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PREFACE



In 1945, the Allies estimated that the Nazis had looted around 20 percent of European art and treasure before and during World War II. This figure has fascinated me for some time. Of course, the quantity stolen does not tell the whole story. When I researched the long lists of artworks that came into the hands of the Nazis, they comprised the leading artists from throughout the ages and included some of my personal favorites such as Pablo Picasso and Vincent van Gogh. The Nazis’ systematic looting took the form of theft of whole collections, particularly from Jewish collectors such as the Rothschilds and leading gallery owners like Paul Rosenberg in Paris. Every incident of looting was a tragedy, and despite some Allied successes in retrieving pieces—most notably through the work of the acclaimed Monuments Men—this pillage remains an unresolved crime in the present day.


The plunder of European art and treasures was not the only theft carried out by the Nazis. The systematic removal of gold reserves from the central banks of German-occupied countries constituted a heist of massive proportions. On top of this, the organized robbing of gold and other valuables from the Jewish victims of the Holocaust added to the Nazis’ looted assets. By the end of the war, the Germans had used this gold to help pay for services rendered by countries that had continued to trade with them. A lot was left over. Some was buried in Germany, some was located by the Allies, some was smuggled into Switzerland and deposited in bank vaults, but a large amount was smuggled out by leading Nazis through what became known as ratlines. Just as the search for looted art and its restitution remain a work in progress, the same is true for the Nazi gold and the investigations into how it was used and where the remainder went.


What continues to intrigue me most about World War II are not the details of the fighting, accounts of the battles that were won and lost, or stories of individual heroism or pure evil; scholars and researchers have little new to add to the copious record that already exists. But the strategic maneuvering of governments in war and the exploration of the basic economic question of who got rich and who was made poor by it are fascinating—the effects lasting into the present. In planning and writing this book, I shied away from previous accounts that highlight the evil opportunism of the Nazis. For me, any debate about the moral actions of the Nazis is a little irrelevant. Nazi ideology legitimizes evil behavior. The Nazis’ actions in looting, both collectively and individually, were inexcusable but largely predictable. Yes, there were different levels of sophistication among the senior Nazis, but all wanted to maximize financial gains for the Third Reich and, on a personal level, get rich quickly. The latter was of heightened importance for Nazis who did not come from money and for those like Hermann Göring who had experienced degrees of poverty after World War I.


As World War II came to an end, despite the apparent absence of a collective postwar scheme, many leading Nazis made their own plans for escape. Important aspects of evading the justice of the victorious Allies were selling looted assets, hiding them for future use, and carrying them along the ratlines toward South America. Nazis who escaped Europe were by and large successful at retaining the proceeds from their looted treasure or at cashing it out in one of the European countries that had remained neutral during the war or in South America. On this score, the Allies failed to stem the tide of Nazis exiting Europe along with the loot, and this forms a key part of the book.


The Nazis’ robbery of Europe and their attempts at escape do not tell the whole story. What came to interest me most was how the neutral countries profited from their trade with the Germans during the war and, crucially, employed shady efforts to hold on to their profits, including the gold, in the postwar period despite the efforts of the Allies to force them to hand it back. Not only did neutral nations trade with Germany during the war, but also several helped wanted Nazi war criminals escape in the aftermath, sometimes offering semipermanent residence to notorious Nazis. I soon came to realize that none of the so-called neutral countries emerged from the war with any shred of moral credibility. In examining the most important of the neutrals, I include the two Iberian nations of Portugal and Spain (the latter was officially categorized as a nonbelligerent), both led at the time by authoritarian regimes (some historians use the term fascist to describe them). Sweden was an obvious country to chronicle, with its close economic ties to Nazi Germany and its postwar economic expansion that was fueled by the windfall from this trade. Unlike Portugal and Spain, Sweden was a democracy, and this raises a set of questions different from those of the Iberian nations.


In South America, it was obvious from the start that Argentina would play a central role in the story. It is worth recalling that Argentina was neutral in the war until pressure from the United States caused it to join the Allies. It declared war on Germany on March 27, 1945. Argentina’s historic rival, Brazil, declared neutrality at the start of the war, but following German submarine attacks on Brazilian shipping, it declared war on Germany on August 22, 1942, and the Brazilian army joined the Allies in fighting in Italy in September 1944. Both South American countries were important for escaping Nazis: Argentina was central to the escape plans of leading Nazis such as Adolf Eichmann, the architect of the Final Solution.


The direction of my investigation sent me for different reasons toward these five countries (three European and two South American). I am aware that I have omitted from the story two important neutral countries, Ireland and Turkey. The neutrality of the Republic of Ireland was controversial and a source of irritation to the British, but as far as I am aware few Nazis ended up in an Irish pub enjoying a pint of Guinness. Likewise, the country did not really feature in the trail of looted art, treasure, and Nazi gold. I was initially inclined to include Turkey, given its size and regional importance. As my research for the book progressed, however, it became obvious that the story I wanted to tell took me to the west and north of Europe and to South America. That said, a few Nazi war criminals most probably did transit through Turkey on the way to the Arab Middle East, in many cases, to Syria. The most wanted Nazi to reach Damascus, Alois Brunner, an SS officer famed for his brutality and for being the right-hand man to Eichmann, arrived in Damascus via Italy and Egypt in 1954. Turkey did trade with Nazi Germany, but the impact on its economy did not match that of the other European neutrals. Also, it did not play a major role in the story of looted treasures and Nazi gold. In addition, there already exist several articles and books on the wartime records of these two countries; it is clear they were important exits for some fleeing Nazis, but their significance is dwarfed by the roles of countries with an Atlantic coastline and shipping lanes to South America.


The neutral countries were opportunistic, indifferent to the origin of the gold they were paid; they aided and abetted the international trade in looted art and treasure and were complicit in helping Nazis evade justice after the war. I also believe that several committed major crimes during the war and, subsequently, crimes that to this day have largely gone unpunished. Debates over the restitution of looted art and Nazi gold and implications stemming from them remain to be resolved nearly eight decades after the fighting stopped.


The world now knows of the horrors the Nazis caused and of the lack of repentance shown by senior Nazis who were captured and tried. But the reasons so many Nazis were able to evade justice remain highly relevant. As I discovered, the answer to that question says a lot about the Allies’ sorry efforts to cooperate with one another. The specific Allied operation set up in 1944 to deal with the issues of German assets in neutral countries, Nazi gold, and war criminals—Operation Safehaven—represented an ambitious attempt to bring justice and closure to these issues.


Operation Safehaven was the most important of several Allied efforts that aimed to deal with looted goods and war criminals because it focused on the neutral countries. Another important effort that is beyond the scope of this book was the Roberts Commission, or to give its official name, the American Commission for the Protection and Salvage of Artistic and Historic Monuments in War Areas, which was established in 1943 and which did much good work in compiling a catalog of European cultural monuments, museums, and most private collections. This information was passed on to the army and intelligence services prior to the Allied landings in France in June 1944. The commission also helped provide maps, details of looted treasures up to that date, and instructions for salvaging and conserving the paintings and objects. What intrigues me, however, are the looted treasures and gold that the Germans kept hold of toward the end of the war and the Allies’ struggle to discover them.


The complexity of recovery and restitution of looted art meant that several times during the war the Allies got it spectacularly wrong: seizing art that had not been looted while letting slip through other paintings that had. Given the scale of the task, this is not surprising, but the consequences of both mistakes were severe.


Throughout my investigations, I noticed that debates about the wartime records of the Nazi-aligned countries are intermixed with historiographical disputes about the regimes in power during the war. This book takes a critical but balanced approach to this thorny problem of different historical perspectives and interpretations. Finally, of all the research I have conducted for my books, the story of the looted treasure and Nazi gold has been the one that has shocked me the most—not the actions of the Nazis but the criminal complicity of the countries involved and their stubborn refusal to comply with the Allies’ demands.


World War II was not a catastrophe for everyone. Every cloud has a silver lining, so the saying goes. The cloud of World War II did, too, except that the lining was gold.




















INTRODUCTION



In September 1940, the American-owned ocean liner the SS Excalibur was busy zigzagging across the Atlantic Ocean between New York and Lisbon—two neutral ports. Its eastbound trips to Portugal were quiet, with few passengers heading toward the war-torn European continent. The crew used these calm crossings to catch up on work on the ship, carrying out minor repairs and cleaning decks. The return voyage was another matter altogether. Since the fall of France in the summer, thousands of refugees had made their way from Paris and the Low Countries through the south of Spain and onward to Lisbon, where they waited to secure passage on liners like the Excalibur bound for the New World. The ship, as a result, was crammed to the rafters on its westbound trip to New York. The price of tickets was tenfold prewar rates. Chaos would erupt when the liner slipped its anchor and headed into the River Tagus bound for the Atlantic Ocean. Hundreds of people watched the departures from the quayside, waving Portuguese flags or hankies. Many families could not find enough tickets to sail together and were forced to split, leaving some relatives frantic on the quayside as their loved ones sailed into the sunset and an uncertain future across the ocean.


The multinational crew of the Excalibur had greeted many famous passengers. The Duke and Duchess of Windsor were passengers on August 1, 1940, when the duke headed for a new position as the governor of the Bahamas. Prior to sailing, reports surfaced that a bomb had been planted on board to prevent him leaving Portugal, and only after a careful search by the local police was the ship allowed to depart.1


The ship’s hold was usually loaded with the possessions of refugees, who brought with them everything they could get out of Europe. British agents operating in Lisbon suspected that the ocean liners were also being used by the Germans to smuggle artworks out of Europe for sale in the United States. In London reports circulated of private collectors and galleries in the United States that purchased these works, with the profits going to several leading Nazis in Europe.


Ready to pounce, British intelligence officers linked to the Ministry of Economic Warfare (MEW) waited. For some time, the British had been buying information from local officials in Lisbon that indicated a pattern of both small- and large-scale smuggling. After a series of tip-offs, the British believed they had enough evidence to warrant stopping the Excalibur on its inbound voyage to New York. On September 25 in Bermuda, the Royal Navy boarded the Excalibur, and after a rigorous search of the ship, authorities seized some 560 artworks. The haul included 270 paintings by Renoir, 30 by Cézanne, 12 by Gauguin, and 7 by Degas as well as works by Monet and Picasso that had been stolen from museums in Paris.2 These included Portrait de Paul by Cézanne, Femme Bleu by Picasso, and Renoir’s Fleurs, the titles given to the paintings by the Allies from the paperwork.3 The British authorities confiscated the art along with a collection of rare books that was part of the same consignment. The British put together a complete inventory of the seized artworks, and the works were taken to the National Gallery of Canada to be stored for the duration of the war. They were all presumed to have been looted art that would be returned to their rightful owners at the conclusion of the war.


The case, however, was hard to unscramble. The name on the shipment’s documentation was Martin Fabiani, a Paris art expert. The works belonged to the estate of the late Ambroise Vollard, who had died in a car accident. Fabiani was the executor of Vollard’s will and argued that he was moving the artworks to prevent them from falling into the hands of the Germans. He claimed his plan was to eventually return the works to Vollard’s heirs. The Allies viewed Fabiani as shady. Later in the war it was shown that he was working with pro-Nazi art experts and had helped recycle artworks of Jewish collectors in Paris. After the war, he was eventually charged with and convicted of selling art from the looted collections of well-known Jewish gallery owners in Paris, such as Paul Rosenberg.


So, in 1940, the British were convinced that they had seized a major cargo of looted art on the Excalibur. The international press was full of stories lauding the British operation. “The Germans apparently recognised the commercial value of what they officially describe as degenerate art,” a statement from the Ministry of Economic Warfare proclaimed. The works were classified as enemy exports, and the British press noted “there will be no danger of their again falling into German hands.” The seizure was viewed as a great coup for the Allies at a difficult time. The New York Times prominently reported the story on page 3 on October 10, after removal of the embargo on the story.4


Fabiani, although he was tolerant of Nazis, was in this instance telling the truth about the cargo on the Excalibur. In 1949 a British court ruled that the collection should be returned to him. He then handed over all the works to the beneficiaries of Vollard’s will. They, in turn, donated a few of the works to the National Museum of Canada in gratitude for the museum’s careful preservation of the collection during the war. The rest of the collection soon started appearing in commercial galleries in New York and was quickly sold.


This case exemplifies the murky world the Allies were trying to police in 1940. On this occasion, they were wrong about the cargo, although their suspicions of Fabiani proved to be accurate. The raid on the Excalibur was a well-intentioned intervention that was misdirected. It shows how hard it was to interdict illegal trade, let alone tell the illegal from the legal.


As early in the war as the autumn of 1940, the strategic use of neutral ports as exit points for looted art had become established. Lisbon was a favored route for the Germans for several reasons. Berlin believed the authoritarian regime in Portugal to be politically sympathetic to the Nazi cause, despite Portugal’s historic alliance with Britain. In 1940, more than one hundred ocean crossings a year between Lisbon and New York occurred. The Portuguese government made it clear to the British that it was strongly against any enforcement of the naval blockade of Portugal imposed by the Ministry of Economic Warfare and policed by the Royal Navy. Besides, several of the liners were registered in the still-neutral United States, and any stop-and-search tactics by the Royal Navy would have had to be justified to Washington.


By the early winter of 1940, the British had staffed up their embassies in Lisbon and Madrid and broadened their searches for looted art.5 But many Portuguese were complicit in the trade. Customs officials turned a blind eye to the lack of correct paperwork for crates. The Germans, as a result, could move much more looted art out of Lisbon than the British could track. As the war went on, the investigations grew in number, scale, and complexity. But even after the Americans joined the war in December 1941, the Allies always appeared one step behind the Nazis, whose methods of deception grew more sophisticated as the stakes rose.6
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SCHELLENBERG


Walter Schellenberg had few redeeming personal attributes and could easily be characterized as just another career Nazi. He owed his lofty position as head of German intelligence to the patronage of Heinrich Himmler, and he remained personally loyal to the Reichsführer until the end.1 Schellenberg was not a thinker. He was an enforcer, career gossip, and manipulator, and his moves were guided by self-preservation and opportunism that trumped any ideological loyalty to the Nazi Party.2 He backed winners, and in Nazi Germany they did not come much bigger than Himmler. Realism is not a word that can be attached to many of his fellow Nazis, but it was a characteristic ingrained in Schellenberg’s personality. While fellow Nazis puffed out their chests and talked of victory in the East or likely failure of the Allied landings in Italy, he was busy preparing for a German defeat. At heart, he was a bureaucrat, comfortable with the details. He was happiest when involved in complex intelligence operations that required precise moves and deep knowledge of his opponents, both German and Allied. The shadows were his natural home. Far from the politics of the High Command and whims of Hitler, he preferred to stay in the background pulling the strings.


He was deeply impressed and envious of the Allied intelligence services. The British agents he respected had been drawn from the top tiers of society, whereas many of his German colleagues came from the world of gangsters and other criminal gangs. The sport of gentlemen, he was fond of saying when asked about British spying. He found the British cold, the Americans brash and easy to con, and the Italians overemotional. Psychology interested him, and his own was far from balanced. He had made a half-hearted attempt to kill himself when one of his missions during the war had gone wrong. This was all erased from his records by his boss and did not impact his ascent to the top of German intelligence.3


It was, however, Schellenberg’s amazing memory for names and operational detail that made him stand out. If he did not remember something, it was because he chose not to. He became a human reference library of the work of German intelligence agencies in WWII, their agents, and enemies. He watched his rivals self-destruct, and those who did not he undermined with careful calculation and Himmler’s support. Preparing for the end of the war appeared a natural extension of the job, so he plotted to save himself from what he foresaw would be the hangman’s noose. Germany losing the war would present great difficulties but also offer opportunities to those who had prepared for the inevitable. The postwar era, he thought, could bring benefits to him personally.4


However, things did not quite work out as he anticipated. The last one hundred days of World War II were characterized by intensive fighting on the Western and Eastern Fronts as German resistance crumbled after the failure of the Ardennes Offensive (December 16, 1944, to January 25, 1945). While the conflict continued, many Germans firmed up their exit plans to evade Allied justice when the inevitable defeat of Germany finally came. It was a race against time for these Nazis, with the Allies closing in on their exit networks. The German collapse came much faster than Schellenberg’s preparations had allowed for, and the peacemaker role he had imagined for himself was overtaken by events on the battlefield and the death of Himmler. Schellenberg, as a result, found himself in something of a jam. Like many senior Nazis, he wished to avoid being captured and handed over to Soviet forces. His two choices to avoid this fate were to utilize one of the ratlines operating out of Italy, Spain, or Portugal to South America, or to take his chances by staying in northern Europe.5


No fan of South America, where he had undertaken several intelligence missions during the war, he thought that the best option was to remain in Europe. He believed that his relationship with Swedish officials would help him cut a deal with the British or the Americans. To this end, he was reconciled to singing for his supper by providing the Allies with a detailed account of his work in German intelligence. In his view, this testimony would serve two purposes: spare him from the death penalty and settle some scores with his rivals.6


Deep down, Schellenberg believed he had done nothing wrong in the war. He had been aware of the internal decision-making processes that led to the Holocaust and of the practical efforts to exterminate Europe’s Jewish population. His involvement, however, was limited to making intelligence assessments about the consequences of the mass killing and listening to accounts about it from fellow senior Nazi colleagues.7 He understood that several of his peers were doomed if captured by the Allies. Whereas the Americans and the British would go through the nicety of ensuring the due legal process was followed, the Soviets would implement a swifter form of justice. Regardless of the process, the result, he believed, would be the same: death.


Betrayal seemed the better option. Snitching on old colleagues—many of whom he presumed would be in Allied custody and trying to do the same to him—would almost be a pleasure. Schellenberg was smart enough to know that the Allies were desperate for information that would lead to new investigations or confirm existing avenues of inquiry. By being both accurate and detailed about the activities of German intelligence during the war, Schellenberg hoped to buy his way out of jail. There was no topic that he would refuse to discuss.


Once Schellenberg indicated via the Swedes his willingness to share what he knew, he found himself quickly put on a plane out of Sweden. On the morning of June 17, 1945, he was flown to Frankfurt, where he was handed over to the Allied authorities, and on July 7, he was put on an aircraft bound for London. As it flew over London, he stared out of the window. When the plane descended, he could see people going about their daily business. London looked like a city that had begun to bounce back from the war. How different it looked from Germany, from where he had set out. “I cannot understand, no destruction at all,” he told his guards.8 He was very much a man in demand on his arrival: the Allies had argued over who would have first chance at questioning him. As often happened with senior Nazis in the aftermath of the war, a compromise was reached between the British and the Americans. Schellenberg was to be interrogated by British officials, who were responsible for questioning and breaking German intelligence agents operating in Europe, mainly in the neutral countries of Portugal, Spain, Sweden, and Turkey.9 They would put to Schellenberg a jointly prepared list of questions. It was a race against time—time to interrogate (or break) Schellenberg probably limited by the likely requirement for him to attend the Nuremberg trials as a defendant and a potential witness.10


In London, Schellenberg might have allowed himself a nostalgic look back at the handbook he had authored for the German troops in planning for the invasion of Britain in 1940.11 At that point, he had favored a softly, softly approach, believing that the strong pro-German sentiments among the British aristocracy would trump any anti-German sentiments held by the rabble-rousing Winston Churchill and his small group of victory-at-all-costs mavericks.12 It was then that Schellenberg found himself at the center of one of the most curious German intelligence operations in preparation for the occupation of Britain, and despite its failure, it made Schellenberg a very sensitive prisoner to the British.


Schellenberg had been tasked with preparing a sympathetic alternative to the royal family—finding a pro-Nazi King of England. Over the boiling hot summer month of July 1940, the Germans hatched a plan to persuade Edward, Duke of Windsor, to return to the throne as a German-appointed king following a successful invasion of England. The Germans believed the duke to be partial to this move because of his apparent Nazi sympathies, which he regularly blurted out when intoxicated.13 The duke’s distaste for Churchill’s policy toward Nazi Germany was also well known.14 Churchill, a warmonger and a man who would demand the total and unconditional surrender of Germany, held views that were certainly far from the duke’s own. The final German calculation was that Edward had been left deeply wounded by his abdication and wanted to get back at the royal family.15 This interpretation was not as far-fetched as it might first appear. His abdication and subsequent exile had created a schism between him and key members of the royal family. The duke barely spoke to any of them, and the alienation was mutual. Both sides went out of their way to avoid one another, such as when Edward’s arrival in Lisbon in July 1940 had to be delayed because Prince George, the Duke of Kent, was on an official visit to Portugal. When Edward was asked if he wanted to meet his brother, the Duke of Kent, who had been Edward’s closest sibling in the late 1920s and early 1930s, he simply said no.


To carry out the mission that was labeled Operation Willi, Schellenberg traveled to Lisbon on the orders of the foreign minister, Joachim von Ribbentrop, who in 1940 had highly antagonistic relations with Schellenberg’s boss, Reinhard Heydrich. It was a difficult balancing act for Schellenberg to manage. He did not want to secure Ribbentrop a major victory over Heydrich but wanted to be seen as having tried to pursue every avenue to persuade or coerce the duke to comply with German wishes. Soon after his arrival in Portugal, however, Schellenberg realized that the prospects of success for the operation were virtually nil.


Spending his days wandering around Lisbon, Schellenberg gave a great deal of thought to how he was going to break the news of the operation’s impossibility to Ribbentrop. He shared his concerns with the German ambassador Oswald von Hoyningen-Huene, who concurred and hoped that Ribbentrop would see sense before attempting any clumsy move that could undo the ambassador’s long-term work in fostering trade and political ties between Berlin and Lisbon. While giving the appearance of working on Ribbentrop’s project, Schellenberg carefully cultivated ties with local Portuguese and Brazilians that helped cement the presence of German intelligence in the city.


Many of his evenings were spent along the Lisbon coastline near the towns of Estoril and Cascais, towns favored by the Portuguese elite. It was in Cascais that the Duke and Duchess of Windsor were staying, at the weekend house of Ricardo Espírito Santo, the head of Banco Espírito Santo. The banker, a leading socialite, liked to give extravagant parties that were attended by both Allied and Axis diplomats and spies. Personally close to the Portuguese leader António de Oliveira Salazar, Espírito Santo operated as his eyes and ears in local society. Much of the gossip that was fed to Hoyningen-Huene and then to Ribbentrop came either directly from or through Espírito Santo. Like many leading Portuguese businessmen, Espírito Santo viewed the war as a golden opportunity to make money for his family’s bank. The lucrative trade between Lisbon and Berlin provided great potential for Espírito Santo and others to achieve their financial aims.


As a result, even as early as the summer of 1940, Lisbon was booming, a hive of activity, with the British and Germans competing to gain greater influence with the Portuguese police. Schellenberg would have seen the thousands of refugees wandering the streets, many from France. Among the refugees in 1940 was the famous art dealer Paul Rosenberg and his extended family, who were waiting for passage to New York on an ocean liner. Rosenberg was close to Pablo Picasso, whose works he collected and sold. Rosenberg was one of the lucky ones who was able to get his family out of Europe and into the United States, where he continued the work he had started in Paris. Most were not as fortunate.


On one of his walks around the city, Schellenberg went to the docks where ocean liners were moored and preparing to leave for the United States and Brazil. He watched as the Portuguese customs officials overzealously inspected passenger baggage while crates of cargo appeared not to be inspected at all. The German ambassador had alerted him to the arbitrary nature of the export process and that the Germans had local officers in the export departments on their payroll. Making a note to increase his efforts to recruit Brazilian agents based in Portugal, Schellenberg watched as an ocean liner slipped its anchor and sailed down the calm River Tagus and out into the Atlantic Ocean. It all appeared effortless. Although in the summer of 1940 defeat was far from the thoughts of any German, Schellenberg was impressed by the easy connection between Lisbon and North and South America. Later, back in Germany, he sought additional funding to further increase the number of Portuguese police officers and customs officials on the German payroll.


Despite his useful reconnaissance in the city, Schellenberg grew tired of the fantasy plot of luring the Duke of Windsor into becoming a pro-Nazi king. Looking for a way out of the situation, he dined with a Portuguese friend who was a leading German agent in Lisbon and outlined his frustrations. Together they came up with a way to gently sabotage the whole improbable enterprise. Schellenberg asked for an increase in the number of Portuguese police officers guarding the Duke and Duchess of Windsor. An additional twenty officers assigned to the duke’s protection prompted a matching increase in the number of British security personnel assigned to the duke, making any attempt to kidnap the duke almost impossible without a major armed confrontation. For Schellenberg, this was the perfect way to stall the mission, though he made one last attempt to speak to the duke directly, using Portuguese channels. When this failed to produce the one-on-one meeting he wanted, he gave up. The duke left unimpeded to take up his new position as the governor of the Bahamas. Schellenberg watched the duke’s ship depart from the tower room of the German embassy atop one of Lisbon’s seven hills. The daft scheme had finally unraveled, but he had put in place a new network of agents that would be of great use five years later.


All that remained was to explain the failure of Operation Willi to Ribbentrop. Schellenberg concocted a number of justifications of the failure, including a report that the British Secret Service had planned to bomb the duke’s ship a couple of hours before its departure.16 Other false alarms had been raised to further increase the attention from the Portuguese police, and together they had made it impossible for Schellenberg to get near the duke and duchess. Ribbentrop accepted the assessment and ultimately commended Schellenberg’s decision not to kidnap the duke. Even Heydrich called it an “excellent failure” and congratulated Schellenberg on his careful management of the mission.17


Once he was back in Berlin, Schellenberg continued to work on developing a new network of informants and useful contacts in the neutral countries. The opportunity for moving goods out of Portugal would increase by the end of 1942 with the opening of a new airport on October 15 located in the Portela district of Lisbon, not far from the city center. Soon a daily flight to Berlin was operating that stopped in either Barcelona or Madrid en route. The cargo on these flights was not subjected to searches by local customs officials, whom Schellenberg had arranged to be paid by the Germans. The Lisbon run would become a favored smuggling route even before the war turned decisively against the Axis powers in 1943. But in 1940, what transited through Lisbon were mainly the products of black market auctions held in private houses specializing in the sale of stolen artworks, silver, and gold. These auctions were used by several diplomats as a means of topping up their salaries or “putting in place their pension plans,” as one dealer put it. The Portuguese Secret Police appeared to be aware of much of the activity, but did not intervene.


The British were also aware of the activities, and several of the dealers were on the payroll of the British to provide information about what was bought and sold by whom and for how much. Many auctions featured the sale of artworks and family treasures that Jewish refugees transiting through Lisbon to the New World had been forced to sell to local dealers at rates well below market value. Money laundering was an additional feature of the trade. The Germans had been importing large numbers of forged Portuguese escudos printed in the Low Countries. Schellenberg had used this money to help set up his spy networks in Lisbon, and the counterfeit notes were in general circulation until late 1941, when the Bank of Portugal actively tried to eradicate the forgeries. After the Bank of Portugal informed Prime Minister Salazar of the widespread use of forged currency by the Germans, Berlin was compelled to make payments in gold.


Schellenberg would try forgery later in the war, too. His most ambitious scheme involved flooding the market with fake British pounds that were distributed through Lisbon. The bank notes were flown into Lisbon marked as diplomatic baggage with the intent of transporting them to London by sea using a locally recruited sailor on a Portuguese ship bound for England. The idea was to make the British currency worthless. This plan failed for several reasons, not the least being the poor quality of the forgeries.


When the Germans flew in gold on the Berlin–Lisbon route, the planes landing at Portela airport were swiftly unloaded. British spies watching the airport reported that the heavy crates were loaded into trucks that pulled up next to the plane without any interference from the customs officials. When the British followed the trucks into Lisbon, agents noticed that one truck went to the Baixa area of the city. In the heart of Baixa lay the Bank of Portugal, nestled among the other commercial banks headquartered there. Deliveries to the Bank of Portugal usually took place at night, with trucks backing into the secure compound and gold carefully unloaded and placed in the deep underground vaults.


A second truck following the lead one would peel off to the left before reaching the Bank of Portugal, instead heading up the hill to the German embassy, where it disappeared behind the high gates. British sources had bought information from local builders confirming that the embassy had installed a new large, secure vault that had room to store several tons of gold. As the war developed over the course of 1943, gold continued to arrive at the embassy. The frequency of the flights from Berlin increased and the operation moving the gold became more complicated given the larger amounts involved. British agents operating in Lisbon attempted to buy information from local Portuguese employees of the German embassy regarding the volume of gold being delivered and for what purpose it was being sent to Portugal. Evidence supplied by a female administrator confirmed that the gold had not left Portugal and was being stored in the embassy, but there was little information about its purpose.


The gold trade became further complicated by the scale of the operation and the increasing signs that the gold was not legitimate. “Ill-gotten gains” the British charged, and the Americans soon followed with the same assessment. Tracking the gold became a major Allied operation that soon produced compelling evidence supporting the view that this was stolen gold. The first wave of gold had been looted from the central banks of the Low Countries, Holland and Belgium. Gold was also stolen from the central bank of occupied France. When, by 1943, it was clear that a large portion of the gold had come from the Jewish victims of the Holocaust, the Portuguese deemed the trade too risky. The Bank of Portugal’s vault was nearly full, and new, much more discreet ways were needed to import gold. A complex arrangement was put in place with Swiss banks acting as middlemen for the exchange of gold, depositing the value into Portuguese accounts in Switzerland for later transfer to Lisbon.


By 1943, with the help of Schellenberg, Lisbon was a major trading partner with Germany for legitimate commercial activities as well as black market goods. Hundreds of Germans worked in the embassy in Lisbon, the vast majority of whom were spies or employed in trade sections linked to import-export activities in Portugal. Funded by the stolen gold, the web of locally recruited agents increased tenfold as the Nazis further entrenched ties among the Portuguese Secret Police, corrupt government officials, and gossip networks of Portuguese society. Everybody in Lisbon wanted a piece of the German action.


Many payments were made as credit for future information or use. For example, a bribe would be offered to a customs official on the condition that at some point in the future he would be approached for a favor—such as overlooking paperwork on a specific shipment arriving in the country. It became customary for officials to take money from different countries in the war. The Italians, with over five hundred people in their embassy in Lisbon (the largest of all diplomatic representation in the city), were known to be good payers. The British were viewed as more careful in how they spent their money. After the United States joined the war in December 1941, it quickly staffed up its embassy with spies and soon became the most popular payer among the local population. One shady local informant commented that the Americans did not even appear to care if the information they were buying was true.
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CAMP 020


Camp 020 was situated in a large house at the end of a secluded wooded street near Ham Common in the borough of Richmond, close to London. Latchmere House was a plain, slightly austere-looking Victorian mansion that had been used as a military hospital during World War I. The Security Service, better known as MI5 (Military Intelligence, Section 5), had carefully chosen it as the place where alleged Nazis would be interviewed and processed. The only evidence of it being a prison was the large perimeter fence around the sizable grounds. The fence served the dual purposes of keeping the prisoners in and preventing prying eyes of the locals or the media getting anywhere near the building. Two lower barbed-wire fences had been installed at the request of MI5. Latchmere House was run as a military camp; British officers wore the uniform of the regiment from which they had been recruited. There were at least four security checks to pass from the outside to the inside and vice versa. Passes needed to be shown and the tight security included the vetting of the local civilians living in neighboring houses.1


During the war, several enemy agents in Camp 020 had been broken—the term used by MI5 officers—and had confessed to their crimes. A number were subsequently tried and sentenced to death by hanging. Others received custodial sentences, and a few were turned and recruited to work for British intelligence. A steady stream of agents who had operated in the neutral countries were processed through Camp 020. Each had their own sad story, and many showed a degree of remorse for their actions. The interrogators’ main goal was to discover the extent of the networks in which the agents had operated. In Lisbon, many enemy agents were accused of betraying the movements of the convoys of Allied ships in the Atlantic Ocean. Several agents worked on passenger liners that transported refugees to the United States and Brazil. In poor countries like Portugal and Spain, money spoke. Indeed, it was the financial rewards offered by the Germans and the Italians that were the main incentives for recruitment to the Axis side. Many of the enemy agents who ended up in Camp 020 had little ideological attachment to the Nazis and instead fit Walter Schellenberg’s description of them as criminal and underworld elements who were motivated by money and sex.


The senior officer in the camp was an opinionated extrovert oddball named Lieutenant Colonel Robin William George Stephens. By nature a strict authoritarian, he was always immaculately dressed. He was better known in the camp by the name “Tin Eye.” Nobody was sure how he had acquired the name, but it was assumed that it came down to his “steely glare that emanated from behind his ever-present monocle.”2 Short-tempered, he did not suffer fools gladly and presumed that almost everyone who had been sent to Camp 020 was guilty of crimes of working for the enemy. Stephens’s hatred of the enemy was clear. It set the tone for the interrogations and came across in conversations with his colleagues. Blunt and using direct language that often bordered on racism (notably against Portuguese, Italian, and Spanish prisoners), he was prone to making sweeping statements about the enemy that were not supported by evidence.3 At the end of the war, he faced a court-martial trial based on claims of ill treatment of prisoners and use of brutality. The charge sheet stated the following:




1. Insufficient clothing for prisoners


2. Intimidation by the guards


3. Mental and physical torture during the interrogations


4. Prisoners were kept in solitary confinement for long periods with no exercise


5. They were committed to punishment cells, not for any offense but because the interrogator was not satisfied with their answers


6. In the punishment cells, during the bitter winter, they were deprived of certain articles of clothing, had buckets of cold water thrown into their cells and were forced to scrub the cell floor for long periods, and were assaulted and man-handled


7. Medical attention was grossly inadequate


8. Food was insufficient


9. Discharge of prisoners was unnecessarily delayed


10. Personal property of the prisoners was stolen.4





Stephens was eventually cleared of all the charges, but his reputation did not fully recover. In a typically robust defense, he addressed those who had accused him as being degenerates suffering from venereal disease. Because they were pathological liars, the value of their Christian oath was therefore doubtful. Charge number 3 was the one that would have wounded Stephens the most. The most important and unbreakable rule he instilled in the camp was that physical violence was not to be used under any circumstances.5 His distaste for this approach was not on moral grounds but because he thought it was counterproductive to delivering results. It encouraged answers that the prisoners believed the interrogators wanted to hear and lowered the standard of information.


Camp 020 was not categorized as a prisoner-of-war camp, and the treatment of its prisoners was not bound by the Geneva Convention. It was not listed by the Red Cross and was overseen by the Home Office, which categorized it as a civilian or a criminal camp. During its existence, there were three escape attempts; all were unsuccessful. Despite the precautions made to prevent suicide, there were three known cases of prisoners trying to take their own lives. A Norwegian prisoner was the only one who succeeded, hanging himself on the night he arrived at the camp and prior to his first interrogation. Although physical force was not permitted, mind games were part of the methodology employed to break the prisoners. Central to this was the infamous Cell Fourteen, which resembled George Orwell’s Room 101 in his novel 1984. It was a psychological bluff. Interrogators would threaten to send the prisoner to Cell Fourteen, which would on occasion lead to them breaking down and confessing their sins. The cell had originally been padded when Latchmere House was a psychiatric facility, but during the war the padding had been removed and it was like any of the other holding facilities. Its mythical power and the fear the utterance of its name aroused in prisoners made it a potent weapon that the staff were keen to employ against the enemy agents held in the camp.6


The main aim of Stephens and his men was to first prove the guilt of the prisoner and then to extract as much useful information as possible about the enemy and its intelligence network. There was a routine for newly arriving prisoners. Even as the ranks of the prisoners increased at the end of the war, no deviations from the normal process at the camp were permitted, not even for Walter Schellenberg, the most senior intelligence officer to be interrogated in Camp 020. As soon as the prisoner arrived in Camp 020, he was stripped and given a thorough body search. There was a full dental inspection, including of false teeth. On one search, a prisoner had been discovered hiding writing materials in a false tooth. Prison clothing was then issued and the prisoner was put into a solitary confinement cell.


Following a full medical examination and the taking of the prisoner’s details, two photographs were taken. The first was of the prisoner wearing his new uniform, and the second, in civilian clothes. The latter photograph was used during interrogations with other prisoners to conceal the fact that the individual was detained at Camp 020. It was also to be used in the event of an escape for recognition purposes. Prisoners who confessed to their crimes remained at the camp and were treated in a reasonable manner, except for those who were sent to trial and possible execution. The death penalty was quite rare for prisoners who pleaded guilty. One Portuguese national who was tried and sentenced to death by hanging was saved by the intervention of the Portuguese government. The importance of Lisbon to the Allied war, espionage, and counterespionage activities meant that it was worth sparing the enemy agent’s life to keep the Portuguese onside. Reprieves were granted from time to time for political and not legal reasons. They much angered Stephens, who believed that the enemy agents in his charge deserved to meet their maker.7


The modus operandi of the camp was that the first interrogation session was vital in breaking the prisoner. It was a standing-only session for the suspect as a panel of interrogators barked out questions, sometimes interrupting the prisoner midsentence or not waiting for a response. There was no good cop–bad cop routine but instead full-on verbal aggression, with frequent reminders that the death penalty would be imposed if the prisoner tried to mislead his interrogators. Toward the end of the war, the reputation of Camp 020 was well-known to Axis agents and there was little need for the panel of interrogators to make any threats. The intent was to create an atmosphere that resembled an inquisitorial courtroom without the niceties of the presence of a defense lawyer. Testimony from camp prisoners was used against others, with one asked to admit the charges made by the other prisoner or to refute them by making countercharges against his former colleague. Another tactic used with senior enemy intelligence officers was to house prisoners together and record them talking among themselves. It was a crude method, but it was surprising how many Germans were chatty. Exhausted by hours of interrogations, disoriented, and physically weak, the mind played tricks on several of the inmates who previously were savvy to such tactics. Many German agents had received training on how to counter interrogation, including ways to kill themselves. Few tried and even fewer succeeded at Camp 020.8


The arrival of Walter Schellenberg at Camp 020 represented an important moment for the Allied investigators. Here was the single man who had controlled most of the German agents held since 1940. Although he did not know their individual stories, he was responsible for the creation of the networks that put the agents in place. Schellenberg’s attention to detail and knowledge of specific operations impressed the Allies. His willingness to recount the details of operations, providing lists of names, descriptions of how they were financed, and operational failures, surprised many. It was, however, his apparent lack of knowledge of British intelligence and its operations that most shocked his hosts. The German had little idea about British agents and showed he was unaware that some German agents had been turned by the British.9 Although nobody mentioned it during Schellenberg’s interrogations, the British breaking of the German communication system using the Ultra machine provided its intelligence services with a clear advantage over the Germans. They were able to verify whether the Germans believed the false information they were being fed by double agents. They were able to sense whether a British agent had been compromised and needed extraction from enemy-held territory or one of the neutral countries. The Germans enjoyed no similar insights, and this helped explain why the leading German intelligence officer appeared from time to time to be misinformed about a particular agent in the field or, at worst, a whole operation.10


Schellenberg believed that his transfer to Camp 020 was the part of the process of his debriefing that offered an opportunity for him to betray his enemies in Germany. He had prepared carefully for the end of the war, putting himself forward as part of a communication line between the Nazis and the Allies that ran through the office of Count Folke Bernadotte, a Swedish nobleman and diplomat. He had gotten in touch with the Swede while the fighting continued in the belief that he could secure a deal that would recast the war into one between the forces of the anti-communist West and the communist East. He had been received in good faith by Bernadotte, who had overseen his handover to the Allies in June 1945. Prior to arrival at Camp 020, Schellenberg had been treated with kid gloves. Both the American and British intelligence services were aware that their prized asset needed to be made to feel comfortable if he would provide the information they required.11


Discussions about whether he should be sent to Camp 020 at all were held. The British were in favor, believing that Stephens and his men had established a good record of persuading and coercing their prisoners to tell the whole truth and nothing but the truth.12 The Americans were more skeptical, arguing that Schellenberg had indicated he was ready to explain in detail his role in the war and therefore the more direct approach of the British interrogators at Camp 020 was not required in this case. This division of opinion contained all the makings of another mini-crisis in inter-Allied politics until the American officials withdrew their objections. The lack of time available for the interrogations trumped concerns over allowing the British to run them. London insisted that it should have a good shot at Schellenberg but agreed to American input on the questions put to him.13 Also, several other key Germans who were seen as Schellenberg’s rivals were already being held at Camp 020.


The most prominent of these was the once-feared Ernst Kaltenbrunner, a man the Americans believed needed to be broken. He had served as the chief of the Reich Security Main Office (RSHA), which included the offices of Gestapo, Kripo, and Security Service (the Sicherheitsdienst des Reichsführers SS, called the SD), from January 1943 until the end of WWII in Europe. He was eventually executed following his conviction at the Nuremberg trials. It remained one of Stephens’s greatest professional regrets that he was unable to break Kaltenbrunner in the short time the Nazi spent at Camp 020 before his presence was required in Nuremberg. The closest Kaltenbrunner’s interrogators came to a breakthrough was by using blackmail. The German had become detached from his wife and original family but had taken up with a mistress with whom he’d had twins. He appeared concerned about the health and well-being of this second family and did provide small pieces of information in exchange for information about their whereabouts. But moments of cooperation were fleeting, and soon Kaltenbrunner hardened. He appeared resigned to his fate and refused to cooperate except in offering juicy tidbits of information about Schellenberg, whom he loathed.


Stephens hoped to use Schellenberg’s and Kaltenbrunner’s mutual disgust of each other to confirm the tales that the former head of intelligence promised to tell.14 Playing one rival against the other was old school, but the British believed that it could produce results. With this in mind, Stephens gave orders that from the moment of Schellenberg’s arrival he should be treated in the same manner as the other prisoners. This came as a great surprise to the German, who believed he would be having a friendly debriefing chat like the ones he had enjoyed with Allied officials in Sweden, where he was first taken for questioning prior to his transfer through Germany to England.15 As soon as he entered the camp on July 7, 1945, Schellenberg was subjected to the same admission process that every other inmate had been put through. Much to his disgust and bewilderment, he was issued the ill-fitting prison uniform and his photograph was taken.16 His spirits no doubt rose when he was then told to change back into his civilian suit, white shirt, and black tie and put on his raincoat and out-of-shape fedora. His headgear had taken a battering during his various transfers in Scandinavia and Germany. An additional two pictures were taken, from the front and from the side. The unshaven German looked decidedly angry in both of them.17


Huge amounts of paperwork had gone into preparing for the first of his several interrogations. The questions were divided into subsections that were defined by both geography and subject. An additional division of past, present, and future areas of interest was made. The interrogation would start with a chronological approach looking at his recruitment into the German intelligence services and his career progression. Questions were fed in to the interrogators from a wide range of British and American sources. While developing a clearer understanding of the past work of German intelligence was important, there was an equally pressing need to gather information about the present—and most pressing were the efforts of leading Nazis to exit Europe and take ill-gotten goods and money with them to South America.18


Different Allied agencies wanted to focus the interrogations on the parts of the testimony that were relevant to their assigned aims. The main distinction came between those investigators looking to the past and gathering knowledge to further Allied understanding of German intelligence during the war and those focused on the future. The past was important not only for the historical record but also potentially as evidence against leading Nazis awaiting trial in Nuremberg. The deep divisions between Nazis held at Camp 020 might be used to persuade one prisoner to give evidence and information on the other. Stephens and his colleagues enjoyed minor successes in persuading the otherwise uncooperative Kaltenbrunner to provide them evidence against Schellenberg. The latter was eager to do likewise against his hated rival by providing the Allies with a more detailed picture of Kaltenbrunner’s activities and his role in the Holocaust than they had previously gathered.19


The Operation Safehaven personnel preferred to focus on the present and future. In 1945, American and British agents were working around the clock in neutral countries to prevent the most wanted Nazis from escaping Europe and transferring their assets to South America. In 1945, senior Allied intelligence officers suspected that the German exit from Europe was being conducted in an organized manner. Exit plans had been set in place to prepare for the birth of the Fourth Reich in South America out of the ashes of the Third. Argentina had been selected as the central hub for postwar Nazi operations. Officials from Operation Safehaven, as a result, believed that Schellenberg would be able to provide the Allies with information that could greatly assist them in their attempts to stop the Nazi regeneration efforts.20


Stephens and his men took an immediate dislike to Schellenberg. On one level, this was strange. The crimes he had committed were of a much less sinister nature than those of the thuggish Kaltenbrunner. Although nobody said as much, there was a degree of grudging understanding of Kaltenbrunner (respect would be an exaggeration). His scarred face and permanent angry expression indicated his commitment to the Nazi cause and his disdain for the Allies. His refusal to break under the fiercest of interrogations at Camp 020 further increased the sense that he was an ideologically motivated Nazi who was resigned to his fate. Schellenberg at Camp 020 was something of a VIP whose credentials and fame among the Allies had come from his peace-feeler efforts and his position as head of German intelligence.21 The Americans were looking to the future and the likely onset of a confrontation with the Soviet Union. The information that Schellenberg said he was willing to supply would prove useful in any forthcoming cold war. But for the staff of Camp 020, this mattered little. Their job was to deal with the reality of World War II, not the hypothetical Cold War to come.


In the several drafts of the history of Camp 020, Stephens’s hardline opinions were increasingly prominent over other authors’. Indeed, Stephens appears to have rejected earlier drafts of the history until he got the version that was most aligned with his own thinking and recollections. His flowery prose laced with hyperbole and strong opinions shows in the summary of Schellenberg’s character:


For a history of Schellenberg much vitriol is required. He was the henchman of Himmler, who made him the chief of Amt VI. In terms it was his duty, if the word can be coined, to Himmlerise the German Secret Service. Schellenberg accepted the job, and it is true to his character that he disliked the master who fed him.22


The narrative then moves to an assessment of the German’s character during his time at Camp 020 to gauge how truthful he was being during his interrogations.


He was a traitor.… He contacted Bernadotte while the Germans were fighting and aped the role of a friend of the Allies. All he wanted to do was to save his own skin. In office he would be a vile enemy; in captivity he was a cringing cad. In office, he would ruthlessly cut down his opponents; in captivity he would ruthlessly betray his friends.23


From the moment of his arrival, Schellenberg did little to ingratiate himself to his captors. He went into a sulk, complaining about the conditions in the camp. He had not expected to be treated like a common criminal who had to wear a prison uniform, and he found the threatening tone of the interrogations unnecessary. He had, after all, promised to tell the Allies everything he knew about his time in German intelligence throughout the war.


The British considered his attitude to be disrespectful. There are undertones of anti-American sentiment in the assessment of Schellenberg. An extract from his case file, most probably based on Stephens’s view, says the following:


Schellenberg had ratted to the Americans after his failure in his opportunistic mission (peace feelers with Sweden). He was a priggish little dandy, fetched up rakishly at Ham with an assurance born out of extravagant promises in the field. He was shocked by his stern reception and sulked peevishly until he was brought face to face with the reality of British contempt for him and his evil works.24


Schellenberg’s health was not good, which no doubt added to his sense of gloom. After he had returned from his mission to Portugal during the summer of 1940, doctors diagnosed a poisoning of the liver or gall bladder and could not discount the theory that this had been caused deliberately. The problem did not go away and caused him to seek pain relief treatment for the rest of the war. This brought him into communication with a key player in developing contacts with the authorities in neutral Sweden.


For much of the war, Schellenberg believed that he had been poisoned by British intelligence or the local Portuguese Secret Police.25 No supporting documents from the British intelligence services mention any such mission against the German. A more likely scenario is that a fellow Nazi enemy tried to poison him or that his health problems had been caused by other factors. Regardless of the reality, it damaged Schellenberg’s mental health and his workload capabilities.26
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