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INTRODUCTION


Just about everyone knows the story of Oskar Schindler, who saved a thousand Jews from Nazi extermination during World War II. Yet Felix Kersten did better than that: as early as 1947, a memorandum from the Swedish section of the World Jewish Congress stated that Kersten had saved in Germany “100,000 people of various nationalities, including some 60,000 Jews, at the risk of his own life”. And yet, having closed this book, the reader will no doubt regard such numbers as a considerable underestimate.


One of Joseph Kessel’s lesser known and most moving novels was entitled The Man with the Miraculous Hands. As early as 1960, it revealed the exploits of Himmler’s doctor, who demanded as payment for his services the liberation of victims of the regime sentenced to imprisonment or death – with the reader being left to decide how much of the story could be assigned to Kessel and how much to Kersten. Admittedly, the latter seems to have been viewed by Western historians with the same condescending incredulity that once greeted Otto Strasser, Hermann Rauschning and Hans-Jürgen Köhler – three highly knowledgeable political refugees who gave detailed inside accounts of Hitler’s regime as early as the late thirties.i But in the case of Kersten, the astonishing fact remains that most historians who deny him the slightest value as a witness or actor tend to quote him extensively in their own works . . . To which can be added that their scepticism comes up against several indisputable facts: first, both the appointment diary and the correspondence of Heinrich Himmler show that he benefited more than two hundred times from medical treatment by Felix Kersten between March 1939 and April 1945 – for an hour at a time. Second, Himmler’s assertions as noted immediately after these sessions and reproduced in Kersten’s memoirs in 1947 are strikingly similar to the views expressed by senior Nazi leaders, as evidenced by the transcripts published between five and thirty-three years later. Third, numerous original documents signed by Himmler or his secretary Rudolf Brandt bear clear witness to Kersten’s remarkable accomplishments – as do the public testimonials and personal memoirs of friends and foes alike. Fourth, American, British, Dutch and Swedish diplomatic correspondence during the last two years of the war unambiguously shows that ambassadors and foreign ministers, not to mention Franklin Roosevelt and Winston Churchill, were all informed of Felix Kersten’s humanitarian undertakings. Last but not least, most of the latter’s recollections are verifiable, and should they prove inaccurate or exaggerated – which happens not infrequently – the reasons can most often be readily explained.


Reviving the memory of Felix Kersten is no easy task. He came from a German family settled in an Estonian province of the Russian Empire, he became Finnish without really ceasing to be German, and by the late thirties he had become Dutch at heart – before the vagaries of World War II induced him to opt for Swedish citizenship; his memoirs cover four volumes written in as many languages over a period of ten years; his diary, sought by historians for three-quarters of a century, eventually proved non-existent; correspondence, affidavits, testimonials, sworn statements and findings of commissions of inquiry pertaining to his wartime actions are in German, English, Swedish, Danish, Norwegian, Finnish and Dutch; the secrecy that was so necessary to the success of his humanitarian undertakings during the war persisted during the immediate post-war period, and, with few exceptions, the hundreds of thousands he had saved were never to know who their saviour was. Finally, due to the extreme confusion that reigned during the last few months of the war, the precise number of people saved by his interventions is well-nigh impossible to ascertain.


The challenge was thus to prevent such difficulties from hampering the present narrative. How, for instance, can one provide translations, explain institutions, set out implications, specify locations and constantly refer to the progress of the war raging all around? Excluding them might make the story incomprehensible, but including them might make it unreadable. I have thus chosen to reference them in footnotes, where they can be consulted at leisure. It will be seen that this story includes numerous conversations as quoted by Felix Kersten, General Schellenberg, Count Bernadotte, Himmler’s astrologer Wulff, Swedish foreign minister Günther and various post-war commissions of inquiry. How can one be sure that such dialogues are entirely authentic? Apart from the commissions of inquiry that had stenographers, no-one – not even the spies – was equipped with portable tape recorders at the time. The accounts of actors and eyewitnesses had therefore to be taken at face value, after cross-examining archives and testimonies, evaluating context and verisimilitude, and applying plain common sense.


Besides opening up various interesting historical prospects, this rather amazing foray into the dark and baffling maze of the Third Reich may serve to remind us that three passions reigned supreme at the top of this evil and ephemeral regime: the disguised yet mortal hatred dividing Himmler, Ribbentrop, Goebbels, Bormann, Göring and Rosenberg, which was so skilfully exploited by Felix Kersten to ensure the success of his undertakings; the blind fanaticism that united them all, under the demonic influence of the Führer, which caused Marshal Göring to confess: “I have no conscience. My conscience is called Adolf Hitler”; and of course fear – an abject fear that preyed upon them relentlessly, as overtly expressed by the self-same Marshal Göring: “When I enter Hitler’s office, my heart invariably sinks into my boots.”


All along this hectic and horribly dangerous journey in the footsteps of Felix Kersten, the reader will discover that humour sometimes emerges in the midst of the most tragic situations. This may cause some outrage, since we now have to contend with vocal minorities of professional indignants. But most readers will no doubt look beyond thatii and enjoy the satisfaction of having met one of those exceptional characters who occasionally reconcile us with human nature.









1


ONTO THE SCENE


This story begins at the end of the nineteenth century near Yurieff in Livonia – one of the three Baltic governorates of the Russian Empire. Here came to life in September 1898 one Felix Alexander Eduard Kersten. The newborn baby’s godfathers were three prominent local figures and great friends of his father, who gave him his three Christian names: Eduard of Livron, minister of the tsar; Alexander Westberg, private physician to the tsarina, and Gustave Lannes, Marquess of Montebelloiii and French ambassador to St Petersburg. But the latter, instead of giving him his own Christian name, chose to name him Felix, in honour of the then French president, Félix Faure.


This was but one part of the highly cosmopolitan atmosphere surrounding Felix Kersten’s early childhood. For in the very imperfectly Russified Livonia of the time, the common people were Estonian, the civil servants Russian and the tradesmen Jewish,iv but the landowners remained predominantly German, as was the case with young Felix’s mother, Olga, and his father, Friedrich Kersten, who came from a long lineage of Brandenburg farmers dating back to the sixteenth century. Once old enough to enter school, their son therefore found himself among German pupils, but also Russian, Estonian, Finnish, Ingriani and Jewish ones; as he was to say many years later: “There we learned early on to discern in people of such diverse origins, languages and conditions only their value as human beings.”1
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Livonia within the Russian Empire at the beginning of the twentieth century


Did he learn much more than that? Probably not, as he was himself to admit: “I was far from being a model pupil.”2 Indeed, he was mainly noticed by his teachers for his gluttony, negligence and indolence – much to the chagrin of his parents, who sent him in 1907 to the German-speaking boarding school of Birkenruh, near Wenden. He went on to complete his schooling in Riga, with no particular distinction – and no matriculation. Nevertheless, having inherited from his father a passion for agriculture, Felix Kersten then entered the Jenfeld school of agronomy in German Holstein. There he seems to have found his calling: after graduating two years later, he underwent a practical training period as a domain administrator at Giersleben, in the Duchy of Anhalt. “This I greatly enjoyed,” he later said, “for I am greatly attracted to country life.”3


But it was now 1917, the Great War had been raging for three years, and whatever their place of birth or residence, the Kerstens were recognised as German citizens. As a result, the Russian authorities had exiled Friedrich and Olga Kersten to Kazakhstan as early as 1914, and the German army proceeded to draft their son in the autumn of 1917. But Felix Kersten was not sent to the trenches of France or the battlefields of the Balkans; according to his military service certificate, he was first recruited into the 8th reserve battalion of Infantry Regiment 93, then, on November 22, 1917, into the 3rd reserve machine gun company stationed at Halle. In September 1918, he was sent to Estonia, where he was demobilised one month after the end of the Great War.


Yet, at that time, there was another war going on: having expelled the Red Army from her territory at the end of 1918, Finland sent two regiments of volunteers southwards early the next year to join in the liberation of the Baltic countries: the 1st Finnish Independent Group and the Pohjanpojad Regimentii under Lieutenant-Colonel Kalm. Kersten chose to join the latter force; now aged twenty, he was a tall, stout and sturdy lad, with more than a year of German military training. He was therefore appointed sergeant, and at Paju, on January 31, 1919, he took part in the first great battle against the Latvian riflemen of the Red Army; he then joined in the liberation of his birthplace, Yourieff, soon to regain her ancient name of Dorpat. The Finns and their Estonian allies making up for their numerical inferiority by a superior mobility, much of the fighting was done on horseback, and Sergeant Kersten invented a device that allowed light machine guns to be mounted on horses.4


Yet Kersten was not to see the end of the Estonian liberation campaign; in the course of a particularly fierce encounter, he was forced to lie in a swamp for a whole day and night, which left both his legs paralysed by acute rheumatoid arthritis. What followed is best narrated by Kersten himself: “I was therefore directed to a military hospital in Helsinki; having served in the Finnish army, I had acquired Finnish nationality,iii and it was therefore on crutches that I joined my new fatherland. For months I remained in hospital, where I felt bored as only a sick person can feel bored. [. . .] When my strength returned, I occasionally helped Dr Ekman, the hospital’s senior physician, during his massage sessions. In Finland, massage therapy was held in high regard, and for the most difficult cases, Dr Ekman would take over himself. On my first attempt, he observed me carefully, and I can still hear him saying: ‘You have real treasure in your hands.’ He therefore offered to teach me the art of massage therapy.”5
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The Baltic States after 1919


“Treasure in your hands”? What Dr Ekman’s expert eye had detected were powerful hands, extremely sensitive fingertips and an obvious predisposition to use both. Here at any rate were new prospects for this young man who did not know what to do with his life: a career in the army offered no attraction, the Estonian government had nationalised the family homesteads just after independence, and he had no desire to work on other people’s lands. Besides, he told Dr Ekman that as a child he had seen his mother massage and cure peasants who came to her for assistance – and his mother had confided that her own mother had done likewise. The doctor answered: “There, you see: it runs in the family! Pick up your crutches and follow me to the polyclinic; I’ll give you your first lesson there, in the presence of patients.”6


From then on, Kersten began to learn his craft, while assisting the medical officers who attended to Finnish soldiers wounded during the campaign. He had a definite gift for the exercise, since within a month the soldiers were asking to be treated by him rather than by the professional practitioners! And when Dr Ekman introduced him to his colleague Dr Colander – an authority in his field – the latter was sufficiently impressed to take Kersten on as a pupil. The chronology then becomes somewhat muddled, since by December 1919, Kersten was back on active service, first as master sergeant in the Tavastland cavalry regiment, then in the national guard at Ikaalinen, in Northern Satakunta province.7 Granted, this was not far from Helsinki, but between 1920 and 1921, medicine could hardly have been the young officer’s major concern . . .iv


By January 1922, however, Kersten had resigned from the army, and though he now had more time to devote to medical studies, he also had to provide for his subsistence; he thus worked successively as longshoreman, waiter, dishwasher and house cleaner: “Come evening, in my little room, I was to be found bent over my books – which were mainly on anatomy. For two whole years, I strove to acquire as much knowledge as possible, all the time performing my practical training with Dr Colander.”8 An effort that clearly paid off, since in 1921 he duly obtained an official diploma in “scientific massage”. But the very next year, his professor advised him to go hone his skills in Berlin, where the practice was even more advanced.


It was clearly inadvisable to arrive destitute in the Berlin of 1922, whose inhabitants had hardly recovered from the four years of the Great War, the two years of revolutionary agitation that followed and the runaway inflation that had raged ever since. Our young student therefore had to accept more odd jobs: dishwasher again, film extra and even interpreter for Finnish businessmen visiting Berlin. Accommodation was no problem, however, for an old friend of his parents, the widow of Professor Lüben, resided in Berlin with her daughter Elizabeth; the latter, twelve years older than Felix Kersten, was a most dedicated woman, and this was the beginning of a lifelong friendship; Kersten was to refer to her as a sister or as a mother, adding that he could never have made his way in life without her.


Meanwhile, Kersten assiduously pursued his training, attending courses at medical school in Berlin and simultaneously following the practical teachings of the renowned physicians who had been recommended to him: Professor Binswanger from Leipzig; Dr Cornelius, a specialist in neuralgic points massage, and Professor Bier, a highly regarded Swiss vascular surgeon. In fact, it was at the latter’s home that Kersten met someone who was to have a lifelong influence on him; Professor Bier introduced him to one Dr Kô, a diminutive East Asian of respectable age and remarkable background: born in China, he had been educated from the age of seven in a Tibetan monastery as a novice, then as a monk and finally as a lama, with fourteen years of instruction in Chinese and Tibetan medical sciences. Aged twenty-one, he was sent to Britain in order to study Western medicine; he enrolled in medical school in London, and, after graduation, opened a medical practice in the capital; his reputation having travelled far and wide, he was invited to come and practise in Berlin after the war.


Duly intimidated, Felix Kersten shared his own far more limited medical background, but Dr Kô, clearly interested in his case, invited him to his modest flat in the Ansbacherstrasse. There, he undressed and asked him to demonstrate what his masters had taught him. Kersten having surpassed himself, the little doctor got dressed without a word, made some tea and eventually said with a smile: “My young friend, you know nothing yet – nothing at all. But I have been expecting you for thirty years. [. . .] According to my horoscope, drawn up in Tibet when I was but a novice, I was to meet this very year a young man who knew nothing and to whom I would have to teach everything. I propose that you become my disciple.”v 9


Thus it was that Felix Kersten became a disciple of Dr Kô, while simultaneously attending lectures at medical school and doing odd jobs to ensure his subsistence. For three years, between 1922 and 1925, he observed the master’s technique, became his assistant, witnessed cures that seemed well-nigh miraculous, and was initiated into a science that went far beyond simple massage. Much later, he was to explain the fundamental principles of a practice he named “manual therapy” or “physioneural therapy”: “It is about the treatment and maintenance of nervous tissue by adequate manual pressure. [. . .] One could almost speak of an in-depth nervous therapy, inasmuch as the skin, the subcutaneous tissue and the muscle tissue, with their blood vessels and their nerves, are grasped and stretched. [. . .] Most indispositions due to a restricted blood flow – with resulting congestions and insufficient nutriment of the nerves and other tissues – [. . .] are specific indications for physioneural therapy. From a biological point of view, there is a close relationship between the blood flow and the nervous system. Circulatory disturbances may trigger headaches, migraines and peripheral pain symptoms: neuralgia, neuritis and nervous disorders in the functions of internal organs, such as cardiovascular diseases, digestive complaints, etc., as well as psychic disorders possibly leading to deep neurosis. Conversely, psychophysical manifestations such as agitation, fear, worries, overwork and depression exert a constant and often noxious effect on the vasomotor activity of blood vessels, and thereby on blood flow, metabolism, digestion and internal secretion.”10


In other words, in order to relieve the main organs – heart, liver, stomach, lungs, kidneys and even brain – one must drain, by means of pressure, kneading, stretching and sliding with the hand’s palm and fingers, all the deposits and congestions of the circulatory system obstructing the supply of fresh blood – and thus of oxygen – to the nervous and subcutaneous tissues. By no means did Kersten claim that such a therapy could cure everything; on the contrary, he observed that it was strictly counter-indicated in cases of major inflammation, tumour formation, heart failure or advanced atherosclerosis.11 But of course, the range of illnesses arising from nervous and circulatory disorders was broad enough for numerous patients to be relieved almost miraculously by Kersten’s treatment. All the more so as Dr Kô’s assistant had a remarkably sensitive touch, allowing him to localise in the depths of the abdomen all densifications, congestions, nodules and adhesions that were at once his cues and his main targets. Over time, he was to progress still further, until he was able to say that with fingers alone, eyes closed, he could “see” the entirety of a patient’s neural pathways.12


This called for an exceptional degree of concentration – obviously acquired under the guidance of Dr Kô. Kersten was to speak of “a degree of concentration so extraordinary that it could almost be compared to the state of trance attained by some Indian yogis”. Such concentration was indeed at the heart of his old master’s teachings, featuring various aspects of Tibetan, Chinese and Indian medicine and centred on the meridians, the twelve pulses and the 761 (main) acupuncture points. The teaching also included breathing exercises, training in meditation and an almost total degree of asceticism, without which the required degree of concentration could never be attained: no tobacco, no alcohol, no stimulant of any kind, and strict observance of rest hours in order to conserve energy.vi And then there was the whole initiatory component – the most difficult to grasp for a Western mind: the relation of body and mind to the cosmos, the invisible nervous system, the doctrine of Three Principles with its therapeutic implications – so many elements that Kersten was to remember as “infinitely problematic” – while adding that they opened before him “the way of truth”.13


Felix Kersten would no doubt have long pursued a hectic life divided between initiatory journey, therapeutic sessions, medical school lessons, odd jobs for survival and gallant adventures, had it not been for that morning in the autumn of 1925 when Dr Kô told him that he was about to depart. According to what Kersten told Joseph Kessel in confidence, the master took his leave in the following terms: “Tomorrow, I shall return to my monastery. I must begin to prepare for my death, as I have only eight more years to live. [. . .] The date appeared in my horoscope long ago.”14 After which the old master assured an incredulous Kersten that he now had all the knowledge required to take over his practice and his patients.


All this may seem strange to a Western mind, but it should be remembered that astrology as conceived in Tibet, Nepal and Bhutan is regarded as a science on a par with astronomy, and has but a distant connection with the kind of commercial astrology practised in the West. Be that as it may, Kersten’s life was thus transformed overnight: “When in 1925 Dr Kô went back to China,vii I took over part of his practice. From then on, I was provisionally free from financial anxieties. Many of my patients were quite well-off, and soon came an influx of new ones, from the leading circles of industry.”15


At the age of twenty-seven, for the first time in his life, Felix Kersten thus began to earn a decent income – more than decent, actually, since it allowed him to rent a spacious apartment on Rüdesheimer Platz, in the fashionable Berlin district of Wilmersdorf. There he also opened his practice, and the whole was managed by Elisabeth Lüben, his faithful “adoptive sister”; he also bought an expensive car and hired a chauffeur. All this was something of a revenge on five years of poverty, as well as an opportunity to discover some hitherto unfamiliar medical complaints: “I became acquainted with a new type of people, who suffered from various ailments caused by excessive physical and mental efforts. These could be called occupational diseases, resulting from a life of overwork. [. . .] Such men made economic success their life’s goal. In fact, their motivation was no longer to make money, but rather to set up large businesses, “Konzerne”, that would enable them to maintain and strengthen their economic power. [. . .] One might say that their human feelings were repressed by something of a power complex. When coming to see me, they sought neither assistance nor relief, but only wanted to recover their physical strength in order to wield more power.”16


Actually, such “occupational diseases” usually occur in the form of chronic migraines, abdominal or chest pain, neuralgia, circulatory disorders, rheumatism, sciatica, tachycardia, severe insomnia, impotence, dizziness and generalised exhaustion. As all these symptoms pertained par excellence to Kersten’s field of competence, he undertook to treat patients who were at the height of their power but were consumed by ambition, crushed by responsibilities, exhausted by overwork – and abandoned by their doctors. Among them: Carl Bosch, administrator of I.G. Farben; August Rosterg, managing director of Wintershall Konzern;viii August Diehn, head of Kalisyndikat – the potash syndicate; Carl Friedrich von Siemens, chairman of Siemens & Halske electrical engineering company; Gustav Knepper, director of Gelsenkirchener Mining Society; and Friedrich Flick, all-powerful boss of the main German coal and steel conglomerate.


Where the best physicians had failed, the Finnish masseur and disciple of Dr Kô succeeded brilliantly: in a few weeks, a few months at most, all these men were freed from their ailments – temporarily at least, since they often fell back on the habits that had caused their overexertion in the first place. But that was precisely what made their saviour indispensable, for they could always come back to him for renewed treatment. Hence Kersten’s fame spread by word of mouth: within the business community, these influential men boasted of their return to health and whispered the address of the practice on Rüdesheimer Platz – which saw a renewed influx of well-off patients.


Kersten’s reputation was soon to extend beyond the German borders. After benefiting from his care, Grand Duke Adolf Friedrich von Mecklenburg-Schwerin recommended him to his brother Prince Hendrick, who was the husband of Queen Wilhelmina of the Netherlands. The prince suffered from congestive heart failure, and his doctors had given him a life expectancy of six months at best; since then, Prince Hendrick, overwhelmed by pain, had been prostrate in his palace. In the spring of 1928, Kersten examined him in The Hague, and although aware of the gravity of his condition, he agreed to treat him. A letter sent by the prince to his benefactor on October 27 of that year gives an idea of the results obtained: “I wish to thank you for the miraculous results of your arts of manual therapy. [. . .] I am now entirely free from all the nervous pains that tormented me.”17 Prince Hendrick, though considerably overweight and prone to a somewhat dissolute way of life, went on to live pain-free for another six years – which indeed verged on the miraculous! Thereupon, a grateful royal court invited Kersten to come and settle in the Netherlands.ix


This he did towards the end of 1928, opening a medical practice in Scheveningen, an affluent district of The Hague – after which the address of 18 Badhuiswegx soon became famous within the upper circles of Dutch finance, industry, politics, diplomacy and aristocracy. Just as in Germany, most of his new patients showed characteristic symptoms of overexertion: too many responsibilities, too many business meetings, too much tobacco, too much alcohol, too many social gatherings in the evening, too little rest at night . . . Ever since 1925, Kersten had become something of an expert in this field, and the results he obtained were little short of amazing. “Relieving them of their ailments made me a happy man,”18 he was later to say. With a course of treatment lasting between two and three months, he could only treat eight patients simultaneously – approximately forty per year. The fees he charged well-off patients were high, but the poorer ones recommended to him he treated for free. One of his wealthiest patients, J.L. Doedes, head of the Dutch Concrete company, was later to remember that “Kersten refused to take charge of patients he had no hope of curing, though he could have made much money thereby. But in one case, he spent several Sundays treating a friend of mine who was destitute.”19


Not that his German patients were neglected, for Kersten had kept his practice on Rüdesheimer Platz, to which he duly returned each year from January to April; after that, he spent six months in The Hague and the rest of the year in Switzerland, Italy, Austria or the Riviera – without ever failing to visit his parents in Estonia. In The Hague, his patients came from the Dutch East Indies, the United States, France and Great Britain. For Kersten, who was persona gratissima at the Royal Palace, dined at the most exclusive tables and left few ladies indifferent,xi these were years of unalloyed happiness: “I felt a very strong bond with the Dutch people, I learned their languagexii and I soon felt at home in their country. [. . .] Holland was for me something of a revelation. The landscape attracted me, the circle of my patients widened constantly, and financial worries were a thing of the past.”20


Yet dark clouds were gathering over Germany: in January 1933, after four years of political agitation, President Hindenburg finally agreed to call for Adolf Hitler, and from then on, the new chancellor proceeded to destroy his political opponents, suppress civil liberties, annihilate opposition, stifle the Länder, eliminate the trade unions, bring the churches to heel, muzzle the Reichstag and set up a ferocious police state. By the summer of 1934, the death of President Hindenburg and the elimination of the top S.A. leadersxiii made Hitler the sole master of Germany.


As a Finnish citizen and Dutch resident, Felix Kersten was hardly affected by these political upheavals, though rather more so by their economic consequences: indeed, as the Reichsmarks he had received from his patients for the past nine years were no longer exchangeable and could only be used in Germany, Kersten decided to invest them in the purchase of a domain seventy-six kilometres north of Berlin: the estate of Hartzwalde. “Thus materialised a long-standing desire to have a piece of land that would be my very own, and where I could spend my leisure time far from the crowd, with all its din and turmoil. Besides, it offered an opportunity to revert to my initial training in my father’s craft. The house being somewhat dilapidated, I had it entirely rebuilt, with the addition of electricity, running water and telephone. [. . .] And just as when I was in Berlin, I longed to be back in Holland, when I was in Holland, I impatiently looked forward to spending my holidays at Hartzwalde.”21
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Hartzwalde


Soon came a time when he no longer went there alone; for in February 1937, at the house of friends, he had met Irmgard Neuschäffer; she was the daughter of the forest warden of the Grand Duke of Hesse, and the wedding took place in Darmstadt four months later. From then on, the new Mrs Kersten was to follow her husband in his commute between Berlin, Hartzwalde and The Hague, and would bear him a son one year later.


In Berlin, as in The Hague, the success of Kersten’s treatments continued unabated: doctors who treat are readily found, but doctors who heal are always in demand. Moreover, it happened more than once that some renowned professor of medicine would refer a patient he could not cure to this humble practitioner in Finnish massage; and when that patient was relieved or healed by Felix Kersten, he seldom failed to let it be known. Thus it was that one of his German patients, Count Wilhelm von Hochberg, introduced him to the wife of the Italian ambassador to Berlin, Elisabeth Cerruti, who was suffering from myocardial ischaemia. After a prolonged treatment, Kersten succeeded in healing her, after which she lost no time in recommending him to a noble compatriot, the Duke of Spoleto, Prince of Savoy-Aosta and cousin of King Victor-Emmanuel III of Italy. The duke’s medical case was a delicate one: a motorboat accident had left him with a quadruple fracture of the right leg, complicated by a deep vein thrombosis – to such an extent that the best doctors in Paris had prescribed amputation. But upon the recommendation of Elizabeth Cerruti, the duke consulted Felix Kersten, who declared after auscultation that he could spare him an amputation.xiv Sure enough, the duke of Spoleto was able to walk with a cane three months later, and was completely healed after six months! Thus was Kersten to enjoy a highly flattering reputation in Italian high society as well.22


Although this magician in the art of deep massage displayed little interest in politics, he could hardly fail to see the dark war clouds gathering over Europe after 1937: Germany was rearming at breakneck speed and bringing increasing pressure to bear on Austria and Czechoslovakia; the Reich’s diplomatic rapprochement with Italy and its intervention in the Spanish Civil War were clear harbingers of the great confrontations to come, and the Führer’s henchmen – Goebbels, Göring, Ribbentrop, Hess, Rosenberg and Himmler – seemed to be competing in bellicose rhetoric. In the spring of that year, General Willem Roëll, commander-in-chief of the Dutch army – whose son had been saved by Kersten after his doctors had given him up – appeared in person at 18 Badhuisweg and went straight to the point: “Listen, Kersten, you have high-level connections in Germany. Try to get close to the highest Nazi dignitaries. We must know what they intend to do. One of these days, they are going to attack us. We know precious little, for none of our people have succeeded in approaching them.”23


General Röell apparently thought that Kersten was looking after high dignitaries of the regime – which the latter promptly denied: his German patients were almost all businessmen and magnates in the fields of finance, chemistry, iron and steel, mining, automobiles, aeronautics and shipping. These business moguls were forced to hide their views in public, but before a complacent ear, in the secrecy of the practice on the corner of Rüdesheimer Platz, most of them concealed nothing of their hatred for the criminal and corrupt character of Hitler’s regime.xv Which is why, while promising General Roëll that he would do his best all the same,24 Kersten doubted that he would ever be able to give him satisfaction. Yet in history, just as in life, the most unexpected is usually the most likely to happen . . .
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ON A SLIPPERY SLOPE


By early 1939, the international situation had considerably deteriorated by dint of the latest initiatives of Nazi Germany: Austria and Sudetenland had been absorbed by the Reich, and it was clearly understood in every European chancellery that the invasion of the rest of Czechoslovakia was only a matter of time. In anticipation of his future conquests, Hitler had launched a huge rearmament programme that affected all sectors of the economy, while German society as a whole was gradually being brought under control: the Gauleiters, Reich governors in the Länder, were already acting as local satraps and lording it over their subjects; a centralised secret police had been set up, under the authority of a “Reichsführer S.S. and chief of the German police”; persecutions against the Jews rose apace and climaxed during the Kristallnacht of November 9, 1938; systematic harassment and imprisonment also targeted socialists, communists, religious orders, gypsies, homosexuals, Freemasons, intellectuals, the disabled and “antisocial elements”, while almost every month saw the opening of a new internment camp: Sachsenhausen, Buchenwald, Flossenbürg, Neuengamme, Ravensbrück, Mauthausen – with the result that close to twenty thousand Germans had been imprisoned by late 1938.


None of this had escaped Felix Kersten, who was still commuting between his practices in The Hague and Berlin. In the German capital, his patients, most of whom had become faithful friends, told him all that was rumoured in the local business community: Joachim von Ribbentrop, the new foreign minister who was equally presumptuous and incompetent, seemed to be doing his best to draw the Führer into a war against England; Marshal Göring, the plump morphine addict in charge of the four-year plan, was seeking to control the whole of German industry on behalf of the general rearmament effort; Joseph Goebbels, venomous dwarf, fanatical orator and foremost Reich satyr, was the organiser of the regime’s worst acts of violence, from the Reichstag fire to the infamous Kristallnacht; Robert Ley, supremely alcoholic head of the Arbeitsfront,i had made corruption into a high-yield industry. Yet Heinrich Himmler, the former agronomist and chicken farmer turned Reichsführer S.S. and chief of the German police, remained the most feared man in Germany – and rightly so: his 280 S.S. men had been the Führer’s original security detail; his S.S. Leibstandarte,ii twenty times as numerous, had led the bloody 1934 purge known as the Night of the Long Knives; his Sicherheitsdienst,iii headed by the ruthless Reinhard Heydrich, tracked down all potential enemies of the regime; his Gestapo arrested and tortured them; detachments of his Sicherheitspolizeiiv had just spearheaded the occupation of Austria and the Sudetenland; his Totenkopfverbände (Death’s Head Units) guarded the concentration camp inmates and systematically abused them.


Hence Felix Kersten’s surprise and fright when in early 1939, the head of Wintershall Konzern, August Rosterg, one of his oldest patients and friends, asked him to examine Heinrich Himmler – and even, if possible, to treat him! The ageing magnate allegedly hoped that a man capable of alleviating the Reichsführer’s ailments could also persuade him to abandon the project he had conceived with Ley and Göring of nationalising German heavy industry.v Kersten first baulked at the proposal: “Once drawn into this, I’ll never get out!”25 But August Rosterg could be quite persuasive, and the man with the golden hands eventually relented: he would accept an “invitation”.


Thus it was that on the morning of March 10, 1939, Felix Kersten crossed the threshold of the building no ordinary citizen would have willingly entered: the Prinz-Albrecht Palais, residence of the notorious S.S. leader.vi One can easily imagine his state of mind when stepping into this lair, but Kersten was only to state: “I was highly sceptical when entering for the first time the abode of this feared and hated man, of whose bloody misdeeds I had heard countless whispered accounts.”26 Having passed the huge sentries in black uniform, the man with the burly figure and the gentle gaze was led to the top floor and shown into the antechamber of Himmler’s office. “In the room where I waited to be shown in, I had a look at the shelves, which were crammed with books. Apart from the ubiquitous Mein Kampf and the usual Nazi propaganda booklets, there were many history books [. . .] mainly dealing with the history of Germany and that of the Middle Ages. [. . .] Next to these, many books on Islam, biographies of Muhammad, and so on.”27


Once led into Himmler’s office, Kersten was in for another surprise: “I found myself in front of a man whose appearance in no way corresponded to the idea one generally had of a Reichsführer and chief of the secret police. Here was a little manvii who looked at me with a keen eye from under his pince-nez; one could almost say that there was something oriental in his round face and high cheekbones; he had nothing of the athlete. [. . .] My first impression: here was a nobody. [. . .] Looking at him, I could easily picture a schoolmasterviii – a pedantic one who would readily apply the cane. However, I could see nothing in him to recall the farmer, though he had previously been one. In fact, nothing in his appearance seemed to betray the slightest contact with nature. Here was obviously a pedantic and mystical figure who read a lot – a strange man, and a sick man.”28


Indeed, Himmler began by listing his various illnesses: paratyphoid in infancy, two bouts of bacterial dysentery followed by jaundice, and a recent food poisoning with tainted fish from which he had not entirely recovered. But worst of all were the stomach cramps that had tormented him ever since the Great War. These exhausted him and instilled in him a mortal fear of the cancer from which his father had died. He was being treated with injections and narcotics that no longer had any effect.29 Himmler added: “I have heard of your miraculous cures. Do you think you can rid me of those recurrent abdominal pains that are plain agony to me? Herr Professor, do help me!” To which Kersten replied:


“I’m not a professor.”


“But you’re a great physician. I’ve heard of your abilities. What can you do for me?”


“We must see.”30


Kersten asked him to remove his shirt and lie down on the long sofa facing the desk, after which he took his place behind the pallid body, with its drooping shoulders, weak muscles and nascent paunch. The therapist’s stubby and extremely sensitive fingers brushed against the flaccid skin, followed the nerve pathways towards the heart, liver, kidneys and stomach, and occasionally pressed upon some densifications, drawing grunts and moans from the patient. The diagnosis was quickly established: “It was a dysfunction of the sympathetic nervous system; I immediately saw that this belonged to my field of competence, and that no-one else could help him.”31


A quarter-hour of treatment followed, during which Kersten’s fingers and palm sank into the patient’s belly and reached through the skin, subcutaneous tissues and deep muscles to grasp and knead the nerve clusters. This drew some gasping and panting, a few cries of pain, but when the hand finally withdrew, an amazed Himmler realised that his stomach cramps had vanished. He muttered: “Your hands acted like a balm,” followed by: “You can and must help me!” To which Kersten replied: “I shall try.”32 But he was later to note: “I promised him no miracle treatment. In fact, I didn’t think I could heal him completely; I considered that I could relieve him of his pains periodically, but nothing more. Nonetheless, I thought it would be unreasonable to deny him my care.”33 Unreasonable, and above all terribly dangerous . . .


Actually, Himmler proposed that he remain entirely at his service, there and then offering to make him a colonel in the S.S. – which Kersten politely declined, on the grounds that he had many patients to treat in Berlin, and many more in The Hague, where he had his main residence.34 But since he was to remain another fortnight in Berlin, he agreed to return daily in order to relieve the Reichsführer of his pains.


That treatment was to prove sporadic, since by March 15, 1939, Himmler was in Prague with the Führer, celebrating in Hradcany Castle their bloodless triumph over what remained of Czechoslovakia. Yet celebration was not the main item on Himmler’s agenda: he had come first and foremost to supervise the action of his Security Police, who were entrusted with the widespread arrests of communists, Jews and German emigrants. Meanwhile, in Berlin, Kersten had gone to the Finnish embassy in order to inform his compatriots of the responsibilities he had just assumed – probably hoping to secure his recall to Finland as well. To his great surprise, Edvin Lundström, counsellor at the embassy, strongly encouraged him to pursue his activities in Berlin: Finland, being threatened by the Soviet Union, was in dire need of people with privileged access to the upper echelons of the German ruling elite.35


Back in The Hague on March 25, our physician turned Finnish intelligence agent visited some of his Dutch friends; one of them, P.J. Schijf, was to state much later: “Kersten told me that he had accepted Himmler as a patient, then he added: ‘The Nazis cannot be regarded as normal people.’”36 To General Willem Roëll, at any rate, Felix Kersten was able to announce that he had kept his promise of getting close to one of the uppermost Nazi dignitaries – albeit highly unwillingly.37


On April 5, 1939, Kersten returned to look after the Reichsführer, this time in his villa at Gmund on the Tegernsee, south of Munich. The results obtained a month earlier having proved ephemeral, Himmler had begun once again to suffer, so his benefactor went back to work. In just two days, he was able to relieve him of his chest pains, until they disappeared almost entirely. Thereupon, Himmler addressed the delicate issue of remuneration: what fees did Kersten charge? The latter’s reply seemed spontaneous: “Yes, yes, we’ll settle that later.”38 Actually, he intended to charge him nothing at all. “Himmler was not rich; on an income of 24,000 marks per annum, he lived in fairly modest circumstances.”39 This was true enough: curious though it may seem, Himmler was one of those very rare non-corrupt dignitaries of the Third Reich, and his income was indeed paltry compared to that of such notorious swindlers as Ribbentrop, Goebbels and Göring.ix Besides, Kersten could afford to be magnanimous, as his German patients usually paid him 25,000 marks for a treatment of eight to ten weeks – slightly more than the Reichsführer’s salary for a whole year – and he had at least forty patients a year. But Kersten, naturally, had other reasons: by not being paid, he retained a certain degree of independence from Himmler; conversely, in a country where arbitrariness ruled supreme, the benevolence of a Reichsführer S.S. and chief of the police was worth far more than any remuneration, especially for someone who had a family and in-laws to protect.


By late April 1939, Kersten was back in The Hague. Once again, the treatment he had given Himmler had proved only marginally effective, which was hardly surprising in view of the highly peculiar lifestyle of this notorious predator, executioner, sycophant, bureaucrat, schemer and workaholic; he toiled sixteen hours a day, seldom exercised and never went to bed before 2 a.m. Even that was bound to worsen, for by early May, Himmler was frantically preparing for the great offensive soon to be launched against Poland. To be sure, his S.S. had a key role to play in the scheme, which involved simulating a Polish attack against the German transmitting station of Gleiwitz as a pretext for initiating hostilities.x Immediately thereafter, his Einsatzgruppen – the militarised political police – as well as three regiments of his Totenkopfverbände were to hunt down behind the front all “hostile elements”, a fairly extensive concept that included communists, Freemasons, Jews, priests, intellectuals and aristocrats. Considering that Himmler had already been entrusted by the Führer with the future “creation of new territories for German settlement through population displacements” and that the Reichsführer S.S. was in almost permanent conflict with Goebbels, Göring, Rosenberg, Bormann, Ley, Darré and Ribbentrop – while living in permanent fear of displeasing his Führer – it stands to reason that his nervous disorders had little chance of lasting improvement.


Sure enough, when on August 26 Kersten returned to Berlin from a journey to Estonia, he was called upon urgently to treat Himmler, whose stomach cramps had flared up again. Only after the second session did Kersten succeed in relieving him, and during a pause in the treatment, he alluded to the German–Soviet pact of August 23, and to the major troop concentrations he had noticed while passing through Königsberg and Stettin. Did this mean that war was about to break out? After some hesitation, Himmler admitted that the Reich was about to invade Poland, in order to punish “the English Jews” who had guaranteed the integrity of the Polish borders. Appalled at what he heard, Kersten argued that such an action would plunge the world into a global war, but Himmler scoffed at this: once again, England and France would not budge, and the whole affair would be over in ten days.40


On September 1, 1939, Hitler duly unleashed the invasion of Poland. Everything went according to plan, but then the unforeseen happened: on September 3, the French and British leaders, under pressure from their parliaments and public opinion, declared war on Germany. To Hitler, this came as an unpleasant surprise,xi but he managed to conceal it; indeed, when Kersten returned to treat Himmler on September 11, his patient appeared unruffled, and was as usual his master’s voice:


“The England that declared war on us is not the decent England – it’s the England of the English Jews. That is what reassures the Führer. But England is bound to suffer from this war; the Führer is firmly resolved to let the Luftwaffe raze city after city, until the decent elements in England understand where the Jews have led their country. And when they call for an end to hostilities, they will be granted a generous peace in exchange for the delivery of all the Jews to Germany. This done, Germany will give England its rightful place in the world. The English belonging to the Germanic race, the Führer will treat them as brothers.”


[image: image]


The pass issued by Himmler to Kersten


Kersten voiced some doubt in that respect; it could well be that the Führer underestimated the capacity and determination of the English people to defend their country.


“England has never lost a war, and she has all the necessary raw materials at her disposal.”


Himmler guffawed.


“That will be of no use to her during this war, for the German submarines will sink all her supplies. Nothing will reach England, not even a mouse. As for the rest, the Luftwaffe will take care of it . . .”


Kersten mildly pointed out that it was always easier to start a war than to finish one, but Himmler pursued his monologue:


“First we’ll strike down the external enemy, and after that we’ll deal with the enemies within . . .”


“Tell me, who are the enemies within?” Kersten asked.


“All those large industrialists, the senior officers, the big landowners, the high-ranking civil servants and the academics. These we will deal with after the war. Heavy industry will be nationalised, just like large landholdings – and after that, Germany will be a good place to live in.”


Kersten pointed out that this looked a lot like communism, but Himmler disagreed.


“No, no, absolutely not! Germany will never become communist. The Führer is against communism. But some aspects of it will be introduced if we deem them advantageous; we will remain national socialists, but include some components of capitalism – which the Russians do not have.”41


In mid-September 1939, with Kersten back in Holland, Himmler and his evil genie Heydrich followed in the tracks of the Wehrmacht that was systematically crushing Polish military concentrations, surrounding Warsaw and reaching the Bug – where Soviet intervention on September 17 sealed the fate of the Polish army. Behind the front lines, the three S.S. Totenkopf regiments, the seven Einsatzgruppen of the Sipo-S.D. and the militarised Leibstandarte terrorised the population, burned down the synagogues and killed tens of thousands of Polish Jews, aristocrats, officers and intellectuals. Admiral Canaris, head of the Abwehr, loudly protested to his superior, General Keitel, but in vain: these were the Führer’s orders, and Himmler was both the executor and the executioner of his dirtiest deeds.xii


Was Kersten aware of all this when on November 6, he joined in Berlin a Reichsführer who was obviously exhausted by his abdominal spasms? No-one knows, but it seems unlikely: on-the-spot liquidations were carried out in the utmost secrecy, and a stringent rule of silence prevailed among Himmler’s entourage. On the other hand, Himmler told Kersten that Hitler would be in Munich on November 8 for the annual commemoration of the aborted 1923 coup attempt, and would deliver a major speech at the Bürgerbräukeller. Himmler therefore invited Kersten to join him in Munich for the occasion, and offered to secure him a seat in one of the front rows, so that he could fully appreciate the Führer’s remarkable eloquence. Kersten agreed, but the next day, Himmler had changed his mind: “You’re a foreigner and you’re not a party member. You had better not come with me tomorrow.”42 Had Himmler learned of something important since the previous day? The fact remains that at one o’clock on the morning of November 9, upon returning to the Vier Jahreszeiten Hotel in Munich, Kersten heard the news that a bomb had exploded at the Bürgerbräukeller, in the immediate vicinity of the platform from which Hitler had been addressing the audience; the Führer had left thirteen minutes earlier with his staff after having cut short his speech, but there were seven fatalities among the party members seated in the front rows. Kersten learned nothing more at the time – he was only to understand five years later.xiii 43


In the meantime, Felix Kersten was to have numerous opportunities to observe his peculiar patient, which enabled him to draw a few early conclusions: Himmler was basically a weak man who did his utmost to appear strong; a bureaucrat who dreamed of being an army officer; a puny creature who aspired to physical prowess; a swarthy, dark-eyed Bavarian who only admired blond, blue-eyed people; an indecisive character with a constant drive to action; a thug with the mindset of a school teacher and amateur historian; a rabid anti-clerical activist fascinated by all sorts of religions – and above all, a man entirely under the devilish influence of Hitler. “Whenever Hitler was on the telephone,” Kersten noted, “Himmler would begin to stammer, and he suddenly became an entirely different man: ‘Ja – Ja – Ja – Jawohl, mein Führer, ganz meine Ansicht.’xiv It took him at least half an hour to recover from the fact that he, Heinrich Himmler, had been called by the Führer, the greatest mind in the world.”44 This, of course, was just another contradiction: Himmler never did what he wanted to do, but only what he thought the Führer wanted him to do. Hence this preliminary diagnosis by his physician: “His severe abdominal convulsions were not, as he surmised, due to a frail constitution or an excess of work. They were rather the result of an entire life of contradictions and psychological tensions. Which is why I had realised early on that I could relieve his pains temporarily, and even help him for long periods, but that I would never be able to heal him completely.”45


For hundreds of thousands of people, this was to prove an unadulterated blessing, but Kersten could not possibly know it at the time . . . By early December 1939, he was back in The Hague, where the atmosphere was thick with apprehension; for after the invasion and occupation of Poland, Holland and Belgium had come squarely into the line of fire: in late October, Major Sas, the Dutch military attaché in Berlin, was informed by his contact within the Abwehr, Colonel Oster,xv of “Instruction no. 6 for the conduct of the war”, issued by the Führer on October 9, which included the following ominous passage: “In the northern sector of the western front, an offensive operation through the territories of Belgium, Luxembourg and Holland is to be prepared. This attack must be launched as quickly and as brutally as possible.”46 The Dutch general staff was therefore fully aware of German intentions, and when Kersten met his old friend General Roëll, he was told bluntly: “There is a possibility that we will be occupied by the Germans, but England and France will liberate us in the end. Meanwhile, you, being at Himmler’s side, must strive to help Holland as much as possible.”47


Kersten promised once again, but he had no idea at this juncture how he could possibly help Holland. Besides, this was not an issue in December 1939: due to bad weather, technical constraints and the reluctance of his generals,xvi Hitler was compelled to postpone his western offensive until the spring – the more so since he had other concerns: on his northern flank, a war had just broken out between Finland and the Soviet Union, while according to some sources, there was an imminent threat of British landings in Norway;48 on top of that, Hitler had not fully digested his Polish conquest: the initial measures of expulsions and resettlement between the Warthegau and the General Governmentxvii tended to overlap, get in each other’s way and end up in stalemate. Matters were only made worse by turf wars between Himmler, who had on October 7 been appointed “Reich Commissar for the strengthening of the German race”, the minister of agriculture Walther Darré and the master of the four-year plan Hermann Göring. Last but not least, the continued exactions and arbitrary executions carried out by the S.S. Einsatzgruppen against the Jews and the Poles in the occupied regions caused clashes with the Wehrmacht and sparked renewed protest from such generals as von Bock, Petzel, Ulex and Blaskowitz.


In her strenuous but successful effort to contain the Red Army, Finland could count on the help of Kersten, who mobilised all his connections in Germany, Holland, France and Italy to obtain the necessary money, clothing, medication and materials – and did so with such success that his adoptive fatherland shortly thereafter bestowed upon him the title of Medizinalrat – in Finnish Lääkintöneuvos.xviii Of course, there was another less advertised reason for such a prestigious award, as Foreign Minister Henrik Ramsay later recalled: “Through his position with Himmler and Ribbentrop, Kersten could both acquire significant intelligence and exert a certain influence on their views and measures.”49 Both Heydrich and “Gestapo Müller” always suspected Kersten of being a British agent. They were wrong: he was a Finnish agent.


On December 21, 1939, Kersten went to spend the holiday season at Hartzwalde with his wife Irmgard and his 88-year-old father.xix Felix and his father shared a passion for agriculture and cattle breeding; the fields of the estate were modest in size, but the wooded areas were immense and the family thoroughly enjoyed riding through them on horseback or by horse-drawn carriage. It felt good to live in a place so completely insulated from the turmoil of the world outside!


Yet back in Berlin, where the mood had become tense since the beginning of the war, Kersten’s patients were more numerous than ever, and among them was the most impatient of all: Heinrich Himmler, who was periodically laid low by his abdominal pains. Of course, the Reichsführer’s stomach cramps were something of a state secret, so that even his immediate subordinates were left in the dark as to the reason for the presence at headquarters of this eccentric civilian with his easy-going attitude, his bulky frame and his strong Baltic accent. Mystery breeds mistrust and mistrust can easily arouse hatred – which was especially true of the formidable chief of the R.S.H.A.,xx Reinhard Heydrich, and of the head of its section IV, the sinister “Gestapo Müller”. But fortunately for Kersten, their subservience to the Reichsführer was commensurate to the Reichsführer’s subservience to Hitler . . .


At any rate, these therapeutic care sessions remained for Kersten unique opportunities of political edification and psychological observation. To Himmler, on the other hand, they provided both a physical salvation and an emotional outlet; he had always felt a strong urge to pontificate, and was delighted to have an interlocutor coming from outside his usual circle of cronies, which was characterised by distrust, careerism and denunciations. In addition, as so often in relations between a doctor and his patient, the relief induced by his benefactor’s treatment encouraged him to indulge in confidences. The session of February 6, 1940 seems typical in that respect. Once again, Himmler broached the topic of England, which clearly remained a subject of concern for Germans during the ongoing “phoney war” that threatened to last forever. “Today,” noted Kersten, “Himmler was in excellent humour. He told me that the Führer had received very favourable news concerning the current state of mind of the British people, namely that they did not want war, and everything pointed to the fact that England was about to make peace proposals. These would certainly not be rejected, but on the contrary would be greeted by us as an expression of great Germanic solidarity. ‘The Führer will be magnanimous in his treatment of England. Germany has no intention of undermining England’s position as a great power. Quite the reverse, England must be one of the pivots of this Germanic Europe. [. . .] A conflict between the two peoples cannot be justified from a great Germanic point of view. There is enough room in the world for the two peoples to live together in peace. The advantages of such a cooperation are obvious: Germany can protect England with her land forces and safeguard her colonial possessions, whereas England can afford Germany the protection of her powerful fleet. Together, they form a block capable of resisting any attack and of extending their rule into the very heart of Europe.’”xxi Having noted these words, Kersten commented: “I would have liked to shake this frail ideological construction somewhat, but Himmler had hardly any time left, and he was frequently interrupted during the treatment.”50


All the same, no argument was likely to undermine the conviction of this fanatical patient under powerful Hitlerian influence – as evidenced by the next day’s session, when he concluded: “Mein lieber Herr Kersten, you will see that Adolf Hitler, Führer of the greatest Germanic land power, will be received on the occasion of an official visit to London by the king of England, Führer of the great Germanic maritime power; and as equal partners, they will forge a just peace to protect the Germanic race throughout the world.”51


Apparently disregarding the call of the Germanic race, the British were just then waging a merciless war on German submarines and surface raiders, all the while reinforcing their expeditionary corps in northern France; moreover, April 1940 saw the first land, air and sea confrontation between the Franco-British forces and the Wehrmacht in central Norway. That month, Felix Kersten, having almost completed his cycle of treatments in Germany, was about to return to Holland, so on April 28, he submitted to Himmler’s office the usual application for an exit visa. “Alright,” said the Reichsführer, “go to Hartzwalde, and you’ll be able to leave around May 1.” The events to follow were thus recounted by Kersten himself: “That same evening, Himmler called me back on the phone and said: ‘For technical reasons, I cannot give you that visa.’ I naturally asked him what these technical reasons were, but he just answered that he did not want me to leave Hartzwalde during the following days. I argued that I was expected in Holland, but he replied: ‘No, nothing doing.’ I said: ‘What do you mean, nothing doing? I’m a Finnish national, you cannot detain me.’ Whereupon he retorted: ‘You can be sure that Finland will not declare war on us on your account!’ – and he hung up.”52


Kersten was dumbfounded. “I was thus prevented from leaving my estate, nor could I contact the Finnish embassy to ask for help, since after this conversation with Himmler, my telephone line was cut off for twelve days. Finally, on May 10, my phone rang again: Himmler was inviting me to Berlin. I went there with mixed feelings. Himmler welcomed me most amicably and apologised politely for having caused me such inconvenience. He explained that unfortunately he had been unable to avoid it. ‘The reason is,’ he continued, ‘that German troops entered Holland last night, in order to save her from the Jewish capitalists.’ I could not therefore go back there and had to stay in Germany. He asked nothing more of me than to continue treating him; he was even willing to recruit me into the S.S., where I could start with the rank of Standartenführer.xxii I answered that, as a Finnish citizen, I had no intention of serving Germany, and I added that since I regarded Holland as my second homeland, I was deeply indignant at what had just happened. ‘The best thing,’ I concluded, ‘is for me to leave for Finland with my family.’ Himmler was extremely put out by this, and he shouted at me: ‘Finland will soon be part of the great German Reich. For us, there are only two sorts of men, Germans and traitors. The English and the Dutch are now among the traitors.’”53


But Himmler had another card up his sleeve: “He assured me that he did not want to pressure me in any way, but he had received information about my in-laws that could prove dangerous for them,xxiii and no-one could protect them better than I could – by continuing to look after him. I could thus ensure that nothing happened to them. It was patently clear what he meant by that.”54 It was indeed perfectly clear: sheer blackmail! Hence Kersten was forced to yield. “It dawned on me that I was henceforth under his thumb. The vagaries of war had chained me to the man who, apart from Hitler, was considered to be the most powerful and the most dangerous of them all.”55 Nothing could have been truer . . .
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THE FELIX NETWORK


Felix Kersten’s state of mind during that fateful month of May 1940 can easily be imagined; being detained in Germany was distressing enough, but feeling fivefold stateless was perhaps worse still: the Holy Russia of his birth had been replaced by a savage dictatorship that was about to absorb the Estonia of his youth; Germany, his parents’ original fatherland, was enslaved by a criminal and predatory regime; Finland, his adoptive country threatened by two dictatorships, had ordered him to remain in Germany; Holland, his country of choice, had just been overrun by the Hitlerian hordes; and now France, the country that had given him his Christian name and was so dear to his mother’s heart, was invaded in turn and struggled to defend herself . . .


An appalling situation, but what could be done? Felix Kersten realised that he was effectively chained to Himmler when on May 15 the Reichsführer, who was about to leave for the combat zone, ordered him to get ready to accompany him: his services might be needed during the campaign. During the following weeks, therefore, Kersten was to live in Himmler’s private train, stationed close to the Belgian border. That train, the “Sonderzug Heinrich”,i though modest compared to Marshal Göring’s mobile palace, was nonetheless quite impressive: coupled to the locomotive was a platform truck with a six-barrelled anti-aircraft gun, a freight car, Himmler’s saloon carriage, an office carriage for the secretaries and assistants, two sleeping cars, a radio and telegraph wagon, a dining car, four more sleeping cars, a freight car for supplies and a second platform truck with a six-barrelled anti-aircraft gun to protect the rear. This long, mechanised headquarters was staffed by forty-eight officers and N.C.O.s, in addition to the main heads of S.D., Gestapo and S.S. Amt III (counterespionage).


For thirty-five days, the victory cries of all these men were to inform Kersten that the Germans had broken through at Sedan, occupied Amiens and Calais, then crossed the Seine; soon thereafter, that Italy had entered the war, while the Wehrmacht had reached the Loire and the Saone; then came the coup de grâce: the armistice of June 22. In the meantime, Kersten had been looking after Himmler, but also after Rudolf Hess, the Vertreter des Führers,ii who suffered from sharp abdominal pains – probably made worse by his wounds from the Great War, his overwork and his general frustration with life. On June 24, when both men had left the train to take up residence in Bad Godesberg, Kersten recorded the following: “I have been here for more than a week with Rudolf Hess in the Hotel Dreesen.iii Hess is very busy and excited about recent events – the French armistice – and suffering in consequence from severe stomach pains. Meanwhile he has been in Compiègne forestiv and came back yesterday. During the treatment, still charged with tension, he sketched to me the course of recent events, and spoke of the future, which he envisaged as an era of fruitful Franco-German cooperation.” Kersten having asked him how England fitted into this optimistic scheme, Hess replied enthusiastically: “We’ll make peace with England in the same way as with France. Only a few weeks back, the Führer again spoke of the great value of the British Empire in the world order. Germany and France must stand together with England against the enemy of Europe, Bolshevism. That was why the Führer allowed the English army to escape at Dunkirk. He did not want to compromise the possibility of an understanding.v The English must see that and seize their chance.”56


Kersten appears to have felt some sympathy for the naivety and idealism of his rather strange patient: “In Hess, I encountered a man who was quiet, friendly and grateful. He frequently spoke of his home in Egypt, for which he longed.vi He often said that he would be happiest if he could retire to the loneliness of the Bavarian mountains. But he emphasised even more that he had only one wish: to meet a hero’s death while flying.vii But the Führer had forbidden him to fly, so he was condemned to sit at his desk. Hess was a good and helpful person, very modest in his way of life. He was a vegetarian, surrounded himself with clairvoyants and astrologers, and despised official medical views. [. . .] Once, when headquarters were in Belgium and Hess had to go to an interview with Hitler, he asked me to accompany him. We drove through towns and villages which had been shelled during the recent heavy fighting. Later, Hess said to me with tears in his eyes that it was horrible to see these once flourishing areas so laid waste. The war should not last any longer. The world must come to see that Germany was unconquerable. And he, Hess, had to stretch out his hand, to bring about a reconciliation between Germany and the other nations. [. . .] Another time, he told me that he had to concentrate all his powers and harden himself – he needed all his strength for the deed that would secure the salvation of Germany. When I asked what he meant by this ‘salvation’, Hess replied that he could not tell me, but that he was preparing for an act of historic importance.”57 What exactly this act was meant to be, Kersten and the world were only to learn eleven months later . . .
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Attestation délivrée a FelixKersten le 25 aoiit 1939 par le Reichsfiihrer SSetchef de la police allemande.
« Le masseur-thérapeute et agriculteur Herr Felix Kersten, né le 30.9.1898 a Dorpat, Allemand d’ori-

gine et actuellement sujet finlandais, m’est bien connu personnellement. Je prie les autorités de lui
porter assistance et de m’en référer en cas de doute.

Signé : Heinrich Himmler. »





