crimes such as arson, manslaughter, robbery, homosexuality, bestiality, theft and a range of lesser misdemeanours could now result in execution. Whereas guilt had previously been determined communally—through ordeal or reputation—the new system was inquisitorial. Judges appointed by princes or town councils investigated crimes themselves, largely dispensing with witness testimony or character evidence.

Written submissions were permitted, but the decisive evidence was the interrogation of the accused. If guilt was denied, judges could order that the suspect be put to ‘the question.’

Unlike in France, where executioners and ‘Questioners’ had very different roles, in Germany, the town’s executioner was tasked with both obtaining a confession and dispatching the criminal.

The procedures of the inquisition were clearly enunciated. The accused would be hauled into the local torture chamber, shown the instruments of torture, and given a vivid description of the pain that they could inflict. Many caved at this stage and gave a full and frank confession. If this was not forthcoming, thumbscrews were placed upon the hand, and before they were tightened, the ‘question’ was again asked.

Only if a confession was not forthcoming would physical coercion be applied. This usually began with the tightening of the thumbscrews and was followed by the application of leg splints known as ‘the boots.’ The more recalcitrant suspect would require more extreme measures. They would be manoeuvred onto a Spanish horse, and subjected to a whipping. Finally, and this was usually reserved for men, they would have their hands tied behind their backs and were hauled towards the ceiling by ‘the strappado’ before being repeatedly dropped. The toughest cases would have weights tied to their feet, ensuring that their limbs were painfully dislocated.

These procedures, with some local variations, would be repeated until a confession was obtained.

This, and other evidence, was then forwarded to the court’s ‘Blood Judge’ who, as his name suggests, was most likely to sentence the accused to death. Any judgment passed by the court would focus on the fact that not only had the accused acted unlawfully, but also breached the prevailing Christian mores of the time. By imposing capital punishment, the court was not only fulfilling its legal obligations but also following God’s divine will. Should such a sentence not be carried out, the temptations posed by the Devil could take hold and overwhelm society.

Adulterers, heretics, deviants of any kind who strayed from the accepted mores of society were to be ruthlessly punished. And for these crimes, there was only one outcome … death.

Before the new laws, executioners were considered the lowest of the low. Part-time and often incompetent, they were forced to engage in other trades to get by. With the adoption of the ‘Carolina’, the headsman began to redeem themselves in the eyes of society.

The position became quite lucrative, and to attract efficient executioners, perks were offered. In many towns, they had the right to seize any animals that had died and take their hides for tanning while selling the carcass for profit. The sheer number of tortures, executions and other sundry punishments led to high cash bonuses and many ‘headsmen’ were given salubrious accommodation.

Rather than a trade to be avoided at all costs, many sought to secure the lucrative positions available throughout Germany. A similar phenomenon would later occur in Nazi Germany, where the Reich Ministry of Justice received hundreds of applications from men eager to serve as executioners.

In Renaissance Germany, executions were public events. Announced well ahead of the day, the local population turned out to see the city council, armed guards, the accused and of course the executioner parade from the town hall to the local ‘raven stone’ where the execution took place. It was made very clear to the local population that God’s will was being carried out, and heaven help any dissenters.

The method of execution tended to reflect the nature of the crime. The most heinous acts resulted in a slow and agonising death on the wheel or slow and painful strangulation on the gallows. Quick decapitation with a sword was used for those who merited some sympathy from the community or those who were of noble birth.

In the years after the 16th Century, the German legal system adopted many of the forms that are associated with impartial trials. Torture was abandoned. There was some adoption of the idea that guilt had to be proven rather than assumed. Prosecutors and defence attorneys were able to present their evidence to judges and, by the nineteenth century, to juries. The number of capital crimes was reduced so that only the most heinous transgressions merited the death penalty. The number of executions continually dwindled, and by the time of the Weimar Republic (1919-1933), those who were condemned to death were more likely to have their sentence commuted to life in jail, and less than 200 people were executed during this time.

These reforms were swept away during the Nazi era. The rule of law was all but abandoned, and courts were increasingly prone to act with one consideration in mind: to act as the Fuehrer would.

Once again, informers denounced neighbours, this time to the Geheime Staatspolizei (Gestapo), the Secret State Police. Civil liberties were abandoned, and the chief aim of the examining parties was to obtain a guilty confession. The range of fiendish techniques used by the Gestapo to elicit confessions would have made a 16th-century executioner blush. Once the confession had been obtained, or even if it had not been received, the suspect was shipped off to one of the new People’s Courts where rabid Nazi judges such as Roland Freisler would railroad the trial into a guilty verdict and a date with the executioner.

As with the Constitutio Criminalis Carolina, under the Nazi judicial system, the number of criminal misdemeanours that could be punished with the death penalty rose at a staggering rate. When the war turned against the German military, another disturbing similarity to the ancient laws arose. Anyone who openly questioned the accepted orthodoxy, the divine will of Adolf Hitler, could lose their lives. It was the courts’ role to preserve society from traitors who sought to undermine the state from within.

Hauled in front of the new ‘Blood Judges’, the outcome of the trial was predetermined, and the burden of proof was replaced with a confession obtained under extreme physical duress.

Yet there was one profound difference between Renaissance and Nazi justice.

Those condemned in sixteenth-century Germany were handed over to the authorities and urged to make peace with God and pray for forgiveness. Now known as arme Sünder (poor sinner), the town bailiff conveyed them to a holding cell to await execution. It was mandated that the sentence was to be carried out at least three days after sentencing, and the authorities made some effort to ease the criminal’s last days on earth. Family and friends were permitted to say their goodbyes. Priests and pastors were able to visit and offer spiritual counselling, and civilians often sang hymns and recited psalms outside the cell’s confines to provide spiritual succour. Physical nourishment was provided as well. Vast amounts of food were provided to the condemned man. Alcohol was supplied in abundance, particularly as the date with the hangman drew near.

Customs varied, but steps were made to make the condemned felon’s last day on earth as easy as possible. In some jurisdictions, the executioner visited the condemned man on the morning of his death to formally ask forgiveness. The prisoner was then conveyed to a special cell to participate in the ‘Hangman’s meal.’ Here, judges, officials, the executioner, and the condemned would take part in a sumptuous repast that could include delicacies such as sausages, beef, carp, larder-roast veal, spiced cabbage, bread, dessert, and, of course, copious amounts of wine and beer.

The malefactor, already dressed in their burial shroud, would then be conveyed out of the town gates to the ‘raven stone’ beyond the city limits. All except the most depraved were afforded a measure of dignity and were allowed to walk to the site or at least stand upright in a cart. Upon the scaffold, the condemned were often afforded the right to stand or kneel unaided, demonstrating their bravery to the watching crowd. At the same time, they awaited the deadly stroke of the executioner’s sword.

Those sentenced to be beheaded in Hitler’s Germany had none of these rights.

Hauled from the court and placed in dark, dank cells, they awaited their fate. Spiritual guidance was not allowed, and family and friends were forbidden from visiting the condemned individuals. Often, they were not notified of the sentence, and the first time they heard of their loved ones’ death was seeing the bright red death notice pinned to the walls of their town. No last meal was provided, and as the Nazi terror ramped up as the tide of war turned against the regime, the time between sentence and execution was reduced from days to hours.

Those manning the guillotine had no time for formality. They would fetch the condemned from the cell, hurry them along to the execution chamber and behead them as quickly as possible. No indignity was spared their poor victim as the rough hands of the executioners bound their arms, threw their head under the blade and released a lanyard leading to instantaneous decapitation and death.

The headless body was then tossed aside into a rough pine coffin as the next victim was fetched.

There was one other key difference.

It is estimated that approximately 300 individuals were executed annually in Renaissance Germany. More than 17,000 individuals lost their heads during the 12 years of Nazi rule.

Numbers alone, however staggering, cannot explain how such a system functioned. Laws may decree death, judges may pronounce a sentence, but executions do not carry themselves out.

In both Renaissance and Nazi Germany, the executioner occupied a paradoxical position. He was an agent of the state, entrusted with enforcing its most extreme sanction, yet he remained socially isolated and morally ambiguous. He was both necessary and reviled, empowered and despised.

Under the Nazis, this contradiction was intensified. The executioner no longer acted as a visible symbol of communal justice but as a hidden functionary within a vast machinery of terror. Unlike the headsmen of earlier centuries, Nazi executioners did not stand before crowds, invoke God’s will, or grant the condemned a final measure of dignity. They worked behind closed doors, in silence and secrecy, executing at industrial speed. Their task was no longer moral correction but administrative efficiency.

Yet these men were not anonymous cogs. They applied for the role. They trained for it. They refined their technique. They kept records, requested better equipment, and complained when workloads became excessive. Some took pride in their professionalism; others framed their work as a patriotic duty. All operated within a system that rewarded obedience and discouraged reflection.

This book is not a study of Nazi law in abstraction, nor merely a catalogue of executions. It is an examination of the men who carried out the sentences, the state executioners of the Third Reich, and the system that shaped them. By tracing their origins, methods, motivations, and post-war fates, we gain a clearer understanding of how extraordinary violence becomes routine,

The question is not only how many were killed, but how killing was made acceptable, organised, and repeatable. The answer lies not solely in ideology or legislation, but in the hands that pulled the lever and released the blade.


PART 1
ORIGINS

As a soldier in the East, I would like to ask you a few questions, for which I thank you in advance for your prompt answers.

1/ Which authority do I report to to receive informative instruction on the service status of an executioner?

2/ Can I become and executioner myself if I am suitably qualified, and who do I have to write to?

3/ What mental, physical, and moral requirements do I have to fulfil?

Heil Hitler

Otto I, Corporal

In the Field, June 2, 1942.1


CHAPTER 1

HISTORY OF GERMAN EXECUTIONS

GERMAN EXECUTION METHODS IN THE EARLY MODERN PERIOD
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Breaking-wheel machine used to execute Matthias Klostermayr, Bavaria, 1772



In the second half of the 19th Century, many executions in Germany were still carried out with a sword.

In 1858, the residents of Gottingen, Saxony, turned out in their thousands to witness a beheading. The condemned man was turned over to the executioner and his assistants, who escorted him onto the gallows high above the crowd. Here, his legs and arms were tightly bound to a solid chair, and a short white cap was pulled over his eyes. A leather sling was looped under the man’s chin, and one of the assistants pulled tightly on the strap to elongate the neck. The chief headsman pulled his sword from under his cloak, stepped to the left of the condemned man and in one smooth stroke severed the head from the ‘rump.’ The head remained poised in the sling while two massive columns of blood shot out of the deceased man’s neck. The appreciative audience saw the blood surge upwards as the heart beat out its last, and then gradually diminish, until only a trickle fell to the gallows floor.

This was one of the last relics of medieval methods of execution. Germany was made up of many principalities and kingdoms. Each had its own legal code and employed different methods of administering capital and corporal punishments.

Germany would soon move into the modern age by adopting the guillotine. During the Nazi era, this method of execution would become universal.

As Meister Frantz Schmidt went about his bloody business as executioner and torturer at Nuremberg from 1573 to 1618, he probably did not realise that he was something of a trendsetter.

There were various means by which Schmidt could carry out his duties. Women accused of infanticide were to be tied in a Hessian sack, chucked in the River Pegnitz and held underwater with long poles until they drowned. Petty thieves and recidivist low-level criminals were to be hanged from the gallows on the ‘Raven Stone’ situated just beyond the Nuremberg town limits. Nobles and people of high standing within the community were to be beheaded with a swing of a razor-sharp sword. Those who were convicted of particularly heinous crimes would be broken on the wheel from the ‘bottom up’. Spreadeagled and tied to a wheel, each limb from the toes upwards would be pulverised until a final killing blow to the neck or chest would put the prisoner out of his agony. A more merciful sentence was to be broken on the wheel from the ‘top down’. A killing blow at the start of the procedure limited suffering as the corpse of the criminal was pounded and broken by the executioner.

These myriad forms of judicial killings often had a carnival-like air. The event was advertised beforehand, and the entire town would usually turn out to view the procedures. In cases of arson or counterfeiting, Schmidt was required to immolate the condemned on a pyre.

Schmidt was unhappy with the necessity of drowning women and, after consultation with the Nuremberg town council, a compromise was found. Schmidt would decapitate the women with a sword but their bodies would be quartered and nailed to the four different corners of the Raven Stone.

This demonstrated another trend that was occurring throughout late Renaissance German legal systems. Previously, it had only been nobles who had the ‘mercy’ of a quick death from a headsman’s sharp sword. More and more people were granted this clemency and did not have to suffer an agonisingly slow death on the end of a short rope suspended on the town gallows. This benefited not only the felons but also the community at large. The practice of hanging dead bodies to rot from the town’s gallows was becoming increasingly intolerable to the community.

Humanist thought sought to make the judicial process fairer for all accused of crimes. Torture was no longer practised in most jurisdictions by the end of the 18th Century, and the number of capital crimes was reduced. Houses of correction were founded, and a new and original idea, that vagabonds and miscreants could be reformed while incarcerated, was taking hold. In 1743, Frederick II of Prussia removed the death penalty for theft.

The range of execution methods began to narrow. On 28 May 1813, the arsonists Christoph Horst and Friederike Delitz had the honour of being the last to die on the stake after being burnt to ashes in Berlin. By this time, most of the punishments laid out in the legal code ‘Carolina’ of 1532 were no longer practised. They had not necessarily been removed from the statutes of the various German jurisdictions. Still, criminals did not have to contemplate an end that involved being buried alive, having strips of flesh torn off with red-hot tongs, being drowned in a river, or being dragged to the scaffold tied in bloody ox hide as potential capital punishments. Small time crooks would not have their eyes popped out or limbs chopped off for more minor misdemeanours. Hanging was still practised in Austria, but was rarely encountered in Germany proper.

The wheel was still used in Prussia until the middle of the 19th Century, but most states relied on judicial decapitation with the sword, or, increasingly, with the axe.

The sword was gradually falling out of favour due to one simple fact: there were too many headsmen but not enough heads! It took many years of practice to be able to separate a head from its body with one fell sweep of a sword. It was essential to ‘keep your hand in’ with regular executions. However, with the radical rewriting of legal codes throughout the German Empire, fewer criminals were being sentenced to death. In addition, thanks to the liberal thought sweeping through Germany and Europe generally, rulers saw fit to commute many death sentences to a lifetime of servitude in overseas colonies or the newly created jails. Throughout Germany, executioners remained on the books but had little to do. In the relatively small Grand Duchy of Baden, 23 executions were carried out between 1812 and 1847, and these jobs were shared out between forty-three registered headsmen.2

Not only were executioners woefully short of practice, but many were also well into their dotage and unable to wield a sword with unerring accuracy and strength. Men in their late 60s or early 70s, who may have only carried out three executions in many decades of service, were bound to make a hash of things when called to carry out a beheading.

In the public eye, smooth one-stroke decapitations became the exception rather than the rule.

Given the severity of the problem, many German states looked for an alternative. Some considered the guillotine.

Machines that used gravity to kill convicted criminals had been in use in Europe for many centuries.

A precursor to the Guillotine was the Halifax Gibbet. In operation from 1260 to 1650 in the town of Halifax in West Yorkshire, England, it was responsible for at least 100 executions. The good burghers of Halifax obviously took the commandment ‘Thou shalt not kill’ to heart as they took some inspired measures to ensure that no one person was responsible for killing a convicted criminal. One method was to ensure that the rope releasing the weighted blade was not pulled by any single individual, but by all the men in the area at the time. They all held onto the rope, and if they were too far away, they would reach out and try to get a hold. Then, at the given signal, all would haul at once. A fine, bonding experience for sure. Another ingenious method was ‘Death by Livestock.’ If convicted of sheep, pig or cattle theft, the animal that was stolen was given the honour of performing the execution, hitched to the lanyard and slapped on the rump to bring down the deadly blade!

The Scottish Maiden was an early form of the guillotine, which was introduced in the mid-sixteenth century and continued in use for almost two hundred years. It was a relatively slim machine, consisting of two uprights, buttressed on the sides and rear. A pulley suspended a blade attached to a cross piece on the top of the construction. The oak uprights had copper-lined grooves that allowed the blade, made of iron and topped by a lead weight, to be hauled upward. The taut rope was secured to a trigger and released when the trigger was pulled. This simple mechanism enabled rapid dismantling and easy storage, in contrast to the heavy mechanisms that would be developed in France and Germany. More than 150 people were executed on the Scottish Maiden. There was no provision for holding the victim in place, and they were required to kneel on low gallows with their head underneath the blade.
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An early guillotine, The Scottish Maiden.
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Illustration by Lucas Cranach, 1539, showing a German beheading machine.



There are several depictions of early German guillotines, but records of their use are scarce. A woodcut by Albrecht Dürer depicting a classical execution appears to be inspired more by fantasy than by reality. However, one image depicting a 16th-century military scene utilising a mobile guillotine to carry out executions seems much more realistic.

During the French Revolution, a member of the newly elected Assembly, Joseph-Ignace Guillotin, sought to develop a ‘revolutionary’ method of execution to replace the sword, then used by French executioners.

Delving into records, he came upon the idea of the weighted axe supported on two uprights and, using public monies, developed the ‘Louisette’. Named after Dr Antoine Louis, who developed the prototype, this new machine had a sloped blade allowing for a more efficient cut, a ‘bascule’, a swinging platform that allowed the prisoner to be strapped down before being swung flat and pushed under the blade, and a ‘lunette’, a crescent-shaped bracket that held the neck in place. A sophisticated ratchet mechanism was also created, allowing he blade to be hoisted upwards and held in place.

A remarkably solid piece of equipment, it was painted red as a symbol of revolutionary justice and was used to carry out its first execution in 1792.

A fitting colour. Over the next few years, the guillotine cut a swathe through French society in the various iterations of ‘The Terror.’ Thousands of people, many of them innocent, died in the name of the revolution.

EARLY REFORMS

It was this use of the guillotine that mitigated against its adoption by many German states. Given that these governments were examining their options less than thirty years after the terror, it was felt that the dreadful excesses of the revolution were still too fresh in the minds of the public to countenance the widespread use of the guillotine. Nevertheless, some minor states in the Rhineland, which had used the French device when under Napoleon’s control, continued to deploy it.

Another major obstacle to its widespread adoption was the belief that justice was being delivered by a mechanical agent rather than by individuals empowered by the full majesty of the law. In addition to being French, German lawmakers argued that the machine deprived the condemned of any human agency. Strapped to a bascule, unable to move, the prisoner was also humiliated by the process.

The German execution axe was an efficient killer. Removing the need for finesse, it consisted of a razor-sharp, heavy blade weighing 8.5 pounds (nearly 4 kilograms) attached to a short handle. Such was the weight of the blade that it did not have to be swung but had to be held above the victim’s neck and dropped. One blow was enough. This was a clear contrast with the English execution axe, which was often quite blunt and required multiple swings to sever the tough neck tendons, and even some sawing when necessary. It appears that various types of chopping blocks were used in different German states. Some used a traditional headsman’s block—a solid piece of wood with a groove to place the neck. Variations included the provision of straps to bind the condemned’s shoulders and arms to prevent movement. In some cases, this function was performed by assistants.

Another structure unique to the Germans was a trestle-like bench on which the condemned individual lay. His head rested on another narrower bench at a slightly lower elevation, approximately 10 cm away from the bench. This elongated the neck and gave a clear space for the axe to descend once it had done its work. The axe was held approximately four feet above the target before release. A sandbox was located below as a repository for the head, and no blindfolds were used.

Another trend was emerging in German execution practices at this time, a trend that reached its apogee during the Nazi regime. Public executions were being replaced with capital punishments held within prisons away from the public gaze.

The guillotine had fed the bloodlust of the crowd in the French Revolution, and German authorities were concerned that public executions were becoming increasingly conducive to public disorder. During the Renaissance, public executions served to reinforce social bonds while affirming the power of the church and state. During the increasingly liberalised and industrialised society of mid-19th-century Germany, these factors were playing less of a role, and public executions were becoming more like salacious mass entertainment.

New laws limited the publicity surrounding executions, provided regular military guards to cordon off the gallows, and expedited the process. The felon was transported in a cart, speeches were eliminated, and no longer was the sentence or a sermon read on the gallows while the condemned man waited to be beheaded. Traditions such as the Hangman’s meal were abolished and attempts to limit the crowd by carrying out the execution early in the morning and closer to the gaol were instituted. Permanent gallows were dismantled, and corpses were buried rather than being displayed as rotting carrion for crows.

Prussia led the way in the 1851 and 1852 Criminal Codes by banning public executions. Henceforth, professional executioners would carry out their duties within the prison precincts, and the number of witnesses was to be reduced. The Chief State Prosecutor, the Prison Governor, two members of the sentencing court, a religious figure, some police, and twelve community witnesses were the only persons permitted to view the sentence. Most states adopted these innovations, and in some jurisdictions, such as Baden, only victims’ relatives were allowed to attend. Adopting a British practice, a bell would be rung in the moments before the execution and would cease once the sentence had been carried out.

It appears that Bavaria was something of a laggard. Christian Hussendorfer of Syburg was sentenced to die by the sword on 11 May 1854. Large gallows were erected in Munich’s public square, and a huge crowd gathered to see the Bavarian headsman, Lorenz Scheller, go about his duties. Sadly, for all concerned, the swordsman was so drunk that he saw two heads instead of one. It took seven bloody blows to finish off the criminal, and the enraged crowd almost lynched Scheller.

Maximillian II was disturbed by the brutal nature of the killing. Enough time had passed since the ‘Terror’ of the French Revolution, it was argued, and the ‘humane’ nature of the guillotine could only be seen as a positive development. The Bavarian king agreed with these sentiments, and on 24 August 1854, the first execution by guillotine was carried out in Bavaria. It did not go smoothly.

The device championed by Guillotin in 1792 consisted of two upright posts supporting the sliding blade assembly, known as the ‘mouton’ (literally ‘sheep’), which held the heavy, angled blade. A platform extended out from this construction, and a prisoner was secured to a tilting board, or ‘bascule’, with ropes or straps. This board was then slid forward, positioning the condemned’s neck under the blade. Immediately before execution, a hinged collar, the ‘lunette’, was lowered to secure the neck in place. The assistants’ role was to tie the condemned tightly to the bascule and, if necessary, pull the hair or ears to extend the neck and ensure a clean strike.

It seems that the Bavarian execution team did not know their duties, and the machine’s first victim was not securely bound. He extricated his arms and grasped the uprights and pushed against them with all his might, preventing the bascule from being slid forwards. A desperate tug of war ensued until the man’s arms were wrested from the supports and pinned to his back. This was not the only problem. It took several minutes to release the blade, and this issue continued during several later executions.

Bavaria finally saw the light, and public executions ceased in 1861.

Most other states adopted the guillotine. Hamburg in 1854. Hanover in 1859 and almost all of the other in southern and western portions of the empire by the end of the 19th Century. The axe was still the primary means of decapitation in the northern and eastern states, including Prussia.

Interestingly, the Germans were quick to dismiss the idea of adopting the efficient hanging methods of the British. It was seen as humiliating to die in this manner and a punishment that would dishonour the practitioners as well as the victims. This provides an insight into Hitler’s desire to use this method when executing those convicted of treason after the July bomb plot in 1944.

As legal frameworks and methods of carrying out capital punishment moved towards uniformity within Germany, a new character emerged- the Professional headsman. Julius Krautz served as an apprentice to August Reindal in Brunswick and, after passing an examination on the methods and morals required of a modern headsman, was appointed chief headsman for Prussia in 1870. He was the first to adopt modern formal attire as the badge of a chief executioner, and all headsmen would use it throughout the Weimar and Nazi eras. He was the first to wear a top hat, a frock coat, a waistcoat, suit pants and white gloves. When the execution parties gathered to watch a procedure, Krautz and his assistants were indistinguishable from the assembled worthies. Only when they stripped off coats and gloves to go about their grisly work could they be recognised as headsman. Krautz was the first to advertise his services and used the new rail-based transportation systems to move into other jurisdictions while hiring out his expertise. He made clear to his prospective employers that he was equally proficient with the axe and the guillotine. Like most other appointees to the trade, Krautz’s family background was in knackeries, and this was a lucrative sideline for Krautz. The carving up and disposal of dead animals seems to have been a prerequisite for those destined to take the lives of their fellow man.

It was not all positive. Krautz had numerous run-ins with the law thanks to his predilection for drinking; another trend that would be followed in the subsequent decades.

Most headsmen served an apprenticeship. Franz Reichhart had spent many years assisting Lorenz Scheller before becoming chief headsman soon after the guillotine was introduced to Bavaria. Reichhart’s nephew would be the beneficiary of these developments and would go on to become the most efficient headsman in the Weimar and Nazi eras.


CHAPTER 2

THE REICHHART DYNASTY

Johann Reichhart became the official Bavarian executioner in 1924. In a career that served the Bavarian courts, the Nazi police state, and finally the Allied occupying forces in post-war Germany, he executed an estimated 3,165 people.

He was born on 29 April 1893 into a household that continued the hereditary practice of ‘schinder’ (knacker) in the locality of Wichenbach in the Regensburg district of Bavaria. The extended Reichhart clan also ran livestock, herded cattle, bred pigs and killed people.

The Reichharts had been associated with executions since the middle of the 18th Century. Jakob Keyser had married into the family and was documented as the official Bavarian executioner in 1786. Lorenz Scheller had married into the Reichhart family and succeeded Keyser in 1836. It was the dreadful execution in the Munich Rindermarkt by Scheller that saw the abolition of the sword for executions in 1854.

The new guillotine purchased by the Bavarian government at the urging of King Maximilian II differed from the traditional French guillotine in many ways. It was constructed entirely of iron, and the heavy blade only needed a drop height of 1.5 metres. The massive blade and its mount weighed 90 pounds (40 kilograms) and were guaranteed to cut through the toughest Bavarian necks. Once the initial teething troubles were resolved, this guillotine continued to serve three generations of Bavarians.


BUILT TO LAST – THE MANNHARDT FALLSCHWERT

King Maximillian II of Bavaria certainly got his money’s worth when he commissioned the construction of a fallbeil from clockmaker Johann Mannhardt in 1854. It proved to be a robust and efficient machine that operated for almost 100 years. The Third Reich utilised examples in several locations, including Hamburg, Berlin, Munich, Breslau and even Strasbourg. When the Reich Ministry of Justice conducted an audit of the existing guillotines in the early years of the Nazi regime, the Mannhardt devices were among the few that weren’t scrapped and replaced by the new Berlin-Tegel machines.

The longevity of the machines was no doubt because the main assemblies, except for the ‘bascule’ and the support ‘table’, were made of fine German steel.

The metal ‘sled’ to which the blade was bolted added extra weight to the business end of the machine, thus reducing the distance that the blade had to descend to decapitate its victim. This resulted in relatively short uprights facilitating the movement of these devices inside execution sheds when it was decided to ensure the public and other prisoners were not to observe the executions.

As the blade descended, it came to rest at the base of the uprights on two padded casings filled with leather and densely packed shock-absorbent felt. On the right side of the machine was a ratcheted hand crank that raised the blade quickly and locked it in place under the horizontal capping assembly via a rod mechanism. On the other side of the uprights was a lanyard, which, when pulled or twisted, released the blade.

Following the French tradition, a cradle-shaped ‘bascule’ was leaned against the foot of the ‘table’ and the assistants fastened two leather belts around the pinioned prisoner before it was lifted into a horizontal position and slid under the suspended blade. As they were being strapped to the bascule, the prisoner stood on a footrest designed to ensure they were in the correct position. The ‘lunette’, named after the crescent moon, was positioned halfway up the verticals, and when a simple pin was released, it would be guided down by an assistant to hold the head in place.

A large fabric tub surrounded the head and was intended to funnel the initial torrent of blood downward, while a gutter below the lower lunette directed the blood onto a pile of sawdust or sand. Either attached to the prison walls or suspended from the guillotine’s upright was the ‘Armesuendersglocke’ (Poor sinner’s bell), which was rung throughout the execution process by an attending official. The Nazis muffled these bells with cloth until they abolished the tradition altogether. The early execution sites, whether in a courtyard or within a prison building, featured a black curtain that the prisoner had to pass through on the way to execution. The Nazis retained this tradition and even improved upon it with whole parts of the execution chambers enclosed in these black veils.


[image: image]

Johann Reichhart and his crew with Bavaria’s Mannhardt fallbeil. As Chief Executioner, he is entitled to wear the top hat, and this photo was probably taken around 1924. Note the Poor Sinner’s Bell on the wall.





A NEW DYNASTY EMERGES

Lorenz Schellerer, who had done so much to advance the decision to adopt the guillotine in Bavaria, was retired soon after his last botched beheading with the sword. It seems that he was suffering from a severe kidney disease, a common affliction among his fraternity thanks to a reliance on alcohol to deal with the psychological pressures of the position. He was succeeded by Joseph Kisslinger, who ‘blooded’ the new device and, after several mishaps, managed to iron out the Mannhardt ‘Falling Sword’s’ teething troubles. The first three executions on the device were all carried out on the same day. Three murderers, Lambert Denkin and Marie Aschmeier, decided they wanted Marie’s husband out of the picture. They were joined by a soldier named Margreiter who had killed a farmer, and the three were the first to feel the kiss of the newly minted fallbeil blade.

This set the pattern for executions in Bavaria up until the Nazi era. Criminal, not political offences, earned an appointment with Kisslinger and then his successor, Franz Xaver Reichhart, born in 1851, who became first assistant in 1882. On 1 May 1894, Reichhart, a relation of Kisslinger, was appointed Chief Bavarian, ‘Scharfrietter.’

His first act as principal headsman took place the day after his appointment when Anton Spichtinger died in front of approximately 40 witnesses. Xaver kept detailed records of all his assignments and wrote how the mercenary had killed his father with a hand axe and disposed of the corpse in the family cellar under their potatoes that were stored there for the winter. Spichtinger died ‘repentant’ at 5.00 am.

Reichhart can’t have had too many moral qualms about such an act. The patricide had confessed to his crimes and was found guilty by a legally constituted court acting on the royal authority of the Bavarian monarch.

On 5 May 1898, Jakob Wegele was executed for a dreadful sex murder and did not cope well with his impending execution. Reichhart wrote words to the effect;

‘While walking to the gallows, and when his sentence was read out, he trembled so badly that he could hardly stand upright. A lengthy prayer from the chaplain was out of the question, and my assistants had to support him. The execution took three and a half minutes.’

This rather curt description of a man suffering a total mental collapse in his last moments perhaps demonstrates that Xaver had the fortitude to carry out such a stressful role. However, he was not without feeling and being a devout Christian, he paid for a requiem mass and the lighting of candles for all 58 criminals that he beheaded.

Xaver earned a decent living from his trade and performed his duties in several prisons throughout southern Germany.

All that came to a stop on 12 July 1919 when the newly founded Bavarian Free State’s Parliament established a ‘People’s Court’ to deal with the tensions between Communist insurgents and right-wing militias seeking to fill the void left by the abdication of King Ludwig III.

Although a republic was declared, the organs of state, including the judiciary, remained conservative in their outlook, and the new bench courts handed down sentences that could not be appealed. Only parliamentary clemency could save the condemned prisoners from death in front of a military firing squad. This justice was swift. Execution was to take place within 24 hours once a plea for clemency was rejected.

These harsh measures soon restored order in the People’s State of Bavaria, and an incipient communist revolution was nipped in the bud. Adolf Hitler relied on the Judges’ right-wing sympathies to avoid severe punishment for his attempted coup and no doubt tucked away the concept of a ruthless ‘People’s Court’ for later use.

In 1924, trial by Jury was reinstated, and Xaver thought he would resume his function as chief executioner. As he was now 73 years old, this was not deemed appropriate, and a replacement was sought.

Two traditions held sway in German execution protocols. First, the appointee was traditionally involved in the knackery and butchery trades; second, they should be related to the acting executioner. Franz’s nephews, Michael and Johann, both fit this bill. But Michael was not interested, declaring that he ‘could not hurt a fly’ and wanted to be ‘left alone.’

Fortunately, the younger brother was more open to the suggestion.

Johann Reichhart came into the world in the Wichenbach Wasteland on 29 April 1893. Nearby, situated on the Danube River, was the ancient Imperial seat of Regensburg. His father, Michl, was as far removed from any Royal seat as can be imagined. Acting as the local Wasenmeister (knacker/flayer), he was responsible for collecting any rotting or diseased carcasses from local forests or roads deemed unsuitable for human consumption and transporting them to designated disposal sites. While the putrid meat was not suitable for human consumption, Johann’s father could make a bit on the side by flaying the hides and treating them at his farm. From the earliest age, Johann, or ‘Little Hans’ as his mother Maria called him, was familiar with blood, corpses and offal. The family kept pigs and other livestock for fresh meat and a bit of extra cash.

‘Little Hans’ may not have been aware that he was born into a dynasty of executioners. Although not actively engaged in the practice, his father, as Xaver’s brother, might have faced some discrimination. There was a long tradition of German headsmen being treated as pariahs. In the past, they were required to always wear distinctive garb, even when unwinding at the local hostelry. They were required to sit at a special table and drink from a tankard chained to it. No patrons wanted to drink their beer from a stein that had been touched by a hangman’s hand. No guild was willing to take on the children of executioners, so the job tended to remain in the family.
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