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INTRODUCTION

History is alive. It will tell us much we need to know, if we can watch, listen and learn. Walking the long, grid pattern gravel paths of the Buchenwald concentration camp, peering into the crematorium and touching the furnaces where tens of thousands of bodies were obliterated in flames, gazing into the cells where innocent men and women were tortured before they were murdered, seeing the uniforms and personal items of those who were killed in this terrible place, brings home that the consequences of history are still living with us today.

Buchenwald is a place of silence. Words are inadequate in this place. But that silence speaks volumes. German schoolchildren have to visit these camps to learn about the atrocities their forefathers committed, an education program aimed at ensuring this never happens again. They walk in shock at what they see. Was my grandfather here? What did he do in the war?

On the furnace in the camp’s crematorium is a brass plate proudly proclaiming the manufacturer’s name. It raises the question, did the manufacturers know what they were building? How could they design such an efficient machine for obliterating the victims of the Nazi regime? Later, digging in dusty wartime files to find out the answers and what happened to those factory owners, the Topf family, it is shocking to discover that they went unpunished, and, even worse, did very well for themselves after the war. How could they not face justice?

Once you start digging, it is horrifying to learn the Topf story is just the tip of the iceberg. Further investigations uncover evidence of so many more horrific deeds and treacherous deals done by industrialists and Allied leaders during and after the war. Many of these corporations are household names today. They are revealed in this book. Their success is neither admirable nor justifiable.

It wasn’t meant to be this way. During the war, when a million Australian volunteers joined the Allied fight against the evils of Nazi Germany and imperialist Japan, Allied leaders proclaimed loudly how the perpetrators of the atrocities would eventually face justice.

In October 1943, as Allied fortunes in the war were starting to turn, foreign ministers representing Winston Churchill, Franklin D Roosevelt and Josef Stalin met in Moscow to discuss their progress against Hitler’s Nazi Germany. For the first time, there were some hopeful signs that an Allied victory was possible. They knew of the horrors being committed by their enemy – mass murder of civilians, systematic genocide, human experiments, executions of prisoners of war: the list of war crimes was already long.

Churchill and Roosevelt added to their list the war crimes committed by their enemy Japan. Stalin wasn’t to join the fight against Japan until 1945. By then, the Soviet leader had his own list of Japanese outrages. After the Moscow meeting, Churchill, Stalin and Roosevelt signed what became known as the Moscow Declaration on Atrocities. It was largely drafted by Churchill, and made a solemn pact that once their enemies were defeated they would ‘pursue them to the uttermost ends of the earth and will deliver them to their accusers in order that justice may be done’.1

It was a powerful declaration, one they undoubtedly intended to carry out at the time they signed the pact. Initially, at war’s end, it seemed the pact would be honoured. The Allies captured hundreds of Nazi and Japanese war criminals and brought them to justice at Nuremberg and Tokyo, and in other lesser-known military trials. Many war criminals were executed; many more received lengthy jail terms.

A large proportion, however, later had their sentences commuted or reduced. This wasn’t justice, but sadly the Allies had already fractured. They were at each other’s throats in a new war – the Cold War – that would be fought in the shadows. The pact and its promise to pursue war criminals to the ‘ends of the earth’ was blown away in the new threat of an atomic war that could end all life on Earth.

The scale of war crimes in World War II was unimaginable. Perpetrators numbered in the tens of thousands, even hundreds of thousands. While it was impossible for all of them to be put before a court and tried, it would turn out that far too many were deliberately allowed to walk free.

This book investigates why these people were allowed to escape justice, and shines a spotlight on what many in power would prefer was ignored and forgotten. Why did governments turn a blind eye to war criminals? Why were so many companies allowed to profit from their evil practices? What was behind the decisions by those in power to permit the evil to go unpunished?

Though today the war criminals are nearly all dead, there are some who are still alive and are still being hunted. As walking those silent windswept paths of the Buchenwald concentration camp teaches us, we should never turn our back on the lessons history reveals to us. While Japan has mostly chosen to ignore its dark past of terrible war crimes, Germany, as mentioned earlier, insists its children know every detail of the country’s Nazi past. German courts are still convicting men in their nineties for being part of the Nazi genocide. No longer do prosecutors have to prove an accused concentration camp guard actually committed murder himself; under German law, it is now enough to have been part of the horror and have done nothing to stop it.

We learn nothing if we don’t confront the failings of our past. And our governments are emboldened to hide truths if they have done so before without consequences. The investigations revealed in Traitors detail the ugly side of war and power, and the many betrayals of our own ANZACs who sacrificed so much in their battle for freedom from tyranny. After reading this book you won’t help but wonder, what else did they hide?


‘The world is a dangerous place, not because of those who do evil, but because of those who look on and do nothing.’

– Albert Einstein


1

ANZAC GUINEA PIGS



‘There were 40,000 doctors like Meythaler who were all polite and respected citizens but who did experiments on humans they couldn’t do in peacetime.’





The young Australian digger listened intently to the heavy footsteps coming down the corridor. He turned his head and saw the Nazi doctor in the long white lab coat take a salute from the German army guard as he entered the hospital ward.

‘Not again,’ he cried to himself. ‘No more, I can’t take any more.’ He was just twenty-one years old, a nuggety sheetmetal worker from Melbourne. Now he was a lab rat for mad Nazi doctors. He’d been held for weeks in this hospital ward with three other Australian prisoners of war.

He wanted to get up and fight, to defend the other Australian soldiers who had also been forced to undergo the never-ending series of injections, blood tests and bouts of severe sickness that followed.

He was a lance corporal, the only non-commissioned officer (NCO) among the digger POWs. He felt the responsibility of the stripe. He should be leading the men out of this terror. But he couldn’t raise himself off the bed. He was too sick from all the injections, and weak from the blood taken from his body. He could only watch in growing dread as the doctor came towards him, holding a syringe filled with blood he had just taken from a sick German soldier.

The young digger struggled to get away. The doctor ordered the guards to hold him down, then, without a word, inserted the needle in the Australian’s arm. The Nazi doctor pressed the plunger, forcing the blood infected with God knows what into the digger’s bloodstream. The 21-year-old knew that within a short period of time he would once again break out in a vicious fever, sweat pouring out of his body, until he was delirious, vomiting and utterly helpless …

•

Lance Corporal George Alan Savage was a typical young Aussie digger. Just months after war was declared, he gave up a good job in Melbourne as a sheetmetal worker to volunteer for the army at Heidelberg barracks. The young larrikin almost immediately found himself in trouble with military authority: shortly after his unit, the 2/5th Battalion, arrived in Palestine for training, he was fined the sum of two pounds and lost ten days’ pay for being in Haifa without a pass and swearing at military police.

Swearing at military police is a praiseworthy act among most soldiers, and Savage caught the eye of his superiors. He was recognised as a scrappy young leader who didn’t like to be pushed around. Two days before Christmas 1940, the wiry 172 centimetre tall (five foot eight inch) soldier was promoted to lance corporal. A few days later, the 2/5th Battalion and the 6th Division were thrown into battle against the Italians in eastern Libya.

It was the first taste of battle for the Australian troops and, after three days of fighting, they took the fortress of Bardia and captured 40,000 Italian troops. It was a tremendous achievement for the raw troops from Down Under. They advanced west, taking the coastal town of Tobruk on 22 January 1941 and another 25,000 Italian prisoners. Three weeks later, Australia’s 6th Division entered Benghazi, weeks ahead of schedule.

The Italians were on the run. North Africa seemed destined to fall to the Allies. Australians had entered the war and immediately made a huge impact. British military writer Len Deighton declared in his history of World War II: ‘Australians were widely regarded as the most effective combat infantry on either side in the war’.1

But immediately after the Aussie Diggers’ hard-earned victories in North Africa, their political leaders stabbed them in the back. British Prime Minister Winston Churchill wanted the Australians and New Zealanders who were in North Africa reassigned to Greece to bolster the defence against the German juggernaut’s rapid advance south through the Balkans. Churchill had been impressed by the Greeks’ fierce resistance to Mussolini at a time when Nazis and fascists were rolling their armies across Western Europe. The Greeks had forced Italian invaders back to the coast of Albania. Churchill also wanted to demonstrate to the United States that he was taking the fight to the Germans. He was defending the ancient cradle of democracy in the hope that the spectacle would encourage the United States to enter the war against Nazi Germany.

Australian Prime Minister Robert Menzies was in London and Churchill had wooed him to the extent that the Anglophile Menzies was all aflutter. Churchill granted Menzies a weekend stay at Chequers, a rare honour for the leader of a mere dominion nation. Menzies wrote breathlessly back to his cabinet in Canberra that Churchill had confided to him that ‘Australia is Dominion No. 1’.2 Menzies had travelled to England to try to persuade Churchill to send more British forces to defend Australia against the advancing Japanese, but Churchill played Menzies like a violin. He had no intention of sending more British forces to the other end of the world to defend Australia. For Churchill, the war had to be won in Europe first. Germany was the enemy and all energies had to be directed to defeat Hitler.

Instead of getting British reinforcements, Menzies agreed to divert the Australian 6th and 7th Divisions from North Africa to lead Churchill’s ill-considered campaign to defend Greece. Perhaps Menzies had forgotten that it was Churchill as First Lord of the Admiralty in World War I who engineered the disastrous campaign to defeat Germany by invading Turkey, which resulted in the bumbled Gallipoli landing. Then again, Menzies did not serve in the Great War, choosing instead to pursue his law career at home, so the similarities with Gallipoli probably didn’t occur to him.

Churchill’s Greek campaign was a disaster. British war historian Antony Beevor described it as ‘the most unnecessary defeat of all in that initial period of Allied humiliation at the hands of Hitler’s Wehrmacht’.3 Beevor said Churchill diverted 60,000 Anzac and British troops at a critical moment in the North Africa campaign just to save ‘British honour’. Military historian Correlli Barnett said Churchill’s decision on Greece ‘prolonged the war in Africa by two years’.4

Anzac troopers like George Savage were totally overwhelmed by the far superior German army that raced through Bulgaria, Yugoslavia and into Greece. The debacle lasted just three weeks. The Anzac and British forces were outgunned, outnumbered and outmanoeuvred by a better-equipped and better-trained German force. The Anzacs fought with great bravery against greater odds, and like the 300 Spartans in 480 BC, made a stand at the historic Pass at Thermopylae. Churchill loved the historic resonance. ‘The intervening ages fell away … why not one more undying feat of arms?’ he wrote.5 Once again Churchill was prepared to fight to the last Anzac. Australian Brigadier George Vasey told his men: ‘Here you bloody well are and here you bloody well stay. And if any bloody German gets between your post and the next, turn your bloody Bren around and shoot him up the arse.’6

Fighting words, but we know what happened to King Leonidas and his 300 Spartans – and they didn’t have to face Stukas, Messerschmitts, howitzers and Panzer tanks. Nevertheless Churchill urged a policy of no retreat, no surrender.7 Once the Greek government collapsed, the Anzacs were forced to fall back, and on Anzac Day 1941, 50,000 Allied troops were evacuated by the Royal Navy. It was an Anzac Dunkirk, with all the confusion and stuff-ups that go with a hurried withdrawal by sea. Most evacuated troops sailed for Egypt, but Churchill had a new place for the Anzacs and British troops to dig in – the island of Crete.

Left behind in Greece were 320 dead Aussie diggers, 500 wounded and 2030 prisoners. New Zealand’s casualties were 300 dead, 600 wounded and 1600 prisoners – a far greater loss given the small population of the country. Britain’s count was 150 dead, 100 wounded and 6500 prisoners. Sixteen thousand Greeks lay dead.8

Menzies feared the Greece fiasco would be criticised by his opponents back in Australia, and warned Australian Labor leaders that ‘it would be a pity for a few politicians to impair our high reputation in Britain … our losses are very small concerned with those of, say, Scotland’.9 That would, no doubt, be little comfort to the families of those who were killed in this politicians’ game of corpses.

Meanwhile Germany’s Desert Fox, General Erwin Rommel, took advantage of the weaker Allied force in North Africa to advance. The Afrika Korps retook Benghazi and Bardia, and laid siege to Australians and British forces desperately holding on in Tobruk.

Australian war correspondent Kenneth Slessor (also one of the country’s leading poets) was furious after he heard Churchill proclaim on radio that the Greek campaign had won the world’s respect and was a ‘glorious episode in the history of Britain’.10 Slessor wrote in his diary: ‘Either the British or Australian government or both were prepared callously and cynically to sacrifice a comparatively small force of Australian fighting men for the sake of a political gesture – that is to gamble with Australian lives on a wild chance, wilder than Gallipoli’.11 The Australian commander in the Middle East, General Thomas Blamey, confided to Slessor that the Greek operation had been doomed from the start. Slessor wrote in his diary that Blamey told him: ‘I am thinking of the men I sent on the mountains of Greece – what is a gesture to the politicians is death to us.’12 The truth Slessor wanted to tell the Australian public about the Greece fiasco was buried by the censors and remained hidden for forty years.

Lance Corporal George Savage knew nothing of these games played by politicians – games that sacrificed diggers just as they’d been sacrificed at Gallipoli. All Savage knew was that he had been lucky to get out of Greece alive. While most of his 2/5th Battalion were shipped to Egypt, Savage and a couple of dozen 2/5th men were landed on Crete. If mainland Greece had been tough, for Savage and his mates things were about to get even tougher. Many troops had lost their weapons along with supplies in the evacuation. They were thrust into makeshift combined ANZAC units. The Allied force of 40,000 on Crete was led by the New Zealand Division with remnants of Australian, British and Greek forces evacuated from Greece.

Churchill ordered this ramshackle and under-equipped force to hold Crete at all costs. The order to stand in Crete served no military purpose. It was just pride and bluster from Churchill, a sacrifice he could once again show off to the Americans. Two weeks later German warplanes bombed and strafed Allied positions. On 20 May 1941, German paratroopers shocked the defenders with the first mass aerial parachute drop of the war. In the most ferocious fighting seen since the start of the war, 4000 Germans were dead within days of dropping in. They were killed not only by the Allies, but also by the tough Cretan partisan resistance. German paratroopers managed to capture a vital airfield, however, and transport planes immediately flew in reinforcements. It was fierce hand-to-hand fighting, with New Zealand Maoris in the thick of it uttering their terrifying war cries. But the defenders of Crete were vastly outnumbered. It was all over in just eleven days. In the final days of the fighting, thousands of Anzacs were pulled off Crete by the Royal Navy and by Australian destroyers Napier and Nizam, and evacuated to Alexandria. Left behind on Crete were 1692 New Zealanders and 3102 Australian prisoners of war – among them Lance Corporal Savage. Buried in Cretan graves lay 274 Australians and 671 New Zealanders. Also buried were hopes that Britain would come to the Pacific in sufficient numbers to help stave off the Japanese advance. The defeats in Greece and Crete, along with setbacks in North Africa, left Menzies unable to convince Churchill to send more British troops and aircraft to defend Australia. The defence of Britain was now paramount for Churchill. The Anzac sacrifices in Greece and Crete were in vain.13

After the long, bitter fight, and with the sight of paratroopers still hanging dead from trees, the German victors were in no mood to make life comfortable for their prisoners. German troops carried out deadly reprisals against anyone who resisted. In some villages, all Cretan men were executed to stop attacks by partisan resistance fighters.

Lance Corporal Savage was captured on Crete on the last day of the Allied fighting, 1 June 1941, and marched into a POW camp. Savage and his fellow non-commissioned officer prisoners were put to work repairing damaged airfields and roads. To comply with the Geneva Convention, which stipulates POWs can’t be used as slave labour, they were told they would be paid ten drachmas a day for their work, but they never saw any money. Five weeks later, Savage and two other POWs escaped, hiding in the hills with Cretan resistance fighters. They were recaptured and sentenced to hard labour, working ten hours a day building defence works around an aerodrome and laying wire entanglements on the beaches.

Conditions were hard. Savage later recollected: ‘One meal only a day was provided consisting of a handful of cooked beans and one slice of Greek bread at midday. About half a pint of drinking water was provided in the morning and in the evening, but nothing to drink was allowed with the midday meal. In consequence of this treatment I lost nearly three stone in weight.’14

Savage and fellow POWs were set to work mixing concrete at Rethymno Hospital on the north coast of Crete. Savage had been there just a few hours when a doctor arrived and stood watching the POWs work. After a while the doctor walked over and, with guards watching, approached Savage. The doctor told him to stand still, then examined his eyes, turning up his eyelids. The next day the same doctor returned and ordered Savage to go inside the hospital. The doctor then gave Savage a thorough medical examination, X-rayed his chest, tested his urine and took blood samples.

The doctor told Savage he was ill and took him to a ward where several German soldiers lay sick in rows of beds. He ordered Savage into one of five empty beds that had been sectioned off in the ward. Over the course of the day, four other Australian POWs who had been working with Savage were ushered into the ward and ordered into the empty beds. Savage identified them as Private Douglas Cheeseman, twenty-three, a grocer from Hawthorn, Private Stanley Williams, thirty-three, a married labourer from Hobart (both with the 2/5th Battalion), Private James Devlin, twenty-three, from Manly in Sydney, and Private William Lindley, twenty-nine, a cook with a wife back in Dulwich Hill in Sydney’s inner-west (both with the 2/3rd Battalion). The doctor examined these new arrivals as he had Savage, poking and prodding and taking blood and urine samples. At this stage it seemed a good deal for Savage and the four diggers. Although weak, they weren’t sick, they had a comfortable bed, and apart from sharing a ward with sick German soldiers, they could relax in relative comfort.

The next morning the doctor once again examined the Australian POWs, taking temperatures, pulse readings and blood and urine tests. The doctor returned in the afternoon and Savage saw him use a six-inch (fifteen-centimetre) long syringe to draw half a syringeful of blood from one of the nearby sick German patients. The doctor then walked over to Savage, applied a tourniquet to his arm and promptly injected the syringe of blood straight into a vein. Savage was no doctor, but he knew this wasn’t normal medical procedure.

The guards were standing next to his bed and Savage was too weak to protest. He watched as the doctor did exactly the same to the four other Australian POWs. Savage had no idea what was going on, and the doctor said nothing to them. The next day the doctor came back and conducted the same methodical tests of their temperature, pulse, blood and urine, jotting everything down on a clipboard. The doctor then injected Savage and the four other Australians in the arm with a clear fluid. Again, the doctor said nothing.

Within hours Savage felt terrible. He was sweating, felt faint, his head was swirling, his heart was racing and his innards were churning. He was extremely sick, vomiting up what little he had in his stomach. The doctor took notes but offered no explanation, no medicine to help, not even aspirin. Instead, every morning he marched into the ward and diligently took temperature, pulse, blood and urine tests, checked eyes, then prodded and poked the five Aussies in various parts of their bodies to see if they cried out in pain. He took detailed notes on his clipboard and left.

The doctor did this every day for the next ten days. It was the same routine every time. Still no explanation or medicine was offered. Savage thought the doctor looked disappointed when he examined the colour of his urine. He didn’t know if the doctor was disappointed because the colour wasn’t bad enough, or because he was getting better; the doctor didn’t say.

By the tenth day the pain and fever had subsided somewhat. The doctor then gave the Australian POWs a second injection of blood taken from someone else. Savage couldn’t be sure if it was taken from one of the sick German troops. By this time he was too weak and exhausted to notice. Two hours later the Australians all fell very sick again. They had the same symptoms as the first attack. But this time their reaction was much stronger.

In the morning the doctor returned and injected the Australian prisoners with a clear fluid. Over the next eight days the doctor examined the POWs every morning, taking detailed notes on their temperatures, aches and pains, and taking blood and urine samples. Through his pain and fever, Savage could see on neighbouring beds that at least two of his Aussie mates had a tube inserted into their stomachs through their throats. It wasn’t clear to Savage whether the Germans were forcing something into their stomach or taking stuff out. Again, no medicine was administered, but the doctor frequently examined the Australians’ eyes, taking detailed notes on what he found.

Savage saw that the sick German soldiers in the ward received regular doses of medicine. He didn’t know the nature of their illness but could see that they were shaking and sweating from fever and their skin was markedly yellow. One patient was close enough for Savage to see his eyes, and he was shocked to see that even his eyes were yellow.

By the eighteenth day Savage and his fellow POWs were starting to recover. He feared the doctor would see their improved condition and try to inflict another bout of injections and tests on them. When the doctor came in that morning with a collection of needles, Savage knew he had to make a stand. He only had one stripe as a lance corporal, but he was the senior soldier in that horror ward and he felt a tremendous responsibility for the four privates with him. By this stage they all knew they were being used as guinea pigs for Nazi medical experiments. Despite their frail condition, the POWs were determined to fight back. During the night the five had whispered to each other so the guards could not hear, and agreed they would not let themselves be injected again.

As the doctor approached, Savage struggled and lashed out at him, shouting as hard as he could that he would not be injected again. He thrashed around, making it difficult for the doctor to get a grip. The four other diggers started shouting too, telling the doctor in good Aussie vernacular to leave Savage alone.

In the stiff, dry words of a military report typed up years later, when Savage reported to Australian army authorities what had happened at the hospital: ‘I protested (in which the other four joined in) against the treatment we were receiving. I stated that we all knew that we were being used for experimental purposes and objected.’15

Three German guards leapt on Savage, dragging him from the bed where he’d been confined for the past eighteen days. They laid into him, kicking and punching him on the ground and beating him with the truncheons they always had ready to enforce discipline. Savage had been a POW long enough to recognise the bruisers who were beating him – a warrant officer and two sergeants; ranks well above the brutes who normally enforced authority in a POW camp. The doctor must have been influential to have those relatively senior NCOs assigned to act as his enforcers.

Savage doesn’t recount the reaction of the doctor to this act of brutality, but says that after the beating they were all told to get dressed in their army uniforms and were taken back to the POW camp.

‘No explanation as to our treatment was given by the doctor or the hospital authorities,’ Savage later reported.16

As soon as the hospital guards dumped Savage and the others back into the POW camp, the German army camp commandant called them into his office. He demanded to know why they had been in the hospital for almost three weeks. Savage told the commandant what had happened, and that they had been used for illegal medical experiments. This breached all conventions of war and violated the Geneva Convention on the treatment of prisoners of war. Savage said the commandant was outraged. He’d been told the five Australians had fallen sick while working and required hospital treatment.

‘He appeared to recognise that we had been wrongfully used for experimental purposes and, apparently feeling his responsibility for us, he was very indignant at the action of the hospital doctor,’ Savage reported.17

The commandant gave them a week off work and ordered they be given a solid meal. Savage believed the food was drawn from the commandant’s own personal rations.

‘He was sympathetic towards us and stated we would not again be sent to work near the Rethymno Hospital.’18

The commandant was true to his word. A week after resting in the POW camp, Savage and the four diggers were sent to work at the aerodrome. Savage scouted for a chance to escape. It was difficult – they were on an island swarming with Germans – but determined Cretan partisans were still conducting guerilla ambushes in the rugged hills, and Savage heard they were prepared to help escaped Allied prisoners. It seems the German tactic of inflicting terrible punishment on Cretan villagers in retaliation for resistance wasn’t working too well.

At the end of a day’s work, when prisoners were being rounded up to return to the POW camp, Savage hid among the building equipment. A couple of prisoners created a diversion and Savage slipped away, running into the mountains. Alone and lost, he slept in snow for days and fell ill. He found an isolated shepherd’s hut high in the mountains and staggered inside to hide from German patrols. Cretan partisans found him there, barely conscious. For ten days they smuggled food to Savage as he slowly regained his strength.

The Cretan resistance were in touch with British special operations agents who were smuggled on and off the island by submarine. When Savage recovered enough to move, he was brought down from the mountain, hidden on a fishing boat and eventually made it to a Royal Navy vessel off the coast. Savage was one of many Anzac and British POW escapees who were spirited off Crete by the incredibly brave partisans, who continued their fight against German occupiers throughout the war.

The four privates who’d gone through the experiments with Savage were later transferred to a notorious POW camp in Germany called Stalag VIII-B (renamed Stalag 344 in 1943). It was located deep inside German territory near the Silesian town of Lamsdorf (now in Poland and called Lambinowice) and there was little chance of a successful escape. It was one of the largest POW camp complexes in Germany, occupied by more than 100,000 British, Australian, Canadian, New Zealand, Greek and French POW enlisted men who were forced to work in nearby mines and factories.19 Cheeseman, Williams and Devlin survived the war and were liberated by Soviet forces in 1945. Private William Lindley, the cook with a wife waiting for him in Dulwich Hill, was listed in camp records as being shot while trying to escape from a work camp on 30 May 1942. He is buried at Krakow Commonwealth War Cemetery.20

The underground escape route eventually got George Savage to Syria, where he rejoined the Australian forces. Four weeks after leaving Crete he came down with fever and severe sickness. Australian army doctors were mystified. They wrote it down as ‘an interesting pyrexia which we have investigated without success’.21 Over the course of a week he slowly recovered, and was returned to Australia where he fell ill once again, with symptoms including high fever and body pains, especially in the back, and cramps in the legs. Savage was fine for a while, then nine months later, on 9 September 1942, he again became seriously ill and was admitted to Seymour Camp Hospital in Victoria. He had a high pulse rate and aches and pains. He was diagnosed with mild anxiety neurosis.

Weak and underweight, Savage was transferred to a salvage unit where his skills as a sheetmetal worker could be utilised. It was while talking to Australian military doctors that he revealed what had been done to him while he was a prisoner of war on Crete. The doctors concluded from his symptoms and recovery patterns that the German doctor had been injecting him with blood taken from patients suffering typhoid or malaria. The Australian army doctors were shocked at this human experimentation conducted on POWs and reported their concerns to senior officers. In April 1943 Savage sat down with Australian military intelligence officers and finally told his story.

His account was recorded in the usual dry military manner, but the contents were shocking. It was classified ‘Secret’ and filed away. Copies were sent to Australian military authorities in London to be passed on to British authorities ‘for any action deemed necessary’. So far as is known, the file disappeared into the dusty war archives and nothing was done.22

Savage’s file is the only known documented account of Australian prisoners of war being used in Nazi medical experiments. Perhaps other Australians were used, but none made it home to tell their story.

The file gathered dust until 2016 when it was found in the Australian National Archives. Australian surgeon and academic George Weisz examined the file and, using his medical knowledge, tracked down the identity of the Nazi doctor who had conducted the illegal experiments on the Australian POWs. Weisz identified the doctor as SS physician Dr Friedrich Meythaler, a renowned German bacteriologist who was trying to establish how infectious hepatitis was transmitted from one human to another. Before the war Meythaler had written numerous well-regarded papers on liver dysfunction and infectious disease. At a young age he had risen through the academic ranks at Erlangen University.

Weisz wrote in a 2015 academic paper23 that Meythaler was a Nazi Party member who went the extra step of joining the SA, the notorious Nazi paramilitary Sturmabteilung Brownshirt thugs. Membership of the Nazi Party probably helped Meythaler advance to the position of professor. When war broke out he became a military physician with the SS. Weisz said Meythaler’s impressive record of medical papers on infectious diseases enabled him to join German invasion forces in Crete, where soldiers on both sides were severely affected by jaundice. Meythaler wanted to research the transmission of hepatitis, and the POWs gave him the human guinea pigs he needed.

Meythaler made no secret of what he did in Crete. In 1942 he had a paper published in the prestigious German medical journal Wiener Klinische Wochenschrift openly stating that he experimented on humans. ‘I carried out on Crete transmission experiments from person to person through transfer of blood in pre-Icterian condition,’ Meythaler wrote. He said he had ‘singular success’ in three of the ‘experimental subjects’.24 Weisz said Meythaler managed to achieve results from his human experiments on transferring disease that have not yet been confirmed in a laboratory.

‘These Australian prisoners had been used in a non-consented forced experimentation, probably in an ad hoc unscientific, ill-prepared attempt to diagnose the German soldiers’ infection,’ Weisz concluded. ‘Ignoring their Hippocratic obligations, physicians of the Third Reich committed war crimes and crimes against humanity as defined by the Geneva Convention to which Germany was a signatory.’25

Historians generally agree that thousands of German doctors committed war crimes and crimes against humanity, conducting forced medical experiments on prisoners from all nations and ethnic groups. Savage’s revelation demonstrates it also included healthy Australian POWs.

Meythaler was suspended from academic life and working in medicine from 1946 to 1947 for his membership of the Nazi Party and the SS, as part of the de-Nazification process. But within two years of the war’s end, Meythaler was in prestigious and respected positions as Director of Medicine at Nuremberg Hospital and Professor of Internal Medicine at Erlangen University.

World-renowned Nazi hunter Professor Konrad Kwiet of Sydney’s Macquarie University and resident historian at the Sydney Jewish Museum said there were hundreds of thousands of medical experiments on prisoners of war from all nations conducted by German military doctors.

‘Meythaler injected the Australian prisoners with hepatitis, but he went on to conduct many more experiments on prisoners, injecting them with malaria and other war-related infections and diseases that affected German soldiers,’ Kwiet said during an interview in the research centre of Sydney’s Jewish Museum, surrounded by Holocaust files, documents, photos and maps.26 He explained that barbaric and bizarre medical experiments on prisoners in concentration camps and mental asylums, like those done by the notorious Dr Josef Mengele, needed the personal approval of Gestapo and SS chief Heinrich Himmler. But military doctors doing human experiments on POWs, like those done by Meythaler, needed no permission. Each doctor operated under his own code and initiative.

‘There were about fifty Mengele-type doctors out of 40,000 doctors – like Meythaler – who were all polite and respected citizens but who did experiments on humans they couldn’t do in peacetime. They conducted experiments on prisoners of war to pursue their own professional research,’ said Kwiet.

Meythaler went on to enjoy a distinguished medical career, winning accolades for his research into infectious diseases. No mention was made of how he forced Australian POWs to act as human guinea pigs for his experiments. The report filed by Australian military authorities from George Savage’s revelation was forgotten. Australian and British authorities simply weren’t interested in pursuing the Nazi doctor.

Savage suffered health problems for the rest of his life. He’d survived the ordeal of Nazi medical experiments on POWs. He’d risked his life to escape Crete and tell his alarming story to army intelligence, only to have the shocking revelation buried for decades. It was a terrible betrayal of a brave young Australian digger who had done all he could for his country and fellow POWs.
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