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LETTER FROM DR. IRMGARD KAMLAH TO AXEL VON HARNACK 
 
Irmgard Kamlah was arrested in January 1943 for "speaking out against the state" and was detained 

in Charlottenburg Police Prison in Berlin. 

...As I was always picked up at around 4 o'clock in the afternoon for my daily interrogation, I had to 

take the daily "walk" with the prisoners and there, on February 12, I immediately saw your cousin M. 

As I was going out of the prison door, the wardress accompanying us glanced at Mildred and I heard 

her say to the chief duty guard, "you know, of course, no talking and see that she always walks 

alone." The rest of us were allowed to walk in pairs and talk to each other. We walked around for half 

an hour, always along the outer wall of the quadrangle, with our cousin always crossing diagonally in 

the middle, and we always rather shyly left a space between her and us, to avoid suspicion that she 

was talking to one of us. In that half-hour I wasn't able yet to ascertain your cousin's situation (I only 

found out when we were back in our cell, where an older prisoner had stayed behind). But I realized 

from what the officer said that something particular must have happened. Mildred looked terribly 

delicate and suffering, as if she found it difficult to stand up straight. But she ran across the yard 

with big strides, as if she were under pursuit, always staring rightly past us. She wore a gray, hooded 

coat with some kind of green trimming. I couldn't see her hair because she had pulled the hood down 

quite far over her head. It went on like that for three days except that by the next walk I knew what 

was going on. It was the first time in my life I had encountered a person on death row. They were 

called T.K. (Todeskandidaten) (death row prisoner, literally death candidate) this was the official 

abbreviation – and how often I heard and used it later. Even now, I still can't talk about my feelings 

back then. 

Late in the evening, when the lights were already out and we all had to lie on our plank beds, our cell 

was unlocked again -- as you mentioned February 15th as the date of Mildred's execution, it must 

have been the 14th; I can't remember myself how many days had passed since my arrest. A wardress 

brought a girl to us -- she was crying bitterly. She was half-undressed and was carrying her things, 

her blanket and towel, over her arm, and because she was blinded by tears the officer had to keep 

pushing her in the right direction. She had to put her things on a stool very quickly and was allocated 

a bed on which, by chance, only one other prisoner was lying. Then the door was locked and the 

lights were turned off. After a while we talked in whispers to the "newcomer," who had shared 

Mildred's cell with her until when she was picked up for the execution that same evening. The rule 

was that T.Ks were never to be left alone in a cell so that they couldn't commit suicide. Afterwards I 

often used to be put in a cell with T.K.s. The victim was usually picked up at around 9-10 o'clock at 
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night to be taken to Plotzensee, where the executions were carried out at around 4 o'clock in the 

morning. Back then I learned what it means when a car drives into the deathly still prison yard 

around 9 o'clock at night and drives away again a quarter of an hour later. But I can't tell you who 

that young girl was; she only stayed with us until the following morning. We couldn’t make any notes, 

of course, so I have forgotten almost all the names from back then. But I was deeply impressed by 

the "newcomer's" account of Mildred Harnack and her attitude to her fate. She told us that Mildred 

worked on her translation of Goethe poems for hours to help pass the time. The "newcomer" 

thought that a clemency plea must have been filed. Mildred had talked about that, but it could not 

have been processed in any way, because M. said the time was too short for a decision, and I think I 

remember that she froze when they came to fetch her. But the women guards had all been kind and 

full of sympathy for her as she went out of the cell, she turned to the window one last time and 

spoke what was probably a line of Goethe's. I can't quote it exactly, but it means something like, 

"The good person will find his way in life as in death." 

I felt I shouldn't keep these recollections from you. 

Your Dr. Irmgard Kamlah 


