Chapter 5. 7

The 1944 War Refugee Board Report and the 1988 Leuchter Report
The American War Refugee Board was created in January, 1944 to monitor the refugee
situation in Europe. Below are excerpts from a letter sent by a Board employee in
Switzerland to the Secretary of State describing alleged exterminations at Birkenau
Item: Urgent confidential telegram
To:
C. Hull, Secretary of State, U.S.A.
From: R. McClelland, War Refugee
Board Employee, Switzerland.
Date transmitted: July 6th, 1944
July 8th, 1944
Date received:
"Two eye witness reports recently reached
Switzerland concerning Nazi. .. extermination
camps of Auschwitz and Birkenau .... These are
based on experiences of two Slovakian
Jews ... who escaped in April, 1944. They
corroborate ... information received ... in
Switzerland during past two years particularly
dates and composition of transports which
arrived in Auschwitz and Birkenau from all
over Europe ....
"Each camp is encircled by outer chain 50 to
60 watchtowers at radius of two kilometers (1
114 miles) .... Northeast end of Birkenau camp
is distinguished by high smokestacks of four
crematoria ....
"At end of February 1943 four newly
constructed crematoria and gassing units were
put into operation in Birkenau. The two larger
ones consisted of a vast central hall flanked on
one side by furnace room and on other by long
narrow gas chamber. The central hall is

camouflaged to represent bathing establishment.
Made to undress given piece of soap and towel
and herded down a short stairway into adjoining
lower gas chamber this is hermetically closed and
SS men wearing gasmasks mount to roof and
shake down into room from three openings in
ceiling a powered cyanide preparation labelled
cyklon manufactured in Hamburg.
"Within a few minutes everyone is dead, latter is
aired and Sonderkommando proceeds with
gruesome work of transporting bodies on small
flat cars running along track to furnace room here
there are nine ovens each with four openings with
high smokestack rising in middle each opening
can incinerate three normal bodies within one onehalf hours. Daily capacity of larger crematoria is
2,000 of two smaller about 1,000 each, total for
all four units is some 6,000 daily ....
Authors set number of Jews gassed and burned in
Birkenau between April, 1942 and April, 1944 at
from 1.5 to 1. 75 million ....
It should be recalled ... two similar extermination
camps in Poland were functioning a few months
ago Malkini Treblinki (spelled as in original
telegram) near Bialostok and Belzec near Bug."

In seeking to confirm these statements in 1944 air photo interpreters would have looked for:

1. an "... outer ring of 50 to 60 watchtowers at radius of two kilometers, and found a string
of watchtowers were located just outside the camp fence, but outside of this there were open
roads, farms, and villages, with no gates, guardposts, or watchtowers,
2. the "... high smokestacks offour crematoria" and determined the locations of the buildings,
3. in attempting to confirm "... the daily capacity of the large crematoria is 2,000... " they
could have either referred to books or records to estimate the maximum number of
bodies that crematoriums of this design and size would bum in 24 hours,
or they may have contacted a cremation expert such as quoted on the next page ...
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The 1988 Leuchter Report
Execution engineer Fred Leuchter's report written after his 1988 Auschwitz visit
included a calculation on how many corpses could be burned in the crematoriums
"The crematories utilized at the inspected German facilities were ... constructed of red brick and
mortar ... all had multiple retorts (individual furnaces) ... (and) all were coke fired. None of the retorts
inspected and examined ... were designed for multiple corpse incineration .... The furnaces had to be
constantly fed (coal or coke) by hand (using a shovel).
"Coke furnaces normally took 3.5 to 4 hours for each corpse. Theoretically this would allow for 6.8
corpses in a 24 hour time period, (however) normal operation permits a maximum of three
cremations in a 24 hour time period.
"(At crematorium 1 and 2) theoretical and real-time estimated maximum 24 hour outputs,
based on one corpse per retort (individual furnaces) per cremation are:

5 furnaces x 3 retorts

=

=

15 retorts

1. Theoretical number of corpses - 15 retorts x 6.8 corpses per 24 hours
(or 1!20th of the 2,000 figure given in the W.R.B. report)

102 corpses per 24 hours

2. Actual number of corpses - 15 retorts x 3 corpses per 24 hours
(or 1145th of the 2,000 figure in the W.R.B. report)

= 45 corpses per 24 hours

But the War Refugee Board Report did say the furnace room had:
"nine ovens (or furnaces) each with four openings(or retorts)"
9 furnaces x 4 retorts each = 36 retorts

=

1. Theoretical number of corpses - 36 retorts x 6.8 corpses per 24 hours
232 corpses per 24 hours (or 1/9th of the 2,000 figure in the W.R.B. report)

2. Actual number of corpses - 36 retorts x 3 corpses per 24 hours
= 108 corpses per 24 hours (or 1/20th of the 2,000 figure in the W.R.B. report)
We can now interpret this information the same way 1944 air photo interpreters used
photo images combined with research material to arrive at conclusions:
1. Using the spy report figure of 36 individual furnaces in each crematorium, then
36 furnaces could burn between 108 and 232 corpses per 24 hours, which is
a different figure from the spy report figure of 2 ,()()() corpses per 24 hours, and
2. the 2 crematoriums appeared to have been almost completely visible from both
inside and outside
camp.
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