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Foreword
by Daniel Günther, Minister President  
of the State of Schleswig-Holstein, Germany

 

When in April 1945 about 800 prisoners were driven from the “Kola-Fu” 
police prison in Hamburg-Fuhlsbüttel in the direction of Kiel-Hassee, 
to the Work Education Camp Nordmark, it was obvious that in the last 
days of the war this would be a death march. Some of the prisoners had 
to walk barefoot, they were undersupplied, there was hardly any food 
and water – the chances of survival were small. And those who refused 
to march on were shot by the SS. Even more people died after arriving 
in Kiel because of the ordeal.

It is thanks to a committed biography group, who researched the na-
mes and backgrounds of 235 people, that today we know about a quar-
ter of these people by name. It gives the victims a face, wrests them from 
oblivion and also gives their relatives at home and abroad an opportu-
nity for reconciliation. I was granted the opportunity to meet relatives, 
Fred Zimmak and George Nathan. The Nathan family always suppor-
ted each other, survived the ghetto in Riga/Latvia as well as the death 
march and finally emigrated to the USA.

Those who know the past can understand the present and shape the 
future. We owe it to those who were persecuted, to those who survived, 
and to their descendants, but we also owe it to ourselves and our chil-
dren to name and to address these crimes – on the one hand to clarify 
the historical and political facts in our minds, on the other hand to in-
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crease empathy in our hearts. Without historical awareness we miss out 
on understanding the historical context. We need to critically argue with 
those who were there before us, in order to set a course for those who 
will come after us.

Knowledge of our collective history creates understanding of and emp-
athy for individuals; and it strengthens the humanity of society. In con-
fronting the past, a process of knowledge emerges that grasps the human 
depth of history and determines how we can act. In view of the terrible 
racist offences in recent times, this is more important than ever.

Nazi crimes concern us all. They happened “on our doorstep”, and 
then as now there are recognisable signs. Four columns of people mar-
ching, who walked about 100 kilometres in four days in mid-April 1945, 
just could not have been overlooked. Our thanks go to the biography 
group. They deserve merit for keeping history alive and for documen-
ting these signs.

History is not a matter of the past, it concerns us today. The onus is on 
us; and we want to keep memory alive – in order to protect and streng-
then our democracy.

Foreword
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Introduction 
By Dietlind Kautzky and Thomas Käpernick

”We simply cannot stop the attempt to create a world based on law 
and justice, no matter how slowly we move forward.”

Thomas Buergenthal1

In April 1945, some 800 different people took part in the death march 
from Fuhlsbüttel prison in Hamburg to the “Arbeitserziehungslager 
Nordmark” (Work Education Camp) on the outskirts of Kiel. The sto-
ries of some of them are reported in this book.

The people who survived this march, some of whom became very old, 
were influenced and shaped by the cruelties and hardships they experi-
enced. And what they experienced often also has had an effect on their 
descendants. Nine prisoners, including a former guard, were shot by 
the SS because they could not keep up with the march, because they at-
tempted to escape or because the SS wanted to eliminate them as wit-
nesses. This book, published on the occasion of the 75th anniversary of 
the death march, would like to highlight the events of April 1945. It is 
the result of the research by a biography group that was formed in 2015 
to compile biographies of people who were part of the march. Our group 
was set up after an encounter with Ruthy Sherman in April 2015. She is 
the daughter of Hilde Sherman, who was part of this march and who de-
scribes her experiences in the book “Zwischen Tag und Dunkel, Mäd-

Unveiling of the 
plaque in Bad 
Bramstedt for  
Hamid Chamido, 
July 8, 2017 
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chenjahre im Ghetto”, Frankfurt am Main 1984 (Between Day and 
Darkness – A Girl’s Years in the Ghetto). Since then we have researched 
the names of those who were forced to be part of this march and have 
been able to identify 235 people by name.2 We have found further de-
tails about some people who were part of this march and used these to 
compile the biographies published in this volume.

The biography group maintains contact with relatives of participants 
of the death march and has set up memorial plaques in five locations in 
Schleswig-Holstein for those murdered during the march. The plaques 
were erected between 2016 to 2019 together with the “Schleswig-Hol-
steinischer Heimatbund” (Schleswig-Holstein Heritage Association), the 
“Arbeitskreis zur Erforschung des Nationalsozialismus in Schleswig-Hol-
stein” (Research Group to Study National Socialism in Schleswig-Hol-
stein) and many local supporters in Einfeld, Bad Bramstedt, Wittorfer-
feld, Kaltenkirchen and Kisdorf. While in these places communities and 
local initiatives were open to commemorate those murdered, there was 
also opposition. In April 2017, the community of Mühbrook refused set-
ting up a plaque for two men shot in their village. In Kisdorf, unknown 
persons damaged the plaque twice.

The biographies
A wide variety of people took part in the death march from Hamburg to 
Kiel. One large group was German Jews who had been deported to Riga 
in the autumn of 1941 and who had survived years of deadly violence, 
selections and forced labour.

The biographies of Hilde Sherman-Zander, Margot Löbenstein, Carla 
Pins and Thekla, Sophie and Emmi Nathan show the fate of Jews. We 
also report on the Hamburg businessman Joachim Scharlach: He was 
persecuted because of his Jewish background – in Nazi diction he was 
called a “Halbjude” (“half Jew”). There is also a detailed report on this 
death march by Hilde Sherman in her autobiographical notes, which we 
document in this book.3

The second group that was forced to march to Kiel consisted of mem-
bers of the resistance movement, those politically persecuted, and peo-
ple acting and thinking in ways not in line with the ideological system. 
Among them were Wübbo Sielmann, who had been active in the labour 
movement for years, Wilhelm Bornbusch, who belonged to the KdF group 
(“Fighting Fascism”), Joachim Scharlach, who was accused of “behaviour 
detrimental to the state”, and Josef Tichý, who had been found out to 
have an illegal shortwave radio attachment.

Introduction
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Among the approximately 800 police prisoners of the march to Kiel, 
the majority were foreign prisoners. The lives of the Czech Josef Tichý, 
who was murdered on the march, and the murdered Frenchman Mau-
rice Sachs, who was a dazzling and ambivalent figure, are presented.

The research situation
Basic facts about the death march from Hamburg to Kiel were estab-
lished in 1946/47 in a British military trial. In September 1947 five de-
fendants were sentenced, three of them to death. This trial was evaluated 
by the Bordesholm historian Uwe Fentsahm. His contribution, based on 
his many years of research and earlier publications on the subject, pro-
vides an overview of the events of April 1945.

Research into the “death marches” has received a lot of new input, 
inspired among other things by Daniel Goldhagen’s controversially dis-
cussed study “Hitler’s Willing Executioners”,4 by numerous individual 
case studies and above all by Daniel Blatman’s book “The Death Marches 
1944/45”.5 But even if historiography has finally turned its attention 
to this chapter, the events of the death marches, which cost the lives 
of more than a third of the concentration camp prisoners, remain dis-
turbing. Not only concentration camp prisoners, but also other prison-
ers of the National Socialist camps and prisons suffered on these death 
marches. We try to give a summary of the research results to date, what 
constitutes a “death march”.

With the evacuation transports of the concentration camps and pris-
ons, the SS and police did not pursue the goal of murdering as many 
prisoners as possible. Rather, the prisoners should not be handed over 
to the armies of the Allied troops. They were to remain in the hands of 

Standard study on 
the death marches by 
Daniel Blatman

Introduction

“March to work”;  
drawing of the  
Hungarian survivor 
Agnes Lukács – broken  
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legs are shown in this 
drawing of marching 
female prisoners 
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the Germans, and their manpower further to be exploited. The fact that 
these evacuation transports often turned into death marches was due to 
the brutality of the guards and their intention to remove any evidence 
and witnesses. The fact that prisoners, who dragged behind the column, 
left it or escaped, were shot is typical of the evacuation transports and 
marked the march from Hamburg to Kiel too. The bodies of those shot 
were often buried by the roadside.

The death marches touched many towns and villages and the way 
from Hamburg to Kiel also led along a busy main road from Ham-
burg-Altona to Kiel. Many of these marches or transports did not end 
with the prisoners being set free. Instead, the last weeks and days in 
undersupplied and often provisional camps cost the lives of many more 
people. At the destination of the march in Kiel, the Arbeitserziehungs-
lager Nordmark (“work education camp”), around three hundred pris-
oners were murdered or left to die within a few days. The research sit-
uation lets it seem reasonable to call the march from Hamburg to Kiel 
a “death march”.

Any criminal prosecution and a thorough reconstruction of the event 
were made difficult by the chaotic conditions of the final phase of Nazi 
rule, especially by the escape of the guards. In our case the British in-
vestigators were therefore only able to punish three of the nine murders 
known by them on the death march from Hamburg to Kiel.

The German judiciary, which should have investigated the murders 
of German citizens, hardly investigated at all and did not open proceed-
ings against the perpetrators.

Can we learn from history?
We still cannot fully comprehend the events of the Nazi era. How could 
our fathers and mothers, grandmothers and grandfathers take part in, 
tolerate or simply endure such crimes? And what consequences have 
we drawn from this in the Federal Republic of Germany, in the German 
Democratic Republic and now afterwards in reunited Germany – and 
what can we learn from it today? 

Surprisingly, many events from this period only now become known 
in more detail. In the immediate post-war period, many things were sup-
pressed, some old Nazis were reinstated in high offices of judiciary and 
government, which in part has also only been dealt with in detail in re-
cent years: Some of those persecuted (such as Wübbo Sielmann’s fam-
ily) encountered perpetrators again after 1945 in the police or even in 
the offices dealing with compensation claims.

Introduction
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The fact that, even today, new scandals continue to bring to the surface 
fragments of National Socialist ideology, leads to the question: Which 
personnel and social structures remained in place after 1945?

Hardly any Jewish deportees returned to Germany. Even if the par-
ticipants of the march received compensation, their suffering and their 
courage to resist were not recognized. Only a few could take up public 
office; and just a few, like Hilde Sherman, had the opportunity to share 
their experiences as witnesses of Nazi crimes. It remains an open wound 
to this day.

Our biography group wants to get to know the stories of the victims 
and make them known. How could they, the survivors themselves, live 
on with the events that are stored in their subconscious? What does this 
mean for their descendants?

Thomas Buergenthal took part in the death march from Auschwitz to 
the Sachsenhausen concentration camp in January 1945 when he was 
ten years old. In his book “Ein Glückskind” he describes how his mem-
ory of Auschwitz flashed back at the ship’s railing on which he left Ger-
many in December 1951 at the age of 17 and emigrated to the US: “... and 
I suddenly saw the reddish-brown smoke again in front of me ... I sud-
denly knew that I would never be able to free myself completely from 
this past and that it would shape my life forever. But I also knew that I 
would not allow the past to interfere with or even destroy the new life, 
the threshold of which I stood on. On the contrary, it would illuminate 
my future and give it meaning.”6 He put this knowledge into practice. As 
a lawyer, he championed implementing human rights throughout his life 
and became a judge at the International Court of Justice in The Hague.

Many other people have been broken by experiences similar to those 
of Thomas Buergenthal or have been killed. With our book we want to 
offer a contribution to a reappraisal of this period of National Socialism, 
the concentration camps and the death marches. And we ask how today 
and in our world we can protect the human rights that were trampled 
underfoot on these death marches. We would like to see such grave vi-
olations of body and soul to be no longer conceivable in the future. Un-
fortunately, again we observe many threats of right-wing violence, rac-
ism and war. Our hope is that many people will say “No”, that many will 
stand up and show personal and moral courage (Zivilcourage).

Memorial report by 
Thomas Buergenthal, 
survivor of the death 
march from the  
Auschwitz  
concentration camp 
to the Sachsenhausen 
concentration camp in 
January 1945
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A Word of Thanks!
We are happy that so many different 
authors7 have been able to contrib-
ute and have made the publication 
of this book possible together with 
us. Many of them are active in lo-
cal remembrance initiatives, others 
write as relatives of the persecuted 
from family experience and know-
ledge. We would like to express our 
sincere thanks to Marina Zander, 
George Nathan, Thomas Beck, Fritz Ostkämper, Dr. Hans Ellger, An-
nika Krümmel, Uwe Fentsahm and Johannes Grossmann for their ef-
forts, for their detailed studies, for a fruitful exchange of ideas and for 
the trust they have placed in us by making their essays available for our 
joint publication.

Until autumn 2018, a major part of our work was done by Heinrich 
Kautzky, who died on 6 December 2018. We are grateful for his great 
commitment and dedicate this book to him. At the same time, we would 
also like to thank Fred Zimmak and Bernd Phillipsen, who contributed 
many hours of hard work over a long period of time to this project. We 
would like to thank Frauke Greuel, who has accompanied the work of 
our biography group with us through all the problems. And we would like 
to give warm thanks to Gerd Siebecke from the publisher VSA: as well 
as Marion Fisch for her careful proof-reading and layout. The word of 
thanks is given to Cynthia and Rudolf Lies for their great work in trans-
lating the book into English. This makes it available to the relatives of 
the victims and a wider audience to read.

Notes
1 Thomas Buergenthal, A lucky Child, New York 

2007. Published in German with the title: Ein Glück-
skind. Wie ein kleiner Junge zwei Ghettos, Auschwitz 
und den Todesmarsch überlebte und ein neues Leben 
fand, Frankfurt am Main, 2015, p. 246. (quote retrans-
lated from German)

2 See the name list in this book
3 See below p. 34ff
4 Daniel Jonah Goldhagen, Hitler’s willing execu-

tioners, New York 1996. Published in German 1998 in 

Berlin with the title: Hitlers willige Vollstrecker. Ganz 
gewöhnliche Deutsche und der Holocaust.

5 Daniel Blatman, Die Todesmärsche 1944/45. Das 
letzte Kapitel des nationalsozialistischen Massen-
mords, Reinbek b. Hamburg 2011 (The Death Marches 
1944/45, The Last Chapter of the National Socialist 
Mass Murder, Reinbek b. Hamburg 2011)

6 Thomas Buergenthal 2015 (see note 1), p. 238.
7 Some details on the authors can be found at the 

end of the book.
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