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How could it happen? The killing of people in mental hospitals in Germany
under the Third Reich

Alistair Stewart

About 70 000 people resident in mental hospitals in Germany were killed by gassing between 1940 and 1941. The number
matched a target which had been set previously. This dreadful crime both required, and was facilitated by, a certain bureaucratic
procedure. This was described by SS Colonel Viktor Brack under questioning before the Nuremberg Military Court in 1946
(translated from the German by the author).

Q. Do you mean to say these people were gassed in the chambers without any kind of written order? Who signed it?

A. Well Hitler had signed it of course.

Q. Hitler certainly ordered the euthanasia programme, but he never signed an order that, say, Johann Schmidt should
undergo euthanasia. Who wrote the order that these people in those particular hospitals should be sent into the gas
chambers?

A. There wasn’t one single order of that kind, rather it was a consequence or the result of tests and checks corresponding to
the wish Hitler expressed in his order . . . Johann Schmidt, if I can keep to this name, Johann Schmidt’s questionnaire, which
was filled out by the hospital doctor at his first hospital A, was sent in three copies to three different expert assessors. In this
connection Bouhler had insisted that none of these three assessors should be one of the doctors treating this patient. After
their assessment they sent their questionnaires back to No.4 Tiergartenstrasse. There, the assessments of these three
doctors were transferred from their three questionnaires on to a fourth questionnaire, once again bearing the name Johann
Schmidt. The chief assessor then decided whether this Johann Schmidt should be transferred to an observation unit. If he
decided he should be transferred to an observation unit, he notified the Ministry of the Interior. The Ministry of the Interior
then arranged the transfer of Johann Schmidt from hospital A, where he belonged, into an observation unit. In this
observation unit a doctor was tasked with observing these patients. If his observations agreed with the results of the
assessments by these assessors and their chief assessor, then the doctor would declare this to No. 4 Tiergartenstrasse
on a list, or in other cases the chief assessors would form their own opinion with the doctor while on a visit to his hospital,
by examining each individual patient. Then the Ministry of the Interior provided the observation unit with all the details of
those patients who were now to be transferred to the euthanasia unit, and to this euthanasia unit a photocopy was sent
from No. 4 Tiergartenstrasse with the chief assessor’s observation note attached, so that the euthanasia doctor had all
the patient’s documents to hand, because in the end it was for him alone to decide whether, on the basis of the available
assessment documents, he would give this patient a merciful death or not.

Q. So it was he who gave the final order to carry out euthanasia, in respect of Johann Schmidt, or of any other mentally ill
person.

A. No, he didn’t give any order, rather he carried out the euthanasia.

The court material is cited in Die Toetung Geisteskranker in Deutschland (1948) by Alice Platen-Hallermund, who attended the trials as a young doctor. Her book
still awaits an English translation. The current translation is imperfect, but it does not exaggerate the cynicism of the language.
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