Comments on the Organization and Policies at Buchenwald

Konzentration Lager Buchenwald was staffed by men of the 3rd Totenkopf (Death’s Head) Division of the SS.  With a resident prisoner population pushing 60,000, there were 20-30 times as many prisoners as SS guards, so the camp administration used the SS troops and guards primarily to prevent escapes, administer punishment for particularly egregious violations of camp rules, such as attempting to escape or sabotaging factory work, and to carry out executions ordered by the RSHA, the Main Security Office of the Reich.   

Most of the other camp operations were turned over to prisoner trustees who were responsible for maintaining order within the camp.  The SS had at first selected a Camp Leader from hardened German convicts (Green triangle) giving him the authority to select those reporting to him, such as the Lager Altesters, placed in charge of the various compounds in the camp, the kapos (foremen trustees) who were in charge of labor details, and the camp police who were supposed to enforce the camp rules.  So much corruption and inefficiency resulted that over time the strategy had changed.  Political prisoners seemed to be more principled and reliable, even if their political views were detested by the Nazi leadership.  
Executions

Although considered a labor camp rather than an extermination camp, Buchenwald still managed to kill an inordinate number of prisoners.  The records indicate that there were teams involved in executions, operating at Block 99, at the rifle range, and in the forest area used for hangings. A subset, plus an SS-doctor and SS-Captain Schmidt, attended to hangings in the basement of the crematorium (more about this in the blog for the next chapter).  In 1944-1945, fifteen SS guards were involved in execution details:  SS-Sergeant Major Helbig, SS-Lieutenants Heigel and Taupratshofer, SS-Master Sergeants Bresser, Rössler, Schulz, Hofschuite, Warnstädt, and Kelz,  SS-Sergeants Schichtholz, and Otto, and SS-Corporals Sippach, Werle, Stobbe, and Berger.  The execution detail was considered to be excellent duty, as “execution bonuses” of cigarettes, liquor, sausages, and other treats were guaranteed.  (The bonus goodies often came from diverted Red Cross packages intended for POW camps.) The men also received the Military Service Cross for their work. SS-Sergeant Otto, who distributed the bonuses, participated in more than 200 executions. 

However, you did not have to be part of an execution squad to earn a bonus.  Execution of a prisoner for insubordination or violation of a camp rule was also rewarded.  Prisoners were always wary.  A guard might snatch off a prisoner's hat and toss it over the guard rail, then order the prisoner to get it; as soon as the rail was crossed, a guard in the tower would shoot him, and they'd split the bonus.  Bonuses were also awarded to guards in the stone quarry, which did nothing to extend the life expectancies of those assigned to work there.  

The Nazis tried a variety of execution methods over the years.  In the early years at Buchenwald, a mobile execution van was used that piped engine exhaust into the passenger <!--more-->compartment.  This was very inefficient and time consuming, compared to simply shooting them. The problem with shooting them was that a significant proportion of the troops involved tended to have nervous breakdowns. It needed to be automated as much as possible.  SS engineers ultimately decided that the gas Zyklon B was the best option for mass extermination, and they built special extermination camps to make the most of it.  Auschwitz was their largest and most modern facility, with the biggest execution chambers and the most expensive and capacious crematoria,  custom built by Topf and Sons.  An estimated 1.2M Jewish prisoners were “processed” at Auschwitz, roughly 20% of the total number executed by the Nazi’s as part of the Final Solution. Had the war not disrupted the operation, it would have gotten even more terrifyingly efficient.  Speer, like von Braun, tended to rewrite his history,  and it was only after his death that documents surfaced indicated that he had designed a stylish expansion and enhancement of the execution chambers at Auschwicz.  

As the Allies advanced in the Occupied Territories, the labour camps in the area were emptied and the prisoners shipped to Germany.  Those prisoners still capable of work production were sent to one or another of 15,000 slave labor camps.  These ranged from small temporary camps set up for specific construction projects to permanent large-scale operations associated with major factories, like the Mittelwerk near Dora  and the Gustloff Works at Buchenwald.  

The phrase "special treatment" was used for executions in the basement of the Buchenwald crematorium. There were 45 hooks embedded in the wall about 6' off the floor, and as described in the book, prisoners were hung from them.  The elevator to the crematorium ovens had a capacity of 18 corpses, so it could take several cycles to handle the bodies from one special treatment event.  

The strangling room occupied only a portion of the basement, as the rest of it was taken up by the two furnaces that produced heat and flames channeled upstairs to the ovens.  Each furnace supplied a bank of three ovens, and each oven could dispose of 3 bodies in 15-30 minutes. So theoretically the crematorium could deal with 36-64 bodies per hour, but the time required to load the ovens and remove the ash reduced that figure to 20 bodies per hour.  A standard shift was 10 hours, in which period 200 corpses could be disposed of.  This was not sufficient to keep pace with the "natural" death rate in the camp. let alone the bodies produced by hangings, abuse in the stone quarry, executions in Block 99, and deliveries from various satellite camps that lacked adequate disposal facilities. As a result,  bodies tended to pile up awaiting collection and cremation and a second 10hr shift was necessary.  

Until late 1944,  when it got its own Topf and Sons hardware, the Dora/Mittelwerk complex delivered bodies to Buchenwald for disposal.  During the construction phase the trucks were delivering corpses to Buchenwald almost daily, and those trucks would be used to carry replacement laborers to the Mittelwerk. After the brute force phase ended, prisoners were shipped in large batches as needed.  A week after Wernher visited Buchenwald the first time, several hundred skilled prisoners were sent to the Mittelwerk. Another batch of similar size followed in early September, and again in October, although it cannot be proven that Wernher made the selections.     

Medical Facilities

The medical treatment provided at Buchenwald is also worth noting.  There was little or no medical care available for prisoners.  A prisoner-orderly based in the medical tent of the “infirmary” in Block 54 visited sick airmen each day, but brought neither bandages nor antiseptics.  If an airman had a painful abscess, a sharp object would be used to release the pus, and a soiled cloth provided as a wrap.  A swab of iodine may or may not be available.  

For a sustained high fever, an occasional aspirin might be provided.  Otherwise the standard policy was “wait and see” – you either got better on your own, or you got so sick that you became delirious and couldn’t function, at which point you were carted off to a medical tent (for more observation), to Block 46, to the TB isolation ward (Block 53), to the terminal dysentery ward (Block 61), or to the medical tents near the SS hospital. 

Sanitary conditions in the medical tents were horrific.  The ground was muddy, and there was blood and filth splattered everywhere.  Conditions in Block 61 were even worse.  The patients were stacked on bunk beds without mattresses, with fluids dripping from patients on upper berths fell onto the patients below. 

Block 46, the medical building adjacent to Little Camp and surrounded by double-fencing, contained the isolation ward for patients with typhus, a general ward for patients with other conditions or for prisoners destined for experimentation,  and a laboratory area.  Unlike the other prisoner facilities, this one was kept scrupulously clean.  In the isolation ward, prisoners were injected with typhus or exposed to ticks laden with typhus.  Some were given an experimental therapy, others were left as controls, and once transferred to the isolation ward blood samples were taken.  Very few survived this ordeal.  This facility was also used for investigating the effects of phosphorus burns, using Russian POWs as experimental subjects. (White phosphorus was used in incendiary bombs and artillery shells, as it burned fiercely, starting fires and causing horrific injuries among exposed personnel.)   Block 46 sometimes handled seriously ill prisoners from Little Camp at the discretion of the staff physician.  Although medical supplies were in equally short supply,  Block 46 was cleaner than the medical tent, which was filthy, and preferable to the SS hospital.  The real advantage to Block 46 was that SS guards and officers other than the assigned physicians tended to avoid these areas for fear of exposure to typhus

There were few therapies available - the general rule was above the waist aspirin, below the waist castor oil.  Prisoner doctors and orderlies could do little for their patients, but they did rotate patients from cot to cot, so they never spent more than a day or two in one spot. This was important because every few days one of the SS doctors would sweep through the overcrowded ward. If the doctor felt a patient was unlikely to recover, or if he recognized a patient from a visit days earlier, he would annotate his clipboard and signal to a kapo who would free up bed space by executing the selected prisoners. 

The most common execution method was the injection of phenol directly into the heart. (The SS had initially used potassium chloride solution for lethal injections, but experiments had demonstrated that phenol injection was quicker and cheaper.  If phenol wasn’t available, formaldehyde could be used, although it acted more slowly and painfully.)  If the patient had a persistent high fever, instead of a lethal injection the prisoner was placed in an ice bath for an hour or two and then wrapped in rubber sheets and left in the hallway until death occurred, usually a matter of minutes to hours. 

The SS hospital, or revier, was located across a road that ran past the cinema block to the west of Little Camp.  The main hospital building had separate sections for prisoners versus SS personnel.   It was so crowded that only the most serious cases were admitted; the rest were held in wooden barracks or tents that were visited by prisoner doctors or orderlies. The continual movement of patients from bed to bed, which was possible in Block 46, was very difficult in the SS hospital wards. Whereas patients shuffled about in Block 46 might survive for weeks, few patients survived more than a few days after admission to the SS hospital before being transferred to Ward 7, where prisoner patients were terminated. The general consensus among long-term Buchenwald residents was that a trip to the SS hospital was a one-way ticket to the smokestack.

The main hospital also contained a surgical room reserved for the treatment of SS patients, and other surgical rooms devoted to medical experiments on prisoners.  Examples of experiments conducted in those suites included removing intact limbs, genitalia, or healthy organs, transfusing blood from one prisoner to another, and testing poisoned ammunition.  When the hospital was overcrowded, arriving prisoners were killed by lethal injection in the basement morgue.  There was no prisoner surgery run by the camp administration, although prisoner-doctors had created a makeshift surgery area in one of the outlying hospital tents. The odds of surviving such surgery were understandably low.

Block 50, similarly fenced but adjacent to the other end of the south fence of Little Camp, was called the Hygiene Institute of the Waffen-SS.  The structure, dedicated to the manufacture of experimental typhus vaccines,  was a long 2-story building with brick walls. The same SS doctor (SS-Major Erwin Ding-Schuler) worked in both Block 51 and Block 46.  Because the SS personnel greatly feared typhus, these blocks became his personal fiefdom, and when he chose to permit it, prisoners recommended by one of the prisoner-doctors or orderlies could seek temporary shelter inside either of those Blocks.

