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6 November ‘44 - There is a strict
inspection of the huts every day. This is carried out by a young SS
girl—“the grey mouse”, we call her—looking elegant and saucy in her
snugly fitting uniform and her smart shining jack-boots [sic].
Noisily and officiously she marches into the hut, accompanied by a
soldier and the senior Jewish prisoner. Making theatrical,
provocative gestures, the “grey mouse” struts about, frightening us
with angry cries at the sight of a bowl that isn’t properly washed
up or a bed that has not been made tidily enough. Her specialty is
to suddenly give somebody a hard clip round the ear without taking
off her glove. Every day she punishes at least seven or eight
prisoners in every hut for some triviality by stopping their food
or withholding their bread ration. Her sole aim is to intimidate,
persecute and humiliate us. This is the only reason she comes,
since the Germans do not make any serious effort to get rid of the
filth or curb the spread of infection, and they never will. Indeed,
these are integral parts of the degrading conditions to which they
subject us and in which we are left to “live” or die by one by one.
The so-called inspections are mere formalities. Not a single one
among us takes the slightest notice of this extraordinary female,
with her showy antics and her perverse threats. Yet it is
disgusting to have to witness these degrading scenes every morning,
feel the pervading air of restlessness and watch the expression of
servility on so many faces.

—Hanna Levy-Haas, Inside
Belsen
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Terms and Designations

Appell (also see Frühappell and
Zählappell)

roll call in formation; a daily accounting of camp inmates that was
generally used for torture and harassment as well.

Arbeitsdienste

inmates who were responsible for assigning other inmates to various
work details (note: Kapos were also selected from this group).

Arbeitsdienstführer(in)

an SS labor control officer who assigned work details.

Arbeitskommando

a work detail.

Aufseherin (plural: Aufseherinnen)

a female SS overseer (also variously translated as “supervisor,”
“wardress,” and/or “matron”).

Außenkommando

an external work detail.

Außenlager

satellite concentration camps surrounding a main camp.

Blockältester(in)

a senior inmate in a block (barracks).

Blockführer(in)

an SS block leader.

Blockova

the Slavic term for the senior female inmate in a block.

Blockschreiber(in)

a deputy to the Blockältester(in); he/she served as an accountant
for all inmate movements and activities within his/her
barracks.

“Canada” (sometimes spelled “Kanada”)

a euphemism for the area of Auschwitz/Birkenau where the personal
belongings of victims were sorted, stored, and frequently pilfered
by the SS staff and inmates.

Einsatzgruppen

a German expression that roughly translates as “mobile strike
forces.” These units, comprised of SS men who followed regular army
regiments into the East, operated independently and who were given
the task of killing undesirables. They were ultimately responsible
for the deaths of approximately 1,500,000 Jews, Gypsies, partisans,
et al., in the eastern-occupied territories.

Flakhelferin

female anti-aircraft auxiliary. “Flak” is a German acronym
for Flug(zeug)- abwehrkanone
[lit., “aircraft repulse gun”] and a Helferin is a “female
auxiliary.”

Frühappell

daily early morning roll call in formation. The technical goal of
this roll call was to account for inmates, but it also served as a
means to torture and harass inmates.

Gleichschaltung

the German word that roughly translates as “forced conformity”;
this highly connotative word was used to describe the gradual
manner in which the Nazis undermined the old system in Germany and
replaced it with their own “New Order.”

Hauptscharführer

an SS senior sergeant.

Hauptsturmbannführer

an SS captain.

Kapo

an inmate who voluntarily accepted authority over his/her fellow
inmates and, in turn, served as a member of the camp staff.

Kommando

a work squad.

Kommandoführer(in)

an SS leader who was responsible for a work squad.

Krankenbau (frequently abbreviated as “KB”
and pronounced “Ka Be”)

the so-called camp infirmary at Auschwitz; the “KB” consisted of
eight huts and was separated from the rest of the complex by barbed
wire. Anyone sent to the Krankenbau had to recover within two
months or they would be “selected” for gassing. Unless a medical
practioner inmate assisted the sick internee (and little or no
medicine was ever available), there was little hope the patient
would survive. For a more comprehensive analysis, see Primo Levi’s
account in If This is a Man [Part I: Survival in Auschwitz], trans.
Ruth Feldman, (New York: Summit Books, 1981), pp. 32-39.

Lagerältester(in)

the senior inmate in the camp.

Lagerführer(in)

the SS camp leader and, for the males, usually the assistant camp
commandant; while only accountable to the camp commandant, the male
camp leader could exercise almost unlimited control over life and
death within his section of the camp complex.

Lagerkommandant

the commandant of an entire concentration, transit, or death camp;
the Lagerkommandant was accountable only to Reichsführer-SS
Heinrich Himmler and Oswald Pohl, head of the SS Economic and
Administrative Department (Wirtschaftsverwaltungshauptamt,
abbreviated as “WVHA”).

“making sport”

the German phrase ,,Sport machen’’ refers to the SS predilection to
torture and harass those already weakened inmates during roll call
for the smallest infractions of camp regulations. SS guards would
force prisoners to conduct unnatural and straining physical
exercises.

Oberaufseherin

a senior female SS overseer.

Oberscharführer

a senior SS platoon sergeant.

Obersturmführer

an SS first lieutenant.

“organize”

a concentration camp euphemism for stealing or scrounging extra
food, clothing, equipment, etc., that frequently made the
difference between life and death for inmates or, in the case of
the SS, a better existence. For the inmates, the only way one could
survive would be to “procure” extra items. To be caught engaging in
such activity, however, usually resulted immediate death at the
hands of a Kapo or the SS.

Ortsgruppenleiter

Nazi local group leader; a low-level official in the Nazi Party who
worked in the outlying areas.

“parade”

a process used to weed out malnourished inmates in Nazi
concentration camps; the term “parade” is the initial segment of
the “selection” program.

The Political Section

in the Auschwitz-Birkenau complex, this term was synonymous with
the Gestapo interrogations and torture. The Political Section
attempted to monitor all camp activities and was intent on exposing
any acts of sabotage, unauthorized contacts between inmates and SS,
etc.

Rapportführer(in)

a roll call leader who was responsible for the order, discipline,
and accountability of the inmates. Specifically, he/she had to
insure that the inmate counts for his/her assigned section were
accurate. Any discrepancy in the count could result in ferocious
and arbitrary violence initiated by the Rapportführer(in) with the
other SS guards and Kapos then joining in the melee.

Reichsarbeitsdienst

The German Labor Service; this organization was responsible for
securing more workers for the Nazi war effort and it conscripted
men and women as the war turned against them. In effect, it served
as a kind of supranational clearing house for nonfunctioning and
malfunctioning able-bodied Germans.

Rottenführer

an SS corporal.

Schadenfreude

a German term whose closest English equivalent is “gloating;
essentially the term means “malicious pleasure” and SS personnel
were encouraged to have a good time while inflicting pain on their
helpless captives.

SED

Soziale Einigkeitspartei Deutschlands; The Social Unity Party of
Germany, the former East German Communist Party that controlled the
former German Democratic Repubilic under the supervision of the
Communist Party of the former Union of Soviet Socialist Republics
(USSR).

Schutzstaffel ( )

a German term that roughly translates as “defense detachments,” but
actually carried the connotation of “elite guard.” Hitler elevated
the SS to the status of a sacred cadre of noble Nazi defenders. The
abbreviation “SS” was transformed into an inspired double use of
the ancient German runic , the solar symbol which also expressed
the idea of victory. The runic also emulated the flash of lightning
which had the intended purpose of striking awe and fear
simultaneously in those seeing the runes.

“selection”

a euphemism used by the SS that meant life or death for camp
inmates. Usually, SS doctors would determine those fit to continue
to work and those “selected” were sent straight away to the gas
chambers.

Sonderbehandlung (“S.B.”)

a German term that literally means “special treatment.”
Sonderbehandlung was a euphemism for the organized and systematic
slaughter of the Jews.

Sonderkommando

a German term that literally means “special detail;” the
Sonderkommando was a unit of Jewish inmates chosen to clear gas
chambers of the dead, to strip the dead of their teeth and hidden
valuables, to sort the teeth/valuables into piles, and so forth.
Because these inmates knew too much about the Nazi genocide, they
were periodically sent to the gas chambers themselves. However,
many could not cope with their grisly tasks and committed
suicide.

SS-Hygiene Institut (Lazarett)

the medical facility in Auschwitz-Birkenau that tended to the
health needs of SS personnel.

Strafkommando

a penal or punishment detachment.

Sturmmann

an SS lance corporal.

Unerwünschte Gruppen

undesirable groups; in the Nazi scheme of things, all the
undesirable peoples fit only for slave labor and/or eventual
elimination.

Volksgemeinschaft

the “socialistic” element of National Socialism; the idea that all
ethnic Germans belong to the same proud race and all share the same
pure blood. The term literally means “the community of the ethnic
people.”

Zählappell

an accounting roll call; unlike simple Appell (or Frühappell), this
roll call could be carried out at any time to insure internal
security (i.e., that all inmates could be properly accounted for at
any given time, day or night).
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Foreword

Klaus P. Fischer, Ph.D.

When we try to picture murderous Nazis, we
inevitably see the faces of cold, expressionless, and stiff-necked
SA or SS men. After all, was the Third Reich a “male event,” as one
of those Nazi slogans proclaimed? Daniel Patrick Brown’s book, The
Beautiful Beast: The Life and Crimes of SS-Aufseherin Irma Grese,
quickly disabuses us of the illusion that only men could perpetrate
unspeakable evil. Nazi Germany was not a male event; it was a
German event to which men and women contributed with equal fervor,
and that included German women who tortured and murdered innocent
men, women, and children. One such murderous woman was Irma Grese,
a young, blondish, and pretty concentration camp guard who
tormented thousands of women at several concentration camps such as
Ravensbrück, Bergen-Belsen, and Auschwitz. How was it possible for
a naïve country girl from Wrechen in Mecklenburg to become an
accomplished, cold-blooded killer?

In order to find an answer to this question,
Brown first tackles a hurdle commonly confronted by historians who
are trying to understand evil, and that is the question whether
evil can be explained rationally at all. Many Holocaust survivors
have opposed the notion that we should try to understand why the
Nazis murdered the innocent other than recognizing that they
believed that Jews, Gypsies, homosexuals, and “Asiatic inferiors”
were sub-humans and needed to be exterminated. What else do we need
to know: the Nazis killed because they wanted to do it. Such an
attitude, however, leaves a multitude of things unsaid and
unexplained for the historian. Explaining does not mean excusing,
but finding sufficient reason in history, as Hegel insisted, and as
historians we might be better served in accepting, perhaps as an
act of faith, that the real is rational and the rational is
real.

With that said, there is rationality even in
apparent Nazi irrationality. The Nazis, for example, tried to
maintain the illusion of female purity, depicting women as
homemakers and nurturing mothers; they tried their best to prevent
women from working or competing with men on an equal basis. What
they wanted out of women was future soldiers of the Reich; hence,
the ceaseless propaganda about “giving a child to the Führer” and
rewarding those women who produced children with gold, silver, and
bronze medals. But keeping women at home was not a rational policy
in war time. With the coming of total war in 1943 the Nazis had to
make changes in their policies toward women. Since German manpower
was being squandered on various battlefields and slave labor also
proved insufficient, the Nazis were forced to use women in a
variety of different capacities, ranging from workers in the war
industries to auxiliaries to the fighting troops. One such
auxiliary role for women was as SS “assistants” in the
concentration camps. Strictly speaking, women could not join the
SS, but they could serve as helpers in various capacities. Although
Ravensbrück was a concentration camp for women, the management of
the camp resided in the hands of men. As Rudolf Höß, the commandant
of Auschwitz, put it “which of my officers would be willing to take
orders from a woman?”

Within their own domains, however, women
were strongly encouraged to act in accordance with Nazi ideology.
In fact, women were indoctrinated in Nazi ideology as early as the
men. Young girls between the ages of ten to fourteen served in the
Jungmädel (League of Young Girls) and those between fifteen and
eighteen in the Bund der deutscher Mädel (League of German Girls or
BdM). Brown shows how the impressionable Irma Grese was drawn to
the BdM, which would have been a welcomed relief from a lonely
adolescence. Her mother had committed suicide, most likely over her
husband’s infidelities, when Irma was only twelve years old. From
the scant evidence we have about Irma’s adolescence, it appears
that she was a shy and withdrawn girl searching for a sense of
belonging and a stable identity. This is where the Nazis offered a
sense of rebirth, a collective identity that millions of young
Germans were searching for.

In reference to mass indoctrination, Mao
Tse-Tung once waxed lyrical about taking millions of Chinese “blank
sheets” and inscribing on them “the most beautiful characters” and
painting the “freshest and most beautiful pictures.” This is
precisely what the Nazis had in mind: molding the young and
remolding the older Germans. Irma Grese was no exception; in fact,
her personality was reconfigured in the most vicious Nazi mold.
After being immersed in Nazi doctrines in the BdM, she worked as an
assistant nurse at Hohenlychen, the elite Nazi medical facility
that ministered to the health of the highest ranking officials. The
facility was administered by SS Dr. Karl Gebhardt, who later
committed gruesome bone graft experiments on young Polish women,
inflicting leg fractures and freely transplanting amputated limbs
from the victims to the patients in the hospital. While at
Hohenlychen,

Irma Grese’s education in brutality was well
under way, subsequently raised to an even higher level when she was
trained as an SS Aufseherin (matron) at Ravensbrück in 1942. Guard
training at concentration camps involved administering “controlled
and disciplined terror” on the inmates; it was a school for
brutality (Schule der Gewalt). Irma Grese was an excellent guard:
fanatical, hard, and pitiless. Beatings were conducted on a routine
basis and excesses such as having cruel fun with the prisoners
(Sport machen) were strongly encouraged. Meting out excessive
cruelty to prisoners required strong bonding on the part of the
perpetrators, who egged each other on, covered up wrongdoing, and
engaged in promiscuous sexual behavior. Irma Grese delighted in
such cruelty and had numerous sexual liaisons with both the guards
as well as the inmates, including women.

In March 1943 Irma Grese was transferred
from Ravensbrück to Auschwitz, where she became Oberaufseherin
(Senior Matron), controlling thirty-one barracks housing 30,000
women. Although she had mistreated prisoners at Ravensbrück,
Auschwitz afforded her much greater opportunities for doing evil.
Tidy, immaculately groomed, she strutted around the camp with her
black boots, whip, and smart-looking SS uniform looking for victims
she could torture and kill. One suspects that she projected all her
own inner loathings and deviant sexual energy on helpless victims.
What is striking about Grese’s cruelty is its disciplined Germanic
nature. Grese was obsessive about tidiness and good order, which
was, of course, very much a German cultural trait, frequently
praised but also condemned because its real intention was often
sadistic control and domination rather than tidiness or good
order.

We do not know how many prisoners Irma Grese
willfully murdered at Auschwitz, but their numbers must have been
in the thousands. In the inverted moral world of Auschwitz, Grese’s
murderous activities were rewarded with a medal for “meritorious
war service.” The war, however, was drawing to a close. In January
1945, Grese was sent back to Ravensbrück and then, shortly before
the end of the war, to Bergen-Belsen. In post-war accounts,
Bergen-Belsen played a prominent role as one of the most hideous
camps in the Nazi system. The reason for this was that this
relatively small camp of 8000 prisoners became a dumping ground for
prisoners from eastern camps that had been overrun by the Soviet
army. When the British liberated Bergen-Belsen, they discovered a
horrible pesthole that had swollen to 100,000 emaciated and dying
prisoners, 12,000 of whom lay dead and unburied in the camp, with
the corpses stacked up like cardboard. Grese probably chose to stay
at Bergen-Belsen because her SS lover was stationed there.

The British quickly convened a trial to hold
the perpetrators of Bergen-Belsen, including Irma Grese, to account
for their crimes. The combination of female beauty and brutal
aggression held out a morbid fascination to the reporters who
covered the trial for the world’s press. Brown gives us a carefully
crafted account of the trial and skillfully shows us how Grese’s
work of Aryan superiority gradually melted under relentless
questioning. Her frozen smile and cold heart briefly revealed
touches of humanity when she broke down on the stand and began to
weep uncontrollably. At that moment the false Nazi construction of
a warrior daughter of Odin wielding God-like skills was shattered.
What remained after Grese was no longer allowed to play the Nazi
role was a confused, self-deluded, and willful country girl.

The Nazi experience had enabled Irma Grese
to find a refuge from past failures, an escape from a broken home,
and an opportunity for psychological rebirth. Having no firm
personality structure prior to joining the SS, Nazi indoctrination
provided a new identity, a new persona of the warrior daughter of
Odin: cold, pitiless, ruthless, and domineering. The Nazi culture
of cruelty had succeeded in molding a naïve country girl into a
ruthless killer. But the story does not end here. The virtue of
Brown’s work consists in showing that the Nazi culture of cruelty
is only one part of this erosion of civilized constraints. Brown
suspects that Grese’s childhood experience stunted her maturation
and made her strongly susceptible to Nazi indoctrination. In the
absence of relevant psychological evidence, Brown does not want to
speculate about possible psychopathologies, other than pointing out
the obvious: Grese enjoined inflicting pain on innocent people,
afterwards rationalizing it in reference to Nazi ideology.

Grese paid with her life for her crimes, but
her behavior was by no means unique. Brown’s pioneering book sheds
light on an aspect of evil we would rather not want to know about
in detail, and that is how it was possible for women, whom the
Nazis themselves claimed to idealize as nurturing mothers, to
participate in mass murder. Meticulously researched and containing
new information, The Beautiful Beast is an important contribution
to this ongoing effort to explain the role of women in Nazi
Germany. For this reason, the
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Preface

“Whoever wishes to comprehend National

Socialism must first know Richard Wagner.”

—Adolf Hitler

(Quoted in Hermann Rauschning’s The Voice of Destruction

[New York: Europa, 1940], p. 230)

In attempting to account for the phenomenon
of Irma Grese, the beautiful but brutal SS supervisor in Nazi
concentration camps, it might be illuminating to look for
antecedents in myth and literature.

 Teutonic legend recounts
one of its most stirring and triumphant events when Odin, the ruler
of Aesir and god of war, poetry, knowledge, and wisdom dispatches
his eight warrior-daughters, the Valkyrior (literally “Choosers of
the Slain” and anglicized to “The Valkyries”), to earth in order to
retrieve the bodies of fallen German heroes and bring them up to
Valhalla. In an emotionally charged musical adaptation of this
powerful spectacle, Richard Wagner, Hitler’s all-time favorite
composer, employs heightened orchestral expression to underscore
this “Ride of the Valkyries” in the Walküre segment of the
“Ring.”[1] The scene conjures
up the vision of a supernatural storm encircling the craggy summit
of the Valkyries’ cliff-dwelling. With thunder crashes and lighting
flashes, the alluring but overpowering Germanic maidens zoom high
into the cosmos on magnificent steeds to bring the honored dead
home to a Nordic paradise. Majestic, awe-inspiring, and courageous,
the Valkyries, themselves the warrior-daughters of Odin, represent
the ideal of Germanic womanhood.

 In many ways, the
Wagnerian narrative of Teutonic virtue and glory played itself out
in a twisted twentieth century aberration of the
story.[2] While both stories
are presumably based on the Germanic
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