
News World news War crimes

The 93-year-old held on a to Zimmer frame as he told a court he
accepted some responsibilty over the Holocaust atrocities, which led
to the gassing of captured men, women and children
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A pensioner has admitted he was “morally guilty” in the mass murder of 300,000
Jews at Nazi death camp Auschwitz.

Oskar Groening, 93, held on a to Zimmer frame as he told a court he accepted some
responsibilty over the Holocaust atrocities, which led to the gassing of captured
men, women and children.

The judge said it was “not an easy trial”, as former guard Groening was a small cog in
Hitler’s murder machine and did not actively participate in the killings.

Groening was 21 when he was sent to the Auschwitz rail yard to count victims into
the camp. He has admitted he was an enthusiastic Nazi at the time, in 1942.
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His job was to search the victims for belongings after it had been decided if they
would be sent straight to the gas chambers.

He took their money and valuables to send on to SS offices in Berlin to fund Hitler’s
war effort.

In what could be one of the last Nazi war crime trials, Groening told judges: “In
moral terms, my actions make me guilty.

“I stand before the victims with remorse and humility. On the question of whether I
am guilty in legal terms, you must decide.”

But as he arrived at the court in Lueneburg, south of Hamburg – where his wartime
SS boss Heinrich Himmler is buried – he said: “I expect an acquittal.”

In a sleeveless jumper and white shirt, Groening was calm in court, leaning back in
his chair and looking at papers as prosecutors read out the charges covering the gas
chamber mass murders.

He even laughed when his lawyer asked the judge to speak louder so Groening could
hear.

And at one point, taking a sip of water, he joked: “I’ll do that like I drank the vodka at
Auschwitz”.

The charges relate to the period between May and July 1944, when 137 trains
carrying 425,000 Jews from Hungary arrived at the camp in occupied Poland.

At least 300,000 were sent immediately to the gas chambers, the indictment says.

Groening described some of the murders he witnessed.

On his first day he said he saw an SS colleague grab a crying baby and slam its head
against a truck until it was quiet.
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He told the court: “I was so shaken. I don’t find what he did good at all.”

He said he asked to leave Auschwitz then.

He also told how he saw naked Jews herded into a building before a guard in a mask
poured gas inside.

Groening said: “The screams became louder and more desperate but after a short
time they became quieter again.

“This is the only time I participated in a gassing,” he added, before correcting
himself: “I don’t mean participated, I mean observed.”

Groening rose from officer to Sergeant in the SS, the wing that carried out the Final
Solution orders to wipe out all the Jews.

He previously said in an interview he “felt nothing” when he saw victims being led to
the chamber.

He said: “If you are convinced destruction of Judaism is necessary, it no longer
matters how the killing takes place.”

By the end, six million were killed.

Prosecutors had decided not to pursue the case against Groening and other
concentration camp workers, saying there was no causal link between their actions
and the mass murders around them.
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But in 2011 Ivan Demjanjuk was convicted as an accessory to the murder of 27,900
Jews while he was a concentration guard in occupied Poland’s Sobibor, despite no
evidence of him committing a specific crime.

This led to Groening’s case being pursued once more.

Jens Lehmann, a lawyer for a group of Auschwitz survivors and relatives of victims
who are joint plaintiffs in the case, said: “By sorting the bank notes he helped the
Nazi regime to benefit economically.”

After being sent to the frontline Groening was eventually captured by British troops
and sent to the UK as a prisoner of war.

He returned to Germany to work as a glass factory wages’ accountant, married and
had two children.

But as he entered court relatives of those who died in the camps travelled from
around the world.

Auschwitz survivor and plaintiff Eva Pusztai-Fahidi and her granddaughter Luca
Hartai

Judith Kalman, 61, from Toronto, was there to represent her six-year-old sister
gassed at Auschwitz, said: “I don’t feel resentment or hatred when I think of
Groening.

"I believe him when he says he never laid a hand on a Jew. He is unsure himself of
his guilt.

“He wants to have peace of mind. But he knows there can be no justification.”
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