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            CHAPTER 6

Escape

On January 28, 1983, Elisabeth Fritzl and another Rosenberger waitress went out to a bar, after finishing their shifts. After a few drinks, Elisabeth broke down in tears, telling how her father had been raping her since she was 11. Describing her home life as “hell,” she said she had to get out.

That night, the two 17-year-olds decided to run away together.

“I knew Sissy was being raped by her father,” said Josef Leitner, an Amstetten waiter who had known Elisabeth at Amstetten Technical College, and would later become one of her father’s tenants. “I had a good friend from school who was really close to her. She told me what a monster Josef was and what he had done to Sissy. She could not take it to live at home anymore, and tried to escape . . . she packed her bags and left.”

According to Leitner, Elisabeth and their mutual friend, whose identity he would not reveal, spent several days in Linz before going to Vienna, a big city where there would be less chance of them being caught. They found a cheap apartment in the Hartlgasse 42 district, and went into hiding.

When Josef Fritzl learned she had run away, he was livid, and reported her missing, prompting an Interpol hunt. He also dispatched his son Harald—who was close to Elisabeth—to search for her in the Vienna red-light district. He was petrified that Elisabeth was free, and might now betray him as a sexual predator.

Eventually, after three weeks on the run, police picked up the teenage girls at a Vienna party, after neighbors complained about the noise. They were taken to a police station, where Josef Fritzl collected his daughter the next morning and drove her home.

“Josef was furious,” said Leitner. “Sissy was banned from having anything to do with my friend again. Her mother also made sure of that. She watched her carefully to make sure they were kept apart.”

From then on, Josef Fritzl would always describe his daughter as his black sheep, an unruly troubled child with alcohol and substance abuse problems.

By running away, Elisabeth had unwittingly provided him with the ammunition he would later need to explain her sudden disappearance, when he was finally ready to bring her down into the dungeon.

For the first few weeks after her return, Josef Fritzl didn’t touch his teenage daughter, but eventually he couldn’t control himself.

Later, she would tell police how she had decided to stick it out, submitting to his sexual demands for the time being. There was only another eighteen months left in her hospitality training program, she reasoned. Then she would be free to leave home and become a chef, never having to see her father again.

That summer, Elisabeth spent a few weeks working as a waitress in a Tyrolean motel in Angath, 185 miles west of Amstetten. A photograph taken at the motel shows the pretty 17-year-old, wearing a red-and-white traditional Austrian dirndl dress, looking like she’d come straight out of
The Sound of Music
.

But her colleagues remember her as being a troubled girl, with an alcohol problem.

“Sissy was the wildest party girl I have ever met,” a fellow worker named Heidi would later tell
News of the World
. “She was always sneaking out the window of our dorm at night to meet up with boys. And then she would stay out all night drinking, dancing and having fun.”

According to Heidi, Elisabeth often stayed out all night, turning up the following morning unfit to work.

“She partied hard and worked as little as she could,” she said. “She could down more beer, schnapps and wine than most.”

Eventually her boss threatened to fire her and send her back to Amstetten if she didn’t calm down.

“I’ll never forget the sudden change in her,” said Heidi. “She burst into tears. She told me, ‘If they really send me home, I will run away immediately, because I cannot stand being at home anymore.’ ”

After that, she stopped drinking, completing her assignment in Angath before returning to Amstetten and her old job at the Rosenberger restaurant.

By the fall of 1983, Josef Fritzl was putting the finishing touches to his dungeon, now six years in the making. The ever-resourceful 48-year-old engineer had single-handedly created an engineering marvel of unparalleled evil.

He had recently rented an industrial winch, attaching it to the roof of his three-story house. It was positioned directly over the cellar to hoist massive concrete blocks into place, turning his bunker into an impenetrable fortress.

After devising a crude ventilation system to pump oxygen into the network of rooms, he brought in a fridge, gas cooker and toilet, so the dungeon would be self-sufficient. He also wired it for electricity, installed a gas furnace to burn rubbish and lined the walls and ceilings with cork and other soundproofing materials, ensuring that no one upstairs could hear anything down below.

Always thrifty, Fritzl kept a careful watch on every cent he spent on his dark obsession, buying second-hand wherever possible. He was intensely proud of his creation, and would later describe in detail how he had constructed it.

“I got a really heavy concrete-and-steel door,” he recounted, “that worked with an electric motor and a remote control that I used to get into the cellar. It needed a number code to open and close.

“I then plastered the walls, added something to wash in and a small toilet, a bed and a cooking ring, as well as a fridge, electricity and lights.”

Over the entire six years it took him to complete the dungeon, not one of his neighbors, tenants or anybody else ever questioned what he was doing.

“Perhaps some people did notice,” he said later. “But they really did not care—why should they? At the end of the day, the cellar of my house belongs to me. It is my kingdom only I can enter. That is what everyone knew who lived in the area. That includes my wife, my children and my tenants. And none of them ever managed to force their way into my kingdom, or asked me what I did there.”

When he was finally ready to have it officially inspected by the Amstetten planning authority, he cemented all entries closed, concealing the full extent of his excavations. He had also managed to dig a passage through to the original 1890 cellar under the main house, which he would eventually use to enlarge the dungeon.

On July 26, 1983, a team of planning inspectors visited his cellar. Finding nothing untoward, they rubber-stamped their approval for his “nuclear shelter,” signing off on a generous state grant toward its construction.

But it would be another year of final preparations before the always-patient Josef Fritzl would finally trick his daughter Elisabeth into going down there.

On April 16, 1984, Elisabeth Fritzl celebrated her 18th birthday, and was full of hope for the future. She had almost completed her three-year catering course, enthusiastically making plans to move in with her sister Ulrike, and finally get away from her father forever.

Over the last few months, he had somewhat relaxed his domination over her, and Elizabeth had spent time in an apartment away from home. She had a new set of friends, and was especially proud of her new fashionable pageboy haircut. She had started going out to discos and bars at night, and had started drinking again.

She also had a steady boyfriend she had met at a catering course, and was heartbroken when he moved to another town to continue his studies. Outwardly she was just like any other teenage girl, but inside she still bore the open scars of her father’s seven years of savage sexual abuse.

On May 9—a few weeks before she was due to take her final catering exams—Elisabeth wrote to an old friend and former student named Ernst. Apparently, she had confided in him about her father’s abuse, and was replying to a “nice long” letter he had recently sent her.

Basically, I’m doing pretty fine. Sometimes I get pains and I feel sick again. I’m supposed to be off sick at the moment, but I am completely stressed out. My nerves are not in good shape either.


Then she went on to discuss some old friends from a course they had both attended, including the one she was having a difficult long-distance relationship with.

I’m only in contact with [name withheld] still. He went into the next hospitality class for cooks and waiters. I’ve been dating him since the course. Sometimes there are problems because he is from Enzesfeld-Lindabrunn. This is very far from my place and this is why I am very sad.


She then asked Ernst to keep his “fingers crossed,” as she was applying for a job outside Amstetten.

After the exams, I’m moving in with my sister and her boyfriend. As soon as I’ve moved I will send you my new address . . . You could come and visit me with your friends if you want to.


I had my hair cut . . . layered on the sides and on the fringe. At the back I want to let it grow long.


She then asked Ernst about his home life, and how tolerant his parents were.

“Do you have parties when your parents are at home, too?” she wanted to know.

You are a crazy guy. I have a sensitive question I want to ask. I’d like to know if we’re going to stay friends when you have a girlfriend? Most of the time friendships break up because of that, and it is very important to me.


Then Elisabeth discussed her close relationship with her brother Harald, who had been sent to bring her back from Vienna a year earlier.

If you can believe it, I deal with boys better than girls. Girls are not as trustworthy as boys. Probably that’s because I was around my brother from when I was a little child. I am very proud of my brother, who is now 21 years old. I know his problems and he knows mine, and I wouldn’t say anything bad about him.


Three weeks later, Elisabeth wrote another letter to Ernst on notepaper, decorated with a dancing girl in a yellow dress. She was still recovering after a late night of drinking with her “crew,” but expressing optimism for the future.

“Hello Ernst,” she began.

It is now already half-past-ten and I’m lying in bed. Of course I went out Saturday. Can you imagine how hammered I was? At first we went to a couple of clubs. At about 5:00 A.M. we all went to my place to get a coffee, because we’d had so much fun. They are really cool. And they all slept at my place. That was a mess. It took me half-a-day to clean up the flat.


Then she wrote about her job, saying she looked forward to her upcoming two days off.

That’s when I go swimming, play tennis or even football. I like listening to music and daydreaming. But if life consists just of dreams, well I don’t really know about that.


Then she signed the letter “S,” telling Ernst,

Stay safe, keep being a good boy. Don’t drink too much.


Waiting patiently in the wings, Josef Fritzl was well aware of his daughter’s new set of friends and her drinking. And although he hated her going out and having a good time with boys, he cunningly knew that the reputation she was now getting in Amstetten as a wild girl would prove very useful.

He had now almost finished the dungeon, and his final task was to winch the huge sliding three-foot-by-two-foot steel door frame into the cellar. He then sprayed it with liquid concrete. When it dried, it would weigh 660 pounds, and seal off his prison from the outside world.

Now everything was in place, and he was ready to make his move.


CHAPTER 7

Brief Encounter

In early June, Elizabeth went to Waldegg on a two-month catering course. She would take her final exams at the end of the intensive training program, and already had an offer of a good waitress job in Linz, if she got good grades.

An 18-year-old student cook named Andreas Kruzik, was immediately attracted to the beautiful young girl, striking up a conversation with her.

“I saw her in the school yard for the first time,” he remembered. “[She was] a pretty girl, but serious and withdrawn.”

Over the first weeks of the course they became a couple, soon falling in love. And the more time they spent together, the more relaxed Elisabeth became in his company.

“I noticed that she was slowly opening up,” he said, “and started to show an interest in me.”

At the school the sexes were strictly segregated, and any male student caught in a female dormitory would be expelled immediately.

“We were a couple,” he said. “But it was not so simple to be intimate, because such things were not allowed in the school. And there were only a few opportunities to make out.”

Eventually the couple found a quiet place in the forest where they would not be disturbed. They would sneak off together, spending hours kissing and talking about their lives.

“We could be close and gentle to each other,” said Andreas. “She was very tender, but also very timid.”

After all the years of violent sexual attacks from her father, Elisabeth could not bring herself to have sex, pulling back at the last moment.

“We never slept with each other,” he recalled. “She did not want to—or was not able to.”

They also took day trips to Vienna, on one memorable occasion seeing the hit Broadway musical
West Side Story
.

During their month together, Elisabeth sometimes spoke of her family and her miserable home life.

“She really confided in me,” said Andreas. “I knew that she was under pressure from her parents, and that she ran away from home when she was fourteen or fifteen. She was closer to some of her siblings than others, and there was a trusted sister who she stayed with often.”

One time, she spoke of her father and his controlling ways, without mentioning his sexual abuse.

“[She] said she had a very strict father,” he recalled. “He had got her a waitress apprenticeship at a tank station, but she would have preferred to have been a cosmetician.”

As the course came to an end, they discussed running away together and starting a new life.

“We talked about the future and getting married,” he explained. “We were madly in love.”

On the final night, they attended a student party, celebrating the end of exams. Elisabeth had just learned she had failed an important one, and was inconsolable. She feared it might jeopardize the Linz job, and her dreams of escaping Amstetten forever.

“Sissy had too much wine to drink and became all hyper,” Andreas recalled. “She was very depressed and worried. She had failed part of an exam—the theory part. But I was cracking jokes and trying to cheer her up. I said, ‘Don’t worry, you can repeat the exams.’ ”

“That night she said she wanted to sleep with me after the party,” he said, “and planned to stay at [my place],” after the students went home the next day.

But early the next morning, Josef and Rosemarie arrived unexpectedly, to bring their daughter back to Amstetten. Elisabeth sadly told her boyfriend she would have to go with them, promising to stay in touch through letters, until they could be together again.

“I wasn’t allowed to see her out,” he said, “because her father was not supposed to see me, and she would have been in trouble if he did. I kissed her good-bye and said I would be down to Amstetten to visit her. But she was worried about her dad. He was outside waiting in the car, and she feared that if he found out about me, she would be punished.”

Then Andreas sadly watched from a dormitory window, as Elisabeth climbed into Josef Fritzl’s gleaming gray Mercedes-Benz and disappeared down the drive. It would be the last time he would ever see her.

A week later, on August 3, Elisabeth wrote her final letter to her friend Ernst, while watching the 1971 Steven Spielberg movie thriller
Duel
on television. She informed him she would soon be moving in with her elder sister Ulrike, but was completely stressed out by exams, writing:

Cross your fingers for me. When you get this letter, it will all be over. I’ll give you my new address as soon as I’ve moved.


She also told of going to a local fair with workmates, saying, “that was something.”

Now I’m very tired because it’s very late. And also the evening movie is so exciting. I can’t write while watching this.


Bye, see you soon,


S.


Write back soon and don’t get drunk for no reason.


She attached a new color Polaroid of herself, sitting on the steps of her parents’ rooftop pool, wearing a flowery blouse and jeans, and sporting a smart new bobbed haircut.

On the back she wrote:

PS, the picture is a bit dark, but I will send you better ones soon, OK?


Think of me,


Sissy.


After their emotional parting, Andreas Kruzik wrote Elisabeth two passionate love letters, mailing them to her family home at Ybbsstrasse 40. He mentioned their plans to elope and settle down together, telling her he was more in love with her than ever. He also wrote of their future life together after they married and had children.

But Elisabeth never read them, as her father got there first. After reading them, he became incandescent with rage, and jealous of their love affair.

He had already noticed that since returning from the course, she seemed to have a new sense of independence. Now he knew why. He was furious at the thought of another man touching her body—his flesh and blood. He realized he was finally losing control over her, something he could never allow to happen.

Now the time had come to initiate his plan, and lure his daughter into the dungeon, so she could be his forever.

By mid-August, Elisabeth was worried when she had heard nothing from Andreas, although he had promised to write. Since her return to Amstetten, her father had been more brutal than ever, viciously beating her on several occasions.

He now refused to allow her to leave the house, apart from working her shifts at the Rosenberger restaurant, and he no longer let her go to the Belami disco for her regular evening out with friends.

She had made up her mind to run away again.

“[Sissy] had told someone in our group that she had had enough,” said her old Amstetten school friend Alfred Dubanovsky, “and couldn’t stand it anymore at home, and that her father had beat her, and had hurt her. She said she was scared of him.”
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