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About the Book

Only four men commanded Nazi extermination (as opposed to concentration) camps. Franz Stangl was one of them. Gitta Sereny’s investigation of this man’s mind, and of the influences which shaped him, has become a classic. Stangl commanded Treblinka and was found guilty of co-responsibility for the slaughter there of at least 900,000 people. Sereny, after weeks of talk with him and months of further research, shows us this man as he saw himself, and as he was seen by many others, including his wife.
 
To horrify is not Sereny’s aim, though horror is inevitable. She is seeking an answer to the question which beggars reason: How were human beings turned into instruments of such overwhelming evil?


About the Author

Gitta Sereny was of Hungarian-Austrian extraction and spent her childhood in Vienna and England; later completing her education in France. She was trilingual in English, German and French. At the outbreak of the Second World War she was studying in Paris, and worked after the fall of France as a volunteer nurse in an organization in occupied France which looked after abandoned children. She became the organization’s interpreter and thus had considerable contact with the German occupying forces. In the last year of the war she joined UNRRA and worked in camps for displaced persons in Germany, where she learned at first hand about the effects of the Nazi system on its victims.

In 1949 Gitta Sereny married the American Vogue photographer Don Honeyman and settled in London, where they brought up a son and a daughter and where she began her career as a journalist.

Her journalistic work is of great variety but has focused particularly on the Third Reich and troubled children. She has written mainly for the Daily Telegraph Magazine, the Sunday Times, The Times, the Independent and the Independent on Sunday Review. She has also contributed to numerous newspapers and magazines throughout the world.

Her other books are The Medallion, a novel; The Invisible Children, on child prostitution; The Case of Mary Bell, also available from Pimlico; and Albert Speer: His Battle with the Truth, a re-evaluation of the Third Reich. 
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Everywhere the human soul stands
 between a hemisphere of light and
 another of darkness . . .

THOMAS CARLYLE (1795–1881)

The power of choosing between good
 and evil is within the reach of all.

ORIGEN (c. 185–254) 


Into That Darkness

From Mercy Killing to Mass Murder

Gitta Sereny
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Preface to the Paperback Edition

It is now more than twenty years since, after a long search, I found myself able to realise an ideal I had first conceived in occupied Germany, in 1946.

When the war broke out I was a teenager at school in Paris and passionately in love with France; I was nominally safe as a national from neutral Hungary, and nothing would have made me leave.

After spending the first years of the occupation serving as an auxiliary nurse with a catholic charity, looking after abandoned children in Paris and the Loire, I joined UNRRA (the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration) in 1945, to work as a Child Welfare Officer in camps for displaced persons in southern Germany.

It was the confrontation with the indescribable traumas suffered by some of the children we cared for, that first made me wonder, not so much about the political system that had made concentration-camp and forced labour victims of young children (all under fourteen and many under ten), but about the psychological make-up of the men who had specifically ruled their lives. Over the months of the Nuremberg trials and our own increasing work with survivors, including a few from the extermination camps in occupied Poland, about which almost nothing had been known until then, we learned more and more about the horrors which had been committed, and I felt more and more that we needed to find someone capable of explaining to us how presumably normal human beings had been brought to do what had been done. It was essential before it would be too late, I felt, to penetrate the personality of at least one of the people who had been intimately associated with this total evil. If it could be achieved, an evaluation of such a person’s background, his childhood, and eventually his adult motivation and reactions, as he saw them, rather than as we wished or prejudged them to be, might teach us to understand better to what extent evil in human beings is created by their genes, and to what extent by their society and environment.

Surrounded as I was then by people whose bodies and minds were unlikely ever to recover completely from what had been done to them, I realised that such a project would require someone with an exceptional capacity for detachment and objectivity. No one who had been personally damaged, or even under threat, could subject themselves to such stress, nor would it be possible for anyone who was not able to repress, or at least control, the anger and revulsion, which contact with a perpetrator of such crimes would inevitably arouse. Finally, only someone equipped with enough professional experience and discipline to avoid the manipulation that would certainly be tried, could risk it.

It never occurred to me then that I myself, at that time in years and experience nearer to child- than
   adult-hood, could undertake such a project. But it did seem such an obvious potential for research, that I expected for years to read the results of such examinations by psychologists or criminologists with access to Allied, and later German, prisons.1

Alternatively, I hoped that one of the perpetrators themselves, after living for a time in security in the Middle East or in South America, might perhaps, under the influence of a different life, or of his or her own children, put pen to paper.

However, none of those most closely involved, who had managed to hide in Germany or to escape overseas, or who had returned into German society after serving prison sentences, found the strength to change, or to reveal their past and their feelings about it to their children. On the contrary, they did their utmost to supress – to ‘block’ – their experiences and deeds. This was apparent time and again over the years, during the many NS (Nazi-Crime) trials in Germany and those in Israel.

And research of the kind I hoped for did not materialise. No historical period had been examined in more detail – millions of printed words and hundreds of films – but still there remained a whole dimension of conduct, and of feelings and reactions, which we had never understood and which yet was deeply relevant to our present and to our children’s future.

In 1947 I told a great friend, Paul Palmer, Managing Editor of the Readers Digest in New York, what I felt needed to be done. “Do a book with that,” he said, “or write until you can write that book.”

It was to be twenty-five years, marriage, two children, two very different books and many articles later before I could take the crucial step toward “that book”.

In 1967, I was commissioned by John Anstey, the outstandingly innovative editor of the Daily Telegraph Magazine, to prepare a series on West Germany, including their Nazi Crime (NS) trials.

The four “Offices of Special Investigation” (into Nazi Crimes) which were set up in recent times in the United States, Canada, Australia and the United Kingdom, were all modelled on the West German organisation similarly named, which, from Ludwigsburg near Stuttgart, has been investigating thousands of men and women suspected of war crimes – or as the Germans more correctly put it, Nazi Crimes. These investigations began in 1958, when the judicial administration was returned to the West Germans by the Allies, and despite widespread public disapproval – of the enormous cost as much as of the psycho-political implications – are still being held.

Between 1967 and 1970 (and for years afterwards) I attended dozens of these trials all over Germany. In October 1970, I received a telephone call from Chief Prosecutor Alfred Spiess. In 1964, he had prosecuted ten former SS in the Treblinka trial at Dusseldorf – all but one were convicted, four were sentenced to life imprisonment. In the year then coming to an end, he had led the prosecution of Franz Stangl, Kommandant of Treblinka. The SS general in charge of the extermination of the Jews in the four death camps in Poland, Odilo Globocnik, had asked Himmler in January 1944 to award Stangl an Iron Cross, describing him as “the best camp Kommandant in Poland”.

“You remember,” Spiess said on the phone, “the idea you told me about? I think you should come here now, quickly. I think you should have a look at Stangl. He may be your man.”

I went, and three weeks later I was again in court when Stangl was sentenced to life imprisonment for co-responsibility in the murder of 900,000 people in Treblinka. He was, as it happened, the only commandant of an extermination camp (as opposed to concentration cum labour camp such as Auschwitz, commanded by Rudolf Höss) who could be put on trial. There were only four such men. One was dead, two had managed to get away, allegedly to Damascus. Stangl too had fled to Damascus at first – before moving on to Brazil, from where he was eventually extradited in 1968.

The reason why I agreed that Franz Stangl could be a suitable subject for the project which I now wanted to undertake myself, was that compared with the others I had observed on trial, he seemed less primitive, more open, serious and sad: the only man with such a horrific record who manifested a semblance of conscience.

The seventy hours I talked with him – in German, of course – provided a beginning of the answers I was seeking. But finally others were needed to complete the picture; not only because his words – those of an intellectually limited but morally certainly troubled man, who frequently revealed extraordinary manifestations of a dual personality – needed to be evaluated against the historical records and the memory of others who had known him, but also because – as I came to realise – no one’s actions can be judged in isolation from the external elements which shape and influence his life.

Stangl died the day after I saw him for the last time. I then spent eighteen months studying records, and seeking out men and women in several corners of the world, who were involved in one way or another with the story he had told me.

Some were intimately involved, like his family in Brazil who continued to love him; some appallingly, like the SS men who worked under him and the Nazi officials who were his administrative superiors. A few were survivors of the camps (I saw five of about ninety), who, after miraculously escaping, remade their lives in different countries. Other people I spoke with were only marginally involved, as diplomatic observers, or as innocent witnesses of the catastrophes in German-occupied Poland. And lastly there were the priests who helped people like Stangl escape from Europe after the Third Reich ceased to exist.

My talks with them, and others who tried to justify the actions of Pope Pius XII and his advisors, faced me with a disconcerting moral conflict for I was very conscious of the vulnerability then of the churches, and the value to society their stability provides. In the final analysis, however, despite my reluctance to add to the polemics about the record of the Vatican and Pope Pius XII during the Nazi period, the sombre facts, more familiar now but at that time previously unpublished, which emerged during my research, could not be ignored. It seemed essential to pinpoint responsibility, if for no other reason than to demonstrate how many men of the Church did not share the Vatican’s wartime attitude.

I wrote this part of my book with a heavy heart, but now, many years later, I am glad I did. Those who wish to exonerate Pius XII from blame for his failure to censor Hitler, claim that the Pope – i.e. the Vatican – has neither the right nor the possibility of influencing – or interfering in – the acts of sovereign nations, or of exerting any kind of pressure. They argue that the Pope’s role is a purely spiritual one and that in that respect Pius XII was an exemplary Pontiff.

The truth is, that the power of the Vatican, the moral authority for untold millions around the world, is indisputable. As I write this new introduction there is no need to look far back in history, for recent years have produced the most significant political changes of modern times in Eastern Europe. And the influence of Pope John Paul II on these developments can no more be doubted than one can imagine that this Pope would have sat idly by, in 1939 when the Nazis started to kill their physically and mentally handicapped, in 1940 and ’41 when they began to murder Catholic and Jewish Poles and Ukrainians, and finally in 1942 when they put into practice the genocide of Europe’s Jews in the gaschambers of occupied Poland.

Into That Darkness was first published in Britain and the United States in 1974 and subsequently in all of the Western world. Many bookclubs reprinted it; three-hour-long dramatisations of it have been broadcast several times on West and East German radio; a play based on it was performed in Paris in 1991. And new editions, such as this one, have also appeared in German, French and Italian.

But what has always been most important to me is that it has been, almost from the start, on the history and psychology curriculum of many universities, many of whose students have written to me and some of whom I met when invited to lecture.

What has always emerged clearly, both in letters and discussions, is the need felt by the young to weigh up the Hitler phenomenon with the minimum of emotion and without polemics.

Both in Germany and elsewhere, young people have always been aware of the evil Hitler wrought. What remained, and to a degree still remains incomprehensible to them, is: How it could have happened? How could men be brought to commit the acts that were committed? How could the victims “let themselves” be victimized? And how could the rest of the world knowingly allow it to happen?

Viewing this historical phenomenon from their own perspective, in the context of their own reactions to political events of their own time, such as Vietnam and Watergate, only adds to their bewilderment. Until 1989 this applied primarily to the West, focused on Hitler. Now millions of young Eastern Europeans are asking the same questions – not so much about Hitler as about Stalin, upon whose orders individual men murdered millions with the same abandon.

The primary aim of this book is to demonstrate, how the personality and character of individual men and women, high and low, can affect and influence political life, and the tragic consequences that lack or suppression of courage and moral strength in individuals can have on the history of nations and the fate of men.

In order to achieve this, I approached the research for this book – as far as it is possible for any thinking individual who, like most young people in Europe, was intensely involved in the events of World War II and passionately anti-Nazi – with a minimum of prejudice and with determination to question but not to hurt those already so damaged. The truth is, however, that most of the men and women, survivors and the families of perpetrators, who agreed to relate and examine, with honesty and at considerable risk to their peace of mind, the most intense experiences or tragic events of their lives, ended by revealing themselves deeply, not really for my benefit, or for this book, but out of their need to explore the past and their own role in it.

I omitted a few things which appeared likely either to embarrass a speaker or to cause damage to third persons, and for this reissue I have removed a few words which, to my regret, did in retrospect cause distress to one of them.

The journey between self-discovery at this level of intensity, and seeing one’s thoughts and anguish in print – often in a foreign language – is a long one, and unfamiliar to most people. Nonetheless, I hope that the book contributes to the understanding of all those who helped it come into being, and causes none of them any more pain.

It is through all of them that its theme was crystallized. It is not intended to be an account of horror, though horror is unavoidable. Nor is it only an effort to understand one man, who was uniquely implicated in the greatest tragedy of our time. It aims to be a demonstration of the fatal interdependence of all human actions, and an affirmation of man’s responsibility for his own acts and their consequences.



1 There were, of course, some highly interesting attempts in that direction: both the American psychologist G.M. Gilbert (who wrote an excellent book Nuremberg Diary, Farrar Straus 1947, Signet 1961) the US psychiatrist Douglas Kelly, and the German psychiatrist Alexander Mitscherlich, spoke at length, and illuminatingly with both accused and witnesses at the Nuremberg trials. But the men they interviewed were, almost exclusively, top ‘administrators’, several of whom would later write largely subjective memoirs. Almost none of them had personally been in close proximity with the worst of the horrors. And Robert Lifton’s exemplary study of The Nazi Doctors was specifically about the Euthanasia doctors.


PART ONE


1

I FIRST MET Franz Stangl on the morning of Friday, April 2, 1971, in a little room which was ordinarily used as a waiting and rest room for lawyers visiting the Düsseldorf remand prison. The room was the same size as the cells in the prison’s modern block, the block in which Stangl was detained. It had the same barred windows, the same dreary view of the paved inside yard, and the same kind of minimal furnishings in blond polished pine. It was impersonal, neutral, with nothing in it to please or edify, but equally nothing to distract the eye or mind: the right place for the particular seventy hours I was to spend with this particular man.

When, on December 22, 1970, the Düsseldorf court sentenced Stangl to life imprisonment for co-responsibility in the murder of 900,000 people during his tenure as Kommandant of Treblinka, “Nazi-hunter” Simon Wiesenthal, who had played a part in his capture, told reporters that Stangl’s conviction by the Germans was at least as important as Adolf Eichmann’s by the Israelis. “The Stangl case”, he said, “provided West Germany with their most significant criminal case of the century. If I had done nothing else in my life but get this evil man, I would not have lived in vain.”

It was difficult to associate the quiet, courteous man the prison governor presented to me that morning, with that description.

Sixty-three years old, Franz Stangl was tall, well built, with receding grey hair, a deeply lined face and red-rimmed eyes. He was wearing grey flannel trousers, a white shirt, a tie and a neat grey sweater. When I met him he had been in prison four years and two weeks, virtually all of this time in solitary confinement. During the three years of the preparations for the trial, the prison also accommodated several of his former subordinates and the strictest precautions were taken to prevent them from communicating with one another. But even after these men, their sentences confirmed, were moved to a penal institution, he remained in isolation in his six- by twelve-foot cell because several young prisoners had muttered threats against his life. Only a few days before I met him, his increasing depression had decided the prison authorities to allow him a daily period of exercise in the prison yard and some contact with selected prisoners. “But even now he hardly talks to anyone,” one of the prison officers told me later. “He is a loner.” Most of his day was spent in his cell reading and listening to the radio, his prison possessions arranged around him in pristine symmetry.

Despite his totally sedentary life Stangl was muscular, straight-backed and to all appearances both relaxed and controlled.

He and the prison governor, Herr Eberhard Mies, a former lawyer, shook hands and bowed to each other. Presented to me, Stangl bowed again – both times it was a gesture of courtesy, not deference or even respect. Herr Mies inquired after his health. Speaking quietly and conversationally in the soft German of his native Austria, in the semi-formal way it is taught in Austrian provincial schools, Stangl replied that he was feeling better. “I have signed up for the chess club,” he said, “and I think I’ll attend some classes when they start again after Easter. Literature, I think; it will be interesting. They are going to have them twice a week, aren’t they?” Unexpectedly, it seemed an encounter between equals. Stangl, very different from the “small man” I had been told I would find, gave the disquieting impression of an imposing and dominant personality in full control of himself and his environment.

This impression persisted up to a point, and despite his obvious apprehension about our impending talks, throughout that first morning. After we had been left alone, he immediately began to rebut various accusations made during his trial. The arguments, the phraseology, the very words he used were gratingly familiar from his and other trials for Nazi crimes: he had done nothing wrong; there had always been others above him; he had never done anything but obey orders; he had never hurt a single human being. What had happened was a tragedy of war and – sadly – there were tragedies of war everywhere: “Look at Katyn,” he said, “look at Dresden, Hiroshima and now Vietnam.” He was sorry, yes sorry for that young American lieutenant who, like him, had done no more than obey orders in Mai Lai and was now having to carry the can.

I listened to him all morning, almost without interrupting. His sentence was on appeal and it was clear that he had been advised, or had convinced himself, that these “interviews” would enable him – he may even have thought they were intended to enable him – to state his case once more in the only way the cases of people like himself had ever been stated. The precedent had been established at Nuremberg where the arguments proposed by the defence for some of the accused were sometimes close enough to a kind of truth to throw at least some doubt on the quality of their guilt. It was a technique which, for want of anything better, had subsequently been adopted by all who followed the Nuremberg accused into the dock, whatever their standing, whatever their past involvement. But polemics was not what I had come for.

Shortly before breaking off for lunch – when, I had been told, I would have to give him as much time as he wanted for his meal and rest – I told him that having listened to him for two and a half hours I thought I had better explain what I really wanted. He could then think about it and let me know after lunch whether he wanted to go on. I said that I knew inside out all the things he had said that morning; all of them had been said before by any number of people. And I didn’t wish to argue the right or wrong of any of this; I felt it was pointless. What I had come for was something quite different: I wanted him really to talk to me; to tell me about himself as a child, a boy, a youth, a man; to tell me about his father, his mother, his friends, his wife and his children; tell me not what he did or did not do but what he loved and what he hated and what he felt about the things in his life which had eventually brought him to where he was sitting now. If he didn’t want to do this, but preferred to go on in the vein of that morning’s recital, then I would listen to him, I said, to the end of that afternoon, go back to England, write a little something about the interview, and that would be the end of it. But if, after thinking about it, he decided to help me delve deeper into the past (his past, because things had happened to and inside him which had happened to hardly anyone else, ever) then perhaps we could find some truth together; some new truth which would contribute to the understanding of things that had never yet been understood. If this could be done I would be prepared to stay in Düsseldorf as long as he liked; days or even weeks. I told him, too, that he had to know from the start that I abhorred everything the Nazis had stood for and done, but that I would promise him to write down exactly what he said, whatever it would be, and that I would try – my own feelings notwithstanding – to understand without prejudice.

When I’d finished he didn’t say anything, only nodded. And when a moment later the guard came to take him back to his cell, he left the room with nothing but a small formal bow. I was not at all sure I’d see him again.

I lunched that day in the canteen and talked to several members of the prison staff. It was evident at once that they liked Stangl. “If only they were all like Stangl,” they said, “our life would be a bed of roses.” Some of them said “like Herr Stangl”. I remarked on that “Herr” to one of the older guards, who shrugged and said, “That’s what we are supposed to call them now. ‘Herr’ indeed!”

Prison staff in West Germany are well trained (including 200 hours of lectures on psychology), and almost all the officers I spoke with that day, and in the ensuing weeks, appeared to me to be articulate and compassionate men who were intensely interested in what my conversations with Stangl would produce. They spoke freely about the complicated conflicts his presence in the prison brought to their minds. Many of them questioned – as do most people in Germany – the continuation of the Nazi crime trials so many years after the events, and several of them brought up the same worn-out arguments: nobody in Germany had known anything of the horrors, and no one who had not lived under a dictatorship could understand or presume to judge. At the same time almost all of them – though there were exceptions – agreed unhappily that as long as any of the men who were involved in these terrible deeds were alive, it would be immoral to do nothing. One of the men I spoke with on that first day was twenty-four – he hadn’t even been born at the time of Treblinka. “Stangl”, he said thoughtfully, “impresses us like a man – you know what I mean? An intelligent human being, not a brute like Franz.” (Kurt Franz, a former cook, was Stangl’s notoriously brutal adjutant, who briefly commanded and then liquidated Treblinka after Stangl was relieved, and is now serving a life sentence in West Germany.) “Perhaps . . .” he went on, “now at long last one of them is going to have the courage to explain to my generation how any human being with mind and heart and brain could . . . not even ‘do’ what was done – it isn’t our function to say whether a man is ‘guilty as charged’ or not – but even see it being done, and consent to remain alive.”

Stangl looked indefinably different when he was brought back to the little room on the second floor at 2 p.m. He had taken off his tie and unbuttoned the top button of his shirt, but he still looked spruce – that wasn’t it. He was as well shaved as he had been in the morning – had probably shaved again – yet he no longer looked quite clean-shaven, nor was his skin as taut and young-looking as before. Earlier I had noticed and been slightly surprised by his broad red hands because they had seemed so much in contrast to the rest of his appearance and bearing, but now it flashed through my mind that they fitted him, or at least some part of him.

“I’ve thought about what you said,” he told me at once, his voice slightly unsteady. “I hadn’t understood before – I hadn’t understood what you wanted. I think I understand now . . . I want to do it. I want to try to do it. . . .”

There were tears in his eyes before we even began to speak of his childhood. “I thought you just wanted – you know – an ‘interview’,” he said, emphasizing that loaded term. I had some English cigarettes and he took one – he was, I soon saw, a chain-smoker. “My childhood,” he began, shaking his head several times, “I’ll tell you. . . .”

He was born in Altmünster, a small town in Austria, on March 26, 1908. His only sister was then ten, his mother still young and pretty, but his father was already an ageing man.

“He was a nightwatchman by the time I was born, but all he could ever think or talk about were his days in the Dragoons [one of the Austro-Hungarian Imperial elite regiments]. His dragoon uniform, always carefully brushed and pressed, hung in the wardrobe. I was so sick of it, I got to hate uniforms. I knew since I was very small, I don’t remember exactly when, that my father hadn’t really wanted me. I heard them talk. He thought I wasn’t really his. He thought my mother . . . you know. . . .”

“Even so, was he kind to you?”

He laughed without mirth. “He was a Dragoon. Our lives were run on regimental lines. I was scared to death of him. I remember one day – I was about four or five and I’d just been given new slippers. It was a cold winter morning. The people next door to us were moving. The moving van had come – a horse-drawn carriage then, of course. The driver had gone into the house to help get the furniture and there was this wonderful carriage and no one about.

“I ran out through the snow, new slippers and all. The snow came half-way up my legs but I didn’t care. I climbed up and I sat in the driver’s seat, high above the ground. Everything as far as I could see was quiet and white and still. Only far in the distance there was a black spot moving in the whiteness of the new snow. I watched it but I couldn’t recognize what it was until suddenly I realized it was my father coming home. I got down as fast as I could and raced back through the deep snow into the kitchen and hid behind my mother. But he got there almost as fast as I. ‘Where is the boy?’ he asked, and I had to come out. He put me over his knees and leathered me. He had cut his finger some days before and wore a bandage. He thrashed me so hard, his cut opened and blood poured out. I heard my mother scream, ‘Stop it, you are splashing blood all over the clean walls.’”

He said that when he was eight, two years after the beginning of World War 1, his father died of malnutrition. “He was thin as a rake; he looked like a ghost, a skeleton.”

A year later his mother married a widower who also had two children. “One was a boy exactly my age: we became inseparable. He was killed, in 1942.”

“Did your stepfather treat you like his own son?”

“He was all right” – he paused. “Well, of course I wasn’t his son, was I?” He paused again. “I remember, sometimes I felt jealous of my stepbrother.”

When the two boys were fourteen, Stangl’s stepfather wanted them to leave school and go to work in the local steel mill where he worked himself. “He wanted us to earn money – he always thought of money. Wolfgang – my stepbrother – he didn’t mind: he was very happy-go-lucky; he didn’t mind anything. But I had my eye on working for the nearby textile mill – that’s what I always wanted to do, and for that I had to be fifteen. So I got my mother and the school principal to say I had to stay in school another year.”

“Did you have many friends?”

“No, but I had taught myself to play the zither and I joined the zither club.” He began to cry quietly and wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. “Excuse me. . . .”

He left school at fifteen and became an apprentice weaver.

“I finished my apprenticeship in three years,” he said. “When I was eighteen and a half I did my exams and became the youngest master-weaver in Austria.” He was still proud of this achievement. “I worked in the mill and only two years later I had fifteen workers under me. I earned two hundred schillings a month, and gave four-fifths of it to my parents.”

“Is that all you kept for yourself? At twenty, was that enough?”

He smiled. “I was making twice that by giving zither lessons at night.”

“Did you have more friends by then?”

“No. But I had the zither. On Sundays I built myself a Taunus – a sailboat.” Again he began to cry and continued for a long time. “Excuse me. . . .”

“What is it that makes you cry when you remember this?”

“It was my happiest time.” He shook his head again and again with a gesture of helplessness.

By 1931 – at twenty-three – five years after becoming a master-weaver, he had come to realize that he was at a dead end. “Without higher education I couldn’t get further promotion. But to go on doing all my life what I was doing then? Around me I saw men of thirty-five who had started at the same age as I and who were now old men. The work was too unhealthy. The dust got into your lungs – the noise. . . . I had often looked at young policemen in the streets: they looked so healthy, so secure – you know what I mean. And so clean and spruce in their uniforms. . . .”

“But you hated uniforms?”

He looked surprised. “That – that was different.”

Looking back at Austria during the early thirties, when following the years of depression there was violent conflict between the Socialists and the Austrian Nationalist – and devoutly Catholic – Chancellor Dollfuss, I could see that there might be something in this “difference”. It was a place of constant turbulence, alarming headlines, hostile crowds, street fighting, police sirens, shootings, barriers; and, perhaps in contrast to the anarchy in the air – I remembered from my own childhood memories – uniforms did seem attractive.

Stangl applied to join the police and went for an interview. “It was quite difficult,” he said, “quite an exam, you know.”

Several months later, when he had already more or less given up hope, he was notified that he was to report within days to the Kaplanhof – the police training barracks in Linz – for basic training.

“I went to see the owner of the mill and explained why I had made that decision. He said, ‘Why didn’t you come and talk to me about it rather than do it secretly? I intended to send you to school, in Vienna.’” He cried again.

“Couldn’t you have changed your plans when he told you that?”

He shook his head. “He didn’t ask me.”

The Austrian police training was tough. “They called it the ‘Vienna School’,” he said. “They were a sadistic lot. They drilled the feeling into us that everyone was against us: that all men were rotten.”

He stayed at the school for a year, then became a “rookie”. Working first as a traffic policeman and then on the riot squad, he graduated in 1933. “Even then we had to go on living in barracks. But it didn’t matter to me: my girl friend, who I had met in ’31, had gone to Florence to work as a nanny for the Duca di Corsini. I had nothing to do except work. So I volunteered for special duties, evenings and weekends.”

“What sort of special duties?”

He laughed, “Oh, you know, just flushing out villains here and there. It was all good experience and I knew it wouldn’t hurt my record. During the Socialist uprisings in February 1934 there were terrific street battles in Linz. In one of them the Socialists entrenched themselves at the Central Cinema and we had to fight for hours to get them out. I was the one who flushed the last ones out that night at 11 p.m. – after well over twelve hours. I got the silver Service Medal for it.”

Through the weeks to come, however terrible the stories he was telling, Stangl was constantly to fall back into police jargon. “Der war ein Strolch” – “he was a villain” – he would say, applying this almost affectionate description indiscriminately to a whole range of people across the years: first Austrian politicians and crooks, then Germans and Poles, Christians and Jews.

In July 1934 the Austrian Chancellor, Dollfuss, was assassinated. “Of course the Nazis killed him,” Stangl said, in a tone which made it quite clear that, as an Austrian police officer, he had automatically condemned such an act. A few days after the assassination, Stangl found a Nazi arms cache in a forest; a feat which three months later earned him a decoration – the Austrian Eagle with green-white ribbon – and a posting to the CID school.

“That was the beginning,” he said grimly. This medal and the reason for it, he said, hung over him like a sword of Damocles for years. The training at the CID school was “fantastically intensive”, he said. “Twenty-one lecturers for nineteen students. But for me, I know this now,” he said heavily, “it was the first step on the road to catastrophe.”

In the autumn of 1935 he was transferred to the political division of the CID in the town of Wels, thirty minutes by train from Linz (the capital of the province), and at that time, three years prior to the Austrian Anschluss – the German annexation of Austria in March 1938 – a hotbed of illegal Nazi activities. “I was just getting married,” he said. “Wels was a very nice place to live. And the assignment was considered a great plum for a man not yet thirty.”

“What were your duties in your new assignment?”

“Well, you know what Austria was like then. We had to ferret out anti-government activities by anyone: Social Democrats, Communists and Nazis.” As a Kriminalbeamter – a CID officer – he wore civilian clothes.

“But perhaps seeing it was Wels, and the way many of you felt privately about the Nazis, perhaps you acted a little less severely, did you, against the Nazis than the others? A little differently in your manners?”

“Among the eighteen men in that department there were certainly some who favoured the Nazis,” he answered in a reasonable tone of voice. “But in general, you know, the Austrian police was very professional. Our job was to uphold the law of the land. And on the whole that’s what we did, never mind who was involved.”

“But surely, for an intelligent man, in the midst of the political turmoil of Austria at that time, it was impossible not to form his own ideas? What did you yourself feel about the Nazis then?”

Stangl had a curious habit, which was to become very familiar as our talks went on, of changing from the semi-formal German he usually spoke to the popular vernacular of his childhood whenever he had to deal with questions he found difficult to answer. This was manifestly not a conscious act; nor did it necessarily mean that at those moments he was lying. In fact it was often, on the contrary, when he was telling a very difficult truth that he took this instinctive refuge in the “cosy” language and mannerisms of his childhood.

“You know,” he said, “outside, of course, of doing my job properly, I wasn’t really very interested. You see, I had just got married. I had, for the first time, a home of my own. All I wanted was just to close the door of my house and be alone with my wife. I was mad about her. I really wasn’t political you see. I know it sounds now as if I should – or must – have been. But I wasn’t. I was just a police officer doing a job.”

“But a job you liked?”

“Oh yes, I liked it. But there was nothing heinous or even very dramatic about it then. It was just a job one tried to do as correctly – as kindly, if you like – as possible. Though, it is true, the way one did one’s job could not be quite isolated from circumstances.”

“Circumstances?”

“Well, you see, until early 1937, the Minister of the Interior was a confirmed anti-Nazi, Dr Bayer. But in the early spring of 1937 – just a year before the Anschluss – he was sacked and there were changes all the way down the line. Our new Director of Police was a man called Rubisch and he let it be known immediately – at the very first meeting all of us attended – that from that moment on the attitude of the police towards the Nazis had to change. And of course a year later, in March 1938, everything changed.”

“Had you known in advance that the Germans were coming in on that day?”

“Oh no,” he replied immediately. “I suppose there were people amongst our lot who knew. But I didn’t. You have no idea, though, how organized they were, nor how frightened we became at once.”

In his account of these times, Stangl manifested a prodigious memory. By the time he had reached the Socialist uprisings of February 1934 he had mentioned sixteen names, mostly of people who had only briefly crossed his path. By noon of the third day, my list of names he had remembered had grown to fifty-four, and I stopped counting.

“What affected us a lot though,” he went on, “was Cardinal Innitzer’s call to Catholics to co-operate. And of course the fact that Schuschnigg [who succeeded Dollfuss as Chancellor] threw in the sponge at once. What I felt above all was fear. You remember that medal I’d been given-the Eagle? Well, five people had received that at that time. The Nazis took over on March 13; on the 14th they arrested two of those five and a few days later a third. That left only my friend Ludwig Werner and myself. Meanwhile in Linz they had shot two of the chiefs of our department. People we’d seen just a few days before. No trial, nothing – just shot them. Another one, also a friend of mine, was arrested too. And Dr Bayer – the former minister – he was sent to a concentration camp. I helped to get him out of Buchenwald later.1 One of our chiefs used to make open remarks against the Nazis. We all used to wonder amongst ourselves how we could stop him. But how could we take it upon ourselves to warn a superior? I remember, one of the other men in my section – his name was Schlammer – he said to me, ‘You’d better let your Eagle fly out of the window’.2 Ludwig Werner and I were becoming frantic. We had all been given a questionnaire to fill out. One of the questions – the most important one, we thought – was whether we had been illegal Nazi Party members. Werner said we had to do something – we couldn’t just sit and wait for them to take us. We decided that the first thing to do was to get rid of our file cards; we had this index, you know, with an annotated card for each person in our district who had been suspected of Nazi, Sozi [Socialist] or Communist sympathies. So the first thing we did was to flush the cards down the lavatory.”

“All the cards?”

“No, just the ones referring to Nazis. And then Werner remembered a lawyer who had been an illegal Nazi and whom he, I and another colleague had helped a bit not long before. . . .”

“What do you mean helped?”

“It’s the sort of thing one was able to do at times before ’38 – just warn someone who was under suspicion to watch his step.”

“Nazis?”

“Not necessarily. Anybody nice – decent, you know.”

This was not a very likely explanation. But I had felt from the beginning that, except on the rarest occasions, it would be essential to let him develop his story in his own way, without showing obvious scepticism or interrupting with critical comments.

“Werner thought,” he said, “that we could ask this lawyer – Dr Bruno Wille was his name – to say that he knew we had been illegal members.”

“Did it work?”

“Yes. Werner went to see him and he said he’d arrange for our names to appear on the illegal Party lists for the previous two years. So after that we filled out the questionnaire and said that we’d been Party members since 1936.”

“And that wasn’t true?”

He shook his head. “No.”

The question of whether or not he had been an illegal Party member had been the subject of considerable discussion at Stangl’s trial; and what was particularly discussed was the prosecution’s contention that before the Anschluss he had contributed to a fund for the aid of Nazi detainees, and that this went a long way to prove his illegal Party membership.

“How about these contributions you are supposed to have paid to a Nazi aid-fund?”

“Well yes, I did contribute to an aid-fund. The first week I was transferred into the CID the chief came around one day with a young girl and introduced her to Werner and me as someone who was collecting for the relatives of political prisoners.”

Ludwig Werner, questioned in Austria in 1968, shortly before he died of natural causes, was evasive regarding the extent of his “friendship” with Stangl and his knowledge of his opinions or actions. He himself, he said, had been relieved of his duties on October 22, 1939, and was arrested on November 14 and accused of being an opponent of the Nazi Party and of having had illegal financial dealings with a Jew. He was sent to Sachsenhausen concentration camp and kept there until April 1941, when he and his family (as was the custom for political unreliables) were compulsorily moved to Bohemia where he worked in a civilian job until he was called up in 1943 for service on the Eastern front. He was a prisoner of war in Russia from 1944 until 1948, after which he again worked as a CID officer in Leoben, Austria, until his retirement in 1965. He would not say that he had been a friend of Stangl’s, but neither had they been enemies. He had no memory whether he and Stangl had ever discussed political matters. Therefore he couldn’t say what Stangl’s attitude towards National Socialism had been. “All of us, though,” he said, “at that time – just before the Anschluss – sympathized with the Nazi Party. I don’t mean just the participants of that police course, but the population in general.”

Regarding the questionnaire, many officials, he said, “wrote more than was strictly true. Because one was afraid of being sacked.” Yes, he remembered Dr Bruno Wille. “He was a member of a legal firm,” he said tersely, and refused to be drawn beyond that. Regarding the aid-fund, he couldn’t say whether Stangl had paid contributions to such a fund. Nor did he even remember if such a fund had existed, so he was unable to comment on whether or not it was for the purpose of supporting political detainees who were Nazis, or detainees of other political persuasions.

“I went home that day after we got that business organized with Dr Wille,” Stangl said, “you know, terrifically relieved. I was so grateful to Ludwig Werner for finding that solution – you have no idea. Anyway, the moment I got home, I told my wife: I thought she’d be as relieved as I. . . .” Suddenly he began to cry again, but differently this time: the deep sobs of a man reliving a pain long suppressed.

“What happened?”

“She hated them you see,” he finally went on. “We are Catholics of course, and she is very devout, always was. She was so terribly, terribly angry. ‘You betrayed me with these swine,’ she said, and I suddenly realized that she didn’t believe me. She thought I really had been an illegal Nazi. Oh my God. . . .” He went on crying for many minutes.

“Did you end up by convincing her?”

“A long time – it took a long time.” It was clear he was still not sure that he had ever convinced her.

And he had not. It was not only the Düsseldorf court thirty-two years after the event who disbelieved Stangl’s assurance that he had not been an “illegal” Nazi. Months after I had first seen Stangl, his wife, in Brazil, was to repeat to me that she had not believed him.

“No, of course I didn’t tell them that when I had to testify at his trial – how could I have?” she said. “If my husband hadn’t told you about it himself, perhaps I wouldn’t have admitted it to you either. But as it is, because he told you – and the way he told you – today is the very first time that I feel perhaps he did tell me the truth then – perhaps he wasn’t an illegal after all.” And she too cried.

Frau Stangl’s sister, Helene Eidenböck, who lives in Vienna, had no doubts. “Oh yes,” she said, “I think he was an ‘illegal’ – they all were, you know, in that part of Austria. If he hadn’t been, he wouldn’t have got on so fast. And that’s what they wanted, both of them – to get on.”

And former SS Franz Suchomel, who worked under Stangl at Treblinka, and now, after four years in prison, lives in southern Germany, said, “Stangl told me himself that he had been an ‘illegal’. He wore on his uniform jacket the chevron of the ‘Old Fighters’, which wasn’t that easy to obtain.”

Neither of these last two opinions is necessarily proof that Stangl was lying, since obviously if his story to me was true, the fact that his name had been entered on the “illegal” list would have allowed him to establish his membership as part of his record and would thus automatically have given him the privileges that went with such a record; while he could conceivably have told Suchomel that he had been an “illegal” because he wanted to secure his position by getting this piece of information around. What it does prove, however, is that both his family and his “troops” had believed him to be not a “conscripted” but a “voluntary” Nazi.

The deeper he went into his story, the clearer emerged the picture of the fatal fusion between his own character, and the sequence of events.

“What,” I asked, “was your first specific contact with the Jewish situation in Austria after the Anschluss?”

“At that time they said that what they wanted was to force the Jews to emigrate – you know, just to leave.”

“That’s what you thought the policy was?”

“It was the policy. They had set up a special section of the Gestapo for ‘Jewish Action’ – Section IIB2 – where they established a register of Jews and their property.” (In Vienna this department was headed by Eichmann. All the research into this subject tends to confirm that the ‘Final Solution’ – the physical extermination of the Jews – was not proposed, and probably not even considered except, possibly, in private conversations between Hitler and Heydrich, until 1940.)

“What did you have to do with Section IIB2?”

“In principle nothing. I was in the political section, 2C. But you see, I think they knew how I felt. You know, that I wasn’t really with them. Because after the Austrian Kristallnacht3 the Gauleiter – Eigruber – called me in and advised me to keep my mouth shut and help IIB2 whenever I was asked.”

“Didn’t that sound sufficiently ominous to you to indicate that this was the moment to get out?”

“But you see, it wasn’t ominous then, and it wasn’t a question of ‘getting out’: if it had only been as simple as that! By this time we heard every day of this one and that one being arrested, sent to a KZ [concentration camp], shot. It wasn’t a matter of choosing to stay or not stay in our profession. What it had already become, so quickly, was a question of survival.”

“So what finally was your first direct contact with whatever it was they were doing about the Jews?”

“It was after the Sudeten thing:4 I was ordered to accompany the chairman of the Jewish Council to Bohemia. They wanted us to check how many Jews were still living there and what they owned in property. Four of us went: myself and one of my juniors, Hirschfeld the chairman – a very nice fellow – and his secretary, a young chap called Hunger.”

“How did you travel?”

“Oh, by car.”

“But presumably you had to stay somewhere overnight. How was that organized?”

“We stayed together, in a hotel. We ate together. How can I explain? It was all quite ordinary and friendly. As I said, Hirschfeld was a nice man. He had a very difficult job. You see, every Jew who wanted to emigrate forfeited his property. But they also each had to pay a certain sum – it was called a ‘tax’ – in order to get the exit permit. It was Hirschfeld who had to find this money for poorer Jews who didn’t have enough. On that trip he told me lots of stories of the trouble he was having getting rich people to give him money for poorer ones. After that trip, for a long time he’d always come to me when he needed help, because he knew I’d do what I could.”

“Do you know what happened to him later?”

“I am not sure,” he said vaguely. “I think somebody said he’d gone to America.” Max Hirschfeld, it is true, went to America in December 1939, and lives in San Francisco. He refused to come to Germany to testify at Stangl’s trial and his testimony was taken in San Francisco (this happened in several cases when a witness was unable or unwilling to go to Germany). Mr Hirschfeld confirmed the car trip to Bohemia; or rather, he said there were two such trips, each of them lasting only one day. “We all had lunch together,” he said. “I paid the bill for everybody without being asked.” Mr Hirschfeld denied that he had visited Stangl in his office. He said that Stangl was subordinate to two other officials, Botke and Greil, and that Greil had also been along on the trips to Bohemia. Stangl himself, said Mr Hirschfeld, had no authority, but received his orders from these two. “His office was next to Botke; it was he I went to see and Stangl could hear what I discussed with him.”

It was suggested by the defence that Mr Hirschfeld had written Stangl a postcard from the USA, but Mr Hirschfeld said that was not true, although he had sent a postcard to Greil with whom he “had good contact” and who had repeatedly helped him. He also said, however, that “Stangl was not impolite to me. He addressed me as ‘Hirschfeld’, but that was the custom; he said neither ‘du’ nor ‘Jew’ to me. Eichmann was different – he always addressed me in the third person. . . . To describe my relationship with Stangl as ‘amicable’ is certainly exaggerated. I would say, however, that I could converse with him more freely than with other officials of that department.”

In January 1939, shortly after the political, i.e. security, branch of the police had been absorbed into the Gestapo, that section of the Wels police department was transferred to Gestapo HQ in the provincial capital, Linz. “But we had our lovely flat in Wels,” Stangl said, “so I commuted every day. Our chief now was a German, a terrible reactionary from Munich, Georg Prohaska. I hated him at once. Soon after we were transferred, some man came from Berlin and ‘in the name of the Führer’ [he said it derisively] read out our new ranks. Me, ‘in the name of the Führer’, they appointed Kriminalassistent. But I wasn’t having it: that was a demotion, not a promotion. In Austria a Kriminalbeamter – which is what I had been – is a permanent position; it gives you the right to a pension. A Kriminalassistent in the German police hierarchy is nothing – just a temporary.”

“Was this ever rectified?”

“Oh yes, a few weeks later. They acknowledged they’d made a mistake and confirmed my status of Beamter auf Lebenszeit [established civil servant]. And they promoted me to Kriminal-oberassistent, the German equivalent of what my next promotion would have been in Austria.5 But Prohaska,” he continued, “had found out that I wasn’t somebody who’d allow himself to be pushed around, and he hated me from that moment on and made my life a misery. It was only very shortly after this that I was ordered to sign a paper certifying that I was prepared to give up my religion.”

“What exactly did it say on the paper?”

“It said that I affirmed that I was a Gottgläubiger [believer in God] but agreed to break my affiliation to the Church.”

“How did you feel about signing that? How strongly did you feel about the Church?”

“Well . . . of course I’ve always been a Catholic. . . .”

“But?” He didn’t answer. “Were you a regular church-goer?”

“My wife and children always go.”

“Yes, but you?”

“No,” he finally said. “I always went at Christmas, of course, and Easter. . . .”

“So signing this document wasn’t really all that difficult, was it?”

“I didn’t like to.”

For a man of Stangl’s character, whatever his religious attitude, the Church has a tremendous significance as a symbol of respectability and status. Equally, any official document is something of the greatest import. There is no doubt therefore that signing this document was a decisive step in the gradual process of his corruption. Frau Stangl was later to confirm its importance.

I asked Stangl whether he had seen it as a compromise he had to make in order to keep his job.

“Not just my job,” he said. “Much more than that – as I told you before. By then I had heard that I had originally been on a list of officials to be




















Epilogue

I do not believe that all men are equal, for what we are above all other things, is individual and different. But individuality and difference are not only due to the talents we happen to be born with. They depend as much on the extent to which we are allowed to expand in freedom.

There is an as yet ill-defined, little-understood essential core to our being which, given this freedom, comes into its own, almost like birth, and which separates or even liberates us from intrinsic influences, and thereafter determines our moral conduct and growth. A moral monster, I believe, is not born, but is produced by interference with this growth. I do not know what this core is: mind, spirit, or perhaps a moral force as yet unnamed. But I think that, in the most fundamental sense, the individual personality only exists, is only valid from the moment when it emerges; when, at whatever age (in infancy, if we are lucky), we begin to be in charge of and increasingly responsible for our actions.

Social morality is contingent upon the individual’s capacity to make responsible decisions, to make the fundamental choice between right and wrong; this capacity derives from this mysterious core – the very essence of the human person.

This essence, however, cannot come into being or exist in a vacuum. It is deeply vulnerable and profoundly dependent on a climate of life; on freedom in the deepest sense: not license, but freedom to grow: within family, within community, within nations, and within human society as a whole. The fact of its existence therefore – the very fact of our existence as valid individuals – is evidence of our interdependence and of our responsibility for each other. 
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Franz Stangl in the Remand Prison at Düsseldorf, having prepared himself for the photographer.
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The photograph of Franz Stangl issued by the Jewish Documentation Centre at Vienna at the time of his arrest in Brazil.
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Franz Stangl in conversation with the author.
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Three of the photographs of a transport bound for Treblinka, taken secretly at Siedlce Station, on August 22, 1942, by an Austrian soldier, Hubert Pfoch.
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Franz Stangl at Treblinka, talking to his adjutant Kurt Franz. He is wearing the white jacket often referred to at his trial.
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The grab used to transfer bodies from the burial pits to the “roasts”. Photograph from Kurt Franz’s album, its title-page inscribed “Happy Days”
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The house built at Treblinka after the camp had been demolished, in which a Ukrainian farmer was to be installed. If questioned, he would claim that he and his family had lived there for years.
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Treblinka now.
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Many compilations of records and documents were also consulted, amongst them the following:

Transcripts of the Treblinka trial and the Stangl trial, by courtesy of the State Prosecutors and Administrators of the West German Court at Düsseldorf.

Unpublished documents of the former Polish Government in Exile, by courtesy of the Administrators of the Polish Archives Outside Poland.

Polish Government and trial documents, by courtesy of the Ministry of Justice, Warsaw.

Les Actes et Documents du Saint Siège relatif à la Seconde Guerre Mondiale, ed. Pierre Blet, Robert A. Graham, Angelo Martini and Burckardt Schneider, Libreria Editrice Vaticana, Vatican City. Five volumes had been published by the spring of 1973.

Ritter, Julian: “Hochland”, Nachruf über Pius XII

Documenty i Materialy, Central Jewish Historical Commission of Poland, Lodz, 1946.

German Crimes in Poland, ed. Central Commission for War Crimes, Warsaw, 1946–7.

War Years in Poland, 1939–45: Scenes of Fighting and Martyrdom, a guide by the Council for the Preservation of Monuments to Resistance and Martyrdom, Warsaw, 1964 (English translation 1968).

Roy Publishers: The Black Book: the Nazi Crimes against the Jewish People, New York, 1946.

Leo Baeck Institute: Yearbook XI, The Jewish Question and Anti-Semitism, London, 1966.

Encyclopedia Judaica, Vol. 4B, pages 905–10, Jerusalem, 1971.

Frankfurter Rundschau: Sobibor, August 22, 24,26, 1950; Hirtreiter, November 11, 1950.

Trial Records on microfilm, consulted by courtesy of the Institute for Contemporary History, Munich, and the Central Judiciary Authority for NS Crimes in Ludwigsburg: Case I, no. 205 (Victor Brack to Himmler, Trials of War Criminals I, page 721); Case I, no. 470, no. 3010, affadavits (Dr Gorgass, Trials of War Criminals I, page 803); Case IX, no. 3197 (affadavit, Paul Blobel); Case IX, no. 5384 (affadavit Albert Hartl, cross-examination, Transcript 2898–2900); Case I, no. 2635 (Mennecke’s examination before Landgericht, Frankfurt); Case I, Transcript 2481 (examination Karl Brandt, Mischerlich 118).
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