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Over the past six decades a large number of memoirs written by ex-airmen held in the prisoner of war 

camps run by the Luftwaffe during the Second World War have been published in English, the majority 

focusing on escape attempts from places such as Stalag Luft III at Sagan. These memoirs, along with 

unpublished accounts, have been the primary source base for much of the secondary literature on the 

subject, particularly – though not exclusively – in English. The view from inside the wire, however, tells 

only part of the story. Though the record remains incomplete, as a number of scholars based in Austria, 

Canada and Germany have demonstrated both individually and collectively, there are now enough extant 

documents and other primary-source materials to reconstruct camp histories from the perspective of the 

captors instead of just the captives. Stefan Geck certainly proves this to be the case with respect to the 

Luftwaffe facilities handling intelligence gathering among newly captured Allied airmen, the story of which 

– especially given current debates about techniques and the laws of war – possesses a lot of 

contemporary resonance. The recollections of Royal Air Force and United States Army Air Force aircrew 

members who fell into German hands invariably at least touch on their experience at the hands of 

Luftwaffe interrogators; yet aside from a few references here and there, the system within which the 

interrogators operated has remained largely unexamined by scholars of the Second World War. »Dulag 

Luft/Auswertestelle West« aims to fill that gap, and does so in spades.

In true academic style, Geck opens his work with a wide-ranging and mostly complete survey of the 

existing printed literature, both in German and in English, related to his subject. The origins, development, 

personnel, and movements of the transit camp (Dulag Luft) and the linked intelligence-gathering facility 

(Auswertestelle West) are all then examined and explained in painstaking detail, including the nature and 

consequences of periodic bureaucratic infighting with outside agencies ranging from the Foreign Office 

and Ministry of Propaganda to the Reich Main Security Office and Gestapo. There follow several chapters 

on the organization of the intelligence-gathering section, the backgrounds of the individual personnel 

involved, and of course the interrogation techniques employed. The latter ranged from fairly crude 

electronic eavesdropping to the use of turncoats and the employment of a steadily more sophisticated 

card-index system listing names, places, and equipment. This was designed to allow well-briefed 

interrogators to appear so knowledgeable in the eyes of the airmen they questioned that a refusal to 
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engage in conversation would seem pointless since them seemed to know it all anyway.

The time and effort expended on interrogation of captured British Commonwealth and American aircrew is 

shown to be prodigious and – in marked contrast to most ex-POW memoirs which almost always suggest 

the interrogators never learned anything of value from them – not without effect in terms of intelligence 

gathering. However, the author is careful not to overemphasize achievements, noting areas where the 

Allies did a better job and questioning some of the more dubious success claims made by the best-known 

of the interrogators, Hanns Joachim Scharff. He is also not shy about delving into areas where Luftwaffe 

behavior came into conflict with international law regarding prisoners, notably with reference to the 

apparent use of Allied airmen as human shields against the bombing of the city of Frankfurt am Main and 

documented cases of cells being overheated on several occasions in order to extract information from 

recalcitrant occupants. Nevertheless, as Geck is right to point out, war-crimes investigators concluded that 

less than one per cent of those Allied airmen who were interrogated were not treated more or less in 

accordance with the terms of the 1929 Geneva Convention. 

As befits a German doctoral thesis, this work is painstakingly methodical and thorough in its approach, 

each chapter based on an impressive array of primary documents and secondary sources both in German 

and in English. It might be argued, though, that use might have been made of the voluminous published 

and unpublished memoir and interview material of the prisoners themselves that does not appear in the 

bibliography or notes. The level of detail is sometimes daunting, furthermore, and the sheer bulk and 

academic prose of the book will certainly deter any casual reader looking for yet another POW yarn. 

Nevertheless for scholars interested in the details of POW policy and Luftwaffe intelligence gathering in 

the West – there were separate facilities for Soviet aircrew in the East– this book is, and will without doubt 

remain, indispensable reading. 
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