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TO GEOFF AND MY BROTHER ALEX




 


The sleep of reason brings forth monsters.


—FRANCISCO GOYA


He marveled at how the past could be refigured to suit the present, at how fragile reality truly was when you started to twist it.


—ALAN FURST
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1. FOREIGN AFFAIRS


In the fall of 1938, in the small industrial town of Offenbach am Main just outside Frankfurt, the renowned firm of Gebrüder Klingspor received an important commission from one of the most prominent men of the Third Reich. The owner of the business, Karl Klingspor, was an influential typographer and aesthete, a master of ink and paper who transformed the creative fantasies of others into some of the most beautiful books of his age.1 To seduce the eye, Klingspor retained artists and painters to design sleek new typefaces so words would scroll stylishly across the page. To woo the sense of touch, he selected handmade papers of unusual size and heft—rich and thick and textured. For Klingspor and his colleagues, making a book was rather like making love, and bibliophiles from Berlin to Boston sighed with pleasure as they thumbed through his exquisite productions.


The commission in question had arrived from Heinrich Himmler, the head of the Gestapo, the Security Service, and the Security Squad or SS, a paramilitary organization that ran Germany’s concentration camps, controlled a profitable network of business enterprises, and provided Adolf Hitler’s personal bodyguard. The Reichsführer-SS was a busy man, but he remained, in his personal life, something of a bookworm. He read avidly, owned a substantial private library, and carried his favorite volumes with him wherever he traveled. He often recommended books to his subordinates and presented copies as gifts to family members and close associates.2 It was in this frame of mind that he resolved to produce a special gift for Hitler on the occasion of his fiftieth birthday.


For months, prominent Nazis had been drawing up plans for a gala celebration for Hitler, searching feverishly for presents. The leaders of the Confederation of German Industry had quietly purchased the complete manuscript scores of Richard Wagner’s early operas, as well as fair copies of parts of Der Ring des Nibelungen, the composer’s masterpiece.3 Rudolf Hess had acquired a rare collection of letters written by one of Hitler’s heroes, Frederick the Great, the eighteenth-century monarch who transformed Prussia into a major European power.4 And the National Socialist German Workers’ Party, or Nazi party, had thrown caution completely to the wind, building the Eagle’s Nest, a teahouse and conference center situated atop a mountain near the Bavarian town of Berchtesgaden.5


Himmler had no intention of being left out of this slavish display. He planned to present a fine equestrian portrait of Frederick the Great by the German artist Adolf von Menzel, a painting that would fit nicely into Hitler’s private study.6But he also wanted to give Hitler something more personal, a set of leather-bound books that would artfully present the SS chief’s lesser-known contributions to Hitler’s Nazi state.7The most important of these books, he decided, would be a large portfolio produced by the creative staff of Gebrüder Klingspor. It would be entitled:



The Research and Educational Society,


The Ahnenerbe:


Evolution,


Essence,


Effect.8



The Ahnenerbe was an elite Nazi research institute that Himmler had founded in 1935 with a small group of associates. Its name derived from a rather obscure German word, Ahnenerbe (pronounced AH-nen-AIR-buh), meaning “something inherited from the forefathers.”9The official mission of the Ahnenerbe was twofold. First, the institute was to unearth new evidence of the accomplishments and deeds of Germany’s ancestors, as far back as the Paleolithic or Old Stone Age if possible, “using exact scientific methods.”10Second, it was to convey these findings to the German public by means of magazine articles, books, museum shows, and scientific conferences.


In reality, however, the elite organization was in the business of mythmaking. Its prominent researchers devoted themselves to distorting the truth and churning out carefully tailored evidence to support the racial ideas of Adolf Hitler. Some scholars twisted their findings consciously; others warped them without thought, unaware that their political views drastically shaped their research. But all proved adept at this manipulation, and for this reason, Himmler prized the institute. He made it an integral part of the SS and housed it in a grand villa in one of Berlin’s wealthiest neighborhoods. He equipped it with laboratories, libraries, museum workshops, and ample funds for foreign research, and personally befriended several of its senior scientists. By 1939, the Ahnenerbe would count 137 German scholars and scientists on its payroll and employ another 82 support workers—filmmakers, photographers, artists, sculptors, librarians, laboratory technicians, accountants, and secretaries.11



The nazi leadership went to enormous lengths to maintain a public facade of rationality, fairness, and middle-class decency. Hitler and the senior members of his government craved admiration and respect from the world, and to obtain it they continually attempted to display their political ideas—particularly on the subject of race—in the best possible light. To assist in this difficult work, they actively recruited German scholars and scientists who could command respect both at home and abroad and make Nazi ideas sound plausible and reasonable to others.


Those who studied the ancient past figured prominently in these recruitment efforts, for Adolf Hitler held strong views on prehistory and history. He believed that all humankind in its astonishing richness and complexity, all human societies in the past, from the Sumerians on their ziggurats to the Incas in their mountain citadels, could be parsed into just three groups. These he described as “the founders of culture, the bearers of culture, the destroyers of culture.”12Hitler was convinced, based on his own highly selective reading of history, that only one racial group fell into the first category. These were the Aryans, a fictional race of tall, willowy, flaxen-haired men and women from northern Europe. According to Hitler, only the Aryans had possessed the spark of genius needed to create civilization; invent music, literature, the visual arts, agriculture, and architecture; and advance humanity by putting their shoulders to the heavy wheel of progress. Most modern Germans, Hitler claimed, descended from the ancient Aryans, and as such they had inherited their forefathers’ brilliance.


This was the most positive side of the human ledger. On the negative side, Hitler placed the Jews. These, he claimed, were the destroyers of culture. He insisted upon categorizing all the world’s Jews together as a single race, although scholars of the day agreed they were a diverse collection of peoples united by their religious faith.13Hitler declared that the Jews posed a serious threat to humankind, insisting that they possessed a singular talent for undermining and corrupting the cultures of other races. He was especially fond of likening “the Jew” to a type of germ—“a noxious bacillus [that] keeps spreading as soon as a favorable medium invites him. And the effect of his existence is also like that of spongers; wherever he appears, the host people dies out after a shorter or longer period.”14


Serious scientists and scholars outside Germany in the 1930s dismissed these ideas as nonsense.15There was simply no disputing, for example, that Jews had contributed brilliantly to human civilization. Between 1901 and 1939 alone, twenty-one Jewish scientists and scholars won Nobel Prizes, from Albert Einstein for his contributions to theoretical physics to Otto Loewi for his pioneering work on the chemical transmission of nerve impulses.16Indeed, nearly 30 percent of all Nobel laureates from Germany during this period were Jewish, although Jews accounted for just 1 percent of the German population.


Hitler’s notions about the Aryans were equally far-fetched. Scholars had failed to uncover any proof of a tall, blond-haired race of ur-Germans who first lit the torch of civilization and gave birth to all the refinements of human culture. The first cities, the first system of writing, the first successes in agriculture had all arisen along the green river valleys and hills of the Near East and Asia, many thousands of miles away from the dark, cold forests of northern Europe. And this knowledge posed a problem for ardent Nazis, such as Himmler, who took an interest in scholarship and intellectual discourse. How could they persuasively portray ancient Germans and their modern descendants as a master race if indeed they had played little, if any, part in the great early advances of human civilization?


The answer to this problem, in Himmler’s mind, lay in more German scholarship—scholarship of the right political stripe. So he created the Ahnenerbe. He conceived of this research organization as an elite think tank, a place brimming with brilliant mavericks and brainy young upstarts—up-and-comers who would give traditional science a thorough cleansing. Men of this ilk would not balk at sweeping away centuries of careful scholarship like so much dust and useless debris. With much fanfare, they would publicly unveil a new portrait of the ancient world, one in which a tall, blond race of ur-Germans would be seen coining civilization and bringing light to inferior races, just as Hitler claimed.


This was the primary work of the Ahnenerbe. Privately, however, Himmler nurtured another hope for his creation. He believed, like many other prominent Nazis, that an almost magical elixir—pure Aryan blood—once flowed through the veins of the ancient Germanic tribes. Undiluted and undefiled by later racial mixing, this superior hemoglobin supplied Germany’s ancestors with heightened powers of creativity and intelligence, or so Himmler supposed.17If Ahnenerbe researchers could recover this primeval Germanic knowledge through archaeology and other sciences, then they might find superior ways of growing grain, breeding livestock, healing the ill, designing weapons, or regulating society.18All this would greatly benefit the Reich.


For this important work, Ahnenerbe officials recruited a diverse assortment of scholars and scientists—archaeologists, anthropologists, ethnologists, classicists, Orientalists, runologists, biologists, musicologists, philologists, geologists, zoologists, botanists, linguists, folklorists, geneticists, astronomers, doctors, and historians. Himmler intended them to work together, sharing their findings. Each researcher, he suggested, would contribute a part of what he sometimes liked to call the “hundreds of thousands of little mosaic stones, which portray the true picture of the origins of the world.”19


Despite his many pressing responsibilities, Himmler clucked contentedly over the scholars’ reports and papers. He pondered their many theories, paid careful heed to their conclusions, and often discussed their ideas with his SS subordinates over dinner. And when the opportunity presented itself, he employed their research to fuel and justify the Holocaust.



I f irst learned of Himmler’s calculating use of the past while researching a book on mummies and mummy scientists. I was holed up at the time in a tourist hotel in the small city of Assen in the eastern Netherlands. I had journeyed there to see some of the world’s most famous mummies, the ancient dead of Europe’s northern peat bogs. Preserved naturally by the bogs’ dark, clear broth, dozens of Roman-era men and women had resisted oblivion for nearly two thousand years. But what struck me most about these resilient survivors was not so much their immortality, impressive as it was, but the violent way in which many had met their end—garroted, stabbed, slashed, decapitated, and hung.


At the museum in Assen, I bought a book by a Dutch archaeologist, Wijnand van der Sanden, describing the history and science of these strange cadavers. That evening in my hotel, I pulled the book from my bag, curious to see how van der Sanden interpreted the gruesome deaths.20I put my feet up on the bed and began casually thumbing through the pages. One section of the book in particular caught my attention. It concerned a speech that Himmler had given behind closed doors in February 1937 to a group of senior officers at the SS officer-training school at Bad Tölz.21In this address, Himmler aired his personal views on homosexuality.


The Reichsführer-SS regarded gay men as a great blight upon society. They contributed little more than red ink, in his opinion, to “the sexual balance sheet,” rarely fathering children.22This was a serious failing in the Third Reich, where fatherhood was deemed one of the prime patriotic duties of all German men. Worse still, Himmler was convinced that homosexuality was a communicable disease. He believed it could infect straight men and he worried that it might reach epidemic proportions in Germany, particularly in such hotbeds of male bonding as the SS. If this happened, he warned, homosexuality could weaken the essential fiber of the SS, destroying one of the most powerful arms of the Nazi state.23


During his speech at Bad Tölz, Himmler mulled over methods of eradicating this imaginary peril from the Reich. And this was where the bog bodies came in. Researchers had long pondered the violent deaths of these ancient Europeans, developing competing hypotheses to explain them. Some archaeologists thought these people were murdered prisoners of war. Others argued that they were honored members of society selected as precious sacrifices to the gods. But a few German researchers, including one of Himmler’s favorite young archaeologists, Herbert Jankuhn, advocated a much harsher hypothesis. Jankuhn believed these individuals were social pariahs, specifically deserters and homosexuals put to death for their transgressions against ancient Germanic laws.24


All the various hypotheses, however, were interpretations of scarce data. None could be proven. But the mere speculation that Iron Age Germans had once executed tribesmen accused of homosexuality pleased Himmler, providing exactly the kind of justification he was looking for. “Homosexuals were drowned in swamps,” he stated categorically to the SS audience at Bad Tölz in 1937. “The worthy professors who find these bodies in peat, do not realize that in ninety out of a hundred cases they are looking at the remains of a homosexual who was drowned in a swamp along with his clothes and everything else.” Then he drew his own conclusion. “That was not a punishment, but simply the termination of an abnormal life.”25


With other leading Nazis firmly behind him, Himmler acted on these ideas. His police officers rousted suspected homosexuals from their beds and bars and bathhouses, beating them and seizing their address books to make further arrests. They sent some to regular prisons and dispatched as many as fifteen thousand to concentration camps.26There they issued them uniforms with distinctive pink triangle badges, setting them apart from other prisoners. Tragedy awaited them. Medical experimenters castrated some and subjected others to procedures designed to transform them into heterosexuals. SS guards added to the misery, starving and working many to death. Today no one knows how many perished, but one leading historian, Rüdiger Lautmann, estimates that as many as 60 percent of the pink-triangle prisoners perished in Third Reich camps.27


Sitting in my chair in the hotel room in Assen, I felt a deep chill, and when I later pieced together the story more fully, I understood its terrible significance. At Bad Tölz, Himmler had transformed a simple piece of archaeological speculation into a hard, murderous fact. He had cloaked his own hatred of others under the respectable mantle of science. He had disguised the Nazis’ brutal agenda of mass murder as a venerable tradition of the German people, worthy of modern emulation. In Himmler’s hands, the distant past had become a lethal weapon against the living.



In the summer of 2001, I began delving into the history of the Ahnenerbe. I expected to find a rich body of literature on the subject, but this did not prove to be the case. Only a handful of articles on the organization had been written in English, most in scholarly journals, and surprisingly little had appeared in German. Indeed, just one major study of the brain trust had made its way into print at the time. Entitled Das “Ahnenerbe” der SS 1935-1945, the book was published in 1974 by a Canadian historian, Michael Kater, who had studied in Germany. By all rights, Kater’s superb scholarly study should have sparked a major investigation. But few researchers chose to look into the matter further. Many German scholars tended to dismiss Nazi-era prehistorians as a group of “harmless fellow travelers.”28Others feared digging into the Ahnenerbe. Several of the organization’s former members held prominent academic positions in West Germany after the war, and they deeply resented young historians and archaeologists probing into their pasts.29So during the 1980s most German scholars let sleeping dogs lie.


The fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 brought this era of complacency to an abrupt end. Achim Leube, a prominent East German archaeology professor, had long harbored an interest in archaeology during the Third Reich. Living in East Berlin, however, he could not easily examine the Ahnenerbe’s records, most of which lay in West German archives. When the two Germanys finally reunited, Leube, a generous man with a wry sense of humor, embarked on a study of Ahnenerbe archaeologists. He urged others to do the same. In November 1998, he organized an international conference in Berlin on National Socialism and prehistory.30Nearly 150 scholars from twelve countries attended. The conference sparked a major scholarly reevaluation of the Ahnenerbe.


Few European historians, however, focused on what I strongly suspected would be the most fascinating part of the Ahnenerbe story. This was the foreign research—specifically the peacetime expeditions and the wartime missions of the Ahnenerbe and the ways in which Himmler put them to use. During the early 1970s, Kater had uncovered a wealth of letters and reports describing in detail one such journey—a large expedition to Tibet in 1938 and 1939 led by zoologist Ernst SchÄfer. In addition, Kater had also chanced upon numerous hints and suggestions concerning several other research trips and expeditions—to northern Africa and South America, the Middle East and Scandinavia.31


Based on the fragmentary evidence at hand, however, the Canadian historian concluded that few of these foreign ventures had ever taken place. Indeed, he inferred from the available sources that most references to these trips were simply wishful thinking, mere projections of the overweening ambitions of the Ahnenerbe’s leaders.32For nearly thirty years, historians had accepted this view. But Kater’s passing mention of these foreign trips fascinated me. What possible interest, I wondered, could the Ahnenerbe have had in such exotic locations—the Canary Islands, Iraq, Finland, or Bolivia? What conceivable political use could Himmler have made of prehistoric research in these countries?


I set out to find the answers, assisted by a small team of translators and researchers. Working together, we began combing the vast microfilm collection of captured German documents at the National Archives and Records Administration in Maryland, and poring over the original Ahnenerbe files at the Bundesarchiv in Berlin. As we slowly exhausted our leads in these places, we expanded the search to other German archives, twenty-three in all, from the offices of the German Archaeological Institute to the collections of the former East German intelligence agency, the Stasi. From there, we stretched farther afield, to archives in Norway, Finland, Sweden, Poland, and Britain and library collections in Iceland and Russia.


For nearly two years, we waded through a vast, seemingly bottomless sea of letters, memoranda, minutes, reports, evaluations, accounting records, personnel files, equipment lists, expense accounts, unpublished articles, and published books. In all, nearly 961 voluminous Ahnenerbe files—occupying 180 linear feet of shelf space at the Bundesarchiv—survived the war. This, however, represented only a fraction of the original total. Much had been lost. At the end of the war, Ahnenerbe scientists incinerated stacks of incriminating documents, fearing that their letters and reports would be used against them in war-crime trials.


As the archival research proceeded, I began tracking down surviving members of the Ahnenerbe, as well as friends, relatives, and close colleagues of those who are now dead. I was constantly aware of the ticking clock. Some sources were far too frail or advanced in years to grant interviews; others, small in number, fell seriously ill or died between the first contact call and a second to set an appointment. In the end, I had the feeling that if I had waited even another few months to begin work on the project, I would have found scarcely a soul who had any firsthand knowledge of the Ahnenerbe’s foreign research.


Adding to these difficulties was the inevitable reluctance of many sources to talk. Some former employees of the Ahnenerbe refused to relive the past, while children and spouses of those who had died often feared blackening the memories of fathers or husbands. In the end, however, a surprising number of people agreed to talk, perhaps because I was so obviously an outsider from Canada—and therefore burdened with less emotional baggage than most German authors—and because I was known as a science writer, rather than as a historian of the Nazi era. So as the research proceeded, I talked to dozens of sources, crisscrossing Germany from Sylt in the north to Lake Constance in the south, and then further expanding this research, from Austria, France, Norway, and Sweden to Italy, Finland, and the Netherlands.


What emerged from all this research shed a disturbing new light on the Holocaust. For years, most historians dismissed Himmler’s intense interest in the ancient past as pure quackery and half-baked mysticism, foolishness that had no serious part in Himmler’s plans for the Nazi state. But our new information on the Ahnenerbe’s foreign travels painted a very different picture. Soon after the founding of the institute, Himmler began to sponsor expeditions and research trips across Europe and Asia. Through this foreign research, the Reichsführer-SS intended not only to control Germany’s ancient past, but to master its future. Baldly stated, Himmler, the architect of the Final Solution, planned to use tall, blond-haired SS men and selected women to scientifically rebreed a pure Aryan stock. With knowledge gleaned by Ahnenerbe scientists, he intended to tutor SS men in ancient Germanic lore, religion, and farming practices, teaching them to think as their ancestors had. When the time was ripe, he proposed to plant SS agricultural colonies in Germany, as well as in specific parts of the East—places where he believed Germany’s ancient ancestors had particularly flourished. There he hoped they would reverse the decline of Western civilization and rescue humanity from its mire.


To bring this about, Himmler was prepared to sacrifice and destroy the lives of millions of people. Most of the modern inhabitants of the supposed Aryan territories, he believed, would have to be dispossessed of their homes, forcibly deported, and either slaughtered or enslaved. All of the world’s Jews would have to be exterminated, down to the very last man, woman, and child. In this way, no Jewish “germs” would survive to infect and destroy the fledgling Aryan colonies. The pandemic of “Jewishness” would at last be eradicated.


To lay part of the groundwork for this monstrous scheme, Himmler dispatched Ahnenerbe scholars on eight foreign expeditions or research trips before the war. With the assistance of Wolfram Sievers, the Ahnenerbe’s managing director, and Walther Wüst, its soft-spoken superintendent, researchers journeyed across Europe and Asia—to remote Bronze Age rock carvings in Sweden and the rural homes of shamans in Finland, to inscription-covered palace walls in Croatia and the toppled temples of Parthian kings in Iraq, to mysterious Paleolithic caves in France and the enigmatic ruins of ancient settlements in Greece, to sprawling monasteries in Tibet and the sweeping coastal dunes of Libya.33In addition, Ahnenerbe officials drew up plans for at least four other expeditions—to Iran, the Canary Islands, the South American Andes, and Iceland—during the initial phase of the Nazi regime. Only the outbreak of the Second World War forced Himmler to postpone them indefinitely.


The research journeys, both planned and executed, were remarkably varied affairs. But most, if not all, were intended to prove Aryan supremacy or retrieve some form of ancient Aryan knowledge. Herman Wirth, an eccentric Dutch spendthrift with immense reserves of personal charm, set out to Sweden to decipher what he believed to be the world’s oldest writing system: a lost Aryan script. Yrjö von Grönhagen, a handsome young Finnish nobleman who once auditioned for the cinema, roamed remote eastern Finland to record and film ancient magical rites; Grönhagen believed they were religious rituals handed down through the centuries from the Aryans. The urbane classical historian Franz Altheim and his photographer-mistress Erika Trautmann journeyed first to Croatia and Serbia, then later to Iraq, to study the role of blond-haired Aryans in the Roman Empire. (En route, they gathered intelligence on Iraqi pipelines and tribal leaders for the SS Security Service.) The renegade Dutch prehistorian Assien Bohmers scoured for clues to the origins of Aryan ritual and art in the painted caves of southern France. Ernst SchÄfer, a mercurial man with a hair-trigger temper, and Bruno Beger, an SS expert in racial studies, trekked to Tibet to uncover proof of the ancient Aryan conquest of the Himalayas. While he was at it, SchÄfer drew important maps of Himalayan passes and gathered valuable military information on local leaders and their loyalty to Britain.


Himmler received detailed reports and personal briefings on these trips. He was fascinated by the way in which Ahnenerbe scholars were piecing together the “hundreds of thousands of mosaic stones.” But the Allies’ declaration of war in 1939 convinced him that something more was required. He harnessed the Ahnenerbe’s work directly to the war effort. After the German blitzkrieg through Poland, he sent archaeologist Peter Paulsen and a detachment of scholars to Warsaw to loot the city’s most important prehistory museums, stealing all valuables deemed to be of German origin. After Operation Barbarossa in 1941, he dispatched Herbert Jankuhn, the researcher who had championed the homosexual bog-body theory, and a small team to hunt for proof of an ancient Germanic empire in the Crimea. The findings, Himmler hoped, would bolster Germany’s claim to the region and justify his plans—approved in principle by Hitler—to execute or deport most of its inhabitants and plant colonies of SS men and their wives.


Himmler also enlisted the help of Ahnenerbe scholars in solving “the Jewish problem.” In 1942, mobile SS killing squads at work in the Crimea and the Caucasus had encountered an unexpected difficulty. Jews and Muslims had lived side by side in these regions for millennia, intermarrying and trading age-old customs, religious traditions, and languages. The result was an ethnic pastiche that dumbfounded SS killing squads. Who was Jewish? Who wasn’t? And what physical traits set the Jewish “race” clearly apart from all others? In search of answers, Himmler ordered two of his most trusted Ahnenerbe scientists, Ernst SchÄfer and Bruno Beger, to mount a scientific expedition to the Caucasus. A year later, Beger’s secret quest for data on the Jews culminated in one of the more notorious war crimes of the Second World War: the Jewish Skeleton Collection.



To disguise all these activities as science, however, the Ahnenerbe cultivated an air of solid professional integrity. Its staff went about their lives quietly and performed all the tasks that scientists and scholars are accustomed to doing. They published scholarly articles and books. They gave scientific lectures. They mounted museum shows and hosted scientific conferences. And in 1939, when the firm of Gebrüder Klingspor produced its lavish portfolio on Himmler’s orders, the Ahnenerbe presented itself as a typical research institute, gravely declaring its founding principles: “Never narrow-mindedly bound to dogmas and doctrines/Truthful and strict in research and science.”34


The Ahnenerbe was one of Himmler’s great masterpieces of deception. To understand it thoroughly, one must begin at the beginning, by understanding something of its founder, Heinrich Himmler.




 


2. THE READER


Travelers boarding the train to Passau in the old Bavarian city of Landshut on September 24, 1924, may scarcely have noticed a pale, anemic-looking man with a slender book tucked beneath his arm. As a newly minted organizer for the National Socialist Freedom Movement, an offshoot of the recently banned Nazi party, Heinrich Himmler settled into his seat and waited impatiently for the train to depart, taking note of the exact time so he could record this event in his diary later. He was a precise, meticulous man, with a thin, spindly frame that had never known much exercise and a head that was one or two sizes too small for his body. He wore thick horn-rimmed glasses and a neatly trimmed mustache, and his straight brown hair was cut extremely short. His hands were small and doll-like. He was, all in all, a rather far cry from the men he sought to attract to the Nazi cause—brawny farmers and burly street fighters with a knack for breaking heads. Himmler, as one associate later joked, resembled “a half-starved shrew.”35


If the studious party official felt cowed in any way by the new company he was keeping, he did not let on. At twenty-three, he possessed a haughty, condescending manner with a thin smattering of charm. He was bright, well educated, connected to the best social circles, and he possessed a romantic sense of his destiny. He believed that fate held something in store for him, a moment of greatness when he would someday be called upon to perform a momentous duty for his country.36 He intended to be ready. To prepare for that day, he read extensively. For the train trip from Landshut, where he was living, he had selected a book of classical history borrowed from friends.37


Germania was the work of Cornelius Tacitus, a Roman historian who had lived as a boy through the scandalous excesses of Emperor Nero. Fearing that Rome was rushing headlong down a road to ruin in the first century a.d., Tacitus decided to pen a kind of wake-up call to his fellow Romans. He searched about for a more moral society to hold up as an example, finally settling on those of the diverse barbarian tribes living east of the Rhine and north of the Danube, a region known to Romans as Germania. Germania read a little like modern anthropology, but Tacitus was clearly lacking in intimate knowledge of his subjects. According to modern scholars, he gathered his information from older texts and from stories he heard from tribesmen living in the Roman capital.38 The resulting description of the Germanic tribes—their valor in war, their abhorrence of adultery, their boisterous hospitality—was terribly flawed. But Himmler was captivated. He raced through Germania in its German translation, finishing it that very day on the train. He then added it to his booklist, summing up, as he always did, his impressions in few sentences. Germania, he observed, was a “wonderful portrait of how high, pure and capable our ancestors were. This is how we will become again, or at least part of us.”39


It was an immensely revealing remark. Already, at the age of twenty-three, Himmler had begun to reach toward and formulate a deceptively simple idea that would guide both the SS and the Ahnenerbe in later years and influence the course of European history. Already, he had begun to think of Germany’s ancestors and their primeval traditions as a kind of template for the future, a blueprint for a better Reich.


By 1924, the die had clearly been cast. But how, one wonders, did Himmler’s deep, abiding interest in the past come about?



The single most important influence on Himmler as a child was his father, a prominent Bavarian educator. Gebhard Himmler was the son of a police sergeant turned district official, but as a young man Gebhard had aspired to greater things. In 1884, he passed the entrance examinations for the University of Munich, joining the privileged ranks of its students. Over the next ten years, he studied philosophy, polished his Latin and Greek grammar, and majored in the arcane field of philology. The latter, according to the Athenaeum in 1892, was “a master science, whose duty is to present to us the whole of ancient life, and to give archaeology its just place by the side of literature.”40


On graduation, the elder Himmler found work as an assistant teacher at a Munich school and, through his uncle’s connections as a court chaplain, landed a post as tutor to Prince Heinrich, a member of the famous Wittelsbach family.41 The Wittelsbachs had supplied Bavaria with a succession of kings, scholars, art connoisseurs, generals, eccentrics, and madmen for nearly seven hundred years. Their medieval-looking palace in the center of Munich bustled with interesting people. Prince Heinrich’s aunt Therese, for example, was a distinguished ethnographer, zoologist, botanist, and anthropologist who had mounted expeditions to such faraway parts of the world as the Brazilian rain forest; her apartment in the palace brimmed with strange and wonderful collections.42


In 1897, Gebhard Himmler married Anna Maria Heyder, the daughter of a prosperous merchant, and the young couple took up residence in the old medieval heart of Munich. By then, the young Wittelsbach prince had outgrown his need for a tutor, so Gebhard took a teaching position at a prominent Munich high school offering a classical education in Latin and Greek. There he grew a “Velásquesian beard,” dressed stylishly in fashionable suits, wore an air of “pampered elegance,” and frequently alluded to his royal and aristocratic connections.43 He was, as one former student recalled, an insufferable social climber who was “laughably pushing and fawning towards the upper classes.”44


His young charges were too frightened, however, to poke fun at him in his presence. Gebhard Himmler possessed a talent for ferreting out the weaknesses of others, and he combined this with a broad streak of cruelty: young pupils who failed to live up to his exacting standards were verbally assaulted and eviscerated in front of their peers in the classroom. His victims apparently never forgot these sessions. So traumatized was one famous student, Alfred Andersch, that he later published a ninety-five-page-long account describing the schoolmaster’s pitiless verbal attack during a visit to Andersch’s class.45


Munich society saw little of this side of Gebhard’s character, however. He enjoyed a solid reputation in the Bavarian capital, and in the summer of 1900 the young Prince Heinrich willingly agreed to stand as godfather for Gebhard’s second son. The baby, born on October 7, 1900, was named Heinrich in the prince’s honor, and in a spacious flat on Hildegardstrasse—a short walk away from the Wittelsbach palace—the Himmlers set about raising their young family in the cultured comfort of the upper middle class.


Gebhard Himmler naturally took a strong hand in the education of his sons. As a teacher, he closely supervised their schoolwork, even reading and correcting Heinrich’s personal diary for spelling and grammatical errors. As a devout Catholic, he took his children every Sunday to the splendor of St. Michael’s Church, where many of the royal Wittelsbachs were buried, to attend Mass among the wealthy and powerful of Munich society. And as a strong German nationalist, he made certain that his sons received a thorough grounding in the German classics.46


Often in the evenings, he and his wife read aloud to the boys from books on German history or from the sagas of the old European bards.47 In this way, they introduced Heinrich to the Nibelungenlied, a famous medieval tale of Siegfried and the fall of the Nibelung dynasty, and an important source of inspiration for Richard Wagner’s grand operas, Der Ring des Nibelungen.48 The old saga riveted the young Himmler.49 And he was equally enthralled by the Edda, a collection of Old Norse sagas and poems that invoked, among other things, the magical world of Thor, Freya, Loki, and other Norse divinities. Himmler never forgot them.50


Gebhard also saw to it that his children developed a suitable appreciation for the antiquity of their family. The schoolteacher had somehow learned of a Himmler house in Basel that dated back to the thirteenth century. It was older, he sometimes boasted, than the castles of some Bavarian nobles.51 To better display the family lineage, he set aside one room in the family apartment as an Ahnenzimmer or “ancestor room.”52 German kings and princes and nobles often built AhnensÄle in their castles—large gilded halls crowded with portraits of their ancestors, all the better to show off their illustrious bloodlines.53 But the German middle class could ill afford such luxury. Ancestor rooms were unknown in their more modest apartments. Gebhard, however, did not let this stop him. His ancestor room seems to have displayed an assortment of family heirlooms, pictures, and records, as well as a collection of Roman coins and other antiquities that he collected as a hobby.54


At the time, archaeology was all the rage among the upper crust in Germany. Kaiser Wilhelm himself had enthused over excavations of an old Roman site at Saalburg and had even gotten his hands dirty while taking part in a dig in Corfu in 1911.55 Gebhard followed suit enthusiastically. In his spare hours, he visited local archaeological sites and hunted for antiquities.56 When his sons were old enough to accompany him, they took excursions into the countryside, visiting places mentioned in histories and old Bavarian tales and searching ruins for rune stones to read and coins, weapons, and potsherds to collect.


Heinrich thoroughly absorbed his father’s enthusiasms. He passed many evenings watching his father classify the finds and catalog them in a filing system he had set up in the ancestor room.57 Archaeology during that era was largely a science of classification. Its disciples sought to identify and sort artifacts into precisely defined categories as a first step in making sense of the chaos of objects recovered from the ground. The pleasure the boy derived from watching his father classify dusty treasures took a more ominous form later in life. Under his direction, concentration-camp officials issued prisoners color-coded badges so that individuals could be classified at a glance into one of eighteen categories—from political prisoners to Gypsies.58



By the time Heinrich Himmler was ten, he had memorized details of Germany’s most famous historic battles.59 A few years later, when he reached high school, his knowledge of ancient German weaponry and warfare equaled that of some of his teachers. He had begun to consider himself something of an authority on the ancient German past, but his father saw to it that he did not neglect his other studies. “He appears to be a very keen pupil,” wrote one of his classroom teachers in a 1914 report, “whose tireless application, burning ambition and active participation in class have produced excellent results.”60 Consistently, young Himmler finished near the top of his class.


For all his academic aptitude, however, he demonstrated little leadership ability. He was sallow, physically weak, and clumsy, plagued by lung infections and a stomach ailment that produced severe cramps which could incapacitate him. His shrill voice squeaked on the high notes and his laughter sounded like a “perfunctory cackle,” unpleasant to the ear.61 He was unable to take part in most sports, and he was so physically ungainly as a teen that he struggled to master a bicycle, repeatedly falling and skinning his knees and hands.


In 1913, the family moved to Landshut so that Gebhard Himmler could take a position as a deputy headmaster. There the local students discovered that Heinrich regularly reported their pranks to his father, and they began to shun him.62 They turned down his friendly overtures, going silent at his approach and only resuming their conversations when he was safely out of earshot. To avenge this silent treatment, Heinrich began supervising the after-class punishments that his father liberally doled out. This further incensed his classmates. On one occasion, they stuffed him headfirst and flailing into a garbage can in a locked room.63


Away from his hostile classmates, he dreamed of a military career. When World War I broke out in 1914, he followed news of the German campaigns avidly, sopping up details of the latest carnage from newspapers and dispatches at the local telegraph office. When his older brother Gebhard departed for officer-training school in 1916, he was desperate to follow. Isolated from all the terrible bloodshed at the front, he dreamed of glory. And neither the mortal wound that his own royal patron, Prince Heinrich, sustained at the front in 1916, nor the mounting toll of German casualties could dampen Heinrich’s schoolboy ardor.


He hounded his father to let him join up, and in the end the elder Himmler, fearing perhaps that his son might be conscripted into the rank and file, wrote to several influential friends to see if a spot might be found in officer training for the boy. One of his letters hit the mark, and in December 1917, Heinrich joined the Eleventh Bavarian Infantry Regiment as an officer trainee. To the boy’s intense disappointment, however, he spent the rest of the war in training, never setting so much as a foot in the trenches.



Like most of his friends and acquaintances, the young Himmler was stunned by the surrender of the Imperial German Army in late 1918 and the abdication of Kaiser Wilhelm. The bedrock foundation of German society seemed to be crumbling, and when the Allies announced the Treaty of Versailles in June 1919, Himmler felt a sense of outrage. Not only did the newly inked treaty call for Germany to relinquish all of its colonies and part of its homeland, it also forced the country’s military commanders to strip down its once mighty army, leaving just one hundred thousand officers and men, all volunteers.


The news shattered Himmler’s dream of a career in the German army, leaving him at loose ends in Landshut. Throughout Germany, a groundswell of discontent washed over the ranks of the newly demobilized, and in nearby Munich, a bloody state of anarchy broke out. Taking advantage of the growing power vacuum, German communists attempted to seize control of the city, but they were soon beaten back and massacred by armed paramilitary groups of right-wing extremists, the Freikorps.


Himmler’s sympathies lay firmly with the Freikorps, but he had a future to think about. He was eager to escape from under his father’s large thumb and talked of studying agriculture, a career he likely saw as a ticket to someplace far away. He even considered becoming a colonist in Eastern Europe, a destination that might just as well have been at the end of the earth for a boy who had never traveled more than fifty miles from his birthplace.64 His father, who must have hoped for a grander career for his son, something more suited to the family’s lofty royal connections, eventually consented to the plan. He had begun to worry apparently about Heinrich’s unhealthy attraction to right-wing politics; agricultural studies, he must have hoped, would take his son’s mind off the Freikorps.65


So Himmler enrolled at what is now called the Technical University of Munich, attending classes in chemistry, physics, and botany. In the evenings, he cultivated new friends. He took dance lessons to master the Boston waltz, went skating, attended a costume ball as an Arab sultan, and mooned for a while over a young woman who was in love with someone else. He joined a fraternity, learned how to fence, and took part in a friendly duel that left him with a few small scars—a long-standing fraternity tradition among German university students.66 In his diary, he regularly chided himself for talking too much at social gatherings. He was becoming garrulous.


He argued heatedly with his father about money.67 There was suddenly very little to go around anywhere, as Germany struggled to meet the Allies’ heavy demand for war reparations. In a doomed attempt to pay the mammoth bill, the new Weimar Republic churned out more and more paper money. The result was something that economists clinically call hyperinflation, but that ordinary people recognized at once as utter madness. In just one year, between June 1922 and June 1923, prices in Germany soared 10,000 percent. Over the next five months, they exploded, shooting up more than 10,000,000 percent. Factory managers began paying their employees once a day, and providing a short break immediately after handing over the cash. The workers then tore off frantically to the nearest shops to spend the entire packet before prices rose further. In the streets, people stole anything of value, even brass fittings, and upper-middle-class families such as the Himmlers watched in despair. Their savings had evaporated into thin air, and they were forced to scrimp and cut corners like everyone else.


In Munich, right-wing extremists found the atmosphere of panic very conducive to recruiting. They papered the city with posters, announcing evening speeches in the FestsÄle of the city’s huge beer halls. There, demobilized soldiers and newly impoverished tradesmen, teachers, students, and white-collar workers rubbed shoulders, draining great earthenware steins of foamy beer as they listened to, heckled, and applauded the political pitchmen. Munich was a cauldron of ultraright sentiment, and those who drank from this poisonous brew increasingly turned their ire on the struggling Weimar government and on an imaginary conspiracy of Jewish bankers and businessmen said to be profiting merrily from the misery of the German people.


One of the most strident of these pitchmen was Adolf Hitler, a young Austrian artist, drifter, and former soldier. Often dressed in heavy boots, a plain dark suit, white shirt, and a leather waistcoat, Hitler did not strike an imposing figure. He resembled, as one close associate of the day later remarked, “a waiter in a railway station restaurant.”68 But the young political leader possessed a talent for powerful oratory. Speaking in rented halls, he attracted a small but intensely loyal following for what was soon to be known as the National Socialist German Workers’ Party. His thuggish supporters regularly took to the Munich streets, armed with heavy rubber truncheons and looking for trouble—which they often found. “The Jew with flat feet and hooked nose and crinkly hair,” they chanted, “he dare not breathe our German air? Throw him out!”69


On one particularly memorable evening in February 1920, at Munich’s most famous beer hall, the HofbrÄuhaus, Hitler took the stage in front of a large audience of two thousand men standing shoulder to shoulder. As a throng of communists and socialists shouted insults from the rear—only to be assaulted and beaten and silenced by Hitler’s ham-fisted supporters—he spoke for nearly four hours, delivering his party’s platform. Hitler promised to unite all Germans—no matter where they resided, whether in Austria, Czechoslovakia, or Poland—in a Greater Germany and tear up the hated Treaty of Versailles. He planned to forge a strong new army and execute citizens he deemed traitors. He proposed to censor the press and take control of Germany’s entire cultural system, beginning with the schools. Most ominously of all perhaps, he intended to extend the privilege of German citizenship only to those possessing German blood: no Jews would be allowed.


Like many other young right-wing supporters in Munich, Himmler was greatly drawn to these proposals, redolent as they were of rewriting history and wiping out the shame of the recent war. Moreover, he agreed that some action had to be taken against the Jews. His parents had not particularly raised him as a virulent anti-Semite, but as early as 1919, he had begun to explore what he and many others called “the Jewish question.”70 He wanted to appear coldly rational in his views—a character trait that became his trademark in later years—so he initially dismissed writers who approached the subject of Jews emotionally, from a position of blind hatred. Himmler needed the pretense of reason, and in early February 1922, he came across a booklet entitled Rasse und Nation (“Race and Nation”). The British-born author, Houston Stewart Chamberlain, was the son-in-law of Richard Wagner and had sopped up the family’s intense anti-Semitism. Himmler read Chamberlain’s elaborate rationales with great interest. They supplied, as he later noted in his booklist, “a truth that convinces you that it is objective and not filled with hatred and anti-Semitism. This is why it is so much more successful. This awful Jewry.”71


Himmler took out a membership in the Nazi party in the summer of 1923, a year after graduating from the Technical University. His father greatly disapproved—he supported the Bavarian People’s Party, a more moderate Catholic group—but Himmler remained adamant.72 That November, Hitler and a group of fellow conspirators attempted to seize power in Bavaria with a haphazard putsch. Himmler eagerly offered his services as a combatant, manning a barricade with his brother outside Munich’s War Ministry building, but the plot ended in failure. Bavarian authorities charged Hitler with high treason and outlawed the Nazi party.


The failed coup did little to dampen Himmler’s newfound ardor, however. He went to work in the summer of 1924 as an organizer for a local Nazi party boss from Landshut, a chemist named Gregor Strasser. It was Himmler’s job to help build up one of the ultraright groups, the National Socialist Freedom Movement, that had suddenly sprouted up to replace the Nazi party. Weedy as Himmler looked, he seemed a born organizer. In his private life, he was accustomed to jotting down the exact time of day, sometimes down to the precise minute, when he received letters and birthday greetings from friends and family members, and this mania for record keeping set him apart from other party recruits.


In 1925, Strasser made Himmler his deputy in Bavaria, Swabia, and the Palatinate. It was an important step up the political ladder for a young Nazi official, particularly after the Bavarian prime minister released Hitler from prison in 1925 and lifted the ban on the Nazi party, observing with reckless optimism that the “wild beast is checked; we can afford to loosen the chain.”73


Himmler took his new responsibilities very seriously, and when the first volume of Hitler’s political autobiography Mein Kampf came out in 1925, he quickly picked up a copy.74 Many other party members, entranced by Hitler’s oratory, eagerly bought the book as well. They flipped through the first few pages and swiftly lost interest in their leader’s disjointed ramblings—on the evils of Communism, the dangers of syphilis, the foppishness of modern fashions, the menace of an international Zionist conspiracy, the magic of the Wagnerian opera Parsifal, the merits of boxing, the perils of racial mixing, the degeneration of modern art, and the necessity of correctly educating the young. But Himmler read both volumes avidly. “There are a tremendous number of truths in it,” he later noted approvingly in his booklist.75


One section of Mein Kampf delved into a subject particularly near to Himmler’s heart: the greatness of Germany’s ancestors. Privately, Himmler liked nothing better than to while away the hours reading historical novels or historical nonfiction. One-third of the books noted on his booklist before February 1927, when he finished the second volume of Mein Kampf, explored the past.76 Imaginatively and intellectually, Himmler lived in a world inhabited by the dead—feudal lords and kings, soldiers and peasants, Teutonic knights and Roman emperors—and he must have felt a shock of pleasure when he realized just how much Hitler shared this interest.


In the pages of Mein Kampf, Germany’s future Führer described for his readers what he saw as the noble antecedents to modern Germans. These progenitors, he explained, were the ancient Aryans, and all humanity lay forever in their debt:



All human culture, all the results of art, science, and technology that we see before us today, are almost exclusively the creative product of the Aryan. This very fact admits of the not unfounded inference that he alone was the founder of all higher humanity, therefore representing the prototype of all that we understand by the word ‘man.’ He is the Prometheus of mankind from whose bright forehead the divine spark of genius has sprung at all times, forever kindling anew that fire of knowledge which illumined the night of silent mysteries and thus caused man to climb the path to mastery over the other beings of this earth. Exclude him—and perhaps after a few thousand years darkness will again descend on the earth, human culture will pass, and the world turn to a desert.77



Himmler was enthralled by this vision of the past. The fact that it was purely fictional—a work of imagination—did not seem to cross his mind.




 


3. ARYANS


The idea of race is a rather modern invention. Before the first Europeans landed on the shores of the New World in the late fifteenth century, the notion of racial difference does not seem to have existed.78 Earlier travelers remarked upon the appearance of those in foreign lands—the hue of their skin, the texture of their hair, the color of their eyes—but they took no interest in classifying strangers according to physical traits. They were far more concerned with religious differences, describing foreigners as “idolators” or even “infidels.” But after Europeans conquered the Americas and became colonists on a grand scale, forcing others into servitude and slavery, the language of difference began to change. The word “race” appeared in the English language in the sixteenth century, borrowed either from French or Italian.79 Its counterpart Rasse appeared in German nearly two centuries later, in 1791.80


It was a maddeningly vague word, however, and it gave rise to considerable confusion. Some writers used it to describe all of humanity, as in the phrase “human race.” Some politicians brandished the word to mean nationality, speaking of the French race, while scientists tried to define it more specifically, as one of the great divisions of humankind that could be distinguished scientifically by certain unvarying physical traits. All this confusion, however, made race a very valuable concept for Hitler and the early Nazis. They could use a word like Rasse to mean whatever was most expedient for them politically. And they added considerably to this confusion by referring to a mythical race, the Aryans.


The notion of the Aryans, however, did not begin with the Nazis as they schemed and plotted in the smoky beer halls of Bavaria in the 1920s. Nor did it first emerge from the overheated rhetoric of middle-class German nationalists in late nineteenth-century Germany. Its roots were much older and they were far more deeply entangled in European scholarship and science. The concept of the Aryans—a tall, slim, muscular master race with golden hair and cornflower blue eyes—traces its origins back to a line of legitimate scientific inquiry in eighteenth-century Great Britain. This research blossomed in India and took off in a strange new direction in Germany during the Romantic era. Only in the late nineteenth century did the concept of the Aryans undergo a final, virulently racist twist in the hands of German nationalists, becoming something truly malignant.



It was a British naturalist, James Parsons, who planted the first unwitting seed of Aryanism. A contemporary of Voltaire and Dr. Samuel Johnson, Parsons had fallen under the influence of the European Enlightenment, an age when gentlemen in powdered wigs asked profound questions about the way the world worked and had a pronounced inclination to seek out answers. Parsons was a doctor by training, taking his medical degree in Rheims in 1736, but like many gentlemen scholars of the age, he possessed a daunting range of interests. He penned papers on the anatomy of crabs and corals, the preternatural conjunction of two female children, the fossil fruits of the Island of Sheppey, and the double horns of a rhinoceros.81 In his spare hours, he read widely in ancient history and joined the Antiquarian Society.


Parsons was passionately curious about the murky origins of the Irish and the Welsh, and he turned to one of his favorite reference books for possible clues: the Bible. In the book of Genesis, he noted, God instructed the three sons of Noah to go forth into the world and multiply. One of these sons was said to have fathered the Semitic peoples—the Arabs, Jews, Bedouins, and other related groups in the Middle East. The second had given rise to the Egyptians, Ethiopians, and other African peoples. And the third son, Japhet, had founded most of the remaining lineages of humankind, including the Europeans.82


But the Bible offered devout Christians few details about the peopling of the earth. Parsons hungered to know more about his ancestors. Were the Irish and the Welsh and for that matter all other Europeans truly the descendents of Japhet? And, if so, how could one prove this? Parsons took a novel approach to the problem. He decided to trace human origins by searching for possible affinities between major European and Asian languages. If the Europeans as well as the Persians and the Indians all descended from Japhet, as the Bible suggested, then their respective tongues should contain at least a few old shared words handed down from their common ancestor. Parsons decided to investigate.


He focused his research on words for numerals, reasoning that since numbers were essential to the culture of “every nation, their names were most likely to continue nearly the same, even though other parts of the languages might be liable to change and alteration.”83 He consulted foreign-language dictionaries, drawing up lists of the relevant words. Then he patiently compared the terms from one language to another. Striking similarities existed between many European and some Asian tongues. The word for three, for example, was identical in Irish, Welsh, Russian, and Bengali—tri. Moreover, the word phonetically resembled tre in Danish and Swedish, treis in Greek, tres in Latin, and drei in German.84 From such studies, Parsons concluded that Bengali, Persian, English, Irish, Latin, Italian, Spanish, French, Danish, and German all sprang from a common ancestral language, one that could have been spoken by Japhet as he lit out into the world after the deluge.


Parsons had devised an enormously powerful new tool for tracing the origins of peoples—comparative linguistics—and he astutely recognized its importance, publishing The Remains of Japhet, being historical enquiries into the affinity and origins of the European languages in 1767. The scientific world, however, ignored this book. Readers familiar with Parsons’s scattered papers on corals, fossil fruits, and rhinoceros horns wondered what an anatomist was doing meddling in fields he knew nothing about. Others dismissed Parsons’s ideas after stumbling upon his linguistic slipups, convoluted biblical theories, and lines of dubious evidence. However, in 1786, a prominent Orientalist, Sir William Jones, discerned these same linguistic affinities independently, and in the process of this research, he helped coin the term “Aryan.”


Jones was the founder of the Asiatic Society in Calcutta. He was a lawyer by profession and had earned a solid reputation as an Orientalist, mastering nearly two dozen languages, including Hebrew and one of the Chinese tongues. In 1783, he sailed for India as a new justice in the Supreme Court. There, surrounded by the splendor of the British Empire, he began applying himself to acquiring Sanskrit. He intended to write a digest of Hindu and Muslim law, and it was while in the throes of this study that he began to discern a strong resemblance between the words and grammar of Sanskrit, Greek, and Latin.


Intrigued, Jones mentioned these linguistic correspondences in a now famous paper he gave at the Asiatic Society on February 2, 1786. As an attentive audience of colonial officials and merchants, physicians and engineers gazed on, Jones observed that “the Sanskrit language, whatever may be its antiquity, is of wonderful structure; more perfect than the Greek, more copious than the Latin, and more exquisitely refined than either; yet bearing to both of them a stronger affinity, both in the roots of the verbs and in the forms of the grammar, than could have been produced by accident; so strong that no philologer could examine all the three without believing them to have sprung from some common source, which, perhaps, no longer exists.”85


Jones’s remarks were extremely well received. Over the next eight years of his life, he diligently expanded this new field of research, and it was in the thick of this work that he introduced a new word to European scholars—Arya.86 The word came from Sanskrit and it meant “noble.” In India, it was often employed to describe those who worshipped the Hindu gods, as opposed to the divinities of other Indian religions.87 Jones rather fancied the term and he borrowed it to describe those who spoke a particular group of Indian languages.


Inspired by Jones, other scholars began systematically comparing words and grammar from parlances across Europe and Asia, looking for possible affinities. They discovered that more than forty of the world’s major languages shared strong similarities to Sanskrit—from English, French, German, Danish, Swedish, and Irish Gaelic to Serbo-Croatian, Yiddish, and Romany.88 But no one could quite agree on what to call this newly identified group of languages. British linguists tended to favor the term “Indo-European,” while German scholars rather liked the sound of “Indo-German.” Others, however, happily settled on a word that Jones had first drawn to their attention: Aryan.


All these linguistic similarities raised many perplexing questions. How did Sanskrit, the language of ancient Hindu scholars, come to resemble German? Could the Brahmans of Calcutta be related in some way to the burghers of Bavaria or Hesse? In the old cathedral city of Cologne, a prominent nineteenth-century German scholar wrestled with these questions.



A surviving portrait of Friedrich Schlegel shows a rather plain-looking man with dark circles beneath a pair of intense eyes and a rumpled collar framing his face. During his youth in Leipzig, Schlegel apprenticed with a banker, but it was the world of literature and ideas—not account books and balance sheets—that beckoned to him. For a time he studied Greek philosophy and culture and tried his hand unsuccessfully at writing a semiautobiographical novel, but eventually he realized that his real métier was literary criticism and history.


Schlegel was a man of restless enthusiasm, forever on the alert for new ideas to weave into his own writings. While in Napoleonic Paris in 1802 and 1803, he took up studies of Sanskrit and comparative linguistics, which convinced him of the antiquity and importance of the Indian culture. “Everything, absolutely everything, is of Indian origin,” he declared in a letter to a friend in 1803.89 This deep-seated conviction soon led him to a daring suggestion: perhaps Germans and other modern European peoples stemmed not from the Holy Land at all, as the Bible claimed, but from the remote valleys of the Himalayas.


In 1808, Schlegel explored this idea in a famous book entitled Essay on the Language and Wisdom of the Indians, a strange, poetic concoction of dry scholarship and historical fantasy. During the distant past, he proposed, a brilliant nation of priests and warriors lived quietly in the secret, hidden valleys of the Himalayas. At some point, a terrible crime, “some inconceivable desolation of the human conscience,” had transformed them.90 Abandoning their peaceful, vegetarian ways, they had become war-mongering carnivores, bursting out of their mysterious mountain stronghold.91 Some swept to the south, where they soon conquered the entire Indian subcontinent. Others surged westward, founding a string of great empires, until at last they arrived in the cold, drizzly forests of Germany and Scandinavia.


Schlegel recognized that some of his fellow scholars might find this a rather tall tale to swallow. Why, after all, would a nation of warriors from the “most contented and fertile region of Asia” want to settle in Europe’s chill northern extremities?92 But Schlegel had an explanation ready at hand. He had discerned references in Sanskrit legends to a sacred mountain in the North much revered by the ancient Hindus. Perhaps the Himalayan holy men had been drawn—as filings were to a magnet—to the northlands of Germany and Scandinavia.


In one fell swoop, Schlegel had added a whole new dimension to the scientific study of Indo-European languages, transforming a well-grounded linguistic concept into an anthropological fable. Eleven years later, he added a final important detail. The ancient Himalayan invaders of his imagination possessed no name. So the German literary critic gave them one—the Aryans. By such means, the Aryans entered into popular culture, a mythical group of Himalayan warriors and holy men with a bizarre fictional history and a borrowed name.93


Schlegel, of course, had no idea what he had helped to create or how his ideas could be distorted and used to such catastrophic effect by future German nationalists. If he had known this, he would have been horrified. He had personally campaigned to give German Jews the right to vote.94 His wife, Dorothea, was Jewish.95



For all the many liberties that Schlegel had taken in his writings, he had clearly put his finger on two important truths. Some ancient human society had indeed spoken the ancestral tongue that eventually evolved into more than forty major languages across Europe and Asia. And this society had clearly expanded its sphere of influence from a rather confined area to many parts of Eurasia. But scholars needed proof before they would accept Schlegel’s vision of ancient Himalayan invaders. And where was evidence to be found? Theodor Benfey, a renowned nineteenth-century Sanskrit scholar, mulled over these problems carefully in the old university city of Göttingen.


Benfey was the son of a Jewish merchant, and as such he had struggled for much of his life against the strong currents of anti-Semitism in German society.96 Earning a doctorate degree at the tender age of nineteen, he had taken a position at the University of Göttingen as a private lecturer, only to watch in frustration as younger and less accomplished men rapidly climbed above him. Indeed, it was only after twenty-eight years of waiting, and after finally converting to Christianity in his despair, that he finally attained the rank of professor.


Benfey decided to trace the Aryan wanderers back to their homeland by means of language. He could apply precise, well-tested linguistic rules to modern words for plants and animals in the Indo-European languages and determine which, if any, belonged to the lost ancestral vocabulary.97 Those that did, he surmised, would shed light on the ecology of the old Aryan homeland. So the scholar set about patiently drawing up a list of the ancestral words and comparing them to the flora and fauna in possible Aryan homelands. He published his findings in 1869. Northern Europe, he concluded, with its expansive forests of beech and pine, bore the closest resemblance to the ecosystem preserved in the ancestral vocabulary.98


Benfey’s work suggested that the Aryans had first emerged from northern Europe, not the Himalayas. It was a slender line of evidence, one later contradicted by other similar studies, but in the simmering cauldron of German politics in the late nineteenth century, nationalists pounced on it gleefully.99 Germany’s diverse royal families had only recently joined forces to create a united German state, and nationalists were keen to stitch the new patchwork together. Benfey’s study seemed a particularly handy tool. It implied that it was Germany’s forefathers who had swept across the plains of Europe all the way east to India, carrying their distinctive language with them. And in the minds of the nationalists, it seemed to cast their ancestors in the role of energetic conquerors, restless, unstoppable masters of the ancient world.


So enthralled were nationalists with this vision that they immediately began to embroider upon it, filling in the large gaping holes that science could not. They speculated wildly, for example, on the physical appearance of the Aryans, relying heavily on a description of the Germanic tribes penned by the Roman historian Tacitus. In Germania, Tacitus had blithely remarked upon the large frames, blue eyes, and red-blond hair of the German tribespeople. Classical scholars had long doubted the veracity of many of his observations, for Tacitus had seemingly done his research from the comfort of his Roman home.100 But German nationalists were oblivious to such scholarly concerns.101 They fully embraced the idea of tall, blond-haired and blue-eyed Aryan ancestors.102 Some even went so far as to suggest that Schlegel’s manufactured name, “Aryan,” came from an ancestral root word meaning light, a reference to the color of Aryan hair and skin.


It was all perfectly absurd, but the idea of the conquering, flaxen-haired Aryans from the north seemed to touch a deep chord among nationalists in Germany. It appealed powerfully to their vanity. And in the decades preceding the rise of the Third Reich, this vision began to merge dangerously with a concept that was rapidly taking hold in German imaginations—the Nordic Race.



Since the early 1800s, researchers had tried to divide all of humankind into races that could be distinguished scientifically by certain unvarying physical traits.103 To identify these traits, researchers had traveled the world, measuring human bodies, studying the shapes of human heads, puzzling over the texture of their hair, and charting the color of their skin. It had been long, arduous work, with few rewards. Despite many claims to the contrary, anthropologists in the early twentieth century had failed to arrive at any sound scientific criteria for classifying humankind into races.104 “At present,” noted the Encyclopaedia Britannica in 1939 in its entry for anthropology, “all the methods in use to determine race are precarious, and their provisional findings must be accepted with the utmost caution.”105


But that, of course, did not deter politically motivated amateurs from drawing up their own criteria, and in 1920, an obscure German philologist, Hans F. K. Günther, turned his attention to the subject of race. Günther was the son of a violinist in the Freiburg city orchestra. At university, he had studied Hungarian, Finnish, and French, but in the aftermath of the First World War he developed an interest in politics. Soon after Germany signed the Treaty of Versailles, Günther published a book lambasting modern liberalism and urging the Weimar government to pay greater heed to matters of race and racial improvement. The book greatly interested a prominent German ultranationalist, publisher Julius Lehmann, who was searching for someone to write a popular book on the races of Germany. Lehmann decided to test Günther’s ability to discern race. He took him on a two-day hike through the Alps, asking him to identify the racial origins of the people they met on their journey. So impressed was Lehmann with Günther’s eye for “racial differences” that he handed the scholar a contract for the book.106


Günther set to work with a passion. To parse the population of Germany, and later of Europe itself, into what he considered to be its original bloodlines, he proudly employed his own intuition, his personal observations, and odd bits of data he gleaned from a host of fields. He studied facial features carved on ancient Persian statuary and scrutinized the death mask of Frederick the Great. He collected photographs of ordinary people from across Europe and examined their head shapes and proportions. He read psychological and ethnological studies of Europeans from different regions. From all this unscientific hodgepodge, he drew up his own taxonomy of race—a masterpiece of racial stereotyping and racism.


Günther eventually classified five races in Europe. He employed not only visible physical traits for his criteria, but also far more nebulous characteristics, such as intellectual abilities and emotional states. He paid no attention whatsoever to the role of environment in forming human beings, focusing instead on the idea that humans were solely products of their biological nature—their race. Among the five races that he identified, none could hold a candle to the Nordic race, which Günther described with an almost erotic intensity:



The Nordic race is tall, slender. The long legs contribute towards the stately height, which for the man averages about 1.74 meters. The form both of the whole body and of each of the limbs, as also that of the neck, hands and feet, is one of strength combined with slenderness. The Nordic race is long-headed and narrow-faced. . . . The skin of the Nordic race is rosy and fair: it allows the blood to glimmer through, and so it looks alive, often lustrous, and always rather cool or fresh, ‘like milk and blood.’ The veins shine through (at least in youth) and show ‘the blue blood.’ The hair is smooth and sleek or wavy in texture, in childhood it may be curly. Each hair is thin and soft and often ‘like silk.’ In color it is fair, and, whether light or dark blond, always shows a touch of gold, or a reddish undertone. . . . The Nordic eye, that is, its iris, is blue, blue-grey, or grey. . . . Nordic eyes often have something shining, something radiant about them.107



This striking physical appearance was matched, according to Günther, by a long list of mental and emotional traits found in the Nordic race. These included boldness, a natural aptitude for great undertakings, self-reliance, sound judgment, a love of justice, a deep well of energy and creativity, a broad range of intellectual interests, a gift for storytelling and musicianship, and a talent for warfare.108 Virtually all were characteristics that German nationalists ascribed to the ancient Aryans.


Günther’s racial books became best sellers in Germany, flying off bookstore shelves.109 Under their powerful spell, German nationalists began to graft the physical characteristics of the imagined Nordic race onto the increasingly popular idea of the ancient Aryans. They began to use words like Aryan, Nordic, Indo-Germanic, and Germanic interchangeably.110 What had started out in the eighteenth century in Britain as a harmless, purely linguistic investigation into the distant origins of the Europeans had become a deadly racial powderkeg by the early twentieth century in Germany.




 


4. DEATH’S-HEAD


In january 1929, adolf Hitler appointed one of his most energetic and zealous young followers, Heinrich Himmler, as the head of the Schutzstaffel or Security Squad, better known as the SS. Hitler had created the organization nearly four years earlier as an elite force of personal bodyguards to ward off attacks and foil assassination attempts, but it had never really lived up to his expectations. Party recruits with an appetite for violence tended to ignore the SS, gravitating instead to the brown-shirted Sturmabteilung, the Storm Detachment or SA, the political combat troops whose work it was to break bones in the streets. By the beginning of 1929, the SS was a pale shadow of an organization. It counted fewer than three hundred members, and its most visible public role was as a sales force, hawking advertising space in the Nazi party newspaper, the Völkischer Beobachter.111


Heinrich Himmler was determined to transform the motley organization into the pride of the Nazi party. During a sixteen-month stint as the deputy leader of the SS, he had already begun quietly imposing his own sense of discipline and order. Gone were the chaotic group meetings, where members merely lounged about, smoking and telling war stories and boasting about the communist heads they had smashed. Now, thanks to Himmler’s new rules, members paraded in a brisk military drill before each meeting. They sang SS songs. They listened attentively to the political speeches that consumed most of the meetings. And on Himmler’s instructions, they gathered and reported intelligence on prominent Jews, Freemasons, and leaders of rival political movements.112


The newfound sense of purpose in the SS did not pass unnoticed by Hitler. That was why he decided to put Himmler in charge. Perhaps to others in the party it seemed a modest appointment for a minor party official, but the newly minted Reichsführer-SS did not see things that way. He had important plans. He intended to transform the SS into a racial showplace of lanky, golden-haired, blue-eyed men. With this select gene pool, he intended to breed pure Aryans for the new nobility of the Third Reich. And with all the powerful resources of the SS at his command, he intended to ransack the German past, searching for the ancient lore of the Reich’s ancestors—lore that could be used to educate the new Aryan lords to assume their place in history.



First, however, himmler had to build up the SS and demonstrate its worth to the party. So in 1929, he embarked on a major recruitment campaign. He drew up advertising posters and crisscrossed Germany on recruitment drives, giving speeches in village halls and town centers. He chose a striking new design for the SS logo and brought order to the SS records. He put in long hours at his desk in the Nazi party headquarters, located behind a photographic studio on Schellingstrasse in central Munich, just a few blocks from his childhood home.113 It was exactly the kind of work—meticulous, grinding organization—he excelled at. The new Reichsführer-SS was devoted to the force he was creating, and at home in Waldtrudering, just outside Munich, his new wife fretted with loneliness.


Himmler had met his future wife while walking into a hotel lobby in 1926. He nearly crashed into her, then compounded his awkwardness by drenching her with melting snow from his hat as he hastened to introduce himself. His eye settled approvingly on her glossy blond hair. Margarete Boden was the daughter of a West Prussian landowner. Eight years older than Himmler, Marga was a divorcée who owned a small clinic in Berlin specializing in homeopathic medicine and other forms of natural healing.114 A large, rather humorless woman with a noticeable facial tic, she lacked both charm and beauty and did not make friends easily. But she knew how to wrap Himmler around her finger. She was apparently the first woman ever to take a serious interest in him.


After the initial sparks flew, Himmler seems to have been unclear about what to do next. At age twenty-six, he had very little, if any, sexual experience, and he was very prudish.115 According to one party associate who knew Himmler at the time, Marga, a domineering, take-charge kind of woman, was forced to do all the seducing.116 Swept off his feet, the young party official proposed marriage in 1927, but he was deathly afraid to take his fiancée home to meet his father, who was sure to disapprove of his marriage to an older Protestant divorcée. Himmler dreaded the forthcoming battle. “I would rather clear a hall of a thousand communists single-handed,” he confided to his brother Gebhard.117 But the family storm soon passed, and the young couple married on July 3, 1928.


They immediately took up country life. As a trained agriculturalist, Himmler had high hopes of starting a poultry farm, and with proceeds from the sale of Marga’s clinic, the couple bought a small parcel of land in Waldtrudering, on the western outskirts of Munich. Like many other young Nazis of the day, Himmler reveled in the idea of returning to the countryside and taking up the simple life of Germany’s forefathers. “The yeoman on his own acre,” he once observed rather piously, “is the backbone of the German people’s strength and character.”118


It seemed an innocent enough idea, but in Germany of the 1920s, the back-to-the-land movement was steeped in ultranationalist politics. In 1924, for example, right-wing activists had founded a society known as Artamanen, which was ostensibly devoted to sending groups of city kids to work on rural estates where they could hoe beets, dig potatoes, and bale hay while living in what resembled miniature military training camps. The founders of Artamanen enthused a great deal about the “joy in healthy work” and were fond of portraying their activities as an agricultural education for Germany’s deprived urban youth. But their real goal was far more subversive: to school a future generation of ultranationalists.119


Artamanen’s leaders and supporters dreamed of expelling all Polish migrant workers from the German countryside. Moreover, they envisioned their young members as a future fighting force of Wehrbauern, or “defense farmers,” that could be mobilized to guard Germany’s eastern border from Slavic attacks.120 To prepare the students for this future work, they gave classes on the importance of racial purity and the Nordic race. They also harped at length on the corrupting influence of cosmopolitan urbanism and city-dwelling Jews, thereby incubating a new generation of virulent anti-Semites. They were very persuasive. By 1927, nearly 80 percent of the society’s members had joined the Nazi party.121


Himmler had followed the society’s activities closely since his early days as a Nazi party organizer. He was particularly impressed by one of Artamanen’s notable supporters, Richard Walther Darré. Darré was an agriculturalist by training, a specialist in the genetics of animal breeding, and in 1929, he had published a book entitled Das Bauerntum als Lebensquell der Nordischen Rasse, or “Farming as a Source of Life for the Nordic Race,” which received glowing reviews in Nazi circles.122 Darré was convinced that the road to a stronger Germany lay in turning back the clock and returning to the country’s ancient agricultural roots. The old German farming traditions, he observed, had refined and biologically honed the Nordic race. In times past, each farmer had picked just one son—the strongest, toughest, and most courageous—to inherit his land.123 As a result, only the very fittest had farmed the fields over generations, creating a superior human bloodline, or so Darré liked to think.


Germany had eventually abandoned this tradition of land ownership, however, swayed by the fervor of the French Revolution and other foreign movements. Its rulers had written new inheritance laws that permitted estate owners to divide their land equitably among all their heirs.124 This, Darré claimed, imperiled the Nordic race, undoing all the good of generations of selective breeding. If Germany wished to grow strong once again, he claimed, it had to return to its agricultural traditions. And it had to take serious measures to restore racial purity to the Nordic race. Darré, the animal breeder, did not shy away from spelling out these measures. Germany, he explained, had to exterminate the sick and impure in human society.125 And it had to encourage members of the Nordic race to use scientific knowledge to select their mates and produce the best human stock.126


Himmler found these ideas immensely appealing. His own plan to return back to the land, however, was a dismal failure. The hens on his poultry farm produced few eggs, creating financial problems for the young couple. As Marga confided in one letter to her husband in 1929, “I worry so much about what we’re going to live on and how we’re going to save for Whitsun [the seventh Sunday after Easter]. Something’s always going wrong.”127 The truth was that Himmler no longer cared much for mucking about on the farm himself. Instead he dreamed of applying Darré’s ideas to others, particularly in the breeding of SS men.



In the early 1920s, the racial writer Hans F. K. Günther had attempted to estimate just how many Germans belonged to the Nordic race, as he had defined it. He pored over anthropological studies on height and head shape, hair color and skin hue of his fellow Germans, and published the results of this study in 1925. In Günther’s opinion, just 50 to 55 percent of Germans possessed any trace of Nordic blood, a rather bleak situation in his view.128 In later years, he refined this statistic further. Only 6 to 8 percent of Germans, he claimed, were Nordic purebreds, while another 45 to 50 percent traced part of their lineage to Nordic ancestors. The remaining Germans were members of inferior races.129


By the end of 1931, the SS had swollen in size, with ten thousand members and stacks of new applications flooding in daily. To Himmler, the time seemed ripe to begin transforming the force into a racial elite by accepting only young males of Nordic blood. To select these individuals in a way that appeared scientific, Himmler created a new bureaucracy in the SS. This came to be known as the Rasse- und Siedlungshauptamt der SS, the Race and Settlement Office of the SS, or simply RuSHA. The head of the new department was none other than Richard Walther Darré.


RuSHA advisors developed a racial grading system and approached their work, as Himmler later noted, “like a nursery gardener trying to reproduce a good old strain which has been adulterated and debased; we started from the principles of plant selection and then proceeded quite unashamedly to weed out the men whom we did not think we could use for the buildup of the SS.”130 The examiners required applicants to take a medical examination and submit both a detailed genealogy chart and a set of photographs of themselves. In the SS offices in Munich, the examiners pored over the photographs, searching for supposed Nordic traits—long head, narrow face, flat forehead, narrow nose, angular chin, thin lips, tall slender body, blue eyes, fair hair. They rated the bodies of the applicants on a scale of one to nine, then graded them on a five-point scale from “pure Nordic” to “suspected non-European blood components.”131 They also scanned through the applicants’ family medical histories, searching for congenital illness. Finally they arrived at a decision. A green card meant “SS suited”; red marked rejection.132


The examiners were well aware that the Reichsführer-SS was not exactly green-card material, with his small, pigeon-chested body, round face, sallow skin, dark hair, and receding chin. Indeed, one racial advisor noted with detachment after the war that Himmler was “an unassimilated half-breed and unfit for the SS.”133 But very few people dared say such things to their leader’s face. At a social event one evening, however, the wife of a high-ranking SS officer, Dr. Werner Best, broached the problem with Himmler. She observed that the Nazi party would instantly lose its entire leadership—“The Führer, you Herr Himmler, Dr. Goebbels . . .”—if the principles of racial selection were strictly applied.134 Himmler was not the least disturbed by this remark, however. He brushed off the criticism, replying that while he did not appear Nordic, he certainly possessed a Nordic brain.


Those accepted into the SS were encouraged to think of themselves as a new genetic aristocracy. While most Germans of the day traveled on the country’s system of urban trains, for example, a fleet of drivers in private cars chauffeured SS officers around to their appointments. And Himmler made certain that SS men looked elegant. The German firm Hugo Boss supplied SS uniforms.135 And in contrast to the scruffy brown uniforms of the SA, Himmler’s men were decked out impressively in black with silver collar flashes. On their hats, they wore a silver death’s-head, an ominous touch that supposedly symbolized “duty until death.”136 Such sartorial splendor clearly served a dual purpose. It intimidated victims and it added to the men’s sexual appeal, boosting the chances of “success with the girls,” as Himmler once remarked to a potential recruit.137


Himmler, after all, was particularly keen on making his men as attractive as possible to women, but like any careful breeder, he did not want his prize stock to mate with just any partner. Potential wives had to undergo racial screening themselves after December 21, 1931, submitting medical reports, genealogy charts, and photographs to RuSHA examiners.138 If the examiners found fault with the racial quality of a woman, Himmler would deny his permission for the couple to marry. Only in this way, Himmler believed, could the SS breed a pure Nordic nobility: Germany’s future depended on this. “Should we succeed in establishing this Nordic race again from and around Germany,” he later observed in a speech to SS leaders, “and inducing them to become farmers and from this seedbed produce a race of 200 million, then the world will belong to us.”139



It was one thing to breed a handsome-looking new master race. However, it was quite another to teach this valuable Aryan stock to think like the masters of old and to wean them away from the softness and depravity of modern German cities. Himmler dreamed of turning back the clock, transforming Germany from a heavily industrialized nation into a largely agricultural one. In particular, he yearned to settle the SS back on the land in farm colonies. With each passing generation, however, Germans had forgotten more and more of the old peasant ways that had once made them strong, and few historical records remained of the ancient principles, ideas, and beliefs that once illuminated the lives of Germany’s ancient forefathers.


Still, Himmler was not without hope. Ever since he was a boy combing musty ruins and grassy battlefields for old coins and broken pots with his father, he had seen how archaeology and other related sciences could shed light on vanished time. If SS researchers could recapture the minute details of primeval Aryan life, if they could peer into shrouded time to recover the lost thoughts and ideals and deeds of the ancient Nordic conquerors, then Himmler would have the exact blueprint he needed to indoctrinate the young men of the SS. Such men, he truly believed, would be unstoppable.


In the summer of 1932, Nazi candidates won 230 seats in the parliamentary election, the largest number held by any of the parties. Six months later, the aging German president Paul von Hindenburg appointed Hitler as the new chancellor, ushering the Nazi party into power, and on February 28, 1933, the Nazi leader managed to manipulate von Hindenburg into declaring a state of emergency in Germany, suspending all guarantees of civil liberties. It was a moment Himmler had been preparing for. The SS Sicherheitsdienst, or Security Service, widely known as the SD, had created a card index of the party’s political opponents, and as the newly appointed police chief of Munich, Himmler began ordering the arrest of those he deemed the greatest threats: journalists, labor organizers, Jewish leaders, communists, socialists. He then saw to it that many were incarcerated in a new prison facility: Dachau concentration camp.140


Hitler greatly approved of these strongarm tactics and the plans for a network of concentration camps. The German leader needed someone ruthless, capable, and trustworthy to carry out the party’s dirty work, and Himmler seemed the most logical candidate. The young Bavarian was bright, well organized, and most important of all, he worshipped Hitler. On occasion, he had described the German leader to others as “the greatest brain of all time.”141 Hitler, as it happened, reveled in such adulation. So over the next thirteen months, he permitted the young SS chief to seize control of the political police of all German states. These Himmler ruled from Berlin.


Tucked away in his new headquarters, surrounded by tall blond men in black and silver and doted upon by a pool of secretaries with plaited hair and soft Bavarian accents, Himmler spent his days poring over reports, fretting over security arrangements for Hitler, and presiding over the minute details of the rapidly burgeoning system of concentration camps. But despite all the endless paperwork and phone calls and meetings, Himmler took time to draw up plans for educating and indoctrinating the new SS elite in the Nazi version of history. He called these plans the “education offensive” and put RuSHA, which was responsible for all ideological questions in the SS, in charge.142


The resulting offensive incorporated Himmler’s pet theories on the German past, which closely mirrored those of Hitler, except in one key area. In speeches and private remarks, Hitler tended to avoid all mention of the early Germanic tribes. The ancient Romans had considered these tribes barbarians, and Hitler himself regarded them as an embarrassment. Indeed, he had developed a rather bizarre theory to account for their simple style of life in the northern European forests. He blamed the climate. The Aryan spirit, he claimed, required a sunnier land in which to flourish. Northern Europe was simply too foul and damp for the early germination of the Aryan genius.143


In Hitler’s view, the Aryans began to achieve their full potential only when they reached the Mediterranean. “It was in Greece and Italy,” he explained loftily to his dinner guests one night, “that the Germanic spirit found the first terrain favorable to its blossoming.”144 And this bizarre conviction deeply colored Hitler’s perceptions of archaeology. He was fascinated by classical Rome and Greece and bored to tears by digs at home. “People make a tremendous fuss about the excavations carried out in districts inhabited by our forebears of the pre-Christian era,” he declared. “I am afraid that I cannot share their enthusiasm, for I cannot help remembering that, while our ancestors were making these vessels of stone and clay, over which our archaeologists rave, the Greeks had already built an Acropolis.”145


Himmler was well aware of these views, but he did not share them. He was besotted by old accounts of the fierceness and valor of the Germanic tribes. And he defined these tribes in a loose way to include any who had spoken one of the Germanic languages—Danish, Swedish, Norwegian, Icelandic, Faeroese, Dutch, Flemish, Frisian, Gothic, and, of course, English.146 He wanted SS educators to concentrate their energies on these tribes. He could not ignore the “Nordic” civilizations of Greece and Rome that Hitler so loved, but it was his own interpretation of the past that became the nucleus of his SS “education offensive.”


The frontline troops in the battle were the Schulungsleiter, or school leaders—young, racially acceptable men between the ages of twenty-four and forty-five. To ensure that these educators received a thorough grounding themselves in the party line, RuSHA sent them to a political boot camp. Graduates were then assigned to an SS company, where they taught weekly classes and continually impressed upon the men the Nazi point of view.147 The school leaders posted photographs of Nordic-looking men and women in their offices, and on direct orders from Darré, they gave particular emphasis to “German early history” in their work.148


The classes and conversations were only the first salvo, however. The Nazi version of the past had to be underscored by something tangible and real. So RuSHA officials dispatched junior SS officers to Berlin’s famous Museum for Pre and Early History, which lay next door to Himmler’s headquarters. The museum possessed a rich collection of ancient German weapons, ceramics, and jewels, as well as the famous gold that Heinrich Schliemann unearthed at Troy, and museum officials took very good care of the SS officers. On at least one occasion, director Wilhelm Unverzagt gave a personal lecture to the officers, then led a guided tour of the exhibits.149 RuSHA officials expected the school leaders to arrange similar outings for the enlisted men. One SS teacher in Munich, for example, planned a series of such events for February 1937—“a celebration hour (theme: Germany), a museum visit and a hike to an archaeological excavation with a comradely evening.”150


To assist the school leaders, RuSHA developed elaborate slide shows on the origins of the Nordic race and the ingenuity of primeval Germanic farmers and warriors, complete with illustrated booklets apparently edited by Himmler himself.151 Each month, the department sent school leaders SS-Leitheft, a training guide whose articles were to be read aloud at company meetings on Himmler’s express orders.152 SS-Leitheft was one of the more bizarre creations of the SS. It blended dime-store pulp, hard-core political doctrine, photos of pretty young blond FrÄulein in revealing swimsuits and low-cut dirndls, quotations from Mein Kampf, and a kind of Dear Abby column offering tips to SS men for picking suitably Aryan brides.153 Sprinkled heavily among these features were historical articles on a vast range of subjects—the migrations of the early Germanic tribes, the ancient sayings of the Aryans, the sagas of the Norse bards, the wooden ships of the Vikings, the ancient sun worship of the Aryans.


The articles were short and pithy, and there was no missing the authors’ intent. “The more we know our ancestors,” noted one writer brightly, “the more proudly we can call on them. . . .”154



For his senior officers, Himmler planned a more exclusive education. In 1933, soon after the Nazi seizure of power, Himmler began drawing up plans for a new “Nordic academy,” a cross between a monastic retreat and a finishing school for the upper echelons of the SS.155 He intended, as one newspaper reporter pointed out, to create a place “of quiet contemplation and intellectual stimulation for the leading accountable men of the Fatherland.”156 Himmler’s academy would not only be physically impressive, but it would also be a rather magical place—an old castle intimately linked with a potent German legend or myth. But where to find such a spot?


To narrow down the range of possibilities, he called upon the assistance of a new confidant. This was sixty-seven-year-old Karl-Maria Wiligut, a grizzled former colonel in the Austrian Imperial Army. Wiligut was something of a mystic in ultranationalist circles. He traced his pedigree back to the Norse god Thor and claimed as an ancestor Arminius, a German tribal chief who slaughtered three Roman legions near Teutoberg Forest in a.d. 9. His family, he sometimes explained, had guarded the sacred knowledge of the old German tribes for millennia. “My grandfather K. Wiligut taught me the ancient rune studies of our family,” he noted on one official SS record. “My father entrusted our family history to me when I turned twenty-four.”157


Wiligut’s real biography was somewhat less colorful. Born in Vienna in 1866, the son of a mentally deranged army officer, he had seen active service on both the Russian and the Italian fronts during the First World War.158 When peace was negotiated, he joined one of the right-wing paramilitary organizations in Austria. By then, he had become a violent, unpredictable alcoholic.159 He carried a loaded revolver about with him, and frequently beat and threatened to kill his wife.160 His behavior toward their two young daughters was equally worrying. His sister-in-law confided to a local government official that “he kisses the children so often to the point of senselessness that one must consider sexual undertones. As a result his wife has locked the children’s doors.”161


Eventually, Wiligut’s wife mustered her courage and committed her husband to a mental hospital in Salzburg. Physicians there described his condition as a “psychosis” and declared that he was “not in the position to care for himself.”162 Over the next two years at the hospital, he lived up to their assessment. He boasted that he alone had prevented a communist takeover in Germany after the war, and informed his fellow inmates that the Ku Klux Klan was preparing to rescue him from the asylum. Most notably, however, he obsessively pocketed pebbles and stones from a nearby gravel pit. He washed and polished them, arranging nearly one thousand on virtually every surface in his hospital room. “He sees round, flat pebbles as amulets and parts of grave sites,” observed one physician in his medical history. “A longish stone is a phallus, another stone is part of a throne seat, and another still is an eagle with a snake, symbolic of the fight between light and darkness, and, in a figurative sense, between life and death.”163 Wiligut boasted to his fellow inmates that he could sell the collection for 60,000 marks.


The hospital released him in 1927 under the care of a guardian. By then, Wiligut was eager to share his revelations with the rest of the world. Over the next six years, he became a savant to the more gullible ultranationalists in Germany. With a new name, Weisthor, meaning Wise Thor, in reference to the Norse god, he claimed to channel the ancient knowledge of his forebears, sometimes by entering seizurelike trances, on other occasions by reciting a collection of primeval sayings he claimed to have received from his ancestors. His devoted followers treasured every word. They regarded him as a living encyclopedia of the sacred traditions of the Germanic tribes as far back as creation.164


Himmler met Wiligut for the first time in 1933 at a conference of the Nordic Society. He was greatly impressed by the old soldier and at some point he asked for Wiligut’s help in locating a suitable castle for the new Nordic academy. Himmler had read a popular romantic poem entitled “At the Birch Tree,” which was based on an old German prophecy of a mighty battle that would one day pit the West against East, turning the Rhine red with blood.165 The legendary battleground sounded to Himmler like an ideal spot for an SS stronghold. But the prophecy supplied few clues to its location. Wiligut promised his assistance.


He arrived one day in Himmler’s office with a stack of old books and large manuscripts bound in pig leather, their pages yellowed and grease-stained.166 By combing such sources, or perhaps by reciting the sayings taught by his father, he had discovered, he announced, that the prophesied battle would take place in the twentieth century. Moreover he had pinpointed its location. Himmler was delighted by this news, proudly announcing to his chief of staff, “We know, we have learned now where the battle will be—in Westphalia and, more precisely still, near the old road of the German heroes that leads from Paderborn via Soest in a westerly direction.”167 Conveniently, this lay close to the old battlefield where the Germanic chieftain Arminius and his troops had slaughtered invading Roman legions—sacred ground for many German ultranationalists.168
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