
 

Research Dossier: 
 
 

Introduction: 
Picture this - you are a brave, young soldier and have 

just been captured whilst fighting in the Second World 

War. You are led to a prisoner of war camp, sporting 

towering metal fences, barbed wire, grey, uniform 

buildings built of dark stone, and a pungent miasma, so 

strong that it is almost visible to the eye. After weeks 

of working hard in essentially slave labour, you are led 

aside by a peculiar little man with jet black spectacles, 

his dirty white lab coat billowing around his ankles in 

the fierce winds that whip the camp. You are led down 

spiralling flights of stairs, along endless corridors, 

until you finally enter a dimly lit, almost primitive 

operating theatre, and feel a needle slide painfully into 

your arm. Before you know it, you are lying on a grungy 

table, bound by the arms and ankles, weak and shivering 

from a sudden bout of fatigue. You feel beads of sweat 

trickle steadily across your forehead and onto the stiff 

plastic mat that lies beneath you as the inescapable, 

shadowed figure looms over you, the brimmed needle in his 

hand moving closer and closer towards your arm... 

 

While seemingly the stuff of stories, lying solely 

amongst the pages of sci-fi and horror novels, human 

experimentation is scattered throughout history, 

especially during the Second World War.  

 

This dossier will discuss two blood-curdling examples of 

medical experimentation that piqued my interest - the 

infamous Japanese Unit 731 and the deranged doctor, 

Joseph Mengele.  

It will then delve deeper into the background of the Nazi 

doctor, Friedrich Meythaler, who conducted horrifying 

experiments on the five young members of the Australian 

and New Zealand Army Corps (ANZACs), as reported on in my 

documentary, The Doctor will see you now.  

Finally, the dossier will conclude by analysing the 

values and limitations of some key sources used in my 

documentary. 



 

 

The Legend of Unit 731 
Alias: Epidemic Prevention and Water Purification 

Department. 

Active between: 1938 and 1945. 

Lead by: Lieutenant Shiro Ishii. 

General location: Main headquarters 

was in Japanese-occupied China, in the 

Pingfang district of Harbin (now 

Northeast China). 

Intentions behind experiments: To 

develop biological weapons to further 

Japanese medical knowledge and 

chemical warfare capabilities, 

establishing them as a global 

superpower. 

 

Notable experiments:  

• Performing fatal vivisections 

(cutting open live subjects) 

on patients without anaesthetic. 

• Testing the limits of human bodies by exposing them 

to pathogens, bombs, and diseased insects. 

• Freezing limbs to experiment with how to reverse the 

effects of frostbite. 

• Testing how much pressure the human body could 

withstand before the eyeballs exploded. 

• Testing various poisonous gasses to improve 

effectivity and lethality. 

 

Interesting Fact: The human victims of the Unit were 

referred to as ‘Maruta’, translating to ‘wooden logs’ - 

dehumanising the prisoners to lessen any scientists’ 

mental trauma. 

 

Overview: Few organisations throughout history can be 

placed on the same level as the insalubrious Unit 731, an 

organisation founded and run by the Imperial Japanese 

Army during the period of the Second World War. Unit 731 

was split into 8 divisions, with each section dedicated 

to a certain task, such as researching the effects of 

certain diseases on humans, production of bio-weapons, 

 
1 Photograph by Masao Takezawa - Bulletin of Unit 731 (an article not for sale), 

Public Domain, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=1635394. 

 

Lieutenant Shiro Ishii1, head of 

Unit 731. 
 



 

bacteria breeding, and more. This organisation 

experimented on thousands of people from across the 

Pacific, regardless of age or gender – killing over 3,000 

people in their experiments, primarily from China, 

Mongolia, Russia and Korea. 

 

Come the end of the war, when Unit 731’s horrifying acts 

were exposed to the world, the remaining members of the 

unit began to frantically destroy any collected research. 

This destruction of this evidence, plus governments such 

as the United States protecting scientists in exchange 

for the remaining knowledge of Unit 731’s experiments, 

has resulted in the usefulness of the experiments being 

shrouded in mystery. The US Government used this to 

further develop their own biological warfare program, 

regardless of the means the ruthless Japanese scientists 

took to obtain the results. 

 

Members of Unit 731 testing for the presence of bacteria on a 

Chinese patient2, November 1940. 

 

 

 

 

 
2 Xinhua via Getty Images. 



 

 

The PSYCHOTIC Josef Mengele 
Born: 16th of March 1911.  

Died: 7th of February 1979. 

Nationality: German. 

Rank: An SS officer (SS standing for 

‘Schutzstaffel’, meaning ‘Protection 

Squadron’) and physician. 

Actively experimented between: 1943 

and 1945. 

Experiment location(s): The German 

concentration camp, Auschwitz. 

Intentions behind experiments: To 

further the Wehrmacht’s knowledge on 

heredity and genetic abnormalities, 

with the aim of proving the 

‘superiority’ of the German race and 

Hitler’s Final Solution. 

Notable experiments:  

• Injected substances into the 

eyes of twins to attempt to 

change their eye colours. 

• Experimented with twin-to-twin transfusions - a 

condition where twins share a placenta, leading to 

one twin receiving too much blood and one receiving 

too little. 

• Further experimented on twins by castrating, 

sterilising, or stitching them together, along with 

removing organs without anaesthetic, blood to blood 

transfusions, and attempting substandard sex-changes. 

Interesting Facts:  

He was morbidly nicknamed the ‘Angel of Death’ for his 

murderous tendencies and complete lack of regard for the 

health and safety of his patients. For example, when one 

block of his concentration camp was infected with lice, 

Mengele ‘resolved’ the dilemma by gassing the 750 women 

working there. 

He was known as ‘Uncle Mengele’ to the children of the 

camp, handing out clothes and treats before taking 

children away in his van, donning an ironic Red Cross. 

 

Overview: Josef Mengele is one of the most notorious and 

well-known Nazi doctors of the Second World War. He was 

 
3 Photograph by Karl-Friedrich Höcker - Yad Vashem, Public Domain, 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=74059687. 

Josef Mengele outside the 

Auschwitz concentration 

camp3, 1944. 
 



 

assigned to the concentration camp Auschwitz in 1943 and 

experimented on prisoners there. He had a keen interest 

in twins; performing numerous perturbing and unethical 

experiments on them. The results of his experiments were 

predominantly useless - Mengele being more concerned with 

efficient ways to slaughter people, alongside conducting 

experiments in secret and unprofessional conditions, 

producing flawed results. His only (indirect) benefit to 

the world was sending the prisoners’ leftover organs to 

scientific institutions to be studied, possibly helping 

Julian Hallervorden discover the neurodegenerative 

disease NBIA.  

 

After the end of the war, Mengele sailed to Argentina in 

1949 to escape prosecution for his crimes and managed to 

hide in South America for around 30 years, despite 

multiple countries and intelligence agencies desperately 

searching for him. He died at 67 of a stroke and was 

buried under the false name of ‘Wolfgang Gerhard’, his 

identity and later life remaining a mystery for numerous 

years. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Jewish children liberated from Auschwitz Concentration 

Camp in 19454, many of which the subject of Mengele’s 

experiments. 

 
4 Photograph by Alexander Voronzow and others in his group, ordered by Mikhael 

Oschurkow, head of the photography unit - USHMM/Belarusian State Archive of Documentary 

Film and Photographyhttp://collections.ushmm.org/search/catalog/pa14532, Public Domain, 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=17282223. 



 

THE ELUSIVE Friedrich 

Meythaler  
 
Born: 18th of March 1898. 

Died: 17th of November 1967. 

Nationality: German. 

Rank(s): German Consulting Physician 

(1936 - 1945). 

Professor of Internal Medicine (1942-

1967). 

Medical Director of the Nuremberg 

Municipal Hospitals (1947 - 1967). 

Actively experimented between:  

1936 - 1945. 

Experiment location(s): Crete, Greece. 

Intentions behind experiments:  

To determine whether infectious 

hepatitis was transmitted via 

blood transfusion by injecting 

sick patients’ blood into healthy 

individuals. By determining this, Meythaler could improve 

the lives of German troops and their resistance to 

infectious diseases during the war, as well as further 

his own career. 

Notable experiments:  

• Selecting five healthy young ANZACs, confining them 

to beds for around 18 days, and fervently injecting 

them with the blood of visibly sick Germans with 

jaundice and hepatitis. 

Interesting Facts: Meythaler graduated incredibly quickly 

with a distinction from the top universities at 

Heidelberg and Munich, yet his experiments on ANZACs were 

described in Genocide Perspective V as, “...unscientific 

and inconclusive… surprisingly poor quality experiment[s] 

for an academic physician,” as he failed to document his 

patients’ different blood types, and their effects on his 

experiment. 

 

Overview:  

Nazi doctor Friedrich Meythaler performed unrestricted 

human experiments on ANZACs on Crete during 1941, as a 

result of the German Wehrmacht’s relentless drive and 

 
5 Example photograph by USHMM - United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, Photograph 
#06231, Public Domain, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=2027499. 

 

There are no known accessible 

photos of Friedrich Meythaler5. 
 



 

support for any furtherment in medical knowledge that 

could help them win the Second World War.  

 

Meythaler kidnapped and experimented on healthy 

Australian soldiers who had previously worked in a 

prisoner of war camp on Crete in 1941. After the ANZACs 

underwent countless injections over multiple weeks, they 

managed to weakly protest against this non-consensual 

medical experimentation. After being savagely beaten by 

the supervising German guards, they were taken back to 

the main section of the camp - their absence largely 

unnoticed. 

 

Meythaler did not receive any punishment for his crimes 

whatsoever, publishing multiple papers on his ‘findings’ 

and being promoted to Professor of Internal Medicine in 

1942. Additionally, after denazification (where Germans 

were judged based on their devotion to the Nazi Party 

after World War Two), he was classed a Follower and 

allowed to regain his position in society as a respected 

physician.  

 

Despite not being as brutal as Josef Mengele, or as 

notorious as Unit 731, thousands of other Nazi doctors 

like Meythaler took advantage of the unrestricted medical 

opportunities presented to them during the Second World 

War to further their own careers as medical 

professionals, and 

occasionally medical 

knowledge as a whole.  

 

As stated in Genocide  Pe

rspectives V, “...Meythaler 

typifies the 'ordinary’ 

Nazi doctor. He was one of 

a vast army of physicians 

who used the circumstances 

prevailing in Nazi Germany 

to further their research 

and careers.” 

Captured Australian 

Prisoners of War on 

Crete6, 1941. 

 
6 Captured Australian Prisoners of War on Crete 1941, Photograph, NeoKosmos, viewed 
3 July 2019, <https://neoskosmos.com/en/41952/nazi-experiments-on-cretan-anzacs-

revealed/>. 

  



 

The Values and Limitations of 

KEY Sources: 
 

GENOCIDE PERSPECTIVES V 
 

Title of 

Article 
Genocide Perspectives V: First do 

harm! A medical experiment on 

Australian POW and the career of 

a military physician. 

Date of 

Publication 
2017 

Author Konrad Kwiet and George Weisz. Publishing 

Company 
University of 

Technology 

Sydney, ePress. 
 

Values & 

Limitations 
VALUES 

• Article written and 

researched by an 

acclaimed historian 

plus a doctor, their 

hindsights from their 

respective 

professions 

contributing to the 

accuracy and 

reliability of the 

paper. 

• Kwiet’s position as 

historian of Sydney’s 

Jewish Museum and 

Weisz’s position as a 

surgeon may have 

allowed them access 

to a wide range of 

sources to help 

authenticate and 

develop their 

article. 

• 52 additional sources 

(of a wide variety) 

are linked in the 

article, suggesting a 

well-researched and 

cross-referenced 

paper. 

• Information on Nazi 

medical 

experimentation is 

detailed and 

specific, on topic - 

containing details on 

how Nazi doctors saw 

war as an opportunity 

to push boundaries of 

medical knowledge. 

LIMITATIONS 

• Authors may only have a 

specific or narrow focus to 

their work, due to their 

personal views or methods or 

research. 

• Many sources come from 

German archives and 

publications, the meaning of 

some information may have 

been affected/altered 

through the translation. 

• May be attempting to 

persuade readers to feel a 

certain way, given it is 

published in a magazine 

focused on the horrors of 

Genocide; viewpoint may be 

biased. 

• As articles includes 

extracts from interviews 

with George Savage in 1942, 

the credibility of his 

accounts must be considered, 

and checked against other 

accounts from the time, as 

certain events may be 

exaggerated or inaccurate 

due to his 

traumatised/diseased state. 

• Length of paper and level of 

detailed research included 

decreases overall clarity of 

paper, making it hard to 

find specific information. 



 

• It is a recent 

publication, 

suggesting that there 

might have been more 

existing sources to 

access and help 

develop article. 

• Published in a 

reputable historical 

journal, enhancing 

credibility. 

< 

Notes 

from the 

source 

• Undocumented, illegal medical experimentation likely 

occurred on many other ANZAC prisoners of war. 

• Meythaler’s forced injection of hepatitis-infected blood 

into Australian Prisoners of War (POWs) was a direct 

violation of the 1907 Hague Convention, and the 1927 Geneva 

Conventions on the treatment of POWs. 

• Once George Savage had been smuggled off Crete and back to 

Australia, spent a few weeks in good health, but then 

experienced frequent high fevers, muscle and back pain, was 

admitted to hospital. After this, he revealed his story. 

• The Nazi doctor Friedrich Meythaler published 75 documents 

on studies of hepatitis, diabetes, malaria and a number of 

other infectious diseases. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The cover and an extract7 analysing the results of Meythaler’s 

experiments from Genocide Perspectives V. 

 

 
7 Kwiet, K & Weisz, G 2017, ‘First do harm! A medical experiment on Australian POW 

and the career of a military physician.’, Genocide Perspectives, no. 5, pp. 90-104. 



 

TRAITORS 
 

Title of 

Article 
Traitors: How Australian and its 

allies betrayed our ANZACs and let 

Nazi and Japanese war criminals go 

free.  

Date of 

Publication 
2018 

Author Frank Walker. Publishing 

Company 
Hachette 

Australia. 
 

Values & 

Limitations 
VALUES 

• Author has been 

Australian journalist 

and war correspondent 

for 40 years, so it is 

likely that he has some 

prior experience on the 

topic and useful 

background knowledge of 

the wars and how it 

affects people. 

• Author has written 

multiple non-fiction 

bestsellers centred on 

ANZACs and Australian 

history, and his 6th 

instalment, Traitors, is 

likely to benefit from 

his hindsight. 

• Information on Savage’s 

case is detailed, 

specific and includes 

references to the 

original, primary 

sources, increasing 

reliability by allowing 

cross-referencing. 

• His position as a war 

correspondent could have 

allowed him access to a 

wider range of primary 

and secondary sources to 

help develop his novel, 

such as George Savage’s 

interview from the 

National Archives of 

Australia. 

LIMITATIONS 

• Certain details in his 

account of George 

Savage’s story may have 

been exaggerated or 

altered to add 

excitement and ‘sell’ 

aspects of his novel. 

• As there is only one 

reported account of Nazi 

human experimentation on 

ANZACs, it may not 

provide enough evidence 

to accurately represent 

the extent of Nazi 

medical experimentation 

as a whole. 

• As the author is writing 

about crimes against his 

own country, patriotism 

or bias may have 

affected the selection 

and/or presentation of 

information. 

• The tone, literary 

techniques used and 

writing style of this 

author may affect the 

clarity of the 

information that is 

being presented. 

 

Notes 

from the 

source 

• Military disaster in Greece led to the evacuation of many 

ANZACs to Crete, including 21-year-old George Savage. 

• They were bombed by the Germans, who took a key airfield 

and soon gained control of the island, despite fierce 

resistance from ANZAC troops and the Cretian resistance. 

• Many ANZACs were rescued or escaped as the Germans took 

over, but Savage was captured and forced to repair damaged 

airfields and roads. 



 

• While working, Savage and four other ANZACs were taken 

aside, briefly examined, declared ‘sick’, and taken to 

beds in a ward of sick German soldiers.  
• From there, they were subject to vile human 

experimentation - injected with blood from the diseased 

Germans around them, becoming violently sick, then 

injected again, over and over.  

• Savage eventually escaped the lab, and later, thanks to 

the help of the British SAS and Cretian resistance, 

escaped Crete. 

• Savage suffered health problems for the rest of his life, 

while Meythaler, the doctor that experimented on him, 

enjoyed a successful medical career during and after the 

war. 

 

After reading Traitors, I contacted the author, Frank Walker, for an 

interview to be used in my documentary. It also allowed me to 

discus, further clarify my understanding 

and learn from his personal perspective 

and experience of the topic. 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

   

  

A picture of Frank Walker8, Australian 

war correspondent of 40 years, and 

author. 

 

The cover of Traitors9, by Frank Walker, 2018. 

 
8 Photograph of Frank Walker n.d., Photograph, viewed 4 July 2019, 

<https://www.frankwalker.com.au/about-me>. 
9 Walker, F 2018, Traitors, Book Cover, Hachette Australia, viewed 4 July 2019, 

<https://www.hachette.com.au/frank-walker/traitors-how-australia-and-its-allies-

betrayed-our-anzacs-and-let-nazi-and-japanese-war-criminals-go-free>. 

 



 

GEORGE SAVAGE’S FILES 

Title of 

Article 
Alleged Experimentation on 

Australian Prisoners of War 

- Rethynne Hospital, Crete. 

Date of 

Publication 
1943 

Author Various officials and George 

Savage. 
Publishing 

Company 
The National 

Archives of 

Australia, 

Australian 

Government. 
 

Values & 

Limitations 
VALUES 

• Contains the original 

account from George 

Savage of the 

experimentation he went 

through, providing a 

raw and unedited 

insight into his 

experiences. 

• Includes dated and 

signed documents sent 

between Australian 

military officials, 

further verifying the 

situation. 

• Savage’s unedited 

account offers insight 

into his personal views 

and emotions during the 

experimentation on him, 

allowing us to better 

understand the horror 

that he was going 

through. 

• The included monthly 

timeline of George’s 

movements between 1941 

and 1942 corroborates 

the dates mentioned in 

accounts from other 

sources.  

• The official, signed 

medical records verify 

Savage’s accounts, and 

that the symptoms of 

the diseases he 

suffered were genuine. 

LIMITATIONS 

• The reliability of 

Savage’s accounts may be 

affected by his mental and 

physical health at the 

time of giving the 

statements, as a result of 

the trauma from the 

experiments done to him. 

• As the documents were 

stored and constructed by 

the Australian government 

at the time, there may be 

bias as a result of this, 

particular parts 

potentially 

censored/withheld. 

• The official nature of the 

documents may result in 

limitations in clarity due 

to the tone, expression 

and use of 

formal/complicated 

language.  

• Offers a one-sided view of 

the events: no viewpoint 

from Meythaler’s 

perspective - his true 

intentions unknown and 

left to speculation. 

 

Notes 

from the 

source 

CONTAINS: 

• Official letters accompanying Savage’s statement that were 

sent to London to be analysed, including a mentioned 

report of an additional patient who also believed he was 

involved in experiments by unidentified doctors during the 

war. 



 

• Minute papers of the Department of Defence, responding to 

and receiving Savage’s statement. 

• A timeline of George’s movements between 1941 and 1942, 

regarding the experimentation on him. 

• A three-page report, signed by Savage, of his story.  
• A medical report on Savage documenting his movements, 

symptoms and his proposed condition. 

• Other handwritten files of communication between 

officials. 

 

(LEFT) Page 1 of George 

Savage’s statement outlining 

the experimentation he 

experienced10, recorded in 

1943. 

 

 

 

(RIGHT) A copy of 

communications between Army 

officials regarding Savage’s 

account and medical condition11, 

1943. 

 

 

 

 

 
10, 11 Alleged Experimentation on Australian Prisoners of War - Rethynne 

Hospital, Crete. 1943, page 11 and page 15, Allied Land Forces 

Headquarters, Victoria, National Archives of Australia. 

 



 

The Concealment of Human 

Experiments: 
Medical experimentation was obviously overwhelmingly 

prevalent during the Second World War – the cases 

previously mentioned representing only the tip of the 

iceberg of horror. Conversely, the lack of documented 

experiments upon ANZAC prisoners of war was most likely 

due to multiple factors: 

 

The staggering amounts of documented medical 

experimentation cases across the Pacific as a whole 

suggest that there were possibly many more ANZACs that 

underwent human experimentation that we do not know 

about, due to the nature of the secretive experiments. 

The traumatic nature of the experiments leading to 

victims often wishing to just ‘move on and forget’ (such 

as seen with the four other ANZACs experimented on 

alongside George Savage) alongside the high mortality 

rate could explain the absence of documented Australian 

cases.  

 

To conclude, human experimentation remains an undeniable 

and mortifying aspect of wars across the Pacific. While 

there is a strong focus on the German and Japanese 

efforts to use human experimentation to their advantage, 

they are by no means sole offenders - many other 

countries, such as the U.S and Australia, participated in 

or gained to seek knowledge from these human experiments 

themselves.  

 

However, merely 

looking at the past is 

only one step towards 

peace across the 

Pacific. Learning from 

our mistakes, through 

portfolios, public 

speeches and coming 

together, will allow 

us to utilise the past 

for a peaceful future.  

 
 
(LEFT TO RIGHT) When world peace was achieved against the 

odds: UK prime minister Winston Churchill, US president Harry 

Truman and Russian leader General Stalin shaking hands12. 

 
12 Keystone-France/Gamma-Keystone via Getty Images 
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