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Interview with Josef Klehr 

 
CD 1-23-1 

 
00:10 voice starts mid-question.   Talks about having written his autobiography. 
 Talks about vacations and for some it is an annoyance. He likes to work but he 
 receives a pension.  He is divorced since 1966 after 30 plus years of marriage  and his 
wife knew everything about him during the war.   
 
5:00 He was drafted to serve in Buchenwald as a guard from September 1937 until  new 
year, 1940.  He notified authorities that he was a trained medical orderly, but  they ignored 
his reassignment request.  He served as a guard from 1940 to 1941  in Dachau and in October 
1941 was sent to Auschwitz.  He always tried to get  out and never volunteered; he had to do as 
he was told, as everyone had to do.   His father got him into the SS in 1932 but he was not 
political. 
 
8:30 Talks about his ranks through the 1930’s and into the 1940’s.   
 
10:00 He seems to want the “Professor” to complement him on his writings and review  the 
documents.  Has high blood pressure and gets easily excited.  He’s had two  heart attacks 
and takes lots of pills each day. 
 
12:00 Talks about Christmas 1942 or 1943 and questions about his wife’s memory of  that 
occasion when she testified at his trial. 
 
15:30 He only did what he was ordered to do.  There was no choice and he tried to get  away 
from Buchenwald a few times by writing to the authorities. 
 
18:20 He is still working on his autobiography but cannot remember everything he  wants 
to.  He claims he did help people during the war including a Jewish doctor.   When asked 
about his thoughts and feelings while working in the camps, he feels  sorry for himself 
because he worked so hard he didn’t have time to think or feel.   He was sent to clean out the 
barracks after people were gassed, but had to wait  and work late into the night until the gas 
fumes cleared out so he could clean.  He was always sent to the worst camps because he just 
didn’t have any luck.  
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22:30 He never got started in a career because of the high unemployment before he  was 
drafted.  He missed his children’s childhood because he was in the war and  never had a 
vacation until 1960.  Now (1977) he is abandoned and alone.  He  complains and continues with 
self pity.  He tells a story about how he had to clear  out a cellar of corpses in Auschwitz and 
complained to authorities about that. 
 
27:30 He survived all this horror because there was no choice;  he would have been punished 
the same as a prisoner.  He never met anyone who admitted to seeing anything but he saw plenty 
in Buchenwald, Dachau and Auschwitz. 
 
30:30 Talks about details of processing and gassing “special people” in Auschwitz.  It  was an 
open secret in the camp that anyone who was infirm or sick would be gassed.  If you went to the 
doctor, he send you for “special handling” which meant immediate gassing so no one claimed to 
be sick or ailing.  Everyone knew, even the newly arriving prisoners.  By 1943, when Klehr was 
transferred out, it was known that they were using gas instead of the crematoria.  By 1944 things 
started changing because the battle front was moving closer. 
 
34:20 He was sent off to a smaller real work camp where the doctors sent anyone who came in 
sick to Auschwitz.  He knew they would be gassed and he complained.   He was a medical 
assistant (orderly) and actually wrote up the orders after the prisoner saw a doctor and wrote 
orders putting them into the sick ward (infirmary) until they were well enough to work again.  He 
saved a lot of lives by never sending them away, just rotating them in and out.  He was never 
acknowledged for this and it was not used at his trial afterwards. 
 
37:55 He agrees that guilty people should be punished but not just the “little guy”.  He was just 
doing as he was ordered to do.  Many former officers live in his area but he has nothing to do 
with them and will not name names. 
  
41:05 Talks about being with Erber and other interviewees.  It took a lot of strength and 
courage to survive the camps and many of the interviewees live in the same area as he.  He knew 
them during the war but never met them between 1945 and  1960, when the government lawyers 
brought them to trial.  He is very unsympathetic to others who are being interviewed, including 
Musikant and wants nothing to do with them. 
 
44:40  Pauses and sentence fragments until the end. 
 
  

 Klehr 
 

Time Coded Notes 
 

CD 1-23-2 
 

 
00.01: Starts mid-sentence.  He complains about his son and what seems to have been a bitter 
divorce from his wife and the effects on his children.   

https://collections.ushmm.org  
Contact reference@ushmm.org for further information about this collection

This is a verbatim transcript of spoken word. It is not the primary source, and it has not been checked for spelling or accuracy. 



  

 

 
01:30 At his trial after the war, it was like his divorce, each side said different things and Klehr 
found it all very unfair.  He never had a fair trail and is very bitter about that too. 
 
06:31 He wishes he had a witness to the fact that there was no choice and he only did what he 
was ordered to do.  He claims others knew what was going on at Auschwitz and they lied about it 
after the war and denied all knowledge. 
 
08:04 He knew Karl Wolff and laughs when told that Wolff claims not to have   known 
anything.  Klehr claims Wolff absolutely knew what was going on   because he was at a 
higher level and had to have known. 
 
09:30 Questioned if Wolff was in Auschwitz because he went to Italy in 1943. Klehr seems 
convinced that Wolff was in Auschwitz as was Himmler and they knew what was happening 
there. 
 
11:15 Asked if Himmler could have carried out these orders without Hitler’s knowing it?  Klehr 
thinks not possible for that to have been the case.  It was part of a larger strategy. 
 
13:00 Klehr goes back to being unfairly treated.  He had no choice but to follow orders.  He 
even fought with the camp doctor and argued for the prisoners.   
 
15:38 Klehr tried to find other prisoner witnesses to testify on his behalf but either they have 
passed away or don’t want to have anything to do with the process.  Talks more about his duties 
in Auschwitz.   
 
17:14 Klehr had no control over who went to be gassed and who could work.  He was assigned 
to collect the clothes of those who had been gassed and washed them and then sent them back to 
the barracks. 
 
20:35 Many prisoners just died, they weren’t gassed or killed outright.  Complains about his 
limited clothing and having to wear the same uniform all the time.  Also talks about the barracks 
but somewhat pokes at the interviewer as too academic. 
 
23:00 Asks the interviewer about his political opinions.  Klehr insists no one really understands 
that everyone then had to do what they were told to do and they had very little choice.  There 
wasn’t much they could do for the prisoners without getting the same punishment. 
 
26:00 He knows it’s hard but now he has a lawyer and is still fighting for some justice.  
Continues about unfairness and lack of witnesses to come  forward and tell the truth about what 
they saw and what happened.  He wishes he had lied on the stand as well as others and denied 
seeing  anything.  The doctor who gave the orders to turn on the gas went free, but the little guy 
(him) who followed orders and turned on the gas gets punished. 
 
31:05 Is frustrated because they are all just old men who can’t do anything and no one wants 
anything to do with them.  They were also victims of the war. 
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 Everyone wants to accept responsibility for what happened; they all push things on 
others.  Klehr wants to continue writing his memories so everyone will know his truth. 
 
36:47 Interview ends. 
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