
Simona Tobia                                     Interrogations in WW2 

 

 
Close Encounters in War Journal – Short articles 

March 11, 2016 

 

1 

 

Interrogations in WW2: Any Lessons Learned?  

By Simona Tobia 

 

Terrorists kidnapping relief workers and journalists, terrorists publishing videos of 

horrible executions by decapitation and even burning, terrorists wiping out principles 

such as the freedom of the press and satire in the heart of the West in Paris, while 

stories of westerners joining the fight on the IS side are profusely present in the news. 

The “war on terror”, far from over, is raging, and it continues to be depicted by Western 
media and political authorities as a “just war” fought against a heinous enemy.  

After seeing the US Senate report on the CIA published at the end of 2014, I was 

wondering to what extent can human beings go to fight what they perceive to be 

atrocity and evil. I would like to share some ideas gathered during my research on 

WW2, another conflict which took the shape of a “just war” against an overwhelmingly 

evil foe, to see if there are some lessons we can learn from that past. 

Interrogation and questioning of POWs is one of those settings in which lines are 

often allowed to blur and mistreatment and breaches of the Geneva Conventions take 

place, frequently in the name of so-called “ticking-bomb scenarios”. This is the official 

argument in defence of the use of harsh methods (let’s call things with their own name: 

torture), portraying a very artificial situation in which a bomb is ticking its way towards 

a devastating attack and only by torturing the terrorists who placed it will the 

intelligence officers be able to save hundreds of lives. However, so far I have not yet 
come across any historical case in which this actually happened. 

Ill-treatment, psychological abuse and torture committed by representatives of liberal 

states such as Britain and the US are an astonishing reality, not only in war on terror, 

but also in and after WW2. Given the shared memory of WW2, with narratives of a war 

(“just war”?) fought against a brutal enemy, it appears hard to believe, but the stories of 

at least a couple of British interrogation centres where lines were actually allowed to 
blur are worth telling. 

The (in)famous London District Cage was headed by Lt. Col. Alexander Scotland. Its 

prisoners included war crimes suspects from the SS and the Gestapo, “the worst of the 

worst”, and the many reports of ill-treatment and torture included one by Fritz 

Knoechlein, who wrote a long letter complaining of the treatment he received at the 

Cage, where he was deprived of sleep, starved, beaten and humiliated constantly. 
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Knoechlein was a high ranking officer in the SS, and he had been responsible of the 

Le Paradis massacre of May 1940, when 99 British POWs who had surrendered to his 

unit were machine-gunned en masse; the order was given by Knoechlein, who was later 

tried for war crimes and executed in Hamburg in 1949. Lt. Col. Scotland wrote a 

memoir in which he talks at length about the London Cage, admitting to have breached 

the Geneva Conventions. The book had to be submitted to censorship and was only 

published in 1957, after having caused a lot of distress in the Foreign Office and the 

MI5. More recently this story hit the headlines in the Guardian where an article 
appeared in November 2005 denounced it as a “torture centre”. 

After the end of the hostilities a CSDIC centre was established in Bad Nenndorf, in 

the British Zone of occupation of Germany and Lt. Col. Robin “Tin Eye” Stephens 

became its commandant. The camp and those who ran it were the protagonists of a 

huge scandal with allegations of abuse and ill-treatment of prisoners, followed by 

investigation carried out by inspector Tom Hayward. Following his reports, the centre 

was closed in July 1947 and some of the camp’s officers were brought to court martial in 

1948. Among them, there were Lt. Col. Stephens, who was acquitted in July 1948, the 

Medical Officer Capt. J.S. Smith who was sentenced to be dismissed the service, and a 

German born interrogator, a former refugee who had joined the British war effort, 

Oliver Langham. In fact “Tin Eye” struggled to run the camp because of funding 

reductions and insufficient resources. Prisoners often ended up in nearby hospitals 

severely harmed and malnourished, and in January 1947 two of them died shortly after 

admission. Inspector Hayward found in his investigation that interrogators and the 

camp’s guards were not likely to be totally impartial, either because they were ex 

German or Austrian refugees or because they were young soldiers who had 

experienced harsh combat in various war theatres, and arriving in Germany some of 

them had to face even more war horrors liberating Bergen-Belsen. The investigation 

proved that that conditions in the CSDIC centre were very harsh: prisoners were kept in 

cells with no heating and no mattresses, were denied a proper rest, and some of them 

were found wearing dirty clothes because they could not dry them. Prisoners could be 

punished with “solitary confinement” sometimes even for longer than 40 days. Solitary 

confinement was used as a form of “mental pressure” for prisoners considered to be 

with-holding the truth. Threats to execute, arrest, torture the prisoners” relatives, such 

as wives or husbands and children, were also part of the “mental pressure” and they 

were allowed because they were never carried out. It should be stressed that the 

commander was against violence and Gestapo-like measures only because he thought 
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that those were counterproductive, and not certainly for humanitarian concerns. He 
was convinced that physical violence produced poor intelligence. 

This was by no means an attempt of writing an exhaustive history of interrogation in 

WW2 in a blog post (I believe it deserves an entire book, which is the object of my 

current research), but I think there are a few lessons that we can learn today. It is easy to 

conclude that harsh methods seem to become acceptable even in a conflict narrated as a 

“just war” if the enemy is heinous enough, but it is also interesting to note what actually 

works in the collection of human intelligence, and to work how the reasons why 

violence sometimes happens (in the – naïve, I know – hope to be able to reduce it in the 

future). 

The London Cage and CSDIC’s stories challenge the myth of British wartime 

interrogation systems, traditionally thought to be “legal, well-tried and highly 

successful”. The British system of interrogation was of course successful in wartime, but 

it was despite and not because of techniques such as those employed by CSDIC. An 

extremely complex system of intelligence networks, well trained professional 

intelligence officers, including various centres, eavesdropping facilities, a cross-check 

technique, and the legendary British double-cross system, made the collection of human 

intelligence successful in WW2. Violence was most likely employed by the least 

experienced and more resentful interrogators and it was never fruitful, as Hayward’s 

report shows very clearly.  
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