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SS Rank Table



The equivalents of SS ranks in the US and British armies are approximate, and can vary from source to source, especially the noncommissioned ranks. The equivalents used in this book are as follows. (United Kingdom ranks are given in parentheses where different from US ranks.)
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Prologue



Thursday 3 May 1945: Borgo Valsugana, Italy


Forward position of 351st Infantry Regiment, US Army


From behind a bush at the leading edge of the Allied front line, a GI kept watch on the Brenta river valley, a picturesque vista of farms scattered along the wooded foothills of the mountains. Those hills were full of German paratroopers. Walking directly toward the GI’s position from the enemy lines were several figures—half a dozen partisans carrying weapons, a better-dressed civilian who appeared to be unarmed, and a lean figure in a threadbare, blue-gray uniform. Every man awake in the American lines had watched these men appear from the German positions and pick their way down the slope into the valley. What it could mean was anybody’s guess.


Officially, the war in Italy was over. But on the ground the situation wasn’t so simple. The previous evening, the BBC and Allied forces radio had announced the end of hostilities; then came an official order from the commanding officer of the 88th Division: “Stop fighting and hold in place pending further orders.”1 But the men of the 351st were taking no chances; a battalion of paratroopers from the German 1st Fallschirmjäger Division were holding the far side of the valley—hardened, dedicated warriors who might not honor the cease-fire.


Only yesterday afternoon, before the official announcement, the colonel of the 1st Fallschirmjäger Regiment had come across under a white flag to talk terms. He’d offered a cessation of hostilities, but warned that his men had orders to fire if the Americans continued to advance. Ignoring the warning, elements of the 351st had carried on pushing toward Trento; within a few hundred yards they had met brutal resistance and took casualties.2 Then came more white flags, more talks. After the official decree that evening, an uneasy truce had settled over the Brenta valley and the town of Borgo Valsugana. The atmosphere was tense. The men of the 351st had a healthy respect for the paratroopers; the unit opposite them had given them a bloody nose twice the previous year—in May 1944 at Monte Grande and in October at Vedriano. The Americans kept their heads down and their weapons at hand, and waited to see what would happen next.3


Leaning on his rifle, the GI watched the motley line of men approach. As they got closer, the man in the blue-gray uniform spotted the GI and halted.


“I’m a British officer,” he called in a crisp English accent. “Can we come over?”


“Sure,” said the GI. “You can all come over.”4


They filed past him and were directed toward the company HQ, located in some nearby farm buildings.5


The English officer introduced himself to the company commanding officer as Wing Commander Harry Day of the Royal Air Force. He’d been a prisoner of war, and until a few days ago he had been one of a group of over 130 high-ranking military and civilian prisoners being held hostage by a fanatical SS detachment in the mountains of the South Tyrol. A seasoned escaper (the Great Escape from Stalag Luft III was just one of his adventures), Day had slipped away and, with help from partisans, had traversed over one hundred miles of German-infested territory looking for the Allied lines. His fellow hostages—including women and children—were still in deadly danger, held under threat of execution, a sentence that might be carried out at any moment. Day had escaped with one purpose: to summon help. Would the Americans be willing and able to send a lightning force to pluck the hostages from danger?


Wing Commander Day was taken immediately by jeep to the regimental HQ, then higher up the chain to the headquarters of the 85th Infantry Division and II Corps. At each stage, he told and retold the story of how the hostages had come to be in their present plight—an incredible story of concentration camps and Gestapo dungeons, families torn apart and SS execution squads. And he begged the American commanders to do something to rescue the hostages.














One month earlier…















One



The Corridor of Death


Tuesday 3 April 1945: Germany


If the Nazi eagle adorning the Reich Chancellery facade were to come to life and take flight, it would witness a scene of ruination: the gutted shell of the Chancellery itself—beneath which the Führer and his staff are lurking in their claustrophobic bunker—and, for miles around, the bomb-devastated streets of the German capital.


Flying now northwest from Berlin, away from the approaching Soviet forces, the eagle would pass over the Lehnitz forest and the blue waters of the Lehnitzsee. Between the lake and the outskirts of the town of Oranienburg, it would see a curiously shaped enclosure. A triangle, a third of a mile from end to end, like a vast arrowhead pointing northwest. It is surrounded by walls, electrified fences, and guard towers. Inside are barrack blocks arranged in an arc like the blades of a fan, and the “death strip” between the inner and outer perimeters. The eagle’s acute vision would see the gallows between the barracks and the enclosure at the triangle’s base containing the SS administration blocks and Gestapo offices. On the western edge, smaller enclosures sprout from the triangle: factories, the shooting range, the execution block, and the gas chambers.


This is Sachsenhausen concentration camp, one of the ultimate expressions of the system the Nazi eagle stands for, a machine for the production of human misery. Nearly forty thousand prisoners have been murdered here: Jews, political prisoners, and Russian prisoners of war.1


Joined to one edge of the triangle are two more enclosures: small and barely noticeable from the air beside the huge spread of the main camp. One is subdivided into four tiny sections, each with a single building, almost like suburban houses on their own small plots, but surrounded by guard towers and unusually high walls. The second enclosure contains a few small barrack buildings.


These are Sonderlager A and Sonderlager B—Sachsenhausen’s “special enclosures.” Here, and in similar facilities at Buchenwald and Dachau concentration camps, the Third Reich houses some of its most valuable prisoners: the presidents and prime ministers of conquered countries, anti-Nazi plotters, spies, enemy officers who have been habitual escapers from POW camps. The Germans call them Prominenten.* Some have been in captivity for years, some have only recently arrived. None will remain for long now. The Führer, raging in his Berlin bunker as the carcass of the Reich falls apart above him, has approved a bitter, vindictive plan for these prisoners. Heinrich Himmler and other senior figures believe that their lives might serve as bargaining chips with the Allies. Failing that, the prisoners will make suitable targets for revenge.2
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The handsome, rather earnest face of Wing Commander Harry “Wings” Day looked up from the bleak barbed-wire enclosure of Sonderlager A at the predawn sky. Air activity was reduced somewhat these days. Bombs had fallen on neighboring Oranienburg, but the really big raids on Berlin were rare now, the main weight of the Allied air assault diverted elsewhere. A heavy daylight attack by hundreds of American bombers had hit the capital the previous week, but since then there had been just small night raids by the Royal Air Force: lightning strikes in fast twin-engine Mosquitos.3


Around Day, some of the other Prominenten were gathered under the eerie glow of electric lanterns held by their SS guards, who stood with casual menace, machine pistols at the ready. The Prominenten of Sonderlager A were a curious bunch: an international collection of men in the ragged uniforms of the Royal Air Force, the Red Army, and other military outfits, including British, Italian, and Greek. Usually their patter ranged from Irish brogue to Italian braggadocio, but this morning they were quiet.


They’d been roused from their bunks at an ungodly hour and ordered to pack their things. Many suspected the worst, and the atmosphere of weary resignation was tinged with fear of impending slaughter. The Soviet prisoners especially were convinced that they were about to be shot. The Third Reich was in its death throes, and those who had served it slavishly over the years showed every intention of wanting to drag everyone else down with them.4


From the east, barely fifty miles away, the faint, insistent rumbling of Red Army guns was becoming ever more distinct. From the west and south, reports of the Allies’ relentless advance were becoming more urgent by the day. And over the whole of Germany, endless streams of Allied bombers stoked the Reich’s burning embers. In Sachsenhausen’s overcrowded hospital, medical staff had been struggling around the clock to cope with the influx of civilian casualties from Oranienburg. Meanwhile, the wretched inmates of the main camp died from rampant disease, starvation, and maltreatment—or were shot in the “death pit” where thousands before them had perished. Their remains were piled up, awaiting cremation. The chimneys belched out a foul smoke, the stink of which was impossible to escape. The SS personnel were beginning to panic, and additional streams of black smoke had begun drifting across the administrative complex as records and other sensitive documents were hastily burned.


There were rumors of plans to liquidate the remaining witnesses to Sachsenhausen’s darkest secrets.5 As they waited to be told what was to be done with them, Wings Day and the other Prominenten wondered whether they would be next to vanish up the crematorium chimney.


Standing beside Day, Flight Lieutenant Bertram “Jimmy” James drew his greatcoat tighter—the same faithful, battered, blue RAF coat that had seen him through nearly five years of captivity (the last eleven months here in Sachsenhausen) and thirteen escape attempts. Over his shoulder was a haversack containing his few meager belongings. Still a couple of weeks short of his thirtieth birthday, James wore an expression of breezy good humor and untrammeled optimism, which rarely deserted him. During their captivity, he and Day had come close to being shot several times and had risked being buried under tons of soil in the many “tunnel jobs” they’d participated in at a variety of POW camps. They’d endured interrogation by the Gestapo and witnessed firsthand the depravities of the Nazi regime.


In contrast with Jimmy James’s youth and zest for life, Day was forty-six, with a more sober, sardonic outlook and an urbane and deceptively languid manner. He’d been shot down and captured barely six weeks into the war and, as a senior officer, had been de facto commander of his fellow RAF prisoners for much of his time in captivity.6 He was a cool hand in a crisis and a determined escaper. Like James, Day was a veteran—and one of the key organizers—of the legendary Great Escape of March 1944, when seventy-six men tunneled out of Stalag Luft III. Like almost all the other Great Escapers, James and Day had been recaptured, but unlike most they’d been spared execution. Along with two of the other survivors, they had been transferred to the special compound at Sachsenhausen. Again they had escaped, again they’d been recaptured, and again they had been spared execution and returned to Sonderlager A.


Compared with the bestial conditions in the main concentration camp, the two VIP compounds were enclaves of civility.7 Besides the Great Escapers, Sonderlager A was home to a number of British, French, Polish, and Russian officers, their Italian orderlies, and four Irish soldiers. They included some of Joseph Stalin’s senior commanders, three secret agents from Britain’s Special Operations Executive (SOE), a celebrated British commando known for his daredevil bravery, and several RAF officers. They inhabited quite comfortable, spacious quarters in timber barrack buildings and had reasonable rations and rudimentary sanitation. Except for certain enmities (the Poles and Russians did not speak, such was the mutual loathing between their two countries), this disparate group of nationalities generally enjoyed each other’s company—sharing meals, socializing, and engaging in animated discussions about the war and politics.8


They never saw inside the neighboring special compound. Sonderlager B was even more comfortable, consisting of four “villas” (actually large, six-room huts), each enclosed by its own high walls. The inmates were the real VIPs, at various times including former presidents and prime ministers of conquered countries. These prisoners were provided with amenities that were positively luxurious. They were even permitted radios, and the camp authorities turned a blind eye when they tuned their sets to the BBC, a crime severely punished in the rest of the Reich. They were allowed books and newspapers, and some had brought their own home furnishings, paintings, and other decorations.9


Nobody, inside or outside the camp, was supposed to know the VIPs were there. Some were registered under false names and ordered by the SS never to reveal their true identities to anyone—be it guards or fellow prisoners. They were victims of Adolf Hitler’s 1941 Nacht und Nebel* directive, which caused inconvenient opponents to disappear.10 Full secrecy, however, was often impossible to police effectively, even by the all-powerful SS.


By the time the officers in Sonderlager A gathered in the dawn of 3 April, the last of the great statesmen had already left Sachsenhausen, plucked from their compounds without warning a few weeks earlier and taken to an undisclosed destination. The villas were now occupied by senior members of the Russian and Greek general staffs, including the famed Lieutenant General Aleksandros Papagos, formerly commander in chief of Greece’s armed forces. Gaunt and hooknosed, Papagos had conducted a spirited defense against the Italian invasion in 1940 and 1941, and his fame had won him the accolade of a romantic portrait on the cover of Time magazine.11 Although Wings Day had discovered Papagos’s identity from his Greek orderlies, the SS determinedly kept up the pretense of secrecy, and every week a little pantomime took place when the generals were led though Sonderlager A to the showers in the main camp.12 The British and other officers were locked in their huts under close guard, and only when the Greeks had completed their ablutions and returned to the privacy of their villas were the Sonderlager A prisoners allowed out again.13


Now the pretense had been dropped, and as the prisoners in Sonderlager A assembled in the cold dawn gloom, the elusive Greeks joined them. The haughty Papagos and his entourage stood disdainfully apart from their shabby neighbors, with their ragged old greatcoats and humble knapsacks. Standing beside their surprisingly large quantity of luggage, the Greeks seemed less concerned about being shot by the Germans than being robbed by their allies.14


As the sun rose—their curiosity and nervousness about what was going to be done with them rising with it—the British officers spotted a familiar friendly face coming toward them through the line of SS guards: Inspector Peter Mohr of the Berlin criminal police.15


Five months previously, Mohr had almost certainly saved some of the British officers from being executed. Five of them—including Wings Day and Jimmy James—had staged a remarkable escape. Using nothing more than their barrack cutlery, they had dug a 120-foot tunnel out of Sonderlager A, probably the only escape tunnel ever dug from a Nazi concentration camp.16 The breakout caused enormous confusion and prompted a manhunt across the Reich, involving over a million police, home guard, Hitler Youth, and ordinary Germans. The escape had caught the SS high command completely by surprise and, in terms of inconvenience to the Third Reich, it surpassed the Great Escape in importance.17 It prompted ill-disguised merriment inside Sachsenhausen, even among the starving inmates who could expect bloody retribution from their guards for displaying such insubordination.


The SS had reacted with cold fury. The British officers had been warned that if they ever escaped again they would not live to tell the tale. Consequently, when they were all recaptured and manacled in Sachsenhausen’s punishment block, they expected the worst; Himmler himself had ordered that they be tortured before being disposed of.18 It was Inspector Mohr who had stood in the way of this happening. He argued that if the prisoners had committed any misdemeanor, it came within his criminal jurisdiction rather than the Gestapo’s. He insisted on a properly arraigned criminal tribunal to judge whether the escapers had committed any crime. After many hours of testimony from Wings Day, the tribunal had concluded that they had not broken any laws.


Ever since, the British officers had had a warm place in their hearts for the benign figure of Inspector Mohr.19 As they stood waiting to learn their fate this April morning, it was reassuring to see his face.


Mohr spoke to Day and assured him that the prisoners were not going to be shot. Instead they were to travel by train to a location some distance south of Berlin. He refused to disclose their exact destination but did reveal that, along with a complement of twenty or so SS guards, the Prominenten would be traveling under his supervision.
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Soon afterward, with the early light growing in the sky, the order came through: prepare to move. Knapsacks were shouldered, servants hefted the Greeks’ luggage, and—guarded by an SS detachment led by a friendly SS corporal known as George—the prisoners were marched out of the camp. Outside the gates, they found two well-appointed buses waiting for them. Eager to get out of the morbid surroundings of Sachsenhausen, the men climbed aboard.20


They were taken to the main railway station in bomb-damaged Oranienburg, where a train with two carriages was waiting in a siding. Under Corporal George’s genial supervision, the small party embarked and found seats. The whole business was proving to be remarkably polite and civilized, without the usual threats and bellows of impatience. Day noted that Mohr was keen to ensure that the prisoners were comfortable and happy.21 As Wings settled into his surprisingly pleasant seat, however, he was determined not to be lulled into a false sense of security. He had learned through experience that some Germans were thoroughly duplicitous, perfectly capable of turning from civility to unrestrained savagery in an instant. The war was still on, and Day would remain on his guard.


As the train pulled away, the Prominenten were warned that Allied aircraft were in the habit of strafing railway traffic. Far from being concerned by this news, the British were delighted by it; as habitual escapers, they had no doubt that the ensuing panic and confusion would provide them with a suitable opportunity to slip away.


None of the prisoners had allowed the years of captivity to diminish his enthusiasm for troublemaking. Aside from Day and Jimmy James, the other Great Escapers aboard the train included Flight Lieutenant Sydney Dowse, a dashing blond Spitfire photoreconnaissance pilot, and Flight Lieutenant Raymond van Wymeersch, a flamboyant Hurricane pilot from Charles de Gaulle’s Free French Air Forces. As the miles of German countryside clattered slowly by, Van Wymeersch itched for any opportunity to make mischief for his captors. His character showed in his face: tight-lipped, with narrow, intense eyes under a shock of dark curls. He was an irrepressible soul, who had gone to England after the fall of France and joined the RAF’s No. 174 Squadron. Van Wymeersch had suffered terribly after the Great Escape, interrogated by the Gestapo and told that his parents—his mother lived in France and his father was in Buchenwald concentration camp—would be killed.22 But his experiences hadn’t defeated his spirit, and now, as the train traveled south, Van Wymeersch was full of optimism.


Lieutenant Colonel John Churchill was a British commando officer. Thirty-eight years old, hard faced, and aggressive, he was nicknamed Mad Jack and renowned for carrying a Scottish broadsword into action. He believed an officer was not properly dressed without his sword, and he had actually used his in hand-to-hand combat with the enemy. During the retreat to Dunkirk in 1940, Mad Jack Churchill had scored World War II’s only kill of an enemy soldier with a longbow.23 Captured in 1944, he had become one of the Prominenten by error, the Germans mistaking him for Randolph Churchill, the British prime minister’s son. Whatever the circumstances, Mad Jack was not a man who took captivity lightly.


In contrast with his more hot-headed fellow prisoners, Wings Day was a calm, serious, even somber man, with the air of a commanding officer more than an adventurer. During his time in captivity he had cultivated an ambivalent attitude toward the Germans. He loathed those who served the Nazi regime willingly, but he drew a distinction between them and the officer class of the Wehrmacht, and particularly the Luftwaffe. He came from a military family and had served in both world wars—first in the Royal Navy then the Royal Air Force. Like many British and German officers—especially the airmen—he saw himself as a cut above the rest of humanity. Day always insisted that his men treat German officers with due military decorum, and he expected the Germans to reciprocate. Nonetheless, throughout his captivity his guiding principle had been to urge his men to fight the war from behind the wire. His approach to escape had always been strategic; even if there was little hope of reaching friendly territory, escapes caused trouble for the enemy, diverting men and resources from the war effort. Day sensed that this move from Sachsenhausen was the most critical in his five and a half years as a prisoner, and he watched and waited to see what would develop.


The journey was slow, interrupted by frequent stops.24 The train trundled through Berlin’s western outskirts, a wasteland of rubble, clattering over damaged tracks. The prisoners saw destruction and desolation like none they had ever witnessed before. Neighborhoods lay in ruins, some still smoldering. The roads, pocked with craters and littered with debris, were swarming with troops, tanks, and refugees fleeing the front lines. Old men and women walked with barefoot children in rags, carrying their remaining possessions stuffed in suitcases or piled on battered strollers and carts. Many had cattle, sheep, pigs, and chickens in tow. Some bore the homemade coffins of their recent dead. Women fought with one another over potatoes or coal they found lying on the road. Armageddon had arrived for Nazi Germany.25


Jimmy James “speculated on the outcome of this extraordinary train journey through the crumbling corridor which was all that was left of Hitler’s mad dream.”26 Mohr and the SS escort—including Corporal George—behaved with punctilious correctness, but none of them would disclose the ultimate destination or why the prisoners were being taken there. A worrying rumor circulated that they were being taken to a mountain redoubt, possibly in Bavaria, where they would be kept as hostages—and, if necessary, executed.


One prisoner who took a dark view of their prospects was General Ivan Georgievich Bessonov, a garrulous Soviet officer who was friendly with the British. An anti-Communist who had collaborated enthusiastically with his Nazi captors (at one point forming a commando team of sympathetic Russian POWs to fight behind Soviet lines), Bessonov was deeply untrustworthy.27 Wings Day, who had come to know him well, described him as “a man who would just as soon shoot you as kiss you.”28 Bessonov believed the rumor that they would be used as hostages. “Ja,” he said, voicing the thought that nagged at them all, “then when the Allies will not meet their demands, they will shoot us.”29


Whatever was in store, such important prisoners would certainly not be allowed to fall into the hands of the Allied armies. Instead they were being herded down an ever-narrowing strip of territory, compressed on both sides by the rapidly converging Allies, into the shrinking heart of the Third Reich. Day wondered what would happen when there was nowhere else to go. When further retreat became impossible, what then? What would their fate be at the end of the corridor of death?30





* Prominent ones, VIPs, celebrities


* Night and fog















Two



Blood Guilt


Tuesday 3 April: Buchenwald concentration camp


The Sachsenhausen Prominenten were not the only high-ranking prisoners anxious about their fate. While they were being taken from their compound that morning, 170 miles to the southwest the inmates were waking in the cheerless environs of Buchenwald. Another group of Prominenten reluctantly greeted a new day of uncertainty.


Buchenwald was a sprawling complex, a small city of ninety thousand souls in torment, carved out of the beech forest from which it took its name, just outside the historic town of Weimar. Buchenwald was one of the Reich’s oldest concentration camps, founded in the early years of the Nazi regime.1 The main gate bore the slogan Jedem das Seine: literally “to each his own,” although it could also be read as “everyone gets what he deserves.” Above the gate was a second slogan reflecting the ethos expected of all Germans under Nazism: “My fatherland, right or wrong.” An ancient seat of culture, genteel Weimar had been a beacon of the German Enlightenment and in 1919 the birthplace of the nation’s first democratic constitution. The irony was not lost on the wretched inhabitants of the concentration camp, which had been built in the old ducal hunting forest on the summit of the Ettersberg, consuming the hill’s woods and stone in the building. From the air it was like a patch of mange on the back of an animal.


The situation of the Prominenten was different here, their enclosure set well apart from the main camp. Buchenwald had been designed as part concentration camp, part SS training center, part playground for the Nazi elite—equipped with stables, hunting and falconry facilities, and even a zoo, in addition to the huge SS barracks, all built by prisoners in conditions of unspeakable cruelty. The main camp, in which the mass of prisoners lived, was enclosed by an electrified fence and watchtowers; outside this was the SS complex and an armaments factory and quarry in which the inmates labored, all enclosed by a ring of sentries. In the center of the SS area was the so-called Spruce Grove, Buchenwald’s special compound, walled so that nobody could see in or out. Within it were the isolation barracks where most of the camp’s many Prominenten were kept.2


By early April 1945, everyone in the camp had been listening for weeks to the rumble of distant artillery, imagining that liberation must come soon.3 They feared that Himmler would order their liquidation at the last minute, and some had smuggled in weapons in anticipation of such a move. Meanwhile, the SS personnel, sensing their own approaching doom, were nervous about the huge mass of prisoners in their charge, while in Weimar the people were “as afraid of the camp as of the devil himself.”4


Buchenwald’s Prominenten now received the first definite indication that the end really was nigh. On the morning of 3 April 1945—at the same time as the order was given in Sachsenhausen—word came: be prepared to move within the next few hours. No further information was given.


One of the VIP prisoners—by far the most eminent in Buchenwald—had been given advance notice of the move. Léon Blum, former prime minister of France, had been in the camp since April 1943. To the Nazis, Blum “embodied what they hated most in the world, since I was a democratic socialist and a Jew.”5 He had also been a determined opponent of the puppet Vichy government. A few days away from his seventy-third birthday, Blum was in ill health. Given all these factors, it was a marvel he had survived this long. His face was thin, gaunt, and draped with his trademark walrus moustache, his bright, good-humored eyes gazing out at the world through round tortoiseshell spectacles.


Blum didn’t live in the Spruce Grove with the other Prominenten; he had special private quarters in the SS falconry complex. This bizarre place comprised an aviary, a gazebo, and a large Teutonic hunting hall built with carved oak timbers and massive fireplaces, filled with trophies and furniture to match. It had been created for the personal use of Hermann Göring, in his capacity as Reich hunt master. Göring never even visited the place, but many local Germans did—for a fee of one mark they could come in and look around.6


In this remarkably insecure setting—no fences surrounded this part of the camp—Léon Blum lived with his young wife, Jeanne (or Janot, as she was known), occupying the falconer’s house. “The severity of our isolation,” Blum later wrote, “explains a fact which is incomprehensible at first; I mean our long-lasting ignorance of the unutterable horrors that took place only a few hundred metres from where we were.” They were aware of a “strange smell that often came through the open windows in the evening and pursued us the whole night when there was a constant wind from the same direction: it was the smell of the crematorium ovens.”7


Having been alerted in advance, he and Janot were already packed and ready to go on the morning of 3 April. A car drew up outside the house, an SS officer in the front seat. Blum, who was suffering a painfully debilitating bout of sciatica, could hardly stand and had to be carried to the waiting vehicle on a stretcher. Despite his undoubted moral courage, his experiences at the hands of the Nazis had sometimes reduced him to a state of abject anxiety. As he was propped awkwardly in the back seat next to Janot, the thought must have crossed his mind that his last hours could not be far away.


Blum had had a hard journey through life. As the first socialist and the first Jew to serve as prime minister of France, he’d been disliked by both Catholics and the anti-Semitic far right. There had been repeated efforts to assassinate him. Shortly after taking office, he was dragged from his car and almost beaten to death, but as a man of tremendous equanimity he never let his experience color his attitude toward political opponents. When the Germans occupied France in 1940, Blum made no effort to leave the country, despite the extreme danger he was in. Instead he moved to the unoccupied zone, where he became an ardent opponent of its puppet Vichy regime. He was put on trial for treason, but, as a skilled and wily politician, he used the trial to deliver a searing indictment of Vichy’s politicians, which gained him worldwide respect and so embarrassed Vichy that Berlin stepped in and had the trial suspended. Subsequently, Blum had been arrested and interned in France before being transferred to Buchenwald.8


Janot, who had stood by him during his most difficult years, lived with him in Buchenwald voluntarily. Born Jeanne Levylier, she was a society beauty who boasted that she had fallen in love with the firebrand Blum when she was just sixteen years old. After his arrest, she had spent weeks cajoling the authorities to allow her to follow him. The couple were married shortly afterward, possibly the only case of Jews marrying in a Nazi concentration camp with the sanction of the regime. In Buchenwald, Janot enjoyed the same privileges as her husband, but as a voluntary prisoner she could come and go as she wished.


Like other imprisoned VIPs, Blum had been allowed books, French newspapers, and a radio. He and Janot even had an SS orderly to wait on them. Blum spent time in philosophical and political debate with some of his fellow prisoners. After the invasion of Normandy, the Blums had rejoiced as they followed the progress of the Allied armies on the BBC. These were intoxicating months. But Blum had sensed the approach of doom when in July 1944 the Gestapo came to take away his compatriot and fellow political prisoner Georges Mandel. After being returned to France, Mandel had been murdered by Vichy’s pro-Nazi paramilitary force. The German ambassador in Paris wanted Blum dealt with in a similar fashion.9


Blum wondered at the Nazis’ ability to intensify the terror even in their hour of defeat. He wrote of them, despairingly, “You are already conquerors in this sense; you have succeeded in communicating to the entire world your cruelty and hatred.” He was amazed by their “sadistic ferocity” even when there was no hope of victory and their “exasperated rage,” observing that “everywhere it takes on the face of Biblical extermination.”10


These words must have been at the forefront of his thoughts as the SS car pulled away from the house, taking him and Janot along the forest road away from Buchenwald and toward their mystery destination.
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Early that same morning, in the Spruce Grove enclosure, which stood in a wide-open space in the middle of the great arc of SS barracks, young Fey Pirzio-Biroli heard the depressing order: “Pack your bags! Bring only what you can hold on your laps!” She had dreaded hearing those words, particularly on a spring morning when liberation seemed so close.


Only twenty-five years old, Fey was one of a select category of Prominenten known as Sippenhäftlingen—kin prisoners, Germans whose only crime was to be related to people who had opposed the Nazi regime. Most were the families of officers who had taken part in Claus von Stauffenberg’s plot of July 1944, in which a bomb had been detonated in Hitler’s operations room, nearly killing him. The associated coup attempt in Berlin had come perilously close to succeeding, giving Hitler and his loyal followers the fright of their lives and leading to a terrifying campaign of torture and vengeance against the plotters.


The campaign extended to rounding up the conspirators’ families. These entirely blameless individuals had fallen foul of the ancient German custom of Sippenhaft, which dated back to the era of witch burning and had been reinvented by Heinrich Himmler as a quasi-legal method of instilling terror and enacting vengeance.


Fey’s father was Ulrich von Hassell, a distinguished lawyer and former ambassador to Benito Mussolini’s Italy who had become disillusioned with the Nazi regime and had joined the Stauffenberg conspiracy. In the aftermath, Hassell had been found guilty of treason by the People’s Court, presided over by notorious Nazi judge Roland Freisler, and hanged. Fey was married to a young Italian nobleman, Detalmo Pirzio-Biroli, currently fighting in the Italian resistance. Dazzlingly pretty, with a coy tilt of the head and a bright, dimpled smile, Fey could pass for a teenager, but eight months in the hands of the SS had left her jaded beyond her years.


The news of Ulrich von Hassell’s execution had been broadcast on the radio, but Fey had not been listening. She only learned of her father’s fate when an SS officer turned up at her Italian villa. Surprised that she hadn’t heard, he told her abruptly, “Your father has been arrested and executed. He has been hanged!” Shaken to the core, she wondered what her own fate would be, immediately fearing for her little boys, Corrado and Roberto, aged four and three, who watched in terrified silence as Fey was arrested.11 They were to be taken away separately. With a forced calmness, Fey put the boys’ coats on. Corrado gave way to wild panic, trying to escape from the SS nurses. Fey was compelled to stand frozen, listening to his wails growing fainter and fainter as he and Roberto were pulled down the stairs away from her. They would be sent to a children’s home, the arresting officer told her. “I felt sure this was a lie,” Fey later recorded. “Only lies and more lies!”12


The separation was conducted under a Nazi law allowing the SS to assume custody of children related to political “criminals” and to “reeducate” them to be führertreu, faithful to the Führer. Fey was beside herself with grief.


As Fey endured her subsequent cheerless odyssey through the dark heart of the Third Reich, she found herself among dozens of kin prisoners who also had the unfortunate burden of being linked to members of the Stauffenberg plot. Among them were several members of the extended Stauffenberg and Goerdeler clans, relatives of Claus von Stauffenberg, the ringleader, and Carl Goerdeler, who would have governed Germany as chancellor if the coup had succeeded. During late 1944 and early 1945, Fey had been moved between various prisons and camps, where she witnessed the increasing depredations of the Nazi regime. All that time, she suffered the agony of not knowing what had happened to her sons. Nightmares about their fate kept her awake every night.


Arriving at Buchenwald, she had been taken to the Spruce Grove and placed in a barrack surrounded by a high wall, painted red and topped with barbed wire. The ground inside was scorched and pitted from a bomb that had hit the enclosure during an American raid on the factory attached to the camp. This was the isolation barrack, a hidden compound within a hidden compound, which she shared with several dozen other Prominenten, some of them fellow kin prisoners. Their companionship at least brought her a little relief from her anguish.


Despite her isolation, Fey had witnessed more of Buchenwald’s horrors than Léon and Janot Blum had. Overcome by curiosity, she had feigned a toothache in order to be taken to the dentist in the main camp. What she saw as she was escorted past the endless barrack blocks confirmed her worst fears. At one point, a truck drove past piled high with dead bodies. Nobody showed the slightest surprise or interest. On the way back, she and her escort had to stand aside as a work detail from the factory marched by; dressed in their striped uniforms, they were like walking corpses. Any who moved too slowly were beaten with rifle butts. The column was led by the prisoner orchestra playing martial music. It was one of the most sadistic things Fey had ever seen.13


She didn’t have long to contemplate this hell. After being told to get ready to move on the morning of Tuesday 3 April she and the other Prominenten began packing their bags—most of them ignoring the SS’s injunction to bring only what they could hold on their laps. During her captivity, each new move had been heralded by a similar shouted injunction: to carry no more than was absolutely necessary and be ready to go within an hour or so. Each time Fey had carried as much as she could squeeze into her battered old suitcase, and each time the expected evacuation had happened days later rather than hours. Therefore, she prepared for this latest move without any great sense of urgency. She and her fellow prisoners really didn’t want to go anywhere. Those with military knowledge had assured her that the Allies could not be much more than fifteen miles away. Rumor had it that Würzburg, only 93 miles to the west, had fallen, and American tanks were already supposed to be at the nearby city of Bamberg.14


It was nightfall before any sign of departure materialized, and it was not a reassuring sight. An SS squad marched into the Spruce Grove and led the Prominenten out through the gate. Outside, three gray army buses were waiting. Out of one of them stepped a tall, thin man wearing the uniform of the dreaded security and intelligence arm of the SS, the Sicherheitsdienst (SD). He was about forty-five, a “cold blue-eyed type with high cheekbones,” and dislikeable on sight.15


His name was Friedrich Bader, and he was a thoroughly nasty piece of work. He had joined the army at the age of fifteen and served in World War I, later serving as a noncommissioned officer in the Iron Division, a Weimar paramilitary unit fighting the Red Army in the Baltic region. After a period as a police officer, in 1932 he joined the Nazi Party, transferring to the Gestapo in Weimar in 1934. He then joined the SS and, in 1940, was commissioned in the SD. Since November 1941, he’d been involved in the expulsion of non-German residents of Alsace-Lorraine, and during the whole of his service he had been employed on counterintelligence duties.16 On this first encounter, however, none of the Prominenten knew anything about SS-Untersturmführer Friedrich Bader, nor about the part he would play in their ultimate fate. One of Fey’s fellow prisoners, sprightly twenty-six-year-old cabaret singer and actress Isa Vermehren, thought he looked a “real perfect specimen of his kind.” Although middle aged, Bader was “slim with long, straight legs, narrow hips and broad shoulders, and a tanned face, with a big chin, two sharp lines around the straight mouth, his leathery skin taut over his hollow cheeks and cheekbones that were a little too wide.” His dark eyebrows were “like two thick beams above his little, quick and dark eyes.… It was not a pretty expression. One could sense that the stubbornness that lay within him could turn out to be deadly.”17


As soon as he descended from the bus, Bader began yelling at the prisoners, ordering them to gather their belongings and embark at once, warning them that anybody or anything that could not be squeezed on to the three vehicles would be left behind.


Until now, the women prisoners had been guarded by female SS personnel, but they were nowhere to be seen. Instead, the male guards began violently pushing the prisoners on to the buses. Eventually they were all squeezed inside in a variety of uncomfortable positions around their baggage. Dusk had fallen by the time the engines started and they began to move.


As her bus pulled slowly onto the so-called Blood Road, the main thoroughfare connecting Buchenwald to the Weimar road, Fey saw thousands of prisoners laboring in their work details, all wearing expressions of dull resignation. Fey reflected that the kin prisoners, too, had adopted an air of weary hopelessness. They would have felt even more hopeless had they known the full nature of their cold-eyed SS lieutenant. They would find out soon enough.
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Long after the three buses had rumbled away down the Blood Road, yet another group of Prominenten were still waiting to depart. Near the falconry complex was a pleasant road running through the forest, along which were several large, very fine villas occupied by the camp commandant and his senior officers. Following the air raid that had damaged the Spruce Grove barracks, one of the officers’ houses had been remodeled as a prison, its large basement divided into twelve cells, in which seventeen Prominenten were housed.


Captain Sigismund Payne Best, who had spied for Britain’s Secret Intelligence Service (SIS)* until his capture in 1939, had been prepared to leave for two days, advance notice having been given on 1 April by an SS corporal called Sippach, one of the guards in charge of the cellar prisoners. Sitting alone in his tiny cell, waiting for the final order to move, Payne Best could hear distant gunfire; the American front line had reached the Werra river sixty miles to the west.


He had been in some uncomfortable quarters during more than five years of captivity, but this was the worst and coldest of them all—a little subterranean box with a tiny window at ceiling height and water running down the walls.18 Throughout his imprisonment, Payne Best always managed to keep his appearance impeccable, maintaining his clothes in good repair, a routine that lately included brushing off the incipient mildew caused by the damp. He affected a monocle, and whenever he went outdoors he was never without his immaculately kept fedora and a neat collar and tie. He always held a cigarette clasped between his long, elegant fingers and spoke with the well-modulated drawl of the expensively educated English upper class. Physically, however, he wasn’t in good shape; he was approaching sixty years old and had lost weight since his capture, his figure growing lean and his features gaunt, and he’d become prone to ill health.


Payne Best had been captured in November 1939, implicated by the Nazis in a failed assassination attempt against Hitler. He had been in the Netherlands at the time, where SIS conducted intelligence operations under the cover of the passport control office (PCO) of the British Embassy—a standard practice for intelligence agencies. Payne Best had run the Netherlands branch of Z section, a duplicate network established by SIS as a shadow in case the primary network was blown. Unfortunately for him, both the Hague embassy’s PCO and Payne Best’s network had been penetrated by the German SD. On 9 November 1939, he and his immediate superior, Major Richard Stevens, accompanied by a Dutch intelligence officer named Dirk Klop, arrived in the town of Venlo, a sleepy place on the German border. They had been briefed by their London office for secret talks with a dissident German general representing the Wehrmacht resistance. Britain had declared war on Germany two months earlier, but hostilities had not yet started in earnest. Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain’s government hoped that they never would and was anxious to explore any avenues that might avert full-scale conflict.


Stevens, a forty-six-year-old former Indian Army officer, was not greatly au fait with either Germany or intelligence tradecraft. He therefore saw the vastly more experienced Payne Best as a godsend. Payne Best was less impressed. The cloak-and-dagger aspect of the discussions caused him to confide later, to an SIS friend, that the preparations he was required to make had all the ingredients of a Whitehall farce.19 When he and Stevens arrived at the liaison point, a nondescript café near the border post, they were ambushed by a carload of armed SD agents in disguise, led by the wily Walter Schellenberg, head of SD-Ausland, the SS’s overseas intelligence department. There was a brief gun battle, in which Klop was shot, and Payne Best and Stevens were seized and spirited across the border into Germany. It was a double coup for the SD, because Stevens was carrying in his pocket a full list of British agents in the Netherlands.


The two Englishmen were taken to the SS headquarters in Berlin and interrogated at length. Payne Best was interviewed personally by Reinhard Heydrich, who was head of the Reich Main Security Office (Reichssicherheitshauptamt, or RSHA) and one of Hitler’s most feared henchmen.20 The Nazis had a very special use for their new captives. The plot to ensnare them had been hatched over many weeks, but fate had intervened when, on 8 November, a bomb went off in a Munich beer cellar, nearly killing Hitler. The Bürgerbräukeller assassination attempt was the work of a lone bomber—a German tradesman named Georg Elser—but some within the German security services were convinced that the British must have been behind it. Even if they weren’t, who better to pin the blame on than the two secret agents? Their alleged involvement helped provide a pretext for the German invasion of the Low Countries a few months later.


Payne Best and Stevens were transferred to Sachsenhausen concentration camp. At first this was an unpleasant experience for Payne Best, who was shackled to the walls in the cellblock. Amid the omnipresent smell of effluent from the toilets next door, he could often hear the sounds of torture or murder.21 His situation improved over months and then years. He was allowed out into a garden where he grew flowers and vegetables; he was granted double SS rations and allowed to buy wine and spirits from the SS canteen out of his British pay. The SS even arranged for a wardrobe to be installed in his cell and filled it with his tailored suits. With his monocle in his eye and wearing his best tweeds, Payne Best became an incongruous sight in the dismal precincts of Sachsenhausen.


Stevens was kept apart from Payne Best, and they were not permitted to communicate in any way. It was the authorities’ intention to hold a show trial when the war was won. The Reich would prove that the British secret services were behind the Bürgerbräukeller bomb outrage. Eventually, Stevens had been transferred from Sachsenhausen to Dachau concentration camp, near Munich. Payne Best, after five years in Sachsenhausen and a brief return to Berlin, had been transferred to Buchenwald in February 1945 along with two other Sachsenhausen prisoners: the Russian Vassily Vassilyevich Kokorin, who had been captured while fighting with a special unit behind German lines and was said to be the nephew of Soviet diplomat and foreign minister Vyacheslav Molotov, and Squadron Leader Hugh Falconer, a thirty-four-year-old Special Operations Executive agent who had been captured in Tunis in January 1943.


With the care and cunning of a spy, Payne Best had managed to meet all his fellow prisoners in the Buchenwald cellar, despite their being kept separate. Besides Kokorin and Falconer, this select group included German officers and public figures who had in one way or another betrayed the Reich, plus one Nazi war criminal. A fluent German speaker and skilled manipulator, Payne Best had siphoned information from them and had made himself de facto leader of the cellar group.


Around ten o’clock in the evening, after waiting most of the day for the order to depart, there was a burst of activity outside Payne Best’s cell. The door was flung open, and he was ordered out. Gathering up his rather large quantity of luggage—including a suitcase, a typewriter, and three big boxes—he emerged to find the others, mostly similarly encumbered, being herded out. They were led up the steps into the open air, where darkness had fallen on the beech forest.


Waiting for them was their transport—an emerald-green prison van, the type known as a Grüne Minna.* Designed to carry eight prisoners, it was about the size of a standard delivery van. This example was a most peculiar version, with a motor fueled by a wood-burning generator. Germany’s oil shortage throughout the war had forced some remarkable improvised solutions, and this was one of them.22 A large part of the space in the rear compartment was taken up by wood for the generator. Into this compartment the seventeen prisoners plus luggage were expected to fit.


Payne Best would be damned sooner than leave anything behind (he’d been furious earlier when led to believe that the prisoners would leave on foot and that he’d have to abandon some of his precious belongings).23 One way or another, everyone and everything was crammed in—so tightly that nobody could move a muscle. The rear door was slammed and locked.


At that moment, the air-raid sirens began to howl across the camp. The prisoners, trapped in the tight, stifling van, listened helplessly as their guards ran for cover. Time ticked by, and they strained their ears, listening for the drone of bombers, waiting for the crash of explosions.


The silence dragged on until, at last, the all clear sounded. It had been a false alarm. The prisoners heard the guards returning, and the vehicle shifted and the doors slammed as the driver and guards got in. The engine thundered to life and they began to move. The Grüne Minna could not have gone more than a hundred yards when it jolted to a halt and sat idling. Almost immediately, the prisoners began to smell exhaust fumes. The engine continued to run, and the fumes grew thicker, the smell choking. At least one prisoner, Sigmund Rascher, took fright. A small man with a ginger moustache, Rascher was a former SS doctor who had helped design gas chambers for the death camps and had conducted horrific human experiments on prisoners.24 His career had come to an end amid allegations of financial fraud and falsifying scientific results.


“My God,” said Rascher as the van filled with fumes. “This is a death van, we are being gassed!”25 If anyone should know, it would be him; as one of the technical architects of the Final Solution, Rascher was aware of such vehicles being used in early experiments in mass killing.


Payne Best, keeping a level head, drew Rascher’s attention to a glimmer of moonlight coming through a ventilator in the sidewall of the van. “Do they have such things in gas chambers?” he asked.


Rascher had to admit that they didn’t. “We are probably all right,” he said.


Whether by design or not, the fumes were increasing dangerously, becoming suffocating. Eventually, the Grüne Minna lurched and drove on. Air flowed in through the ventilator, and gradually the fumes diminished. The Prominenten were not going to die after all.


At least, not yet.





* Also known as MI6


* Green Minna (equivalent to “Black Maria”)















Three



Alpine Fortress


While the Prominenten were being evacuated from Sachsenhausen and Buchenwald, in Berlin Adolf Hitler seethed in his gloomy bunker beneath the Chancellery garden. Armageddon was looming for his thousand-year Reich, but he continued issuing increasingly hysterical commands, often to armies that had long disappeared in the fog of defeat.


Some of his more fanatical followers had succumbed to the same delusional paranoia, incubated by their enclosed existence. But Hitler’s less loyal officers were quietly planning their own salvation. The treachery surrounding the Führer was never more abundant than among the ranks of his Praetorian Guard, the omnipotent SS, who now feared for their own future and began formulating schemes—often mutually conflicting—that would have dire consequences for the VIP prisoners caught in the middle.


The most perfidious schemer was Heinrich Himmler, head of the SS and chief overseer of the Holocaust, who was convinced that he could replace Hitler as Führer and negotiate peace terms that would see a renewed Germany joining America and Britain in a war against the Soviet Union. He had been making secret overtures to the Allies through neutral intermediaries since March 1944, first letting Franklin Roosevelt and Winston Churchill know that he was prepared to oust Hitler. The proposition was treated with contempt by both leaders.1 Once defeat started to look inevitable, Himmler began secretly releasing batches of inmates from his concentration camps, an initiative that opened him up to suspicion from his subordinates and infuriated Hitler when he found out about it.2 Himmler hoped in vain that these token gestures would improve his image in Washington and London.


Himmler’s two most senior deputies had slightly more realistic, albeit divergent, plans. For some weeks SS-Obergruppenführer Ernst Kaltenbrunner in Berlin and his counterpart and rival in Italy, SS-Obergruppenführer Karl Wolff, had been engaged in a struggle over how to conclude the war to Germany’s best advantage. A factor in both their schemes was the defense of the Nazi heartlands of Austria and Bavaria. The mountainous Alpine Tyrol region, spanning the Austrian-Italian border, was seen as a potential site for a last-ditch Alpenfestung, or Alpine Fortress—a formidable network of heavily fortified mountain bases.


Kaltenbrunner and Wolff had once been friends, but their rivalry had brought them to a state of open hostility. As chief of the hydra-headed RSHA, Kaltenbrunner—a scar-faced giant whose presence intimidated even Himmler—was one of the most powerful men in the Third Reich. The RSHA embraced the Gestapo, the Kripo (criminal police), and the SD, which together represented a network of absolute totalitarian control in the Nazi state.


Karl Wolff, unlike Kaltenbrunner, was an engaging, pleasant-looking man of easy charm, whose charismatic personality appealed to almost everyone, including Himmler and Hitler (much to Kaltenbrunner’s irritation). A former public relations man, Wolff was a smooth operator and somehow contrived to appear aloof from the barbarity of Nazism. Formerly third in command of the SS, he had been Himmler’s eyes and ears at Führer headquarters. But he had fallen out of favor, and by April 1945 Wolff was the plenipotentiary for German armed forces in Italy, holding the grandiloquent title of Höchster SS- und Polizeiführer (supreme SS and police leader) for the region.


Kaltenbrunner and Wolff held broadly equal positions in the SS hierarchy but were unequal in influence. Kaltenbrunner’s headquarters were on Prinz Albrecht Strasse in Berlin—just around the corner from Hitler’s Chancellery and not far from Himmler’s headquarters in the resort town of Hohenlychen. Kaltenbrunner spent virtually every afternoon with Hitler in the bunker, and he exploited these advantages to undermine his rival isolated in Italy.


By April 1945, most of Italy had fallen to Allied forces, leaving only the plains of Lombardy and Veneto and the mountainous South Tyrol as a last buffer protecting the Nazi heartlands of Bavaria and Austria. It was Kaltenbrunner’s firm view that both could withstand the coming onslaught from the Allies in Italy, but only if German forces there held firm. He was one of the diehards who believed that a successful last stand could be fought in the natural defenses of an Alpine Fortress.


On 15 March, Kaltenbrunner discussed the matter with his subordinate, SS-Sturmbannführer Wilhelm Höttl, head of the SD in Italy and Hungary. Kaltenbrunner believed in the feasibility of the Alpine Fortress. The man chosen to help with the defense was the legendary SS commando leader Otto Skorzeny, one of Hitler’s favorites, who had helped lead the 1943 airborne raid to free Mussolini from his mountaintop prison.3 Kaltenbrunner hoped to use Skorzeny’s resources, his notoriety, and the threat of continued Nazi resistance in the Alpine Fortress to cajole the Allies into making peace. Skorzeny, like Himmler, was one of those Nazis who believed that the Allies would join with a reformed Germany under new leadership in an anti-Bolshevik alliance.


However, Wolff—in whose domain the Alpine Fortress would partly lie—had no illusions about the proposed last stand, nor about the outcome of the war. In this he found himself increasingly at one with Himmler. Wolff knew that Germany was defeated, with no possibility of a heroic last stand. Italy was as good as lost, and it would be better to swiftly withdraw German forces with a view to extracting favorable peace terms from the Allies. Wolff was quite prepared to surrender himself and all his forces to bring about an end to hostilities.4


Since early March, Wolff had been making clandestine advances to the enemy via the American intelligence chief Allen Dulles in neutral Switzerland. Dulles was President Roosevelt’s personal emissary in Bern and head of the Office of Strategic Services (OSS), forerunner of the Central Intelligence Agency. Wolff had twice been smuggled over the border for top-secret talks with Dulles.5 Wolff would later portray his mission as selfless, his only concern being to bring an end to the bloodshed. In fact, his grand strategy was motivated by self-preservation and a desire to secure himself a good position in postwar Germany.6


Wolff had persuaded Luftwaffe Field Marshal Albert Kesselring, the supreme commander of German armed forces in Italy, of the wisdom of this course of action. Kesselring had given his tacit, if somewhat vague, endorsement to Wolff’s secret talks. This arrangement was put in jeopardy in March, when Kesselring was transferred to the western front, but his replacement, Colonel General Heinrich von Vietinghoff, gave tentative signs of coming around to Wolff’s view that Italy was not worth fighting for. Wolff and Vietinghoff, together with other senior German officers, formed a conspiracy to make peace with the Allies in Italy.


They acted with the utmost discretion in order to prevent word of their perfidy from reaching Berlin and the ears of the Führer. But the conspiracy proved vulnerable to Ernst Kaltenbrunner’s vast network of Gestapo and SD spies, and Wolff’s deadly rival was soon made aware of his seditious machinations. Kaltenbrunner was incandescent with rage, not least because his own tentative attempts to appeal to the Allies in Switzerland had been firmly rebuffed. Dulles had discounted Kaltenbrunner’s advances because he could not promise, as Wolff did, to withdraw huge numbers of SS and Wehrmacht troops from the fight.7 Thus Kaltenbrunner and the more fanatical elements in the Berlin regime pinned their hopes on the Alpine Fortress.


In reality, the chances of Germany creating such a defensive network—a colossal project for any nation, let alone one in its death throes—were slim to nonexistent. But it was a powerful propaganda weapon nonetheless. The mere possibility of major defenses in the Alpine region—with its vast mountain ranges, narrow valleys, and winding roads—would force the Allies to alter their strategy significantly in the last weeks of the war.


The idea of such a redoubt had first been proposed by Himmler as early as May 1944. It was not until September of that year, however, that the army had commissioned an engineering team to produce a feasibility study.8 Time passed, and no concrete plans were developed for construction or manning. At first, neither Washington nor London took reports about its existence seriously. However, in September 1944 two developments awakened new interest in the mythical Alpenfestung.


A confidential US intelligence dispatch to Washington reported the existence of tremendous fortifications in the Alps, incorporating underground factories, weapons and munitions depots, secret airfields, and more. It speculated that, in the event of a military collapse in the spring of 1945, the Germans might hold out for a further six to eight months in such a setting. No US commander would want to sustain the high casualties inevitable in an assault on such formidable defenses.9 However, if this last bastion was not attacked, the Nazis could hold out for two years—a situation that might encourage widespread guerrilla activity throughout Germany.


Following this worrying assessment, the OSS Research and Analysis Branch studied southern Germany and its potential as a redoubt. They took into account the fanaticism of the SS, noting that Bavaria had been the birthplace of National Socialism, and that many of its leaders, not least Hitler, displayed an almost mystical attraction to the mountains.


In truth, all these worrying details, which caused such a stir among American military planners, were part of a disinformation operation by the SD. Many of the details about the Alpine Fortress had been planted by Hans Gontard, head of the SD office in the Austrian town of Bregenz. When he intercepted the OSS report, Gontard could only marvel at the gullibility of the Americans. He showed a copy to the all-powerful Nazi Gauleiter* for the region of Tyrol-Vorarlberg, Franz Hofer, who immediately moved to exploit the Allies’ fears. In his view, those fears were proof that the Alpine Fortress would be effective and should be made real. In November, Hofer sent a memo to Martin Bormann, head of the Nazi Party Chancellery and private secretary to Hitler, suggesting that the project be initiated. Hofer proposed diverting huge quantities of machinery, munitions, equipment, and personnel. In addition, he suggested drafting thirty thousand Allied prisoners of war to act as human shields.10


The memo was ignored for several months, but then Joseph Goebbels seized upon it, perceiving the propaganda value of the Alpenfestung and deciding to exploit the “redoubt hysteria” among the Americans. In December 1944, he convened a secret meeting of journalists, with the purpose of encouraging Allied fears about the “National Redoubt.” This would be achieved simply by forbidding any mention of it in German newspapers or publications. Word of the ban would reach Allied intelligence and confirm their belief that the redoubt was real.


Following Goebbels’s initiative, Bormann presented Hofer’s memo to the Führer. Hitler gave orders to begin construction of defense fortifications at once, as a way to frighten the Allies into making political concessions.11 With Hitler himself having blessed the idea, competing elements in the Nazi regime now adopted the proposal in various ways to suit their own ideas of how to exploit the enemy’s concerns to their own advantage.12


In January, Goebbels set up a propaganda section devoted to concocting stories about the redoubt. The results were spectacularly successful. First Collier’s magazine ran a story about a German operation, codenamed Werewolf, involving gangs of guerrillas trained to launch raids from an impregnable fortress around Berchtesgaden.13 Shortly afterward, a Zurich newspaper reported that a massive redoubt was being constructed in the Obersalzberg area.14 Then, on 11 February 1945, the New York Times published a story entitled “‘Last Fortress’ of the Nazis.” It depicted a fortified zone 280 miles long and one hundred miles wide, stretching from the western extreme of Switzerland to central Austria—a “formidable barrier” incorporating the “gigantic chain” of mountains, infested with concrete pillboxes and other fortifications buried in the rocks.15


The article added a new wrinkle. Invoking the specter of “a monstrous blackmail,” it claimed that the Nazis had another devious ploy up their sleeves. “Since D-Day,” it stated, “all the main political hostages from Allied countries have been moved by the Gestapo from various parts of the Reich into this Alps quadrangle.” Among others, it named the former French prime minister, Léon Blum, as one of the many potential hostages.16


In fact, at that time Blum was still confined in the falconer’s house at Buchenwald, hundreds of miles north of the Alps. Neither was there any Alpine Fortress outside the imaginations of fanatical Nazis like Kaltenbrunner and Hitler. But, however unwittingly, the New York Times had accurately prophesied the Nazi high command’s ultimate strategy.


Two months after the article appeared, in the early days of April, Hitler gave the order to round up all the VIP hostages of the Reich and send them south.17





* Nazi Party leader of a region within German-occupied territory
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