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For all “La Familia” past, present, and future


And especially
For William, Carter, and Philip






He said that while it was true that time heals bereavement it does so only at the cost of the slow extinction of those loved ones from the heart’s memory which is the sole place of their abode then or now. Faces fade, voices dim. Seize them back.… Speak with them. Call their names. Do this and do not let sorrow die for it is the sweetening of every gift.

CORMAC MCCARTHY, The Crossing
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A Note on Nomenclature

The bureaucracies of all the nations involved in the events described in this book were extremely complex. In the approximately thirty-year span described, agencies proliferated, changed their names, and spawned subagencies. This was especially true of the Nazi agencies dealing with race and youth matters and, after the war, the Allied refugee organizations. Added to this complexity is the fact that translators are not consistent in their terminology and use “Service,” “Agency,” “Bureau,” and so on interchangeably to translate the same German word. I have therefore tried to minimize the use of specific agency names in favor of more generic terms. Those who wish to know the details of the permutations and relationships of the Nazi agencies should consult the specialized studies dedicated to them listed in the Bibliography.





	BDM     
	Bund Deutscher Mädel (League of German Girls)



	DAF     
	Deutsche Arbeitsfront (German Labor Front)



	DAI     
	Deutsches Auslands-Institut (German Overseas Institute)



	DP     
	Displaced person



	Einsatzgruppe     
	Special task force



	EWZ     
	Einwandererzentralstelle (Immigration Authority)



	Führer     
	Leader (When used alone, always refers to Adolf Hitler)



	Führerprinzip     
	Leadership principle



	Gestapo     
	Geheime Staatspolizei (Secret State Police)



	Heimat     
	Homeland



	HJ     
	Hitlerjugend (Hitler Youth)



	IRO     
	International Refugee Organization



	ITS     
	International Tracing Service, Arolsen



	Jungmädel     
	Nazi organization for girls aged ten to fourteen



	Jungvolk     
	Nazi organization for boys aged ten to fourteen



	Kameradschaft     
	Group of comrades



	KLV     
	Kinderlandverschickung (Evacuation of Children)



	Kripo     
	Kriminalpolizei (Criminal Police)



	Landdienst     
	Land Service



	Lebensborn     
	SS “Well of Life” Society



	Lebensraum     
	Living space



	Luftwaffe     
	German Air Force



	Mädel     
	Maiden



	NAPOLA     
	National-Politische Lehranstalt (National Political High School)



	Nazi     
	National Socialist



	NJS     
	Nationale Jeugdstorm (National Youth Storm—Dutch Nazi Youth)



	NKVD     
	People’s Commissariat of Internal Affairs (USSR)



	NSB     
	Nationaal Socialistische Beweging (Dutch Nazi Pary)



	NSDAP     
	Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei (Nazi Party)



	NSF     
	Nationalsozialistischer Frauenschaft (National Socialist Womanhood)



	NSV     
	Nationalsolzialistische Volkswohlfart (National Socialist Welfare Organization)



	OPK     
	Voogdij-commissie voor Oorlogs Pleegkinderen (Custody Commission for War Foster Children–Netherlands)



	OSE     
	Oeuvre de Secours aux Enfants (Children’s Welfare Organization)



	Ordensjunker     
	Graduate of an Ordensburg, or Nazi college



	Ostarbeiter     
	Eastern worker, usually from the USSR



	Osteinsatz     
	Eastern Action Mission



	RAD     
	Reichsarbeitsdienst (Reich Labor Service)



	RFSS     
	Reichsführer SS (Heinrich Himmler)



	Reich     
	State or nation



	Reichsdeutsche     
	Full German citizen



	RJF     
	Reichsjugendführung (Reich Youth Directorate)



	RKFDV     
	Reichskommisariat für die Festigung Deutschen Volkstums (Reich Commission for the Strengthening of Germandom)



	RSHA     
	Reichssicherheitshauptamt (Reich Security Head Office)



	RuSHA     
	Rasse-und Siedlungs Hauptamt (Race and Settlement Main Office)



	R     
	 



	SA     
	Sturmabteilung (storm troopers)



	SD     
	Sicherheitsdienst (Security Service)



	Sopade     
	Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands—Social Democratic Party of Germany in Exile



	SRD     
	Streifendienst (Hitler Youth Police)



	SS     
	Schutzstaffeln (Protection Squads; a vast elite organization headed by Himmler that included racial, security, combat, and many other branches, and that eventually became a state within a state in Nazi Germany)



	STO     
	Service de Travail Obligatoire (Department of Obligatory Labor–France)



	Todt Organization     
	German Public and Military Works Organization



	UNRRA     
	United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration



	Untermensch     
	Subhuman



	Volk     
	Nation-race



	Volksdeutsche     
	Ethnic German



	Volksgemeinschaft     
	National-racial community



	VoMi     
	Volksdeutsche Mittelstelle (Liason Office for Ethnic Germans Abroad)



	 



	Waffen-SS     
	Combat branch of SS



	Wartheland/gau     
	Area in western Poland annexed to Germany in 1939



	WEL     
	Wehrertüchtigungslager (War Preparation Camps)



	Wehrmacht     
	German Army



	ZAL     
	Zwangsarbeitlager für Juden (Forced Labor Camp for Jews)
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Prologue

Just before lunch on May 29, 1945, three weeks after the formal end of the Second World War in Europe, Sister Wörle, head nurse of the children’s wards at the Kaufbeuren-Irsee Mental Institution near Munich, approached the bed of four-year-old Richard Jenne and put him to death by lethal injection. She had plenty of experience, having, as she readily stated to her interrogators, previously so injected “at least 211 minors.” The time of death was 13:10. Richard, classified as a “feebleminded idiot,” had been taken to the hospital some months before and put on a diet carefully calculated to bring him to the brink of starvation. By May 29 he had reached the desired state of weakness and was ripe for Sister Wörle’s visit. The death certificate, intended for dispatch to Richard’s parents in the town of Ihringen in the German state of Baden, did not mention the injection, but listed the cause of death as typhus.

The American troops who had occupied the picturesque town of Kaufbeuren in the hilly, blossom-laden countryside of Swabia on April 26 were unaware of Richard’s demise, and indeed would not discover his body and those of a number of other victims of Sister Wörle and her colleagues for five more weeks. The Americans had arrested the Nazi director of the institution but, put off by a large sign warning of typhus in the hospital, had not ventured inside, where routine continued as usual. On July 2, two medical officers finally entered the premises. What met their eyes was beyond belief: some 1,500 disease-riddled patients confined in the most squalid conditions, among them a ten-year-old boy who weighed twenty-two pounds, and a stifling morgue filled with bodies that had not been buried and that could not be disposed of quickly, as the shiny new crematorium, finished in November 1944, had been closed down.1

Richard Jenne was probably the last person to be put to death by the Nazi extermination machine, which in performing this act had come full circle. For it was in this institution, and a network of similar ones, that basic training, using German nationals, had been provided for those who would run the death camps so recently liberated by the Allies. Richard was not alone in his death: millions of other children were deliberately murdered in the Nazi era. Tens of thousands would die of conflict-induced starvation in Leningrad, Athens, the Netherlands, and other war zones. Others did not survive the unprecedented forced transfers of populations engendered by Nazi racial policy and carried out under the most primitive conditions. Thousands of teenaged Hitler Youth died in battle, and children of all involved nations were sterilized, perished during evacuations, died of war-borne diseases, or succumbed as forced laborers. They wasted away in concentration, refugee, and disciplinary camps, and died in the bombings of cities and in the Nazi revenge burnings of hundreds of doomed villages in the USSR, Greece, France, and Czechoslovakia, of which Distomo, Oradour-sur-Glane, and Lidice are merely the best known. A precise figure can never be compiled, but it is vast. The historian Alan Bullock estimates the total number of military and civilian deaths due to World War II in the European nations to be some forty million. Mortality of this magnitude defies comprehension and tends to destroy normal human reactions to the reality of the events, a phenomenon that was highly evident among both perpetrators and victims during the conflict itself. It is therefore necessary to remember, as Bullock puts it, that the statistics are important, “but because they can have the effect of numbing the imagination, which cannot conceive of human suffering on such a scale, it is equally important to underline that every single figure in these millions represents … an individual human being like ourselves—a man, a woman, a child, or even a baby.”2

The discoveries at Kaufbeuren, coming weeks after the more horrendous accounts of conditions in the death camps, and coinciding as they did with the formal entry of Western Allied forces into Berlin, received small mention in the international press. But the Army was sufficiently embarrassed to replace the detachment occupying the town with another. The incident was only a detail in the gigantic mosaic of efforts under way to cope with the tremendous human needs of liberated Europe. The London Times of July 6, 1945, reported that the Combined Civil Affairs Committee of the Anglo-American Allies had announced that they had found, thus far, 5.8 million displaced persons in Germany. Of these 3.3 million had already been repatriated, which left 2.5 million to be cared for in camps. Their optimistic assessment was that the problem might “resolve itself” by September 1 into “the care of the residue of stateless persons and those who cannot be sent home.” No figures were given for this group, whose fate would then be determined by the so far ineffectual Intergovernmental Committee on Refugees, set up in 1938, which would “have the task of finding places” for them.

The bland Civil Affairs announcement was fine as far as it went. But much is left out of its statistics. Other estimates put the number of the displaced at war’s end in Germany alone as high as 12.5 million. The announcement does not mention the 7.8 million expellees from Hungary, Poland, and Czechoslovakia who would arrive in Germany in 1946 or the hundreds of thousands who would continue to move westward from areas controlled by the Soviet Union. It does not include the malnourished populations of newly liberated countries from Greece to Norway, the bombed-out millions of Warsaw, Stalingrad, Berlin, and London, or the exiles and evacuees trying to get home from all over the globe, whose numbers would burgeon after the defeat of Japan. A large percentage of these had, or would, become the responsibility of the Allied armies and help organizations, who were soon faced with situations beyond their most extreme imagining or preparation and challenged in their charitable desires by political policies, racial attitudes, and nationalistic self-interests not in the least moderated by the events of the war.

For large numbers of the children of Europe who had escaped Richard Jenne’s fate, life was far removed from the norm. In every liberated nation wild, streetwise groups attached themselves to troop formations and scrounged for food. Parentless children waiting for transfer out of concentration camps played among stacks of corpses, or lay near death in makeshift hospitals. Others, taken to still inadequate refugee camps with their families, fared little better. Evacuated children nervously boarded ships and trains to reunions with parents they no longer knew, while others waited in vain for parents who would never return from concentration camps or battlefields.

Thousands more roamed the countryside alone, moving toward the last homes they had known, along with the masses jamming the roads and trains. Everywhere, children who had been hidden for years, sworn to silence and subterfuge, emerged to deal with a strange world. Many who had been sent from occupied countries at a very young age to foster families in the Reich for “Germanization” would stay hidden until ferreted out, and some would never find out who they really were.

This was Adolf Hitler’s legacy. The Nazis’ evil utopian dream—a world controlled by a physically perfect people of pure ethnicity in which the racially unacceptable and economically useless would be eliminated—had lasted for only a brief moment in history. But in that time it had grown to monstrous proportions, fertilized by indifference and unwitting support in the nations that had, with enormous human cost, put an end to it.

Hitler’s undeviating progress toward the creation of the Aryan superempire he described in Mein Kampf was carefully paced and politically astute. He was only too willing to adjust his ideology as necessary to procure temporary political support or economic advantage, even allying himself for a time with the “Judeo-Bolshevik” rulers of the Soviet Union, the better to devour Poland. Not even his obsession with race was inviolable. Hermann Rauschning, an early colleague, quoted Hitler as stating:


I know perfectly well … that in the scientific sense there is no such thing as race. But you, as a farmer and cattle breeder, cannot get your breeding successfully achieved without the conception of race. And I as a politician need a conception which enables the order which has hitherto existed on historic bases to be abolished and an entirely and new anti-historic order enforced and given an intellectual basis.… And for this purpose the conception of race serves me well.… With the conception of race, National Socialism will carry the revolution abroad and re-cast the world.3



But first, it would be essential to establish total control of German society. New visions must be promoted to replace the bad aftereffects of the First World War, and the economy must be revived by stringent elimination of waste and by full employment. Above all, there must be no more factionalism or variance of point of view, but total obedience to a particular leader, and it must all be achieved without arousing domestic resistance or foreign sanctions.

From the beginning, Hitler recognized the importance of children in his scheme. The state must “declare the child to be the most precious treasure of the people.”4 But not all children. They must be healthy “Aryans,” free of “hereditary weakness,” and they must also be properly educated. Those not complying with the first criterion would be eliminated. The rest would be removed at a pliable age from the influence of family and religion and be inculcated with Nazi ideology, ranked from high functionary to serflike laborer according to certain rigid mental and physical standards, trained accordingly, and then be used as commodities where most convenient. The children of the conquered lands would be included. In occupied areas populated with unworthy beings such as Slavs, the indigenous would be eliminated or enslaved and the area would be repopulated with individuals “subject to special norms,” who would be chosen and resettled by “specially constituted racial commissions.” In this way it would be possible to found “colonies whose inhabitants are exclusively bearers of the highest racial purity and hence of the highest racial efficiency.”5 As a result of these theories, expressed in Mein Kampf and implemented by gigantic overlapping bureaucracies, thousands of children would have experiences no child should ever have, spend years in wandering and exile, be separated from their families forever, and die. The process would begin at home.


PART I   Producing the Perfect Nazi
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The folkish state must … set race in the center of all life. It must take care to keep it pure. It must declare the child to be the most precious treasure of the people. It must see to it that only the healthy beget children.…

The folkish state must not adjust its entire educational work primarily to the inoculation of mere knowledge, but to the breeding of absolutely healthy bodies. The training of mental abilities is only secondary.…

The crown of the folkish state’s entire work of education and training must be to burn the racial sense and racial feeling into the instinct and the intellect, the heart and brain of the youth entrusted to it. No boy and no girl must leave school without having been led to an ultimate realization of the necessity and essence of blood purity … this education too, from the racial viewpoint, must find its ultimate completion in military service.

ADOLF HITLER, Mein Kampf, Part II




1. Applied Eugenics

Hitler was not very original in his desire to promote the domination of his own “race.” This is a desire that has been present since the beginning of time. Even the author of Genesis has God proclaim that he will “make man in our image, in the likeness of our selves.” The idea was, and in many instances still is, to keep control of the activities of life in the hands of those who look, think, and act the way you do. Such control, if it is to be total, requires the production of more people like oneself and the subjugation, exclusion, or even the removal of those who are different in race, class, or ideas. By the late nineteenth century biological science had been added to the arsenal of the promoters of such social control and had led to the creation of the field of eugenics, a discipline based on fuzzy definitions and often deliberately skewed research, which would be so perverted by the Nazis that its very name has become unacceptable.

But in the mid-1920s, when Hitler’s Mein Kampf was published, eugenics was quite the rage. In England and the United States, where it had originated, eugenics was aimed principally at improving the educated white upper and middle classes and controlling the increase of the poor lower classes, whatever their ethnicity. The tendency to poverty and all the negative characteristics associated with it, such as crime and disease, were assumed to be inherited. In the United States this theory was not only applied to those already resident in the country: it was observed that many of the “poor” were recent immigrants, mostly of Southern and Eastern European origin, who also happened to be Catholic and Jewish. This led to the inevitable conclusion that immigration from certain areas should be limited. And indeed, promoters of eugenics were prominent among those who testified in favor of the Immigration Acts of 1921 and 1924, which established quotas based on the percentage of each nationality already in the United States in 1890, that is, before the massive influx of the “alien stream” from Southern and Eastern Europe.1 Hitler approved highly of this law, noting:


There is today one state in which at least weak beginnings toward a better conception [of citizenship] are noticeable. Of course it is not our model German Republic, but the American Union.… By refusing immigration on principle to elements in poor health, by simply excluding certain races from naturalization, it professes in slow beginnings a view that is peculiar to the folkish state concept.2



[image: ]

An illustration from a German school text on eugenics, showing various types. (photo credit 1.1)

Although in the United States there was much advice on proper marriage and the duty of the worthy to reproduce (ideal farm families were, for example, put on display at state fairs), the main thrust of eugenics was toward prevention of the increase of those bearing characteristics considered “irremediable” at that time, such as epilepsy, tuberculosis, alcoholism, insanity, and sexual promiscuity. To these, some thinkers would add the rather less well-defined conditions of “shiftlessness,” “asocial activity,” and “feeblemindedness.” By the outbreak of World War I thirty American states had laws prohibiting marriage for persons suffering from many of these afflictions.

The eugenicists soon concluded that one of the simplest ways to eliminate social degeneracy was through sterilization, a procedure that had been used tacitly since the late nineteenth century on certain criminal and insane inmates in state institutions in the United States. By 1917 sixteen American states had passed laws authorizing sterilizations in public institutions, and more would follow. The practice was eventually extended to include people who were not, in fact, either criminals or hopelessly insane, but who had failed certain intelligence tests, or were considered socially undesirable “trash.” The victims of these laws were classified by grossly unscientific standards based on genealogical surveys, visual evaluation, and hearsay. They were viewed not as human beings but as objects that burdened the state.

Finding and classifying such individuals required intensive fieldwork, while extending the laws required heavy lobbying of the local welfare authorities and legislatures. The Eugenics Survey of Vermont,3 which would result in that state’s 1931 sterilization law, is a prime example of the methodology that would later be used by the Nazis. The survey was set up by Henry F. Perkins, a passionate and politically astute zoology professor at the University of Vermont. Perkins himself did not do fieldwork. That job was carried out by a very few dedicated operatives who had no doubt about who was “trash,” and in particular, by the zealous Harriet Abbott, who had been trained at the Eugenics Record Office in Cold Spring Harbor, New York, cradle of the U.S. movement. Much information was willingly provided by state welfare and correction agencies that opened their files on individuals in the hope of obtaining better funding from the state legislature. The program required “a census of the feebleminded.” All schoolchildren would be tested and “defectives” registered. Recipients of welfare and inmates of institutions would also be tested, and the results would be analyzed according to location, “race” (in this case French Canadians and Native Americans were targeted), and family history. Genealogical analysis would find inbreeding and other degenerate trends, and each family’s “expense to the state” would be estimated. From all this information Miss Abbott would create profiles of defective families. Soon 6,000 people had been listed and sixty-two family lines analyzed. Unfortunately, some of these included not a few of Vermont’s most respectable citizens, and had to be revised. The hard-line approach of these efforts led to the defeat of Professor Perkins’s first attempt to promote a sterilization law in 1927. He and his colleagues did not give up, but they did tone down their rhetoric and put more emphasis on such positive ideas as child welfare, and in 1931, after fierce debate, the Act for Human Betterment by Voluntary Sterilization was passed by the Vermont legislature.4

Laws such as this one did not go unchallenged. In England, sterilization, viewed as a violation of the Offenses Against the Person Act of 1861, was never legalized.5 To many in the United States, the often involuntary sterilizations seemed to violate the constitutional rights of the victims, and laws similar to that of Vermont were suspended or rejected outright by a number of state courts and legislatures. But the eugenics promoters were not easily turned aside. In 1928 they found a case with which to challenge the opposition: that of the “moral imbecile” Carrie Buck. They would take Buck v. Bell all the way to the Supreme Court.

Carrie Buck was the daughter of a “feebleminded” woman who had been institutionalized for years. In 1924, the seventeen-year-old Carrie, about to be committed to the same institution on the same grounds, had an illegitimate daughter. If the child could be shown to be feebleminded too, the eugenics partisans reasoned, sterilization of Carrie on hereditary grounds would be justified. The evidence was based on the prevailing eugenics theories. The results of IQ tests administered to Carrie and her mother showed them to be “morons.” Harry Laughlin, one of the most active promoters of the science and director of the Eugenics Record Office, served as an expert witness and, on the basis of the family’s pedigree, but without actually examining them, pronounced them members of “the shiftless, ignorant, and worthless class of anti-social whites of the South.” A Red Cross worker, sent by Laughlin, visited Carrie’s seven-month-old baby, Vivian, and said that the child had “a look” that was “not quite normal.” A test administered by the Eugenics Record Office concluded that she was “below average.” The Supreme Court voted eight to one that the family was afflicted with “hereditary feeblemindedness” and noted that “sterilization on eugenic grounds was within the police power of the state.” In his opinion, Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes wrote this much quoted statement:


We have seen more than once that the public welfare may call upon the best citizens for their lives. It would be strange if it could not call upon those who already sap the strength of the state for these lesser sacrifices … in order to prevent our being swamped with incompetence.… The principle that sustains compulsory vaccination is broad enough to cover the cutting of the Fallopian tubes.… Three generations of imbeciles are enough.6



To make quite sure that this family did not reproduce, Carrie Buck’s younger sister, Doris, who was not in an institution, was sterilized also but told that the operation had been for a stomach problem. In later years she and her husband tried in vain to have children. She did not discover the reason for her inability to do so until 1980, when, she said, “I broke down and cried. My husband and me wanted children desperately. We were crazy about them. I never knew what they’d done to me.”7

It is clear that neither sister would be considered mentally deficient by today’s standards. Little Vivian reportedly did fine at school before her untimely death in 1932, and, a few years after the sterilization of the sisters, the designers of the intelligence tests would themselves acknowledge the inaccuracy of the tests administered to the family.8 Despite this fact, the policy would continue for decades in a number of states. As recently as September 29, 2003, the governor of North Carolina made a public apology and ordered compensation for some 7,600 people who had been sterilized between 1929 and 1974.9

By 1933, when Hitler came to power, nearly 20,000 legal sterilizations had been performed in the United States. Welfare programs necessitated by the Depression would encourage this effort, bringing the total to around 36,000 by 1941.10 But despite Oliver Wendell Holmes and the eugenics fanatics, science had already begun to demonstrate the fallacies of the statistics and arguments used to promote eugenics theory and the inherent prejudices it embodied. Thinkers from Bertrand Russell to Clarence Darrow had also recognized its threat to democracy. Political opponents, frequently condemned in the heat of debate as lacking in intelligence, might, according to Russell, suddenly find themselves under the knife; and, stated Darrow in 1926, a group in power, intelligent or not, “would inevitably direct human breeding in their own interests.”11 Hitler had absorbed this message only too well. In Mein Kampf, he had said:


A prevention of the faculty and opportunity to procreate on the part of the degenerate and mentally sick, over a period of only six hundred years, would not only free humanity from an immeasurable misfortune, but would lead to a recovery which today seems scarcely conceivable. If the fertility of the healthiest bearers of the nationality is thus consciously and systematically promoted, the result will be a race that at least will have eliminated the germs of our present physical and hence spiritual decay.12



The Nazis got straight to work on these concepts. Despite the examples of legal sterilization programs in the United States, Denmark, Norway, and elsewhere,13 no such legislation had found approval in the Weimar Republic. Hitler did not hesitate in 1933: the Law for the Prevention of Hereditarily Diseased Progeny, without any consent clause, was approved on July 14. Ever the politician, Hitler delayed its publication until July 25 so as not to endanger the July 20 signing of his Concordat with the Vatican, for which sterilization was, of course, anathema.14

Publication of the law was backed by propaganda full of references to examples from the United States, and indeed by vocal support from some American eugenicists, who would not change their opinions until such time as Hitler made shocking verbal attacks on other “Nordic” peoples and on the United States itself.

Administration of the new regulation was carefully thought out. People could volunteer for the procedure, or physicians could refer their cases, without their consent, to hereditary health courts. These consisted of a panel of three members, one of whom had to be an expert eugenicist, who was unlikely to be very objective. There was an appeals court, but once an appeal was denied, sterilization was compulsory. The response was overwhelming: in the first two years after the implementation of the law on January 1, 1934, 388,400 “denunciations” (ten times the American total for the century) were filed, mainly by mental institutions. The courts and operating rooms were pushed to keep up. An American observer, watching from an operating room gallery in Berlin, described the assembly-line procedure:


Down below six doctors were hard at work.… Hospital beds came and went with methodical precision. The doctors made quick, deft incisions in white abdomen walls, spread the slit, and applied surgical clamps. They probed, delicately lifted a tube which they wrapped and cut. The wound was sewed, and the body was wheeled off to be replaced by another.… For more than an hour I saw women come in with the cradle of life intact and leave empty shells.15



By 1936, 168,989 procedures had been carried out, mostly for the flexible category of “congenital feeblemindedness,” but also for epilepsy, alcoholism, severe malformations, and deafness.16 There was some consideration of age: all sterilization of children under eleven was prohibited, as was forcible sterilization of juveniles under fifteen. After that, the full force of the law could be imposed.

The number of those eligible for sterilization was extended beyond the obviously handicapped by a clause in the Law Against Habitual Criminals, passed in November 1933, which permitted incarceration of wrongdoers and “asocials” in mental institutions where they could be sterilized for “hereditary criminality.” As time went on the definition of “asocial” became ever more elastic. A series of German eugenicists struggled mightily to categorize this group. Various degrees of affliction were identified, and enormous and sometimes contradictory genealogical studies, much like those undertaken in Vermont, were prepared to prove that asociality was hereditary. In the end, the asocial label became a convenient catchall category for anyone who did not fit into the Nazi social scheme. The Nazi criteria were economic and reproductive, and they targeted the traditional welfare categories of the homeless, the chronically unemployed, or “work-shy,” who were an expense to the state, as well as homosexuals and prostitutes, who would not have healthy children. In the summer of 1938, Himmler decreed a Reich Campaign Against the Work-Shy and sent some 11,000 of these “asocial” souls to concentration camps.17

More victims for the sterilizers would be provided by the Marriage Health Law of 1935, which required medical screening for hereditary weaknesses before a marriage license could be issued. American diplomats reported that the new government’s public health offices were not yet in a position to perform this service “except when specifically requested,” but that they should be coping efficiently within a year. “Heretofore,” they added, “there has been no legal basis for preventing an incompetent suffering from a mental defect, chronic alcoholism, or squandermania from marrying … it will no longer be so under the new law.”18 The effects of the law were often devastating. Applicants who were found to have mentally ill relations or a hereditary illness were not only sterilized. They were forbidden to marry a “healthy person,” as to do so would prevent that partner from producing the offspring needed for the Thousand Year Reich.

The diplomats were correct about the efficiency of the Nazi government in race matters. Within a few years, an enormous centralized bureaucracy not only had some 12,000 local medical officials working on sterilization and marriage issues, but also had set up a national hereditary index, or Erbkartei, where the racial characteristics of every inhabitant would be recorded.19 All these measures seemed fine to Harry Laughlin, expert witness against Carrie Buck, who, despite the fact that he was himself an epileptic, accepted in 1935 an honorary degree from Heidelberg University (conferred, it must be admitted, in absentia), which he declared to be “evidence of a common understanding of German and American scientists of the nature of eugenics as the practical application of those fundamental biological and social principles which determine the racial endowments and the racial health … of future generations.”20

Although sterilization of criminals, asocials, the mentally deficient, and the physically handicapped could be instituted without too much international criticism, sterilization of healthy, law-abiding individuals on purely racial grounds was not acceptable. This did not lessen Nazi determination to extend the process to those German citizens it defined as belonging to “alien races,” who, if allowed to mate with pure Aryans, would defile the nation. Patience and the use of less controversial methods, such as forced emigration, would be also be required in order to rid the nation of these groups. Essential to all the measures was the definition and registration of members of the “alien races,” which included, but were not limited to, Jews, Gypsies, and blacks.

Less than three months after Hitler’s takeover, Hermann Göring, in his capacity as Minister of the Interior of Prussia, which had jurisdiction over the Rhineland states, ordered a census of the so-called Rhineland Bastards, the illegitimate offspring of “colored” French and American troops sent to occupy that area following World War I. The use of “colored” troops as an occupation force had caused a tremendous controversy in the 1920s.21 German delegates had gone to the Versailles Treaty talks with instructions to try to prevent such a thing. In this they were supported by American military opinion that use of large numbers of “degraded” troops from the French colonies in Africa would open the French to unnecessary criticism. When questioned on this issue by President Woodrow Wilson, French Premier Georges Clemenceau promised to withdraw the colonial troops, stating, “It would be a grave error to occupy the Left Bank with black troops.” For reasons that are unclear, but that certainly included a strong desire to do the opposite of what the Germans wanted, this promise was not kept, and between 30,000 and 40,000 North African, Senegalese, and Malagasy soldiers were deployed, as were a small number of British colonials and even some American blacks. The affair did not become a cause célèbre until April 1920, when, despite contrary advice from both the British and the Americans, a “colored” French contingent was sent to occupy Frankfurt in response to the illegal entry of German troops into the Ruhr. In the ensuing unrest, the French troops fired on a crowd, causing several casualties.

The German and international press went mad. In London’s Daily Herald, under the headline BLACK SCOURGE IN EUROPE. SEXUAL HORROR LET LOOSE BY FRANCE ON RHINE. DISAPPEARANCE OF YOUNG GERMAN GIRLS, the journalist E. D. Morel wrote that “primitive African barbarians, carriers of syphilis” had been raping German women.22 Deputies in the German Reichstag spoke of the contamination of German youth, and one correctly noted that in America black men would be lynched for such offenses. The German government was careful not to condemn the black troops per se, instead criticizing the French government for sending an alien race to Europe in order to destroy its civilization. Meanwhile, the drama had elicited a plea from the Pope to remove the troops, and a petition of protest was signed by 50,000 Swedish ladies.

Reports to the U.S. State Department from officers in Germany and later press inquiries told a somewhat less sensational story. In their opinion, French discipline had been good and the few crimes committed—thirteen incidents in eighteen months—had been properly dealt with.23 Much of the furor was clearly an attempt to gain sympathy for Germany and to put pressure on France to end the occupation. In an attempt to influence the newly elected American President, Warren G. Harding, German propaganda relating to the “Black Horror” was increased in the United States in early 1921 and culminated in a meeting of 12,000 sympathizers in Madison Square Garden. It was not an unqualified success, as anti-German feeling was seemingly still stronger than racial passion in New York, and a counter-meeting by the American Legion garnered 25,000 attendees.24

In 1923, a Swedish cleric by the name of Liljeblad, who was trying to start his own movement against the “Black Horror,” requested statistics on the number of offspring of black troops in the Rhineland. The German government, not wanting the myth of mass rapine to be discredited, and very limited in its research powers in the occupied zone, had never put together any exact numbers. Liljeblad was forced to do his own calculations, which he based on inaccurate press accounts and hearsay. His conclusions were published in a book he marketed successfully both in the United States and Europe, and in which he declared that in fifteen years there would be 27,000 mixed-race children in the Rhineland, which would be a “curse for all Europe in the future.” Indeed, he said that he had himself seen numbers of such children, including one in Mainz with “black and white stripes all over his back.” The German government’s own statisticians, stimulated by the good preacher’s request, had meanwhile done their own research, but could only come up with seventy-eight children, a figure they did not publish, preferring to profit from Dr. Liljeblad’s helpful polemics, which had elicited some 67,000 American signatures protesting the presence of the black troops on German soil.25 Further investigations, also kept quiet, did not appreciably raise the totals, and the issue, overshadowed by more important events and the gradual withdrawal of the offending troops, slowly faded.

But all the publicity had had its effect. In the first part of Mein Kampf, published in 1925, Hitler, in one of his diatribes on the willful defilement of German blood by the Jews, noted that “it was and is the Jews who bring the Negroes into the Rhineland, always with the same secret thoughts and clear aim of ruining the hated white race by the necessarily resulting bastardization.”26 This theory was later backed up for the Nazi faithful by their ideologue Alfred Rosenberg, who took France to task for “contributing to the dehumanization of Europe by means of the blacks, just as it had by introducing Jewish emancipation 140 years before.”27 Sporadic articles in the 1920s kept this idea in the public consciousness and passed on to the offspring of the black soldiers the negative characteristics emphasized in the original sensationalism. Fear of blacks soon filtered down to other German children. Six-year-old Melita Maschmann, who would later become a high-ranking Nazi youth leader, was filled with dread at the sight of black soldiers on a train: “We fled into an empty compartment. I cannot remember what my mother said to soothe us; but I remember a feeling of horror, as if all the misery of Germany were incarnate in those black-skinned men.”28

In 1927 a new consideration brought the Rhineland Bastard question to the fore.29 Though the oldest ones were only eight years old, it was thought that something should be done to prevent them from reproducing when they reached puberty. One official suggested sterilization via “painless intervention,” while another proposed forced deportation under the auspices of a missionary agency. But the time was not yet ripe. The Weimar Health Ministry rejected both proposals on legal and public relations grounds. Such a project would require special legislation of a type still out of the question in 1927.

It was not out of the question after 1933. But the census ordered by Göring found only 145 “bastards.” Feeling that this figure could not be right, after all the fuss, the authorities dispatched Dr. Wolfgang Abel, a Berlin anthropologist, to do further study in Wiesbaden, where 89 of the children had previously been found. After due investigation, which included careful measurement of noses, lips, and head shapes, as well as skin, eye, and hair color, Dr. Abel could only find 33 absolute qualifiers aged five to eleven. Not only were they “black” and, in his opinion, unhealthy, but they also exhibited all sorts of hereditarily undesirable traits such as flat feet and early “psychopathic symptoms” such as crying and nail biting.30 This was awkward, as, according to the Nazis’ own law, they were too young to sterilize.

Once again the low number of “bastards” caused consternation in Berlin. Somewhat weakening its case, the Prussian Interior Ministry suggested that mothers must be hiding the origins of many of the children who could pass as “European” and calculated that there must really be 500 to 600 of them. More thorough physical exams were ordered for students in the Rhineland schools in the hope of finding more “bastards” who would also be hereditarily unfit. But with very few exceptions, the targeted children were not only healthy, but models of achievement at school.

Continued focus on the Rhineland issue eventually led to a number of anxious discussions between officials of the Interior Ministry, the Foreign Office, and Nazi racial officials. The Foreign Office had been besieged by protests from abroad about the radical racial laws being decreed by the new government and about the sometimes violently discriminatory acts being carried out in public against non-Aryans. Important trading partners such as Japan, India, Turkey, and Brazil were concerned about treatment of their citizens who lived and worked in Germany. The Foreign Office worried that retaliatory actions would be taken against Germans resident abroad and that trade would be affected. So far the diplomats had hedged when responding to foreign complaints, saying that the racial decrees were only “emergency acts” against Jews, or anti-miscegenation laws similar to those in many countries, and that non-Aryan foreign nationals were safe. In the opinion of the Foreign Office, a public sterilization campaign aimed at the black offspring of French colonial and possibly American troops would upset other nations even more. In discussions with the racial officials, the German diplomats plaintively wondered if the word “Jewish” could be substituted for “non-Aryan” (apparently feeling that this would not deeply offend any other country), which would relieve them of the difficulty of figuring out which nationalities were or were not “alien” (not acceptable) as opposed to “European-related” (acceptable). But the racial authorities were immovable. Though willing to make concessions for those who were not German citizens, whose problems could be handled case by case, they insisted that no basic difference between Jews and members of other alien races existed, and that it was their objective to rid the German people of all alien blood types.

And so the relentless pursuit of the Rhineland Bastards continued, but in secret. It was clear that the negative public relations effect of a special sterilization law for children would also be too great in Germany itself. Religious leaders would undoubtedly object, and it was felt that the regular health authorities could not be trusted to perform the illegal sterilizations and remain silent. The only recourse was the creation of a special agency within the Nazi Party structure that would not be accountable to the established court system. The procedures would be performed by carefully selected doctors with the “permission” of the parents or guardians of the children. Final approval of the project would, according to the racial hygiene officials, be requested from the Führer.

Whether Hitler authorized this process is not clear. But it is known that, after some delay, the full force of Nazi police and health agencies was focused on the Rhineland Bastards. In the spring of 1937 an office was set up in Gestapo headquarters in Berlin to oversee the project. Three special commissions, much like the hereditary health courts, were appointed in the Rhineland to process cases. Each case was given a number and was reviewed by an anthropological expert. The children, long since registered, were relentlessly hunted down. One seventeen-year-old, newly employed as a cabin boy on a river barge, was pursued through three cities. He had first been examined and measured anthropologically two years previously. On June 16, 1937, he was called to another examination, but, as he was on board a moving barge, he did not appear. This triggered an all-out manhunt involving the Gestapo, various local police departments, and all three Rhineland commissions. Telegrams flew back and forth describing the boy as a possible enemy of the state. The official in charge left orders that he should be called as soon as the child was found, no matter what the hour. At 12:15 a.m. on June 29, commission members were informed that the Gestapo had found the boy near Mainz. Driving through the night, they delivered him to a hospital in Cologne. Here he immediately underwent another physical examination and a hearing before the sterilization panel. His mother and stepfather were not present. Much worse, from the point of view of the commission, sticklers for procedure, was the absence of their anthropologist. Nevertheless, they did have the opinion of another professor who had seen the child’s photograph the month before and determined that he was indeed of a “non-European” race and had “negroid” and “malayan” features. The parents had also seemingly “agreed” to the sterilization on a form presented to them earlier. The documents thus being in order, the operation was performed the next day.

The terrible isolation of this boy calls to us across the years. One cannot be immune. No such scruples seem to have bothered the racial hygiene officials in charge of the sterilization program, which would also bring to the operating room a twelve-year-old girl (who at least was accompanied by her stepfather), numbers of fifteen-year-old boys, and at least one daughter of an American soldier, who was sterilized in the Women’s Clinic at the University of Bonn the day after the cabin boy. As was done in all these cases, the operation was described in detail in the child’s dossier by the surgeon:


The order for sterilization was given to me. During the operation a section was taken out from both fallopian tubes.… The operation and the recovery were without incident. At discharge the belly was soft, not tender, and the incision well healed. After this smooth recovery no future health problems of any kind are to be expected.31



But there often were problems, which the Nazi surgeons might not recognize as important, as the 1991 testimony of another sterilization victim shows:


I still have many complaints as a result of it. There were complications with every operation I had since … and the psychological pressure has always remained. When nowadays my neighbors, older ladies, tell me about their grandchildren and great-grandchildren, this hurts bitterly … because I am on my own, and I have to cope without anyone’s help.32



The exact number of Rhineland Bastards sterilized by the commissions is not known, but it was probably far fewer than 300. The execution of this program is especially significant in its circumvention not only of traditional and humane laws, but even of the Nazis’ own laws. In the use of secret agencies folded into the police apparatus and the validation of the process by the hard-core eugenics scientists of the time, it provided the model for the vast and horrific programs to come.

By 1945, the total of recorded sterilizations within the Reich had risen to some 400,000, and was probably higher, a figure made especially surreal when one contemplates the extraordinary success, until that year, of the swarthy, clubfooted Nazi Propaganda Minister, Joseph Goebbels, who, despite his hereditary deformity, produced six fine children for the Fatherland.

Dealing with the tiny number of representatives of the “Black Horror” inside Germany, all belonging to a single generation, was not very difficult. The “Gypsy Plague” would be a greater challenge, not on moral but on scientific grounds. For centuries, Gypsies had been regarded with fascination and suspicion in the Western world, and in most places still are. Descendents of nomadic tribes thought to have originated in the Indian subcontinent, their physical characteristics alone were enough to disqualify them from the Nordic pantheon. This was sometimes awkward for Nazi theorists, because, technically speaking, the Gypsies were “Aryans.” That unfortunate fact was more than balanced by their itinerant and, to the bourgeois European, unacceptably unsanitary lifestyle, not to mention their frequent lack of formal education, which made it easy to label them as “work-shy,” “asocial,” and “feebleminded” elements eligible for incarceration in concentration camps and for sterilization.

As was the case with the Rhineland Bastards, registration and classification of Gypsies was seen to be essential to control of the “plague.” In this case too, much of the work had long since been done. A Central Bureau for Gypsies had been established in Bavaria in 1899. Its director, Alfred Dillmann, had published a handy Gypsy Book for the authorities in 1905, which not only noted that Gypsies were generally criminal in nature, but listed some 3,000 of them by name, complete with genealogy and physical descriptions such as “real Gypsy type” and “apparently epileptic.” The most notorious, who had been detained for offenses such as begging, vagabondism, lack of trading licenses, and use of false names, were honored with a photograph.33 A law passed in Bavaria in 1926, To Combat Gypsies, Vagabonds, and the Work-Shy, which was adopted by the Weimar government in 1929, put in place numerous regulations. Some, dealing with the licensing of animals, control of camping sites, and regulating school attendance of Gypsy children (they could be exempted from attendance if it could be shown that they were receiving “proper instruction” at home) seem reasonable. Less so was mandatory registration with the local police, who could send Gypsies over sixteen to work camps and jail for not having permanent employment and a variety of other flimsy reasons. By this time, the terms “vagabond” and “work-shy” had seemingly become a little unclear, leading the Bavarian Interior Ministry to issue a clarification: “The term Gypsy is well known and does not need further explanation. Racial science gives information as to who should be regarded as a Gypsy.” Vagabonds are then defined as persons who are not racial Gypsies, but who, according to their general behavior and conduct, their occupations and their nomadic habits, are comparable to Gypsies. Basic to the vagabond, the regulation continues, is that his occupation serves only as “cover for a dishonest, Gypsy-like lifestyle.”34 By 1933 there were some 150 Gypsy regulations on the books in Germany, including a Prussian law requiring all Gypsies over age six to be fingerprinted and carry a special ID card.

Existing legislation made it easy for Gypsies sent to concentration camps to be sterilized as criminals and asocials, but to the Nazis the “Gypsy Plague” was not a criminal problem; it was a racial one that would require their complete separation from the pure German nation-race, or “Volk.” In 1934, therefore, all Gypsies lacking German citizenship were deported. By 1935, more stringent controls on itinerant German Gypsies were in place. With the enthusiastic support of the locals in many municipalities, the traditional encampments of Gypsy caravans were limited to special enclosures, which often were surrounded by fences and put under police guard. In some localities, those in the enclosures were required to observe curfews and could leave only for work, school, or medical care. In order to rid Berlin of Gypsies during the 1936 Olympic Games, an enormous encampment of this type was hastily set up at Marzahn, a swampy area just outside the city next to a cemetery and a garbage dump.

More difficult was the problem of settled Gypsies, who were not covered by the vagabond laws, and who had often intermarried several generations back and could not always be visually distinguished from other Germans. Nazi race officials fretted over the fact that there were no specific laws limiting Gypsy participation in German society. To make do, elements of newly minted anti-Jewish laws were made applicable. While this classification opened the way for the persecution of Gypsies on purely racial grounds, it made life ever so much more complex for the various agencies already dealing with “racial health.” Here was another category requiring anthropologic definition and eugenic analysis.

Help was forthcoming in the person of Dr. Robert Ritter, a child psychiatrist trained in Germany, France, and Switzerland, whose specialty was “antisocial” youth and the genealogical tracing of vagabondism and other criminal traits.35 Ritter, who never joined the Nazi Party, was, despite that fact, a member of his local sterilization board and quite familiar with the racial requirements of the Volk. In 1936, he was offered the directorship of a new branch of the Reich Health Department known as the Race Hygiene and Biological Population Office. Funding would be provided both by the Health Department and SS agencies. The main mission of Ritter’s new office was to register all the Gypsies in Germany. Ritter was, at first, reluctant to become involved with the Nazi bureaucracy, but seduced by the possibilities of furthering his life’s work, he took the job.

Soon the professor and his assistants, among them the impeccably Nordic Eva Justin (who would later write her doctoral thesis on Gypsy children), using research methods remarkably similar to those of the more extreme Anglo-American eugenicists, were rushing from Gypsy enclosures to concentration camps taking blood samples, making plaster casts of heads, taking photographs, and recording family histories. To make their subjects more relaxed, they sometimes posed as missionaries. By 1937, they were able to produce an extraordinary document “several meters in length on which, in tiny millimeter sized letters and numbers the genealogical tree of all Gypsies living in Germany for the last ten generations had been charted.”36 Ritter was sympathetic to the pure, itinerant Gypsies, whom he felt should be left to pursue their lifestyle. But both he and Miss Justin had concluded in their travels and observations that the hereditary weaknesses of those of mixed German-Gypsy blood absolutely required that they be sterilized. After this had been done, Ritter fantasized, these “bad” Gypsies might be sent to live in remote and strictly supervised reservations where they could, “in keeping with their gifts and talents, practice a satisfying vocation; they could run their own little household, read books at their leisure, go to the cinema, enjoy music or engage in sports.”37

These idyllic reservations would not long be an expense to the government: Eva Justin had also determined that children with Gypsy blood could not ever become socially well-adjusted adults even if they were removed from their families and sent to special schools, and that they too must be sterilized. Their generations would thus be finite.

The government’s own idea of the Gypsy future was rather less romantic than that of Dr. Ritter. In May 1938, SS chief Heinrich Himmler upgraded the small Office of Gypsy Affairs of the Munich criminal police to the Central Reich Agency for Fighting the Gypsy Plague and moved its headquarters to Berlin. On December 8, in a formal decree, all Gypsy affairs were consolidated under control of the Kripo, or criminal police.38 In early 1939, Himmler, moving right along on the issue, demanded more precise data on each of the 30,000 or so mixed and pure Gypsies in the Reich. This included names, addresses, and places of employment. Individuals would then be issued identity cards of varying colors indicating their degree of Gypsy blood. An overwhelmed Ritter fussed that he had to “deliver at least three thousand racial diagnoses by April first.”39 The classifications were not easy, given the fact that by Ritter’s own estimate some 90 percent of the Gypsies involved had some degree of German blood, thus necessitating five different categories ranging from non-Gypsy to pure Gypsy, with “hybrids” arranged by percentage of German blood in between.40 The examinations took a lot of time, as the Sinti Gypsy Franz Wirbel later testified.

The Wirbel family had lived in Allenstein, East Prussia, for six years by the time Ritter and Justin arrived on their mission. Franz, seventeen, was apprenticed to a violin maker. In the late summer of 1939, he and his entire family, the youngest being six years old, were ordered to report to the local health department. Refusal to do so, they were informed, would result in incarceration in a concentration camp. At the health office they were greeted by Ritter, Justin, and two assistants. Miss Justin, speaking fluent Sinti, reassured them and told the family that the examination was routine. They were told to undress completely. Questions were asked about previous illnesses. Skull and chin shapes, height of brow, size and shape of nose, color and setting of eyes, and much more were measured and called out to Dr. Ritter, who sat at a long table and filled in forms for each person. Finger- and footprints were also taken, as were samples of blood and hair. At the end, each subject had to sign his form. At no time were they informed of the purpose of the examination. It is not clear if Ritter and Justin knew the exact purpose either.41 But Himmler did. Only weeks after the examination of the Wirbels, German forces invaded Poland. Here there would be plenty of room for Gypsy “reservations” rather different from those envisioned by Ritter.

In mid-October 1939, all Gypsies were forbidden to change their place of residence. Police were then ordered to take a census and analyze the “social worth” of each family. From this information lists for deportation to the newly formed General Gouvernement area of Poland were to be compiled. The census takers were required to refer to Ritter’s data in making their decisions, which were often delayed while the impatient officials waited for the documents to arrive. But numerous apparent Gypsies were, in fact, excused by Ritter’s classifications, which were taken as gospel.42

The deportations also had to be delayed for some months due to conditions in Poland, which, as we shall see, were chaotic. Not all Nazi officials agreed with these measures. In January 1940, Dr. Leonardo Conti, the Reich Health Leader, wrote that deportation seemed to him mere expediency that would not achieve “radicalization.” In his opinion:


The final solution of the Gypsy problem can only be achieved through the sterilization of full and part Gypsies.… I think that the time for a legal resolution of these problems is over, and that we must immediately try to sterilize the Gypsies and part Gypsies as a special measure.… Once sterilization is completed and these people are rendered biologically harmless, it is of no great consequence whether they are expelled or used as labor on the home front.43



Despite Conti’s objections, some 2,500 Gypsies were sent to Poland in 1940. Everyone over fourteen had to sign a release agreeing to be sterilized if he or she returned to Germany. This first group, after a time in labor camps, was not well supervised, and scores of the exiled families were left to fend for themselves. Many starved or were picked up again and sent to other camps, but, to the disgust of race authorities, a few managed to find their way back to Germany.44

Ritter, meanwhile, continued his meticulous classifications of each individual Gypsy in Germany and Austria. Himmler, who was fascinated by all sorts of racial research, and even sponsored SS racial investigations in Tibet, strongly supported Ritter’s theories. This admiration led him to exempt certain clans of “pure Gypsies, who were possibly valuable Aryans,” from persecution and deportation, a decision much deplored by other Nazi officials but one that saved thousands of lives.

Mixed German Gypsies were not so lucky. On December 16, 1942, Himmler issued his so-called Auschwitz Decree, which ordered their deportation. Mixed individuals could still be exempted for a number of complex reasons, including having important war-related jobs, being married to a German spouse, or being a decorated or wounded veteran, but for many, the exemption required that they agree to sterilization for themselves and their children. As the volume of deportations increased, impatient police officials often made arbitrary decisions without consulting Ritter’s lists. But it must be said that more than a few families were saved by delaying tactics on the part of sympathetic local officials and by procrastinations of various kinds.45

By March 1943 the deportations of Gypsies, like those of Jews, had become a flood, and included hundreds of unaccompanied children who were removed from foster care and children’s homes, including those run by the churches. The thirty-nine children Eva Justin had studied for her Ph.D. thesis were taken from St. Josephspflege, in Mulfingen (Württemberg), on May 9, 1944. The pursuit of these children was relentless, and appeals to the normal authorities were swept aside with contempt in the name of the Reichsführer SS. The hunters even went so far as to provide a round-trip ticket to a pure Gypsy (and therefore exempt) baby nurse to take a one-year-old “bad” Gypsy orphan to Auschwitz.46

The Gypsies were, rather exceptionally, allowed to remain together as families at Auschwitz. Their part of the camp was therefore known as the Gypsy Family Camp. It is not clear to this day what future the Nazis had in mind for them, but true to Ritter’s policy, their wives and daughters were used to test new sterilization methods and an estimated 9,432 boys and girls under fourteen became laboratory animals for the much written about Dr. Joseph Mengele, who used them in his eugenics experiments on twins and for research on various diseases.47 When it suited him, Dr. Mengele hugged the children and fed them candy; he even set up a little kindergarten painted with fairy-tale scenes for some of them. But a child he seemed to dote on one day could be killed with total indifference the next, so that he could examine its organs. The conditions under which the children were used were terrible, as a former prisoner assigned to take care of some of them described:


The anthropometrical examinations took place as follows: the children were stripped naked and measurements were made for hours (two to five hours)…. This was a difficult ordeal for the children. Terrified, worn-out, hungry and shivering, they had to get up at six in the morning and walk the one-and-a-half-kilometer road from the block to the out-patient hospital.… The room in which the tests were conducted was unheated. The children … stood before the x-ray screen from five to fifteen minutes, since the exposure on display was being talked over and discussed.… After they returned [to the block] the children had fevers, caught colds, terrible coughs, sinus infections and even pneumonia.… Particularly traumatic were the morphological tests. Blood was collected from the children’s fingers, then from their veins, sometimes two or three times from the same victims. The children screamed, shielded themselves, would not let themselves be touched. They were very afraid of being pricked.48



Far from these distressing scenes, and secure in his racial opinions, Robert Ritter, Mengele’s fellow scientist and provider of his guinea pigs, beavered on and finally completed his list of 23,872 German Gypsies in March 1944.49 By that time thousands had been
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