Commanding
a Concentration
Camp

BY RUDOLF HOSS

Rudolf Héss (1900-1947) was a German who found his calling in
the army during World War |. Dismayed by post-war Germany, he
joined the Nazi Party in 1922 and became a member of the SS in
1934. Hoss was sent to serve at Dachau, the earliest of the Nazi
concentiration camps, which had been founded in 1933. Hiss was
an exemplary officer at Dachau and later Sachsenhausen. In
1941, he was chosen to oversee the creation of Auschwitz and, in
his own words, turned it into “the greatest human extermination
center of all time.” Hoss was condemned and executed by a Polish
court in 1947. Before his execution, he wrote an account of his
experiences which was published as Commandant of Auschwitz
in 1951. Below is an excerpt from his chilling account of how
genocide is perpetrated.

By the will of the Reichsfithrer SS, Auschwitz
became the greatest human extermination center of
all time.
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When in the summer of 1941 he himself gave me the
order to prepare installations at Auschwitz where mass
exterminations could take place, and personally to carry
out these exterminations, I did not have the slightest
idea of their scale or consequences. It was certainly an
extraordinary and monstrous order. Nevertheless the
rcasons behind the extermination program seemed to
me right. I did not reflect on it at the time: [ had been
piven an order, and I had to carry it out. Whether this
mass extermination of the Jews was necessary or not
was something on which I could not allow myself to form
an opinion, for I lacked the necessary breadth of view.

If the Fithrer had himself given the order for the
“final solution of the Jewish question,” then, for a veter-
an National-Socialist and even more so for an SS officer,
there could be no question of considering its merits.
“The Fithrer commands, we follow,” was never a mere
phrase or slogan. It was meant in bitter earnest.

Since my arrest it has been said to me repeatedly
that I could have disobeyed this order, and that I might
cven have assassinated Himmler.! I do not believe that
of all the thousands of SS? officers there could have been
found a single one capable of such a thought. It was
completely impossible. Certainly many SS officers
grumbled and complained about some of the harsh
orders that came from the Reichsfiihrer SS, but they nev-
crtheless always carried them out.

Many orders of the Reichsfiihrer SS deeply offended
a great number of his SS officers, but I am perfectly
certain that not a single one of them would have dared
to raise a hand against him, or would have even
contemplated doing so in his most secret thoughts. As
Reichsfiihrer SS, his person was inviolable.® His basic

" Himmler—Heinrich Himmler, director of Nazi propaganda from 1926-1930,
who eventually became head of all German police forces.

* SS— Nazis who served as Hitler’s bodyguard and as a policing unit of the
German army.

? inviolable—someone or something that cannot be violated or injured.
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orders, issued in the name of the Fiihrer, were sacrei
They brooked no consideration, no argument, no
interpretation. They were carried out ruthlessly and
regardless of consequences, even though these might
well mean the death of the officer concerned, as hap
pened to not a few SS officers during the war.

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 shin
ing example to the SS.

SS training was not comparable to a university cours
which can have as little lasting effect on the students ax
water on a duck’s back. It was on the contrary some
thing that was deeply engrained, and the Reichsfiihrer S5
knew very well what he could demand of his men.

But outsiders simply cannot understand that there
was not a single SS officer who would disobey an order
from the Reichsfithrer SS, far less consider getting ridl
of him because of the gruesomely hard nature of on¢
such order.

What the Fiihrer, or in our case his second-in-
command, the Reichsfiihrer S5, ordered was always right.

Democratic England also has a basic national con-
cept: “My Country, right or wrong!” and this is adhered
to by every nationally-conscious Englishman.

Before the mass extermination of the Jews began,
the Russian politruks and political commissars were li
uidated in almost all the concentration camps duriny,
1941 and 1942.

In accordance with a secret order issued by Hitler,
these Russian politruks and political commissars were
combed out of all the prisoner-of-war camps by special
detachments from the Gestapo. When identified, they
were transferred to the nearest concentration camp for
liquidation. It was made known that these measures
were taken because the Russians had been killing all
German soldiers who were party members or belonged
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lo special sections of the NSDAP,* especially members
ol the SS, and also because the political officials of the
Red Army?® had been ordered, if taken prisoner, to create
cvery kind of disturbance in the prisoner-of-war camps
and their places of employment and to carry out sabo-
lage wherever possible.

The political officials of the Red Army thus identi-
lied were brought to Auschwitz for liquidation. The
lirst, smaller transports of them were executed by
liring squads.

While I was away on duty, my deputy, Fritzsch, the
commander of the protective custody camp, first tried
pas for these killings. It was a preparation of prussic
acid, called Cyclon B, which was used in the camp as an
msecticide and of which there was always a stock on
hond. On my return, Fritzsch reported this to me, and
the gas was used again for the next transport.

The gassing was carried out in the detention cells of
Block II. Protected by a gas-mask, I watched the killing
myself. In the crowded cells death came instantancous-
ly the moment the Cyclon B was thrown in. A short,
almost smothered cry, and it was all over. During this
lirst experience of gassing people, 1 did not fully realize
what was happening, perhaps because I was too
inmpressed by the whole procedure. I have a clearer rec-
ollection of the gassing of nine hundred Russians which
look place shortly afterwards in the old crematorium,
since the use of Block II for this purpose caused too
much trouble. While the transport was detraining, holes
were pierced in the earth and concrete ceiling of the
mortuary. The Russians were ordered to undress in an
anteroom; they then quietly entered the mortuary, for

' NSDAP—abbreviation for National Socialist German Workers' Party, also
called the Nazi Party, which was initiated in 1920. Adolf Hitler had control of
the Nazi Party from 1933-1945.

" Red Army—also known as the Soviet Army, the purpose of the Red Army
was to defend Communist Russia’s borders and protect changes brought
about by the Russian Revolution.

Commanding a Concentration Camp 143




they had been told they were to be deloused.’ Il
whole transport exactly filled the mortuary to capacity
The doors were then sealed and the gas shaken dowi;
through the holes in the roof. I do not know how lony
this killing took. For a little while a humming soul
could be heard. When the powder was thrown in, there
were cries of “Gas!,” then a great bellowing, and (hw

trapped prisoners hurled themselves against both the

doors. But the doors held. They were opened severil
hours later, so that the place might be aired. It was then
that I saw, for the first time, gassed bodies in the mass,

It made me feel uncomfortable and I shuddered,
although I had imagined that death by gassing woulil
be worse than it was. I had always thought that the vic
tims would experience a terrible choking sensation. But
the bodies, without exception, showed no signs of con
vulsion. The doctors explained to me that the prussic
acid had a paralyzing effect on the lungs, but its action
was so quick and strong that death came before the con
vulsions could set in, and in this its effects differed from
those produced by carbon monoxide or by a gencral
oxygen deficiency.

The killing of these Russian prisoners-of-war did
not cause me much concern at the time. The order had
been given, and I had to carry it out. I must even admil
that this gassing set my mind at rest, for the mass exter
mination of the Jews was to start soon and at that time
neither Eichmann nor I was certain how these mass
killings were to be carried out. It would be by gas, bul
we did not know which gas or how it was to be uscd.
Now we had the gas, and we had established a proce
dure. I always shuddered at the prospect of carrying out
exterminations by shooting, when I thought of the vasl
numbers concerned, and of the women and children.
The shooting of hostages, and the group executions
ordered by the Reichsfiihrer SS or by the Reich Securily

¢ deloused—rid of lice.
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IHead Office had been enough for me. I was therefore
relieved to think that we were to be spared all these
hlood-baths, and that the victims too would be spared
.ulfering until their last moment came. It was precisely
this which had caused me the greatest concern when 1
had heard Eichmann’s description of Jews being mown
down by the Special Squads armed with machine-guns
and machine-pistols. Many gruesome scenes are said to
have taken place, people running away after being shot,
the finishing off of the wounded and particularly of the
women and children. Many members of the Einsatzkom-
mandos, unable to endure wading through blood any
longer, had committed suicide. Some had even gone
mad. Most of the members of these Kommandos had to
rely on alcohol when carrying out their horrible work.
According to Hofle’s description, the men employed at
Globocnik’s extermination centers consumed amazing
(uantities of alcohol. . . .

This mass extermination, with all its attendant cir-
cumstances, did not, as I know, fail to affect those who
took a part in it. With very few exceptions, nearly all
of those detailed to do this monstrous “work,” this
“service,” and who, like myself, have given sufficient
thought to the matter, have been deeply marked by
these events.

Many of the men involved approached me as I went
my rounds through the extermination buildings, and
poured out their anxieties and impressions to me, in the
hope that I could allay them.

Again and again during these confidential conver-
sations I was asked: is it necessary that we do all this? Is
it necessary that hundreds of thousands of women and
children be destroyed? And I, who in my innermost
being had on countless occasions asked myself exactly
this question, could only fob them off and attempt to
console them by repeating that it was done on Hitler’s
order. I had to tell them that this extermination of Jewry
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had to be, so that Germany and our posterity might be
freed for ever from their relentless adversaries.

There was no doubt in the mind of any of us that
Hitler’s order had to be obeyed regardless, and that it
was the duty of the SS to carry it out. Nevertheless we
were all tormented by secret doubts.

I myself dared not admit to such doubts. In order to
make my subordinates carry on with their task, it was
psychologically essential that I myself appear convinced
of the necessity for this gruesomely harsh order.

Everyone watched me. They observed the impres-
sion produced upon me by the kind of scenes that T have
described above, and my reactions. Every word I said
on the subject was discussed. I had to exercise intense
self-control in order to prevent my innermost doubts
and feelings of oppression from becoming apparent.

I had to appear cold and indifferent to events thal
must have wrung the heart of anyone possessed of
human feelings. I might not even look away when
afraid lest my natural emotions got the upper hand. |
had to watch coldly, while the mothers with laughing or
crying children went into the gas-chambers.

On one occasion two small children were so
absorbed in some game that they quite refused to let
their mother tear them away from it. Even the Jews of
the Special Detachment were reluctant to pick the chil-
dren up. The imploring look in the eyes of the mother,
who certainly knew what was happening, is something
I shall never forget. The people were already in the
gas-chamber and becoming restive, and I had to act.
Everyone was looking at me. I nodded to the junior
non-commissioned officer on duty and he picked up the
screaming, struggling children in his arms and carried
them into the gas-chamber, accompanied by their mother
who was weeping in the most heart-rending fashion.
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My pity was so great that I longed to vanish from the
scene: yet I might not show the slightest trace of emotion.

I had to see everything. I had to watch hour after
hour, by day and by night, the removal and burning of
the bodies, the extraction of the teeth, the cutting of the
hair, the whole grisly, interminable business. | had to
stand for hours on end in the ghastly stench, while the
mass graves were being opened and the bodies dragged
out and burned.

I had to look through the peep-hole of the gas-cham-
bers and watch the process of death itself, because the
doctors wanted me to see it.

I had to do all this because I was the one to whom
cveryone looked, because I had to show them all that |
did not merely issue the orders and make the regula-
tions but was also prepared myself to be present at
whatever task I had assigned to my subordinates.

The Reichsfiihrer SS sent various high-ranking Party
lcaders and SS officers to Auschwitz so that they might
see for themselves the process of extermination of the
Jews. They were all deeply impressed by what they saw.
Some who had previously spoken most loudly about
the necessity for this extermination fell silent once they
had actually seen the “final solution of the Jewish
problem.” I was repeatedly asked how I and my men
could go on watching these operations, and how we
were able to stand it.

My invariable answer was that the iron determina-
tion with which we must carry out Hitler’s orders could
only be obtained by a stifling of all human emotions.
Each of these gentlemen declared that he was glad the
job had not been given to him.
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