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Ill. 1: The Stutthof Maritime Evacuations, April-May 1945: approximate travel routes.
Map by Maja Kruse, University of Maine, USA, 2021.
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Introduction
The Nazi concentration camp Stutthof near Danzig was one of the most horrible and brutal
camps of the more than 1,200 larger and smaller camps that belonged to the ‘KZ-universe’, which
has in the post-war world rightfully come to be seen as emblematic of the ‘national socialist’
system that governed Germany from 1933-45 and spread out over most of Europe with the
German war of aggression, conquest and annihilation. Starting out as a mean to control and
eliminate political opposition, the concentration camps developed into an asset for the Nazi elite
organization SS which earned substantial sums by leasing the prisoners as slave laborers to
German industry and public employers. Some of the camps also became sites of the systematic
annihilation of Jews, even rationalizing the killing process by means of gas chambers, crematoria
and subtle organizational procedures aimed at confusing the victims of the nature and end of the
violent process they were subjected to.
Stutthof was one of the camps which gained notoriety by serving the Nazi genocide of the Jews
aside with political oppression of the wider population, slave labor profit-making and even
unethical medical experimentation with prisoners as involuntary experimental subjects.
Conditions in the camp were characterized by an – even for Nazi camps – high level of violence
and atrocities, and the same goes even more so for the final stage of camp history: the 1945
evacuation of prisoners, guards and staff in front of the advancing Soviet forces displays extreme
forms of brutality and a very high death toll even compared to what happened during the final
months of the war throughout the rest of the concentration camp system. As ‘death marches’ on
foot and by train became still another atrocious feature of the camp universe during the final
stage of World War II, Stutthof contributed its particularly gruesome variation by sending
thousands of prisoners onto the Baltic Sea in miserable barges under conditions so horrible that
they dwarf most of what is known to have happened during the murderous ‘stage of the death
marches´ 1 that cost thousands of Jewish and non-Jewish prisoners their lives. This project aims at
clearing up the course of events of the maritime evacuations of the Stutthof concentration camp
– ‘death marches at sea’ – during the last weeks and days of the war which caused the dispersion
of the remaining prisoners of the camp to locations in northwestern Germany and Denmark and
linked the history of Stutthof with that of the larger concentration camp system – at the same
time confronting local citizens of Germany and Denmark with the prisoners’ unimaginable misery
and placing ‘ordinary Germans and Danes’ in the dilemma of responding to the prisoners’ call for
help or the Nazi authorities urge to annihilate them.
Daniel Blatman: Die Todesmärsche 1944/45. Das letzte Kapitel des nationalsozialistischen Massenmords (Reinbek bei
Hamburg 2011) p.674.
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A primary aim of our STUTTHOF MARITIME EVACUATIONS PROJECT is to establish, if rumors
that have been persistent throughout the postwar era are substantiated, that vessels participating
in the evacuation drive had shipwrecked or purposely been sunk in the Baltic Sea causing the loss
of concentration camp prisoners’ lives. The report will reconstruct the Stutthof ‘death marches at
sea’ vessel by vessel paying special attention to the topography and micro-chronology of it, as far
as diverse archival materials, scholarly and popular works allows it.
From the beginning of 1945 on, the already high Stutthof death toll soared, as prisoners were
evacuated in two main operations: 1) a series of land-based ‘death marches’ during JanuaryFebruary 1945, and 2) a coordinated maritime evacuation operation during April-May 1945. The
main subject of this research report is the latter. The aim of the project is to clear up the
circumstances of this second evacuation drive, identify the vessels involved and establish – with
unavoidable uncertainties – its quantitative dimensions (numbers of prisoners involved, numbers
of fatalities) as well as to gain a qualitative overview of the atrocious conditions and outright
crimes committed against the prisoners during their evacuation by Stutthof personnel and others.
We hope to clear up doubts and misunderstandings that are circulating about this maritime death
march, which is utterly unique in the history of World War II, Nazism and the Nazi concentration
camps.
The maritime evacuation drive took more than 4,000 Stutthof prisoners and their guards from
the Danzig area to harbors and beaches in the western part of the Baltic Sea – from what is today
Poland to Northwestern Germany and Denmark. The sum of human suffering, and the number of
crimes committed against the defenseless prisoners were high, the death toll was frightening.
Conditions aboard the vessels involved in carrying prisoners were among the worst that have
been observed in any Nazi camp – chocking even to scholars who have been hardened through
long-lasting research into the somber universe of the Nazi concentration camps.
In scholarly as well as popular literature there has been much confusion about the course of
the maritime evacuations and a number of specific events. The confusion includes the number
and identity of the vessels involved: river barges, navy landing crafts, tugboats and navy ships.
There has been unclarity, too, about decision-makers and decision-making processes, the number
and institutional affiliation of the guards, lesser so about the prisoners’ national and other
backgrounds and their experience. Much speculation has circulated as to the actual numbers of
prisoners involved in the evacuation operation, and the amount of lives lost during the process, as
have rumors and reports about vessels having been lost at sea. Probably no conclusive numbers
can ever be reached, as the meticulously bureaucratic registration processes for which Nazi
Germany was famous and notorious eroded during the last months of the war. But it is the
ambition of this project to reach a higher level of certainty about these specifics which are of
importance to the victims’ successors, the communities involved and the memorial culture of the
Holocaust and Nazi crimes in the involved countries as well as inernationally.
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The STUTTHOF MARITIME EVACUATIONS PROJECT has been motored by the aim of
systematizing the knowledge of these issues that can be gained from scholarly and popular
literature, survivors’ testimony and ‘spin-off’ of the scattered trials and investigations that have
taken place against Stutthof perpetrators from the Allied, German and Polish court cases of
1945ff to the trial against former SS-guard Bruno Dey in Hamburg 2020 which may still not be the
last against an alleged Stutthof perpetrator. The University of Southern Denmark (Prof. of
Contemporary History Therkel Stræde, research assistant MA Martin Jensen Overby) joined forces
with the Neuengamme Concentration Camp Memorial (Dr. Reimer Möller, head of the archive) to
try to bring about a clearer picture of what actually happened, as around 4,000 prisoners were set
in motion from East Prussia in order to reach – by way of vessels completely unsuited for high-sea
travel and the transport of human beings – the northwestern part of Germany where Nazi central
institutions were flocking, and huge masses of concentration camp prisoners being concentrated
during the last days of the shrinking “Third Reich”.
The project was triggered by the finding of a shipwrecked river barge at a for such vessels very
unexpected location at the Kriegers Flak area of the Danish Baltic Sea which was made by the
Viking Ship Museum Roskilde, Denmark, during routine feasibility studies for a designated
offshore windmill park which is now under construction. The Viking Ship Museum (Roskilde) is
officially responsible for underwater heritage preservation in Eastern Denmark, and curator
Mikkel Haugstrup Thomsen of the museum consulted Prof. of Marine Archeology at the University
of Southern Denmark Thijs Maarleveldt, a world leading specialist on the subject of the
preservation of under-water cultural heritage. As preliminary research by the Viking Ship Museum
established that literature on the 1945 evacuations from Stutthof mentions one vessel or more
having been lost at sea in the course of the operation, possibly as result of a deliberate decision
by the SS to do away with the prisoners by collective drowning, and that one barge finally moored
in Danish Klintholm not far from the location of the shipwreck, Mikkel Haugstrup Thomsen’s
contact with Prof. Maarleveldt resulted in the involvement of Prof. Therkel Stræde, Danish
specialist on the history of Nazism, the concentration camps and the Holocaust for help to try to
identify the sunken barge, clear up the circumstances of its shipwreck in the larger historical
context.
Realizing that the identity of the shipwreck and circumstances around its sinking should most
likely be established by a combination of scholarly research in existing literature and relevant
archival collections and a marine-archeological survey involving ROV (remotely operated vehicle)
as well as human divers, the SDU, Neuengamme Memorial and Viking Ship Museum – partnering
with the private diving and subsea services company JD-Contractor A/S (Holstebro, Denmark) –
developed a project proposal which included: 1) the preparation of an academic report on the
Stutthof maritime evacuations, and 2) an on-site diving expedition, further anticipating 3) a
subsequent educational project targeting wider audiences. The proposal was submitted to the
International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance in January 2020 for consideration under its
‘Safeguarding the records’ program. It was recommended by internationally renowned scholars:
Prof. Ulrich Herbert of the Albert-Ludwigs-University of Freiburg, Germany, a world-leading
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scholar of the history of Nazism and the concentration camps, and Prof. Christopher Underwood,
president of the ICOMOS-ICUCH (International Committee on Underwater Cultural Heritage).
The IHRA partly met the proposal by granting funding – if not to the intended extent – for 1)
the preparation of an academic report based on archival and literature studies. The decision
about contributing to a costly diving expedition would have to await the results of a – in the
context of the study of Holocaust sites and spaces more traditional – study of literature, archival
material and survivors’ testimony. The IHRA’s prudent advice to set down one foot before the
other in proceeding with the project was followed by the partners, the historical part
strengthened by the establishing early on of good working relations with the Polish Muzeum
Stutthof (Dr. Danuta Drywa, head of the archive).
While Covid-19 restrictions somewhat hampered the start of the project as well as its later
phase, the loosening-up of those restrictions over the Summer of 2020 enabled extensive on-site
archival research in the Neuengamme Memorial and Muzeum Stutthof archives as well as in the
IPN (Instytut Pamięci Narodowej, Institute of National Memory) archive in Gdańsk, Poland,
supplemented by other on-site and online studies in archives like the US Holocaust Memorial
Museum (Washington DC), Yad Vashem (Jerusalem), the ITS (Bad Arolsen, Germany) and Møns
Museum (Stege, Denmark). Furthermore, we conducted effective on-site exploration of relevant
locations in Northwestern Germany, the Gdańsk region and on the island of Møn, Denmark.
As result of our research efforts, we are now able to present this report which provides an
overview based on extensive literature and archival studies of the Stutthof maritime evacuations
of April-May 1945 with the necessary background information. The information contained in
various – mostly older – works on the subject stating that one vessel or more had been
shipwrecked along the way have been verified, whereas no connection to the river barge wreck
resting on the Kriegers Flak seabed could be established. Thus, the suspicion that the sunken
barge should be considered an underwater Holocaust memorial site has not been substantiated.
Complete certainty can probably only be gained by intensive underwater exploration involving
the taking and analysis of DNA samples from the inside of the ship hull as well as samples for
comparison from the surrounding seabed. Former Chief Rabbi of Denmark Bent Lexner, who was
consulted early in the preparational stage of the project, saw no rabbinical objections to the
taking of such samples. According to Mikkel Winther Petersen and Line Olsen, members of the
research team of Eske Willerslev, Prof. of Geogenetics at the University of Copenhagen, whom we
consulted, tests of such samples may well substantiate the suspicion that human beings died
inside the barge as it wrecked, but they can hardly reveal anything about their identity – if
concentration camp prisoners (Jewish or non-Jewish), guards, seafarers or others.
Our conclusion – to be motivated in detail below – is that information in earlier literature
about a barge that was part of the Stutthof maritime evacuations drive being lost at a position
corresponding to the location of the Kriegers Flak shipwreck must be considered unsubstantiated.
In this respect, our research confirms the conclusions of recent research on the subject by Polish
scholars and falsifies earlier, mostly West German accounts. In Chapter 8 of this report, we
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present a possible explanation to why a river barge would sink in Baltic Sea high sea waters at the
location in question far away from its natural area of operation.
In the following, we will present a brief sketch of the history of the Stutthof concentration
camp and the evacuation drives of 1945, followed by a more in-depth, partly quite detailed
description of the maritime evacuations of April-May. We describe the vessels involved,
concentrating on the barges and other vessels that carried prisoners. We follow their itinerary
from the Bay of Danzig to their destinations in Germany and Denmark, and try to reconstruct – if
only in sketchy form – the experiences made by the prisoners during the journey, hereby focusing
primarily on the crimes committed by the SS, German police and other perpetrators on board the
barges and ashore.
A precise identification of the perpetrators was not a predominant objective of the project and
has proven difficult because the wide range of survivors’ testimonies consulted contained only
unspecific information, as far as the identity of the perpetrators is concerned. This also accounts
at least partly for the uneven coverage of the crimes and command responsibilities in early and
later trial records.
As it grew clear to us, that no certainty could be obtained that the Kriegers Flak shipwreck had
been part of the Stutthof evacuation drive, we decided to waive the originally intended chapter
on the legal and ethical aspects of Holocaust-related marine archeology, the work on which Prof.
Maarleveldt in the end had to abstain from finishing because of illness that led to his regrettably
early death on March 11, 2021. It is our hope that colleagues in the field of history and/or marine
archeology will eventually find out the truth about the sunken barge which may well be related to
World War II and the massive maritime transport operations in the Baltic Sea during the last
months of the war, but hardly to the Holocaust, since no Jewish prisoners nor other prisoners of
concentration camps seem to have been aboard.
We would like to express our gratitude to the IHRA for supporting our research venture and
thank IHRA officers Rosvita Krajinovic, Fanny Steckel and Rachel Smalle as well as Helle Kildebæk
Raun of the University of Southern Denmark for practical advice and support, further Prof. Detlef
Garbe (Director, Gedenkstätte Neuengamme), Prof. Martin Rheinheimer (Head of History Dept.,
University of Southern Denmark) and the Polish Embassy to Denmark (Ambassador Henryka
Mościcka-Dendys, Olga Zawadzka-Kucharka) for generous support of the project. The
contributions of MA Vincent Henriksen (Military Museum of Tønder, Denmark) who helped with
research and Polish translation during our Polish research trip, MA Maja Kruse (Ph.D.-student of
Holocaust Geography, University of Maine, USA) who has contributed the overall map, and Anne
Kelley Knowles, Prof. of Holocaust Geography at the U. Maine, who provided valuable advice, are
extremely valued. We further thank Tinna Damgård-Sørensen (Dir., Viking Ship Museum Roskilde)
and Rasmus Normann Andersen (CEO, JD-Contractor A/S) for enthusiastic support during the
initial stage of the project.
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Ill. 2: Schleppkahn wreck VIR 2752 at Kriegers Flak. Digital terrain model based on multibeam sonar survey
conducted by Energinet 2012. Overlay: ROV trackplot from archaeological inspection 14-03-2018 (Viking Ship
Museum/JD Contractor).

Located on the south-west fringe of the shoal Kriegers Flak at a water depth of 26,4m lies the wreck of
a so-called Schleppkahn, an iron river barge with no means of propulsion. The wreck was discovered as
part of archaeological pre-survey ahead of currently ongoing (2021) construction of an offshore wind
farm. The vessel remains are clearly displayed in both side scan and multibeam sonar imagery and
appear coherent though collapsed and/or degraded. A subsequent inspection using both a remotely
operated vehicle and a human diver revealed further characteristics, enabling beyond reasonable doubt
the identification of the vessel type.
The vessel is oriented with its bow in a NNW direction and is approximately 62,7m long, 12m wide and
preserved to a maximum height of 3,75m above the surrounding seabed. It displays two clearly
separated cargo holds between a short foredeck and the badly preserved stern area where the
signature oversized steering wheel was observed. Throughout the wreck, coal fragments are observed
although not in a quantity resembling a full cargo load. Most likely the coal is remaining debris from a
previous cargo. No other trace of a cargo on board at the time of wrecking could be found.
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From the bow hangs a typical grapnel anchor often seen in contemporary images of central European
river vessels (or indeed vessels still afloat). A single davit is also a characteristic element of similar
vessels. No engine for propulsion was observed, but some auxiliary engine must have been on board
(possibly situated between or immediately aft of the cargo holds) to provide power for winches which
were observed. The ca. 2mØ steering wheel lies at the very aft end of the wreck, with remains of the
modest living quarters - tiles, window glass, slate from what is thought to be a stove, and crockery
sherds - found some 4,5m ahead of this position. A schleppkahn would accommodate a small crew;
often the family of the owner-operator.
No objects were found that could provide a secure date for neither the construction of the vessel nor
its loss. A coniferous accommodation/bulkhead plank, to which the tiles were screwed with brass
screws, was recovered for dendrochronological dating, but this proved unsuccessful. Hence, the wreck
is tentatively dated purely based on vessel typology alone, according to which it could be as old as the
late 19th century.
Therefore, the wreck is, until proven otherwise, protected by the Danish Museum Act (§29g stk.1&2)
according to which remains of vessels or artefacts lost 100 years ago or more enjoy blanket protection,
that is, they do not have to be explicitly designated for protection. They are protected from the
moment they are found. A protected wreck in Danish waters may be visited (unless specifically
prohibited, in which case this will be made publicly known), but no manipulation of the wreck - in its
entirety; even if spread over a vast area - and the seabed in which it rests may occur. Needless to say,
this prohibition of course includes tampering with and removal of artefacts.
The same protection may be extended even to wrecks younger than 100 years on a case by case basis,
should they be deemed of particular historical significance (Museum Act §29g stk.3). When assessing
this, aspects such as significance in relation to political and military history, ethical issues, rarity, and
representativity are looked at. Therefore, when assessing wrecks potentially related to, for example,
major geopolitical events in the 20th century, identification and dating paradoxically becomes even
more important for correct heritage management than is the case for older wrecks.
by Mikkel Haugstrup Thomsen, Viking Ship Museum Roskilde
Further reading:
Bekendtgørelse af museumsloven, the Danish Museum Act, available here:
https://www.retsinformation.dk/eli/lta/2014/358
Mikkel H. Thomsen & Ida C. Jørgensen, 2017: Kriegers Flak. Marinarkæologisk forundersøgelse for
offshore havvindmøllepark. VIR 2715. Report available here:
https://www.vikingeskibsmuseet.dk/fagligt/marinarkaeologi/marinarkaeologiske-rapporter/singleview-rapporter/kriegers-flak-marinarkaeologisk-forundersoegelse-for-offshore-havvindmoellepark
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1.1 Method
The Stutthof maritime evacuations must be seen as parts of an integrated sea-lift operation
under a common command and with a common purpose. Various vessels were involved, and in
the course of events they partly followed different routes and itineraries. In order to get
beyond the legends and confusion of early Polish and Western literature and reach an overall
picture of the process it is – paradoxically – necessary to split up a process that was integrated,
but also highly subjected to decentralized improvisation and - for the sake of clarity treat the
crimes committed during land transport, in the ports of embarkation, in the course of the
Baltic Sea journeys and during stops, as well as directly adjacent at the places of debarkation in
different chapters in this report. These are the space-time categories that we use in order to
distinguish systematically between the individual journeys that were part of the same
integrated transport operation.
A reason why this meticulous step-by-step disposition is appropriate is the confusion, created
by survivors’ testimonies and reflected in early scholarly and publicist writings on both sides of
the ‘Iron Curtain’ like those of Jacek Sauk and Krzystof Dunin-Wasowicz, Wilhelm Lange and
Rudi Goguel about the number of vessels and prisoners involved, and especially the
uncertainty as to if one or more vessels were lost at sea, maybe even sunk deliberately by the
SS and other guards with the purpose of killing all prisoners aboard. The fact that the involved
vessels followed different travel routes and itineraries, and that two of them suffered
shipwreck underway underlines the necessity of our systematic, if somewhat schematic
method which – needless to say – necessitates certain overlaps and repetitions. The systematic
clarity is, however, won at the expense of seeing the Stutthof maritime evacuations as one
integrated process of interrelated events and interdependent decisions. Our step-by-step
methodology does – this is ‘the flip-side of the medal’ – create a fragmented image of a
process that was much more fluid, integrated and interrelated in real life.

1.2 Materials
The literature on the maritime evacuations from the Stutthof concentration camp stretches
over a long span of time, and the very newest contribution is scheduled for publication on May 4,
2021.2 Originally a Nazi camp located on German territory, Stutthof became part of Polish
national memory, and eventually a state-run memorial with museum, archive, research and
commemoration activities was established at the premises and buildings that had remained from
Jesper Clemmensen & Thomas Albrektsen: Skibet fra Helvede. Da Anden Verdenskrigs rædsler drev i land på Møn
(Copenhagen 2021).
2
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the time of the Nazi camp. 3 Publications from the Muzeum Stutthof and its staff were the first
descriptions of the 1945 maritime evacuations with a scholarly ambition. The first were written
during communist rule when research and the dissemination of its results had to answer to
specific political-ideological demands: Stutthof was the tool of the ‘Hitlerites’ to suppress the
progressive labor movement, especially the communists, and the Polish nation at large; the
prisoners’ forced community was divided according to and the individual prisoners defined by
nationality, so in effect the Jewish element (which was substantial in Stutthof in the later stage of
its existence) was made invisible; the misery of the prisoners and atrocities committed against
them were proofs of the inhumane nature of fascism and capitalism, but it was countered by the
heroic attitude and activities of clandestine resistance led by Polish and Soviet communists and
including also German anti-fascists.The narrative focused much on the early years when the camp
was small and primarily served the well-defined purpose of political oppression. The function as a
hub for vast relocations of Jewish slave laborers that Stutthof had from 1944 on, which made the
numbers of prisoners and deaths soar, were marginalized and the two large and several smaller
evacuation drives of 1945 received only cursoric treatment.
After the change to a liberal regime in Poland in 1990, aspects of the history of the camp that
had so far been underprioritized, received new attention which resulted in a number of
publications on exactly these topics from historians of the Muzeum Stutthof. 4 A concise general
survey of the current state of research about the Stutthof concentration camp by 2007 was
published by Danuta Drywa as part of the comprehensive project of ‘mapping’ the history of all
Nazi concentration camps “Ort des Terrors”, led by German historians Barbara Distel & Wolfgang
Benz. 5 An older (1990) overview by Janina Grabowska, who was the director of the Muzeum
Stutthof from 1977-2004, reflects the emphasis and rhetorical ductus of the communist
period, 6as does the more in-depth anthology “Stutthof – hitlerowski obóz koncentracyjny” which
served as the primary source for Michael MacQueen’s essay on the “Stutthof Main Camp” in the
USHMM Encyclopedia of Camps and Ghettos (2008). 7 Eventually, Elżbieta Grot published works
on the maritime evacuations, which however suffer from a high dependency on Polish sources
which is not weighted evenly with testimony in other languages.8 Of outmost importance is

James E. Young: Memorials and Museums (in: Peter Hayes & John K. Roth, eds.: The Oxford Handbook of Holocaust
Studies. Oxford 2010).
4
Janina Grabowska: Marsz Śmierci. Ewakuacja piesza więźniów KL Stutthofi jego podobozów 25 stycznia – 3 maja
1945 (Gdánsk 1992); Marek Orski: Ostatnie dni obozu Stutthof (Gdánsk 1995); Elżbieta Grot: Ewakuacja morska
więźniów KL Stutthof przez Rugię do Danii w 1945 (Sztutowo 2015); Danuta Drywa: The Extermination of Jws in
Stutthof Concentration Camp 1939-1945 (Gdánsk 2004).
5
Drywa, Danuta: Stutthof – Stammlager: In: Der Ort des Terrors. Geschichte der nationalsozialistischen
Konzentrationslager. Bd. 6: Natzweiler, Groß-Rosen, Stutthof. München 2007 p. 477-529.
6
Janina Grabowska: Stutthof: Informator historyczny. Gdánsk 1990, German in Hermann Kuhn (ed): Stutthof – ein
Konzentrationslager vor den Toren Danzigs. 2. edition. Bremen 2004.
7
Donald Steyer, ed: Stutthof. Hitlerowski obóz koncentracyjny (Warszawa 1988, German: Stutthof. Das
nationalsozialistische Konzentrationslager. Gdánsk 1996), Michael MacQueen: Stutthof Main Camp (in: The United
States Holocaust Memorial Museum, ed.: Encyclopedia of Camps and Ghettos, 1933-1945, Volume 1, part B.
Bloomington 2009 p.1420-1423.
8
Elżbieta Grot: Ewakuacja morska więźniów KL Stutthof przez Rugię do Danii w 1945 (Sztutowo 2015); contributions
by Grot and Janina Grabowska in Steyer, ed.: Stutthof 1996.
3
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Danuta Drywa’s detailed analysis of the fate of Jewish prisoners in the Stutthof main camp and
subcamps which also describes briefly the war-time evacuation transports of 1945. 9
The new travel opportunities and the opening of many Eastern European archives after 1990
enabled Western scholars to take on the history of Nazi camps in the former Eastern Bloc. This
resulted in numerous new works on the history of Auschwitz and other camps, and even if
Stutthof was not among those covered, this literature serves well as background and basis of
comparison for the study of the Stutthof concentration camp complex.10
The new East-West-dialogue enabled historians from both ‘camps’ to move concentration
camp studies in more scholarly, less ideologized directions, whereas the emergence of the
Holocaust as new international field of study, if not global point-of-reference caused a movingaway from the earlier political-ideological focus towards the perception of the concentration
camp as a universe for interaction between the perpetrators, the victims, the thin layer of
prisoner-functionaries between them – and bystanders like profiteering industrialists and
neighbors who knew about the conditions in the camps and helped keeping them running by
deliveries etc.11 The older ‘resistance narrative’ about the prisoners would yield to a ‘victim
narrative’ focusing on the prisoners’ suffering and helplessness in face of atrocities. 12 A surge of
publications of memoirs, later also video testimonies by former prisoners strengthened this
tendency and provided it with an important and very diverse new source material.
Sorting out the complex organizational structures and dynamic development has been a major
venue of post-1990 concentration camp research. 13 Organizational history was always important
in order to decide upon questions of responsibility and guilt which are inerasable parts of the
discourse on the concentration camps and their place in modern respectively German society.14
And organizational history gained new insights, as German ‘Täterforschung’ (perpetrator
research) placed the roles, acts, motives and biographies of camp personnel in a new and central
light, 15 and a massive surge in interest in the history of the concentration camps provided scholars
with an impetus as well as tools to rethink the traditional patterns of interpretation that
originated in the ideological universe of the Cold War. Concentration camp studies eventually
9

Danuta Drywa: The Extermination of Jws in Stutthof Concentration Camp 1939-1945 (Gdánsk 2004).

Cf. for ex. Debora Dwork & Robert Jan van Pelt: Auschwitz. 1270 to the Present (New York 1996); Peter <LangwithzSmith: Dødens bolig. Auschwitz-Birkenau (Copenhagen 2019).
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Cf. Ulrich Herbert et al.: Die nationalsozialistischen Konzentrationslager. Entwocklung und Struktur Bd.I-II (Göttingen
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2001); Maja Suderland: Inside Concentration Camps. Social Life at its Extremes (New York 2014); Wolfgang Sofsky: Die
Ordnung des Terrors. Das Konzentrationslager (Frankfurt am Main1997); Gerhard Armanski: Maschinen des Terrors.
Das Lager (KZ und GULAG) in der Moderne (Münster 1993).
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Cf. examples in Dan Stone, ed.: The Historiography of the Holocaust (London 2004).
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Cf for ex. Günter Morsch & Agnes Ohm, eds.: Die Zentrale des KZ-Terrors. Die Inspektion der Konzentrationslager
1934-1945 (Berlin 2015); Jens-Christian Wagner: Produktion des Todes. Das KZ Mittelbau-Dora (Göttingen 2001);
Peter Langwithz-Smith: Neuengamme. Koncentrationslejren 1938-1945 (Copenhagen 2015).
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Cf. Ronald Smelser, ed.: Lssons & Legacies V: The Holocaust and Justice (Chicago 2002).
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Cf. Gerhard Paul: Von Psychopathen, Technokraten des Terrors und ‘ganz gewöhnlichen’ Deutschen. Die Täter der
Shoah im Spiegel der Forschung (in: same, ed.: Die Täter der Shoah. Fanatische Nationalsozialisten oder ganz
gewöhnliche Deutsche? (Göttingen 2002) p.13-92.
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became a flourishing branch of history with its own infrastructure og journals, recurring
conferences like the British ‘Beyond Camps and Forced Labour’ and the German ‘Workshops zur
Geschichte der Konzentrationslager’, and while scholars of the field would bemoan the dominant
empiricist and event-historical focus of their branch of historical studies and call for application of
theoretical methods from the humanistic and social sciences, 16 the quest for answering more
sophisticated research questions and seeing the concentration camps not just as an emblematic
institution of the National Socialist system and ideology but also as ‘laboratories’ of human
behavior and reactions moved the need to get a firm and detailed grip of the topography,
chronology, and decision-making processes of the concentration camps: theoretization and
historization needed a stronger material-historical fundament, and in this respect, the larger
‘Gesellschaftsgeschichte’ (history og societal structures and mechanisms) is dependent on
‘Ereignisgeschichte’ (the history of events) – and vice versa. 17
Scholarly works of Polish provenance have mostly been written by trained historians. During
the period of communist reign their works answered to political-ideological needs and demands
of the Cold War. The following liberal period of the 1990’ies resulted in substantial contributions
to the topic of the 1945 evacuations, all with a pronounced empiricist and detailist tendency.
Polish works tend to understand the Stutthof maritime evacuation drive of April-May 1945 as a
prolongation of the larger history of the camp. They have been inhibited somewhat by a tendency
to preferably use the source material that happens to be available in Polish archives. Since the
German administration had plenty of time during the stretched-out period of the liquidation of
the camp to annihilate large parts of its records, the ‘leftovers’ of this process of destruction are
very fragmented. And since national Polish interest was defining for research strategies during the
later part of communism as well as after, foreign experiences – of Western, Soviet, Jewish
survivors – have been neglected somewhat when it came to the gathering of testimony as well as
trial material, if not by all authors.
Most ‘Western’ publications on the subject have rested on different, partly shakier empirical
grounds. The landings of prisoners from the ‘Stutthof barges’ in Neustadt, the Fjords of Kiel and
Eckernförde, Flensburg and Klintholm have all inspired activists and local archivists to
commendable efforts to establish the local events and search for the larger background, 18 as has
the tragic ‘stop-over’ made by the prisoners of one barge at Lauterbach, Rügen.19 Mostly written
by activists, media people and lay historians with experience in ‘Kiezgeschichte’ (local history) and
anti-fascist engagement these texts focus on the individual transports that ended on their
Cf. Nikolaus Wachsmann: The Nazi Concentration Camps in International Context: Comparisons and Connections (in:
same & Jan Rüger: Rewriting German History. New Perspectives on Modern Germany (London 2015) p.326-336.
17
Manfred Hettling et al.: Was ist Gesellschaftsgeschichte? (Munich 1991); Therkel Stræde, ed.: De nazistiske
koncentrationslejre. Studier og bibliografi (Odense 2009).
18
Elke Bevendorff: Gestrandete Jüdinnen vor Bookniseck – ein Nachtrag (in: Kurt Hamer et al.: Vergessen und
verdrängt. Eine andere Heimatgeschichte. Eckernförde 1984 p.246f; Ulf Lüers and Broder Schwensen: KZ-HäftlingsTransporte nach Flensburg im April/Mai 1945 (in: Gerhard Paul & Broder Schwensen, eds.: Mai ’45. Kriegsende in
Flensburg. Flensburg 2015 p. 42-63); Ulf Lüers: "Die Toten über Bord geworfen". KZ-Häftlings-Transporte nach
Flensburg April/Mai 1945 (in: Verführt. Verfolgt. Verschleppt: Aspekte nationalsozialistischer Herrschaft in Flensburg
1933–1945. Flensburg 1996 p.276-323).
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André Farin: Lauterbach: Rügens ältestes Seebad. Hafenort. Bootsbautradition (Putbus 2012).
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particular turf and describe them with special respect to the events that followed their landing, if
often on a faltering source basis. 20 The individual transports are not seen as parts of an integrated
evacuation drive, though, not to speak of the larger concentration camp history. Many
inaccuracies and mistakes originate in the lack of profound knowledge of the history of the
Stutthof concentration camp complex, which is partly caused by the fact that central works by
Muzeum Stutthof historians, published in Polish only, are inaccessible to most scholars outside
Poland. Help from synthetic scholarly analyses of central topics of the Nazi concentration camps
like the structure and development of the camp system, the ‘world view’ of its personnel, the
‘Häftlingsgemeinschaft’ (community of prisoners) are of more recent date.
What was said about West German works on the subject goes for most for the Danish authors,
too – including the newest. They describe the landing of the BRESLAU in Klintholm harbor and the
help provided to the tormented prisoners by a local community displaying true altruism. In
Germany parts of the Stutthof maritime evacuations were first described in the context of the
CAP ARCONA disaster of May 3, 1945, which Stutthof prisoners from the barges WOLFGANG and
VATERLAND barely escaped. 21 The only Danish scholarly work on Stutthof by Martin Jensen
Overby concentrates on the general history of the camp, as seen through the eyes of its 150 –
relatively privileged – Danish prisoners; it has longer passages on the evacuation marches on land
which a number of the Danish survivors have described in lengthy memoirs, but only briefer
passages on the ‘death marches’ at sea.22
Since the archive of the Stutthof camp administration was widely annihilated by the SS before
the liquidation of the camp, archival material had to be found in many archives throughout
Europe, the UK, US and Israel. Very valuable are the reports of British, Polish and German war
crimes investigators held at the IPN (Instytut Pamięci Narodowej, Institute of National Memory) in
Gdańsk, Poland, the State Archive of North Rhine-Westphalia in Duisburg, Germany, and the
National Archives of the United Kingdom (formerly Public Record Office) at Kew, London, UK.
The State Archive in Duisburg holds the historical records of the state prosecutor of Cologne,
who during 1963-72 conducted investigations into the conduct of SS-Oberscharführer Heinrich
Enns and Gendarmerie-Hauptmann Otto Schmidt who both had leading operative responsibility
for the Stutthof maritime evacuations. The Enns files contain a large number of witness
testimonies recorded in Poland and Israel as well as British minutes from the 1946 British
‘Flensburg Death Ship Trial’. 23
The records of the British War Crimes Group for North West Germany and of the Control
Council Courts of the British Zone are kept at the National Archives of the United Kingdom. Right
after the end of hostilities 1945, British war crimes investigators with zeal tried to bring light to
Cf. Gottfried Korff: Wird Kiezgeschichte salonfähig? (in: Oliver Bätz & Udo Göẞwald, eds.: Experiment
Heimatmuseum. Berlin 1987 p.69-81).
21
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2005 = 4th ed.) p.82-85; Bogdan Suchowiak: Die Tragödie der Häftlinge von Neuengamme (Reinbek bei Hamburg
1985); Rudi Goguel: Cap Arcona. Report über den Untergang der Häftlingsflotte in der Lübecker Bucht am 3. Mai 1945
(Frankfurt am Main 1982 = 2. ed.).
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the fate of concentration camp prisoners who had ended up in Neustadt and Flensburg,
Schleswig-Holstein. The investigators were officers and NCOs well qualified in law, some were
German emigrants with a complete mastery of the German language and culture. In spite of their
strong motivation to bring Nazi perpetrators to justice, the British first decided to refrain from
indictment, and only in Sept. 1946 opened what was to be known as the “Flensburg Death Ship
Trial” against 11 accused, representing both guards and prisoner-functionaries. On Oct. 23, 1946,
three defendants were sentenced to death, a fourth to a prison term while the rest was acquitted.
The British intended to set an example of the constitutional legality and fairness of British criminal
justice as opposed to the Nazi justice system, and for this purpose produced very elaborate and
accurate investigation and trial records. Outside the Danish minority of the region, the trial,
however, failed to reach its educational goals. At least, its comprehensive records have been
extremely useful in our effort to clear up the complex events of the Stutthof maritime
evacuations. 24
At the IPN in Gdańsk, Poland, records produced by war crimes investigators, prosecutors and
Polish war crimes trials during the late 1940’ies could be consulted as well of personal files
containing testimony and documents of a number of SS-men who did service in the Stutthof
concentration camp and in some cases participated in the maritime evacuation operation.25
At the archive of the Muzeum Stutthof, Sztutowo, Poland, a considerable number of
administrative files that had survived the destruction of early 1945 were consulted, among them
written orders of the camp commandant and personnel files.
The Archive of the Neuengamme Concentration Camp Memorial has – the proper camp
administration archive largely having suffered the same fate as the Stutthof camp archive – over
the years established an impressive collection of secondary-provenance material, of which
especially the subcollections related to the sinking of the CAP ARCONA, investigations conducted
by the German organization of former concentration camp prisoners (VVN, Verband der
Verfolgten des Nationalsozialismus) into the crimes committed at Neustadt, and the extensive
research by Günther Schwarberg, a journalist at the Hamburg ‘Stern’ magazine, and his partner, a
lawyer, on clearing up Nazi crimes and trying to bring the responsible to justice. 26
52 folders containing the records of the – drawn-out, in the end resultless – investigations by
the state prosecutor of Lübeck, Germany, into the crimes committed against concentration camp
prisoners in the Neustadt area during May 1945, have been declassified in 2020 and handed over
to the State Archive of Schleswig-Holstein in Schleswig where we were able to use them for our
research as the first historians ever. 27
In her in many respects laudable ‘political history of the organization of the Nazi concentration
camps’, Freiburg University Prof. Karin Orth identifies three stages of evacuations: 1) Majdanek
(Lublin), the Baltic camps, Herzogenbusch (Holland) and Natzweiler-Struthof (German-annexed
National Archives, Kew/Surrey (TNA) WO 309/408 (Evacuation of Neuengamme Concentration Camp), 501 (Prison
ship Athen), 813 (Wanserski Flensburg), 637 (Sinking of SS Cap Arcona), 851 (Massacre of KZ Prisoners at Neustadt
Bay), 1592 (Neustadt Bay: Death of Allied Nationals), 1600 (Rheinfels), 1788 (Neustadt Bay); TNA FO 1060/1840-1842
(Flensburg Death Ship Trial).
25
IPN-Gdańsk Gd 607ff.
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Alsace), 2) Auschwitz, Stutthof and Gross-Rosen, 3) camps inside the German Reich area. Her
description of the evacuation of Stutthof prisoners is dedicated, however, to the land-based first
evacuation drive of January-February 1945 alone. By leaving out of eye-sight the second –
maritime – Stutthof evacuation of April-May 1945, she is able to maintain this rather simplified
model. Although partly based on erratic details, her all-out conclusion on the Neustadt events on
May 2-3 is convincing (see 4.1.1.). Her case demonstrates the necessity of combining broad-lines
analysis with meticulous accuracy in detail which is going to be an ambition for this academic
report. 28

Karin Orth: Das System der nationalsozialistischen Konzentrationslager. Eine politische Organisationsgeschichte
(Hamburg 1999) p.282-287, 334.
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tutthof once ntration am p: hort ist orical utline

Until the end of World War I, Stutthof (Sztutowo) – a village at the rim of the Bay of Danzig
(Danziger Bucht, Zatoka Gdańska) some 40 kilometer from the city and port of Danzig (today
Gdańsk) – was part of the German Reich. According to the Versailles peace agreement of 1920, it
became part of the administrative district that belonged to the Freie Stadt Danzig (free city of
Danzig), an area under the protection of the League of Nations. On Sept. 1, 1939, Germany
attacked Poland and started World War II. German troops invaded Danzig, set up a Nazi
administration and started the annexation of the ‘free city’ into the greater German Reich. On the
very next day, Sept. 2, the local German security police in Danzig opened the Stutthof camp as a
Zivilgefangenenlager (civil internment camp). A sanatorium for elderly people located close to the
beach of the Bay of Danzig was taken over by the security police and refurbished for the camp
administration, and buildings for the guards, prisoners and eventually SS workshops were
constructed on the premises. 48
The purpose of the camp was to curb all resistance against the new Nazi rule. The security
police would use it to lock up political opponents, mostly members of the local labor movement,
Polish nationalists and intellectuals. Local Jews were also confined to the Stutthof camp, albeit in
small numbers and mostly because of their political activities or point-of-view. Furthermore, the
Stutthof camp came to function as the central Arbeitserziehungslager (AEL) for the Danzig region
and newly annexed Western Prussia, meaning a camp where Polish forced laborers and German
workers who did not submit to the authoritarian discipline of Nazi work sites were subjected to
‘education’ by drill, torture and hard labor. Workers who were late for work, took days off or did
slow and sloppy work were detained for ‘education’, and their stay in the camp was marked by
torture and brutality. There was a time limit of 8-12 weeks to their stay in the AEL camp, though.
The inmates of the ‘civil internment camp’ were rarely set free again, the prisoners of the later
Danuta Drywa: Stutthof (in Wolfgang Benz & Barbara Distel, ed.: Der Ort des Terrors. Geschichte der
nationalsozialistischen Konzentrationslager Vol.6, München 2007); US Holocaust Memorial Museum: Encyclopedia of
Nazi Camps and Ghettos (Indiana USA 2009); Therkel Stræde: Stutthof (in Den Store Danske Encyclopædi, Copenhagen
2012, http://denstoredanske.dk/index.php?sideId=166253; Danuta Drywa et al.: Monografia KL Stutthof
(http://web.archive.org/web/20090122025959/http://kki.net.pl/~museum/monografia.html; Janina Grabowska &
Hermann Kuhn: KL Stutthof – Ein historischer Abriss (Bremen 1993); Janina Grabowska: Stutthof – Ein
Konzentrationslager vor den Toren Danzigs (Bremen 1995); Marek Orski: Organisation und Ordnungsprinzipien des
Lagers Stutthof (in Ulrich Herbert et al.: Die nationalsozialistischen Konzentrationslager: Entwicklung und Struktur,
Göttingen 1998, S. 285–308); Franz Dwertmann et.al.: Stutthof – Das Konzentrationslager, Gdańsk 1996.
47
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concentration camp almost never. They were detained in Schutzhaft (‘protective custody’) with
no time limit.
The personnel of the Stutthof camp was first made of reserve policemen, members of the SA
storm troopers and Nazi activists from Danzig. The camp resembled the early 1933-34 Nazi
concentration camps in so far that it was erected on local initiative to meet the demands of the
ongoing take-over of power, and that the establishment of a camp structure and guard body
involved a good deal of improvisation. As compared to the concentration camps in the Altreich
(‘Old Reich’ area within the German borders of March 1938), which were at that time parts of a
centralized structure under SS leadership, the Stutthof camp was lagging somewhat behind. It
was, however, structured and governed quite like the typical concentration camps (Buchenwald,
Sachsenhausen, Neuengamme a.s.o.), and the brutal camp regulations and punishment system
that had first been developed in the Dachau camp near Munich, served as a model for Stutthof,
too.
After a visit of inspection by chief of the SS and German police Heinrich Himmler (ReichsführerSS und Chef der deutschen Polizei) on Nov. 23, 1941, Stutthof was finally subjected to the
centralized administration of the concentration camp system, the Inspektorat der
Konzentrationslager (IKL, Inspector of the Concentration Camps). At this time, the brutal
massacres of Jews that had started in late Summer 1941 all over the newly occupied Soviet
territories were proceeding towards the total physical annihilation of Jews all over Europe, and
the erection of centers of mass killing of Jews had been decided upon. Stutthof, however, only
became a core part of the infrastructure of the Nazi genocide of the Jews three years later, in
Summer 1944.
During 1939-41, the Stutthof camp complex came to include 28 satellite camps located in the
greater Danzig region, and the network of subcamps subsequently grew, as it became an
additional and important objective of the SS to gain economic wealth from the inmates’ industrial
slave labor. German historian Gudrun Schwarz has located as many as 146 subcamps belonging to
the Stutthof camp complex making it one of the largest networks of camps; a total of more than
106,000 prisoners were registered in the camp registers as having passed through the camp. 49
Eventually, the number of prisoners in the Stutthof camp complex rose to 57,056 on November 5,
1944, and while many died, at the start of the first evacuation drive on January 24, 1945, there
were still 46,505 prisoners in the camp.50
The primary purpose of the camp was still to serve as an instrument of terror against
resistance among the German and Polish population of the region and – from the German attack
on the Soviet Union on June 22, 1941 – against Soviet Prisoners-of-War. Economic exploitation of
Gudrun Schwarz: Die nationalsozialistischen Lager (Frankfurt am Main 1990) p.192-196.
Danuta Drywa in Wolfgang Benz & Barbara Distel, ed.: Der Ort des Terrors. Geschichte der nationalsozialistischen
Konzentrationslager Vol.6, München 2007) p. 515; Janina Grabowska-Chalka: Stutthof Guide. Historical information
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the prisoners, however, became an ever more important additional objective. Concentration
camp inmates were rented to private companies and spread out throughout the entire region, or
they were being exploited in workshops and factories that belonged to the SS ‘economic empire’
and were located on the Stutthof main camp compound. Here the Deutsche Ausrüstungswerke
(DAW, German Equipment Factories) produced a variety of military equipment for the SS,
whereas another SS-run company, the Deutsche Erd- und Steinwerke (DEST, German Earth and
Stone Works) operated a brick factory and quarry located close to the main camp.
In 1944, the status of Stutthof changed. 51 What was originally a medium-sized regional camp
grew immensely, as Stutthof became a hub for the evacuation of prisoners from camps and
ghettos in the Baltic countries. Early on, the Einsatzgruppen of the SS and German security police
aided by local nationalist collaborators had murdered the vast majority of the Jewish population
of Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia. Only small groups of ‘able-bodied’ men were left with their
families to perform slave labor for German, mostly Wehrmacht purposes. Following the Warsaw
ghetto uprising in April-May 1943 and the subsequent revolts in the Aktion Reinhardt death
camps, the remaining ghettos were first turned into concentration camps under the Inspectorate
of the Concentration Camp in Oranienburg, and soon Himmler ordered the evacuation of those
prisoners who were still fit for work. Stutthof became the destination of these evacuations: here
they would stop and await distribution to camps further west. The majority of these prisoners
were Jews. Male slave laborers had - in order to secure their productivity – been interned with
their families, and according to the Nazi doctrine that nobody should live who was not working,
female family members and children were also forced to work, primarily in textile production.
During the evacuations to Stutthof, many prisoners of the ghettos-turned-into-camps were killed
on the spot, primarily men whom the Nazis considered most dangerous. Thus, the majority of
Jews who reached Stutthof in the course of 1944 were women. Some of them brought children of
different ages. In addition to that, Stutthof in the Summer of 1944 became an ‘overflow reservoir’
for a part of the Jews from Hungary who were taken to the Auschwitz-Birkenau annihilation
center at a pace that vastly superseded the capacity of its killing installations. This brought even
more Jews into the Stutthof camp where they were – from September 1944 on – encountered by
non-Jewish Polish survivors of the Warsaw uprising.
The Stutthof infrastructure was not expanded according to the massive influx of new prisoners,
and only a few of 30 projected new prisoner huts were ever finished. At that time, killing was
already the ‘routine solution’ to such capacity problems, and at Stutthof, this solution was applied
by way of gas chambers and – more so – by leaving the prisoners to quickly succumb to starvation
and epidemic diseases. The Stutthof gas chamber, constructed in 1943 for the delousing of
prisoners’ garments, was brought into use for the killing of prisoners by the same poison gas,
Zyklon B that was used for delousing. Rudolf Höẞ, commandant of the Auschwitz camp complex,
travelled to Stutthof to instruct the SS in the use of the highly toxic product. 52 The gas chamber
worked with the prussic acid gas Zyklon B which was highly toxic and had been used for the mass
murder of human beings – Soviet POWs, concentration camp inmates, arriving Jews who were
Cf. Stefan Hördler: Ordnung und Inferno. Das KZ-System im letzten Kriegsjahr (Göttingen 2015) p.235-257.
Andrej Angrick: “Aktion 1005” – Spurenbeseitigung von NS-Massenverbrechen 1942-1945 Vol.2 (Göttingen 2018)
p.1074.
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deemed unfit for labor – in the Auschwitz I (Stammlager) main camp since late 1941. In the
Auschwitz II (Birkenau) camp large and partly underground gas chambers were constructed, the
first of which started operating in March 1942. As the proportions of the Stutthof gas chamber
were small, only 8,5 x 3,5 meters, a railway carriage was transformed into an additional gas
chamber, but since the killing capacity of each of the two gas chambers was little over 100 at a
time, starvation and ‘willful neglect’ remained the main killing method in Stutthof – and quite an
efficient one, indeed. The Stutthof crematorium was not able to keep up, so it was supplemented
by burning corpses on open pyres close to the crematorium and at a remote site in the vicinity of
the brick factory. 53
Thus, from March 1944 on, even if members of the Polish resistance and Soviet POWs were
interned in ever larger numbers, Jews were the majority of the Stutthof prisoners. Jews had been
among the prisoners ever since September 1939, but in small numbers, summing up to a few
hundred. During 1944, an estimated 50,000 Jews were enrolled as prisoners of Stutthof. 23,500
were Jewish women from Hungary who had been selected as ‘fit-for-work’ among the incoming
transports in Auschwitz-Birkenau, and then sent on after a few weeks as unregistered and
untattooed ‘depot prisoners’ (Depothäftlinge); the rest came mostly from the Jewish slave labor
camps in the Baltic countries that were now being evacuated because of the advance of the
Soviet forces.
The rapid change in the military situation considered, plans for Stutthof were shifting and
contradictory. A vast expansion of the infrastructure had to be undertaken at a time when the
liquidation of the camp was already being considered. Constant improvisations caused a state of
chaos, and the camp administration had to battle with other branches of the German state
machinery over building materials, food supplies and other resources. Since most incoming
prisoners were Jews, considered ‘subhumans’ by Nazi racial theory, supporting them with food
and medical care had low priority to the SS. Thus, the miserable conditions that many of the
newcomers succumbed to, were caused by desorganization and deliberate racist priorities at the
same time. Due to the Germans’ expectation that the Wehrmacht would be able to hold the ‘old
German lands’ of East Prussia and Pomerania, a major concentration camp was still needed in this
area, also in order to function as Stammlager (main camp) i.e. administrative and logistic center
for a whole web of sub-camps employed in German industry and in construction projects that
were essential to the war effort. Due to the shifting prospects for the German defense in the
region, the actual decision to evacuate Stutthof was taken quite late, and then partly revoked
again with groups of the prisoners who were evacuated in the first, late January – overland –
evacuation drive later returning to the main camp again, and its liquidation being dragged out
until the second – maritime – evacuation was set in motion during late April 1945. During the last
months of 1944 and first months of 1945, the Stutthof concentration camp complex was – in the
wording of Polish historian Danuta Drywa – “in a grotesque floating situation”. 54
Angrick „Aktion 1005“ Vol.2 p.1071-1088; Maria Blitz: Endzeit in Ostpreußen. Ein beschwiegenes Kapitel des
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In June 1944, the Stutthof camp commandant ordered the gassing of prisoners to begin, and
from then on, smaller and larger groups of prisoners were murdered by Zyklon B inside the 27
square meters gas chamber. 55 While most victims were Jewish women, Polish resistance fighters
and selected Soviet POWs were among the murdered, too. The gas chamber building was located
next to the crematorium right outside the oldest part of the Stutthof concentration camp, well
visible to Stutthof staff and prisoners. When prisoners were led to the gas chamber, rumors
swiftly started circulating, and episodes occurred where Jews who had been selected tried to
resist being killed. Such incidents were ‘solved’ by brutal guard violence, but the secrecy that was
meant to make the Jews walk to their death unknowingly “like sheep to their slaughter”, could
not be maintained.
In order to prevent disruption, a closed railway carriage (some sources say two) was
refurbished to serve as a rolling gas chamber instead of the stationary brick chamber. A narrowgauge railway track that serviced the factories, workshops and camp storehouses led into the
camp compound and was also used for the transport of prisoners into the camp as well as for
those who were selected to work at subcamps outside the Stutthof main camp area. Now it also
became an instrument of killing. SS-guards dressed up in railway workers’ uniforms and were
made to pretend to those prisoners destined for gassing that they would be transported to a
subcamp where they would be put to work at the mending of soldiers’ socks. Once the victims
had boarded the freight wagon, Zyklon B was inserted, and the inmates were killed by
suffocation. Prisoners soon found out the cover story, however, so after the murder of some
1,300 prisoners, 1,150 of whom were Jewish women, Stutthof stopped the Zyklon B murder
operation. The mass murder of Jews continued by means of starvation and occasional shootings,
but at Stutthof it never gained the character of ‘semi-industrialized’ mass killing like in AuschwitzBirkenau and the Aktion Reinhardt annihilation camps. During the later period of the Stutthof
camp, primitive means like extreme starvation in combination with hard slave labor and
widespread guard brutality broke down the prisoners’ bodily and mental resistance to deadly
illnesses which then took care of most of the killing.
In the course of 1944, Stutthof grew extremely overpopulated, and as the prisoners were left
with no means to secure anything close to proper hygiene, a typhus epidemic broke out. Since the
Jewish camp was the most crowded and had the most primitive living conditions, the Jewish
Camp was hit the hardest: the number of deaths soared, and the daily death toll surpassed by far
the number of bodies that the camp crematorium could process since at full capacity it could
cremate 200-220 corpses in 24 hours. Corpses were piling up next to the crematorium building,
decomposing. In the end the gassing of Jews was stopped because the crematorium could not
keep up with the killing, but the dying continued. The SS then decided that pits be dug for openSee Marek Orsky: Die Vernichtung von Häftlingen des Konzentrationslagers Stutthof durch das Giftgas Zyklon B (in
Günter Morsch & Bertrand Perz, eds.: Neue Studien zu nationalsozialistischen Massentötungen durch Giftgas. Berlin
2012 = 2. Auflage, p.294-303); Danuta Drywa: Stutthof (in Wolfgang Benz & Barbara Distel, ed.: Der Ort des Terrors.
Geschichte der nationalsozialistischen Konzentrationslager, Vol.6, München 2007) p.484, 501; Marek Orski: The Last
Days of Stutthof Concentration Camp January-May 1945 (Gdańsk 1998) p.79.
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air burning of the dead bodies. These bonfires were located north of the camp. A large number of
prisoners were ordered to assist in the burning of the bodies. 56 Danish prisoner Arne Jepsen
describes the Stutthof bonfires like this:
“Prisoners were carrying railway rails and placed them across the pits. The prisoners who did
the digging were commanded out of the pit, and another work detail brought spruce trunks and
twigs from the nearby forest. The wood was placed on top of the rails; it was brought like on a
human conveyor belt and quickly heaped up. Then a cart brought barrels of oil, and other carts
brought corpses, lots of dead bodies. The bodies were piled up on the carts, and the dead were
grabbed by the arms and legs and thrown from them. Their skulls hammered against the frozen
soil, and the bones of the limbs broke, held together only by the skin and thin muscle remnants.
Bodies of women and men from another cart were thrown upon the wooden heap and placed in
layers.” 57

2.1 The First Evacuation Drive, Jan.-Feb. 1945: Land-based ‘Death
Marches’
The evacuation of the Stutthof main camp falls in two distinct stages: 58 1) January-February
1945: land-based evacuation, mostly by foot march (the “Stutthof death march”), to a small
extent also by railway; 2) April-May 1945: evacuation at sea including several river barges and
other vessels. The three-months interval between them was caused by the development of the
front at the East Prussian and Pomerania theatre of war. Anteceding the second, maritime
evacuation, and thus located in between the two major evacuation drives, one major Stutthof
sub-camp, the ‘Gotenhafen’ labor camp at Gdingen (Gdynia), was evacuated in March 1945 in an
individual sea transport operation.
In order to understand how the decision to evacuate the Stutthof concentration camp was
made, how it came about that this was done in two distinctively different evacuation drives, and
what the conditions were for each of them, it is necessary first to take a closer look at the overall
development in Germany and the East Prussian area around the turn of the year 1944/45.
Secondly, this report will go into depth with the 2. (maritime) main evacuation drive. In the
interest of understanding the fuller context, a brief description of the 1. (land-based) evacuation
and the Gotenhafen evacuation at sea needs to be given first. 59
Marek Orski: The Last Days of Stutthof Concentration Camp January-May 1945 (Gdańsk 1998) p.79; Danuta Drywa in
Wolfgang Benz & Barbara Distel, ed.: Der Ort des Terrors. Geschichte der nationalsozialistischen Konzentrationslager
Vol.6, München 2007 p.484, 501.
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J. Arne Jepsen: Røgskrift (Copenhagen 1982) p.186f.
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Cf. Stefan Hördler: Ordnung und Inferno. Das KZ-System im ltztebn Kriegsjahr (Göttingen 2015) p.258-279.
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Ostatni okres istnienia obozu. ewakuacja. 1. Ewakuacja lądowa obozu centralnego.
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Nazi-Germany’s war of expansion was in the beginning characterized by progress that stunned
many all over the world. Surprised by the fact that France and Great Britain chose to solidarize
themselves with Poland, when this country was attacked by Germany in 1939, Hitler in 1940
conducted two subsequent Blitzkrieg (lightning war) campaigns against Scandinavia and Western
Europe to be followed by an invasion of the British Isles. As the German air force failed to gain air
superiority over the British Isles during the ‘Battle of Britain’, Hitler decided to open an eastward
expansion drive by quickly turning against the Soviet Union, main enemy of Nazi ideology which
saw Stalin’s workers’ and peasants’ state as the seat of a ‘Jewish-bolshevik world conspiracy’, the
defeat of which would install forever German domination on the European continent. The Soviet
Union, weakened by recent purges of military and political leaders was seen as a weak enemy by
Hitler and the German military, but managed to recover at the brim of collapse. So the expected
victory did not occur, and in the course of Autumn 1941 the rapid German offensive drive towards
Moscow and Leningrad came to a halt short of reaching its objectives, and new advances –
especially towards the Caucasus oil fields in the southeast – did not compensate for the German
loss of momentum. A chain of strategic setbacks on all fronts followed, the most spectacular
being the German defeat at Stalingrad in February 1943, the defeat in Northern Africa in May, the
destruction of Germany’s second-largest city Hamburg by Allied air raids in July/August, the
surrender of Italy in September, the landing of Allied troops in Sicily and on the Italian peninsula,
and the defeat – in the ‘Battle of the Atlantic’ – of Germany’s attempt to cut off Britain and the
Soviet Union from the ever steadier stream of American supplies.
From mid-1943 on, German leaders started to take the possibility into account that Allied
forces would threaten German-occupied countries and the territory of Germany proper, and that
both the citizens of occupied countries and the millions of forced laborers that Germany had
brought into the ‘Reich’ in order to raise its armaments production, might turn to resistance
activities like strikes, riots and sabotage with unrest even spreading to the slave laborers in the
ever growing ‘universe’ of concentration camps. Since the long-awaited invasion of the Normandy
on June 6, 1944, Hitler even took into account that the territory of the German ‘Reich’ itself –
already subject to Allied air bombardments for years – might eventually become a combat zone of
land-based warfare.
In 1944, Hitler issued several decrees pertaining defensive measures, the construction of
fortifications and intensified coordination between civilian and military authorities. On July 13,
1944, he issued a decree mandating the Wehrmacht and the Nazi party to cooperate closely, and
another one demanding that any part of German territory that might become combat zone be
ruled by a military commander and a civilian Reichsverteidigungskommissar (defense
commissioner) in close cooperation with each other. 60 In case a region was likely to become a
Erlass des Führers über die Befehlsgewalt in einem Operationsgebiet innerhalb des Reiches and Erlass des Führers
über die Zusammenarbeit von Partei und Wehrmacht in einem Operationsgebiet innerhalb des Reiches both of July
13th, 1944 (in: Walther Hubatsch, ed.: Hitlers Weisungen für die Kriegführung 1939-1945. Dokumente des
Oberkommandos der Wehrmacht. Frankfurt/Main 1965) p.296-300. Hitler had implemented the Reich Defense
Commissioners in the military districts in September 1939 and entrusted only Gauleiter (district leaders of the Nazi60
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theatre of military operations, these commissioners were entitled to organize the evacuation of
the civilian population.
After the break-through of the Soviet Red Army during the 1944 Summer offensive “Operation
Bagration” against the German central front (Armeegruppe Mitte), German authorities of East
Prussia and the Reichsgau Danzig-Westpreussen district faced the fact that it might well be
necessary to evacuate large areas around and east of Danzig. So Nazi party Gauleiter Albert
Forster, who was the Reich Defense Commissioner for the Wehrkreis XX (military district 20,
Danzig), 61 conducted a series of conferences and ordered organizational instructions to be
worked out under the codename “Eva-Fall” (Eva[cuation] Case). 62 On Sept 4, 1944, a four-step
skeleton-plan was ready with the specifics to be elaborated by specialists.
In rural areas, the evacuation would be organized by the Reichsnährstand, a Nazi professional
organization of agriculture which had a tighter network of ‘peasant leaders’ than did the NSDAP. 63
Plans for the evacuation of courts and prisons were to be prepared by the president of the Higher
Regional Court of Danzig, whereas the Higher SS- and Police-Leader Fritz Katzmann as regional
commander of all SS and police forces had to work out concrete plans for the evacuation of
civilian forced laborers, POWs, prisoners in police custody and inmates of concentration camps. 64
The plan for the “Eva-Fall” scheduled three alert stages, each under a code name, and entitled
both Forster and Katzmann to activate them. Stage III had the code name “Seehund” (seal),
indicating that evacuation at sea was an essential part. Code “Seehund” would trigger the
evacuation of the entire population including the prisoners of concentration camps.
Katzmann’s plan left to the specialists to sort out the specifics. The Stutthof camp
commandant, SS-Obersturmbannführer Paul-Werner Hoppe was given the task of planning the
evacuation of his camp.65 Leading members of the Stutthof SS staff came up with several plans for
the evacuation of the camp. Commandant Hoppe was contemplating a large-scale evacuation at
party) with them. All civil authorities in the districts were subordinated to the commissioners. Before 1939 the
commanding officers of army districts had this competence. Hitler’s move had diminished their powers. Two revised
decrees of Sept. 20th, 1944 concerning the same matters pushed this shift of power forward - see Peter Hüttenberger:
Die Gauleiter. Studie zum Wandel des Machtgefüges in der NSDAP (Stuttgart 1969) p.188f.
61
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(Najwyższy Trybunał Narodowy) and executed in 1952 – see Dieter Schenk: Hitlers Mann in Danzig. Gauleiter Forster
und die NS-Verbrechen in Danzig-Westpreußen (Bonn 2000).
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Bd. V/13 p.1 - http://doku.zentrum-gegen-vertreibung.de/archiv/oderneisse1/kapitel-6-1-1-2-3.htm).
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Höheren SS- und Polizeiführer. Himmlers Vertreter im Reich und in den besetzten Gebieten (Düsseldorf 1986) p.338.
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sea – a nearby idea considering the location of the camp at the very rim of the Bay of Danzig. This
plan never left the drawing-board, though. The evacuation of hundreds of thousands of German
civilians and relocation of German military forces would most certainly have higher priority. The
situation was fluid, but one thing seemed certain: in case of an evacuation, the prisoners would
not be left to be liberated by the Soviet forces but be transported to another part of Germany.
Their manpower would be used somewhere else in the Nazi war economy, and it was important
to prevent them from falling into the hands of the Allies, who would use their testimony for
propaganda and war crimes trials.
Already in the late Summer of 1944, the destruction of the Stutthof camp records by burning
had been initiated. As the Soviet forces liberated Lublin in July 1944, camp documents containing
evidence of the atrocities in the Majdanek concentration camp had fallen into the hands of Soviet
propagandists and war crimes investigators. This convinced Stutthof decision-makers that camp
records would have to be destroyed in due time, even if this would have a somewhat disruptive
impact on the continued administration and operation of the camp.
The final evacuation plan of Hoppe’s suggested that the prisoners be taken west/northwest
over land to Lauenburg (Lębork), Pomerania, which was located west of the Bay of Danzig some
130 kilometers from Stutthof and had easy railway access. Here the SS had a school for noncommissioned officers and widespread training facilities. Hoppe considered the buildings,
kitchens and sanitary installations at Lauenburg sufficient for 20,000 prisoners. SS general
Katzmann sent Hoppe’s evacuation concept to SS-Obergruppenführer (general) Oswald Pohl,
head of the SS-Wirtschafts- und Verwaltungshauptamt (WVHA, the central SS-office for
administrative and economic matters) for approval, but Pohl would not give up the NCO school
and turned the idea down without offering alternatives; no further steps were taken.
The Red Army started its Winter offensive on January 12, 1945, and the expectation that the
German troops would not be able to uphold it caused the SS-WVHA to hand out orders that three
major camp complexes in the East be evacuated: Auschwitz, Groẞ-Rosen and Stutthof. The Soviet
advance also forced the authorities of the Danzig-Westpreussen region to prepare the final
evacuation of the German population and institutions. Generalleutnant der Waffen-SS und der
Polizei im SS-Oberabschnitt Weichsel/Danzig-Westpreussen, SS-Gruppenführer Fritz Katzmann,
who from 1943 on held the position as the region’s higher SS- and Police leader (Höherer SS- und
Polizeiführer), was in charge of evacuating the population of West Prussia. On January 16, 1945
Katzmann conjunctly with NDAP-Gauleiter Forster activated stage I of the “Eva-Fall”. The main
objective was to evacuate the German as well as non-German population of the region but forced
laborers and POWs who were plentiful and important to armament production were also included
as were concentration camp inmates. Katzmann turned again to Hoppe, demanding that he come
up with a new proposal concerning the evacuation of the Stutthof camp. 66
The detailed plans for evacuating the main camp and its subcamps that were worked out by
the camp commandant and his staff without any directives from the WVHA, foresaw the
Danuta Drywa: Stutthof – Stammlager (in Wolfgang Benz & Barbara Distel, ed.: Der Ort des Terrors. Geschichte der
nationalsozialistischen Konzentrationslager. Vol.6. München 2007 p.514 - Drywa relies on Hoppe’s testimony.
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evacuation of the prisoners and SS personnel to the Waffen-SS training center in Lauenburg, and
Hoppe’s staff prepared the operational order (Einsatzbefehl) No. 3, a many pages long
organizational instruction specifying the details. From January 20 on, Stutthof camp activities
were directed at preparing the ‘liquidation’ of the concentration camp. The burning of documents
continued, and the SS guards had all leave cancelled. Now, production in the factories and
workshops stopped, and the work commandos of the main camp were redirected to support the
evacuation. Commandant Hoppe also issued a general order to relocate the prisoners and
personnel of all Stutthof subcamps to the main camp where they were to await decision about
their future use.
On January 23, Hoppe ordered that production equipment of the Deutsche Ausrüstungswerke,
camp movables and the like be evacuated, and prisoner work details were immediately
commanded to start the dismantling. Time was getting late: on the following day, Soviet forces
reached the outskirts of Elbing (Elbląg) and Marienburg (Malbork) only some 40 kilometers east of
the Stutthof main camp. On this day, January 24, Katzmann – obviously in accordance with Forster
– gave the final order to evacuate the Stutthof concentration camp. 67 Early on January 25,
Katzmann gave Hoppe the final permission to evacuate the prisoners to Lauenburg, and the
Stutthof commandant passed on the order to the Stutthof SS personnel by handing out his
already prepared Einsatzbefehl Nr. 3.The Einsatzbefehl was completed at 5 AM.
On January 25, 1945, at the 4 o’clock morning roll call a selection had already been conducted:
prisoners who were ill, and prisoners with vital functions were taken aside in order to remain in
the camp. The SS leadership had not decided yet what to with prisoners who could only be moved
with great difficulty: liquidate them or leave them to the Soviets.
At this time, the entire Stutthof camp complex held about 46,500 prisoners – some 21,000 in
subcamps, and 25,000 in the three parts of the Stutthof main camp which consisted of the “Old
Camp” from 1939, the larger “New Camp” from 1942, and the “Jewish Camp” from 1944 still in
construction. SS-Hauptsturmführer Theodor Meyer, who was Schutzhaftlagerführer of the
Stutthof main camp and Hoppe’s adjudant, 68 was put in charge of carrying out the evacuation,
assisted by SS-Unterscharführer Werner Reiss who was the deputy leader of the prisoner work
details (Arbeitseinsatzführer), and SS-Hauptsturmführer Dr. Michael Laub who had arrived at
Stutthof recently and taken over the position as leading camp physician 69.
At one point during the previous days, Hoppe – considering the fact that the Stutthof main
camp was under quarantine because of a typhus epidemic – had suggested to abstain from an
evacuation and hand over the camp to the Red Army but Katzmann had rejected this idea as
Dieter Schenk: Hitlers Mann in Danzig. Gauleiter Forster und die NS-Verbrechen in Danzig-Westpreußen (Bonn
2000) p.253.
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‘insane’ and urged Hoppe to name a destination. Hoppe had then again insisted on the barracks
of Lauenburg. His request for approval was teleprinted to the central SS administration in
Oranienburg near Berlin, but SS-Gruppenführer (general) Richard Glücks, who was the head of the
inspectorate of all concentration camps, had left him without an answer.
On January 25, 1945, from 6 AM on, the bulk of the Stutthof prisoners left the main camp in
seven march columns with two further march columns following on January 26 which among
other prisoners included the survivors of a group of 271 Norwegian police officers whom the
Germans had deported in December 1943.70 Each of the march columns held 1,100-1,600
prisoners, so the total of prisoners who left the camp on what was soon to be known as the death
march, was around 11.500.
Each march column would have to cover the distance of 15-25 kilometers a day. 71 The first two
days went according to plan. Then the weather deteriorated with hard frost and blizzard causing
the marches to slow down substantially. At the same time, large uncoordinated columns of
fleeing civilian refugees caused traffic jams along the way. Needless to say, the prisoner columns
had low priority and were made to yield to military convoys and civilian refugee treks.
In the meantime, NSDAP-Gauleiter Franz Schwede-Coburg who was the Reich Defense
Commissioner of Pomerania, where Lauenburg was located, and SS-Obergruppenführer Emil
Mazuw who combined the positions of Landeshauptmann (governor) and regional SS and police
commander of Pomerania, tried to bar the entry of the prisoners into their territory – without
having means to prevent it, though. In the meantime, however, the German army had confiscated
the Lauenburg SS barracks and filled them up with Wehrmacht personnel, so Mazuw had to
quickly come up with an alternative and made sure that 13 smaller camps located in the vicinity of
Lauenburg and belonging to the national labor service could be used to accommodate the
Stutthof prisoners.
These camps were ill-suited for the purpose of accommodating such masses of people, and
conditions were terrible. The primitive wooden huts could not be heated, and the sanitary
installations were completely inadequate. No food supply was at hand, typhus spread rapidly, and
medical care was utterly insufficient. After days of foot march in sub-zero temperatures without
food nor adequate clothing and footwear, the arriving prisoners were emaciated and in a state of
extreme exhaustion. Thus, the consequences of the evacuation order were horrible. Out of
initially 11,500 prisoners, only around 7,000 reached the places of destination between February
2 and 4, 1945. 2,000-2,500 had been killed by guards or simply died along the way. At least, a
similar number had managed to escape and hide, thus improving their chances of surviving until
liberation.72
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As the death march began, Theodor Meyer had only received orders to send the prisoners to
Lauenburg, and little had been done to prepare places for them to stay during the march nor
upon their arrival. The prisoners had to cover a total of 140 kilometers, marching on foot on
snowy and icy winter-roads without receiving any provisions. Because of their bad and ever
deteriorating physical state, they could only keep an ever lower march speed, so it took up to
seven days for the march columns to reach their destination. The permission to use the
Reichsarbeitsdienst facilities was only communicated to Meyer late in the process, and the RAD
camps were much too small for the large number of prisoners. Also, the Soviets were constantly
closing in on the area which had at that time practically become a kettle surrounded by Red Army
forces. In the Lauenburg area the prisoners were held until March 9, 1945 under miserable
conditions: Accomodation was very provisional, nothing really functioned. There was neither food
nor sufficient drinking water, no hay for primitive bed places, and kitchens were not in a workable
condition. During March 10-12, the Lauenburg area was finally liberated by the Soviets. At that
time, some 6,000 prisoners were still alive if ever so weak. According to Polish historian Marek
Orski, some 5,500 had died due to starvation, the cold, illnesses they contracted along the way,
and violence by the accompanying guards who shot every straggler as a rule; included is also a
substantial number of prisoners who managed to escape along the way.73

2.2 Evacuation of the “Gotenhafen” Subcamp in Late March 1945
The first maritime evacuation of Stutthof prisoners occurred in March 1945 and concerned
inmates from the subcamp Gotenhafen near the port of Gdingen (then Gotenhafen, now
Gdynia). 102 This maritime operation antedated the late April evacuation of the Stutthof main
camp and was not related to this operation but probably provided experience material that was
useful as the SS started planning the later, much larger operation. When the Red Army as part of
the encirclement of Danzig moved in on the port and city of Gdingen, it was decided to evacuate
the prisoners who performed slave labor at the “Auẞenarbeitslager ‘Deutsche Werke’
Gotenhafen”. 103
The city of Gdingen was liberated on March 28, 1945. Three days earlier, some 700 prisoners
were driven towards the port. During the march, almost one hundred managed to escape from
the march column – they survived in hiding in and around Gdingen and experienced the liberation
Danuta Drywa: The Extermination of Jews in Stutthof Concentration Camp 1939-1945 (Gdańsk 2004) p.259-265;
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there. The remaining 618 prisoners were loaded onto two small cargo ships: the ELBING and the
ZEPHYR.
The ELBING had in late February participated in the evacuation of the Jewish slave labor camp
that had been installed in the former Riga (Latvia) ghetto area, bringing emaciated prisoners, SSguards and large quantities of military equipment to Hamburg. It then returned to the Danzig area
in order to take part in further evacuation operations. 104 Just before Gdingen was liberated, the
ELBING carried 250 Stutthof prisoners and 14 SS-men, including the commander of the subcamp
SS-Oberscharführer Josef Bock to Hamburg, a trip which took four days. 105 239 inmates who were
still alive at arrival were sent to the Spaldingstraẞe sub-camp of the Neuengamme concentration
camp and later – during the second half of April – evacuated to the POW-camp X-B Sandbostel,
where only a few survived to see the liberation on April 28, 1945.
The ZEPHYR carried 368 prisoners and 20-30 German navy soldiers who had functioned as
guards at the sub-camp. Due to an accident the ZEPHYR broke away from the convoy at
Swinemünde (Świnoujście) and arrived independently at the roadstead of Kiel on March 30. After
a three days wait, the ship finally received permission to enter the port of Kiel, from where the
356 surviving prisoners were taken to the Neuengamme main camp; another eight prisoners died
before the group reached its destination. The prisoners of the “Gotenhafen” sub-camp later
became part of the large-scale evacuation of the Neuengamme main camp. Some were sent to
Sandbostel, others eventually loaded onto the ocean liner turned troop transporter CAP ARCONA
which was anchoring in the bay of Neustadt with other vessels forming a kind of floating
concentration camp, and some onto the freight ship ATHEN which ended up in the harbor of
Neustadt (see later Chapter 4.1.1.).

2.3 The Second Evacuation Drive, April-May 1945: Maritime Evacuations
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Ill. 3: SOVIET MILITARY MAP OF THE JAN.-APRIL 1945 OFFENSIVE (WIKIWALL)

34

The framework of the events surrounding the evacuation and subsequent liberation of Stutthof
were determined by the military fighting between the Wehrmacht and the Soviet Red Army. The
3rd Belorussian Front encircled Königsberg (today Kaliningrad, Russia) and reached the Danziger
Bucht at Elbing, conquering also Marienburg 40 kilometers east of Stutthof. The Red Army 2nd
Belorussian Front attacked further west and performed a giant encirclement of Danzig and the
towns between the city and the Hel peninsula. The Soviet troops wanted to avoid the coastal area
between Marienburg and Danzig because the numerous lakes, moors and humid meadows made
the terrain difficult for tanks. Furthermore, the Germans had opened a good many locks of the
area’s drainage system making large areas impassable by flooding. So the Soviets instead
continued their advance making a westward bow south of the swampy coastal area and
approached Danzig, Gdingen and Hel from the southwest, aiming – among other objectives – at
interrupting the ongoing mass evacuation of German troops and civilians from these ports. The
Soviets’ massive East Pomeranian Strategic Offensive started on February 24, and during its
second drive from March 7-31, Danzig was placed under attack and finally seized. The 2. Army of
the German Wehrmacht could do nothing but retreat from one position after another,
experiencing heavy casualties. The pocket between Marienburg and Danzig, however, remained
on German hands all the way to the capitulation of the ‘Reich’ on May 9, 1945. Stutthof was
located in this pocket as was the mouth of the Weichsel (Wisła) river with the ferry crossing point
Nickelswalde (Mikoszewo). Nickelswalde was designated to become the point-of-departure for
the second, maritime Stutthof evacuation drive. At Nickelswalde, the remaining Stutthof prisoners
and their guards embarked during the last days of April 1945 on river transport vessels towed by
tugboats and started out on an involuntary journey along the Baltic Sea so full of suffering and
losses that it must be considered unique in the history of World War II and the Holocaust if not in
World history. 106
By mid-April 1945, the Stutthof main camp was in a state of increasing dissolution, but its
prisoner population had again grown and at one point reached some 11,000 prisoners. 107 As the
larger part of the Stutthof prisoners during late January 1945 left the camp during the first
evacuation drive, prisoners who were essential to the camp economy and administration had
been retained, as had sick prisoners who were too weak to leave on a longer foot march. During
the first days after the January evacuation drive, nothing really functioned in the camp anymore.
The prisoners were not sent to work, and for this reason food was not handed out. A new kitchen
had been constructed, but it was still not up and running. Only critical work commands resumed
work and took care of collecting dead bodies, operating the crematorium, cooking soup etc. Camp
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administration was kept at a minimum. Daily reports became more sporadic or ceased, deaths
were no longer registered a.s.o. 108
The remaining male prisoners were removed from the New Camp to the Old Camp which was
closer to the Kommandantur and SS facilities. Since there were fewer prisoners and guards in the
camp, instead of easing the lot of the remainders, the SS wanted them concentrated on a smaller
space. At the same time, Stutthof gained a new, additional purpose as a transit camp for German
civilians on the run from Eastern Prussia: a station on their road towards the heart of Germany
where the treks could rest and recover, receive medical attention and regroup. 20-40,000 civilian
Germans, members of Wehrmacht units, forced laborers and POWs made a shorter or longer
stop-over at Stutthof and were temporarily accommodated in huts in the Camp II area (the New
Camp) which was no longer being used for concentration camp inmates.
The number of prisoners in the main camp fluctuated between January and April 1945.
Hundreds of prisoners turned up in Stutthof from subcamps which had been liquidated because
of the Soviet advance, as did some of the prisoners from the January land-based evacuation who
had been held at Reichsarbeitsdienst facilities in the Lauenburg area. As the Soviet forces drew
close, these prisoners were evacuated to Danzig and from there back to the main camp. One
group of 121 Norwegian, Finnish and Danish prisoners returned from Tauentzien (Tawęcino) near
Lauenburg. From subcamps in Gdingen and Danzig another 700 prisoners eventually returned to
the main camp. Many prisoners were very ill and traumatized by what they had experienced
during the death march where the loss of lives had been tremendous, and guard violence
extreme. Returning prisoners more than made up for the many deaths and made the Stutthof
main camp population rise to 5,148 prisoners by March 27. 2,811 of them were men, 2,337
women, which made Stutthof one of the camps that had the highest share of female prisoners
throughout the entire Nazi concentration camp system. 116
One major reason for the fluctuation of the prisoner population was the high mortality. The
miserable sanitary and medical conditions worsened from February 1945 onwards, and typhus
got out of control. The epidemic had started in Autumn 1944, and the SS did nothing to contain it
except for giving vaccinations to SS-guards and selected prisoner functionaries. Danish prisoners
were also treated with vaccines that they received from home. The epicenter of the epidemic was
the Jewish Camp. It was kept isolated from the rest of the camp, but not completely: prisoners
who belonged to the sanitation commando could enter the Jewish Camp in order to distribute
food, clean the latrines and remove the many dead bodies. In this part of the camp, the prisoners
were not granted access to a camp hospital (Revier). They were left lying ill in their huts with
contagion spreading rapidly.
Daniel Blatman: Die Todesmärsche 1944/45. Das letzte Kapitel des nationalsozialistischen Massenmords (Reinbek
bei Hamburg 2011) p.114; Danuta Drywa 2004 p.277-282; Martin Jensen Overby. De danske fanger i
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On top of the many cases of illness, Stutthof faced ever growing difficulties in obtaining
provisions, as the Soviet encirclement narrowed in on the camp. Prisoners had to survive on what
little food was left, like foul potatoes from the nearby manor Gut Wederhof. The Gut Wederhof
was located 3-4 kilometers south of the main camp and was acquired by the SS in April 1942
together with a brick factory that was located on its premises. Gut Wederhof was incorporated
into the SS-enterprise Deutsche Versuchsanstalt für Ernährung und Verpflegung GmbH (DVA,
German Research Institute for Nourishment and Rations). Until January 1945, a work detail from
the main camp was marched to Gut Wederhof every day to do tending of the farm animals and
other agricultural work. From February to April 1945, the prisoners were accomodated in a small
house next to the manor. The work detail consisted of 20-40 Danish, Norwegian and Finnish
prisoners. 117 Potatoes grown at Gut Wederhof, even rotten, were delivered to the main camp
kitchen. Trusting that they wouldn’t flee, the SS even sent Scandinavian prisoners out to catch
lose horses in the neighborhood and deliver them to the camp kitchen.
Hunger drove some prisoners to remarkable transgressions of normal human behavior. They
hunted and ate small animals like stray dogs, cats and even rats. Danish prisoner Thøger
Thøgersen and several other survivors have testified that they observed acts of cannibalism in the
Stutthof main camp during this period. 118 Between the first and second evacuation drive, from
January 30 to April 23, a total of 6,466 prisoners died in the main camp and those subcamps that
were still operating. The majority of those who died – a total of 4,454, mostly women – were
Jewish.119
On April 4, commandant Paul-Werner Hoppe left the main camp with most of the SS staff
heading for Schleswig-Holstein. He eventually took over command of a new concentration camp
complex that was being established in Wöbbelin/Ludwigslust near the Hamburg-Berlin Autobahn
and eventually became the final destination of several evacuation transports and death marches.
The departure of much of the SS staff left 40 SS-guards in the Stutthof main camp assisted by the
‘camp police’ (Lagerpolizei) which was composed of ‘privileged’ German prisoners. SSHauptsturmführer Paul Rudolf Ehle, who had been the commander of a camp guard unit, was
granted power of command. SS-Rottenführer Franz Kukklau became his deputy. On April 4,
according to Marek Orski, Hoppe gave Ehle the order to surrender the camp with the rest of the
prisoners – an order which in the end was not carried out.120 On the contrary, Ehle was assigned a
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battalion of German Gendarmerie in order to reinforce his SS-troops during the coming
evacuation. 121
The German-controlled kettle where Stutthof was located was constantly shrinking. Danzig fell
to the Soviets on March 30, 1945, and in early April the Germans only controlled the Hel
peninsula and the kettle at the mouth of the Weichsel (Wisła) river. On April 14, Heinrich Himmler
gave the general order to his concentration camp commandants that no concentration camp and
no single concentration camp inmate must fall into the hands of the Allies.122 The exact status of
Himmler’s order is much disputed, but it definitely overruled the order that Ehle had given to
surrender Stutthof to the Soviets. Himmler’s order was issued as a reaction to the liberation of
the Buchenwald concentration camp by US forces three days earlier which had displayed the
horrendous conditions in that camp, pictures of which were immediately used by the Allied
propaganda. It is not quite clear if the order applied to all concentration camps, but in
Neuengamme, for example, it was definitely understood as imperative, in Stutthof obviously
too.123 Ever since mid-1944, contradictory orders had been issued once and again by Himmler and
leading administrators of the concentration camp system: should the camps be handed over to
the approaching Allied forces or be liquidated after evacuation of the prisoners or should they
simply be destroyed by fire or explosives including their inmates? 124 The lack of clear orders left
the local commandants pretty much to follow their own judgement.
On April 23 finally, Ehle received the order to evacuate the camp from higher SS and police
leader of the Weichsel/Danzig-Westpreussen district Fritz Katzmann. 125 Once East and West
Prussia had become a zone of combat, the commander of the 2. Army, General der Panzertruppe
Dietrich von Saucken, was in the position to give orders to the Reich Defense Commissioner,
Gauleiter Forster, and to Higher SS and Police Commander Katzmann. The April 23 order to
liquidate the Stutthof concentration camp was signed by von Saucken, but Katzmann was clearly
behind the order. The liquidation was made in anticipation of a Soviet conquest of the pocket in
which Stutthof was located. Responsible for the practical evacuation measures was Forster,
though. He was in charge of the evacuation from Hel and had to place transport material at the
disposition of the maritime evacuation of the Stutthof prisoners. The maritime operations were
coordinated by the Seeleitstelle (control center) Hela, the commander of which was Major i. G.
Udo Ritgen.
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According to rescued documents from the Stutthof commandant’s staff, prisoner strength of
the camp on April 21, 1945 was still 4,508 plus 30 infants who had not been issued camp
registration numbers. The breakdown by gender and prisoner categories shows that Jewish
prisoners – especially female - constituted the largest prisoner group followed by Soviet and
Polish prisoners, most of whom were male.127
April 21, 1945
Jews
Scandinavians
Prisoners of other nationalities
„Honorary prisoners“
Total

Women

Men

1424

250

19

329

532

1941

0

12

1976

2532

By April 24, the Stutthof prisoner population had again decreased slightly. On this day, the
imminent evacuation was proclaimed to the prisoners, and on the next day, the work commands
stopped all activities that did not have to do with the imminent evacuation. Prisoners who were
still located at work details outside of the camp were revoked. All through, the evacuation was
accompanied by excessive use of violence by prisoner functionaries, SS guards and the Gendarms
who joined them. The crimes and atrocities targeted Jews more than other prisoners and started,
already before they moved through the camp gate and left the camp compound behind. On the
day the evacuation started, a selection was carried out in the course of which a number of Jews
were shot. After that, the Jewish Camp was burned down, at least partly. Numerous Jews who
had hidden in the huts in an attempt to escape selection, died in the flames.
The SS plan for the second evacuation drive was to transport the prisoners to the SchleswigHolstein area in Western Germany by sea, more specifically get them to the Lübeck area where
prisoners from other concentration camps like Neuengamme would also be concentrated with
Swinemünde as a mid-way stop-over. Since the port of Hel on the narrow Hel peninsula was the
only larger harbor still in German hands in the area, the SS first needed to get the prisoners to Hel
in a two-stage operation, and then in a third stage bring them to Lübeck on the southwestern
shore of the Baltic Sea.
The first stage would take the prisoners and their guards from Stutthof to Nickelswalde –
terminal of the narrow-gauge railway that ran past Stutthof and into the camp and factory
AMS, I-IIIb6. Rapporte über die Zahlenstärke des Lagers (in Grot: Evakuierung, unpaginiert, footnote 53); Danuta
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compound. The Nickelswalde village was located 14 kilometers west of Stutthof at the mouth of
the river Weichsel (Wisła), and a flat-bottomed ferry connected the eastern – Stutthof – side with
the western side that had been part of the Free City of Danzig area from 1920-39 and possessed a
road connection to the port of Danzig. A part of the prisoners was taken by railroad from Stutthof
to Nickelswalde. The rest was made to form columns and march on foot. In Nickelswalde all
prisoners and their guards would enter barges that would take them across the Bay of Danzig to
Hel – a distance of 32 kilometers. At Hel, sea transportation had to be found to take them to the
Lübeck area by way of the Baltic Sea. The air distance between the ports of Hel and Lübeck is 533
kilometers, but the ships would have to cover a substantially longer distance at sea in order to get
around the German Rügen archipelago which protrudes into the Baltic Sea west of the Oder
(Odra) river delta, and avoid a number of mine fields.
As the SS announced to the prisoners that the camp was to be evacuated, 129 each prisoner
received half a kilogram of rye bread, a substantial portion of margarine and a small piece of
smoked horse meat.130 Ever since the Stutthof area had been cut off by the Red Army, provisions
had been even scarcer than before, and starvation severe, so most prisoners ate up everything
they received right away and were left with nothing for underway. And due to miscalculations by
the SS, far from all prisoners received any food at all.131

2.3.1 The Evacuation Orders
The general evacuation order was implemented in the form of a series of specific orders from
the leader of the operation, SS-Hauptsturmführer Ehle, to various members and groups of the
camp SS-personnel. SS-Oberscharführer Heinrich Enns was made the leader of the April 26
transport to Nickelswalde and beyond, and according to Enns’ later testimony, Ehle personally
ordered him to move the prisoners west.132 During the evacuation operation, Enns was in
command of some 70 members of the SS and/or Sicherheitspolizei, but in order to reinforce the
limited number of SS-guards that had remained after most SS-forces had left for SchleswigEwakuacja morska obozu centralnego 25 kwietnia 1945 roku
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https://web.archive.org/web/20090122201550/http://kki.net.pl/~museum/rozdz12,6.htm
Ostatnie dni istnienia obozu. wyzwolenie
https://web.archive.org/web/2009012220155/http://kki.net.pl/~museum/rozdz12,7.htm
130
Danuta Drywa 2004 p.286; Martin Overby 2018 p.249; Olaf R. Walle: Norsk Politi bak piggtråd (Oslo 1947) p.271;
Polish Research Institute Archive Lund. Record of Witness Testimony 301 Leon Prusiński 15.05.1946; Polish Research
Institute Archive Lund. Record of Witness Testimony 402 Edith Brzezińska 14.06.1946 p.7.
131
Marek Orski 1995 o.76-84; Danuta Drywa 2006 p.516; Danuta Drywa 2004 p.286; Martin Overby 2018 p.248ff.
132
TNA WO 309/1592 Production nr. 12. Deposition of Otto Albert Johann Heinrich Schmidt 10.01.1946 p.1; Ger.
Rep.118 2385 - Heinrich Enns Statement 11.07.1974 p.3; Staatsanwaltschaft bei dem Landesgericht Lübeck. 702 Js
2251/84 Schlussvermerk im Verfahren 17.07.2015 p.1-9. In his interrogation statements, Enns attempted to diminish
his role in the murderous transport venture and claimed that his colleague from the Gendarmerie had been the
person in charge; Enns‘ statements are contradicted by his actual behavior during the evacuation, though.
129

40

Holstein with commandant Hoppe, a unit of 130 members of the German Gendarmerie were
assigned to come along. The Gendarmerie was a part of the German order police and consisted
mostly of older policemen, since the younger and fitter had been recruited into the SS much
earlier.
Due to age and background, one would somehow expect the gendarmes to be less devoted to
Nazi ideology than the SS-guards; but Gendarmerie units had been involved in guarding Stutthof
prisoners already during the first evacuation drive and had committed murders and other
atrocities against Jewish prisoners during the death march and in Lauenburg. 133 The Gendarmerie
unit that was to accompany the evacuation to Lübeck, was commanded by GendarmerieHauptmann (captain) Otto Schmidt who had received his order from lieutenant-colonel of the
Stutthof police Jesser. 135 SS-Unterscharführer Herbert Karl Holst was the deputy commander of
an evacuation transport that left Stutthof for Nickelswalde on April 27. 136
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2.3.2 Nickelswalde, April 25-29, 1945

Ill. 4: Outline drawing of the ferry area at Nickelswalde, made by Wehrmacht Hauptmann (captain) Hans Körper
for the 1946 Flensburg Death Ship Trial, where the court used it to clear up the topography of the embarkation
of Stutthof prisoners. Körper, a member of the staff of the ‘Division z.b.V. 607’, was in Nickelswalde at the end
of April 1945 in order to make contact with the ‘Landungspioniere’ (river pioneers) of General Henke (in map:
Hemke) 137, located at the so called Bunkerdorf (bunker city). Körper was evacuated to Copenhagen via Hel on
April 29, 1945. On Oct. 18, 1946, he testified in the Flensburg Death Ship Trial using his map to underline his
explanations. Even if the scale ratio is not exact, it enabled the STUTTHOF MARITIME EVACUATIONS PROJECT
team together with Dr. Danuta Drywa, Muzeum Stutthof, to locate most buildings, bunkers and other elements
pictured in the drawing during a site inspection on 24.08.2020. FO 1060-1842 2261 Exhibit K22.

Some 3,000-3,300 prisoners – probably those considered most mobile by the SS - were sent to
Nickelswalde on April 25. 138 According to transport commander Heinrich Enns’ order, some
prisoners would go by train, while most would have to cover the 14 kilometers on foot. In the
narrow-gauge railway wagons, the prisoners were crammed so tightly that they could hardly
breathe. The over-filled train moved very slowly and did not arrive until midnight at the
Nickelswalde terminal. At the train terminal and ferry departure point, there was a Gasthof
137
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(restaurant with beer garden) and a provisional help station for civilian refugees and wounded
soldiers. The prisoners were marched some 500 meters further down the river to a meadow
which was surrounded by the river embankment, a hilly forest area with military bunkers and
fortifications and a tall dike. Here the prisoners had to spend the night under open sky.
On the next morning, some prisoners took the opportunity to clean themselves in the river and
even quench their thirst by drinking from it. Since most prisoners had already hastily devoured
the food which was supplied to them before they left the camp, they were feeling ever hungrier;
but the SS handed out no additional food. At the same time, those prisoners who had been forced
to march on foot, arrived. In Nickelswalde, the prisoners were largely left to themselves on the
meadow whereas the guards in turns could eat and drink at the Gasthof. A number of river
barges, navy landing vessels and other ships had moored at the embankment on both sides of the
river. On April 26 in the evening, the SS started loading the prisoners onto three river barges, the
WOLFGANG, the VATERLAND, and the KLAUS. 139 On Friday, April 27 around 3 o’clock in the
morning, the barges took off for Hel with the prisoners, SS-guards and gendarmes on board. 140
German naval transports on the Bay of Danzig were conducted at night in order to diminish the
risk of attacks from Soviet airplanes.141
After the 3,000+ prisoners had left Stutthof, something more than 1,000 remained in the camp,
the majority of whom were ill, partly from the camp hospital. Among them were also smaller
groups who had performed vital camp functions. 150 prisoners, mostly members of the
Lagerpolizei and other Germans, were released in order to join German army and SS units, while
some got onto the barges and a few left the Stutthof area on other ships. Danish Prisoner Frode
Toft was the last Scandinavian to leave Stutthof. He worked at the 30 prisoners strong work detail
‘Epp’ in the nearby Stutthof village until after the last of the prisoner barges departed from
Nickelswalde on April 29, but managed to leave on a ship carrying German refugees. 142
At this point, all prisoners were supposed to be evacuated, though, so during April 27, most
remaining Stutthof prisoners were taken to Nickelswalde in two transports. Transport
(Marschkolonne) A was commanded by SS-Oberscharführer Wagner with SS-Unterscharführer
Herbert Karl Holst as his deputy. Around noon, the two SS-officers received orders to take 300350 Jewish prisoners from Stutthof to Nickelswalde. According to German prisoner Heinz
Luckenbach, those were ill prisoners and very weak. 143 Holst had selected a ‘loading detail’
(Umladekommando) of 21 German prisoners to assist in bringing the sick prisoners to the narrowAccording to Lange: Cap Arcona p.30 four barges (Lastkähne, the fourth unnamed) arrived at Nickelswalde around
2.30 AM and left again, loaded with prisoners at 6 AM. The inmates of a sinking unmotered barge (Schute) were taken
aboard a navy mine search ship. Lange appears to mistake the unnamed barge No. 4 for the RUTH, the destiny of
which he confuses with that of the Marinefährprahm F862; also there is a conflict between his microchronology and
that of eyewitness accounts.
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gauge railway line and loading them onto the train. This transport finally reached Nickelswalde at
17 o’clock where two transport vessels were waiting to take the prisoners to Hel.
According to Unterscharführer Holst, the loading of the prisoners onto the first vessel started
shortly before midnight, as Oberscharführer Wagner had given the order that it would sail to sea
on April 28 at 03.00 in the morning. At that time, some 50 very weak Jewish prisoners were still
on the train, though, and Holst was there with the 21 prisoners of the Umladekommando.
Wagner decided to leave Holst with the 50 Jewish prisoners, the 21 German prisoner
functionaries and five SS-men to guard them and set off himself. The vessel that Wagner had at
his disposal was no river barge, but a self-motorized navy transport vessel, Marinefährprahm
F862, constructed to land troops and vehicles on beaches and riverbanks. It had been used for
bringing equipment and munitions to the front and evacuate wounded soldiers and civilian
refugees from the Pillau area (today Baltijsk, Russia). See further details in Chapter 3.4.
In the meantime, transport (Marschkolonne) B had already left Stutthof late in the evening of
April 27. It was commanded by SS-Unterscharführer Wanserski and held a substantially larger
number of prisoners, some 700-750. 144 The prisoners were marched the distance of 14 kilometers
on foot. On its way, the march column had to stop twice because of attacks by Soviet airplanes, so
it was not until 4 o’clock in the morning of April 28, that transport B finally reached Nickelswalde.
Later that morning, Unterscharführer Holst sent an SS-man back to the concentration camp in an
attempt to get food for the prisoners. A prisoner ‘demolition detachment’ was still working in the
camp, and it made sure that some cauldrons of soup were sent to Nickelswalde, where they
arrived at 1 PM. There was not enough for everyone, though, and prisoners were desperately
hungry, so the food distribution ended in chaos: healthier prisoners who were able to fight for
their rations were fed, the weaker ones were not. The same happened when a horse was
slaughtered later that day: the prisoners fought over the meat, and the stronger managed to
eat. 145
When Holst met Wanserski in Nickelswalde, he turned the command and the remaining
prisoners from transport A over to the latter. From then on, Wanserski was in charge of all
remaining Stutthof prisoners in Nickelswalde.146
On April 28 at 5 PM, the Jewish prisoners were finally removed from the train wagon, and
shortly before midnight, the Jews were loaded with non-Jewish prisoners onto another vessel, the
river barge RUTH that had moored at the river embankment shortly north of Nickelswalde. Its hull
was divided into a number of cargo holds, and according to witnesses, Wanserski was standing on
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deck distributing the prisoners between the different holds. The weakest prisoners were the first
ones to be taken aboard. Later, guards drove those prisoners who were able to walk onto the
barge with a lot of violence. The loading took several hours. On April 29 at 3 o’clock in the
morning, RUTH left Nickelswalde for Hel with some 700-750 prisoners including the members of
the ‘Umladekommando’. 147

2.3.3 Crimes Committed During the Transport and in Nickelswalde
A number of atrocities and killings were committed on the way to and in Nickelswalde during
April 26-27, so the prisoners of the WOLFGANG, VATERLAND and KLAUS barges left with fresh,
traumatic impressions of a never-ending sequence of horrible atrocities. The Norwegian prisoner
Finn Dahlin, chief of police, recollected that some young Jewish women had separated themselves
from the prisoner group in order to relieve themselves and got too close to German trenches at
the rim of the meadow area; one Jewish girl was shot through the head and killed for not getting
away speedily enough. Another murder occurred at the river embankment: two Jewish girls had
crossed an invisible line, and the guards started shooting at them; one of the girls got hit in the
temple, while the other got away because the shooters were confronted by some Norwegian
prisoners who managed to get them to hold their fire. Dahlin identified the perpetrators as SSUntersturmführer Schmidt and SS-Oberscharführer Ewald Paul Foth, 148 but was not able to give a
precise number for the prisoners who were killed during their stay in Nickelswalde.149
As mentioned, guard and Kapo abuse had started already before the prisoners left the Stutthof
camp compound with selections and random executions, whippings and other violence. As the
majority of the prisoners at that time were the ones from the camp hospital, many of whom were
emaciated and weakened to the state of living skeletons (Muselmänner/-weiber), a number of
prisoners died already then. According to the testimony of Max Mäder, a German prisoner who
worked as medical orderly at the Stutthof camp hospital, not all the ill prisoners who were to be
evacuated were provided with clothes. 450 prisoners at the sick bay were provided with clothing
for just 50 persons, so the majority were naked with nothing but filthy old blankets to cover
themselves with, as they were commanded to leave the camp. Prisoners who were so ill they
couldn’t get up for the departure, were killed in the camp hospital already. 150 And 7-8 prisoners
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died on the way between the camp and the Stutthof railway step board – a distance of a few
hundred meters – and were buried provisionally near the station. 151
Norwegian prisoners saw, that a number of prisoners were sorted out at the arrival at
Nickelswalde, undressed and left lying naked at the brink of the river, obviously in an attempt to
have them die from the cold. 152 Why this was done, who gave the order, and how many prisoners
died, is uncertain. Around 9 PM, according to the same Norwegian testimonies, the prisoners
were herded together in a circle. The SS guards were drunk after consuming liberal rations of hard
liquor and went wild: they beat up all the prisoners they could get at. Some prisoners, among
them Norwegians, managed to get away and hide by the train wagons. Particularly intoxicated
and brutal was Unterscharführer Wanserski. 153
The worst atrocity committed against prisoners in Nickelswalde was the shooting of some 50
Jews who had been left behind from Transport A (the one that had been conducted by train).
From their arrival at Nickelswalde in the evening of April 27 until next evening, they were lying in
the bottom of the train wagon without food, drink nor medical attendance. SS guards had made
sure that no other prisoners got near the wagon. According to witnesses, Wanserski and Holst
would not allow these prisoners to board the barges. Instead they were led from the train to a
nearby bomb crater. As many of the Jewish women were too weak to walk, German prisoners
from the ‘Umladekommando’ were ordered to carry them. A member of the command, Erich
Nagel, recollected that he was ordered to remove a Jewish woman from the train car to the bomb
crater where Unterscharführer Wanserski and SS-Sturmmann Wippermann were standing. As
Nagel placed the exhausted prisoner at Wippermann’s feet, Wanserski pulled out his gun and shot
her through the head. A Polish prisoner, Marian Smarzewski, who observed the event at a certain
distance, testified:
“The SS-men selected eight strong men from our group and gave them four blankets. Each
blanket was carried by two prisoners. The SS-men led them to the train that was loaded with Jews
and ordered them to carry those Jews who were not able to walk all the while the SS-men were
aiding. The ill prisoners were carried out of the wagon, placed on the blankets, and carried to the
excavation. Here, an SS sergeant was placed, a broad-shouldered man. […] The Jew in question
was placed at the excavation; the SS sergeant threw a blanket on top of the Jew and shot him
through the blanket in the back of the head. Then he kicked the body into the excavation with his
boot. He did that in front of our eyes.” 154
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Many of the prisoners who made it onto the RUTH, had seen the shooting of fellow-prisoners
or heard shots from the direction of the bomb crater. 155 The loading of the other prisoners onto
the barges also happened under atrocious circumstances. The inclined river embankment at
Nickelswalde was covered by a cobblestone pavement, and the prisoners had to pass onto the
barges by a narrow wooden board that moved up and down when stepped upon. Several
prisoners fell into the river. 156 German prisoner Martin Rudolf recollected:
“I saw two prisoners being pushed off the plank as their comrades were crowding after them
and fall into the divide between the barge and the bank. They tried to crawl ashore. Here
Wanserski was standing firing his pistol at the two men who were still in the water.” 157
A prisoner, who fell into the water as he was boarding the barge, was shot in the shoulder by
SS-man Herbert Walbrecht. According to a 1945 interrogation, Walbrecht claimed that he had
assumed that the prisoner was attempting to escape, and that Wanserski had ordered him to
shoot. What happened to the victim remained unclear. 158 In the later trial in Flensburg against
several SS-men who had been guards aboard the RUTH, Walbrecht stated:
“I think that every other supervisor would have given this order and I should think that it was
quite a normal order. It was quite a normal order in the SS that on the slightest suspicion of that
somebody was escaping, he was to shoot.” 159
To speed up the loading onto the barges, the prisoners were subjected to violent blows and
whipping. Later on, the SS-men started to throw or push the prisoners from the deck down into
the holds – a free fall of 3-4 meters. 160 Stefan Bodzanowski, a Polish prisoner who survived the
journey aboard the RUTH, recollected: “Then we were loaded onto a barge – sick men were
tossed into the cargo hold with no concern for whether their heads would be cracked open in the
process.” 161 Several survivors recollected that around 20 prisoners were killed randomly during
April 27-28. With the massacre of some 50 Jewish prisoners in the bomb crater, the number of
death casualties in connection with the loading of the Stutthof transports A and B in Nickelswalde
adds up to approximately 70 prisoners. 162
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2.3.4. Transfers to and Events at Hel

Ill. 5: German air photo of the peak of the Hel peninsula showing the town of Hel with its merchant and larger
navy harbor and the nearby forest and dune areas, Aug. 1939 (Bundesarchiv sheet 196-01378).
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As East Prussia became combat zone, General Dietrich von Saucken, commander-in-chief of the
Wehrmacht 2nd army was given supreme authority which enabled him to give instructions to Nazi
Party Gauleiter and Reich Defense Commissioner Albert Forster and Higher SS and Police
Commander Fritz Katzmann. Saucken had put up his command post on the Hel peninsula. Forster
in late March 1945 met with Adolf Hitler in the “Führerbunker” under the Reich chancellery in
Berlin and aired his doubts that Danzig might not be held against the advancing Red Army. Hitler
reassured him however, that the city would not be surrendered. A few days later, Forster
nonetheless chose to flee the city, leaving for the Hel peninsula with his staff on a special train
which subsequently served as his headquarters. 163 Forster resided on the Hel peninsula until May
4, when he left aboard the steamship ZOPPOT heading for Grömitz north of Neustadt in
Holstein.164 While at Hel, Forster had daily conferences with von Saucken and also saw Vice
Admiral Theodor Burchardi on a regular basis. Burchardi – from April 28 his successor Vice
Admiral August Thiele – was the commanding admiral of the Eastern Baltic Sea, answering to the
Marine-Oberkommando Ostsee in Kiel (General Admiral Oskar Kummertz). Burchardi resided on
Hel since March 1945 and commanded all German navy forces in the Baltic Sea east of Gdingen.
In the city of Hel was further the commander of the remaining parts of the decimated 10.
Sicherungsdivision (security division) under Fregattenkapitän Hugo Heydel, and the commander
of the 11. Landungsflotille (landing flotilla) under Korvettenkapitän Johannes Zaepernik. The navy
landing crafts (Marinefährprahme) belonging to the 11. Landungsflotille were handling shuttle
service to Hel from points-of-departure on the shore of the Bay of Danzig like Nickelswalde. On
April 26, 1945, four of them were seriously damaged in the harbor of Hel due to Soviet air
attacks. 165 One of the remaining vessels was used to evacuate Stutthof prisoners from
Nickelswalde and ended up in the fjord of Eckernförde (see subchapter 3.4. and chapter 5.). For
the organization of transport schedules, convoys and armed escorts, the Seeleitstelle Hela
(maritime transport center Hel) had been established headed by major Udo Ritgen. 166
Thus, the city and peninsula of Hel served the Germans as a shelter and giant point-of-transit
for civilians and troops from the larger region. Close to half a million troops, civilian refugees and
the forced laborers they brought along were evacuated by way of the harbors of Hel. 167 During
March 1945, the number of civilian refugees who passed through the small communities of the
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peninsula reached 100,000, in the course of April an even higher total of 265,000 was reached. 168
They arrived on ships and smaller vessels of all sorts, civilians and soldiers among each other.
German military personnel on the Hel peninsula reached a strength of 80-100,000. 169 Refugees
and soldiers filled every building and structure that had a roof, others huddled together in
primitive encampments in the forest and dune areas. The food supply situation was difficult, and
only the butchering of several thousand horses that were of no use to the army anymore fended
off a disaster.
On March 22, 1945, Soviet forces had reached the Baltic Sea between Danzig and Gdingen and
brought Hel within firing range of their artillery. Even unaimed shelling caused losses among the
Germans at Hel. The Soviet air force attacked whenever the weather permitted flying, hampered
still by German anti-aircraft artillery. The small town of Hel (1921: 550 inhabitants) had two
harbors: a civilian port and a spacious military harbor. The latter was used for the debarkation of
smaller vessels coming across from the south shore of the Bay of Danzig whereas the civilian
harbor was used for the embarkation of larger ships destined for Western Germany or Denmark.
Most harbor activities had to take place under the cover of darkness due to the risk of Soviet air
strikes. At the Hel roadstead, the departing ships were subsequently formed to convoys and
warship escort was assigned to them before leaving the evacuation hub. With Forster and his staff
as well as leading Wehrmacht and navy institutions concentrated on the Hel peninsula, the paths
of decision-making were short during the days when the remaining prisoners of the Stutthof
concentration camp complex became part of the enormous evacuations operation.
By the end of April, the larger masses of German evacuees were already out of Hel, but still
there were thousands left. On April 25, some 500 left Hel on westbound ships, the day after
approximately 8,000. Shortly after the departure of the refugee ships, a heavy Soviet bomb attack
ravaged the navy harbor of Hel and damaged a number of ships. Soviet airplanes and submarines
attacked German ships in the waters outside the port, too. 171 In the city and port, some 200
fatalities were registered during that day, and fires broke out. On the next morning, April 27,
weather conditions did not allow for new Soviet airstrikes, so no less than 24,000 Germans refugees and soldiers between each other - were able to leave Hel on large ships heading for Kiel
or Copenhagen.
On April 27 around 6 AM, the first three barges carrying Stutthof prisoners – the WOLFGANG,
VATERLAND and KLAUS – landed in the port of Hel adding to the already hectic, chaotic
atmosphere. The crossing of the barges from Nickelswalde to Hel had taken about two hours
where the prisoners were standing side by side in the cargo holds with little room to move or
breathe fearing probably what destruction and misery the Soviets might cause, should their
aircraft strike at the slow-moving vessels. Information that some prisoners from Nickelswalde
https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Halbinsel_Hel.
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were taken to Hel on fishing vessels must be considered mistaken, but armed cutters may have
escorted the transport. 173 As the river barges moored in the navy harbor, a Soviet air attack was
just under way, so fresh destruction and raging fires could be seen, as the prisoners were
commanded to disembark and crossed onto the quay by way of gangways. They were
immediately marched into a pine forest area some 2-3 kilometers from the harbor and herded
into an enclosure which was surrounded by barbed wire fences. Next to the enclosure was a
German fortified artillery position.174 As the weather cleared up, Soviet airplanes attacked the
battery. Many of the unprotected prisoners in the enclosure were wounded, more than ten were
killed. Dead bodies and body parts were spread all over the enclosure, and prisoners who tried to
flee in order to bring themselves into safety were shot at by the guards and some of them
killed. 175 A later air attack injured two more prisoners if only lightly. 176
The orders which Stutthof commandant Ehle had given to SS-Oberscharführer Heinrich Enns as
leader of the transport were vague. So in Hel, according to his own explanation Enns started
looking for ways to proceed to the West, as Gendarmerie-Hauptmann Otto Schmidt after contact
with the local authorities gave the order that the prisoners be loaded back onto the WOLFGANG,
VATERLAND and KLAUS. The fact that the entire family of owner-operator Wicht was installed
aboard the WOLFGANG seems to indicate that it was already decided at an earlier stage that this
barge and most likely all three of them would continue the journey towards the Western Baltic
Sea with the Stutthof prisoners and guards aboard.
While the prisoners were being marched back to the harbor from the forest and during the
loading of the barges, additional murders were committed by guards who shot an uncertain
number of prisoners. 177 When the loading was finally completed, the three barges, each with the
tugboat that had already brought it from Nickelswalde to Hel, left the port of Hel on what would
become a most murderous journey, a ‘maritime death march’ which would prove to be unique in
many ways.178
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The Vessels
As a witness in the German investigation against Heinrich Enns, Polish prisoner Eugen
Władysław Bak summarized the first two stages of the maritime evacuations from Stutthof as
follows:
„When we arrived at the Weichsel, we were loaded unto covered barges (Schuten) with 1,000
persons in each. Totally, there were five barges that were towed by tugboats (every barge was
towed by a tugboat). During the first night, we were hauled to Hela, where we were unloaded. At
Hel we were sitting in the forest until sometime in the afternoon. Then we were again loaded
onto the same barges.“ 179
As a prisoner, Bak did not have the overview in April 1945 that he displayed in his 1971
testimony, which obviously included post-war information. Of the five prisoner transports from
Nickelswalde, three – the WOLFGANG towed by tugboat ADLER, the VATERLAND towed by
tugboat BUSSARD and the KLAUS on tow after tugboat DANZIG – left Nickelswalde together and
landed in the port of Hel in the early morning of April 27. The RUTH towed by the icebreaker
PREGEL and carrying prisoners who were seriously ill from typhus and flying the yellow jack
signalizing contagious disease, left Nickelswalde two days later and landed in the port of Hel on
April 29. in the morning, whereas the Marinefährprahm F862 had already left Nickelswalde on
April 28 and – as it was not supposed to access the port of Hel because it carried prisoners with
infectious diseases – rounded the Hel peninsula without mooring; it proceeded on its westbound
course for own machine first in a convoy and soon all by itself.
In his book „Cap Arcona“, German lay historian Wilhelm Lange mentions that still another river
barge and its tugboat moved along the WOLFGANG, VATERLAND and KLAUS in what he calls the
„KL-Konvoi“ (concentration camp convoy) from Nickelswalde. He names it provisionally „Barge
No. 4“ and has not been able to identify neither barge nor tugboat. According to Lange „Barge No.
4“ moved along with the three named barges until – shortly after calling in the port of Saẞnitz – it
was separated from the convoy due to high seas. At that time, the „Barge No. 4“ – according to
Lange probably because of an air attack – caught fire which killed most inmates. The sparse
information communicated by Lange makes the conclusion compelling that he is mistaking the
Marinefährprahm F862 for the unknown „Barge No. 4“. The Marinefährprahm F862 suffered an
air attack way later at the mouth of the Fjord of Kiel, and Lange mentions the place of landing of
the survivors as Kühl and adds that the surviving prisoners were eventually taken care of by a
Swedish Red Cross institution in liberated Kronshagen, which is a neighborhood in the city of Kiel.
Thus, Lange is confusing elements of the KLAUS and Marinefährprahm F862 itineraries, and his
information of an unknown „Barge No. 4“ must be disregarded as unsubstantiated.180 Much of
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Lange‘s information relies on testimony by survivors who could – at the time of events –
impossibly overview the larger picture. This also accounts for contradictions and chronological
inaccuracies in his fragmented description.181
The German navy had the power to dispose over merchant ships and their civilian captains due
to the ‚Emergency Service Ordinance‘ of Oct. 15, 1938 (3rd Ordinance to Ensure the Need for
Forces for Tasks of Special Political Importance). 182 According to this ordinance, the navy could
confiscate the ships temporarily and oblige the owners to cooperation.
Barges WOLFGANG, VATERLAND and KLAUS had probably been requisitioned at an earlier
stage already. They started out together on April 27 with their tugboats. WOLFGANG with the
ADLER and VATERLAND with tugboat BUSSARD travelled together during all seven days they spent
at sea and made the same stops underway. Still, it makes sense to partly separate their stories,
the source material on the WOLFGANG being somewhat denser, since the composition of the
prisoner population and guards were different, as were – at least partly – the events that
occurred aboard.
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3.1 Barge WOLFGANG and Tugboat ADLER 183

Ill. 6: The lettering is unreadable, but according to the Muzeum Stutthof, this is a photo of river barge
WOLFGANG (Muzeum Stutthof, Sztutowo).

The river barge WOLFGANG used for the transportation of prisoners, SS-guards and members
of the German Gendarmerie during the evacuation of the Stutthof concentration camp in AprilMay 1945 was a 610 GRT (Bruttoregistertonnen) flat-bottomed German-built river barge
contructed for bulk transportation. The hull was 55 meters long and 8 meters wide. It was divided
into nine cargo holds. Seven were 8 meters wide, 4,5 meters long and had a height of 3 meters,
two were smaller. The wheelhouse was located on deck at the stern of the vessel.
The barge originally operated out of Tilsit (today Sovjetsk, Russia), a small town on the river in
German East Prussia called Memel (Russian: Neman, Lithuanian: Nemunas). The owner-operator
of WOLFGANG was Gustav Wicht. Most of the Wicht family lived aboard the barge and worked as
crew members. Gustav Wicht’s son Walter and son-in-law Heinrich worked as boatmen on board,
and daughter-in-law Erna Wicht came along on the journeys. According to Erna Wicht, the barge
LASH Abt. 352.4 Nr. 7355 II – Erna Wicht Testimony 29.07.1985 p.3; Erik Dahlin: De trodde på en ny dag 2001
p.225.
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got to ferry concentration camp inmates by mere coincidence. In the beginning of 1945, the
WOLFGANG was used to ship ammunition from the port of Pillau, a navy base and military
stronghold on the Baltic coast, to the German front. On its return trips the barge carried civilian
refugees. During the last months of the war from January to April 1945, close to half a million
German refugees and wounded soldiers from the area were evacuated to the West by way of
Pillau. When the city was close to falling to the Soviet forces, Gustav Wicht sought up the Pillau
fortress commandant and was granted permission to leave the area and bring a load of wounded
soldiers to the port of Hel. On this trip, the WOLFGANG was being towed by a troop transporter,
originally Dutch, as the engine of the WOLFGANG was not strong enough for high sea travel. 184
According to Erna Wicht, Gustav Wicht wished to proceed towards Western Germany with
refugees or wounded soldiers as an excuse to get his ship, his family and himself out of the reach
of the Soviets. With this wish he contacted the Seeleitstelle Hel, where the commanding officer
told him to return to his boat and await further orders with the cryptic words: “Get on board. I’ve
picked out a good cargo for you.” As the Wicht family came back to the WOLFGANG, three, four
or five rows of concentration camp prisoners guarded by SS and members of the German
Gendarmerie were lined up on the quay. 185 The Wichts will have recognized some of the prisoners
who had been on board the barge during the crossing from Nickelswalde to Hel. Now a large
number of Stutthof prisoners were again loaded onto the barge.
The Wicht family of nine remained on board the WOLFGANG during the journey: owneroperator Gustav Wicht with his wife Berta, Berta’s mother, the couple’s son Walter and daughter
Anita with her husband Heinrich, Walter’s wife Erna Wicht (born Haach) with their baby daughter,
born in February 1945; further an aunt of Erna’s, Anna Suran. 186 In the foreship of the barge there
was a combined living and sleeping quarters (‘Wohnschlafraum’) where Walter and Erna Wicht
lived with their baby and the two older ladies. The rest of the family members lived in the
wheelhouse at the rear of the barge. Up front right after the family’s quarters in cargo hold no. 1,
the Gendarmerie members were quartered, and to the rear of the hull the SS members in cargo
hold no. 8. The prisoners were crammed into the remaining cargo holds that were located
between the quarters of the guards. 187
There are diverging information about the number of guards on the WOLFGANG. Testimony of
former prisoners indicate that the Gendarms, SS-guards and members of the
Gestapo/Sicherheitsdienst (security service) numbered some 20-30 persons; but prisoners would
rarely be able to overview the whole picture, and the total is clearly too low. According to the
commander of the Gendarms, Gendarmerie-Hauptmann Otto Schmidt, whose testimony must be
considered more reliable to this end, each of the two barges WOLFGANG and VATERLAND had
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approximately 40 Gendarms and approximately 20 members of the SS and Gestapo on board. A
prisoner, the Norwegian police officer Finn Dahlin, had the impression that the German Gendarms
were older and calmer while the SS-men were younger and appeared like ‘bandits’. 188 Polish
prisoner Franz Talaska recollected that the guards were doing shifts, and that one shift team
would consist of eight Gendarms and five SS-men which add up to the same numbers, roughly.
Talaska describes the commander of the entire guard force as a “police lieutenant”, 170
centimeters tall, well-built with a long face and light-brown hair.189
According to prisoner testimonies, the number of prisoners aboard the WOLFGANG was
initially some 900-1,000. Prominent and Scandinavian prisoners were given the three rear cargo
hulls closest to the SS quarters. Their total was 359: Norwegians, Danes, Finns and prominent
Lithuanians. The Norwegian prisoners were 223 policemen, nine civilian men and five women. The
Danes numbered 25 men and six women, all of them left wing labor activists, the Finns were
seafarers: 72 men and seven women.190 The Lithuanians categorized as ‘prominent’ numbered
ten male and two female prisoners. 191 The remaining prisoners were mostly Polish, Russian, and
Jews, many of whom had been deported from Hungary to Auschwitz and sent on to Stutthof. The
prisoners were crammed into the bow cargo holds closest to that of the Gendarms. The division
of the prisoners was done according to Nazi racial theory: even as concentration camp inmates,
people considered ‘Aryans’ were to be treated less brutally than the rest, at least marginally. Also,
the Scandinavian prisoners had been able to receive Red Cross food parcels during their stay in
Stutthof and still carried small quantities of food with them; by separating them from the rest of
the starving prisoners, the German guards wanted to prevent theft and turmoil and preserve the
option that they themselves might get access to the Scandinavian foodstuff. 192
The prisoners were crammed into the cargo holds with almost no room to move and little air to
breathe. Most testimony estimates the number of prisoners who left Nickelswalde aboard the
WOLFGANG and the other two barges at 900-1,000 on each vessel which seems compatible with
the information that some 3,300 prisoners originally left Stutthof with quite a few dying on the
way and at the Nickelswalde debarkation point. The 359 Scandinavian or ‘prominent’ prisoners
aboard the WOLFGANG were distributed between three cargo holds, each holding the dimensions
of 8 x 4,5 x 3 meters, so 120 prisoners were left with 108 cubic meters of air. Thus, each of these
prisoners who were considered ‘privileged’ in the camp hierarchy, would have less than 0,9 cubic
meter of air, from which should be subtracted the volume of his or her (slim to emaciated) body.
Non-Germanic prisoners were stowed tighter together with 135-150 in each of four cargo holds or
– if the room of the Wicht family is subtracted as originally one of the cargo holds – 180-214 in
Erik Dahlin: De trodde på en ny dag. Norsk politi i krig, fangenskab og befrielsen 1943-1945 (Oslo 2002) p.225.
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each of three. This left each prisoner with as little as 0,7-0,8 or 0,5-0,6 cubic meters of air
respectively. Thus, the feeling of suffocation that is mentioned in several prisoners’ testimony, 193
was certainly justified – as a comparison, the minimum norm for one schoolchild in a 2021 Danish
classroom is 5,0 cubic meters. 194
The WOLFGANG was towed by the tugboat ADLER which belonged to the Wasserstraẞenamt
Pillau.195 It was a new tugboat of 146 GRT, built 1939 at the Kriegsmarinewerft Wilhelmshafen
and handed over to its owner on November 1, 1939. 196 It had a 330 horsepower Deutz diesel
engine and at the time its destiny was tied to the WOLFGANG a crew of six members. 197

3.2 Barge VATERLAND and Tugboat BUSSARD
According to the rather vague descriptions in post-war testimonies, the VATERLAND was a river
barge of approximately the same proportions as the WOLFGANG, but had no engine.198 Like the
WOLFGANG, it had been involved in the shipment of ammunition between Pillau and the German
front. The owner-operator of the VATERLAND was Max Peluschenat. He was left behind at the
evacuation from Pillau, so on this westward journey, the crew consisted of four members of the
German navy. 199
Travelling aboard the VATERLAND was Gendarmerie-Hauptmann Otto Schmidt who was in
charge of the 130 Gendarms of the East Prussian order police who had been ordered to
participate in the evacuation of the Stutthof concentration camp as guards. Schmidt later
recollected that every barge of the Stutthof evacuation had around 40 Gendarms and around 20
members of the SS and Gestapo: the VATERLAND, the WOLFGANG and the KLAUS.200 Compatible
to that, Horst Thieme, a guard at the VATERLAND, remembered that around 50 uniformed guards
were aboard the barge: Gendarms and members of the SS and Sicherheitsdienst (SD). 201 50-60
guards to some 1,000 prisoners is a staffing much below the standard regulations of the
193
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concentration camps which prescribed one guard to every ten prisoners. But during the final
stage of the concentration camp system, this standard as well as other norms could no longer be
upheld.203 According to Otto Schmidt’s recollection, SS-NCO Mattis or Mattey, second-incommand of the SS guards, was the leading SS officer aboard the VATERLAND. He was a darkhaired, rather slim man, 1,68 cm. tall.204 First-in-command Oberscharführer Enns travelled on the
KLAUS. Wenn KLAUS was replaced by the BRESLAU after having shipwrecked at the Greifswalder
Oie on April 29, Mattis (Mattey?) took over the command of the SS-guards aboard the
VATERLAND – see subchapter 3.3.205 He was travelling on the VATERLAND or its tugboat, the
BUSSARD, or alternating between the two. 206
Different from WOLFGANG, the VATERLAND was not empty at the time it was allocated to
evacuating Stutthof prisoners, so the decision to add it to the Stutthof evacuation fleet must have
been quite improvised: “VATERLAND had a large quantity of bulky machinery on board.” 207 A
quantity of scrap iron is also mentioned in survivors’ testimony. 208 This left the prisoners aboard
the VATERLAND substantially less space and air to breathe, and thus added to their agony.
The VATERLAND was towed by the tugboat BUSSARD LU 13. Like the ADLER it belonged to the
Wasserstraẞenamt Pillau and was for a short period in 1940 assigned to the operation ‘Seelöwe’
(‘Seelion’, invasion of England), stationed at Emden. 209 The captain was Franz Sell who navigated
the BUSSARD until the very end of the evacuation operation.210 According to Horst Thieme,
communication between the VATERLAND and the BUSSARD was done by handsigns and
shouting. 211
According to post-war testimony, some 900-1,000 prisoners left Nickelswalde on board the
VATERLAND, primarily Jews, Poles and Russians. 212 Considering the fact that almost 50% of the
Stutthof prisoners were women, most of them Jews, a substantial number of the prisoners aboard
the VATERLAND were most likely Jewish women of all ages.
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3.3 Barges KLAUS and BRESLAU with Tugboat DANZIG
The barge KLAUS started out from Nickelswalde on April 27, 1945 alongside the WOLFGANG,
the VATERLAND and their tugboats. KLAUS was towed by the tugboat DANZIG. From Saẞnitz,
however, its itinerary took a different course, which drastically changed the fate of the prisoners.
KLAUS has been described as a “Seeleichter” meaning a medium-sized cargoboat for the use
on rivers and lakes. Its exact dimensions are unknown, but the hull was substantially smaller than
that of the WOLFGANG and the VATERLAND and its construction less sturdy. KLAUS had a small
diesel or petroleum engine which was nothing near to being strong enough for high sea
navigation. The name of its skipper was E. Müller about whom nothing else is known.215 Witness
testimony does not mention additional crew. Being smaller than the two other barges, the KLAUS
could not load a thousand prisoners, only some 600, even if they were crammed together just as
much in the cargo hold with practically no space to move.

Ill. 7: Tugboat DANZIG, post-war photo (https://www.forum-marinearchiv.de/smf/index.php?topic=4623.0 27.12.2013).
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The tugboat that hauled the KLAUS was the DANZIG, delivered in 1938 by the F. Schickau
Schiffswerft in Danzig to the Danzig Bugsierreederi und Bergungs-GmbH in Danzig.It was 35
meters long, 7,5 meters wide and propulsed by two strong diesel engines. 217 In 1940, the DANZIG
was requisitioned by the German navy in order to play a role in the operation ‘Seelöwe’. When
this operation was given up, and the German war of annihilation against the Soviet Union was
under preparation, the tugboat was handed back to its civilian owner. From February to June
1942, it was requisitioned a second time and used as an icebreaker by the Küstenbefehlshaber
Ostsee, then again handed back to its Danzig owner. After the end of World War II, it ended up
operating in Kiel from 1945 on. 218 At the time when it served as tugboat to the KLAUS, its captain
was the navy Oberleutnant Paulo.

3.4 Marinefährprahm F 862
Most literature on the Stutthof maritime evacuations talks about barges or river barges
(Kähne, Lastkähne, Seeleichter, Schuten); those were civilian vessels that were requisitioned by
the German navy, put under navy command and placed at the disposition of the SS for the
transportation of Stutthof prisoners. With weak motorization or no engine at all, they were quite
unsuited for travel at high sea and needed to be towed by tugboats, preferably close to land. One
vessel involved in the operation was different, though: the Marinefährprahm F862, a navy landing
craft belonging to the 11. Landungsflotille (landing flotilla). This vessel had formerly been used to
bring equipment and munition to the front and evacuate wounded soldiers and civilian refugees
from the Pillau area.
The Marinefährprahm was the largest and most sophisticated type of landing craft the German
navy possessed. F862 was of the ‘D series’ – slightly larger and substantially better armed than
the original ‘A series’. The flat-bottomed 168 GRT F862 was 50 meters long, 6,5 meters wide, had
an empty draft of little over 1 meter and a loading capacity of 140 tons. It was built to transport
tanks and other vehicles as well as troops, and a sturdy, broad front ramp allowed it to load and
unload directly at beaches and riverbanks. A total power of 375 PS was provided by three Deutz
Diesel engines, so the Marinefährprahm F862 was able to manouver entirely by itself and move
quite fast. Constructed for assault purposes, it could cruise at up to 10,5 nautic miles an hour
dependent on the load and sea. 219 Its fuel consumption was high, and there was a shortage of
diesel fuel in Nazi Germany during the later stage of the war; but the Marinefährprahm F862
carried abundant supplies of fuel as well as provisions for the German crew and guards. It was
armed with two 20 mm and two 37 mm Flak anti-aircraft guns and a 7,5 cm canon which were all
placed in swivel affutages at the rear part of the deck, where the wheelhouse was located, too.
https://www.forum-marinearchiv.de/smf/index.php?topic=4623.0 - Thema “Schlepper Danzig”: Eintragung von
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The front two thirds of the hull was occupied by a large cargo hold, partly covered, partly
provided with a removable sheet-metal hatch. To operate all naval functions and guns, a crew of
25 was needed which had its accommodation at the rear of the hull. There was one bathroom for
all. 221 Even if designed for assault, most Marinefährprahm vessels were – like the F862 – mostly
used for miscellaneous transport services including, at the end of the war, the evacuation of
troops, civilians and even farm animals.
Of the remaining approximately 1,200 Stutthof prisoners, mainly sick people from the camp
hospital, suffering from typhus and other diseases, who were taken to Nickelswalde on April
27, 222 about half were loaded onto the Marinefährprahm F862. Embarkation started during the
night, as Oberscharführer Wagner, commander of the last evacuation drive from Stutthof, had
given the order that the transport would sail to sea on April 28 at 03.00 in the morning – and this
it did. On board were 510 prisoners, some 350 of whom were Jewish women. 223 The SS-guards
were commanded by Wagner who left it to his subordinate, SS-Unterscharführer Holst, to stay in
Nickelswalde and take care of the remaining prisoners.
Unlike the earlier transports – the barges WOLFGANG, VATERLAND and KLAUS - no Gendarms
travelled on the Marinefährprahm F862. All guards were low-ranking members of the SS. Aboard
was also the commander of the 11. Landungsflotille, Korvettenkapitän Johannes Zaepernik, who
was seeking shelter in the western part of Germany.
A member of the Marinefährprahm F862 crew, signalman (Signalmaat) Ludwig Bresch, after
the war testified that on April 27 or 28 he had overheard the briefing of his captain by a higherranking officer: the captain was ordered to take 500 concentration camp prisoners onto his ship.
Because some of the prisoners were infested with typhus, all crew members would be vaccinated
against that disease. It is doubtful whether this happened, though. At Hel those prisoners who
suffered from typhus were supposed to be transferred onto larger ships, but this did not happen.
Instead, the captain was ordered to take the prisoners and guards to Swinemünde, then clean and
disinfect the vessel and return to Hel. This came differently, too. As no ship captain in Hel would
accept the typhus-patients, the Marinefährprahm F862 hoisted the yellow jack – the international
signal code signifying ‘quarantine’ – and left on a westbound course along the southern Baltic
coast in a convoy of 15-20 smaller vessels. 225 Oberscharführer Wagner did not wait for the rest of
the Stutthof evacuees to join him. As flotilla commander Zaepernik embarked the F862, the crew
realized – most likely with relief - that there would be no coming back. 226
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3.5 Barge RUTH and its Tugboat: Icebreaker PREGEL

Ill. 8-9: The barge RUTH: Photos of the bow and side view with one hatch open, taken by German photographer
Walter Merby in the Hamburg harbor of Peute, 24.06.1946 (Flensburg Death Ship Trial, Trial Documents Vol.3,
TNA FO 1060-1842).
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Ill. 10: Outline drawing of the barge RUTH, made by Wehrmacht Hauptmann (captain) Hans Körper for the 1946
Flensburg Death Ship Trial, where the court used it to clear up micro-topographical aspects of the Nazi crimes
committed during the embarkation of Stutthof prisoners (FO 1060-1842).

In the Flensburg Death Ship Trial of 1946, German army captain Hans Körper who had been
present in Nickelswalde at the time of the embarkation of the Stutthof prisoners presented the
court with this sketch which shows the location of the RUTH as it was moored at the Weichsel
river embankment north of Nickelswalde in the early morning of April 27, 1945 in order to take on
prisoner-evacuees from Stutthof.227 The position of SS-members Wanserski, Steinkamp,
Walbrecht, Hanke and Meyer is marked. So is the position of a Norwegian prisoner who had
served as medical orderly at the Stutthof Revier and one more prisoner, probably one of those
murdered at the occasion. According to the sketch, the RUTH hull was divided into six cargo holds.
Hold no. 1-3 from the front were occupied with male, no. 4-5 with female prisoners. Cargo hold
no. 6 at the stern of the barge, marked by the letters SS in the characteristic runic writing, was
where the guards – members of both the SS, the Sicherheitsdienst/Gestapo and the order police
Gendarmerie – were accommodated. The cabins of the crew – probably irrelevant to the court
proceeding – are not marked but must be assumed to have been located at the front and/or stern
of the hull.
RUTH was a river barge, smaller than the WOLFGANG, the VATERLAND and even the KLAUS –
according to prisoner Erich Nagel, 35-40 meters long and 7 meters wide. The distance from hatch
to the bottom of the cargo hold was approximately 4 meters. According to German prisoner
227
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Walter Hahnenborg, the cargo hold had wooden flooring which was covered with hay. German
prisoners Bruno Rohde and Hans Senger recollected that the floor was constantly covered with
water. According to these two witnesses, the hull of the barge had no less than 21 holes from
projectiles or shrapnel. The holes had been provisionally sealed by oilcloths, so the bilge pumps
had to work day and night to compensate for the leaks, but still left some five centimeters of
water in the bottom of the barge. 228
RUTH did not move by its own force. It was pulled by the icebreaker PREGEL. PREGEL was an
older steam driven icebreaker, built at the Vulcan-Werft in Stettin (Szczecin) in 1903 with a 900
PSi engine. It belonged to the East Prussian Chamber of Industry and Commerce (Industrie- und
Handelskammer Ostpreussen) in Königsberg and normally served to keep the access to the port of
Königsberg ice-free during winters. It was evacuated from there in April 1945. After hauling the
RUTH to Flensburg, PREGEL continued operating in Western Germany until 1951.229
RUTH had been used to evacuate German troops and civilians with their live animals from
East Prussian Heydekrug (today Šilutė, Lithuania), and had been towed by PREGEL already during
that operation. According to witnesses, the distance between the PREGEL and the RUTH during
travel was 100-200 meters, so communication between the two vessels was carried out by
semaphore using signal flags. Captain of the RUTH was Paul Biefeldt. PREGEL was commanded by
captain Schütte. One crew member named Zeier was member of the Nazi Stormtroopers and
held the rank of SA-Sturmbannführer, others were sailors of the German navy. The most highranking escort was a police officer by the name of Josef Ginther. 230
RUTH left Nickelswalde on April 29 at 3 AM and arrived at the port of Hel two hours later but
did not enter the harbor. Those prisoners who had travelled on deck, were forced into the hull,
while the transport leader, SS-Unterscharführer Kurt Wanserski, apparently entered the harbor
and received orders to continue the westbound journey without mooring. After anchoring for a
few hours, the RUTH and the PREGEL left Hel, rounded the peak of the peninsula and set a
westbound course.231 At that time, the two vessels were parts of a convoy – this according to
German prisoner Hans Senger:
“We left Hela on the same day in the afternoon in a convoy consisting of 2 hospital boats, 1
ship with refugees on board, several torpedo boats and two airplanes. About 10 miles after Hela
we separated from the convoy. The two torpedo boats joined us later again and escorted us to
Flensburg.” 232
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Aboard the RUTH was 17 members of the SS commanded by Unterscharführer Wanserski.
Several witnesses recollect that he was accompanied by his wife, mother-in-law and a woman of
unknown identity, 233 so Wanserski was clearly using the opportunity to bring members of his
family to a safer place in Western Germany. Apart from Unterscharführer Wanserski and another
leading personality in the Stutthof evacuation, Unterscharführer Holst, further members of the
concentration camp personnel were on the barge: Rottenführer Steinkamp, Rottenführer Ulrich
G. Stampniok, Sturmmann Otto W. Wippermann, SS-Mann W.A. Witt and other SS privates. 234 The
presence of SS and other guard personnel as compared to the number of prisoners had clearly
thinned out during the later stage of the Stutthof camp history, and it is quite possible that during
the April-May maritime evacuations the partial lack of guards was perceived by the remainders as
a threatening loss-of-control, for which they compensated by stepping up the level of violence
perpetrated against the prisoners. 235 Also, it seems probable that members of the Stutthof SSstaff who were using the RUTH as a last chance to escape the Danziger kettle for a safer location
in Western Germany contributed to the radicalization of the behavior of the guards aboard the
barge.
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Baltic Sea Journeys of the Stutthof Maritime Evacuations
Vessels
The Stutthof maritime evacuations were organized in two stages: First, on April 25 the fitter
prisoners were taken to Nickelswalde partly by train, partly on foot march, and on April 26 loaded
onto the barges WOLFGANG, VATERLAND and KLAUS which first moored at Hel on April 27 and
then continued towards the Western Baltic Sea together; secondly, on April 27, a diverse crowd
consisting of the weakest, disease-ridden prisoners from the Stutthof sick bay and particularly
strong prisoners from the more ‘privileged’ main camp work details were taken – again partly by
train, partly on foot – to the same point-of-departure at Nickelswalde. On April 28 some 500
prisoners were loaded onto the Marinefährprahm F862. Hanni Krispin recollected:
“We women were driven on a narrow plank on board and then into the storage area of the
barge. Those who fell down the plank had to drown in the icecold water. I didn’t let myself get
nervous by the pushing shouts of the guards and I supported carefully my weak mother. In the
storage area of our ship they enclosed about 500 people. It was so narrow, that we had to take
turns in sitting and lying. We even had to defecate in this place.” 236
The F862 left for Hel that same morning and continued without mooring on a westbound
course. After the SS had ‘done away with’ the weakest by shooting, the rest of the prisoners were
loaded onto the barge RUTH which left Nickelswalde on the next morning, April 29, anchored for
a while outside the port of Hel and continued in the afternoon as part of another westbound
convoy.
Initially the WOLFGANG, VATERLAND and KLAUS travelled from Hel in a convoy, the leading
ship of which was the Artillerieträger AF 31, 237 originally a civilian coaster that had been armed
with cannons and anti-aircraft guns.238 The Artillerieträger AF 31 belonged to the 7.
Artillerieträger-Flotille, a unit under the 9. Sicherungsdivision which was commanded by
Fregattenkapitän Adalbert von Blanc and subjected to the commanding admiral of the Eastern
Baltic Sea. 239 The captain of the Artillerieträger AF 31 war Oberleutnant zur See Schäcke. 240 Part
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of the convoy were also several cannon-armed fishing cutters (Kriegsfischkutter, KFK).241
According to Franz Sell, captain of the tugboat BUSSARD, and Anita Wicht, travelling on the
WOLFGANG, the orders for the convoy were to head for Swinemünde.242 The RUTH and tugboat
PREGEL travelled from Hel in a convoy, too, but parted from it after a few hours and continued
alone, roughly following the route previously taken by the WOLFGANG, VATERLAND, KLAUS and
their tugboats. The Marinefährprahm F862, having left Hel in a mixed convoy, soon lost contact
with the rest and travelled alone towards the western Baltic Sea. Further events caused the
WOLFGANG and the VATERLAND to end at the Pelzerhaken beach near Neustadt, the
Marinefährprahm F862 after heavy aircraft attacks at the Bookniseck beach north of Eckernförde,
and the RUTH at a landing in Flensburg-Mürwick, while the prisoners of the KLAUS after a most
dramatic journey involving shipwreck and the change of vessel finally experienced liberation in
Klintholm, Denmark.
In the absence of transport or loading lists, the clearing up of events has to rely on court
proceedings and other testimony which cannot possibly provide exact information about the
numbers of prisoners involved. With 900-1,000 aboard the WOLFGANG and the VATERLAND each
and probably around 600 aboard the KLAUS, some 2,400-2,600 prisoners of the first stage
commenced their involuntary Baltic Sea journey in Nickelswalde on April 26 while at least 500 on
the RUTH and a similar number aboard the Marinefährprahm F862 followed on April 28 and 29
respectively. The following sub-chapters will – as close as the diverse source material allows it –
follow the journeys of the respective vessels on a day-by-day, partly hour-by-hour basis and focus
particularly on the large number of atrocities committed against the prisoners at high sea and
ashore.

4.1 Evacuation to Neustadt: Barges WOLFGANG with Tugboat ADLER and
VATERLAND with Tugboat BUSSARD
The barges WOLFGANG and VATERLAND towed by tugboats ADLER and BUSSARD together
with KLAUS on tow after tugboat DANZIG left the port of Hel in a convoy with 18 other ships
which held civilian refuges, wounded soldiers and other evacuees and escorting navy vessels. 243
From the Hel peninsula they travelled westward along the German coast heading for Lübeck. The
port of Swinemünde was the first destination. The barges did not enter, though. They continued
and on April 29 reached the port of Saẞnitz on Rügen, where they moored briefly in the harbor,
took aboard provisions for the crew and guards and left to sea again shortly before midnight. The
convoy headed southeast, obviously intending to pass through the Strelasund between Rügen and
mainland Germany, but due to dense fog, the DANZIG with the KLAUS got away from the other
https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kriegsfischkutter.
TNA WO 309/851 Exhibit 18 Testimony of Franz Sell, 31.07.1945; TNA WO 309/851 Exhibit 17 Testimony of Anita
Wicht, July 1945.
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barges and ran aground in shallow waters at the Greifswalder Oie some ten kilometers off the
Peenemünde rocket development facility on the island of Usedom. See Chapter 6. for further
details about the KLAUS.
Tugboats ADLER with WOLFGANG and BUSSARD with VATERLAND laid the course north, west,
then south around the island of Rügen, along the coast of Hiddensee and into the Kubitzer
Bodden. On the next day, April 30, they reached Stralsund and moored at the Hafenstrasse harbor
promenade as the port was already full.244 They were joined by the tugboat DANZIG, which was
without a barge after the KLAUS had shipwrecked on the previous day and had been given up. 245
The DANZIG had probably travelled south of Rügen through the Strelasund. At this time, Soviet
forces were already close, and efforts to get provisions in Stralsund were largely unsuccessful, at
least as far as food and drinking water for the prisoners were concerned. So already in the
afternoon of April 30, the small convoy left the encircled city and continued its westward journey
whereas the DANZIG travelled back through the strait of Strelasund.247
On May 1, WOLFGANG, VATERLAND and their tugboats had made it to the mouth of the
Warnow river north of Rostock and anchored shortly at the Warnemünde harbor without
mooring.248 They were turned away by the local authorities and continued west to Neustadt
where the same repeated itself. An inadequate quantity of drinking water was received, and the
small convoy was ordered to continue its journey south to Travemünde at the mouth of the Trave
river which leads into the port of Lübeck. In Travemünde a few prisoners managed to jump off at
a shipyard, but they were arrested by the shipyard security and handed over to the local military.
The barges and tugboat BUSSARD anchored at the Travemünde roadstead while the ADLER
headed south into the Pötenitzer Wiek and Trave river in order to reach the port of Lübeck. 249
Two Norwegian prisoners managed to sneak aboard the ADLER and fled as it moored in Lübeck;
they eventually made it to the British forces which had already reached the city. 250 The ADLER
returned to the barges anchoring at the roadstead. It brought provisions for the guards but
nothing for the prisoners, and the convoy of four went back across the bay towards Neustadt, all
the while the prisoners aboard were becoming ever more desperate after having been offered no
food and very little drinking water ever since they had boarded the barges in Hel. On May 2, the
convoy reached the port of Neustadt in Holstein.251
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Norwegian police officer and Stutthof prisoner, Frants Dahlin, was able to keep a diary during
the journey and left a detailed description of it which was published by his son in 2001. As a
prisoner, considered ‘Aryan’ by the Nazis, and a police officer, Frants Dahlin was allowed onto the
deck of the barge and could make his observations along the journey. He travelled aboard the
WOLFGANG, but this brief summary of his 20 pages diary may well represent the experience of
the prisoners aboard the VATERLAND, too: 252
-

252

April 27 at 20.45: Loaded onto the WOLFGANG, attached to the tugboat ADLER, sailed out
and left Hel.
April 27: Around 23 o’clock the vessels were travelling at high sea.
April 28: The course is West/Northwest the first hours, then changed to West/Southwest;
the Norwegian prisoners guessed that the speed was 6-7 knobs.
April 29 at 00.30: Passed Bornholm.
April 29 at 09: Saw land in the horizon: Rügen; course changed to Northwest. Blowing up to
gale.
April 29 at 10: Course laid towards the Eastern side of Rügen.
April 29: The wind and the change of course caused the convoy to come apart. Barge No. 3
disappeared.
April 29 at 13: Mooring in Sassnitz until 23 o’clock. VATERLAND moored next to
WOLFGANG.
April 30 at 10: Stralsund, hail and rain – in the afternoon, weather clearing up; after that
the barges sailed on into the sound [Kubitzer Bodden].
May 1 at 05: Anchored at Warnemünde outer port; left the harbor heading towards
Neustadt.
May 1 at 21: The barges arrived at Neustadt harbor.
May 2 at 09.30: The barges left the harbor sailing into the bay.
May 2 at 11.00: The barges passed Travemünde.
May 2 at 11.45: Overflown by six-seven British airplanes.
May 2: New order received from the ADLER: WOLFGANG headed for the coast 1 nautical
mile from Lübeck.
May 2 at 15.45: ADLER returned from Lübeck without provisions. Lübeck has fallen. Two
Norwegians managed to escape.
May 2 at 18: SS had received provisions for themselves – sailed on.
May 2 at 19.15: The river mouth.
May 2 at 19.45: Travemünde – orders to sail north to the bay of Neustadt
May 2 at 21: WOLFGANG and VATERLAND moored at the THIELBECK. ADLER and BUSSARD
sailing into Neustadt harbor.

Erik Dahlin: De trodde på en ny dag 2001 p.225-242.
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4.1.1 The Bay of Neustadt, May 2, Evening

Ill. 11: Schleswig-Holstein, Northwestern Germany: The Bay of Neustadt with Lübeck, Fehmarn and the Fjords of
Kiel and Eckernförde (Google Maps).

On May 2 in the late afternoon, the barges WOLFGANG and VATERLAND with their tugboats
reached Neustadt and anchored in the navy harbor. While members of the crew and guards were
sent out to gain an overview of the situation, prisoners who could still walk made it onto the quay
and – starved as they were – immediately started looking for edibles, swarming around and
turning garbage bins upside-down. Marines arrived and pushed them back into the barges. SS
negotiations with local authorities on land resulted in the decision to leave port again and take
the prisoners to a cluster of ships which – already full of concentration camp inmates – were
anchoring a few kilometers off the coast. From there, transport leader Gendarmerie-Hauptmann
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Otto Schmidt sent the BUSSARD back to Neustadt with Gendarmerie-Oberleutnant Thiel as his
envoy. Thiel was supposed to get the harbor commandant to procure provisions for the guards
and prisoners and get a larger ship with more space to which the prisoners could be transferred.
Fregattenkapitän Heinrich Schmidt, a leading navy officer acting as the city commandant of the
Wehrmacht, forbade Thiel to let the Stutthof barges enter the Neustadt harbor and referred him
anew to moor at the side of the ocean liner turned troop transporter CAP ARCONA which was
anchored in the bay not far from Neustadt, already with thousands of concentration camp
prisoners and their SS-guards on board.253
At that time, large numbers of German navy vessels had gathered in the bays and fjords of the
Western Baltic Sea. Many had concentrated in the spacious Bay of Neustadt. A veritable floating
concentration camp was in the formation, as prisoners from the Neuengamme main camp near
Hamburg and a number of its subcamps throughout Northwestern German were being
concentrated on large ships: the CAP ARCONA, (1927, 27,500 GRT), another large ocean liner
turned troop transporter, the DEUTSCHLAND (1923, 21,000 GRT), the cargo steamship THIELBECK
(1940, 2,800 GRT) and the cargo motor ship ATHEN (1936, 4,450 GRT). 254
It is possible that the prisoners were meant to be kept aboard the ships for a short while only
and return to Neuengamme, once the Germans had stabilized their military grip of the larger
Hamburg area, but also not impossible that their relocation to German-occupied Norway as slavelaborers or – in case Himmlers clandestine negotiations with the Swedes were successful – to
safety in Sweden was intended by the Nazi authorities. Although German historian Karin Orth
considers the option that the SS would sink the ships with their human cargo on deep water in the
Baltic Sea unlikely, this may have been an option – and was at any rate perceived by many
prisoners as an imminent danger.255 On the basis of “informal information”, Wilhelm Lange
speculated that the DEUTSCHLAND was being held for prisoners who were to be evacuated from
the concentration camp of Sachsenhausen close to Berlin, and that the SS intended to liquidate
the entire floating concentration camp by sinking the ships, but he never produced the
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announced “conclusive circumstantial evidence”. 256 This question remains undecided until this
day.
In Neustadt, city commandant Schmidt was not willing to aid Stutthof transport-leader Schmidt
in solving the problem of the hundreds of starving, ever weaker prisoners on board the two
barges. Thus, the tugboats towed the two barges off to the anchoring concentration camp ships
where they moored at the side of the THIELBECK with the VATERLAND on the inside and the
WOLFGANG on the outside. All guards then shifted onto the tugboats which left for the Neustadt
harbor, leaving the prisoners at their own. Before that, Gendarmerie-Hauptmann Schmidt had
negotiated with the CAP ARCONA captain, Heinrich Bertram, and the THIELBECK captain, John
Jacobsen, but failed to convince them that they should accept the Stutthof-prisoners onto their
vessels which were already packed with prisoners. The city commandant had, at long last, issued
an order that the WOLFGANG and VATERLAND guards could go ashore.257 Around 9 PM, Otto
Schmidt and his men sailed off to the Neustadt harbor. A new attempt at obtaining cooperation
as far as the prisoners on the barges were concerned was unsuccessful; the guards, however,
were to be accommodated for the night at the U-Boot-Schule.
While Thiel was ashore, his commander-in-charge, Gendarmerie-Hauptmann Schmidt, had
negotiated with the transport leader of the THIELBECK, hoping to be able to remove the prisoners
from the barges to the THIELBECK and thus complete his mission. According to Schmidt, the
THIELBECK transport leader accepted this under the condition that Schmidt would provide the
necessary food rations for the additional prisoners. 258 But all efforts Schmidt had undertaken
during the journey to secure food supplies for the many prisoners in his custody had been
unsuccessful, and with the negative answer that his envoy, Thiel, had obtained when looking for
assistance in Neustadt, the Gendarmerie-Hauptmann decided to simply abandon the prisoners.
He left the barges and headed with his Gendarms and the SS-guards on the tugboats for warm
meals and clean beds at the Neustadt U-Boot-Schule. 259
The SS-guards and Gendarms brought some of the German Kapos with them to Neustadt – a
pattern that was seen quite often during the last days of the Nazi concentration camp system:
guards needed prisoners they could trust to cover their crimes, and prisoner functionaries feared
the revenge of ordinary prisoners and had in many cases developed common interests and even
identification with the oppressors who had held a hand over them, provided them with power
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over fellow-prisoners and guaranteed their privileges and survival. 260 In the breakup confusion,
two Norwegian prisoners managed to slip onto the ADLER, but they were soon discovered and put
into arrest. 261 The Wicht family was ordered to leave the WOLFGANG, and since there was no
cabin for them aboard the ADLER, they were transferred to the BUSSARD where they spent the
night.262
Around 9 PM, Gendarmerie-Hauptmann Schmidt made his way to the U-Boot-Schule in central
Neustadt. He was once again looking for assistance in order to have the WOLFGANG and
VATERLAND prisoners transported on to another destination. The tugboats were not able to go
much further, as they were running out of fuel. Schmidt was only able to obtain fuel enough for
the tugboats and barges to continue to Flensburg further northwest of Neustadt – a flight-line
distance of 116 kilometers which would easily double, as the vessels would have to travel north
around the island of Fehmarn and west through the Fehmarn Belt between Germany and
Denmark before heading towards Flensburg. This plan would have united the WOLFGANG and
VATERLAND prisoners with those of the RUTH, another barge involved in the Stutthof evacuation
operation, but it did not materialize. During the night, on May 3 at 01 AM, both tugboats were
confiscated by the German navy. This ended the contact of transport leader Otto Schmidt with
‘his’ barges. The Stutthof prisoners aboard them were abandoned, while Schmidt and his group of
East Prussian Gendarms spent the night comfortably at the U-Boot-Schule, awaiting the entry of
British troops and probably preparing some ‘innocent’ story of the reason for their dislocation. 263

4.1.2 Barges WOLFGANG and VATERLAND, May 2, Night: The Prisoners Take Charge
All of a sudden the prisoners aboard the WOLFGANG and the VATERLAND were left to
themselves. According to survivors’ testimonies, they had been informed that they were to be
transferred to the THIELBECK by daybreak. But most likely, the THIELBECK captain was just trying
to gain time, hoping that some other solution would emerge.264 There were discussions among
the prisoners: would they wish to join the concentration camp prisoners, who were already on
the THIELBECK, or rather stay in the barges or even make an attempt at reaching the shore which
could be seen not far away? Testimony, especially by Scandinavian prisoners, provide an insight
into the decision-making process among the prisoners. In spite of the constant atrocities that
guards had committed, spreading terror aboard the barges, the fact that the prisoners were being
left alone caused less relief than uneasiness, fear and the feeling of vulnerability, at least among
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many. Some testimony talks about an outright panic among the prisoners of both barges and
mentions two different explanations: 1) A rumor arose that there were explosives aboard the
THIELBECK, and that the Stutthof prisoners were to be brought onto the steamer only to be blown
up and drowned with the rest of the concentration camp prisoners; 265 2) Some Stutthof prisoners
figured out that anyone aboard the THIELBECK and CAP ARCONA would be at high risk, since the
vessels were easily spotted from Allied aircrafts and had the appearance of troop transporters
which would invite attack. Thus, the prisoners dared not ascend the THIELBECK. Bertha Gordon, a
Jewish prisoner aboard the WOLFGANG, recollects: “We came to the conclusion that being on
such a large ship would be dangerous owing to the vulnerability of air attack, and we decided to
row ashore.” 266
Bertha Gordon’s late 1945 testimony may be seen as an after-rationalization, since the ships in
the Bay of Neustadt actually became subject to a British air attack on the very next day, May 3. On
the other hand, many of the Stutthof prisoners were politically schooled and could skillfully
analyze the threats of the moment. At any rate, when prisoner spokespersons addressed captain
Jacobsen at the THIELBECK, they were turned down. In the end the discussions on board resulted
in the decision to cut the ropes and attempt to reach the shore. Apparently, Scandinavian
prisoners took the initiative, but there are two conflicting versions - a Danish and a Norwegian - of
what happened: According to Danish survivor testimonies, Danish communist sailors started the
landing operation, while members of the group of Norwegian policemen were hesitant.267 The
Danish political prisoner Hans Christian Staub described the subsequent events:
“We Scandinavians talked about things. A Norwegian former skipper thought we should stay
put and see the time until morning. We didn’t think so. We were a number of Danish sailors and
we grasped the initiative right away. All moorings were cast loose, and a couple of men were put
in the row-boat in order to keep the barge adrift and keep it to the wind. We collected all the
blankets we could get and held them into the wind.” 268
In Norwegian survivors’ testimonies policemen led by a former ship captain, all Norwegians,
took the lead while the Danish labor activists did nothing.269 Testimony from prisoners of other
nationalities bring no clarification, as they do not distinguish between the different Scandinavian
nationalities. Among both Danish, Norwegian and Finnish prisoners were quite a number who
knew about navigation from their professional life. 270 Anyway, prisoners cut all ropes that tied the
WOLFGANG to the VATERLAND and to THIELBECK and tried to make the barge drift towards the
shore, aided by the waves and wind. Blankets were used as provisional sails, but the wind was
weak, and the barge loaded with people was heavy. The row-boat was set into the sea and tied to
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the front end of the barge with four Norwegians and a Finnish sailor aboard. 271 The Danish
political prisoner Helge Larsen recollected: “It was the task of the oarsmen to function as a kind of
rudder, so that we did not get off course too much.” 272
By now, prisoners were in command of the abandoned river barge. The more resourceful of a
starving, disease-ridden and maltreated prisoner population showed agency and laid a strategy to
end the week-long journey and bring everyone safely ashore. Manouvering the heavy barge
required overview, teamwork and knowledge of navigation. Shortly thereafter, however, the
owner of the WOLFGANG turned up on the barge again and wanted to take charge anew.
Scandinavian prisoners had him pacified, though. Danish prisoner Hans Christian Staub testifies
that he and others locked the owner up in a cabin. Norwegian policemen decided that it was a
good idea to keep him aboard as a hostage, so that the Germans would not attempt to sink the
vessel or blow it up. 273
The prisoners aboard the VATERLAND – also abandoned by the German crew and guards –
tried to convince captain Jacobsen of the THIELBECK that he should allow them to come aboard,
and according to Dora Rabinowitz’ testimony, the captain actually promised that they could come
onto the steamer at daybreak. At the same time, though, they were also in touch with the
Norwegians aboard the WOLFGANG asking them what they intended to do. As the WOLFGANG
prisoners explained that they would try to move the barge towards the shore and ground it, the
VATERLAND prisoners decided to do the same. They too managed to cut the ropes that tied their
barge to THIELBECK and started moving towards land.274 There were wood-boards as part of the
walling and flooring of the cargo holds, and “for this purpose,” Dora Rabinowicz recalled, “we
removed the boards from the barge, and men on board started rowing in the direction in which
they hoped the shore lay.” 275
On May 3 around 4 o’clock in the morning, after 3-4 hours of hard efforts the WOLFGANG and
the VATERLAND arrived at Pelzerhaken, a recreative beach area just outside of Neustadt to the
east of the town. 276 As the VATERLAND ran aground, a group of prisoners jumped into the water
and waded towards the beach. As WOLFGANG took ground at the shore, the prisoners in the rowboat continued to the beach where they found another row-boat. With both boats, they started
ferrying fellow-prisoners to the beach. 277 Once they reached the shore, those prisoners who were
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strong and mobile enough started searching for edibles. Many entered gardens near the beach
hoping to get hold of young vegetables. 278
Landing the prisoners from the two barges took a long time. According to Danish prisoner
Frants Carlsen, one row-boat could only take 6-7 prisoners at a time, so even if stronger prisoners
took to wading onto the beach, the emptying of the barges lasted for hours. 279 Some prisoners
were so exhausted that they just lingered on the beach, many did not even have the strength to
leave the cargo holds.
A number of prisoners entered the nearby Pelzerhaken settlement in search for food and drink.
Dora Rabinowitz recollected that she found milk and vegetables and returned to the beach to
build a fire and start cooking. Others found water and started cooking soup. A Finnish prisoner,
the sailor Aarne Kovola, recollected that when he landed at Pelzerhaken, he left the beach and
headed for the nearby settlement hoping to find food. He remembered reaching a stable where
he heard the noises of pigs and chicken, but at the same time also the voices of other prisoners
who were desperately searching for food. 280

4.1.3 Neustadt, May 3, Morning: Massacres
The landing of a large number of concentration camp prisoners at Pelzerhaken set the local
authorities in a state of alert. Around 4.30 in the morning, a citizen phoned the local police station
and alerted it to the fact that concentration camp prisoners were walking around the
neighborhood unguarded. He claimed to be fearing an attack on his property and asked for help.
Johannes Sass, Revier-Leutnant (District Lieutenant) of the local police, had no officers he could
send, though, and reported to his superior, the Neustadt mayor Ernst Reicher requesting
assistance. The mayor immediately unfolded hectic activity. He turned to the local Wehrmacht
institutions: the U-Boot-Schule, the navy training facility Putlos twenty kilometers away, where
units from the school were undergoing training, the Landrat (district administrator) and other
authorities asking for help or instructions. 281
Dr. Detlef Käselau, a dentist and former airforce officer who was the leader of the local
Volkssturm militia, was willing to help and immediately ordered two units of 40-50 militiamen
each to move to Pelzerhaken and take action. 282 Polish prisoner Władysław Bak had entered the
Pelzerhaken settlement with fellow-prisoners and felt that this was the liberation already. He was
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stopped, however, and sent back to the landing spot by Marines and civilians whom he identified
as Volkssturm militiamen: they wore armbands with the swastika on a red background, were
armed with rifles, and participated in the search for concentration camp escapees. 283 It is
possible, though, that the members of the Volkssturm did not turn up in the numbers their
activist leader wanted. So between 7 and 8 AM, Käselau turned to the Neustadt Wehrmacht
commander, Fregattenkapitän Heinrich Schmidt at the U-Boot-Schule in order to get Marines to
join in. 284 Schmidt informed him that he did not have enough personnel and Käselau sensed that
the navy officer was reluctant to have to do with the issue. Schmidt did, however, order his
second-in-command, Kapitänleutnant Günther Reeder, to make the captains of the ships that
carried concentration camp inmates find room aboard for the prisoners who had gone ashore.
Reeder had a navy vessel sail out to the steamer ATHEN anchoring outside Neustadt carrying the
order that the ship moor at the Neustadt harbor and take the prisoners aboard.285
Independent of this, the officer on duty at the U-Boot-Schule, Kapitän Paul Schultz, received a
phone call from Kapitänleutenant Ziemann from the Sandberger Weg navy barracks which were
located between Neustadt and Pelzerhaken: A guard at the Nachrichten-Versuchskommando
(NVK), a station of radio and radar experimentation located at Pelzerhaken, 286 had informed him
that concentration camp prisoners were on the loose, allegedly looting and butchering animals.287
The guard reported that the prisoners were threatening the inhabitants of the area. Schultz
promised to send reinforcement and got in touch with the NVK which could provide no
reinforcement, then informed his superior, Fregattenkapitän Schmidt, about the situation.288
Before getting in touch with Schultz at the U-Boot-Schule, Kapitänleutenant Friedrich Ziemann
had ordered eight sergeants from the Sandberger Weg barracks to guard the road that led from
Pelzerhaken into Neustadt city; they were equipped with pistols and their orders were to make
the prisoners return to the barges. 289 According to Ziemann’s explanation, the morning roll call at
the Sandberger Weg barracks was held at 06.00 AM, according to other testimony shortly after 7
AM. Here, Ziemann explained in drastic words to the 150-200 officers and men what had
happened. He gave the order that a search force be formed and asked for volunteers. At 8.15 AM,
some 20 men, divided into search teams of four, left the barracks. Their order was to bring the
prisoners back to the barges. According to Ziemann’s post-war testimony, his men were not to
have physical contact with the prisoners because of the risk of contagious diseases. 290
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According to his 1946 testimony, Kapitän Paul Schultz claimed that he had learned around 7
AM that Gendarmerie-Hauptmann Otto Schmidt was the one holding responsibility for the
prisoners, and that he was actually staying at the U-Boot-Schule where Schultz was the on-duty
officer, so Schultz summoned Schmidt and briefed him about the events of the night. Schultz also
made clear that the blame was on Schmidt, as the Gendarmerie-Hauptmann was the one in
charge of the transport of the prisoners. Schmidt and his men needed to participate in the
apprehension of the prisoners, Schultz insisted. Since the East Prussian Gendarmerie-officer did
not know the area, Schultz cleared him up by way of a map about the approximate landing place
of the prisoners and the topography of the area. 291 According to Otto Schmidt, the Neustadt city
commandant Fregattenkapitän Heinrich Schmidt had already informed him and given him the
general order to participate in finding and apprehending the prisoners. The city commandant had
referred the Gendarmerie-officer to Schultz for more specific orders.292
The Gendarmerie-officer summoned his men who counted some 70-80, and the SS-guards and
Gestapo-members who had been on the two barges and counted some 40 men. In two columns
they marched towards Pelzerhaken. One column was led by Gendarmerie-Oberleutnant Thiel, the
other by Gendarmerie-Oberleutnant Hillenbrandt. Otto Schmidt gave them orders to move
towards the bay of Neustadt on a broad front. Thiel had 40 men in his group including 15-16 from
the SS-group. At the same time, Fregattenkapitän Schmidt sent out a party of sharpshooters,
mostly NCOs. Thus, in the morning of May 3, a large and well-armed force of Marines, policemen
and SS-members was making its way towards the unsuspecting concentration camp prisoners, the
majority of whom were still lingering on the beach of Pelzerhaken. Most were too exhausted to
move much, not to speak of looting. There is no evidence that the numerous search force found
more than a few run-away prisoners when moving through the Pelzerhaken settlement towards
the beachline.293
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4.1.4 Pelzerhaken, May 3, Morning: The U-Boot-Schule and Liberation

Ill. 12: Schleswig-Holstein, Western Germany: Neustadt in Holstein with Pelzerhaken. The U-Boot-Schule sport
field is visible as a green area in the middle of town (Google Maps).

During the rounding-up of prisoners who had made it into the Pelzerhaken settlement, a
massacre was committed by members of the search force. The paragraph 4.3. and sub-chapters
describe the crimes in larger details.
The prisoners on the beach didn’t have much sense of time, but at one point, they suddenly
found themselves surrounded by a larger force. The SS-guards and East Prussian Gendarms whom
they knew from aboard the barges had been joined by Marines and Volkssturm militiamen. The
search force drew everybody together. One Marine officer fired his pistol in the air to underline
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his orders, and members of the search force killed a number of prisoners by gunshots for no
obvious reasons. The surviving prisoners from both stranded barges were made to parade in rows
of five and were divided according to ‘racial categories’: Scandinavians, Slavs, and Jews. Leaving
several dead prisoners behind, the prisoners were now forced to march off to the U-Boot-Schule.
The distance was a modest four kilometers, but the prisoners were exhausted after the week-long
journey and nightly drama and took two hours to cover it. The march column started from the
beach shortly after 8 AM, followed the shore into the Neustadt harbor area and its vanguard
arrived at the U-Boot-Schule around 10 AM.294 During the march, stragglers and prisoners who
appeared to be removing themselves from the column if only to relieve themselves were gunned
down. This was observed in binoculars by Marines from the U-Boot-Schule on the other side of
the harbor and on the spot by local townspeople.
The miserable marchers passed the Neustadt bridge, a bottleneck connecting the eastern and
western part of town and finally reached the U-Boot-Schule on the western side. The prisoners
were not allowed inside the navy facility, though, but ordered to gather at a sport field behind the
main building. Sport fields provided full surveillance and distance to the surroundings and a
number of cases are known from the final weeks of the ‘Third Reich’ where concentration camp
prisoners were concentrated and also massacred at such places.295 However, such open spaces
could be overlooked from outside and did unwantedly produce witnesses.
The WOLFGANG and VATERLAND prisoners were ordered to camp on the lawn and allowed
some rest. Eventually, they were given a hot meal – a watery beetroot soup – and drinking water
for the first time in a week. 296 Jewish prisoner Leon Prusiński recollected:
“The Norwegians asked the commanding officer of the transport for food and got a few potfuls
of soup. We asked for some as well but were refused, with the promise that we would be fed
later. In light of this, we asked the Norwegians for soup. They gave us some and we distributed it
among the weakest women and men. It was the first hot food in three days. While we were
distributing the soup, the final commandant of Stutthof, Hoppe, unexpectedly turned up wearing
SS uniform and decorations.” 297
The prisoners probably did not realize that Hoppe had been replaced as commandant of
Stutthof by SS-Hauptscharführer Ehle and moved on to the Wöbbelin concentration camp in
central Germany. Nonetheless, those of them who kept an eye on the power relations of the
camp were astonished to see Poul-Werner Hoppe again, and probably even more so, as the
former commandant bothered to address the prisoners. Danish prisoner Helge Larsen recollected
the situation:
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“No less than Paul Werner Hoppe now came around friendly as a cat and said hello. He
asserted that our transport was one big mistake. We Scandinavians should have been released in
Stutthof already and have been sent home as free men. But now, this mistake would be made up
for. Lying in the harbor was a transport ship that would bring us to Flensburg where the Swedish
Red Cross would take care of us. At that time, we had heard so much about being transported
home by the Red Cross that we received the message with a certain reservation, not least since it
came from Hoppe.” 298
With hundreds of starving prisoners pouring into his U-Boot-Schule compound,
Korvettenkapitän Schmidt still took time to enjoy his lunch. Then he went to the harbor to
monitor the mooring of the motor ship ATHEN. According to his own testimony, he took upon
himself the – successful – attempt to convince its captain, D. Noobmann, to take the prisoners
aboard, but SS-Obersturmbannführer Hoppe’s address to the Scandinavian prisoners leaves the
impression that this had already been decided upon. 299 At any rate, the Neustadt Wehrmacht
commander provided the ship captain with six days of provisions for approximately 1,830
prisoners. According to Gendarmerie-Hauptmann Schmidt this was the number of prisoners at the
sport field, but the Gendarmerie-Hauptmann more likely referred to the number of prisoners who
had originally been loaded onto the two barges and did not deduct the substantial number of
casualties that had occurred at sea and after the landing at Pelzerhaken. At any rate, at 2 PM
Gendarmerie-Hauptmann Schmidt was informed that he was to take the prisoners to the harbor
in groups of 100 and have them loaded onto the ATHEN. 300
Neustadt was frequently being overflown and attacked by British aircraft. Between the air
alarms, the Gendarms and SS-men loaded the prisoners onto the ATHEN, but due to heavy
rainfalls the embarkation drew out.301 The Jews were the first to be taken aboard, all the while
the rest of the prisoners had to wait at the harbor quay. While lined up at the quay, they
witnessed one of the largest disasters in the history of shipping: the sinking of the CAP ARCONA
where more than 5,000 prisoners from the Neuengamme concentration camp lost their lives
along with a number of their guards. The ocean liner turned floating concentration camp was
attacked by British rocket-armed aircraft that had not been warned about the fact that the vessel
was holding concentration camp prisoners, even Allied citizens. The large ship caught fire,
capsized and sank. 302 The THIELBEK got several hits and sank within 15 minutes – only around 50
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of those on board managed to survive. The DEUTSCHLAND went down, too, but had not been
loaded with prisoners yet. 303 The ATHEN was also hit by air bombs during the attack. In the
turmoil, many Stutthof prisoners hurried off from the Neustadt harbor and spread out in town. At
15.12 o’clock, units of the 2nd British Army under General Dempsey arrived at the harbor and
liberated those prisoners who had survived.304

4.2 Crimes Committed During the Voyage: WOLFGANG and VATERLAND
For the sake of clarity, the crimes committed during transport, in the ports of embarkation, in
the course of the Baltic sea journey and during stops, as well as directly adjacent at the places of
debarkation are described in different chapters in this report. These are the space-time categories
that we use in order to distinguish systematically between the individual journeys that were part
of the same integrated transport operation. A reason for this meticulous step-by-step disposition
is the uncertainty, created by survivors’ testimony and reflected in early publicist and research
writings like those of Wilhelm Lange and Rudi Goguel about the number of vessels and prisoners
involved, and especially the uncertainty as to if one or more vessels were lost at sea, maybe even
sunk deliberately by the SS and other guards with the purpose of killing all prisoners aboard.305
The fact that the involved vessels followed different travel routes and itineraries, and that two of
them suffered shipwreck underway underlines the necessity of our systematic, if somewhat
schematic method. The systematic clarity is, however, won at the expense of seeing the Stutthof
maritime evacuations as one integrated process of interrelated episodes and interdependent
decisions. Our step-by-step methodology does – this is ‘the flip-side of the medal’ – create a
fragmented image of a process that was much more fluid, integrated and interrelated in real life.
To the prisoners, the individual stages and events constituted elements of one whole, allencompassing experience of atrocities, misery and trauma. In concentration camps, prisoners
generally moved in a timeless universe, robbed of everything a normal, free person would use to
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organize himself and his life. The urge to keep track of time presupposed a future perspective: the
idea that there would be some future, not only the eternal present-tense of a camp where the
only way out was death. 306 The state of starvation and even extreme thirst in which most
prisoners quickly found themselves during the overseas transport operation aboard the ‘Stutthof
barges’, was also suitable to put the prisoners in a situation of time- and even felt
weightlessness.307
Throughout the chain of events that together constitute the Stutthof maritime evacuations,
the perpetrator side is characterized by stable structures and a relatively stable gallery of persons.
The structures of decision-making processes changes little in spite of the extreme strain exerted
on the institutions of the Nazi ‘Reich’ during its last weeks and days of existence. Command
structures did not – or only occasionally – crumble, loyalties did not fade, the loosening grip of the
central power did not lead to overall disintegration, nor did it liberate most actors of the urge to
act in conformity with Nazi rules and ‘values’, even at a time where they could have chosen to
‘loosen the grip’ without having to fear retaliation too much. The perpetrators were still basically
the same throughout the days that we are analyzing here, their structures of command, their
informal relations and mutual loyalties did not change much, even if new groups of perpetrators
got involved, even heavily, in the course of events: To the SS and Gestapo/Sicherheitsdienst
personnel came, at the start of the Stutthof evacuations a large group of Gendarms, belonging to
the East Prussian order police recruited primarily because they were still available, as their police
districts had fallen to the Soviets, and they been deemed unsuitable for front service; equally, at
the end of the journeys, still other groups joined in as perpetrators of hideous crimes: Marines
(officers and enlisted men) performed cold-blooded killings of prisoners who were weakened by
starvation and trying to organize something to relieve their thirst and hunger, medical staff of the
hospitals of Neustadt and Kappeln refused assistance to prisoners who were dying of starvation,
disease and ghastly wounds, thus causing or speeding up the death of prisoners who had landed
at Pelzerhaken and Bookniseck. An uncertain number of Volkssturm militiamen joined in in the
manhunt and killings at Pelzerhaken. In spite of Bogdan Suchowiak’s unsubstiantiated
information, that members of the Hitler-Jugend participated in the Pelzerhaken manhunt, this
appears not to have been the case; here Neustadt differed from many other cases of atrocities
committed during the last weeks and days of the Nazi reign.308
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4.2.1 Deadly Conditions
The sanitary conditions aboard the barges used to evacuate Stutthof prisoners were horrible.
Aboard the WOLFGANG, the prisoners, stowed together extremely close, had hardly room to
move nor breathe: „During the voyage on the Baltic Sea the ship was totally crowded. We got very
apathetic and incapable of action because of the narrowness and the exhaustion and we even
stayed lying on dead people and sleeping on them.“ 309
Aboard the VATERLAND, the situation was even worse because of the bulky machinery and
piles of scrap metal that took up part of the space in the cargo holds. 310 The prisoners were lying
very close. Polish prisoner Władysław Binder recollected:
“There was no aid, whether in terms of medical care or food. It was so cramped aboard the
barges that we were lying on top of one another. Aboard the barges, we Poles were on one side
and the Jews were on the other. There were a lot of women and children.” 311
It seems, thus, that the prisoners aboard the VATERLAND were not divided between the
different cargo holds according to ‘racial’ categories. On the WOLFGANG, even the ‘Aryan’
prioners were lying cramped in the cargo holds. To get away from the crowdedness, some of
them ascended the deck. Generally, the stronger prisoners could get out onto the deck of the
barge for a breath of fresh air or to relieve themselves. 312 There were several reasons why
prisoners would want to access the deck. A Finnish prisoner, the sailor Aarne Kovola, recollected:
“The interior of the barge was crowded, dirty and foul. Sweat and vomit mixed with urine and
feces. Although it was cold and damp in the outer section the salty air seemed more desirable
than the stale, rancid innards of the ship’s bowels below.” 313
There is no mentioning in prisoners’ testimony that barrels or other containers had been
provided for the prisoners – many of whom were suffering from diarrhea – to relieve themselves,
so they had to do this in the bottom of the cargo hold. However, quite a lot of the prisoners
aboard the WOLFGANG were apparently allowed to stay on deck for longer periods of time, and
sometimes this was the case on the VATERLAND, too. According to Danish political prisoner
Bernhard Heimann, riding on the WOLFGANG, it was risky to stay on deck and relieve oneself in
the sea:
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“If we were to relieve ourselves, we had to stand on the edge of the barge holding a rope with
both hands while the body was hanging out over the Baltic Sea. So many of the weaker prisoners
we had on board fell into the water and drowned.” 314
Heimann’s testimony is not the only indication that a number of prisoners died this way while
using the sea as latrine. But most prisoners did not leave the cargo holds at all, either because
they were so ill and weak that they could not climb the steep ladder to the deck, or because they
feared what might happen on deck, where they would be exposed to the guards and possibly
targeted by violence. According to Leon Prusiński, who was aboard the VATERLAND, ever fewer of
the prisoners had the strength to climb onto the deck as the days went by, and when they
reached May 1-2, almost nobody could. At that time, the majority were lying apathetic in the
filthy bottom of their cargo hold. 315 In the cargo hold of Polish prisoner Władysław Binder many
weren’t able to make it to the deck, so conditions in the bottom of the barge were outrightly
unbearable: “People would relieve themselves into bowls at night and pour the contents onto
their fellow prisoners.” 316 It must be assumed that this did not happen purposely, but because the
weak prisoners had trouble controlling their motoric aboard the moving ship.
When it comes to the access to food and drinking water, all survivors’ testimonies point in the
same direction: during all the days at sea, nothing was handed out by the Germans, not even
drinking water. A few Norwegian prisoners had brought some provisions along when they entered
the barge, but the little they had was soon consumed. Everybody else had eagerly devoured the
rations that were handed out at the departure from Stutthof and had nothing left to eat during
the journey. So generally, the prisoners were in a very bad state. Some were able to collect
rainwater during the ride, but in their despair, many took to drinking seawater. Even that was
hard to get at, but some prisoners managed to lower tins on a string into the sea in order to
collect a small quantity of ocean water. Some got ill from drinking the salty seawater, some died,
and several prisoners lost their mind and jumped overboard. 317 The complete lack of food and
water convinced some prisoners that death was inevitable, and that living would only prolong
their suffering. In some cases, they decided to take things into their own hands and commit
suicide. Salman Martinowski, a Jewish prisoner, recollected: “Two Jewish women tied each other
tight together with a towel and jumped into the sea.” 318
Prisoners died from starvation, thirst and illness aboard both barges. Many were suffering from
typhus already when they left the camp, and during the journey many more contracted the
Bernhard Heimann: Stutthof – en tysk Tilintetgørelseslejr (in Journalisten 1945 No.6, p.32ff) p.32.
Polish Institut in Lund: Record of Witness Testimony 301 Leon Prusiński 15.05.1946; Ger. Rep. 118-2387_
Statement of Ryszard Szwarczewski 09.01.1974 p.2.
316
Polish Institut in Lund: Record of Witness Testimony 13 Władysław Binder 30.11.1945.
317
Olaf R. Walle: Norsk Politi bak piggtråd 1947 p.278; Erik Dahlin: De trodde på en ny dag 2001 p.229; Ragnhild
Andersen: Vi blev reddet denne gang 1945 p.58f; Ger. Rep. 118-2385: Statement of Wojciech Jerzy Kusmirek
06.11.1972 p.1; Gr. Rep. 118-2387: Statement of Ryszard Szwarczewski 09.01.1974 p.3; Frihedsmuseets arkiv,
Copenhagen: Statement og Hans Christian Staub 1946 p.2.
318
ITS Arolsen Archives 1.1.41.0 Stutthof Concentration Camp: Statement of Salman Martinowski, March 1963 p.9.
314
315

85

disease: the prisoners were crammed together in the cargo holds, nobody could wash, and lice
wandered easily from one prisoner to the next spreading the disease.319 Prisoners who died were
thrown overboard.
The Jewish prisoners on board the WOLFGANG and the VATERLAND were being ruled by a
group of German and Polish prisoner functionaries who constantly beat them in an attempt to
keep what they saw as order. The prisoner functionaries were also in charge of sorting out the
dead and doing away with them.320 Testimony indicates, that aboard the VATERLAND this system
broke down, at least in one or two cargo holds where ordinary prisoners would participate in
throwing dead fellow-prisoners overboard, or the dead simply be left lying among those still
living. Leon Prusiński recollected: “We would dump their bodies into the sea. Several days into the
voyage, we had become so weak and exhausted that we didn’t even have the strength to haul the
dead from the cargo holds and toss them overboard, so the bodies remained on the barge.” 321
Survivor testimony agrees that “many” prisoners who had died were thrown overboard, but
their number is uncertain. According to the memoir of Norwegian policeman Birger Kostald, who
was aboard the WOLFGANG, some 15-20 dead were thrown into the sea every day during the
journey. 322 Other testimony estimates the number of fatalities from starvation, thirst or disease
aboard the WOLFGANG as high as 35 a day, approximately. The corpses were tossed overboard,
as were prisoners who were ill, but still alive. 323
During the six days journey from the departure from Hel on the evening of April 27 to the
anchoring up of the two barges at the THIELBECK in the evening of May 2, this would add up to
75-100 or maybe even 140 deaths on the WOLFGANG alone. Polish prisoner Henryk Gromadka
estimated that 150-200 prisoners died on board each of the two barges until they reached
Neustadt which indicates a total death toll of 300-400 for both, primarily among the Jewish, Polish
and Russian prisoners, whereas no deaths occurred among the Scandinavian prisoners. 324
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4.2.2 Murders on Board the WOLFGANG and the VATERLAND
Survivors recollect that a number of prisoners were shot during the loading of the two barges
at Hel but give no closer description of these events. 325 Individual prisoners recollected that at
high sea they saw guards pushing prisoners who were hanging over the railing to relieve
themselves off the boat. Several prisoners who had ascended to the deck on behalf of nature had
not come back, and this made others afraid to leave their cargo hold.326
During the voyage, a number of prisoners were also executed by gunshots for various reasons.
Polish prisoner Jan Buyko recollected that he saw several prisoners being shot by pistol on the
deck, their bodies then tumbling into the water. 327 Prisoner Einar Hellemo, a Norwegian
policeman, testified that he witnessed an SS-guard who was unknown to him shoot a prisoner in
the head and throw him into the sea.328
Several prisoners describe the following violent episode which occurred aboard the
WOLFGANG. The Wicht family had brought provisions with them and even live chicken. At one
point, one chicken disappeared, and the SS-guards found out that it had been stolen by a male
prisoner. The SS identified the thief, beat him up heavily and finally shot him. According to the
recollection of Norwegian policeman Frants Dahlin, this happened on May 2 in the morning:
“The skipper suddenly came running while he shouted that a chicken had been stolen from
him. Close to where the Poles were staying, he discovered chicken feathers. Some SS-guards
hurried to and struck down on the alleged sinner. A provisional trial was conducted, heavy
beating, screams, a shot, and the guy was eased overboard.” 329
A testimony of former SS-Hauptscharführer Karl Rohloff, given in the war-crimes trial against
Heinrich Enns, provides more details:
“On the fourth or fifth day of our journey to Neustadt there was a turmoil aboard the barge,
and it was said that a prisoner named Chollock had stolen a chicken. Chollock was dragged out of
his hiding-place and denied, but the guards were shouting: ‘Throw him into the water!’ Other
guards said ‘No!’ Chollock should rather be brought to the commandant. So Chollock was taken to
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the commandant who commanded him to turn around and shot a bullet into his neck. Then the
guards ordered some prisoners to throw Chollock overboard.” 330
According to another witness, Polish prisoner Hermann Ancer, the guards then dragged out
some of the other prisoners from under deck and wanted to shoot them, too. Ancer was among
those prisoners but survived due to the intervention of one of the Gendarms. 331
The various reports and recollections of this episode agree on the basic details: that a chicken
was stolen on board, a search conducted in order to find the thief, and a number of prisoners
were identified more or less arbitrarily, that beating and violent abuse was carried out by guards,
and that a prisoner was shot in the head and his body tossed into the water. 332 This is one of just
a few episodes aboard the WOLFGANG where a brief description of the perpetrator is known:
according to Hermann Ancer, the killer was a member of the SS of medium height, ordinary
physique and about 40 years of age.333 According to Erna Wicht, the daughter-in-law of the
owner-operator of the WOLFGANG, the murder was committed on the front deck close to where
Erna Wicht and other members of the family had their quarters. In her description, the SS-man
who committed the crime was about 165 centimeters tall, but only around 25 years old. 334
Information about the victim’s nationality differ. Whereas Jankel Schneider describes him as a
Lithuanian prisoner, according to Erna Wicht he was Polish. Other testimony describes him as
Jewish.335
Aboard the VATERLAND murder was committed, too. The Jewish prisoner Leon Prusiński
describes a case of extreme violence which most probably happened on April 30, 1945:
“It was on the way from Stralsund to Neustadt. Because the foul air made staying in the hold
hard to endure, some people would climb up on deck to take fresh air. A storm drew over us and
an SS man ordered everyone down into the holds, which were already overcrowded. The descent
into the holds was very slow going because it was difficult to find room for the newcomers. In
view of this, an SS man who wanted to squeeze them in, whatever the cost, stood on a ladder and
began shooting people. Panic set in; several people were seriously wounded, and one died several
hours later.” 336
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These specific episodes allow the conclusion that a small number of prisoners were shot in
connection with the loading of the barges in the port of Hel, and that an unknown, but
substantially larger number were murdered by the guards while WOLFGANG and VATERLAND
were travelling at sea.

4.3 The Massacres at Pelzerhaken, Merkendorf and Neustadt
After the landing of the prisoners on the beach of Pelzerhaken in the early morning of May 3,
1945, German armed forces turned up on the beach, presumably around 6 AM. Testimony
disagrees as to whether the first on the spot were Marines, SS or police troops. Jewish prisoner
Bertha Gordon recollects that two navy soldiers were the first, and that they ordered the
prisoners to stay either on the barge or on the beach. After a while, the main force arrived:
Marines commanded by Fregattenkapitän Friedrich Ziemann, the order police Gendarms
commanded by Gendarmerie-Hauptmann Otto Schmidt, SS-guards and members of the
Sicherheitsdienst.337
Then a massacre followed which cost the lives of a large number of the concentration camp
prisoners. According to his own information, Fregattenkapitän Ziemann arrived at the beach while
the killing was already going on. In his explanation to British investigators, he gave a surprisingly
detailed description of the event. According to Ziemann, there were three reasons for the
shooting of prisoners: 1) one prisoner had been caught stealing from local German citizens; 2) the
prisoners who were not able to leave the barges were too sick and weak to come along to nearby
Neustadt and must be liquidated; 3) those prisoners who were not able to keep pace during the
march from the Pelzerhaken beach to Neustadt, where the prisoners were to be concentrated at
the U-Boot-Schule, must be liquidated in order not to slow down the march column. 338

4.3.1 An Excuse for Killing: Prisoners’ Alleged Theft of Edibles
The weaker prisoners were still on the beach, but a fair number had entered the Pelzerhaken
settlement, and some even proceeded two kilometers across the fields to the next village of
Merkendorf. Some prisoners were forced to return to the beach while others were executed by
the search teams on the spot where they were found. The main reason for immediate execution
was if the prisoner had stolen something and lied about it. Rabbits, piglets and various everyday
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utensils were found on prisoners, and for this the starving prisoners were killed. 339
Fregattenkapitän Ziemann described to the British investigators a weird procedure that was used
when a prisoner was arrested with stolen goods:
“The first category of prisoners who were shot comprised those who, on being asked if they
had stolen anything on land denied that they had, but on whom stolen articles were found. […]
When one of the prisoners had anything on him, he was sent down towards the beach, called to
and shot at a distance of five to eight meters by Marines and members of the Wehrmacht. The
stolen articles were then placed at the head of the body.” 340
Ziemann recollected that he had seen three prisoners being executed this way but did not
admit to having killed prisoners himself. 341 Polish prisoner Władysław Binder saw at least 5-6
prisoners being executed on the spot where he was. There is also proof that ten prisoners were
executed in Merkendorf.342

4.3.2 Killings Aboard the Stranded Barges
Fregattenkapitän Ziemann mentioned that prisoners who did not want to leave the barges
were the second category to be killed on May 3.
After taking control of the beach area, the soldiers ordered the prisoners to form columns: the
Scandinavians in one, Poles and Russians in a second, and Jews in a third column. The soldiers hit
the prisoners with rifle butts to make them gather and get in line. 343 Gendarm Franz Tolesdorf
explained: “Hauptmann Schmidt gave us the order to form up the prisoners in a large semi-circle,
and the Gendarmerie spread themselves out so that between each man there was an interval of
30 paces.” 344
At that time, the WOLFGANG was more or less empty, whereas prisoners were still aboard the
VATERLAND. They were ordered to wade ashore and join the ones already on the beach, but
apparently this didn’t happen as speedily as the Germans wanted it to. According to witness
testimony, Marines were standing on the beach shooting with their rifles or “machineguns” (more
likely submachineguns) in the direction of the VATERLAND. This caused the prisoners who were
still on the barge to panic. Some of them jumped into the water and started wading towards the
beach. An order was given by a German officer at the beach that those prisoners still on the barge
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would be killed. 346 A boat was to go out to the VATERLAND and make sure the job was done.
Aboard the boat were Marines, Gendarms and SS-guards.347 Dora Rabinowitz testified: “I heard
the captain of the Marines and the captain of the Gendarmerie order their men to board the
barge and ‘finish them off’”. 348
The Marines and SS-guards who went out to the VATERLAND in the row-boat had orders to
board the barge and remove the last remaining prisoners. But the pace wasn’t high enough in the
eyes of the Germans. The prisoners who were still left on the two barges, were in an exhausted
and miserable condition, so the emptying of the barges proceeded only slowly. Those who made
it up from the cargo holds and hesitated were kicked off the barge, hit cobwebs in the air, landed
however they could and tried to wade ashore through the cold water. Many had no force, though,
and some drowned on the spot. 349 Marines, Gendarms and SS practiced target shooting against
prisoners from positions at the barge and from the beach.
Danish political prisoner Frantz Carlsen saw an SS-man who had fun taking shots at an elderly
woman who was hanging on the side of the barge, clinging to a rope. The SS-man missed three
times before he hit the woman in the head. 350 This theme is recurring in many pieces of
testimony: Marines, Gendarms and SS-men doing target shooting against old, weak women and
mothers with babies. For example, the Polish prisoner Władysław Binder recollected:
“Those still aboard the barges were tossed overboard and killed. One elderly woman tried to
make her way to a ladder on all fours; she was slowly going down the rungs into the water. The
sailor fires three shots at her, and finally finished her off with a revolver.” 351
The Germans did not restrict themselves to shooting prisoners who had ended in the water.
They killed every prisoner aboard. Some survivors’ testimonies display their beastly brutality – like
the recollections of Danish prisoner Hans Christian Staub:
“Quite a number of the prisoners were lying sick in the cargo holds and on the hatches. The SSmen shot them exactly like hunters shoot rabbits. And an SS-man equipped with a hammer went
around killing those who were lying down by hitting the hammer into their brains. One SS-man
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shot one of the prisoners who was lying on a hatch; but the prisoner’s head was lying against an
iron profile, so the entire brain mass came right back into the face of the SS-man.” 352
It is difficult to imagine a more sickening form of extreme violence than an SS-guard on the
VATERLAND who – although armed with a pistol or submachinegun – preferred to “finish off”
helpless prisoners with a lath hammer he had brought along or found aboard the barge. Many
prisoners – Danes and others – took special notice of this SS-man, who appeared to be in a state
of veritable euphoria as he was killing prisoners by crushing their skulls.353 The Danish political
prisoner Helge Kierulf recollected:
“One of the most beastly SS-men got the idea that instead of his machinegun he would use a
hammer and do the killing by planting the hammer into the skull of the victim with a hard blow,
so that the tool went in to the shaft. No human being who was present on the beach some ten
meters away will ever forget that sound of crushed skull.” 354
Three Danish political prisoners – Helge Larsen, Hans Christian Staub and Helge Kierulf –
identified the perpetrator as SS-man Johannes Pettke. 355 They knew him from earlier as a guard at
a subcamp near the city of Rosenberg (Susz) where they had spent half a year as slave laborers at
a sawmill. They described him as naive, violent and an alcoholic, but provided no physical
description of him. At the time they returned to Stutthof at the end of January 1945, they had
seen him kick a Russian prisoner to death with his boots, so his excesses aboard the barge were
not unexpected to them, but still extremely revolting. 356
Gustav Riehl, one of the Gendarms, claimed in a later testimony that eight Marines and the
same number of SS-men had participated at the shootings aboard the barges, but did not imply
any of his fellow-Gendarms. 357 The public prosecutor of Lübeck concluded after drawn-out
investigations of the Pelzerhaken killings that 77 prisoners had been murdered on board the
stranded barges, but the number may not be exact because the killers kicked and threw some of
their victims into the water, so that the exact place of their deaths could no longer be decided. 358
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4.3.3 Another ‘Death March’: Pelzerhaken to the U-Boot-Schule Neustadt
Fregattenkapitän Friedrich Ziemann mentioned still another category of prisoners who were
killed during the Neustadt events on May 3: those who were not able to keep pace while
marching the four kilometers from the Pelzerhaken beach to the U-Boot-Schule in Neustadt.
These killings did not take place aboard the barges, but they belong to the same chain of events,
and in the recollections of the prisoners they are very much part of the entire traumatic
experience of the maritime evacuations from the Stutthof concentration camp. Their tragic and
criminal aspects are striking as well as shocking all the while they occurred at a time when British
troops were swiftly moving towards the Neustadt area, where everybody was expecting the
liberation within days or even hours. Whoever made himself a perpetrator of atrocities and
murder could no longer count on the cover of the criminal, inhumane Nazi regime that organized
genocide and encouraged its followers to commit acts of extreme violence against human beings
whom it had defined as members of the societal out-group on the ground of an irrational racial
ideology or other reasons.
The Allies had already much earlier announced that Nazi crimes would be subject to legal
prosecution, and had ever since they started driving back the German forces from Nazi-occupied
areas demonstrated that they were serious about it: SS-members and others who committed
crimes against civilians in the field or in concentration camps, would have to stand trial at the risk
of death penalty. Heinrich Himmler was not certain if the Allies would stand firm on this or if he
could win the Western Allies for his last-minute-plan to negotiate a separate peace agreement
and make the British and Americans join forces with the Germans against their Eastern, Soviet
partner. Both the late-in-the-war evacuations of concentration camp inmates and the numerous
killings that were part of this immense decentralized transport operation happened on the basis
of this prospect: prisoners were to be relocated and kept on German hands as an – if ever so weak
and unproductive – manpower resource, but also in order to keep them from testifying to the
true criminal nature of the Nazi regime, and to the individual, criminal part played by its
functionaries. 359 Also, as long as the prisoners were alive, they could be used as hostages by
Himmler in the bargaining process.
The individual guard – be he member of the SS, Gestapo/Sicherheitsdienst or Order Police – or
the individual Wehrmacht soldier who was commanded to join a search party and go hunting runaway prisoners, would most certainly not have a clear idea of the whole picture nor knowledge of
Himmler’s secret plans and the clandestine negotiations he was conducting through the Swedish
Red Cross representative Count Folke Bernadotte under the cover of the ‘White Buses’ operation
to repatriate Scandinavian prisoners, not to speak of overview of what the possible success to
Himmler’s efforts might mean to the risk of being held accountable for personal doings and
359
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wrong-doings. 360 The decisions that individual Germans took would be motivated by multiple
other concerns: ideology, habitus and moral stature, 361 not to speak of command structures,
corps and group loyalties as well as the influence of others in the concrete situation. Alcohol
would certainly play a part in specific situations, and survivor testimony does mention intoxicated
perpetrators. But the role of alcohol in the radicalization or blurring of other motives is difficult to
assess when it comes to mass atrocities. 362
The march to Neustadt of the WOLFGANG and VATERLAND prisoners who had been driven
together at the Pelzerhaken shore and survived the carnage on the beach and aboard the barges
is such a concrete situation. The perception of a ‘five-minutes-to-twelve-situation’ could motivate
rude and violent men to moderate their behavior and try to build new alliances with prisoners –
especially prisoner functionaries – in the interest of survival and acquittal, or it could forward a
‘jetzt-erst-recht-attitude’: that times of crisis were the time for the individual to demonstrate his
‘worth’ and devotion to the Nazi cause and/or the German nation (‘Vaterland’) by taking a firm
stand against those considered ‘subhumans’. Some would reason that all was lost anyway, so you
might as well go all the way, some reacted to the loss of control, status and future perspective by
taking their frustrations out on the ‘enemies’ they had in their custody: they were to die in order
not to be allowed to triumph and enjoy the sweet moment of freedom and victory that meant
bitter defeat for the Germans. Calculation and desperation would blend in new mixtures during
those final days of the war, and the ideological component possibly be strengthened by the fact
that it was exactly in the northwestern corner of the ever shrinking ‘Reich’ that institutions of its
central authorities – formerly so strong and concerned about keeping up appearances – were
concentrating. The sudden appearance of central state and party institutions and their high
officials in a rural region at the fringe of Nazi Germany a stone-throw away from Denmark would
add to the locals’ sense of urgency, but also reinforce bonds of loyalty – and possible mechanisms
of fear of what might happen after the German defeat.
The perpetrators of the ‘five-minutes-to-twelve-atrocities’ of Neustadt were locals – members
of the Wehrmacht who had been stationed in the area for quite a while and local Volkssturm
militiamen – as well as newcomers – East Prussian Gendarms, members of the SS and the Danzig
security police. The Flensburg Death Ship Trial and post-war investigations provide only little
evidence of their motives and individuality, though. In court their strategy can be boiled down to
the claim of having seen, heard and done nothing, and in some cases denying that they had any
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responsibility to take care of the prisoners who were in their custody. 363 We’re on firmer ground
when it comes to the acts that were committed – at least some of them.
When all prisoners had been concentrated, and the killing spree aboard the WOLFGANG and
the VATERLAND that they witnessed from the beach had ended, the column of prisoners was set
in motion. Gendarmerie-Hauptmann Otto Schmidt marched at its head and led the column the
four kilometers into town to the U-Boot-Schule. According to the testimony of Gendarmeriemember Franz Tolesdorf,
“the prisoners were lined up in columns of route; this was taken over by the SS as they all knew
the prisoners. The sentries were withdrawn and detailed to accompany the column. The sick
people and physically weak women were at the end of the column; the SS brought them along
afterwards. The column marched right along the beach, and as the route was very narrow in
places, the column extended over some length. The Gendarmerie marched on both sides of the
column a short distance away.” 364
During the march towards town, a number of atrocities occurred. Jewish prisoner Fania
Wislicka from Kaunas later testified: “The police, SS, and marines then formed the guards for the
column. Those who were too weak to attempt to march were shot by the Marines and the SS.
Those who fell out on the march were shot also.” 365 Jewish prisoner Jankel Leib Schneider stated:
„We who were already standing at the shore, were lined up in groups and led to the U-BootSchule. During the march, those prisoners who could not keep up with the speed were either
pushed into the sea and shot or executed right at the spot. In this way my friend Hari Pale who
was walking next to me was shot because he could not walk any longer, and I had already no force
to drag him along anymore.“ 366
Jewish prisoner Weira Germaska testified about the march to the U-Boot-Schule: “We were set
up in columns of eight and commanded to march. Those prisoners who did not have the force,
were shot at the spot by machineguns. I estimate the number of victims to some 30-40
people.“ 367
Most probably, the perpetrators used lighter submachineguns, not machineguns. German
witnesses are the authors of some of the most incriminating testimony about the march from the
Pelzerhaken beach to the U-Boot-Shule Neustadt. From the U-Boot-Schule, Gendarms, SSmembers and Marines kept hearing shots coming from the column of prisoners. 368
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Kapitänleutnant Ziemann admitted that he saw that three prisoners were shot for being too slow.
This happened just as the column was leaving the beach towards town. 369 Henrich Marsen, a local
resident living near the beach were the barges landed, recollected:
“When I came back, I saw a prisoner who was weak being shot by navy personnel in front of
my house. The shooting lasted in all from about 10.00 to 11.00 AM. After the shooting and when
the other prisoners had marched away, I saw about 100 bodies lying on the beach between my
house and the Lotzenhaus [a local landmark]. […] At the rear of the column of prisoners going in
the direction of Neustadt were the navy personnel. Shortly after they moved off, I heard still more
shots in the woods.” 370
Anyone who fell down on the way was shot immediately, and according to testimony from
prisoners and Germans, a high number of prisoners were killed.371 Polish prisoner Władysław
Binder stated: “They selected twenty of us and told us to lead the sick who had survived, through
town to a navy base. One fellow who had diarrhea asked for permission to step away and was
killed straight away.” 372
The U-Boot-Schule was located in the center of Neustadt, and the four kilometers march of the
prisoners lead partly along the water and mostly through urban settlement, passing the busy
bridge that connected the eastern and western art of town. But even while moving through town
and as the prisoners arrived at the facility, shootings still occurred. At the time when prisoners
were already reaching the U-Boot-Schule sport field, Kapitänleutnant Ziemann became aware that
killings of prisoners were still going on in the harbor area at the rear of the stretched-out march
column, so he sent out Kapitänleutnant Reeder and two more officers by car to “stop the
madness”, “even by force if necessary”.374 He also sent 20 men back to the beach in order to
clean up and bury the dead bodies that were lying around. This – he explained in court –
happened so that local children be spared the sight of dead bodies and in the interest of
preventing the spread of typhus. Most probably, he also wanted to hide the extent of the
massacre from the British forces whose entry was being expected shortly. 375 Reeder and his
fellow-officers managed to stop some killings but not all. Even close to the U-Boot-Schule, some
prisoners were gunned down, apparently by Marines. 376
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As the prisoners arrived at the U-Boot-Schule soccer field, their suffering still didn’t end. Close
to where the exhausted, emaciated prisoners were concentrated was a large, well equipped
hospital. By then, many prisoners were dying, but no help was provided by the doctors and nurses
of the hospital to relieve their misery. At least, the prisoners were allowed a rest on the sport
ground and eventually given water and a soup meal. Sometime in the afternoon, they were
ordered to get onto their feet again and marched to the harbor area where the cargo ship ATHEN
was waiting to take them out to where the CAP ARCONA and THIELBECK were anchored, filled
with prisoners and guards from the Neuengamme concentration camp complex. Even during this
march, stragglers and those prisoners who gave up and refused to move were shot on the spot. 377

4.3.4 The Neustadt Death Toll
The number of prisoners killed in Neustadt take on spooky proportions. According to prisoner
testimonies, some 200 prisoners were killed during the hours of the massacre. Danish survivors
argue that the British forces found 77 corpses near the WOLFGANG and the VATERLAND and
inside the barges. 378 According to Gustav Stender, who was commander of the police in Neustadt,
a total of 172 bodies of prisoners were found who had been shot in Neustadt. His figure has been
reproduced by most prisoners in post-war testimonies, and by historians.379
In 2015, the district attorney of Lübeck ended year-long investigations with the conclusion that
77 prisoners had been murdered in or near the barges at Pelzerhaken, whereas 10 who had made
it to Merkendorf were shot dead in that village. During the subsequent march from the landing
place at Pelzerhaken to the U-Boot-Schule sport ground in central Neustadt, some 170 prisoners
were shot, among them ten while the march column was moving along the Jungfernstieg, a path
leading from the Pelzerhaken beach area along the water to the Neustadt harbor. 380
According to Muzeum Stutthof historian Danuta Drywa, the British forces liberated a total of
1,200 prisoners from the WOLFGANG and the VATERLAND. At the point of departure from
Nickelswalde, the two barges had carried a total of some 2,000 prisoners, so the loss of prisoner
lives during the transport was around 800 in which number Drywa includes the prisoners, who
died already during the transports from the concentration camp to the point of embarkation, and
around 260 prisoners – her estimate – who were killed in Neustadt. The remaining 540 prisoners
died in Nickelswalde, Hel or at high sea – victims of inhuman conditions and guard violence. 382
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WOLFGANG
VATERLAND
Survivors at Neustadt, landing
Survivors at Neustadt, liberation
Losses

900-1,000
730
600
300-400

900-1,000
730
600
300-400

4.3.5 The Neustadt Killings: Lack of Legal Action?
he crime s committed in connection w ith the stra nding of the tutthof ba rge s

and

nea r

eustadt we re subjected to inve stigation by the ritish occupation a uthoritie s shortly afte r the eve nts, but in ug ust

they decided that no prosecut ion woul d take place: “he case is, at any rate temporarily, aba ndoned.”

he facts were clear, but it ha d not bee n possible to ide ntify t he pe rpet rators a nd bring them to court. nly fe w of t he surv iving prisoners we re able to g ive specific information about the pe rpetrators, and no more tha n one or tw o if a ny.

In 1947, however, the British No. 2 War Crimes Investigation Team involved itself in
investigating the May 2-3 Neustadt events, including the shooting of prisoners in the streets of
Neustadt. A long series of key persons had been interrogated in 1945 and early 1946: former
prisoners, local witnesses from the Neustadt area, representatives of local authorities and some
possible suspects. On this background, British major N.O. Till prepared a detailed report. He
concluded that the main responsibility for the massacre of Neustadt lay with at least two
suspects: Gendarmerie-Hauptmann Otto Schmidt of the East Prussian order police and
Fregattenkapitän Heinrich Schmidt of the German navy who had been the city commandant of
Neustadt during the days when the mass murders were committed and in charge of local security.
Major Till concluded:
“Hauptmann Schmidt himself denies that he was in charge and states that he had no authority
over the SS and the Marines, who were more responsible for the murders than his police.
Whether or not Hauptmann Schmidt was or was not in charge of the SS and the Marines, and
whether or not the policemen behaved less badly than the SS and the Marines, Hauptmann
Schmidt is not freed from guilt in this mass murder. It is submitted that he was in fact in charge
and that it was on his orders that the mass murders were committed. Alternatively, he is none
less guilty for standing by with a force of 80 men under his charge and allowing the murders to
take place. He could also be charged with the responsibility for the terrible conditions on board
the barges and for not allowing the prisoners to be liberated by the Allied forces when there was
no longer adequate food and drinking water available for them. 385 Major Till’s report concluded:
“Fregatten-Kapitän Schmidt should be charged with the following offenses:
a. Being responsible, as their commanding officer, for the murders committed by the
sharpshooters who were dispatched under his orders or with his knowledge.
b. Failing to take sufficient steps to ensure the immediate cessation of the shooting of which
he must have been aware.
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Failure to produce available medical attention to the prisoners when they arrived at his
school.” 386
In spite of Major Till’s clear conclusions, no steps were taken to raise charges. At one point,
though, new information apparently emerged that implied Kapitänleutnant Ziemann of the
Sandberger Weg navy barracks, too. He had been the one to hold the morning roll call on May 3. A
sergeant, Hans Geist, who was present, heard Ziemann tell his troops that the concentration camp
prisoners had murdered a woman and would have to be stopped.387 Another participant in the
morning roll call, Karl-Emil Gravenhorst, also recalled that Ziemann had told the assembled troops
that concentration camp prisoners had broken out and scattered across the country, and that they
had already murdered German women and children. Speaking the words that the escapees were
‘subhumans’ who were not worth living, Ziemann then set up search groups that were to
recapture the prisoners. In doing so, he issued an order to shoot immediately any prisoner who
was suspected of fleeing or resisting arrest. For this purpose, he had pistols and rifles from the
armory distributed among the soldiers. 388
An echo of Ziemann’s wild accusations was heard at the time when Jewish survivors
recollected to have heard an SS-man who attempted to apprehend them in Pelzerhaken shout
that they were criminals and had killed a German, and that for this the prisoners should all be
dragged into a forest and shot. 389
Karl-Emil Gravenhorst’s statement about the May 3 morning roll call at the Sandberger Weg
navy barracks was made in front of a judge in the state of Hesse and was communicated to the
district attorney of Lübeck who was in charge of the Neustadt area. This caused the district
attorney to carry out an investigation. At the time of his interrogation, Gravenhorst became aware
that he risked obtaining a key role in a criminal case several hundred kilometers away from where
he lived near Frankfurt am Main and chose to weaken his statement. After that, he was not
threatened to appear in court in Lübeck anymore. The prosecutor’s office decided – after having
asked the British regional legal supervision authority for permission – to let the case fall and did
not pursue it any further – a grave error and an immoral decision, seen in hindsight. 390
In 1984, the district attorney of Lübeck reacted to complaints from politically engaged lawyers
by starting new investigations of the Neustadt mass murders. They were directed at a number of
suspects. One of them was SS-Oberscharführer Heinrich Enns who had played a key role in the
Stutthof maritime evacuations operation from the day the prisoners left the main camp near
Danzig. Statements from former police and SS personnel – potential suspects – and from former
TNA WO 309/1592 Report on Investigation by Major N.O. Till Part C p.20.
TNA WO 309/1592 Deposition of Hans Geist 05.01.1946.
388
LASH Abt. 352.4 Nr.7348 - Staatsanwaltschaft Lübeck Sachbericht (incomplete) 1948 p.2.
389
Ger. Rep. 118-2355 Statement of Anna Grab 03.02.1972 p.1.
390
Reimer Möller: The Neustadt Barges Case. Die Ermordung von Häftlingen des KZ Stutthof in Pelzerhaken,
Merkendorf und Neustadt Hafen am 3.5.1945. Unpublished Lecture Undated p.1-5.
386
387

99

prisoners were collected. Apparently, the investigations were not driven by much energy, though,
and in 2015, the case was closed after 30 (!) years. No charges were raised against anyone.
Paradoxically, this decision was made at a time when Germany was conducting murder trials
against several above-90-years-of-age former concentration camp guards, including SS-men who
had served in Stutthof in subordinate functions and in some cases been aboard the barges during
the Stutthof maritime evacuations of April-May 1945 – like Bruno Dey, convicted at the Hamburg
district court on July 23, 2020 for complicity in the murder of more than 5,232 prisoners in the
camp. 391 The 80 file folders resulting from the Lübeck investigations were recently made available
to the public at the state archive of Schleswig-Holstein. These materials have never been used in
connection with research about the Stutthof maritime evacuations before. They constitute an
important part of the material used for this report. 392

Marinefährprahm F862: Evacuation to Bookniseck
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Ill. 13: Schleswig-Holstein, Western Germany: Fjord of Eckernförde with Booknis, Kiel, Eckernförde, Kappeln and
Flensburg (Google Maps).

The Baltic Sea journey of the Marinefährprahm F862 started with drama, as it was anchoring at
the Hel roadstead, waiting to be joined together with other ships to a convoy. At 18 o’clock, the
ships were attacked by 20-30 Soviet fighter bombers. F862 signalman Ludwig Breisch recollected
the manouvers that the Marinefährprahm undertook to avoid being hit by bombs and gunfire
from the Soviet planes:
“We curved around at the roadstead like madmen: hard starboard, hard port, zigzag line,
extreme speed ahead in order not to present the attacking aircraft with a target. During that, an
old woman fell overboard. Although I have to relativize her age. She looked as if she was 70 or 80
years old; but I have also seen ‘children’ of 20 who looked as if they were ten or twelve. The old
woman was on deck holding on to the railing as the alarm started. The anchor was up, and as we
took off, the sudden movement made her fall overboard. Some people yelled: “Man overboard!”
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In any normal situation we would have made an effort to rescue her but with the attackers above
our heads, the captain just sailed off and paid no attention to the woman.” 393
To leave a person in distress at sea is a serious violation of the international laws of the sea,
and this was to be only the first of a large number of deaths that occurred, as the
Marinefährprahm F862 left Hel on that same evening and travelled west to finally land at the
mouth of the Fjord of Eckernförde in Schleswig-Holstein several days later. Since the convoy from
Hel was moving without lighting, so as not to attract further attention of Soviet aircraft and
submarines, the ships soon lost sight of each other. The Marinefährprahm F862 continued alone.
As it reached Swinemünde and headed for the port, it was met by ships that were fleeing the city
which was at that time under Soviet attack. The Germans were preparing to blow up the port
facilities and everything else that might be of value to the Soviets. Landing is no use, move on
west, was the message, Breisch received from fellow-signalmen on the fleeing ships. 394
Thus, the Marinefährprahm F862 turned around and continued its westbound journey.
Scattered details of the journey have been handed down, mostly thanks to German amateur
historians Elke and Hans Molzahn who managed to locate some of the few Jews who survived the
trip, interviewed them and handed the testimony over to the Yad Vashem archives. 395 What the
prisoners most certainly did not realize was the fact that a leading German officer,
Korvettenkapitän Johannes Zaepernik, was travelling aboard the vessel, using the evacuation
transport of concentration camp prisoners under miserable conditions as escape route. It is not
known at what point Zaepernik and the members of his staff went ashore.
On May 2, the Marinefährprahm F862 reached the bay of Lübeck, but here the situation was
very much like the one they had experienced in Swinemünde. The entry of Allied – British – troops
to the city of Lübeck was expected to happen any hour, so without entering into the port the F862
turned around and left the Bay of Lübeck passing Neustadt and continued northeast. It is not
known, if SS transport leader Wagner or the Marinefährprahm F862 captain had contact with the
CAP ARCONA or other ships belonging to the floating concentration camp outside Neustadt. The
F862 continued its journey, rounded the island of Fehmarn which protrudes into the Baltic Sea
and set a westbound course until reaching the Fjord of Kiel which was packed with German
requisitioned merchant ships and navy vessels.
At the mouth of the Fjord of Kiel the Marinefährprahm F862 suffered a heavy attack by British
airplanes. Allied intelligence reports indicated that leading Nazis and Wehrmacht officers and
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contingents of German troops were trying to escape in the direction of Denmark and Norway 396 –
and in fact a number of them did, like the Gauleiter of East Prussia and leader of the
Reichskommissariat Ostland Erich Koch (1896-1986) who landed in Copenhagen on board the
OSTPREUSSEN, an icebreaker that had operated alongside the PREGEL in the waters of
Königsberg.397 In order to bar their escape, British fighter bombers attacked every German vessel
that moved and even anchoring vessels like the CAP ARCONA cluster of ships at the roadstead of
Neustadt.
The Marinefährprahm F862 was clearly identifiable as a navy vessel, its human cargo of
concentration camp prisoners, partly in striped ‘pyjamas’ garb, invisible from the air. Starved and
exhausted after several days at sea without any food nor drink, the prisoners huddled in the hull.
Most of them had not been allowed onto the deck at any time during the journey. On May 2,
British airplanes attacked the F862 with bombs and on-board weapons, inflicting heavy damage
upon the vessel and killing or wounding a large number of the prisoners as well as some guards
and crew members. The number of fatalities among the F862 prisoners caused by the air raid is
unknown. Most of the prisoners who had been taken out of the Stutthof sick bay and onto the
Marinefährprahm were ill and weak already as they embarked at Nickelswalde, and a number had
died during the days spent at sea. Eyewitness testimony gives no estimates about the number of
prisoners killed during the attack.
The captain – apparently among the wounded himself – sent out an emergency signal, and
eventually a tall ship approached the Marinefährprahm and offered its assistance. Witnesses
describe it as a lightship, and actually there were lightships in the area, but anchored and unlikely
to move. Most probably it was a navy school ship based in Kiel that came to the rescue. By way of
rope ladders, it took over some crew members, most SS guards and 150 prisoners, wounded and
unhurt.399 Testimonies by Jewish survivors describe the dramatic events:
“I was on deck when the bombs started falling. Whoever was hit, was hit, but I wasn’t. The
boat started to burn. But it had little wood, was primarily made of iron or metal. That means: you
could touch nothing; everything was hot. Even the deck was burning, partly. And everyone came
running from the inside of the boat to get out into the air. But I went inside the boat, I wanted to
go in because I knew: my mother is there. Anyway, it was absolutely impossible to run against the
crowd of people rushing out. I fell, and everyone stepped right over me. I decided: I’ll die!
Wonderful to die. You feel nothing at all.” 400
Hanni Krispin recollected 2010 that guards in green uniforms tried to flee the F862 in two
rescue boats. One of them capsized which made the prisoners cheer with joy. Its inmates were
rescued, though. Aboard the Marinefährprahm, a few SS guards stayed on deck along with navy
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sailors. The ship was now lying flip-sided in the water. Hanni Krispin later described the arrival of
the tall ship at the scene:
“From that ship, rope ladders were suddenly lowered. And sailors came and helped us. […]
Then 150 people was taken unto that ship. […] But then they decided: they could take no more
than 150, because the ship couldn’t carry more. […] And we had the luck that all the food they
had was oatmeal. And they poured the oatmeal in a small pot and gave every one of us a small
portion, so that everyone gets something. And then they cooked more, and then more again, so
that everyone of us got something to eat.” 401
Jewish survivor Dvora Gittler remembered that another ship turned up at the scene but
refused to take prisoners aboard:
“Being bombed by military jets many people sprang into the water. I said to myself: “I only
shall spring when fire is hurting me.” One woman was hit by bomb-splinters and lost a lot of
blood. The fire-ship near the Bay of Kiel took 150 people on board. There we got some bread and
we had to stay one night on board because one warship did not want to take us. Instead of that
several small ships came to bring us to Kiel.” 402
As the prisoners, many of whom were fire-sodded and wounded, arrived in Kiel, locals acted
out their animosity against them. A uniformed man humiliated the starving prisoners by throwing
bread crusts at them hoping to provoke a fight that would confirm his prejudicial view of
concentration camp prisoners as ‘subhumans’.403 Not all the prisoners had made it from the
burning Marinefährprahm onto the rescuing ship, though. Interviewed by German radio in 2010,
Chaviva Kaplan recollected, that the prisoners were so desperate to get onto the rescuing ship
that some fell into the water and drowned:
“And my friend, who was very ill, shouted: “Help me, help me!” […] And I was with another
friend, and we helped her. In the meantime they had taken about half of us onto the lighthouse
ship. And we were occupied with our friend, had no time, we stood back. Then they said: “Stop,
we cannot take more people aboard. We sail on”.” 404
During the attack, according to Frieda Ben David, Germans were wounded, too:
“Our barge was hit and our captain got wounded. If this had not happened, we prisoners would
have all been thrown overboard alive. When a fireship coming from nearby took us, they suddenly
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shouted: “Stop, we cannot take any more people.” Those who still tried to get from the barge
onto the fireship got shot in their heads. In the engine room of the ship the crew asked: “Who are
you, you look like a crowd…” When we replied: “We come from a concentration camp”, they
wanted to know, what crime we had done. “Our only crime is being Jewish”, we said. Then they
helped us a little and asked immediately: “Will you testify after the end of the war that we helped
you?”” 405
Without being offered anymore help, the Marinefährprahm F862 was left to itself and sailed
off. Hits below the waterline made water enter, and soon the vessel was slanting, manouvering
becoming increasingly difficult. On deck and above there was serious damage, fire was still raging.
Some 40-50 prisoners were left in the skewed, still burning F862 along with a few SS-guards, some
crew members and the captain who tried to sail on in an attempt to reach the port of
Flensburg. 406 Jewish prisoner Chaviva Kaplan described the events that followed:
“On our barge stayed about 60 prisoners: dead, wounded and a few who were ‘healthy’. We
were all dirty, black because of the smoke and we looked terrible. Soon the captain of the barge
announced, that the fire had been extinguished and that the voyage could be continued soon.
After several hours in the Bay of Eckernförde, we came near the land and ran abeach near
Bookniseck. Among us were still three SS-people; they wanted to blow up the ship with the
remaining prisoners to avoid their leaving the ship.” 407
Most prisoners were sick and weak, now also suffering from wounds caused by shots and
shrapnel or from terrible burns. Many were dozing in a state of apathy and complete exhaustion,
some didn’t even realize what was going on around them. At one point of time, the SS guards
decided to abandon the ship, left in a row-boat for the shore and disappeared.
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Ill. 14: Schleswig-Holstein, Western Germany: Marinefährprahm F862 stranded at the beach of Bookniseck at
the mouth of the Fjord of Eckernförde. Photo taken 1946 (Yad Vashem).

“We stayed on the deck of the barge overnight. We did not know what would happen to us.
Early in the morning a boat with civilians came nearer. To the Earl von Moltke it was announced,
that near Bookniseck, on the border of his land, a boat with refugees was located. He saved us,
bringing us in small boats to the shore and in a safe place.” 410
From a prisoner’s point-of-view Chaviva Kaplan describes the events that followed, as Graf
Oscar von Moltke-Kirsten, owner of the nearby Waabshof manor, took action to assist the
prisoners who had landed at a far corner of his estate. First, Friedrich Freiherr von Ahlefeldt,
owner of the neighboring manor house Booknis, had been at the beach to make sure that the SS
would not try to blow up the Marinefährprahm and kill the prisoners. He arranged that dead
prisoners, SS-guards and navy sailors were buried near the beach, and that the survivors were
transported from the beach to Booknis where they were given a meal of milk, bread and cheese.
Ahlefeldt then arranged that he and Moltke-Kirsten come up with tractors, trailers and drivers to
take them to the nearest hospital in the district town of Kappeln.411 Like other survivors, Kaplan
credits Moltke-Kirsten for the help they received:
“Then he arranged that we were brought to Kappeln in tractors and trailers. There we would
be accommodated and attended to. Because in Kappeln they refused to care for us, we had to
stay on the trailer overnight, and some people died because of this. At first our transport returned
to Earl von Moltke’s ‘Waabshof’ and reached finally, after a new and long trip, the marine
installation in Eckernfoerde, where we could take a bath and where we got food. Then we were
brought to a hotel. In the cellar we were separated out: the very sick were brought to the hospital
in Eckernfoerde, 15 ‘healthy’ however – among them I was too, even though I had frostbitten feet
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– came to private houses to be quarantined there under observation of the police. During the
following days and weeks many persons died.” 412
A total of six prisoners died as the tractor wagons moved the 17 kilometers from Waabs to
Kappeln, waited in Kappeln with no protection against the night cold, and then covered the 17
kilometers back to Waabs and additional 14 kilometers to Eckernförde. At the following short stay
at the city’s navy torpedo test facility the prisoners were fed and finally given showers and
uniforms of female air force aids (Luftwaffenhelferinnen) instead of the rags they had carried and
partly lost in the fire. Back in the town of Eckernförde, doctors tried to fend off the prisoners from
the hospital: “Those are Jews. We don’t have to treat them. We prefer to treat our own people.”
Count von Moltke-Kirsten was very insisting, however, and in the end the sick were admitted to
hospital treatment which didn’t save some of them from dying during the following days. Sensing
that the locals were anything but friendly to the prisoners, the Count drove to Eckernförde every
day with horse and carriage to see that the prisoners were treated well, and that those who died
received a decent burial.413
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Ill. 15: Schleswig-Holstein, Germany: Oskar Graf von Moltke-Kirsten of Waabshof manor, Booknis,
placing a wrath on the wreck of the Marinefährprahm F862 at a memorial event, arranged by Jewish
survivors from the Stutthof transport in commemoration of those prisoners who lost their lives
during the transport from Nickelswalde to Bookniseck, May 1946 (Yad Vashem).

5.1 Crimes Committed at Sea aboard the Marinefährprahm F862
Even if the Marinefährprahm F862 was a regular ship and quite new, the prisoners‘ conditions
aboard were just as horrible as on the dilapidated cargo barges that were involved in the Stutthof
sealift operation: the WOLFGANG, VATERLAND, KLAUS, BRESLAU and RUTH. The F862 had not
been cleaned after transporting live pigs, so manure was all over its floor. When the prisoners
wanted to rest, they had to lie down in wet straw and pig manure. 414 With no toilet facilities
available to the prisoners and many prisoners suffering of diarrhea, hygiene went from bad to
worse as the days passed. Jewish prisoner Luba Lachmann, a 14-years-old girl in 1945, recollected:
„[Reaching Nickelswalde] we had to march. Those who could not walk were calmed with the
announcement: „We travel further to Denmark.“ We knew that this was not true. I tried to
encourage a friend of mine who was very weak and who did not want to make any more effort.
They placed us into the storage area of the barge and shut the hatch to the deck.
On board we got neither food nor something to drink. Whoever could not bear the thirst was
forced to drink sea water. During the whole voyage it was very noisy in the interior of the ship,
you always heard somebody shouting and crying. One morning, when one of us opened the hatch
a little we could see, that those who could no longer bear the narrowness and the stench of
faeces and had sneaked on deck during the night were thrown overboard. On board there were
several German SS-people and also some with a Slavic accent. A German SS-man gave the order
and a Slavic man threw the people into the sea. By this time Hitler had already committed suicide
and Germany was on the brink of capitulation; even so we were thrown into the sea.“ 415
Jewish prisoner Hanni Krispin on two occasions testified to the same deadly procedure:
„The boat was filled with people. Not all were Jewish. Those were different people who had
been imprisoned in Stutthof. Then all of a sudden – were were approximately ten days at sea
without food, without water, without nothing – when somebody didn’t like your nose, they would
throw you into the water. When someone wanted to ascend the deck, they would throw him into
the water. But I was very smart. I saw when something was about to happen.“ 416
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„One morning when I felt the stink and the narrowness were unbearable, I followed my
mother to a hatch and opened it a gap. With horror we noticed that some prisoner who also did
not stand the situation in the storage area were thrown overboard by members of the guards. I
shut the hatch quickly.“ 417
The death toll of the six days journey of the Marinefährprahm F862 was frightening. As the
proportion of survivors is low, so is the number of post-war testimony. Except for the air attack
situations at Hel and Kiel, shootings and other violence by guards is not mentioned, but the
guards aboard the F862 were from the same unit as the ones on the other vessels participating in
the Stutthof evacuation drive, so the examples from the barges suggest that similar use of
violence took place aboard the F862, too. Prisoners who ascended to the deck hardly belonged to
those who had slipped into total apathy and will have resisted when guards and prisoner
functionaries attempted to throw them into the sea – unless they decided, of course, that this
would be their way of committing suicide.
Inside the cargo hold, it seems that the prisoners were largely left to themselves. Conflicts over
the limited space may explain a lot of the screaming and shouting that Luba Lachmann
remembered, but they must have decreased, as ever more of the ill, extremely weak prisoners
died, were removed and tossed overboard. Atrocious conditions and the complete lack of food
and drinking water account for the majority of the deaths, the effects of the air attack and
subsequent fire for the rest. Already the decision to evacuate prisoners in such a weak condition
as the Stutthof Revier-patients set the scene for the relentless mass death and brutality that
expresses itself in a death rate of 65-80%.
Marinefährprahm F862
Prisoners at departure, Nickelswalde
Prisoners rescued at Kiel
Prisoners landed at Bookniseck
Survivors, Bookniseck
Losses

417

500-600
100-150
40
18
332-482
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Barges KLAUS and BRESLAU: Evacuation to Klintholm
Barge KLAUS was smaller than the WOLFGANG and the VATERLAND. At Nickelswalde it took
aboard a somewhat smaller number of prisoners. It travelled together with the two larger barges
from Nickelswalde via Hel until the small convoy – after a short stay in Swinemünde – broke up
due to fog and hard weather which caused the KLAUS to run aground and shipwreck. Those
prisoners who were rescued were eventually loaded upon another barge, the BRESLAU, that was
close to shipwrecking on the continued journey and because of that ended up in the small harbor
of Klintholm, Denmark. Whereas conditions aboard both barges were largely similar to those
aboard the other Stutthof evacuation vessels, the journey of the KLAUS prisoners developed far
more dramatically. It also provided, however, hundred or more of the prisoners with the
opportunity to flee and experience the liberation at Rügen, Germany. The following subchapters
will reconstruct the complicated journey of the KLAUS prisoners and try to clarify, at least
tentatively, the crimes committed during the journey and the death toll.
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6.1 KLAUS and tugboat DANZIG: Hel to Rügen, April 27 to 30

Ill. 16: The Bay of Świnouście (Swinemünde) with the Greifswälder Oie, Peenemünde, Binz where the giant Nazi
holiday resort of Prora was located, the port of Saẞnitz and Stralsund. Lauterbach is located on the Rügen shore
southeast of Putbus (Google Maps).

The guards on board the KLAUS consisted of SS-men, members of the
Gestapo/Sicherheitsdienst and Gendarms. According to Gendarmerie-Hauptmann Otto Schmidt,
commandant of the East Prussian Gendarms who participated in the Stutthof evacuation, each of
the three barges WOLFGANG, VATERLAND and KLAUS which left Nickelswalde in convoy on April
27 was staffed with around 40 Gendarms and around 20 SS- or Gestapo-men independent of its
size. 418 Since KLAUS was less roomy and the number of prisoners smaller, every guard aboard that
418
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vessel had fewer prisoners to guard than was the case on the others. According to Polish prisoner
Józef Paliwoda, the number of SS and Gestapo on board the KLAUS was even as high as 29. 419
Maybe members of the Stutthof SS administration travelled along on the barge or its tugboat
DANZIG in a last attempt to reach a safer environment in Western Germany. Oberscharführer
Heinrich Enns who was in charge of the entire maritime evacuation, was on board the barge or
tugboat and commanded the SS- and Sicherheitsdienst personnel of the KLAUS as well as the
guards of the entire operation.420 Commander of the Gendarms aboard was Storm, a first
lieutenant (Oberleutnant) of the police. After the war, Enns in interrogations tried to shake off
responsibility by claiming that lower-ranking Storm had been the real person in charge. 421
Like on all Stutthof barges, there were both male and female prisoners on the KLAUS. The
largest groups were Jews, Poles and Soviet prisoners. Other nationalities aboard were Czech,
Slovaks, Latvians, Estonians and Germans. Among the German prisoners were a group of Jehova’s
Witnesses: 11 women and three men. 422
On April 27 at 6 PM, the WOLFGANG, VATERLAND and KLAUS and its tugboats started the
journey from Hel towards Neustadt in Holstein. On April 29, the convoy reached Saẞnitz, but it
was only permitted into the harbor for a short stop-over. After leaving the port of Saẞnitz again in
the afternoon, the ‘Stutthof convoy’ came apart. The area was covered with dense fog, and the
KLAUS ran aground off the tiny island Greifswalder Oie. Its tugboat DANZIG tried to pull it off the
ground but gave up as the barge started to break apart and dropped the ropes. DANZIG then took
off and made its way to Stralsund where it met with the rest of the convoy that had just
continued its journey in spite of the shipwreck – leaving the helpless prisoners behind in a vessel
that was breaking apart.423 The loss of the KLAUS was communicated to the 10. Sicherungsdivision
in a short radio telegram sent on May 2, 1945 at 06.36 AM: “Message 1143: Skoot ‘Klaus’ of AF
31’s convoy, carrying concentration camp prisoners, stranded at Gerifswalder Oie”. The message
was transcribed on May 18 by British signals intelligence and included into the Major Till
investigation material. 424
On the Greiswalder Oie a German navy station was located as well as launching ramps, bunkers
and building that had belonged to the Peenemünde rocket test station. From here, the navy
commandant, chief mate (Obermaat) Kluge, ordered a navy vessel under the command of an
Oberleutnant Mayer to the place of the shipwreck. It took the guards from the barge aboard, got
most prisoners onto rubber floats and brought them to the marine station where the rescued
were taken inside and treated with fresh water. Two prisoners who fell into the water while trying
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to pass on from the wreck to the rubber float were left to drown, and some of the weakest who
did not have the force to ascend from the cargo hold were left to die in the disintegrating hull of
the barge. After the rescue, 473 prisoners were still alive of the approximately 600 who were on
board the KLAUS at its departure from Hel.425
From the navy station, the prisoners were loaded onto what is described by most testimony as
a ‘munition barge’ on tow after a navy ship. Instead of a barge, isolated testimony mentions a
battle ferry, but it makes little sense that such a vessel would need towing and not move for its
own engine. Testimony agrees that the transport vessel was full of ammunition, so the prisoners
had to sit on top of the ammunition boxes – individual testimony even mentions torpedos – which
made them feel terribly exposed to the danger of a sudden disaster. Finally, they landed in the
small fishing harbor of Lauterbach on Rügen and were allowed onto the quay. 427 In a post-war
interrogation, the commanding SS-officer of the KLAUS and leader of the entire maritime
evacuation of Stutthof prisoners, Oberscharführer Heinrich Enns, gave his not quite consistent
description of the happenings of April 30, 1945:
“I remember that the first lieutenant of the police [Storm], who was in command of our barge,
possessed some nautical experience and suggested that we call at the island of Rügen. In the
meantime, however, our barge ran aground at the island [Greifswalder] Oie. Thus, the entire crew
of the barge had to get off board. With the help of a navy first lieutenant we were provided with a
battle ferry. On this battle ferry we attempted to sail around Rügen, but we couldn’t get through;
in the meantime, the Russians had already occupied parts of the island. Finally, we were unloaded
again in Lauterbach, and here the local fire brigade provided us with food.” 428
Clearly, the ‘us’ of Enns’ narrative is the SS and other guards and does not include the prisoners
in their custody. The guards were well fed, the prisoners left starving. Enns’ strategy for fending
off suspicion causes obvious contradictions in his statement: The SS-officer is well able to give
orders to a navy officer, but lets a low-ranking policeman exercise command of the evacuation
barge and the members of the SS aboard, including higher-ranking Enns himself. And the decision
to head for Lauterbach instead of the open waters north of Rügen appears obscure. Most likely,
navy officer Storm had insisted in the first place that the navy munition supplies not be taken to a
place outside his reach.
The prisoners now spent two days on the windblown pier of Lauterbach with no place to seek
cover from the shifting weather. Locals were moved by the sight of their misery, visible to
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everyone as the prisoners threw themselves at fish waste lying around at the pier. 429 The local
baker brought large quantities of bread, causing a stampede. Starving prisoners got into fights as
they attempted to get at the food, the SS guards and Gendarms lost control, and a large number
of the prisoners – maybe as many as 130 – used the chaotic situation to escape. They hid in
woods around the village or among German civilian refugees, or they were taken in by locals.
Polish prisoner Zofie Kopec fled with her friend and posed as a refugee.430 Władysława Adamczyk,
also a Polish prisoner, recalled: “I took advantage of the prevailing chaos and fled into a forest. I
hid in that forest until the liberation on May 6, 1945.“ 431 In an effort to regain control, the guards
fired their weapons into the crowd of milling-around prisoners, killing several. In 1947 railway
construction workers discovered the graves of 12 prisoners at the railway dam located next to the
site of the massacre. 432

6.2 BRESLAU: Rügen to Klintholm

Ill. 17: Barge BRESLAU near the Danish island of Møn 1945. Behind it the chimney and mast of another ship.
Photographer unknown, Lokalhistorisk Forening Møn (https://www.tv2east.dk/vordingborg/mens-danskernefejrede-befrielsen-drev-raedslerne-i-land-pa-mon).
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As soviet forces were approaching ever more, the SS wanted to move on and got hold of
another barge, the BRESLAU, which happened to be lying in the Lauterbach harbor and was
confiscated by the SS for the purpose. The BRESLAU was larger than the KLAUS, so that all
prisoners had space to lie down. The BRESLAU was an old river barge and in a very run-down
condition. Once it hit high sea waters, its movements made the prisoners aboard constantly fear
that it would capsize. The hull was some 65 meters long and divided into three large cargo holds
which had flooring of fresh-smelling woodboard. The access to the cargo holds was through
hatches from which metal ladders and wooden ‘chicken ladders’ led to the bottom of the
holds.433 According to Polish prisoner Zygmunt Szatkowski, the barge had at an earlier stage
carried cargos of coal on the Weichsel river which makes its desolate condition understandable. 434
At the time of its requisition by the SS, the inside was clean, and in one cargo hold there was a
load of sugar. The numerous testimonies do not mention anything about starving prisoners
piercing the sugar sacks and delicating with their content, though. 435 But the sugar may have
provided at least some of the prisoners with some nourishment, since no testimony mentions
that there was any cargo aboard, as the journey ended. Most survivor testimony leaves the same
impression of the situation aboard as in the other Stutthof barges: no food, no drinking water,
utter starvation and thirst, seasickness and disease, prisoners getting ever weaker with some
dying every day.
Meanwhile, the DANZIG had returned from Stralsund and could confirm that Red Army troops
were getting very close. This added to the SS‘ feeling of urgency, so on May 3 in the morning, the
prisoners were ordered to board the BRESLAU. The barge left Lauterbach on tow after the
DANZIG and accompanied by a navy vessel of unknown identity.436 The option of moving south
around the island of Rügen through the narrow Strelasund must have been rejected because of
the risk of being intercepted by the Soviet forces that had already reached its south shore. So the
vessels rounded the Thiessow ness, heading out into open Baltic Sea waters. They went north
along the coast of Rügen past the kilometer-long Prora beach complex at Binz – constructed by
the Nazi leisure organization Kraft durch Freude (Strength through Joy) for mass tourism, now
serving as military barracks, lazarett and accomodation for refugees from the East. 437 At 11.30 AM
the vessels arrived at the harbor of Saẞnitz for a short stay. 438 It appears that Flensburg was
meant to be the final destination, but the prisoners aboard the BRESLAU had no information.
Rumors circulated among them that the barge was to be blown up or sunk at high sea. Polish
prisoner Antoni Kawalek saw boxes of dynamite aboard and shared his observations with others.
Polish prisoner Zygmunt Szatkowski was informed by the skipper that he had received orders to
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sink the barge. According to Polish prisoner Pjotr Mierzejewski, the barge was to be left on its
own, drifting for wind and weather in the Baltic sea 439
Prisoners who belonged to the Jehova’s Witnesses established a strong narrative of their own
which is repeated in all testimonies from members of the sect – here as described in their official
magazine:
„An elderly sister by the name Malenke took the initiative to contact the captain. Every day she
preached to him. Since he realized that the German forces had been defeated, he did not want to
keep anything secret to us, so he told sister Malenke that he had received orders to drown all the
prisoners in his custody. He was friendly to us and told us that earlier he had been a vicious
opponent to the Jehova’s Witnesses. Now he regretted bitterly that he had 12 of our coreligionists thrown into a concentration camp.“ 440
Polish officer Zygmunt Szatkowski gave a less romantic explanation to the skipper’s decision
not to blow up the barge: “A few hours before he was supposed to carry out the order, he heard
that Germany had capitulated and realized that it was better to save lives. So he set the course
towards Denmark.” 441
Problems had already emerged, as the BRESLAU continued its journey into the Baltic Sea: the
barge – unsuited for high-sea travel – was leaking, the hull getting ever shakier. Finally, the red
flag signifying sea distress was hung, and after having had radio contact with the nearest coast the
DANZIG captain, Oberleutnant Paulo, and the commandant of the accompanying navy vessel
agreed to seek harbor in Klintholm at the southeasternmost shore of the Danish island of Møn, a
small private harbor which had been constructed by to serve the island‘s export of cattle, grain,
timber and chalk stone from the nearby cliffs. The BRESLAU, the DANZIG and the unidentified
navy ship which had a part of the Stutthof guards on board entered the small harbor in the
morning of May 5, 1945, at a time when the peaceful liberation of Denmark was just coming into
effect. 442
At first, the BRESLAU was left at the beach in front of the Klintholm seaside hotel while some
German SS and soldiers entered the harbor. They intended to continue to Flensburg, they said,
and locals convinced them that they better leave the barge and its passengers in Klintholm.
Danish reporters quickly reached the spot and newspapers published detailed descriptions that
were full of contempt for the Germans and compassion with their victims. They mention a Paul
Emmerich who appeared to be a leading figure among the Germans: according to some sources,
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Emmerich was a police officer, possibly the commander of the guards, according to others he was
the skipper of the BRESLAU. Quick on the spot were also a local physician, Dr. Rasmus Fenger,
who entered the barge in order to get an overview of the prisoners‘ health condition, and a
detachment of the resistance movement led by Baron Niels Rosenkrantz of Liselund manor, who
immediately took control of the situation and started coordinating the help activities that had
already been initiated by locals. 443 Dr. Fenger played a crucial part. According to his 1945
recollections, he addressed a German who appeared to play the leading role:
„I first addressed the German. ‚Do you have sick people aboard?‘ ‚No, we don’t have any sick
people‘. ‚What kind of people are they?‘ ‚They are prisoners‘. I entered the barge, probably as the
first person. No German tried to get in my way. It was a weird experience, the prisoners gathered
around me, pulled my clothes, and one prisoner who later emerged as their leader, the Polish
navy officer Wysocki, told me that they were prisoners from the Stutthof concentration camp,
and that they had been sailing for many days without receiving fresh water nor food. I addressed
the German anew: ‚What about the prisoners?‘ ‚Don’t bother about them. If you will just help us,
we will sail on tomorrow to Flensburg or Kiel with the prisoners. There are criminals among them
who are not nice to get on land.‘ Those were the words, approximately, but as I considered it
more important in a Danish harbor to help the prisoners than the Germans, I got in touch with the
commander of the local resistance, Niels Rosenkrantz, and told him about my discovery.“ 444
Dr. Fenger, Baron Rosenkrantz, Dr. Mortensen, a physician from the nearby town of Stege, and
Mrs. Mortensen who was the chairperson of the local Red Cross Committee immediately
established a committee to help the prisoners. 445 Large quantities of milk, bread, potatoes and
drinking water were organized. The physicians sorted out the weakest prisoners and had them
sent to the island’s only hospital in nearby Stege. Volunteers were recruited to help the prisoners
clean themselves, disinfect them and collect clothing for them. Emergency sick bays were
organized in Klintholm and surrounding villages, and the German coast guard which had
confiscated the Klintholm Beach Hotel was evicted for it to be used for sick prisoners, too. Latrines
were built on the harbor, since many prisoners had to remain aboard the barge for days until
proper accommodation could be found. The local municipality agreed to guarantee the payment
of all expenses. 446 Not all hospitals in the region were willing to help, so prisoners with contagious
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diseases were eventually sent to treatment at the epidemic hospital Blegdamshospitalet in faraway Copenhagen.447
Local newspapers covered the landing of the barge with much empathy. Gert Munch, a young
journalist from the daily ‘Møns Dagblad’ – who also published the first touching photos from the
inside of the BRESLAU (including the photo on the front page of this report) – described his
observations from a visit aboard the BRESLAU on the day of its landing:
“Everyone was in rags. Everyone was very ill with tuberculosis, pneumonic plague, typhus, and
every single prisoner suffered from terrible nutritional diseases. Everyone had lice. The creatures
in cargo hold no. 1 were not able to stand on their legs. They were lying like a heap of dying
animals, who had once belonged to the peculiar homo sapiens. The stench down there was hard
to endure for a fresh human being.” 448
Journalist Otto Walsted of the national newspaper ‘Nationaltidende’ hastened to Møn from
Copenhagen and made similar observations:
“The first thing the Møn population saw of the inmates of this Baltic Sea ark as they flocked at
the landing site, was a cluster of dirty, ragged and indescribably skinny human beings who
faltered up the chicken ladders from the deep darkness of the ark and tumbled against the railing
in a confused and struggling mob. A schoolgirl on the pier grabbed a piece of bread and tossed it
towards the entangled bundle of arms which the human skeletons reached out towards the
foreign coast. Immediately a fierce fight broke out over this one lump of rye bread which the
schoolgirl had instinctively tossed.” 449
Not until May 15 was the BRESLAU emptied of all inmates and could be towed away, 450 first to
the harbor of Stege, then to a German harbor. Apart from widespread diarrhea (‘Scheisserei’), a
whole range of serious diseases were observed by the Danish physicians who treated the
BRESLAU prisoners. Typhus was the most serious of them, and new cases of Stutthof prisoners
who had been infected during the journey emerged well after the liberation. These patients were
sent into isolation in Copenhagen. 451 Of 84 confirmed cases of typhus in Denmark in 1945, 56
cases were prisoners from the BRESLAU, whereas another 10 were Stutthof-prisoners who had
been on the WOLFGANG and had found their way back to Denmark from Neustadt after the
capitulation of Germany. 452 Other diseases were tuberculosis, miseries, phlegmona, ulcerations,
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hunger oedema and pleural exudate malignancy. 453 A great many prisoners displayed signs of
violence: marks from being hit, open, bleeding or exuding leg wounds from being kicked with
nailed boots. Many had ghastly scars in the scalp from rifle butts and police clubs.454 Wounds that
had not been treated were infected, in some cases crawling with maggots. Way into Autumn
1945, a fair number of the survivors from the BRESLAU, formerly KLAUS, still needed treatment. 455
The desolate condition of the BRESLAU survivors, described by Danish physicians who provided
medical help, can be considered typical for the state, which the vast majority of the survivors
from the Stutthof maritime evacuation were in after the liberation. No wonder that some only
survived for a short period of time.

6.2.1 Death Toll of the KLAUS and BRESLAU Journey
Upon arrival in Klintholm, and after first aid had been provided, all BRESLAU prisoners were
registered. This was done aboard the barge, as many were too weak to ascend to the deck and
leave the barge. 370 prisoners arrived at Klintholm, the majority being Jewish, Polish and Soviet.
One prisoner died aboard the BRESLAU shortly after its arrival, six at the Stege hospital, and five
at the lazaret that was put up at the Klintholm Beach Hotel. Another seven died from typhus at
the Copenhagen epidemic hospital, bringing the total of post-liberation fatalities up to 19 – i.e.
351 prisoners of approximately 600 prisoners who were taken onto the KLAUS and later on the
BRESLAU survived the dramatic Baltic sea odyssey. 456
As opposed to the exact registration of the Danish health authorities, the numbers of fatalities
that occurred in the course of the evacuation operation remain uncertain. Czech prisoner Hilda
Novachová recollected that in her cargo hold 30 women died of starvation and exhaustion during
one single night but does not give information about deaths that occurred during the rest of the
time spent aboard the barges. According to Polish prisoner Tadeusz Rycembel, around 50 dead
prisoners were dropped into the sea from the KLAUS on its journey from Hel to the Greifswalder
Oie. Polish prisoner Pjotr Mierzejewski estimated that at least 80 of the KLAUS prisoners died
during the entire sea journey from Nickelswalde to Klintholm. Some testimony states that 15-20
prisoners died every day. Considering the fact that the KLAUS held some 600 prisoners when it
left Nickelswalde and the number of prisoners who reached Klintholm on the BRESLAU was 370,
further that 120-130 had the luck to flee in Lauterbach, a total of around 100 died during the
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journey, including the prisoners who died in connection with the shipwreck at the Greifswalder
Oie and the ones killed by the SS in Lauterbach.457
KLAUS and BRESLAU
Prisoners at departure, Nickelswalde
Prisoners after rescue, Greifswalder Oie
Rescued by flight, Lauterbach
Murdered by SS, Lauterbach
Prisoners arriving at Klintholm
Survivors, Klintholm
Losses

6.3

>600
473
120-130
12
370
351
>119-129

Crimes Committed at Sea on the Barges KLAUS and BRESLAU

Atrocities by guards against the prisoners were committed all the way from Nickelswalde to
Klintholm. Few survivors were specific about the time and date of the crimes, and most only
witnessed smaller parts of the events because of crowding and turmoil – and because showing
interest could draw the guards’ attention to the individual prisoner and call down retaliation upon
him. “Complete anonymity ruled between the murderers and their victims”, ascertains FrenchIsraeli historian Daniel Blatman in his magisterial study of the 1944/45 concentration camp
evacuations: “The cases in which survivors of the death marches were able to name the
perpetrators who had shot their comrades along the way, were most rare.” 458 The same goes for
the ‘maritime death marches’ from Stutthof in April/May 1945.
Prisoners who got away in Lauterbach appear to have more precise recollections, be it because
they – at least some of them – were interrogated soon after liberation by Soviet war crimes
investigators, while impressions were still fresh, or because they did not go through the
exhausting last days which would have drained their bodily force even more, causing a numbing
of perception and damage to their memory.459 Survivors agreed that most atrocities were
committed by members of the SS, but they probably did not distinguish between the SS and the
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Sicherheitsdienst/Gestapo; only rarely do they mention names or contribute details that allow an
identification of the perpetrators. 460
The general situation in the cargo holds of both the KLAUS and the BRESLAU was utterly
inhumane. German prisoner Hermine Schmidt, a Jehova’s Witness, recalled:
“All in all, there were probably more than 400 human beings aboard the completely overfilled
barge. Below deck in the cargo holds reigned complete chaos. People were literally lying on top of
each other. Filled with lice, starved, seasick and in despair they trampled each other down with
their feet.” 461
In the cargo holds of the KLAUS there was not room enough for everybody to lie down; many
prisoners had to stand. Most were too weak to leave their cargo hold and had to relieve
themselves where they were. A few climbed onto the deck and defecated while hanging over the
railing, risking to lose their grip and fall into the sea. As the sea was quite rough during the days of
the evacuation, more than one prisoner was washed overboard. One survivor recollected that the
SS would shoot at the prisoners who fell overboard instead of attempting to rescue them.462 The
guards would even shoot at prisoners who were relieving themselves at the railing. Polish
prisoner Wacław Jarosławski witnessed an SS-man shooting at two Jewish women who ascended
to the deck in order to relieve themselves. Aboard the accompanying navy vessel that carried
most of the guards, the SS – according to survivors – had fun using their last munition to do target
shooting after the prisoners who ascended the deck of the barge in order to do their ‘toilet
business’. Polish prisoner Antoni Kawalek similarly saw SS-guards shooting from the tugboat at
prisoners at the barge. 463 Considering the movements of the sea, the risk of missing the target
must have been high, though.
All survivor testimony points in the same direction when it comes to food and drink: as long as
the barge was travelling at sea, no food nor water was handed out. Most tell that while on land
they ate grass and leaves and drank from puddles. A few recollect that in Lauterbach they
received some bread, but not everybody did. Thus, the prisoners’ general condition was bad.
Eventually, the majority got so desperate from thirst that they started drinking sea water. Several
prisoners got sick from drinking the salty water and many died. Others would be led into
extremes: they would drink rainwater or even urine and other liquids which would normally be
considered undrinkable. Pjotr Mierzejewski observed some prisoners who would urinate into a tin
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or other container they happened to have, wait for the liquid to get cold and then drink it. 464
Zygmunt Szatkowski recollected that he and other prisoners who did not have the strength to
leave the cargo hold, driven by extreme thirst would drink from the salty sea water between the
bottom boards. This was sea water polluted by hay, dirt, vomit, blood and wound fluid, feces and
urine.465
Prisoners who died at sea were hoisted up onto the deck of the barge, undressed and stacked
before the bodies were tossed into the sea. 466 Polish prisoner Antoni Sternik describes the
reckless handling of the dead and the almost-dead like this:
“The seriously ill who could not stand up without help, were placed on the hatch of the barge.
This happened during night. In the morning when I woke up, I noticed that these ill prisoners who
had been placed on the hatch of the barge, were not there anymore.“ 467
Survivors testified that living prisoners were thrown into the sea. Victims of this were the
dying, but also prisoners who happened to become subject of the whims of the guards: they got
pushed or thrown into the water. As the barge continued to move on at undiminished speed and
no rescue was attempted, the weakened prisoner would soon give up and drown in the cold
water.468 Polish prisoner Władysława Adamczyk remembered having seen 5-6 prisoners being
thrown into the sea, mostly when they were at the railing relieving themselves. 469
While the prisoners were on the harbor area of Lauterbach, waiting for the SS to decide what
to do with them, the mentioned episode occurred which – despite the fact that the circumstances
have never been cleared up completely – must be considered a massacre. Bread and maybe other
provisions were brought by locals to the place where the prisoners were waiting, encircled by
guards. At the sight of large quantities of bread, the starving prisoners rioted and struggled to get
at the food. The guards then opened fire into the crowd, killing a reportedly 12 prisoners who
were quickly buried nearby. 470 Zofia Kopec, a Polish prisoner, recollected: “On May 1, 1945 we
were given some loaves of bread. The prisoners, starving from the long transportation, threw
themselves at the bread. Shooting started. It was the SS crew that fired the shots.” 471
Killings in various forms on land and aboard the barges was a continuous experience of the
Stutthof prisoners on board the KLAUS and BRESLAU evacuation barges ever since before they
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embarked at Nickelswalde – a traumatic common ‚heritage‘ of those 75% who survived, including
those who were lucky enough to be able to escape ‚halfway‘ during the chaotic stay in
Lauterbach. The prisoners mention members of the SS as the perpetrators, but most likely count
every guard – be he SS, Sicherheitsdienst/Gestapo or Gendarm – to that category. Navy personnel
is not mentioned as perpetrators of atrocities in survivor and perpetrator testimony. The navy
must, however, be held accountable for the loss of lives in connection with the evacuation of the
shipwrecked KLAUS at the Greifswalder Oie. DANZIG crew members play no role in the
recollections of the former prisoners.
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Barge RUTH and tugboat PREGEL: Evacuation to
Flensburg
The icebreaker PREGEL with the barge RUTH on tow left Nickelswalde on April 29, 1945 at 3
o’clock in the morning and reached the port of Hel some two hours later. Apparently, the vessels,
did not moor in the harbor. While at Hel, the prisoners were kept under deck. They were not
allowed out of the cargo holds for fresh air nor to relieve themselves, and they were not provided
with food nor drink. In the afternoon, the two vessels left the port of Hel in a convoy of civilian
and navy ships, rounded the peak of the Hel peninsula and turned onto a westbound course into
Baltic high sea waters, moving parallel to the coast of Pomerania. Soon, the RUTH and the PREGEL
separated from the other ships, though, and continued on their own. At one point, the Danish
island Bornholm was visible from afar on the starboard side, and on the next day, April 30, the
Kaffeberg (Kawcza) cliffs near the Ostseebad Misdroy holiday resort (Międzyzdroje) were seen on
the port side as the vessels entered the Bay of Swinemünde. Later, according to SSUnterscharführer Holst, the vessels attempted to enter the port of Saẞnitz on the eastern side of
the Rügen island but were turned away. From May 1 around 13 PM until May 2 14 PM, RUTH was
left adrift for unknown reasons. On May 1, German prisoner Franz Basel who was able to access
the deck now and then and kept a secret diary during the journey, spotted the coast of the island
of Hiddensee just west of Rügen. On the following day, he noted that he caught glimpses of the
Danish shore from afar, and that the waters near Mürwik in the Flensburg fjord inlet were
reached on May 3: “Close to noon land to the north and south. After much guessing and asking
the solution: Marineschule Mürwik, i.e. the Fjord of Flensburg. […] In the afternoon we land on
the beach behind the sea bath.” 472 Here, the barge was moored at a deserted pier next to the
naval academy of Mürwik. Little could Basel know, that the naval academy was now the seat of
the government of the diminished Nazi ‘Reich’, and that the successor of the German ‘Führer’
after Hitler’s suicide, Grand Admiral Dönitz, could actually look down on the battered river barge
filled with miserable, dying concentration camp inmates from his windows.
On May 4, the stronger prisoners brought the corpses of 30 prisoners who had died on board
onto the coast and buried them near the beach.473 Later that day, RUTH was finally permitted
entry into the port of Flensburg. On that night, the German capitulation for Holland, Denmark and
the northwestern part of Germany was announced with effect from the next morning. On May 5,
Flensburg harbor master Hans Joachim von Ramm and German navy captain Herbert Schmalz,
navigator of the steamship SS RHEINFELS, were ordered by the Flensburg Schutzpolizei (order
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police) to transfer the prisoners from the RUTH onto the RHEINFELS.474 RHEINFELS was a cargo
ship of 7.765 GRT motored by a steam turbine. It ran off the stack in Bremen in 1939 and was
later hauled to the Odense Staalskibsværft shipyard in Denmark for equipment, and finally put
into operation in 1943. 475 In early May 1945, it was taken over by the SS as accommodation for
some 1,000 concentration camp prisoners who had arrived on April 30 aboard the cargo steam
ship OLGA SIEMERS (3,350 GRT) from Bremen and Hamburg via the Nord-Ostsee-Kanal. 476 For
fear of contagious diseases, the Flensburg authorities demanded that the REINFELS leave the
harbor and anchor at the Flensburg roadstead. In the hull of the RHEINFELS the 300+ surviving
Stutthof prisoners from the RUTH were accommodated together with the ones coming from
Neuengamme sub-camps under truly horrible conditions until May 10, so the concentration camp
prisoners were kept aboard the RHEINFELS for days after the liberation without any efforts being
made to ease their situation.
On May 10 finally, the Swedish Red Cross took over responsibility for the steamer and decided
to move the prisoners to the MS HOMBERG. HOMBERG was a cargo motor ship, registered in the
Duisburg-Ruhrort port on the Rhine and belonging to the Haniel mining and logistics company. It
had operated in the Baltic Sea evacuating German civilians and soldiers from East Prussia to ports
in Western Germany and Denmark. After beds, matrasses and abundant provisions had been
brought aboard, on May 11 at noon, it left the harbor of Flensburg for Malmö, Sweden, with
1,360 liberated Neuengamme and Stutthof prisoners aboard.477 Most of these survivors were
seriously ill, and due to the desolate hygienic conditions they had been forced to live under,
typhus was a widespread disease among them.478 The mother of Swedish engineer Bo Fröberg,
born in early 1945, contracted the feared disease while attending to the arriving prisoners and
died:
“On the 11th of May, the ship HOMBERG reached Malmö harbor with camp survivors in very
bad shape, many dying and many very sick. [Bo’s] mother Gertrud was one of the Red Cross
nurses who was there to evacuate the ship and work with the sanitation of these people. The
Malmö citizens called the HOMBERG a “ghost ship”. That was probably where Bo’s mother was
infected by typhoid. A week later she poses with little baby Bo and her husband for an idyllic
photo, showing them enjoying a weekend off in the countryside. It’s a rare photo of a happy
family. One week later she is transferred to a hospital in Malmö. In the beginning of June, she is
dead.” 479
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7.1 Crimes Committed on board the RUTH
All testimony of former prisoners aboard the RUTH agree that they were given neither food nor
water throughout the entire six days journey from Nickelswalde to Flensburg. There was drinking
water aboard, but it was shared by the crew and the SS-guards. Like on the other barges involved
in evacuation from Stutthof, drinking water was not rationed nor distributed to all prisoners. SSmembers gave individual ‘prominent’ prisoners a share of the SS water supply and gave nothing
to the bulk of the prisoners. 480
As RUTH left the port of Hel without the prisoners being given water, a prisoner rebellion broke
out. Former prisoner Karl Schwartz recollects: “Shortly after we left Nickelswalde a panic broke
out among the sick prisoners, they demanded water. I saw Holst standing on deck firing his pistol
into the air and then into a hatch.” 481 It is difficult to imagine that pistol shots into a crowded
cargo hold would not have killed or wounded a number of the prisoners inside it. Former German
prisoner Wilhelm Vosseler had similar recollections but ascribed the episode to another SS-mand,
the commander of the transport SS-Unterscharführer Kurt Wanserski:
“In one hand he had a pistol and in the other hand a whip. He beat with his whip and shot the
pistol into the air. He shouted like a madman, fired into the hatches, threw a box with surgical
instruments on the head of a prisoner so that he died. When the prisoners shouted in the holds,
he fired into the holds calling ‘If you’re not quiet, I shall kill a lot of you’.” 482
The prisoners had to drink salty sea water or – in case they had the luck – steal water from the
SS or the crew of the barge. Water which was ‘organized’ might well be stolen again by other
prisoners, as thirst was extreme. Franz Basel notes in his diary on May 1 about the cruelest of a
number of episodes: “In the morning noise and crying, one Jew has 26 knife wounds in his back
for one bottle of water, knife taken away and hidden.” 483 Basel does not reveal the identity of the
murderer nor of the prisoner or prisoners who hid the murder weapon although the details
indicate that he witnessed at least the dead body and the hiding of the weapon at close range.
The Jewish victim is also not identified.
One of the most heartbreaking aspects of testimonies about the RUTH barge is the treatment
of deceased prisoners. Most prisoners aboard had been taken from the Stutthof sickbay (Revier),
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so they were very weak already when they left the main camp, and during the crossing from
Nickelswalde to Hel, an unknown number of them died. According to an SS order, their bodies had
to remain on board. Prisoners who were still alive if only barely had to sit or lie next to their
deceased fellow-prisoners in the cargo holds. As the barge approached the port of Hel, German
prisoner functionary Wilhelm Vosseler was ordered by transport commander Wanserski to clean
up the cargo hold under hatch no. 2. The first prisoners had already died during the few hours it
took to move from Nickelswalde to Hel. He was given 20 minutes to complete the task. Vosseler
made those who could walk leave the cargo hold.484 “I put the dead into a corner and as that had
made some room, I put the seriously sick opposite each other.” 485
After RUTH had left the port of Hel, another order was given: the dead prisoners were to be
thrown overboard. Apart from the dead, prisoner functionaries were made to select half-dead
prisoners. Corpses and apathetic, immobile still living prisoners were brought onto the deck of the
barge by means of a hoisting device – in itself a brutal, degrading procedure. On deck, the
prisoner functionaries were made to undress the dead and dying so that their dirty rags be given
to other prisoners, many of whom had been taken along from Stutthof with only a blanket to
cover their naked bodies. Some prisoner functionaries later declared that they had not
participated in the undressing of the corpses, as this was done by Polish and Soviet prisoners. On
deck, the naked corpses were stacked in layers and then thrown overboard. Vosseler explained
that he had seen prisoners who were half-dead and dying being thrown overboard as well.486
According to German prisoner Max Mäder, it happened three times a day that the dead were
hoisted out of the cargo holds – in the morning, at noon, and in the evening – and this continued
all the way from Hel to Flensburg. 487 Some prisoners also recollected that a number of prisoners
were shot during the ride. Polish prisoner Zbigniew Raczkiewicz testified that he had seen the
shooting of at least ten prisoners during the journey from Nickelswalde to Flensburg. 488
According to the witness Max Mäder, in Flensburg between 423-433 prisoners were
transferred from the RUTH to the steamship RHEINFELS, whereas 70 were taken to the catholic
hospital Malteser Krankenhaus St. Franziskus, and another 59 to the evangelical-lutheran city
hospital. 489 According to Mäder, at least 552 of the prisoners on the RUTH survived to see
liberation in Flensburg. As the number of Stutthof evacuees who were originally loaded onto the
RUTH in Nickelswalde is uncertain, so remains the number of prisoners who died during the six
days long journey.
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RUTH
Prisoners at departure, Nickelswalde
Survivors at Flensburg, arrival
Survivors at Flensburg, liberation
Losses
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7.2. The Flensburg Death Ship Trial, 1946

On September 25, 1946, 12 persons who had participated in the evacuation aboard the RUTH
were placed in front of a British military tribunal in Flensburg. The defendants were former SSguards, headed by Unterscharführer Herbert Karl Holst. The commander of the transport
Unterscharführer Wanserski was not among the accused. The SS-members were charged with
murder, attempted murder and inhumane treatment of the prisoners. A number of the German
prisoner functionaries were also on the dock. The indictment included the massacre of 50 Jewish
prisoners in Nickelswalde, events occurring during the loading of the prisoners in Nickelswalde,
and the fact that the prisoners had been denied drinking water. The part played by the prisoner
functionaries in the loading of the prisoners onto the RUTH in Nickelswalde attracted the special
attention of the court, as did the treatment of half-dead and dead prisoners who were thrown
overboard.
On October 23, 1946, the judgment was passed. Three SS-members were sentenced: SSSturmmann Otto Wilhelm Wippermann was found guilty on two counts: murder and attempted
murder; SS-Unterscharführer Herbert Karl Holst and SS-Sturmmann Herbert Walbrecht were
found guilty in murder. All three were sentenced to death and executed, primarily for taking part
in the shooting of the 50 Jews in Nickelswalde.491 The former prisoner functionary Ernst Bouvier
was found “guilty in ill-treatment of members of the civilian population whilst embarking on a
barge.” 492 Bouvier was sentenced to prison for two years. The other accused were acquitted. 493

FO 1060-1842 Petition for Review and Remarks of the Trial Judge p.2081-89; Staatsarchiv Hamburg 242-1_II_5287:
Gefangenenpersonalakte Walbrecht; Staatsarchiv Hamburg 242-1_II_5323: Gefangenenpersonalakte Wippermann;
Staatsarchiv Hamburg 242-1_II_4824: Gefangenenpersonalakte Holz Staatsarchiv Hamburg 242-1_II_4824
492
FO 1060-1842 Petition for Review and Remarks of the Trial Judge p.2081.
493
FO 1060-1841 The Conviction p. 1392-1408
491
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8. Conclusions
The losses of human lives among those prisoners of the Stutthof concentration camp who – as
parts of the second large evacuation drive – were transported at sea towards destinations in the
Western Baltic Sea were frightening. Concentration camp prisoners were at the absolute bottom
of the hierarchy of priorities, as Nazi civilian authorities, Wehrmacht and SS decision-makers saw
it. The first – land-based – evacuation from the Stutthof main camp in January 1945 had been
subject to systematic planning which was not carried out the way it was intended, as it came. The
second – maritime – evacuation in April-May appears to have been far more improvised. The
makeshift means of transportation already laid out the course towards disaster, and the fact that
nothing much was done to secure the prisoners anything to eat and drink during the 5-7 days of
travel speaks loudly about the neglect of human lives on behalf of the commanding SS- and
police-officers, guards and crew members involved. Much survivor testimony has been sifted for
this project, but not a single prisoner has observed that the Germans aboard the barges expressed
any scruples about the fact that scores of prisoners died underway and were thrown into the sea
along with others, not quite dead, and that one episode of outright killing happened after another
aboard the barges and in the ports of their embarkation, stop-overs and debarkation.
At a time when ‘death marches’ on foot and by train meandered through the landscape of
Germany bringing prisoners from the East to concentration camps in Central and Western
Germany, leaving a bloody trail of prisoners who had been killed or simply succumbed to the
hardships, the Stutthof camp administration topped the brutality and disrespect for human lives
by organizing lengthy maritime evacuation journeys under such miserable conditions that tghey
must be seen as nothing else than ‘death marches at sea’.
Despite a handful of Polish historians who have mostly chosen to keep their results inside their
own linguistic community, the maritime evacuations of Stutthof prisoners have received little
scholarly attention. Because of that there is considerable confusion in literature and the collective
memory as far as the itineraries of the vessels involved and certain key events are concerned. The
persistence of certain legends related to the sea-transportation of concentration camp prisoners
is partly due to the fact that the maritime evacuations like the evacuations at large have had low
priority among Western scholars, even if the emergence of an extensive literature of survivors’
memoirs in later years has eventually drawn the attention of the public to the – terrible,
traumatizing – experience of the prisoner evacuees, and to the fact that among the diverse
prisoners’ community of Stutthof a substantial part were Jewish, especially Jewish women.
Although parts of the same integrated sea-lift operation, the experience of the prisoners who
travelled on different barges varied somewhat, the itineraries were different, as were the key
events aboard and on the shore. Extreme hunger and thirst, fear and terror and the exposure to
deadly diseases were common, topped in some cases by air attack and in all cases accompanied
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by random, partly excessive violence on behalf of SS- and police-guards as well as other Germans.
Non-Germans – some Capos – also appeared in the roles of perpetrators, but under firm
command of German police and SS. The picture of the perpetrators as seen by the survivors is
vivid, as far as their deeds is concerned, but pale when it comes to describing the individual
tormentors – in this, the eyewitness accounts that have been available to us resemble the bulk of
survivor accounts: seeing was hampered by exhaustion and the loss of brain substance that
hunger caused, looking was dangerous – the perpetrators knew that what they did was
reprehensible from a moral point of view and shied away from any accusing eye if not already
from the idea of being seen by the ‘fundamental other’: the concentration camp prisoner deemed
‘subhuman’, ‘enemy’.
The barges that carried the Stutthof prisoners were not suitable for sailing on the Baltic Sea. They
were consistently overcrowded, and in some cases, they had not been emptied nor cleaned before
being taken into use. Aboard all vessels was a general shortage of food and drinking water, and
from all barges there is evidence that the prisoners had to resort to drinking seawater, polluted
liquids and urine. Some prisoners died from drinking seawater. The interrogations of guards who
were aboard the RUTH indicate that there was a general order to supply only to the SS,
Gendarmes and the crew and that it was not necessary to provide for the prisoners.
The horror of the treatment of those prisoners who died on board is a topic that is repeated in
testimony from all barges: the deceased was appointed from amongst the prisoners, the body
hoisted up the hold and stripped of any clothing; in some cases the bodies were stacked on deck
before they were finally thrown overboard. From all barges there are reports that dying people
were also thrown overboard.
There was no medical assistance aboard the vessels in spite of the fact that the majority of the
prisoners were ill. Typhus ravaged all the barges, a disease which continued to kill even after the
prisoners had been liberated. From Danish physicians who treated the prisoners from BRESLAU it
is known that many prisoners suffered from hunger diarrhea, tuberculosis, phlegmona, hunger
oedema and a number of other diseases. A great many prisoners also displayed signs of having
been subjected to violence like hits, kicks with nailed boots and gunshots.
On the journey from Stutthof to their destination, prisoners were subjected to executions and
various assaults and tortures. This happened on all vessels, and in four cases outright massacres
were committed against the defenseless prisoners. In Neustadt Stutthof guards were joined by
members of the German military, according to witness testimony also local militiamen who
murdered at least 270 prisoners in a killing spree aboard the barges WOLFGANG and VATERLAND,
on the beach Pelzerhaken and during an improvised ‘death march’ through the city center and
harbor area. Only in the Flensburg Death Ship Trial concerning the barge RUTH was a verdict
handed down against four of the many perpetrators. In other cases investigations ended without
indictment. Even Bruno Dey – an SS-guard who in July 2020 was convicted of accessory to urder in
more than 5,000 cases during his service at Stutthof – was not been convicted for his involvement
in the evacuation at sea nor his probable involvement in the Pelzerhaken massacre.
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The space of the drama of the Stutthof maritime evacuations staging utterly powerless
concentration camp inmates and their ‘masters’ and tormentors was the barge, a small, cramped
camp on the move along the treacherous waves of the Baltic Sea. We cannot claim to have been
able to describe all the involved vessels to the same density of information, especially not the
tugboats which were on one hand at some meters’ distance of the suffering, dying and killing
aboard the barges, on the other essential in that only one vessel – the Marinefährprahm F862 –
was able to move over longer distances at high sea by itself. About the navy ships that
accompanied the ‘KZ-barges’ over shorter or longer distances, we have been able to find very
little information. The final purpose of the entire sea-lift operation will probably never be cleared
up entirely and cannot be cleared up from court case material and survivors’ recollections alone.
Himmler’s April 14 order that no prisoner was to fall into the hands of the Allied had several
reasons, as described, one of them being to preserve at least a part of the concentration camp
inmates for slave labor in a future Nazi rump state – but at the cost of a terrible loss of that same,
desperately needed manpower. At the receiving end in Northwestern Germany, no need was
seen for these ‘enemy aliens’ anymore, and accordingly, they were isolated and left to rot (aboard
the RHEINFELS in the Flensburg harbor), taken away again upon arrival (aboard the ATHEN in the
Neustadt harbor) or simply killed off in the most beast-like manner (at Pelzerhaken). At land
again, their became part of the same brutal story that engulfed so many of the victims of the landbased concentration camp evacuations, that have during later years been subject to wider and
more in-depth description by scholars and lay historians.
This report does not answer all questions, nor does it fill every lacuna. Time was limited, and
the covid19-pandemic provided unexpected obstacles. Fortunately, we were able to complete
crucial studies in the Muzeum Stutthof, IPN-Gdańsk and Gedenkstätte Neuengamme archives as
well as other archives. But some ordered materials haven’t reached us till this day, others so late
that we couldn’t incorporate its information anymore. Apart from a visit to the National Maritime
Museum in Gdańsk we have barely been able to search for information on the vessels which is
scattered over a number of maritime museums and archives. Material from war crimes trials and
investigations have, on the other hand, been extremely helpful, not least the files of the drawnout investigations of the state prosecutor of Lübeck about the Neustadt events that we have been
able to use as the first scholars ever.
At the beginning of the project stood the wonder shared by the Viking Ship Museum Roskilde
and the late University of Southern Denmark professor of maritime archeology Thijs Maarleveld if
the Kriegers Flak shipwreck VIR 2752 should be seen as an underwater Holocaust memorial, and
measures be taken to protect it against unauthorized diving and treasure hunting. The meticulous
step-by-step reconstruction of the itineraries followed by every barge carrying concentration
camp prisoners in the course of the second, sea-way Stutthof evacuation drive and of events
aboard them makes us feel assured that Polish scholars were right when they – in spite of using
only a limited material of primarily Polish provenance – concluded that no barge that was part of
the Stutthof maritime evacuation operation was lost nor deliberately sunk at high sea. Of the
involved six carriers-of-prisoners – five river barges and one navy landing craft – two were
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shipwrecked at the loss of prisoners’ lives and ran aground in ways that further added to the
suffering and misery of those prisoners who had not died along the way. To this suffering and
misery, the loss of lives summarized in the following table can only be a faint indication. But even
if it gives an incomplete picture and – because of the loss of the camp records and the nature of
the material we have used to compensate herefor – contains substantial uncertainties, it outlines
briefly an operation of such destructiveness and cynicism that the members of the project who
have all worked in the field of concentration camp- and Holocaust-studies for a good many years,
and must be considered ‘hardened’, have experienced difficulties with facing the evidence of such
utterly repulsive deeds and crimes, such miserable conditions that even the meticulous
documentation of the situation inside the hulls of the Stutthof evacuation barges seems towropes
away from describing what really happened.

Period
Days at sea
Prisoners at
Nickelswalde
Prisoners at
arrival
Neustadt
Klintholm
Bookniseck
Flensburg
Losses

WOLFGANG VATERLAND KLAUS
& BRESLAU

Marinefähr- RUTH
prahm F862

27/4-3/5
=7

28/4-4/5
=7

900-1,000

27/4—3/5
=7
900-1,000

1,200 Incl.

600-800 Incl

27/4-5/5
=9

29/4-4/5
=6

600

500-600

600-???

351
249

118-168
332-482

>552
<48-???

Total

3,5003,800+
1,200
351
118-168
>552
>1,229>1,579
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Ill. 18: Falster, Denmark: The harbor of Stubbekøbing, May 7, 1945. Fishing cutters, private yachts, in the
background left a larger ship. All have arrived with German evacuees - civilians and military personnel from the Eastern Baltic Coast region. At the crowded pier: river barge SIEGFRIED with crew members on
deck (Stubbekøbing Lokalhistoriske Arkiv B1363, photographer unknown).

The BRESLAU was not the only German river barge that landed in a Danish harbor during the
last months of World War II. From the outset of the ‘Unternehmen Hannibal’ evacuation
operation in January 1945, civilian refugees and military personnel in a total number of more than
250,000 were transported from harbors in the Baltic countries and East Prussia to Denmark – in
violation of international law and against the outspoken protest of the Danish administration. 494
All sorts of vessels were used for this prolonged sealift operation which continued long after the
conclusion of ‘Hannibal’. Among them were river barges towed by navy ships, tugboats and other
ships. At the time of liberation, hundreds of German vessels were lying in Danish ports and
harbors after having completed evacuation journeys, most of them to the port of Copenhagen.
Smaller harbors along Denmark’s Baltic Sea shores were completely filled up with German vessels
placing heavy burdens on the shoulders of unprepared harbor authorities and local communities.
On May 7, 1945, ‘Lolland-Falsters Stiftstidende’, a regional newspaper covering the
southeastern islands, reported that more than 50 small and medium-sized German ships were
mooring in the small fisheries and ferry harbor of Gedser with another 7-9 larger motorships and
steamers anchoring at the roadstead south of the harbor. On the day before, 21 German ships
were reported in the tiny harbor of Rødby where a large steamer had let off some 6-8,000
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German soldiers.495 The harbor of Stubbekøbing – also on the island of Falster and not far from
Klintholm – had been called by more than 70 German ships which after loading off substantial
numbers of evacuees had anchored at the roadstead in order to leave mooring space for others.
The newspaper mentions “fishing cutters, leisure boats, patrol boats and river barges” and
continues:
“Since this morning, a troop transporter carrying 300 men, three landing crafts, a river barge
and two navy speedboats plus a few larger units have landed including a troop transporter with
around 1,000 members of the Wehrmacht and SS.” 496
The river boat must have been the SIEGFRIED, seen on Ill. 18. Other pictures taken in
Stubbekøbing on the same day by the same unknown photographer, show a landing craft and
various navy as well as civilian vessels and incredibly crowded piers and quays. Thus,
concentration camp prisoners – standing on the lowest step of the ‘priority ladder’ of German
authorities – were not the only evacuees whom the Nazi authorities sent on long high sea
journeys in river boats that were difficult to manouver and completely unsuited for travel on the
waters on the Baltic Sea. The sometimes harsh weather conditions and attacks by Allied aircraft
and submarines could easily down one or the other river barge loaded with German refugees and
soldiers – or returning empty in order to pick up a new human cargo.
It is quite probable, that the shipwreck VIR 2752 which was observed and briefly explored by
the Viking Ship Museum Roskilde at the seabottom of the Danish Kriegers Flak part of Baltic Sea
and gave the impetus to the above report is one such vessel: not related to the April-May 1945
‘maritime death marches’ from the Stutthof concentration camp, but part of another
simultaneous evacuation operation that took place during the dramatic last stage of World War II
when the Nazi ‘Third Reich’ was shaking in its death cramps.
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