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N. The Emsland disciplinary camps

(Strafgefangenenlager im Emsland)

In 1923 ? in the course of marsh - clearing , disciplinary camps
were created in Emsland by the Prussian judiciary administra¬
tion and classified as "penitentiaries " ( Zuchthaus ) . Prisoners
were to work outside the camps in the swamps.

Albeit not under the SS Reich chief ' s jurisdiction , these
camps are nevertheless dealt with in the catalogue for the
following reasons :

- some were temporarily used as concentration camps ( . . .
als KL, see p . 1,3 ; 187 ) and others , after the outbreak j!
of the war , as prisoner - of - war camps . '

- after 1933 ; prisoners in these camps , which were actually
under the control of the judiciary Administration , were
treated in a manner in no way comparable to the treatment!

of prisoners in other penal institutions of the time.

The only sources available to the International Tracing
Service on this ' camp complex are the records of/po 'st - warcamp complex are the records of/ ^ St - war

German authorities against thei;

war

proceedings taken
camp personnel , and the orders and decrees quoted in them.

GUARD

The first distinctive feature of this camp complex is
that its guard and administration were taken over by the Emsa
land SA Standarte ( protection force of the storm sections ) in
1 ° 34.





112

The commander ( Kommandeur ) of the disciplinary camps , who
took up his duties in 1934 . was lat the same time[ appointed ^leadec
of this SA unit . The guard of the camps was in the hands of the
Emsland SA- Standarte until the end of the war.

PLACE OF. THE EMSLAND CAMPS IN  T HE HIERARCHY

The disciplinary camps , which came,as was usually the case
under the jurisdiction of the competent prosecutor general
(Generalstaatsanwalt ) were placed under the direct control of
the Reich minister of justice in 1934 . This fact stands alone
in the annals of the judicial authorities of the time.

It has just been mentioned that a commander was placed at !!
Ithe head of these camps in 1934 . For reasons that will be Ej

explained subsequently , a delegate ( Beauftragter ) of the Reich It
minister of justice was also assigned to the camp complex in '
1938 . His office was in Berlin and his position was maintained
until the end of the war . He appointed deputies who worked at
the central administration of the camps in Papenburg . ]

THE COMMANDER' S ( KOHMANDEUR)*lNEW METHODS

Thd commander ( Kommandeur ) appointed in 1934 was the j
!tfformer "maj'or ' - of the first SA concentration camp oi the g

SA- Standarte ( unit of the storm section ; see footnote on
208 Berlin - Niederbarnim "( Kommandant des ersten SA- Konzentration^
lager der SA- S^andarte , 208 Berlin - Niederbarnim ) in Orianien-
burg . This concentration camp had been closed shortly before

because of its deplorable condition . * ^
:t

Six further "old storm - section leaders " ( "alte 3A- Ftlhrer ") j

were placed at the head of the camps together with the comman- ^
der ; like him , they had not been trained as officials of law !'
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enforcement agencies . The commander ' s attitude is characterized
in the following indictment drawn up against him :

" . . . as the defendant had , from the very beginning , been
relieved of any purely administrative work requiring some
knowledge of penal law , after the camps were established,
his task consisted mainly in directing the telling - off of
prisoners ôrthe clearing work , controlling the guard
troops in their work and especially in their watch over
and treatment of the prisoners , and inflicting punishments
for severe violations of camp regulations . . . "

The following is reported in the same document , about the
former commander ' s responsibility for the maltreatment of

prisoners ;

". . . but implies that from the very beginning , his aim was
to introduce a system which deviated from all the princi¬
ples of penal law and could only be compared to concentra¬
tion camp methods . . "

The following statement is taken from an assize court
decision :

" . . . the fact that by their acts , they ( the defendants)
aggravated the severity of the already cruel sentences
served in the Emshand camps and , in so doing , brought dis¬
credit upon the juridical system in terms of the execution
of sentences , was a reason for an increase of penalty . If
to - day , the Emsland camps are mentioned right after con-
centration camps , this throws light upon the deplorable
conditions that prevailed there and which the defendants
contributed to . Every day , they could see the awful fate
of the prisoners , many of whom were condemned on the sole
ground of their political opinions . They knew that the
prisoners were virtually in their hands , deprived of any
rights . . . "





114

The commander ' s ( Kommandeur ) fundamental attityde is
characterized in the deposition of a government councillor
(Regierungsrat ) , once subordinate to him : according to this
witnass , when the commander ' s attention was drawn to the regu¬
lations cpwh
ces and/regulatpd * the treatment of the prisoners , he replied
that he had not studied them and had no intention of doing so.
His actual words are reported to have been : " . . . the only
legislator in Emsland is me . " .

This attitude led to measures against the commander , who
was suspended in January 1938 on the basis of a report on the
arbitrary conditions in the "marsh camps " ( Moorlager ) addressed
by an assistant judge ( Gerichtsassessor ) to the Reich minister
of justice ; formal proceedings were then taken against the
commander.

He was charged with having used money contrary to instruc¬
tions and with impp ^per use of official cars ; he was also
accused of having

- modified on his own authority prescriptions issued by tae
Reich minister of justice,

- failed to supervise the camps to the required extent , so that
it was impossible to undertake immediate investigations and
take action on offences co mitted in the camps , namely the
maltreatment of prisoners , large - scale deprivations of food
etc . . .

Owing to political pressure , the commander got t )ff with a
small summary punishment and recovered nis position at the end
of November 1938 . During his suspension , his position was
held by the delegate of the Reich minister of justice , who
appointed a deputy on the soot . Hierarchically , the latter

pcgrning nis duty as well as the execution oi senten-
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was subordinate to the commander ( Kommandeur ) ( a senior
government councillor ( Oberregierungsrat ) , then a go^vern ^ment
executive ( Reigierungsdirektor ) ) and had little latitude of
action against him , since his ^ * and sphere of responsibili¬
ty were not clearly defined . The local deputy of the Reich
minister of justice replaced the commander when he was called
into the army for unknown reasons on February 25 , 1942.

ORGANIZATION OF THE INDIVIDUAL CAMPS

The disciplinary camps were put under the control of the
commander as soon as he was appointed ; as an official and a
storm section leader ( SA- FUhrer ) , he was in charge of the
execution of all/sentences and StandartenfRhrer ( SA- colonel)
of the Emsland SA- Standarte , entrusted with the guard and
supervision .. .

The individual camps were run by so - called "wardens"
( "Vorsteher ")̂ who controlled prison officials and especially
the local chiefs ( Platzmeister ) , responsible for the
discipline of the prisoners.

From 1934 to 1938 , the individual camps were run by guard
detail leaders ( EinheitsfUhrer des Wachkommandos ) i . e . "old
storm section leaders " ( "alte SA- FHhrer ") .

In 1938 , when the commander was suspended , the Reich
Minister of justice ordered the highest officials in cnarge of
the execution of sentences to take over the position of warden
(Lagervorsteher ) in each camp . At the same time , professional
prison warders were again commissioned with the camp adminis¬
tration.
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But these measures had little effect , for the commander
(Kommandeur ) managed to have the judicial administration take
on storm section members without the required training as
prison warders . Thus both the guard of the camps and the guard
of the prisoners working outside the camps remained within the
province of storm sections.

INTERNAL SELF- ADMINISTRATIONOF THE PRISONERS

When he took up his duties , the commander ( Kommandeur)
introduced the system of/jA f̂soners ' self - administration into the
Emsland camps , a system he h^d seen at work in concentration
camps ; this is another unprecedented case in penal justice.

Here are some of the duties allotted to the prisoners :
first came the barrack elders ( Barackenalteste ) , responsible
in particular for cleanli #ness and order in the barracks , as
well as for waking up the prisoners and distributing food . Then
came the barrack - room elders , the hall and table elders ( Stuben
Saal - , TischSlteste ) and the prisoners commissioned with the
telling off for fatigues.

The "prisoners in charge " ( Funktionsgefangene ) were led
to impose an iron discipline out of sheer fear of being repla¬
ced and sent back to the swamps . According to an investigation

report , the local chiefs ( flatzmeister ) preferred choosing pri¬
soners known for their brutality . Theoretically , they had no

disciplinary power , but they exerted real terror on their
fellow - prisoners.

for
+ Prisoners responsible / tnese various tasks are caiued "duty

prisoners " : "Funktionsgefangene " . They are called "prisoners
in charge " in this text and this term will be followed by the
German expression put between brackets.





The following text concerning barrack elders is taken
from a court decision :

"When the , different groups of prisoners were formed , it
appeared that these positions were often held by âsp.UoUe
elements which ruthlessly took advantage of their position
and , through violence and vexations , made life harder to
the prisoners than it already was at the BSrgermoor camp . "

We know from a camp leader ' s deposition that the central
administration had forbidden to give any responsibility to
political prisoners ; consequently , only common law criminals
were available for these positions.

EXTENT OF THE CAMPS

There were four camps in 1934 ; their number increased
after 1935 and there were fifteen of them at the time they
were broken up . Convicts were however not the only prisoners
incarcerated in these camps . In 1939 , the Reich minister of
justice planned to have a total nupber of 12,000 prisoners.

CATEGORIESOF PRISONERS

Until 1940 , only civil German convicts were sent to the
Emsland camps , classified as penitentiaries (Euchthaus ) in
1923.

The decree of the Reich Minister of justice of July 5,

1937 "concerning the handing - over of prison inmates ( BefSngnis-
gefangene ) to the disciplinary camp of Papenburg ( Ems) "
suggests the way the prisoners were selected.

They should be from 21 to 50 . years of age , 55 if thorough¬
ly physically fit . Prisoners with certain diseases or physical
disabilities were excluded , as well as the following categorie:

of persons :
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- Persons sentenced for high treason ( Landesverrat ) and

betrayal of military secrets , or persons previously
convicted on the same ground.

- Persons sentenced for high treason ( Hochverrat ) or pre¬
meditation of high treason , with the exception of their
"mere accomplices " ( "blosse Mitlaufer ") .

-Condemned persons subject to a subsequent security deten¬
tion.

- Persons particularly suspected of intending to escape

-Foreigners

- Jews.

The subject of the decree specifies that it concerned

exclusively prison inmates ( Gefangnisgefangene ) ; the only

mention about penitentiary prisoners ( Zuchthausgefangene ) is
that monthly reports could be ordered about them . No such text
is known.

SECURITY PRISONERS ( Sicherungsverwahrte ) *

r

I
In pursuance of the Reich minister of Justice ' s decree '

of March 21 , 1939 , a section was opened for "security prisoners !}

a. category of prisoners which had been excluded from these '

+ cf . footnote on p . . .

It seems appropriate to create a word to distinguish "Sicherunp ĵ

verwahrte " from "Schutzhaftlinge " . The term "security prisoner ";}

as opposed to "prisoner in protective custody " ( Schutzhaftling ) ,'}
has been coined for this purpose.

!!
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camps in 1937 . On the 1st of October 1940 , however , the Reich

minister decided "to have all security prisoners ( "Sicherungs-

verwahrte ) evacuated from Emsland and replacea by other pri¬
soners ".

In a letter to his delegate , the Reich minister of justice

specifies the number and categories of prisoners to be incar¬

cerated in thesetcamps ; he repeats that foreigners and Jews
should be excluded :

- Security prisoners

(Sicherungsverwahrte)

- Penitentiary inmates

(Zuchthausgefangene)

- Prison inmates

(Gefangnisgefangene)

2,200 ( excluded again
after 1 . 10 . 1940)

6,800

3,000

12,000

From 1940 on , former members of the Wehrmacht were trans¬

ferred to the camps in constantly increasing numbers , and made

up to 60 % of the camp inmates ; they were sentenced by Ger¬

man military courts and generally declared unworthy of serving
in the armed fordes . The actual execution of sentence was

meant to begin ohly after the end of the war*

The comparison between the different categories of camp

inmates in January 1941 and January 1944 clearly shows the

changes which occuiybd during that period :

t ^ T , January 1941 January 44
1 ) Offences of political nature:

listening to enemy broadcasting

sabotage , undermining of troops,
violation of racial laws , preme¬

ditation of high treason , activi¬

ty as a Jehova ' s witness 6 % 12 . 3 %

r
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2) Desertion , refusal of military
service , absence without official

leave , guard duty offence , non-
compliance with orders , self-

mutilation 2 . 4 % 51 . 3 %

3 ) General offences of civil nature 91 . 6 % 36 . 4 % ,

FOREIGNERS

As already stated , foreigners were excluded from the camps
until the beginning of the war . Later , mainly Poles were
committed there , whether "ethnic Germans " ( Volksdeutsche )*
drafted into the German armed forces and declared missing , or
prisoners from Pplish prisons . Later still , Belgians , French
and Dutch sentenced for violations of/tregulations established
by the occupation forces were occasionally transferred to these !!
camps.

JEWS  j
j

the j
The 1937 and 1939 decrees excluding/Jews from the Emsland <

camps have already been mentioned . However , the former commandei
of the Emsland camps stated after the war , that approximatly
30 Jews were incarcerated in the camps and that tne last four
were transferred to prisons or concentration camps in 1944.

PUNISHMENTS IN THE EMSLAND CAMPS

The documentary evidence shows a large range of minutely

graded punishments , listed below according to their severity ;

- Warning

- Special roll - calls

- Scouring and mending , occasionally also at night
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- Disciplinary drill or sport up to 60 minutes

- Reformatory barrack ( Erziehungsbaracke ) up to 14 days ; this
was a kind of mitigated confinement : the prisoner w^s under
solitary confinement and had to perform additional work . It

is certain that a "reformatory barrack " ( Erziehungsbaracke)
of this kind existed in camp I ( BUrgermoor camp ) , but no

decisive evidence is available for the other camps.

- Confinement from 1 to 28 days with food allotment of water

and bread to be alternated normally with regular food rations ;!
deprivation of mattress and prohibition of reading and corres -i
ponding.

- Harsh confinement from 7 to 14 days with uninterrupted food
curtailment.

- Dark confinement up to 28 days : confinement in dark cells to

be interrupted every third day ; complete food curtailment

until the 14th day , then normal rations every third day.

- Punishment company ( Strafkompanie ) : in pursuance of the

commander ' s order of 13 . 10 . 1939 , the most severe punishment,

to be applied up to three months : deprivation of mattress,

hard work , occasionally beyond normal working hours . Loss of

all advantages , but no food curtailment.

;

Prisoners were usually sent to punishment companies after
a confinement sentence . Those who had attempted to escape were i

thus transferred to a punishment company after having .served a

28 - day dark confinement sentence.

Punishment companies existed in all the camps , but by

the end of the war , because of the lack of personnel , the only [

punishment company left was in Commando X — West ( Kommando X —

West ) ( p . 522^
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Among all these punishments , the penal code mentioned only!
confinement and harsh confinement ; the other measures,as well
as the system of the "prisoners in charge " ( Funktionsge ^angene)
were brought in by the commander ( Kommandeur ) , when he took up ,
his duties in 1934.

The Regulations concerning the medical control of the priso - !
ners before and during their confinement sentences and the !
power of inflicting punishments will not be handled here , since
they were obviously not observed . Furthermore , the commander ' s
prescriptions seem to have been formulated in such a manner i

that all kinds of interpretations were possible . j

The terror exerted by some of the "prisoners in charge"
(Funktionsgefangene ) over their fellow - prisoners seems to have !
had particularly disastrous effects in the reformatory barrack
(Erziehungsbaracke ) of camp 1.

In addition to the usual punishments , prisoners were

continuously beaten with rubber ^ truncheons y particularly by j
storm section ( SA) guards . These rubber truncheons were no
longer distributed after 1934 , but substitutes were soon found.

Furthermore , by his decree of May 8 , 1940 the commander
(Kommandeur ) sanctioned the beating of prisoners as a means of
"breaking passive resistance through immediate coercion " ( "auch
das Brechen des passiven Widerstandes durch unmittelbaren Zwan^
He justified this on the grounds that the distance between the
camps and the work places made it impossible to send tne pri - !
soners back to the camps during work in order to apply . them Bvs
"immediate coercion " ( "unmittelbarer Zwang ") .

The Reich Ministry of justice knew about the commander ' s

arbitrary decisions at the latest in 1934 , when

proceedings were taken against him - * The

!!
Reich ministry
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probably received further complaints , for its officials gave
the commander special instructions in their report of March 8,
1943 and in a smooth tone called his attention to the abuses
in the camps . The commander was advised to resoirt only "sparing
ly " ( "sparsam ") to dark confinement , a punishment officially
unknown to the justice , but tolerated as an exception only in
the Emsland camps . Finally , it was hoped that these instructions
would make it possible to avoid further "infringing and
arbitrary acts by individuals " (Ubergriffe und Willkurakten
Einzelner ) .

The following judgement of a German court discloses the
actual conditions in the camps :

". . . Cases of acts of violence by the guard personnel against
the prisoners were more and more frequent , whether the
guards had real or alleged difficulties in dealing with
the prisoners . The guards also allowed themselves arbitra¬
ry or violent acts , being either stupefied by the dull

work in the marshes and acting so out ^ natural propensity
or simply following their superiors ' example " .

It has already been mentioned that the commander ( Komman-
deur ) was called into the army in 1942 and replaced by the
local representative of the Reich Ministry of Justice . This .
change , however , does not seem to have improved the prisoners'
condition , as a report from a camp physician addressed to the

Reich Minister of Just ^ e ^.t ^ he ^beginning of 1944 indicates :
the physician reports/about prisoners whom &e had to examine
before their transfer to "Kommando Nord " in Norway ' . :
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approximatly one fourth of the examined prisoners bore tne
marks of maltreatment and in particular of blows on the back.

prisoners were ill - treated by barrack - elders ( BarackenSlteste) y
as well as by group leaders ( Gruppenfuhrer ) .

the summoned barrack - elders gave to / ^^ ey ^were covered by ;
officials

the usual punishments were not carried out in accordance with
the regulations . Harsh confinement punishments were inflicted
three times consecutively , with an interruption of 2 or 3
days only . Prisoners who got only bread and water were .
put _ - to hard labour for periods of six weeks . They became
so weak that they were no longer able to work. ;!

COMMANDOS OUTSIDE GERMANY

1 ) Commando X (Kommando X) also called Special Operation

Group ( Sondereinsatz ) or Group West ( Gruppe West)

After October 1943 , the Todt organization ( 0T§ sent this
commando to hard labour in France and in the British Channel
Islands . The number and situation of the camps , as well as

their sizes is unknown . In September 1944 , the commando was

sent back to Germany ; it was in Lendringsen , Westphalia , at
the end of September - beginning of October 1944 , and was
transformed into an independant disciplinary camp mn the 1st

of February 1945.
*

2% Commando_North _ ( Kommando_Nord^

This commando was set up in 1942 by the operation group
from the Todt organization ( OT) in Northern Norway.

At first , the commando administration was in Alta , Province

!
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Finnmarken , Norway . These labour camps , the number and exact
geographical location of which are unknown , were ai ^ situated
north of the Arctic circle . The only available figures are
the following :

Size of the commando on 25 . 4 . 1944 : 1,404
9 . 3 . 1945 : 1,019

All the prisoners were transferred to Germany before the

end of the war , and the first 395 left the Lofoten Islands on
March 9 , 1945.

In his letter of March 7 , 1945 to the liigh command of the
German Armed Forces - legal department ( Oberkommando der Wehr-
macht - Wehrmachtrechlgabteilung ) , the Reich minister of Justi¬
ce required the return of the commando and wrot ^e the follow¬
ing about its work :

"The prisoners were assigned to construction work of mili¬
tary importance for the Todt Organization ( OT) and to

conveyance -' work, ^ nder circumstances unqmparabli ^ harsher
than those in/penitentiaries of the Reich territory " .

EVACUATION AND LIBERATION OF THE EMSLAND CAMPS

From March 1945 until the liberation of t;he camps by the
allied troops on April 20 , 1945 , the prisoners of definite

camps were transferred from place to place for security reasons
in order to prevent their liberation . < ,

CONCLUSION

The only available documentati ^ ^oonsists ° f & few decree
orders and intructions , as well as/post - war legal proceedings

against the commander ( Kommandeur ) and some of his higher sub-
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ordinates . No information about the prisoners ' physical condi¬
tion , mortality , food supply etc . can be found in these docu¬
ments . There is , for example , only one incidental mention of
bad medical treatment and care . It is therefore not possible
to give as detailed a picture of the conditions of detention
in these camps , as that of the concentration camps , which is
largely known.

It is however clear that when the Reich minister placed
the commander at the head of the camps , he knew his background
perfectly well and was thus aware of tne way the camps would
be administered . Their deplorable condition and the arbitrary
acts which took place there were known already in Berlin by ^
1938 , and brought about the action against the commander
(Kommandeur ) . The special instructions of 8 . 3 . 1941 from the
responsible advisor of the Reich minister were briefly mentioned
here and show that the Ministry was perfectly informed of the
development of abuses in the camps . It is also clear from the
physician ' s report addressed to the Reich ministry at the
beginning of 1944 that the commander ' s departure brought no im- ,
provement . It should be emphasized that/criminals committed to
these camps made up 91 . 6 % of the . inmates in January 1941
and only 36 . 4 % in January 1944 . It can therefore be assumed
that a transfer to the Emsland camps meant a deliberate worse¬
ning of the detention conditions and for this reason , the
International Tracing Service believes that the Emsland camps
should be included in the present catalogue ( vol . I p . 512 to
522 ) .

*
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