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            CHAPTER 10

Children of the Cellar

In 1988, four years after her father lured her into the basement, Elisabeth Fritzl became pregnant again. Now 22, she was terrified of her father’s reaction, waiting as long as possible before informing him. But if she thought this would force him to set her free to go to a hospital for an abortion, she was sadly mistaken.

“Do not think you are getting away from me so easily,” he told her, bringing in medical books to help her cope with her condition alone.

During the long months of her pregnancy, Elisabeth must have agonized over whether the incestuous baby would be healthy. From then on her relationship with Fritzl subtly changed from one of jailor and prisoner to husband and wife.

“If we want to discuss when things deteriorated for Elisabeth,” said Professor Friedrich, “then certainly there was the moment when she realized that she was pregnant for the first time.”

The professor says that at this point in her captivity, Josef Fritzl became less violent.

“There was a change,” he explained. “She said herself that even before she was incarcerated, she’d been abused by her father. After being taken prisoner, [she] had endured brutal physical violence in some shape or form. And then she told us that this had lessened.”

When his daughter became too visibly pregnant with his child, Fritzl stopped demanding sex, apparently no longer attracted to her. Then he abandoned her altogether, leaving her alone to deliver her baby in the unhygienic dungeon.

Later Fritzl would give his version of his daughter’s first pregnancy, casting himself as her responsible benefactor who arranged “towels, disinfectants and nappies.”

New York physician Dr. Laszlo Retsagi, M.D., who specializes in internal medicine, said that although historically babies have been delivered at home, there was always a chance of infection.

“Obviously there was a higher mortality rate during delivery,” said Dr. Retsagi. “Those who are the fittest survived. There is extra pain during the delivery, creating an uncomfortable sensation and some chances for infection or other things without antibiotics.”

Somehow, Elisabeth managed to successfully deliver a baby girl, cutting the umbilical cord herself. She named the baby Kerstin, and from that point, assumed the role of devoted mother, having a new, even stronger reason to survive.

And although Kerstin did not officially exist, her mother secretly recorded her date of birth on a scrap of paper and hid it away.

Ten days after the birth, Josef Fritzl returned to the cellar to see his new daughter/granddaughter. He told Elisabeth it was the beginning of their new family, and that as his new wife, he was expecting more children from her.

Later he would speak of his pride in being a father again, describing his joy at starting a “second proper family.”

For he reigned over his subterranean kingdom like a god—and like the ancient Greek deities, he felt it was perfectly permissible to sire children with his daughter.

Kerstin was a sickly baby, suffering cramps and later epilepsy and screaming fits. She would grow up in the claustrophobic, dimly lit one-room dungeon nursed by her mother.

Soon after she was born, Josef Fritzl resumed sexual relations with Elisabeth, in front of their new baby. Growing up, she became used to seeing him in her mother’s bed.

“All he cared about was satisfying his lust,” a police investigator would later relate, “and keeping the terrible secret of his hidden family.”

After Kerstin’s birth, Fritzl allowed Elisabeth slightly more freedom within the confines of the dungeon. But he repeatedly warned that any attempt to escape with their baby would turn the dungeon into a deadly gas chamber.

Upstairs, life continued as usual with Rosemarie Fritzl having no idea that she was now a grandmother. The extra demands of a young baby meant her husband was now driving long distances to purchase formula and diapers, so as not to arouse any suspicion in Amstetten.

A couple of months after Kerstin’s birth, Elisabeth became pregnant again. Once again, her father would not be there for her, letting her go into labor alone. In late 1989, she delivered a baby boy she named Stefan, carefully noting down his birthday on another piece of paper.

As the 1990s dawned, Austria and the rest of the world were changing fast, as Elisabeth and her two babies languished deep underground in the dark, dank, rat-infested cellar. She had no idea about the fall of the Berlin wall in November 1989, and German unification. And she knew nothing of what was happening in the world, except what her father told her.

In the six years since her disappearance, she had almost been forgotten by her friends, who believed her father’s story that she had joined some kind of cult. At their regular Amstetten school reunions, old classmates would sadly reminisce about her before moving on to the next subject.

“Everyone used to chat about what might have happened to Elisabeth,” said Gabrielle Heiner, whose brother was in her class. “She suddenly vanished, and no one knew where.”

Josef Fritzl was very busy, spending more and more time juggling his two families. But he also found time to regularly visit the Villa Ostende brothel in Linz.

He was well-known in Amstetten, and although not belonging to any church or community group, was a paid-up member of the local fishing group.

“There was never a problem with him,” recalled fishing club treasurer Reinhard Kern. “Whether he went fishing or not, how am I to know?”

Since the early 1970s, when Fritzl had rented land from Anton Graf for his vacation campground, the two men had become friends. Graf would occasionally socialize with Fritzl both at the lake and in Amstetten.

“At home he was clearly the lord of the manor,” said Graf. “Even at his campground, he was very strict, and his rules had to be followed.”

And Fritzl would not accept any excuses for his tenants who broke his rules, evicting them onto the street without a second thought.

“He was inflexible and had no sensitivity,” said Graf. “You were sick, something happened, he didn’t care . . . there was a rule . . . and that was it.”

Fritzl also loved telling dirty jokes over a beer, and was always the first to laugh.

“He told jokes,” remembered Graf. “And not always the cleanest. He laughed loud. A real boom.”

Every single part of Josef Fritzl’s life was strictly regulated by his obsessive need to be in control. And one by one, as soon as they were old enough, his grown-up children left home to get away from him. Eventually the only one left was his youngest son Josef Jr., who had learning difficulties.

Fritzl put him to work as a houseboy and personal servant, only allowing him to leave the house once a week.

“He had to wait on his father hand and foot,” said Chief Inspector Franz Polzer, “and serve him.”

In late 1991, Elisabeth became pregnant for the fourth time, the following August giving birth to her second daughter Lisa. With his growing underground family, it was becoming increasingly cramped in the small dungeon, and Josef Fritzl was finding it harder and harder to move around.

Now Elisabeth begged her father for more room for her two toddlers and new baby, so they would not have to witness her being continually raped.

So in 1993, he embarked on an ambitious program to dig a new passageway, connecting the dungeon with the long-forgotten original basement, providing far more space for his subterranean family. He would ultimately create what police would later call a “sophisticated” warren of chambers for sleeping, cooking and washing, and even a rubber-padded cell to rape his daughter in.

But he had no intention of doing the hard work himself, ordering Elisabeth, and later the children when they were old enough, to dig it out with their bare hands. It would take them almost ten years to complete.

From then on, Elisabeth passed much of her time, scooping out the passageway with her hands. Every few nights her father would come and remove the soil, disposing of it in the garden. It was backbreaking work, as there was little air in the dungeon, and it was often unbearably hot in the summer. But somehow Elisabeth carried on for the sake of her children.

A few months after Lisa’s birth, Josef Fritzl decided to bring her upstairs to live with the rest of the family. It was becoming more and more expensive to support his two families, and he had discovered that under Austrian law, he would be eligible for a generous state grant if he were to adopt her.

But his dilemma was how to account for the baby’s sudden appearance in the outside world. Once again, in his cold and calculating way, he conceived of a monstrous plan to fool everyone.


CHAPTER 11

The Foundlings

On May 19, 1993, Josef Fritzl came down into the cellar, announcing that he was taking Lisa upstairs, so he and Rosemarie could bring her up. Then he gave Elisabeth a pen and paper, and began dictating a new note.

Elisabeth was heartbroken at the prospect of losing her new baby daughter, who weighed just 12 pounds. She had breast-fed her and formed a close bond, as she had with her other two children. But her father was adamant, giving her no choice.

“Dear parents,” he made her write, in her soft, flowing handwriting.

I hope that you are all healthy. You will probably be shocked to hear from me after all these years, and with a real live surprise, no less. I am leaving you my little daughter Lisa. Take good care of my little girl.


She wrote that she was still living in the cult with a daughter, Kerstin, and a son, Stefan. But unfortunately they did not approve of her having any more children.

“I breast-fed her for about six-and-a-half-months,” her father dictated.

And she now drinks her milk from the bottle. She is a good girl, and she eats everything else from the spoon.


I will contact you again later, and I beg you not to look for me, because I am doing well. It would be useless, and would only increase my suffering and that of my children. Neither are too many children or education desired there.


Elisabeth


Then, after allowing Elisabeth, Kerstin and Stefan to kiss Lisa good-bye, Josef Fritzl packed the baby in a small cardboard box, bringing her out of the cellar and into the daylight for the first time.

It was the luckiest day of Lisa Fritzl’s life.

Later that morning Josef Fritzl brought the cardboard box containing Lisa into the house. He carried it into the living room to show Rosemarie, saying he had just discovered it on the doorstep. Then he read the letter to her, saying that Elisabeth must have abandoned the baby during the night before driving off.

Fritzl then took the letter to Amstetten police headquarters, along with a couple of Elisabeth’s old school exercise books, suggesting they be compared by a handwriting expert. He requested a DNA test, explaining that as the baby’s grandparents, he and Rosemarie intended to adopt her, but first needed to be certain the baby really was Elisabeth’s.

On May 24, five days after Josef Fritzl had brought Lisa up from the cellar, the Amstetten youth welfare office granted him and Rosemarie temporary custody of her during the lengthy adoption process.

Wrote a welfare officer in a report:
Mr. and Mrs. Fritzl have recovered from the initial shock. The Fritzl family is taking loving care of Lisa and wishes to continue caring for her.


Over the next few years, Amstetten social workers would visit the Fritzl home more than twenty times, reporting “nothing suspicious” about the family, although it was noted that Josef Fritzl was rarely there for the inspections.

On May 20, 1994, a year and a day after bringing Lisa upstairs, the middle-aged couple officially adopted her.

Amstetten welfare officers were so impressed with the caring grandfather that they never bothered with a background check to see if he had a criminal record. Even if they had, it would not have mattered, as all records of his 18-month rape sentence had been officially erased from the records, to protect his privacy.

Now Josef Fritzl began collecting $23 a day in child-care benefits, as well as $230 a month in family benefits. But he would soon learn that it was far more lucrative to foster children than to adopt them, and if he had only fostered Lisa, he would have been entitled to $1,500 a month.

The always-savvy businessman would not make the same mistake again.

Rosemarie Fritzl was delighted to have a new granddaughter to look after, lavishing love on the pale, undernourished baby, who soon put on weight and got stronger. She began taking the little girl out in a stroller around Amstetten, proudly announcing how she and Josef were now bringing up their granddaughter, after Elisabeth had abandoned her.

“Rosemarie told me all about her daughter going off to join the cult,” recalled her friend Roswita Zmug. “It seemed incredible to me, but not to her.”

The Fritzls’ old friend Paul Hoerer says that whenever he visited, Rosemarie seemed “quiet and withdrawn,” if her husband was in the same room.

“She didn’t tend to say what she was thinking,” he remembered. “But whenever Elisabeth was mentioned, she would get up and leave the table.”

Elisabeth had been in the damp, dimly lit basement for ten years, and was suffering from a serious anemia and vitamin deficiency herself, and her teeth were starting to rot. She was highly concerned about the effects being locked up was having on 6-year-old Kerstin and 5--year-old Stefan, who had never seen the sun. She asked her father for vitamin D supplement tablets and an ultraviolet lamp, to stop them from contracting rickets through sunlight deprivation.

After hearing her arguments, Fritzl agreed to bring in the lamp and the vitamins.

“Primarily, [sensory deprivation] acts on the central nervous system,” explained Dr. Laszlo Retsagi. “The lack of daylight causes loss of sense of time, creating inappropriate sleep patterns. This leads to a lack of proper sleep, fatigue, headaches, tiredness, dizziness and inappropriate coordination.”

There was also so little oxygen from the single ventilation shaft that the prisoners spent most of their time lying down or sitting.

“Lack of fresh oxygen creates problems with clear thinking,” explained Dr. Retsagi. “Which in turn creates problems with clear comprehension and obvious emotional problems.”

Elisabeth and her children lived on the packaged food Fritzl bought on his weekly shopping expeditions to supermarkets many miles from Amstetten, to avoid suspicion. Then, under the cover of darkness, he would smuggle food, clothes and toiletries into the cellar.

Elisabeth and the children had no fresh fruit or vegetables to eat, existing solely on frozen or canned products.

“Inappropriate nutrition causes anemia,” said Dr. Retsagi. “They were not properly given fresh fruit and vegetables, and all the other nutrients and vitamins young children need, growing up. The lack of appropriate blood cells increases the chance of infection. And when coupled with the lack of sunshine, things become even more complicated.”

The only medical care Josef Fritzl did provide were bottles of aspirin, which did nothing to fight the increasing infections they were now contracting.

In 1993, Elisabeth and the children completed the narrow passageway connecting the dungeon to two further rooms. Now Fritzl brought a double bed into the cellar to make things more comfortable for him to rape his daughter.

Later he would bring in a television, so he could then watch soccer games with the children while their mother was preparing a meal. He also built a rubber-padded punishment cell, used for beatings or having sex with Elisabeth.

As soon as her children were old enough, Elisabeth taught them to walk and talk, and later reading and writing. Although she had left school at the first opportunity and was never a great scholar, Elisabeth was determined to give her children the best education possible under the horrific circumstances.

To try to relieve the cellar’s interminable boredom, Elisabeth entertained them by making models from cardboard and glue. She also read them fairy stories about princesses and pirates, singing them gentle lullabies to help put them to sleep.

For her children’s survival, she carefully maintained the illusion that their life in the cellar was totally normal. She never told them they were prisoners, although she would talk about the world upstairs.

She would explain the difference between day and night, describing the sun, moon and nature. She would try to describe the sound of rain striking the ground during a storm, and the wondrous smell of a green meadow on a summer day.

To little Kerstin and Stefan, the world upstairs seemed like a wondrous fairy-tale heaven compared to the dark lifeless subterranean prison they languished in.

That June, after Elisabeth became pregnant for the fifth time, her father left for another three-week Pattaya pleasure trip. In preparation he had spent weeks stocking the refrigerator with frozen food, and carefully planning every detail of what they would need while he was enjoying himself, thousands of miles away.

But while Josef Fritzl was soaking up the sun on the beach, and indulging himself in prostitutes of both sexes, his pregnant daughter was terrified that if something happened to him, she and the children would be trapped forever.

When he finally returned from Thailand, looking rested and sunburned, he brought gifts for Elisabeth and the children, showing them his vacation photographs.

In early March 1994, Elisabeth delivered a little girl, aided by Kerstin and Stefan. It was a painful birth with only aspirin for medication. And once again she had to cut the umbilical cord herself.

She named the beautiful baby Monika, and Kerstin and Stefan were delighted to have a new baby sister, during the brief time she remained with them.

As landlord, Josef Fritzl had a master key to all the rented apartments. On the days he was unable to go out shopping for his secret family, he let himself into his tenants’ apartments and stole food.

Tenant Josef Leitner, who worked construction, said he first noticed how fresh milk, bread, sausages and pasta had gone missing from his fridge while he was out at work. When he mentioned it to the other tenants, they too had similar stories.

Another mystery was their enormous electricity bills, which no one could account for. To save money, their frugal landlord was now diverting their electricity into the cellar.

After receiving one huge quarterly electricity bill, Leitner asked an electrician friend of his for help. But even after all the electrical appliances in his apartment were turned off, his electricity meter continued running.

Although Josef Fritzl banned dogs from the house, Leitner smuggled in an 18-month-old Labrador/husky called Sam. He soon noticed Sam’s strange behavior whenever he was near the cellar, as if he sensed something fearful.

“Every time I went on the stairs, the dog tried to run to the cellar and barked,” said Leitner. “I was surprised about that, but thought he was just excited about going outside.”

Eventually, Fritzl discovered the dog and evicted Leitner.

“He was furious,” remembered Leitner. “I came home from work and I couldn’t enter my flat. Fritzl had the lock changed. That was enough for me. I called the police.”

Leitner finally managed to get his possessions and left forever, but he would never forget Sam’s angry reaction to Fritzl, when they came face to face.

“Sam growled at him,” he said. “Sam never growled at anybody else.”

Just after midnight on Friday, December 16, Josef Fritzl came into the cellar, dictating a third note for Elisabeth to write. This was how she learned for the first time that he was taking Monika upstairs.

I’m really sorry that I had to turn to you again. I hope Lisa is doing well. She must have grown a bit by now. Monika is now nine-and-a-half-months old. She was breast-fed for seven-and-a-half-months. She now eats almost anything but she still likes the bottle best. The hole at the teat has to be a little bigger for her.


He then heartlessly snatched the baby away from her mother, bringing her out of the cellar. Once upstairs, he dropped Monika inside Lisa’s stroller at the entrance-way to the house.

Then he went outside to a nearby phone box to make a call.

A few minutes later, the phone rang at Ybbsstrasse 40, and Rosemarie answered.

“It’s me, don’t be angry,” whispered Josef Fritzl, disguising his voice into a high whisper, pretending to be Elisabeth. “I just left her at your door. I can’t tell you where I’m at.”

The call was short and to the point, asking her to take care of the baby, as she could not. Then the line went dead.

Rosemarie was shocked. It was the first contact she had had with her daughter in ten years.

A few hours later, a visibly shaken Rosemarie arrived at Amstetten police headquarters, reporting finding the new baby and Elisabeth’s strange phone call. And although she was convinced it had been Elisabeth, she said it was “completely inexplicable” how her daughter could possibly have known their unlisted number, which had been changed since Elisabeth had lived there. An officer duly noted her comments in an official report.

The Amstetten prosecutor’s office, the agency responsible for abandoned children, then attempted to find Elisabeth again. But there were no new leads, and unfortunately investigators never bothered to search Josef Fritzl’s house, as he was never considered a suspect.

Within weeks, Josef and Rosemarie Fritzl had legally been appointed Monika’s foster parents, becoming entitled to a further $1,500 in monthly state benefits.

Just after Christmas, the Austrian media carried the first of many stories about runaway mother Elisabeth Fritzl abandoning her second baby on her parents’ doorstep. The baby’s grandfather was interviewed by Mark Perry, a reporter for the
Kronen Zeitung
newspaper.

“Our daughter has been [missing] since 1984,” Josef Fritzl told him. “And we think she’s in the hands of some religious group.”

Once again there was great sympathy in Amstetten for the Fritzls, for selflessly raising their grandchildren, after their irresponsible daughter had run away.

“I thought the grandfather was the perfect head of the family,” recalled neighbor Gabrielle Heiner. “Somebody that cared about his children. We used to say how terrible the mother probably was.”

Regina Penz, who lived just two houses away, said the abandoned Fritzl babies were the talk of Amstetten.

“Everyone condemned Elisabeth for being an irresponsible bad mother.” she said.
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