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            Introduction

         

         I never thought I would write a play about the Holocaust until, a few years ago, I read a reference in a newspaper to Himmler having had a masseur who persuaded him to meet and negotiate with Jews.

         So I got hold of Felix Kersten’s memoirs and eventually found the story of the secret meeting he arranged between Himmler and Norbert Masur, a Swedish Jew, in his house north of Berlin on the night of 20 April 1945 – Hitler’s last birthday.

         Then I found Masur’s account of the meeting, which he wrote for the Swedish section of the World Jewish Congress as soon as he got back to Stockholm. And the Nazis’ Head of Foreign Intelligence, Walter Schellenberg, also wrote about the meeting.

         Sarah Sigal and Richard Beecham organised a reading of the play at the JW3 in London in May 2019, after which the Park planned a production for the following September, delayed of course by Covid. But it seems fitting that the first performance is now taking place on the evening of 27 April – Yom HaShoah (Holocaust Remembrance Day).

         Ben Brown,

March, 2022

      

   


   
      
         
            For my uncle, Malcolm Brown

            
                

            

            
                

            

            With thanks to Diarmid O’Sullivan, Jane Stapleton,

Tom Littler and David Horovitch
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             Premiere Production

         

         The End of the Night premiered at Park Theatre, London, as a co-production with Original Theatre, on 27 April 2022, with the following cast and creative team:

         
             

         

         Jeanne Bommezjin   Olivia Bernstone

         Norbert Masur   Ben Caplan

         Heinrich Himmler   Richard Clothier

         Felix Kersten   Michael Lumsden

         Elisabeth Lube   Audrey Palmer

         
             

         

         Director   Alan Strachan

         Set and Costume Designer   Michael Pavelka

         Lighting Designer   Jason Taylor

         Sound Designer   Gregory Clarke

         Assistant Director   Tom Brain

         Production Manager   Tammy Rose

         
             

         

         Producers   Daniel Cooper & Tom Hackney

         Production Co-ordinator   Charlotte Holder

         Company Stage Manager   Lauren Barclay

         Assistant Stage Manager   Jeffrey Harmer

         Stage Management Intern   Alex Jaouen

         
             

         

         PR   Mobius

         Artwork Designer   Rebecca Pitt

         Promotional Photography   Michael Wharley

         Rehearsal Photography   Mark Douet

         Videography   Piers Foley

         
             

         

         Artistic Director, Park Theatre   Jez Bond

         Executive Director, Park Theatre   Vicky Hawkins

         Artistic Director, Original Theatre   Alastair Whatley

      

   


   
      
         
            Characters

         

         Norbert Masur

         Felix Kersten

         Elisabeth Lube

         Heinrich Himmler

         Jeanne Bommezjin

         
             

         

         
             

         

         Setting

         The play takes place at Dr Felix Kersten’s estate, seventy kilometres north of Berlin between 19 and 21 April 1945. 

      

   


   
      
         
            THE END OF THE NIGHT

         

      

   


   
      
         
             ‘There is no greater duty than the redeeming of captives.’

            Maimonides

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               SCENE ONE

            

         

         The lights come up on a middle-aged man at the front of the stage. 

         This is Norbert Masur. He wears a suit and tie. 

         
            Masur Of course, it wasn’t supposed to be me.

            Beat. 

            It was supposed to be our chairman, Hillel Storch, the Swedish representative of the World Jewish Congress … He was the person who knew Dr Kersten and had agreed to meet his patient, Heinrich Himmler, in Berlin in the dying days of the war … But as a stateless ex-Latvian who’d already lost eighteen members of his family to the Nazis, Storch was eventually persuaded that it might be better if someone else went …

            Beat. 

            So, after a brief battle with my conscience, and against the wishes of my wife … I volunteer … and as I was brought up in Germany but now have a Swedish passport, am chosen.

            He looks concerned. 

            My mission, supported by a government keen to atone for its neutrality, is to try to persuade Himmler to stop the killing and torture of concentration camp prisoners and instead allow as many as possible to be rescued by the Red Cross and taken to Sweden … But why would Himmler, of all people, agree, when I have nothing to offer him in return? … Indeed, why has he even agreed to meet me? Kersten persuaded him apparently, but how? And why is 4Kersten taking such a risk himself? He is, after all, only his masseur …

            He looks puzzled.

            Several agonising weeks later, and with a worsening war situation in Germany, on the morning of Thursday the 19th April, 1945, I at last hear news that Himmler is ready for us … So after a final briefing from the Swedish Foreign Office, Kersten and I board a plane marked with the swastika and take the noon postal service flight from Stockholm to Berlin … Seated amongst the Red Cross parcels, we are the only passengers.

            Pause. 

            Now I have time to think about my mission … I’ve been involved in other help missions before, but always from the safety of Stockholm. This time it’s action at the front lines, and for me, as a Jew, it’s a deeply stirring thought that in a few hours I will meet the man primarily responsible for the destruction of several million of my people … and that the lives of thousands of others may depend on my words.

            He reflects. 

            At around six o’clock, we arrive at Tempelhof airport and are greeted by a group of half a dozen men in suits and fedoras, who Kersten later confirms are the Gestapo. ‘Heil Hitler,’ they say. ‘Good evening,’ I reply, taking off my hat … Kersten shows them his entry visa, whilst I, not having one, keep my passport in my pocket … Kersten then shows them my safe conduct, which simply says that anyone in his company must be allowed through without further enquiry, since no one besides Himmler is to know of my visit … Fortunately, it works, and safely through border control we are driven away in a Gestapo car.

            Beat. 

            5After half an hour and several detours to avoid bombed-out streets, we are out of Berlin and on the highway, though driving without lights, our progress is slow. Next we reach the town of Oranienburg, where many of my relatives were interned before I was able to get them to Sweden … Finally, close to midnight, we turn off the main road, drive through a wood and arrive at our destination, an estate belonging to Kersten, where we are to wait for Himmler … Its name is Gut Hartzwalde.

            A plump man, Dr Felix Kersten, joins Masur as they walk to the front door of Gut Hartzwalde, Kersten’s estate seventy kilometres north of Berlin. Both carry overnight bags. 

            Almost midnight on 19 April 1945. 

            The sound of an occasional plane overhead. Far-off explosions and gunfire. 

            Kersten Do you like it? I bought it with my blocked German earnings at the start of the war. But last year Himmler allowed me to move my family to Sweden, as long as I promised to come back and treat him every fourth month … The farm is run by some Jehovah’s Witnesses I persuaded Himmler to let me relocate from Buchenwald.

            Something is stopping Kersten from opening the front door. 

            Oh, it’s bolted from the inside. I shall have to ring the bell and wake Elisabeth.

            Masur Elisabeth?

            Kersten My housekeeper. She looks after everything when I’m away.

            He rings the bell. 

            Elisabeth! 6

            A light appears in the hall and a woman in her sixties enters in her dressing gown carrying a candle. 

            Elisabeth Is that you, Felix?

            Kersten Yes, of course.

            Elisabeth Oh, thank God.

            Kersten But I can’t get in.

            Elisabeth Sorry, I’ve bolted it. You never know who might be out there.

            Kersten No, but can you unbolt it now, please?

            She does so and the door opens. 

            Thank you.

            Kersten and Elisabeth look at each other with affection. 

            Then embrace. 

            Elisabeth Thank God, you’re here. I’ve been terrified you’d been killed on the way by one of those terrible aeroplanes. There are so many now. Shooting and bombing all the time.

            Kersten My dear Elisabeth, you mustn’t worry about me. You know I’m indestructible.

            Elisabeth Don’t say that, you’ll tempt fate. Now come in quick before they see the light. Not that we have much, now the electricity has gone.

            They go inside. 

            Kersten This is Mr Masur, who I’ve brought from Sweden.

            Elisabeth Yes, of course … Welcome to Hartzwalde, Mr Masur.

            Masur Thank you.

            Kersten Elisabeth and I have been friends for twenty years.

            Elisabeth Twenty-three years … 7

            Kersten I was her lodger.

            Elisabeth My parents’ lodger, God bless their souls … But as soon as you arrived in Berlin, it was clear someone had to look after you. Before you married Irmgard, that is.

            Kersten Yes … Anyway, it is good to be back in what I like to call my little Finnish island in the woods. My sanctuary. But you will see how beautiful it is in the morning … Now, Elisabeth, I have brought some goodies with me. Tea, coffee, sugar and pastries from Stockholm.

            He takes a brown paper bag out of his larger bag. 

            Elisabeth Wonderful. (To Masur.) He always does, you know, which is just as well as it’s impossible to buy anything here. I shall put them in the larder immediately.

            He gives her the bag. 

            But you must be starving. Would you like to eat some now?

            Kersten No. We must save them all for the Reichsführer tomorrow. So perhaps just a bowl of soup and some bread. And some cheese. And some cold meat perhaps … We have a big day tomorrow, don’t we, Masur?

            Masur (with concern) Yes, we do …

            Elisabeth Of course … And you will want to go to bed after that, so I will get it as soon as I can.

            Kersten Thank you, Elisabeth.

            Masur Thank you.

            She goes. 

            Kersten Ah, no one looks after me like she does …

            Beat. 

            Now, I think we deserve a drink, don’t you?

            Masur Well … I could do with one. 8

            Kersten leads the way to the parlour. 

            Kersten What would you like? I warn you, I only have wine now. And not much of that. But I guess we might as well finish it up … Red or white?

            Masur Red, please.

            They go into the parlour, which has a table and chairs and a divan to the side. And in the corner, a gramophone and some records. 

            Masur follows him. 

            Kersten Wait a minute. I just need to pull the curtains. So the Russians don’t see us. Or the Gestapo.

            He smiles. 

            Masur doesn’t. 

            Kersten goes over to the windows and pulls the curtains closed. 

            The room is plunged into darkness for a moment. 

            Then a match is struck as Kersten lights candles. 

            That’s better. Now, please, sit down. Make yourself at home.

            Masur Thank you … though I could hardly feel less at home.

            Kersten … Why do you say that?

            Masur Because I must be the only free Jew in Germany right now.

            Kersten Ah …

            He considers this. 

            Yes, I should think you probably are, actually … Though there must be some hiding in cellars, and attics, and haylofts and so forth. But they’re hardly free, are they? And others still passing as Germans.

            He uncorks the wine. 

            9Anyway …

            He pours two glasses and gives one to Masur. 

            Cheers.

            Masur … Cheers.

            They drink. 

            Kersten In actual fact, you are not in Germany now, so you needn’t worry about the Gestapo paying us a visit.

            Masur … I’m sorry?

            Kersten Hartzwalde has been granted extra-territorial status, so technically it is not in Germany and the Gestapo can’t come here without an invitation.

            Masur How did you get that?

            Kersten smiles. 

            Kersten I asked Himmler … At first he refused. He said Ribbentrop wouldn’t allow it. But then one day I had an idea … I took a magnificent fresh ham to Berlin with me in my briefcase. And after I’d massaged Himmler and brought him to a state of blissful relaxation and well-being, I brought the ham out and asked him if he’d like a slice. Ravenous as he always is after his treatment, he cut a slice with his SS dagger, took a large bite and began chewing. ‘Mm,’ he said, ‘this is good enough to eat on its own. Tender, savoury and just a little salty.’ He took another mouthful before asking me how I managed to save up enough ration coupons to buy it. ‘Oh, I didn’t,’ I replied. ‘It’s from Hartzwalde,’ whereupon, of course, he started to splutter and choke and spat out the remainder of his mouthful into his hand. ‘But this is terrible,’ he said. ‘Slaughtering livestock is a hanging offence in Germany.’ ‘Yes,’ I said, ‘and so is benefiting from it. You’d better grant Hartzwalde extra-territorial status.’ And two days later I got a document signed by him and Ribbentrop confirming it.

            10He chuckles at the memory. 

            And ever since then we’ve eaten our ham without fear of discovery …

            He remembers Masur is Jewish. 

            And other livestock … And the Gestapo can’t bump me off as they would like to.

            Masur Why would they like to?

            Kersten Because of my influence over Himmler. They’re jealous. But they’re not allowed here so I’m all right … though they once tried to get round that by assassinating me on my way to Berlin.

            Masur reacts. 

            Masur You’re joking?

            Kersten No. Himmler found out and told me to take another route just in time, so I had a lucky escape. And now he’s told Kaltenbrunner that he holds him personally responsible for my safety and that if I die he dies, so I should be all right.

            Elisabeth enters with the soup. 

            Elisabeth Now, this should warm you up.

            Kersten Ah, good. Elisabeth is famous for her soups.

            Elisabeth Well, I hope you like it. It’s chicken and vegetable.

            Kersten With mushrooms from the woods, I trust.

            Elisabeth Of course.

            Kersten Excellent.

            Masur It sounds delicious.

            Kersten Please, tuck in. 11

            They eat. 

            Masur Mm, it is delicious.

            Elisabeth Good … It is not so easy to produce good food these days, but I do what I can.

            Masur Thank you.

            Kersten You’re a genius, Elisabeth.

            Elisabeth Don’t be silly.

            Kersten You always say that, but it’s true.

            He smiles at Masur, who smiles back briefly before taking another mouthful.

            Elisabeth goes. 

            Now, about tomorrow, when you meet the Reichsführer …

            Masur Yes?

            Kersten Well, I hope you don’t mind me giving you some advice …

            Masur Not at all. I’d welcome it.

            Kersten Well then … try not to get into an argument with him.

            Masur … How do you mean?

            Kersten I mean about the past … about what’s been happening, to your people … What’s done is done and cannot be undone.

            Masur True …

            Kersten So humour him.

            Masur … Humour him?

            Kersten Yes, be patient. Tolerant, if not forgiving. Or pretend to be. Then he’ll be more likely to give us what we want. 12

            Masur considers this. 

            Masur I’ll do my best.

            Kersten Good.

            They eat. 

            Masur What’s he like?

            Kersten Himmler …?

            Masur Yes.

            Kersten thinks. 

            Kersten Affable.

            Masur … Affable?

            Kersten Yes, he has a sense of humour. Not like Hitler, though I don’t know Hitler. Himmler wanted me to treat him once but I managed to get out of it.

            Masur How?

            Kersten I said that his problem was mental and needed psychiatric expertise whereas my therapy was purely manual.

            Masur Very wise.

            Kersten Yes. He’s just executed one of his doctors for letting his wife be captured by the Americans.

            He drinks. 

            And he likes to be in control, of course. Himmler, I mean. It’s said that when he was a young man he didn’t approve of the woman his older brother was going to marry – he didn’t think she was pure enough – and so hired a private investigator to find some dirt on her – or rather, evidence she wasn’t a virgin – and presented it to his brother, who broke off the engagement … And now all the men in the SS have to present potential wives to him for his approval and he studies pictures of them for Aryan qualities. 13
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