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Just three years ago, the last prisoners shuffled out of Schloss Hoheneck, a glowering 
fortress that squats on a bluff overlooking this eastern German village. Today, Bernhard 
Freiberger's fondest dream is to fill its empty cells with paying customers.  

Mr. Freiberger, a western German 
investor whose jaunty bow tie and 
quicksilver smile suggest a wheeler-
dealer rather than a warden, bought 

the 140-year-old women's jail in 
2003, drawn by its forbidding 
reputation as a lockup for women 

who were political prisoners during 
Communist times.  

Now he is promoting the chance to 
spend a night like a dissident, lying 
on a hard bed in a dank cell, 

subsisting on abysmal food and 
soaking up, as his Web site puts it, 

that ''irresistible jail-house-feeling.'' The cost: 100 euros per person, or $123.50 (stripes 
not included).  

''It's important to make people feel what happened here,'' said Mr. Freiberger, as he 

showed off horrors like a pitch-dark, underground chamber where prisoners were hung 
waist-deep in frigid water for days at a time. ''You don't understand it by looking at an 
exhibit in a museum.''  

Whether Mr. Freiberger, 44, manages to create a welcoming Gulag guesthouse in this 
secluded corner of the former East Germany is anyone's guess. He claims to have lined 
up 800 bookings for next month.  

The trouble is, he ran into a wall of fury from women who stayed in Hoheneck before it 
began accepting major credit cards. Though Mr. Freiberger insists he will plow ahead, he 
abruptly canceled the first ''Weekend in Jail'' after a group of former political prisoners 
protested.  

Renting rooms in Hoheneck trivializes their experience, they charge, turning a grim 

chapter of postwar German history into a Stasi theme park. They view it as crass 
exploitation of the current nostalgia for the Communist East, which has been stoked by 
the popular recent film ''Goodbye, Lenin!'' and has inspired plans for an actual East 
German theme park near Berlin .  

''He's making fun of our suffering,'' said Leni Köhler, 77, as she recited the sales pitch 

from Mr. Freiberger's site, her voice thick with anger. ''You'd think we'd had some kind of 
wonderful life up there.''  

Fifty years after her release, Mrs. Köhler still recalls her three years at Hoheneck with a 
shiver. Arrested in 1950 by the Soviet occupying troops, who accused her of helping 

Russian soldiers escape to West Germany , Mrs. Köhler was forced to sleep on a concrete 
floor while pregnant.  



She was sentenced to 25 years and transferred to Hoheneck, where her cellmates were 
murderers and other hard-core convicts. Political prisoners were at the bottom of the 
pecking order, making life a daily struggle. Weakened by the filthy conditions and lack of 
food, she contracted tuberculosis.  

As she gazed toward the prison, originally built as a castle in the 13th century, Mrs. 
Köhler pointed to a tower above the red brick cellblock. She recalled how she had once 
climbed it, sneaking past the guards. Looking out, she was able to see her home village, 
a few miles from here.  

''I didn't know if I would see it again,'' she said. ''I was 25 years old and very sick, facing 
a 25-year sentence.''  

In 1954, Mrs. Köhler was released in an amnesty for political prisoners. Her son, born 
while she was in Hoheneck, had been taken from her and given to a sister, a Communist 
Party member. The sister refused to let her have the boy back; only years later were 
mother and son reunited.  

Telling her story on a sun-kissed morning in a peaceful, democratic Germany , Mrs. 

Köhler acknowledged that the fear and despair of those days seemed very far away. That 
is part of the problem, she said.  

Victims of Communist tyranny in East Germany have been largely forgotten in the 
euphoria that followed reunification in 1990. In the vast moral reckoning that is modern 
German history, their suffering is overshadowed by those who felt the Nazi boot.  

Mrs. Köhler's friend and fellow inmate Annemarie Krause nodded vigorously. She noted 

that Mr. Freiberger would never have been allowed to convert a Nazi concentration camp 
like Buchenwald into a hotel.  

Mrs. Krause, 72, was arrested by the Soviets in 1948 because of her clandestine love 
affair with a Russian soldier. She and the young man plotted to defect to the West. As 

harshly as the Soviets treated her, she said, the East Germans, who took over in 1950, 
were worse.  

''We thought: 'We're coming back to the Germans. They will help us,''' she said. ''But we 
were treated like criminals of the lowest order. We would have crawled back to the 
Russians on our hands and knees.''  

Mrs. Krause and Mrs. Köhler helped create an exhibit about their experience in Stollberg's 

library. But the mayor, Marcel Schmidt, said it drew only 400 visitors a year, mostly local 
people. To realize his ambition of turning the town into a tourism center requires 
something more tantalizing.  

Critics note that other Communist-era prisons, like the notorious one in Bautzen , attract 
thousands of visitors with exhibits that document their abuses without crossing the line 
into schadenfreude.  

''Maybe I'm lacking in fantasy, but I can't imagine that many people would come to a 
place like Hoheneck only for a dark thrill,'' said Anne Kaminsky, the director of a state-
supported foundation that researches the East German dictatorship. ''For me this is a 
little macabre.''  

She has sent a letter to Mr. Freiberger, demanding that he shelve the plan. Human rights 
groups have protested as well.  



The outcry has left Mr. Freiberger in a foul mood. The prison weekends, he notes, are 
only part of an ambitious plan that would turn the 14-acre complex into a center for 
concerts and cultural events. He is also planning a 200-bed, four-star hotel -- presumably 

without bars on the doors -- a garage to store vintage cars, and a restaurant serving, of 
all things, Tex-Mex cuisine.  

Mr. Freiberger will not say how much he paid for the prison, which he bought from the 
state of Saxony . Nor will he say how much he plans to invest. But he has hired a 

historian to document its history and installed a sound system to pipe creepy music into 
the deserted cells.  

''People have to understand: we can publicize the crimes that were committed here,'' he 
said, surveying the bleak prison yard. ''How could we do more for the victims of 
Hoheneck? I can't imagine.''  
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