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Mut Zur Erlichkeit (Courage to be Honest)

The only way to accurately describe my reaction to the news would be shock and outrage. According to a story published  by Bild and later corroborated and expanded upon by additional German media outlets, the BND knew as early as 1952 that arch-Nazi criminal Adolf Eichmann, the person responsible for implementing and maximizing the Nazis' Endlősung plan for the annihilation of the Jewish people, was living in Argentina under the name of Clement, and the German government did absolutely nothing to apprehend him. That was a full eight years before the Israeli Mossad kidnapped an Austrian resident of Buenos Aires named Ricardo Klement, aka Adolf Eichmann, to bring him to justice in Jerusalem. 

From today's vantage point of our knowledge of the critical role played by Eichmann and his zealous performance of his duties in carrying out the mass murder of the Jews, as well as the increased contemporary sensitivity to Holocaust crimes, the news seems incomprehensible and utterly outrageous. This information, moreover, raises the obvious question concerning other major Nazi war criminals who were never apprehended, as well as those caught and brought to justice many decades after their escape from Germany or Austria. Did the BND have any concrete information on the postwar whereabouts of Gestapo chief Heinrich Mueller, who disappeared without a trace and was never brought to justice? What about on doctor-criminals Josef Mengele and Aribert Heim, both of whom were never prosecuted for their horrific crimes? When did they discover that Alois Brunner, Eichmann’s most trusted officer was living under the name of Georg Fisher in Damascus? To add insult to injury, the only reason that this information was revealed, was because Bild was willing to go to court to sue the BND for access, something which the average historian cannot even dream of doing.

There is, however, a strange irony about the timing of these disturbing revelations. Late last week, the Wiesenthal Center published its Annual Report on the worldwide investigation and prosecution of Nazi war criminals, which documents developments all over the world and evaluates the record of every single country which, at least in theory, should be actively involved in this issue. Ever since the report was published for the first time in 2002, the only country which had ever received the highest grade was the United States, but this year Germany became only the second country to ever get an A for its efforts to bring Holocaust perpetrators to justice. The reason is the impressive practical results achieved by German prosecutors during the period under review-2 convictions, 3 indictments, 130 new investigations initiated (up from 43 the previous year), and as of April 1, 2010-177 ongoing investigations (up from 27). And while these remarkable increases in investigations can be partially attributed to more diligent research by our chief researcher Dr. Stefan Klemp, there is no doubt that the most important reason for the impressive  achievements by the German judiciary is a fundamental change in prosecution policy.

Until fairly recently, German prosecutors virtually ignored, with a few notable exceptions, those individuals who were not officers, as well as those who were neither Germans or Austrians, nor Volsdeutsche. This policy, which was unofficially adopted in the light of the insurmountably large number of potential suspects when Germany took responsibility for prosecution in 1949, meant that many hands-on murderers were ignored, a travesty of justice which continued for decades, but which was finally changed in recent years. Add to this a more proactive and energetic approach adopted by prosecutors in several Länder, which has also helped significantly improve Germany’s record. In fact, the individuals being prosecuted today are the middle and lower-rank killers whom Germany ignored for tens of years, but they too deserve to be held accountable, and better late than never. What I hope this means in a practical sense, is that it would be unthinkable in today’s Germany to ignore a Nazi criminal of the significance of Eichmann.

Lest anyone understand that the A Germany received this year means that its record is perfect, I must mention two important issues which remain unsolved. The first is the existence of several cases of foreign Nazi murderers who escaped to Germany, were granted German citizenship, and thus were shielded from extradition to, and punishment by, their countries of origin. The most important cases are those of Dutch SS executioner Klaas Carl Faber, currently living in Ingolstadt, Bavaria, against whom the Dutch authorities recently issued a European arrest warrant (now number 3 on our “Most Wanted” list), and Danish SS officer Soeren Kam (now number 5) currently residing in Kempten, Bavaria, who is wanted for the murder of Danish anti-Nazi newspaper editor Carl Hendrik Clemmensen, both of whom were convicted in their countries of origin. The fact that both of them have been protected for decades by Germany is a terrible travesty of justice. Both are healthy enough to stand trial in Germany or be extradited to their countries of origin, and the sooner either takes place, the better.

And one final point about the BND documents. Just this week, I received a letter from the Bundesnachrichtendiest in response to my request of May 7, 2010 to obtain access to the files on the Eichmann case. The response of G. Conrad, which was dated prior to the revelations in Bild, informed me that only documents of minor importance would be made available, a position I find untenable at this point in time. Germany, which has done so much to face its Nazi past, must finally muster the courage to deal honestly with its postwar failures regarding Nazi war criminals as well.
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