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  Plan of Breendonk, c. 1943
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KEY:

Rooms 1–7, 10–12: Prisoner Barrack Rooms

Rooms 8–9: Solitary-Confinement Cells

Rooms 13–14: The Revier

Room 15: The Mortuary

Room 16: The Bunker

Room 17: The Jewish Barracks (built during the summer of 1941)

Room 18: Toilet Room (built by October 1943)

Room 19: SS Office for registering prisoners

Room 20: The Kitchen

Room 21: The SS Canteen

Room 22: First Solitary-Confinement Cells

Room 23: Tailor Workshop

Room 24: Pigsty, Stables, Blacksmith, and other workshops

Room 25: Shower Room (built during the summer of 1941)

 





  DEFINITIONS OF TERMS USED IN THIS BOOK


 

ANSCHLUSS  The annexation of Austria by Germany on March 13, 1938.

 

APPELL  Roll call of prisoners, usually held in the courtyard at Breendonk.

 

ARBEITSEINSATZBEFEHL  The work deployment order sent to 12,000 Jews in Belgium in August 1942 requiring them to appear at SS-Sammellager Mechelen.

 

ARBEITSFÜHRER  A supervisor of the prisoners at work (“work leader” in German).

 

ARRESTANT (s), ARRESTANTEN (pl)  A prisoner suspected of being a member of the resistance and therefore held in solitary confinement and usually tortured in the bunker.

 

ARYAN  A pseudoscientific, racist term used by the Nazis. They considered Aryans—so-called pureblood Germans—to be superior to non-Aryans and later used this justification in their attempts to exterminate the Jews and Romany of Europe.	

 

AUFFANGLAGER  A “reception camp,” a euphemism used to designate the SS prison camp of Breendonk.

 

AUSCHWITZ  A Polish concentration camp with three distinct parts. Auschwitz I was the administrative center of the camp, established initially in June 1940. Auschwitz-Birkenau (or Auschwitz II) was a subcamp that became the “extermination center” in early 1942 with, eventually, six gas chambers. Auschwitz III was a series of at least forty slave-labor subcamps where prisoners were forced to work in factories or workshops, usually producing materials for the German war effort.

 

BETTENBAU  Bed making, daily chore at Breendonk.

 

BUCHENWALD  A German concentration camp established in July 1937 near Weimar.


 

DACHAU  One of the first Nazi concentration camps, established in March 1933 near Munich.

 

ENDLÖSUNG  “Final Solution,” a Nazi euphemism for their decision to exterminate the Jews of Europe.

 

ESSENHOLEN  Food server, a duty performed by some inmates at Breendonk.

 

FELDGENDARMERIE  The military police of the Wehrmacht.

 

GEHEIME FELDPOLIZEI  The secret police of the Wehrmacht.

 

HÄFTLINGE (s), HÄFTLINGEN (pl)  The German term for a prisoner.

 

HERZOGENBUSCH  An official SS concentration camp complex established in January 1943 in Vught, the Netherlands.

 

KRISTALLNACHT  An organized attack, or pogrom, carried out by Nazis against the Jews of Germany and Austria in November 1938. The term is a Nazi euphemism that literally means “Crystal Night” but is interpreted as “Night of the Broken Glass.” During this time period, Nazis and some ordinary citizens destroyed 275 synagogues, ransacked Jewish homes and businesses, beat and abused thousands of Jews, and were implicated in the deaths of at least 236 Jews, including forty-three women and thirteen children. It is also called the Reichskristallnacht and Reichspogromnacht.

 

MAUTHAUSEN  An Austrian concentration camp complex near Linz, begun in August 1938, known for its infamous stone quarries and many subcamps.

 

MILITÄRVERWALTUNG  The military administration that governed Belgium and northern France during most of World War II.


 

NEUENGAMME  A German concentration camp near Hamburg, first set up in December 1938 as a subcamp of Sachsenhausen, then made an official SS camp in early 1940.

 

OBERARBEITSFÜHRER  The head supervisor of the work site at Breendonk.

 

REVIER  The sickbay at Breendonk.

 

SACHSENHAUSEN  A German concentration camp established near Berlin in July 1936.

 

SAMMELLAGER  A “collection camp,” a euphemism used to designate the transport camp for Jews in Mechelen, Belgium.

 

SIPO-SD (SICHERHEITSPOLIZEI-SICHERHEITSDIENST)  The secret SS police in Belgium, similar to the Gestapo in Germany.

 

SONDERKOMMANDO  A “special work group” of prisoners. At Auschwitz they removed corpses from the gas chambers and burned them either in open pits or in the crematoria.

 

SS (SCHUTZSTAFFEL)  The infamous Nazi defense corps that began by providing bodyguards for Adolf Hitler and became one of the most powerful Nazi paramilitary organizations.

 

UNTERMENSCH  A “subhuman,” a term used by the Nazis to refer to people they considered inferior, including Jews, Romany, Slavs, and other non-Ayrans.

 

WAFFEN-SS   The military force of the SS.

 

WEHRMACHT  The regular German army.

 

ZUGFÜHRER  The prisoner who was the leader or captain of a barrack room at Breendonk. Similar to a Kapo, a term used in other concentration camps.



  Introduction
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My first view of Breendonk.



 


The first time I visited the national memorial of the Belgian concentration camp named Breendonk, I was shocked by what I saw and heard. Until that day, somehow Breendonk had escaped me.

I knew about the concentration camps that the Nazis had established to eliminate all opposition to their regime. Like many people, I had learned about the camps initiated by Adolf Hitler and administered by the SS before the start of World War II primarily to incarcerate those who opposed Nazi politics; they included Dachau, Buchenwald, and Sachsenhausen in Germany, and Mauthausen in Austria. I was acquainted with other Nazi concentration camps organized soon after the war began for political prisoners and resistance fighters as well as Jews and Romany; these included Auschwitz I, Neuengamme, and Dora. I was also well aware of the extermination camps, such as Auschwitz-Birkenau (sometimes called Auschwitz II) and Majdanek.

But I had never heard of Breendonk until that day in September 2010. Never designated an official concentration camp by the SS, it was labeled an Auffanglager, a type of camp where prisoners were held until they were either released or transported to other concentration camps. No matter what term the Nazis used, most people familiar with Breendonk during and after the war referred to it as a concentration camp. It was just as brutal and deadly, according to many of its prisoners. One man who survived Breendonk wrote that although the camp “had no gas chambers, no incinerators . . . Breendonk was no less notorious, no less a black hell of the most barbarous terror.” Another claimed that he “would prefer to spend nineteen months at Buchenwald than nineteen days at Breendonk.” A historian describing the concentration camp of Auschwitz I before the nearby extermination camp of Auschwitz-Birkenau was built wrote that the camp “was widely known as a site of imprisonment, extreme brutality, starvation, illness, and high mortality rates, including killings by various forms of torture, shooting, and hanging.” The same description could be applied to Breendonk, only on a smaller scale.
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Main concentration camps and death camps established by the Nazi SS before and during World War II.



Breendonk was not an extermination camp; only 303 of the 3,590 known prisoners died there from abuse, starvation, or execution; an additional 54 prisoners were executed at other sites. By the end of the war, at least 1,741 inmates had died, most after they were transported to other concentration camps. But these figures are incomplete, for researchers believe that there were at least 260 unregistered prisoners at the camp during the war, and probably more.

Although relatively few prisoners were incarcerated there over the course of World War II—never more than 660, and that number for only a very brief time—its very smallness, “which made it possible for each prisoner to be ‘dealt with’ individually,” turned it into a camp of terror. According to one writer whose thoughts were echoed by many others, three principles guided the treatment of prisoners: starve them, overwork them, and beat them often, “for no plausible reason.”

After the war, some survivors wrote about their experiences at the camp. Because they had only heard the names of the others and because many different languages were spoken at the camp, they understandably made mistakes when they wrote about people. And so, for instance, Prauss became Bross, Obler became Hopla. Also, because prisoners were stripped of their names and assigned a number upon arrival, they often knew their fellow inmates by just a first name, if at all. Even then, the name Israel might have become Isaac in a survivor’s memory. Because they were under stress, they sometimes became confused about dates: an event that occurred in December might have been remembered as having happened in March. No memory could be 100 percent accurate under such barbaric circumstances.

As I wrote the book, I took these errors of memory into account and corrected them cautiously. If I was not certain who was being referred to, I mentioned that. When it was clear who was being described, I filled in the blank. Still, I may have made my own inadvertent errors, and for that I take full responsibility in trying to tell this complicated story.

Throughout, I have tried to let the prisoners speak for themselves. The stories woven through this book are taken from autobiographies, interviews, archival documents, and courtroom testimonies. I have not invented any dialogue; every word that appears in the conversations was quoted from one of these sources. The only imagination I used was when I described what a prisoner might have experienced, and these suppositions were based on the writings of other prisoners. I have included photographs, often undated, of many prisoners as well, so that the reader can see their faces. But photographs were not available for everyone, especially those who died and had no surviving family. This was true of many Jewish prisoners whose families were deported to their deaths.
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Students on a school visit gather around the photo of Israel Neumann, taken by a Nazi propaganda photographer in 1941.



 


As I left Breendonk that first day, I was haunted by the stories and the photographs of the prisoners that hung on exhibit in the dark and dank rooms of the camp. One image in particular stayed with me: a photograph of a man named Israel Neumann. It was his heartbreaking story that propelled me to learn more about Breendonk and its prisoners.

Since then, I have returned to Breendonk well over a dozen times, to work in its archives, to wander through its echoing deserted hallways on rainy afternoons, to study the stucco wall in the courtyard, to step into the torture chamber, and to stand in silence on the execution grounds. But I always come back to the photo of Neumann.

That is why I chose to begin the book with him.


 

 

The First Prisoners

September–December 1940
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  1.



  The Arrest of Israel Neumann
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The Antwerp Central Station where Israel Neumann was arrested in the early fall of 1940.



 


Israel Neumann was one of the first to be arrested.

One night in late September or early October, unable to sleep because his stomach was growling from hunger, he left his home at 20 Magdalena Street in Antwerp, Belgium, and went for a walk near the main railway station, intending to buy something to eat. Perhaps he had done this many times before, perhaps he felt safe.

But the year was 1940, and World War II had already begun in Europe. Belgium had been invaded by Germany and was now under the control of a German military administration, the Militärverwaltung. During his outing, Neumann was stopped by the Geheime Feldpolizei, the secret police of the German army, and detained.
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Israel Neumann, 1927.



 

No records of the event were kept; no arrest report was ever filed. The specific date of his arrest is not even known. But there is no doubt that he was taken into custody. His crime, according to one source, was that he had perhaps uttered something—a word, a phrase, a sentence or two—that was interpreted as anti-Nazi. On the other hand, the military police could have arrested him for what they termed a “racial reason.” In other words, Israel Neumann’s crime that night might simply have been that he was a Jew.

…

In 1940, Belgium had an estimated population of some 70,000 Jews, only 4,000 of whom were Belgian citizens. The rest, like Israel Neumann, were immigrants, and many of them were quite poor. Some had arrived in the 1920s, mostly from Poland and other eastern European countries where poor job opportunities and growing anti-Semitism prompted them to leave. Others had emigrated from Germany beginning in 1933, when Adolf Hitler and his National Socialist German Workers’ Party began to institute anti-Jewish laws. Still others had come from Austria in 1938, soon after the country was annexed by Germany in the Anschluss. Finally, another influx of Jewish immigrants from Germany and Austria occurred following the pogrom now called Kristallnacht, in November 1938, when Nazis and their sympathizers terrorized the Jews of these two countries.

Born in Nisko, Poland, Neumann had arrived in Belgium in 1927, but after a very different journey. He and his parents, three sisters, and two brothers had left Poland and made their way to France, planning to immigrate to the United States, where another son already lived. In January 1921, they sailed on the SS Roussillon from Le Havre to New York, incorrectly listed on the ship’s manifest as the “Neumain” family. At Ellis Island, they were detained, although the reason is unclear. An immigration agent checked a column on the family’s arrival form indicating that Israel Neumann was either “deformed or crippled.” Immigration officers were always on the lookout for individuals who might not be able to support themselves and would require public assistance. Because Neumann was a man who may have had both physical and intellectual disabilities, his entry was at risk. Perhaps because he was accompanied by his family, all were allowed to enter after a short delay.

In New York, the family settled in Brooklyn, where they changed the spelling of their last name to Newman, and the children assumed Americanized first names: his sister Sima became Sylvia, his brother Meilech adopted Milton, and Israel was renamed Sam.

He lived in New York for more than four years. For unknown reasons, however, he decided to return to Europe, shortly after July 31, 1925. A little over a year later, in October 1926, he sailed back to New York. Upon arrival, he was placed in the Ellis Island Immigration Hospital for an unspecified illness. After his release nine days later, he was detained and labeled “LPC PH HOLD.” Immigration officials believed that he was unable to support himself (“likely public charge,” or LPC) and that he had some mental or physical challenges (“physical health,” or PH). The few existing documents do not reveal whether he was able to reach out to his family in New York City or, if he did, whether they tried to help him.

On February 4, 1927, after more than three months in detention on Ellis Island, he was deported to Le Havre. In May that same year, he immigrated to Belgium.


…
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Immigrants at Ellis Island in New York City had to pass a strict medical inspection before being admitted to the United States.



…

Employed first as a waiter and then as a hotel porter, Neumann struggled to earn a living, as did many immigrant Jews in Belgium. Although the Belgian government allowed him to enter the country, he was still an outsider with no easy route to citizenship; becoming a citizen took considerable time and money, something that many immigrants did not have. Neumann’s jobs did not last long. Eventually, he became a peddler. Licensed only to sell toys, he would hawk anything he could as he walked the streets of Antwerp in order to earn money to support himself and his wife, Eleonore Sabathova, but the police were on the lookout for any illegal activity.

Once, he was cited for peddling chocolate to innkeepers along London Street and fined. Another time, he ate lunch at a department store restaurant but could not pay for his meal. When the police were called, he told the responding officer, “I was hungry and had no money. I’ll make sure I pay the bill.” As a punishment, he was fined just over 17 Belgian francs.

But these had been minor infractions with minimal fines.

This time, his arrest would have much more serious consequences.

…

After he did not return home on that early-fall night, a concerned Eleonore went to the police to report him missing. She gave them this description: “small size, dark eyes, lightweight overcoat, dark gray hat, striped trousers.”
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Eleonore Sabathova, c. 1930.



 

But the Antwerp police could be of little help, because he had simply disappeared with officers of the Geheime Feldpolizei. What Eleonore would learn later was that her husband had been sent to Fort Breendonk, a prison camp established by the Nazis the previous month. Although the exact date of his arrival at Breendonk is no longer known, it was most likely October 4.


On that day, he would have been trucked to the camp  with at least nine other prisoners, most likely all Jews. Individual prisoners sometimes arrived in a private car: a Volkswagen, a Citroën, a Mercedes, or even a Buick or a Cadillac, according to some prisoners. However he arrived, the vehicle traveled halfway down the Antwerp-Brussels highway, turned toward the village of Willebroek, drove along a barbed-wire fence that encircled the perimeter of the old fort, and passed through a guarded barrier to a small plaza that also served as a parking lot. There, according to one prisoner, the detainees were “vomited” from the vehicle. Although the name Breendonk came from an Old Dutch term meaning “broad marsh,” there was nothing picturesque about the place.

Surveying the entrance—a tunnel that seemed to form a gaping mouth in the concrete gatehouse of the fort—Neumann would have tried to make sense of where he was. As an immigrant without much knowledge of Belgian history, he might have never heard of the fort before, but many prisoners taken to Breendonk—even well-educated native Belgians—were unfamiliar with it.
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The entrance to Breendonk.



 

In the early months of Auffanglager Breendonk, few prisoners would have known that they were about to enter the gateway to hell.



  2.



  Building Breendonk
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To protect it from attack by an invading army, Antwerp was encircled by two rings of forts. Breendonk was positioned to the south in the outer ring.



 


One of a chain of forts that formed a defensive outer ring around the port city of Antwerp to protect it from a German invasion, Breendonk was constructed between 1909 and 1914. At least five forts followed Breendonk’s architectural plan: a sideways-H-shaped body with narrow structures, called caponiers, extending outward from each end of the rear wing. Its walls, made from concrete and about eight feet thick, were intended to withstand bombardment by nine-inch artillery shells.
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The plan of Fort Breendonk, 1914.



 

The front, or north, wing of the H housed administrative offices and workshops. At its center was the only entrance to the fort. To gain access, a visitor had to cross a drawbridge, because the entire fort, like some medieval castles, was surrounded by a moat.

A dark, narrow cobblestoned corridor led from the entrance toward the rear, or south, wing of the H, the fort’s strongest side; it faced away from Antwerp and toward the presumed direction of an enemy attack. This wing contained the barracks for the soldiers stationed there. On the roof above were a number of metal turrets that enclosed various large guns and artillery to keep the enemy at a distance. If that failed, soldiers inside the fort could use the small openings in the caponiers to fire at invaders during a close-range ground attack.

An unusual feature of the fort was that it was camouflaged, covered with a thick layer of sand excavated when workers dug the moat. All an approaching enemy from the south would have seen were a few domes and grassy hills.
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From the south (top of photo), an attacking army would have seen only sand hills rising beyond a moat and a series of domes that covered the fort’s artillery.



 

By the time Germany invaded Belgium in September 1914, at the beginning of World War I, the defenses of Breendonk and the other forts had already been eclipsed by more powerful artillery with larger mortars. The Germans pounded Breendonk with a new short-range cannon nicknamed Big Bertha. Even though the fort had sturdy walls and was buried beneath tons of sand, it could not withstand the terrible shelling. Two days after the assault began, Breendonk capitulated, the last Belgian fort to surrender.
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This postcard, printed just after the end of World War I, shows the roof of Breendonk’s south wing with its covering of sand and turrets still intact.



 

After World War I ended in 1918, Breendonk was used to store surplus uniforms and equipment and only occasionally to train recruits. But when Germany invaded Belgium in World War II, the Belgian army reclaimed the fort as its command center, because of its ideal location between the main cities of Antwerp and Brussels. By the time Belgium surrendered on May 28, 1940, after the brief eighteen-day campaign, Breendonk had been abandoned.

The fort would not remain idle for long; the German occupiers would soon find a new purpose for it.
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General Alexander von Falkenhausen, head of the Militärverwaltung.



 

…


To control Belgium and northern France, the German dictator Adolf Hitler chose to establish a Militärverwaltung headed by the Wehrmacht general Alexander von Falkenhausen. This military administration planned to keep the Belgian infrastructure primarily intact, allowing most Belgian civil servants to stay in their jobs rather than replacing them with German military personnel. In this way, the Germans hoped that everyday life in Belgium would continue to function as normally as possible without disruption. Factories would remain open, and their output could be more easily siphoned off to supply Germany with the resources it needed to continue the war.

Under this plan, the Militärverwaltung was supported by two police forces from the Wehrmacht: the Feldgendarmerie and the Geheime Feldpolizei. The Feldgendarmerie was responsible for policing German troops, cracking down on the black market of rationed goods, and locating Belgian workers who tried to avoid forced labor deportations to Germany. The Geheime Feldpolizei was its undercover police force that searched for resisters, saboteurs, and anyone who was “considered a threat to public order.”

In June 1940, however, von Falkenhausen asked officials in Berlin for additional reinforcements for his police units. This request aroused the suspicion of senior leaders in the Schutzstaffel (SS) who wanted their own share of power and their own police force in Belgium. They did not trust the aristocratic von Falkenhausen and questioned his devotion to Nazi ideology. So in July 1940, the SS opened a large office in Brussels from which their police, called the SIPO-SD, could operate in Belgium. The SIPO-SD was similar to the Gestapo, or secret police, in Germany; in fact, the terms were used interchangeably by many people arrested in Belgium during the war. Although it was supposed to report to von Falkenhausen, the SIPO-SD, like its Gestapo counterpart, took its orders from the SS in Berlin. This often conflicted with the goals of the German military administration in Belgium.

The SIPO-SD soon requested its own prison camp to house “Jews and dangerous prisoners”; it did not want to place them in regular Belgian jails administered by the Wehrmacht. So von Falkenhausen proposed the deserted fort at Breendonk. Such an agreement was not unique. A similar arrangement had been made in Poland a few months earlier, when SS officials were searching for a place to incarcerate Polish political prisoners; they came across an old military barracks in Oswiecim and turned it into the first stage of a concentration camp that they called Auschwitz.

By the end of August 1940, Fort Breendonk had begun to turn into what the SS euphemistically termed an Auffanglager, or “reception” camp. Although it was not officially a concentration camp, the difference in title meant little. The main purpose of a concentration camp was “the elimination of every trace of actual or potential opposition to Nazi rule.” Breendonk was intended to house prisoners whose political views or activities were anti-Nazi. Most prisoners were expected to stay for a time. Some would be released, but others would be deported to camps mainly in Germany, Poland, or Austria. In a sense, Breendonk became the entry into the larger SS concentration camp system for many prisoners.
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SS-Major Philipp Schmitt. (Kropf photo 30)



But to make certain that the camp did not overflow with revolutionaries and resisters who might band together and plan anti-Nazi activities, many common criminals were initially sent there as well. They included petty thieves, smugglers, forgers, and black marketers, as well as many Jews, such as Israel Neumann, arrested for no documented reason at all.

…
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The house of Mr. and Mrs. Verdickt, 2013.



Selected to be the camp’s first commandant, SS-Major Philipp Schmitt was driven to Breendonk by his chauffeur at the end of August. Schmitt, who had joined the Nazi Party when he was twenty-two years old and worked his way up through the ranks, was, according to his SS personnel file, “a good Nazi.” His promotion to commandant at Auffanglager Breendonk was an important step in his career. But it was not fit to be Schmitt’s home.

Instead, he knocked on the door of the house across the road from Breendonk: the Verdickt residence. Schmitt informed Mrs. Verdickt that he needed room and board. Although she wanted to refuse the SS officer, Mrs. Verdickt felt that she had no choice. Over the next weeks, Schmitt and eventually seven others, including his wife, Ilse Birkholz from Hoboken, New Jersey, moved in and took over most of the house, leaving Mrs. Verdickt and her husband only two rooms.

She was required to wash her boarders’ clothes and cook them three meals a day. Given only a small allowance, she was told to provide meat at both lunch and dinner, an impossible task given the scarcity of meat—unless she purchased it illegally on the black market. Items such as bread, meat, flour, eggs, butter, milk, sugar, and potatoes were strictly rationed by the Nazis; even with ration cards, families often could not find the food they had been allotted, and many resorted to the black market. This often meant visiting farmers in the countryside or shops in their village where merchants such as beauty salons and florists sold black-market goods on the side.
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Mrs. Verdickt, c. 1945.



 

Schmitt told Mrs. Verdickt to inform him if she had to purchase anything on the black market, and he would arrest those involved. Although she used the black market to procure enough meat, she chose to say nothing to Schmitt.

Three weeks later, on September 20, 1940, with Schmitt and his colleagues settled in, Mrs. Verdickt witnessed the arrival of the first four prisoners. During the first years of the Auffanglager Breendonk, she became acquainted with the men who were sent to fetch water at her house because the fort did not have an ample supply. Whenever she and her husband could, they slipped them some bread or butter or some meat left over from her Nazi boarders.
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In this photograph taken after World War II, Mrs. Verdickt’s house can be seen circled in the foreground.



 

Only in 1944 did Nazi authorities ask her and her husband to vacate their home. Until that time, she saw what was happening to the prisoners at the old fort from her back window, but she was powerless to do anything about it.



  3.



  Facing the Wall



  [image:  ]
  

The entrance tunnel at Breendonk.



 


Awaiting Israel Neumann and his companions on the first October day of his imprisonment were the soldiers of the Wehrmacht, the guards at Breendonk and later the executioners. They greeted the prisoners with crude insults shouted in German.

Then Neumann and the others would have been marched inside—perhaps pushed and shoved along, perhaps kicked and hit with rifle butts and whips—through a large iron gate and down a narrow, dark tunnel. He would have felt a steady wind rush against his face until he reached a vaulted, open intersection. There, incoming prisoners would have seen two large courtyards, one on either side. Small arriving groups were pushed toward the right, or west, courtyard; larger groups would have been divided between the courtyard and the entrance tunnel. Whether they were in the tunnel or in the courtyard, prisoners would have heard a voice order, Gegen die Wand! Schnell! “Face the wall! Hurry up!”
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New prisoners were forced to face the wall of the west courtyard. (Kropf photo 33)
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Belgium is divided into four language areas: Dutch in the north, French in the south, German in the east, and bilingual French and Dutch in Brussels.



 

All the orders were given—almost always screamed—in German; the guards and the SS officers would speak nothing else. Prisoners had to learn to understand German quickly, and once they were registered, they could speak only German to the guards. Refusing or forgetting to do this would bring brutal punishment. Neumann was fortunate, since he already spoke at least some German. But many arriving prisoners did not. Most spoke one of Belgium’s two main languages: Dutch, the chief language in the Flemish north, and French, the main language in the Walloon south. Dutch-speaking prisoners had an easier time complying with German commands, since their language was linguistically closer to German. But any prisoner without a good knowledge of German was going to struggle with the unfamiliar orders at first.


The wall of rough concrete stucco that lined the tunnel and formed the back wall of the courtyard was remembered vividly by almost every prisoner who survived the camp. Most stood there for hours on their first day; a few claimed to have remained at the wall for days. A prisoner at the wall had to stand at attention—chin up, feet together, and arms fully extended down his sides, with the little fingers touching the seams of his pants—without moving. If a prisoner turned his head or shifted his stance slightly, he would be slapped or hit. The guards might use a truncheon or a leather horsewhip. Other times, they might strike the prisoner with a long, thin stick, which could cut into the prisoner’s cheek or forehead with one slashing blow. If a prisoner moved too much, he might have his face slammed against the stucco. If he tried to wipe away the blood, he would be beaten again.

A prisoner soon learned to be completely motionless when facing the wall.

…

That October day, Israel Neumann most likely stood in the courtyard, facing the exterior wall of the prisoners’ barracks rooms. The Wehrmacht guards would have marched back and forth behind him, their jackboots with toe and heel plates and hobnails clattering ominously on the paving stones. Only they knew what would happen next.

Sometimes they played a terrifying game in which one soldier ordered the others to ready their rifles and take aim at the new prisoners, as if they were going to shoot them in the back. Then the soldiers would pause. Time would pass slowly, uncertainly; the prisoners feared the worst. Fifteen minutes later, the command would be given to lower their rifles. The soldiers would then laugh at their cruel joke.

Next, Neumann would have been addressed by a member of the SS. As commandant, SS-Major Schmitt would often greet the arrivals accompanied by his German shepherd named Lump, a trained attack dog. When he felt inclined, he would encourage Lump to maul a new prisoner. But it was the responsibility of SS-Lieutenant Arthur Prauss, whom Schmitt had placed in charge of the daily operation of the camp, to speak to the new arrivals.
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The SS officers from Breendonk pose for a photograph during the summer of 1941. SS-Major Schmitt is in the center with his dog, Lump; SS-Lieutenant Prauss is on the far right. (Kropf photo 21)



 

Für euch habe ich kein Mitleid, Prauss was often heard to say to new arrivals. 





…
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…
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