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“Chelmno and the Holocaust is very well researched and presents in highly
accessible form a significant amount of new material. Patrick Montague
gives much attention to the Jewish victims of Chelmno, but also explores
in greater depth the background, motives and behaviour of the SS men,
their local ethnic German auxiliaries and, in particular, the group of Polish
former prisoners who were deployed as helpers and who turned into
collaborators. This is an important contribution to the history of the geno-
cide against Europe’s Jews and also sheds important light on the mass
murder of the disabled and Gypsies at the hands of the Third Reich. It will
become the standard work on the killing site at Chelmno.”
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Royal Holloway, University of London

“Through assiduous research into new sources Patrick Montague gives a
chilling account of the Chelmno camp, from its unusual topography to
its terrible death toll to its overall horror. He further reconstructs Nazi
extermination policies in the Warthegau, the German-annexed territory
which Chelmno was to serve, while analyzing the camp’s German per-
sonnel as well as the Poles and Jews who served in its nightmarish work
detachments. In all, Chelmno and the Holocaust is an essential addition to
Holocaust scholarship.”

Norman J. W. Goda, Norman and Irma Braman,
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“Chelmno is a subject that is relatively underrepresented in the grow-
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torians interested in knowing more about the evolution of the Chelmno
camp. It is well written and packed with detail.”
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This book is dedicated to all the men, women and children who
labored and who died in the Chelmno death camp;

may they never be forgotten.
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Foreword

The small Polish village of Chelmno was the site of the first Nazi
death camp, which unlike the larger and better known death camps

that followed—Belżec, Sobibór, Treblinka, Auschwitz-Birkenau and
Majdanek—used mobile gas vans rather than stationary gas chambers.
What has been known about the Chelmno camp until now in mainstream
Western and Israeli Holocaust scholarship stems mostly from the inves-
tigation and trial of 12 defendants in Bonn in 1962–63. Invaluable as that
investigation and trial were as a source of historical knowledge by virtue of
the numerous judicial interrogations and interviews that it produced and
preserved, its main purpose was to provide evidence and reach judgment
concerning the actions of specific defendants, not to write a comprehensive
history of the camp. But for historians without knowledge of the Polish
language or access to Polish archives at the height of the Cold War, the
trial records were the best source with which they had to work. What we
now know, thanks to the meticulous and exhaustive research conducted
by Patrick Montague, is that great quantities of vital evidence concerning
Chelmno were also stored in Polish archives but had never been sufficiently
accessed, examined and incorporated into Holocaust scholarship. The full
incorporation of this vital evidence from Polish archives into our historical
knowledge of the Chelmno death camp is one of the major achievements
of Patrick Montague’s book.

Equally important, Patrick Montague has written a book that allows
the reader to hear the multiple voices of witnesses who experienced the
camp in one way or another. In addition to the chilling testimonies of per-
petrators taken for postwar trials, the reader encounters the vivid accounts
of others: Heinz May, the German forester who supervised the land that
became the site of the death camp’s mass graves and crematoria; various
Polish villagers, as well as Henryk Mania and Henryk Maliczak, Polish
prisoners of the Germans who temporarily ascended to a position of privi-
leged collaborators at Chelmno before descending to the position of victim
prisoners at Mauthausen; and above all the harrowing accounts of four
escapees, Szlama Winer, Mordechai Żurawski, Michal Podchlebnik and
Szymon Srebrnik—the latter two now known to those who have seen
Claude Lanzmann’s film Shoah.

Historical scholarship is a collective endeavor that builds on past
achievements and grows as each historian adds his or her own contribution
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Foreword xv

to the pool of knowledge. Thanks to Patrick Montague, what we now know
about the Chelmno death camp is significantly greater than before.

Christopher R. Browning
Frank Porter Graham Professor of History

University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill
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Map 2. Chelmno and Environs
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Map 3. Chelmno Village and Mansion Grounds
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Introduction

The literature on the extermination of the Jews during the Second World
War is vast. It is common knowledge that millions of people perished

in the Holocaust, yet research concerning the extermination centers, where
many of the victims actually died, is limited at best. The purpose of the
present work is to fill this major gap in knowledge with respect to one of
these camps. While the literature is extensive regarding the Auschwitz-
Birkenau concentration camp complex, it is extremely limited with respect
to the four sole-purpose extermination centers of Treblinka, Sobibór,
Belżec and Chelmno.1 Of these, Chelmno—the first extermination center
established by the National Socialist regime—and its unique history,
which served as the bureaucratic catalyst and operational prototype for
the other camps and what ultimately has become known as the Final
Solution, remains a relative enigma. The purpose of this work is to shed
light on this little known but crucial chapter of the Holocaust and to
clarify lingering misconceptions that surround the history of the camp.
Chelmno broke a psychological barrier by actually establishing an extermi-
nation camp and provided a structural template on which the other camps
could build.

The literature on the Chelmno camp is meager. During the postwar
period, the primary sources of information on Chelmno were two books,
both published in Polish. The first of these works, Obóz Straceń w Chelmnie
nad Nerem [The Death Camp in Chelmno-on-Ner] by Judge Wladyslaw
Bednarz,2 outlined the results of the Polish government’s postwar inves-
tigation of the camp which was conducted by the author of the work.
The second book, Obóz zaglady w Chelmnie nad Nerem [The Extermination
Camp in Chelmno-on-Ner] by Professor Edward Serwański,3 appeared in
the mid-1960s after the trial in Bonn, West Germany, of 12 former mem-
bers of the camp staff, but offered little new in substantive terms to the
subject. Furthermore, a synopsis of the Bednarz investigation, translated
into English and published in 1947, was included in the first volume of
the Bulletin of the Main Commission for the Investigation of German Crimes in
Poland. While the print run and distribution of this volume were limited,
the journal article became a key source for the English-language reader.

It was not until the mid-1980s that the District Museum in Konin,
Poland, began conducting archeological work and publishing information
devoted to the Chelmno death camp. During the past two decades three
additional books were published, one in Polish by Janusz Gulczyński,
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Obóz Śmierci w Chelmnie nad Nerem4 [The Death Camp in Chelmno-on-
Ner], and two in German; the first by Manfred Struck, Chelmno/Kulmhof,
Ein Vergessener Ort des Holocaust?5 [Chelmno/Kulmhof, A Forgotten Place
of the Holocaust?] and the second by Shmuel Krakowski, Das Todeslager
Chelmno/Kulmhof, Der Beginn der Endlösung6 [The Chelmno/Kulmhof
Death Camp, The Beginning of the Final Solution]. However, these three
works present merely a broad overview of the subject, far from a com-
prehensive history of the camp. The main contribution of these books is
raising awareness of the camp for readers of the language in which the
works were written.

There are several reasons for the dearth of published research on the
Chelmno death camp. First, the camp was systematically liquidated over
a period of some four months prior to the arrival of the Red Army in
January 1945, leaving little physical evidence behind to investigate. Sec-
ond, of the more than 150,000 people murdered at Chelmno7 only six of
the camp’s prisoners survived the war and, of these six men, only three
were located for questioning immediately after the war. Other contribut-
ing factors include the absence of the camp’s records and other relevant
Nazi documents. While postwar trials of individual members of the camp
staff (Bruno Israel, Walter Piller, Herman Gielow) were held in Poland
soon after the war, the material contained within the court records has
been largely ignored by researchers. In addition, although camp personnel
took numerous photographs of Chelmno’s operations, these photographs
tragically remain lost to history and therefore the substantive content
(documentation) of the photographs as well as the impact of the visual
image are also lost.

Given the scarcity of known resources, the Chelmno camp has con-
sistently presented the researcher with a formidable challenge. The two
main types of information needed to assemble a history of the Chelmno
death camp are eyewitness testimonies and documents. With respect to
eyewitnesses, the Chelmno camp provides three different types, the camp
staff, the Jewish prisoners forced to labor in the camp and the residents
of the village and surrounding area, referred to respectively as the perpe-
trators, victims and bystanders. The Germans who served as members of
the camp staff, and in the case of Chelmno the Poles who served as labor-
ers, would be an excellent source of information; after all, they were the
ones who carried out the extermination. Their testimonies are in fact very
useful as they do provide a substantial quantity of information. However,
these testimonies are for the most part lacking, as they were given primar-
ily in connection with pre-trial investigations and therefore information is
rarely volunteered. Testimonies given in this type of situation tend to be
self-incriminating and so responses to questions are bereft of the kind of
detail so valuable to the researcher.
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The Jewish victims are the second type of eyewitness in Chelmno. Un-
fortunately, of the thousands of people sent to the camp, only seven men
successfully escaped and, of these seven, only six survived the war. Amaz-
ingly, these six key witnesses were never properly questioned, particularly
just after the war when the events they had experienced were still fresh
in their minds. Many questions remain unanswered in spite of the testi-
mony given by three of the Jewish survivors to Polish authorities and their
testimony given in connection with the Bonn trial.

As eyewitnesses to the daily events happening around the camp, the
local residents are the source of a significant amount of valuable informa-
tion. However, the scope of this information is limited as they did not have
direct access to the camp or the extermination procedure. Nor were they
privy to the decision-making process of the camp staff. Most of the lo-
cal villagers were simple peasant families who tried to go about their lives
with as little interaction with the soldiers as possible. Many were generally
afraid of these officials, particularly the SS officials. This is understandable.
Therefore, the researcher is often left with a single testimony or statement
upon which to reconstruct a particular event, or indeed to patch together
an entire history.

There are few documents relating directly to Chelmno. The camp’s
own records, the most important primary source, have not been found
and according to at least one account were destroyed at the end of the war.
Despite the issues mentioned above, there are three key primary sources for
any serious examination of Chelmno. The first is the Polish government’s
investigation of the Chelmno extermination camp conducted immediately
after the war in 1945. Colloquially referred to as the Bednarz investiga-
tion, this crucial work is currently housed in the archives of the Institute
of National Remembrance in Warsaw, Poland. The investigation includes,
among other findings, invaluable testimonies by three of the camp’s sur-
vivors as well as by local villagers who were employed in the camp as
cooks and cleaners, and others who witnessed the killing process as it oc-
curred outside their homes. Much of the information contained in these
testimonies is published here for the first time. The second key source is
the prosecutor’s pre-trial inquiry into the activities of the former camp
staff conducted in Germany during the late 1950s and early 1960s. These
materials, located at the Federal Archives in Ludwigsburg, Germany, in-
clude testimonies from individuals who worked in the camp, collected as
part of an effort to bring criminal charges against camp officials. The third
indispensable source of information is the uniquely detailed testimony of
Szlama Winer, the second person to escape from Chelmno. After fleeing
the camp in January 1942, Winer made his way to the Warsaw ghetto and
filed an extensive report on the time he spent in the camp. Winer died a
few months later in the extermination camp at Belżec, but his testimony
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miraculously survived the war and is part of the Ringelblum Archive, cur-
rently housed in the Jewish Historical Institute in Warsaw, Poland. Winer’s
testimony stands alone, providing an incredibly in-depth eyewitness ac-
count of the camp’s operations as seen through the eyes of a Jewish prisoner.
Winer’s report is reproduced in this volume in its entirety. Collectively,
these testimonies by camp staff (perpetrators), local villagers (bystanders)
and Jewish prisoners (victims) provide critical insight into the extermina-
tion process by some of those who witnessed and participated in it. Without
these three sources no meaningful history of the Chelmno death camp can
be written.

Three other important sources that provide a fuller understanding of
Chelmno are the postwar testimonies of two key figures, Henryk Mania
and Henryk Maliczak, prisoners who worked for Hauptsturmführer
Herbert Lange’s Sonderkommando during both the mobile killing opera-
tions conducted as part of the Euthanasia Program and the later stationary
extermination program of the Chelmno period. These testimonies have
not been previously cited in the literature. The interviews of these men,
conducted in the 1960s, provide a greater understanding of the mobile
and static operations, critically tie the two periods together and are vi-
tal as they offer the only eyewitness testimony to the events leading up
to and including the mass murder perpetrated inside the Chelmno camp.
Additional facts, also absent from the literature, are contained in the records
of the pre-trial investigation of Henryk Mania, who in 2001 was convicted
of complicity in genocide for his activities in Chelmno. The third source
originates from a chapter of the postwar memoir of Heinz May, the German
government official in charge of the forest where the camp’s victims—first
gassed to death in vans—were initially buried and their bodies later
exhumed and burned. This document provides invaluable information
concerning the camp’s early and later operations from one of a handful of
individuals with direct access to those operations.

Secondary sources include both general and specialized works (aca-
demic and scholarly studies, research projects, personal memoirs as well
as a work of fiction based on a meeting with a survivor of Chelmno) in
English, Polish and German on the Second World War in general and the
Holocaust in particular. Primary and secondary sources are quoted ex-
tensively throughout the text, thereby allowing the participants in these
horrible events to speak directly. The importance of the testimonies by the
eyewitnesses—victims, perpetrators and bystanders—cannot be overem-
phasized. Their words form the backbone of the camp’s history. They must
be allowed to speak for themselves.

Of course a critical eye is required with respect to these firsthand
accounts. Is the testimony of a traumatized survivor accurate? Is the
testimony authentic? What about the perpetrators and the content of their
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testimonies? They certainly have reason to deflect and minimize their own
participation, yet they do not deny their employment in the death camp;
the camp existed and they witnessed the murders (if not participated in
them). Even the bystanders are not neccessarily neutral observers. To one
degree or another each category of eyewitness is prejudiced. Complete
accuracy in these testimonies should not be expected, even discounting
intentional distortions particularly originating from perpetrators. While
individual “facts” may vary from witness to witness, what emerges from
the universe of testimonies cannot be denied: No less than 152,000 people
were murdered in Chelmno, despite the efforts of the killers to cover up
the crime.

Notwithstanding the above-mentioned difficulties, a history of the
camp does emerge from the documentary evidence that has survived.
The history of the Chelmno death camp is the story of how a portion
of the population residing in today’s western Poland, and others deported
to it, were murdered in a cold-blooded, calculated and deceptive manner
as a matter of government policy. Broader issues surrounding Chelmno,
such as government policy toward the Jews of occupied Poland in general
and the history of the Lódź ghetto in particular, which provided so many
of the camp’s victims, are well covered in the literature and are therefore
kept to a minimum in this work. However, for purposes of context, some
attention is focused on the Euthanasia Program and the activities of
Sonderkommando Lange, critical events leading to the establishment of
the death camp.

The Chelmno death camp was unique in several respects, the first
of which is the fact that no death camp by this name ever officially ex-
isted. Chelmno is the Polish name of the village where the camp was
established. The German civil administration changed the name of this
village in 1940 to Kulmhof, prior to the establishment of the camp. The
villages of Treblinka, Sobibór and Belżec were not renamed and there-
fore no issue exists regarding the names of the death camps established
in these villages. Moreover, historical accuracy has been maintained in the
case of Auschwitz, the German name of the town of Oświęcim. Poles, if
no one else, would certainly be outraged if the Auschwitz camp was re-
ferred to as the Oświęcim camp. However, the term “Chelmno death camp”
has raised few objections, from either the Polish community or Holocaust
scholars. This situation may originate from the aforementioned English-
language translation and publication of the first volume of the Bulletin
of the Main Commission for the Investigation of German Crimes in Poland in
1947, in which the name “Chelmno” was used, usually in regard to the
location of the extermination camp, but not exclusively. This article was
a primary source of information about the camp for the English-speaking
reader. Whatever the reason for this inaccuracy in name, the Kulmhof death
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camp is generally known and referred to in English as the “Chelmno death
camp” and, while not historically accurate, the term is used throughout
this work.8

The Chelmno camp is also unique in that it was the first camp estab-
lished by the Nazi regime for the sole purpose of committing mass murder.
The camp began operating before the infamous Wannsee Conference dur-
ing which the organization and implementation of the Final Solution of the
Jewish Question was discussed. Chelmno was also the only extermination
camp liquidated and later reactivated. Its use of gas vans as opposed to
static gas chambers, even after the other extermination camps had proven
the efficacy of the chambers, was another unique feature of the camp.
The other single purpose killing centers—the Operation Reinhard [Aktion
Reinard] camps of Treblinka, Belżec and Sobibór—were located to the east
of Chelmno in the General Government [Generalgouvernement] and were
administered collectively. Chelmno was located in the newly created
Warthegau, a portion of western Poland that was incorporated into the
German Reich and fell under an administrative bureaucracy completely
separate from the Aktion Reinhard camps.

The use of gas to kill thousands of people in the Wartheland occurred in
two stages. The first was within the framework of the so-called Euthanasia
Program, which largely involved the gassing of mentally and physically
disabled patients in psychiatric hospitals and other facilities. This opera-
tion was mobile in nature and did not specifically target Jews; the criterion
for selection was a supposed mental or physical deficiency. The second
stage, implemented based on the experience gained from the first stage,
involved establishing a stationary facility to which the victims were trans-
ported for the sole purpose of gassing them. These victims, primarily Jews
and to a lesser degree Roma, were selected on the basis of a supposed
“racial deficiency.” The static facility, the first of its kind, was the Chelmno
extermination center.

Chelmno served as the template for establishing the subsequent killing
centers but, in comparison, the prototype was primitive but effective. The
camp lacked elements commonly associated with concentration or exter-
mination camps. The characteristic barbed wire fencing, rows of barracks
and guard towers were not present in Chelmno. Other than purpose, lo-
gistics was the thread common to the later Aktion Reinhard camps. The
locations were isolated yet accessible. Due to the large number of targeted
victims, rail lines were key. Once at the camps, victims were deceptively
put at ease. People in the transports arriving at Treblinka believed they
were at a normal train station. Many remained ignorant even during the
processing stage, when heads were shaved (a step absent at Chelmno) and
clothing removed. By the time victims stood before a gas van or gas cham-
ber, it was too late; their fate was sealed. Treblinka, Belżec and Sobibór
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were built on these fundamentals. They were also built, literally, from the
ground up (while Chelmno utilized pre-existing structures) and so were
specifically constructed to meet the requirements of an extermination cen-
ter. Rail lines were brought directly into the camps. Workshops for various
purposes were constructed, as were storage facilities. (Treblinka even had
a small zoo.) Gas chambers were constructed and located a short walk
from the reception area and the sector for body disposal placed next to the
gassing facilities. At Chelmno, a drive of four kilometers, one way, was
required to dispose of the bodies. Chelmno was established on the author-
ity of Arthur Greiser, the Provincial Governor, to solve a “local problem,”
while the Aktion Reinhard camps were instituted by Adolf Hitler to solve
a “European problem.” Chelmno, with its limited killing capacity, was
adequate to achieve its initial objective of murdering 100,000 people. The
Aktion Reinhard camps adopted the model and “improved” on it in order
to meet their much more ambitious goal of murdering millions of people.

The road to Chelmno was a long one and part of a complex process
that began even before 1925, when Adolf Hitler set his twisted philosophy
to paper in his book Mein Kampf. Just one year after the First World War,
Hitler wrote that the Jews were the cause of “racial tuberculosis among
nations” and the “final aim” of this problem must be the “removal of the
Jews altogether.”9 Milestones along this road include Hitler’s appointment
as Chancellor in January 1933, the takeover of government institutions
and indoctrination of the German public, the establishment of concentra-
tion camps, adoption of the Nuremburg Laws, forced sterilization, “mercy
killing,” the outbreak of the Second World War, the grisly work of the
Einsatzgruppen in the Soviet Union and, of course, the progressively re-
strictive measures taken against the Jewish population as a whole.

In order to understand how this progression brought a small detach-
ment of SS men to a pastoral village in rural Poland to launch a campaign
of mass murder, it is vital to take a step back to before the outbreak of the
Second World War. The covertly conducted Euthanasia Program and its
expansion into the newly incorporated territory of the Warthegau leads to
the very doorstep of Chelmno. By September 1941, all of the elements had
come together, making the great leap from concentration camp to extermi-
nation camp in fact only a small step.
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CHAPTER 1

Prologue

The Euthanasia Program

“Euthanasia” is a word derived from the Greek language meaning
“helping to die.” The modern concept of “physician-assisted suicide”

has nothing in common with what has become known as the Euthanasia
Program conducted by the National Socialist regime. This program was
based on racial theory and eugenics. The health of the victim was secondary
or played no role at all. Neither the patient nor the family had any say in
the process and, in fact, were completely unaware of what was happening.

Euthanasia remains a controversial subject today, as it was when it was
debated during the Weimar Republic. This debate, part of psychiatric re-
form in general, was an element of a much larger discussion of the welfare
state and the lack of financial resources to maintain the system during the
ongoing economic depression. At the core of this dialogue was the con-
cept of the collective versus the individual. When the National Socialists
came to power in Germany in January 1933, the debate was over. The first
legal step toward involuntary euthanasia was the Law for the Prevention
of Offspring with Hereditary Diseases, signed in July 1933. This law man-
dated the compulsory sterilization of the disabled. The Marriage Health
Law followed the next year, which prohibited a marriage if either of the
partners suffered from a disability covered by the sterilization law. More
laws followed. As a result of these laws, between 1934 and 1945, some
400,000 people were subjected to the procedures, tubal ligation, and later
the use of radium and X rays for females and vasectomy for males.1 Cases
for sterilization were brought before a panel of experts for deliberation, a
perfunctory point as the patients were considered defective.

As part of the overall propaganda campaign of indoctrinating the pop-
ulation to the ideals of National Socialism, the German government im-
mediately launched a campaign aimed at convincing the population of the
“benefits” of euthanasia. However, Hitler believed it more practical not to
implement a euthanasia policy during peacetime, fearing negative public
reaction. He also believed that in time of war (which he was planning in
the second half of the 1930s) “when the attention of the entire world is
turned on military operations and when the value of human life in any
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case counts for less, it would be easier to free the people from the burden
of the mentally ill.”2

In May 1939, Hitler ordered bureaucrats within his Chancellery of the
Führer [Kanzlei des Führers, KdF] to establish an organization, the Reich
Committee for the Scientific Registering of Severe Hereditary and Con-
genital Diseases, to oversee a program of providing “mercy deaths” for
children. Midwives and physicians were required to register children born
with deformities. Candidates for the program were vetted by a panel of ex-
perts. These children were sent to so-called special child groups and killed
either by administering a lethal injection or by starvation. Dr. Hermann
Pfannmüller, the director of one such institution where children were eu-
thanized, preferred the method of slow starvation. One visitor recalled that
during a tour of the facility in late 1939, Dr. Pfannmüller picked up one of
the children from its bed and

[. . . ] exhibited the child like a dead rabbit, he asserted with a knowing expres-
sion and a cynical grin: For this one it will take two to three more days. The
picture of this fat grinning man, in his fleshy hands the whimpering skeleton,
surrounded by other starving children, is still vivid in my mind. [. . . Asked]
whether a quicker death with injections, etc., would not at least be more mer-
ciful, [the doctor] then praised his methods again as more practical in view
of the foreign press. [. . . ] Pfannmüller also did not hide the fact that among
the children to be murdered . . . were also children who were not mentally ill,
namely children of Jewish parents.3

Some 6,000 children perished in the so-called children’s euthanasia pro-
gram, which continued throughout the war despite Hitler issuing a halt
order in August 1941.

In the summer of 1939, Hitler ordered Reichleiter Philipp Bouhler of the
Führer’s Chancellery and Professor Karl Brandt, an inner-circle physician,
both of whom were already overseeing the children’s Euthanasia Program,
to establish the bureaucratic structures necessary to carry out a clandestine
adult euthanasia program as hospital beds and medical personnel would
soon be required for the war effort. Physicians were selected, meetings
were held and plans drawn up. Hitler received periodic briefings and, in
October 1939, put his official seal of approval on the program by signing a
document, backdated to September 1, 1939 (the outbreak of the war).

Reichleiter Bouhler and the physician Dr. Brandt are charged with the respon-
sibility of extending the authority of certain physicians, to be designated by
name. These latter will be able to grant a mercy death to patients considered
incurable according to the best of human judgment.

Adolf Hitler4

This was not a public document and it was not published while Hitler
was in power. Hitler issued the order, or authorization, which was illegal
under existing German law, as the head of the Nazi party, on his personal
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stationary of the Chancellery of the Führer, and not as the Chancellor of
Germany. The purpose of the document was to provide the program with
an air of legitimacy in persuading physicians to participate in it. Karl Brandt
and Philipp Bouhler assigned Viktor Brack, the head of the Chancellery’s
Department II, State and Party Affairs, to administer the program, whose
staff eventually occupied a building rented by the Führer’s Chancellery lo-
cated in Berlin at 4 Tiergartenstrasse from which the program took its code
name, Operation T4 [Aktion T4]. Each person brought into the program
was told the nature of the operation, asked if they agreed to participate
(no one was forced) and, if so, was subsequently sworn to secrecy. By the
outbreak of the war in 1939, Hitler had the bureaucracy in place to begin
secretly murdering the mentally ill.5

A total of six euthanasia centers were established: Grafeneck in
Württemberg, Brandenburg near Berlin, Hartheim near Linz in Austria,
Sonnenstein in Pirna, Saxony, Bernburg in Saxony, and Hadamar in Hes-
sen. Each facility was equipped with a gas chamber. In mid-1940, a Stuttgart
police official, Christian Wirth, was appointed head of administration at
the Hartheim facility. Wirth has been described as a gross, crude and florid
individual. In regard to the necessity of conducting the Euthanasia Pro-
gram, Wirth spoke of “doing away with useless mouths” and said that
“sentimental slobber” about such people made him “puke.”6

Grafeneck Castle, a hospice for invalids, was taken over by T4 per-
sonnel in October 1939, and designated Facility A. Operations began the
following month. The geographical area of responsibility of this center
covered Austria and even south into northern Italy. (Cooperation was es-
tablished with the Italian government with respect to patients of German
origin living in this region of Italy.)

The center in Brandenburg, code named Facility B, was established
in an old prison. Its area of responsibility covered patients in Saxony,
Schleswig-Holstein, Brandenburg, Brunswick, Mecklenburg and Anhalt,
as well as the cities of Hamburg and Berlin. This facility was closed in
November 1940, and the personnel transferred to the “Facility for Care
and Nursing” located in Bernburg, which had better technical
capabilities.

Hartheim Castle, located near Linz, Austria, was code named Facil-
ity C. The victims sent to this center came from Austria, part of Saxony,
southern Germany and even Yugoslavia and Bohemia-Moravia. One of the
officials assigned to this institution later described Hartheim as an “undis-
ciplined pigsty.”7

Facility D was the code name for the Facility for Care and Nursing
at Sonnenstein. T4 personnel took up residence here in April 1940. The
geographic area of responsibility covered Thuringia, parts of Saxony and
Silesia, as well as parts of southern Germany.
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The Grafeneck facility ceased operations in December 1940. The per-
sonnel were transferred to Facility E, Hadamar, located near Limburg. Pa-
tients arriving to Hadamar originated from Rhineland-Palatinate, North
Rhine-Westphalia and Lower Saxony.

All hospices and asylums in Germany were sent patient registration
forms. Patients were to be classified into three groups. Among others,
Group One included people with epilepsy and therapy-resistant paralysis,
while Group Two included all patients who had been continuously hospi-
talized for at least five years. It has been stated that most of the patients
classified in these groups were not terminally ill. “They were suffering no
pain, and the majority of them were not on the point of dying and did
not wish to die.”8 Institutions that were uncooperative in filling out the
questionnaires, filled them out incorrectly or incompletely, received visits
from a T4 commission. When required, the commission filled out the forms
itself, even without examining the patients.

These questionnaires were transferred to the T4 central office where
they were reviewed by a panel of three experts. Each case was decided by
either a plus sign (extermination), minus sign (postponement) or a question
mark (further consideration) inked on the patient’s medical record. Lists
were then drawn up for individual asylums and nursing homes of those
patients designated for euthanasia. The lists were transferred to the rele-
vant euthanasia center for processing. Each facility had buses and drivers
at its disposal for picking up and transporting the victims to the centers.

The role played by the SS in the Euthanasia Program in Germany
was limited but important. The Chancellery of the Führer required tech-
nical experts and materials (drugs and gas) for the T4 killing centers to
function and, in regard to maintaining secrecy, the SS was the logical
source to provide them. For rendering these technical services, close co-
operation was established between Viktor Brack from the Chancellery
of the Führer and Reinhard Heydrich’s Reich Security Main Office
[Reichssicherheitshauptamt–RSHA], and specifically the Section for
Chemical Analysis [Referat Chemie] within the Technical Institute for the
Detection of Crime [Kriminaltechnisches Institut, KTI]. This section was
headed by a chemical engineer and SS officer Albert Widmann.

KTI was tasked with experimenting and determining the best way to
terminate the lives of those subject to the program. At a subsequent demon-
stration conducted at the euthanasia facility in Brandenburg—attended by
many high ranking functionaries including Karl Brandt, Philipp Bouhler
and Dr. Leonardo Conti (the Reich health leader), as well as by Viktor Brack,
Albert Widmann and the notorious Christian Wirth—one group of patients
received injections of drugs, while a second group was escorted into a gas
chamber to which carbon monoxide gas was introduced. The drugs were
deemed to be less effective than the carbon monoxide and those given


