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Preliminary remark – “Projekt Erlebnisgeneration”

The aim of the project was to have oral sources of the holocaust – by perpetrators, bystanders and other witnesses. As is well known, oral history interviews can only be successful if the interviewer gains the confidence of the interviewee. 

This however, leads to a professional reservation of the interviewer even if the interviewee expresses attitudes that are not acceptable. On the contrary, empathy with the interviewee or in other cases professional curiousness and the wish to understand might even seem as if there was a silent consent. However, not showing one’s reservations (on the side of the interviewer) is due to the attempt to make the interview partners speak rather than signalling doubts about their opinions. 
The second important reason for this decision was that the project members were always hoping to get other interviewees by mouth-to-mouth propaganda. Nevertheless, in the rare cases when interview partners expressed Nazi opinions they anticipated that the interviewers would not share their opinions and sometimes invited us to discuss with them. Altogether, the atmosphere in some interviews or at least some passages do have a character of a tightrobe walk.

Introduction

I found the address of Remy Schrijnen in the Internet on a website of “Ritterkreuzträger” [www.ritterkreuztraeger-1939-45.de/]. Beside some information about his war biography in the Waffen-SS the text on this page mentioned that Herr Schrijnen spent several years in Belgian prisons because of his war activities. 

The interview took place in the apartment of Remy Schrijnen. He lives in a working-class neighbourhood in a rather smart-looking house in an apartment with three rooms plus kitchen and bathroom. The three of us, Herr Schrijnen, Frau Schrijnen, and I, took place in the living-room which was very tidy. There were photographs on the walls – many of them showing Mr. Schrijnen during what he would call “the very best time of my life” – as a Waffen-SS-Soldier with his Ritterkreuz – a high decoration. There were also many photos of the married couple.

When I first called Mr. Schrijnen he was very friendly and modestly pointed out that he was only a worker from a coal mine. He also told me that he and his wife were very ill but that he would be ready to give an interview. 

When I came at the appointed time, Herr and Frau Schrijnen opened the door. Both of them are rather small (he might be about 164 cm, she a little smaller). They looked smartly dressed – not wearing slippers. They were very polite.

Mrs. Schrijnen has a nervous disease not being able to control all the movements of her face. Both of them stem from Belgium, but have lived in Germany for more than 40 years. The have a strong accent which posed difficulties in understanding their German. Their language – especially of Frau Schrijnen – is a mixture of Flemish and German, with more Flemish than German parts. 

When I installed the technical equipment I once again (as before on the phone) explained what sort of an interview I would like to make with Herrn Schrijnen: There would be a first phase in which I would ask him to tell me his life story, and only afterwards I would pose questions. Though we would especially be interested in his war experiences we would also like to hear more about his life, before and after the war. (I could not really keep quiet during the first phase because of my problems to understand everything Herr Schrijnen said.) During the installation of the equipment Herr Schrijnen started to speak about myths about the bad behaviour of German troops in Belgium which – upon his opinion – were not at all true.

Interview

Upon my question, “please tell me your life story”, Herr Schrijnen did not mention his date of birth (Dec. 1921) but started directly to tell me that he was brought up in a family that had been very “deutschfreundlich” (friendly towards Germans). He insisted on the point that nobody had seen war crimes of Germans in 1914-1918. The German soldiers would be the most human ones. 

He spoke about the good experiences with German soldiers and described a key episode of his life, just after the Second World War had begun: In Bissighijm (?) he met a soldier, who – alone – had taken a whole village by shooting at the French, Belgian and English troops who then had fled from the village. The German soldier had come along the main street, inviting the young boy Schrijnen for a beer which he – the soldier – also paid. This experience had strongly influenced him. He did not expect me to believe this story as it sounded so unreal but he also cited some witnesses who had heard that this story was true. During his time as a German Waffen-SS-Mann he had always wanted to be like this brave and lonesome soldier who behaved like a gentleman towards him. (!)

When Belgium had surrendered and the Germans were seeking labourers Herr Schrijnen immediately reported as a volunteer and was brought to Germany. He reached Kempten im Allgäu. There he was working as a labourer for the railway and he was living with a German family – almost like their fifth (?) son. (He kept in touch with them even after the war.) He could not report about anything bad that he had seen during this time. The Germans treated him very well, he said.

Since 1941 he had tried to be accepted in the Waffen-SS several times as a volunteer but because of his smallness he was not accepted. The doctor who tested him even spoke of “Schrumpfgermane” (shrink-German). Only in 1942 he was accepted and came to the front as “Fußmelder” (messenger) to the legion of volunteers “Flandern” which later – according to Herrn Schrijnen – became, firstly, the Sturmbrigade “Langemarck”, and later the 27. SS-Freiwilligen-Panzergrenadier-Division “Langemarck”. His unit fought on the eastern front. When his Legion “Flandern” was dissolved he was drilled as a gunner, Richtschütze („harte aber gerechte Ausbildung“: “hard, but just drill”). Before the soldiers were involved in front fights, lawyers told them that they had to behave properly, and that every violation against ruling law would be avenged. 

Herr Schrijnen reported in detail about the war, the movements of his troop and about his personal role in many fights. He characterised his own role as – on the one hand – small soldier who was addressed by his German superiors with his first name (and geduzt) – but on the other hand he was very proud of his courage and bravery – even when his superiors had long given up he would still hold the fort. He even reported one episode in which he had denounced a comrade for being coward (“Feigheit vor dem Feind”). He insisted that this man should be killed and was disappointed when he only got a minor punishment by the judge. He even said that he tried to influence the judge to be strict so that the judge asked him to keep out of his business.

He only spoke about fights, sometimes coming through villages, being close to Russian troops. Asked if he had never met partisans he said, yes, he had, but that they had killed them. Asked how he had recognised the partisans, he said those who were partisans had shot. He underlined that he had not seen Jews during his time at the front and that his relationship to the population of the occupied territory was rather friendly. (Episode of a woman to whom he gave salt which she needed badly and he himself got soap.)

Several times he was severely injured. He was decorated with the Ritterkreuz and other decorations. (See photo) He was also upgraded – the only soldier from Flandern to get the Ritterkreuz and become Untersturmführer.

He got into American war captivity. Here, for the first time, he remembers extreme hardship, calls the Americans “Bestien” (beasts). Especially a German Jew in the American “Konzentrations​lager” ought to have mistreated him. Because of his membership in the Waffen-SS he was in Belgian prisons until 1951. In that year he got to know his wife. From 1953 to 55 he was again in prison because, as he said, he had taken part in a demonstration. In 1962 he went to Germany. The HIAG (organisation of former SS and Waffen-SS) helped him to get his first job. He worked as a labourer in different companies, most of the time in Hagen. He has got his pension since 1982. As far as he knows he also gets a pension for his time at the Waffen-SS. He cannot understand why he got no money for the time in Belgian prisons because he felt as a prisoner of war. (I did not see any documents about the official judgement. Ludwigsburg does not keep any records about Herrn Schrijnen.) According to his impression, you could no longer say what you thought after the war. 

Even today Herr Schrijnen says that he is still thinking in a “national” and “social” way. He does not like the “democratic regime” that even forbids you to think what you want. He votes for the NPD (extreme right wing). Asked when he has first heard of concentration camps he says, in 1941. He knew the wife of a communist who got into the concentration camp. Asked when he had first heard of gasification he says, only after the war. But he has his doubts about the number of gassed Jews, about the technique (only very hot ovens would be able to burn corpses), and about the ashes. His wife agreed to his opinions. He believes that only maybe a few thousand might have been killed by gas. Asked if he had not seen any concentration camp during the end phase of the war he says that he saw freed former inmates of camps but that they were good-looking men with full cheeks. And so on… Talking about Hitler, and that some people say, if only he had not started “that thing with the Jews” I ask him, if he also thinks so – he looks at me and says no. Asked for his own personal bad experiences with Jews he says, that he had a colleague in Belgium who had two sons and got two sponges of him, but asked for more – behind the back of his superior. Of course he reported the case to his superior.

Even though at the end of the interview I state that this way of thinking is very strange for me he keeps friendly, polite, sometimes strongly engaged in order to explain his opinion. He and his wife invite me to come again, if I have more questions. They say that there are many people coming to them, for instance, gatherers who want to get a picture of him at war. That’s why he is prepared. He has a little metal box with many envelopes and from time to time – also in our interview – he takes out pictures to hand them out to me.

He and his wife are very proud that though they are poor they have managed their life all alone without help from others. They don’t have to say thank you to anybody. He seems to have an ideal: the small, but brave and lonesome gentleman fighter for a (better) National Socialism. 

According to Herrn Schrijnen, many Americans are interested in his story. One of them wrote a book about Remy Schrijnen which he showed me:

Brandt, Allen: The Last Knight of Flanders. Remy Schrijnen and his SS-Legion “Flandern”/Sturmbrigade “Langemarck”. Comrades on the Eastern Front 1941-1945 (no Edition mentioned) © 1998 Allen Brandt
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