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Author’s Note



I GREW UP IN a house where nothing German was allowed. No Siemens dishwasher or Krups coffee machine in the kitchen, no Volkswagen, Audi or Mercedes in the driveway. The edict came from my mother. She was not a Holocaust survivor, though she had felt the breath of the Shoah on her neck. She was just eight years old on 27 March 1945, when her own mother was killed by the last German V-2 rocket of the war to fall on London, a bomb that flattened a corner of the East End, killing 134 people, almost all of them Jews. One way or another, the blast radius of that explosion would encompass the rest of my mother’s life and much of mine. 


Of course, she knew that the bomb that fell on Hughes Mansions had not picked out that particular building deliberately. But given that the Nazis were bent on eliminating the Jews of Europe, she also knew how delighted they would have been by the target that fate, or luck, had chosen for that last V-2, how pleased that at twenty-one minutes past seven on that March morning it had added 120 more to the tally of dead Jews that would, in the end, number six million. And so came the rule. No trace of Germany would be allowed to touch our family: no visits, no holidays, no contact. The Germans were a guilty nation, every last one of them implicated in the wickedest crime of the twentieth century.


There were other Jews I knew whose parents followed the same prohibition, but few were as strict on the matter as my mother. And yet, though her practice was unusual, her underlying thinking was not. Far beyond the Jewish community, many shared, and perhaps still share, the assumption that I was raised on: that, with just a handful of exceptions, Adolf Hitler found a universally willing accomplice in the German nation. We know of the French resistance and of underground movements across Europe, but tend to hear little about opposition in Germany itself. If we think about it at all, many of us assume the dissidents were entirely swept away and rounded up as soon as the Nazis took power in 1933: First they came for the communists …


And yet that’s not quite right. There were Germans who defied the Third Reich from the very start and throughout the Nazi dictatorship. In the immediate aftermath of the war, one Allied investigator estimated that, during the twelve long years of national socialism, some three million Germans had been in and out of prisons or concentration camps for crimes of dissent, sometimes punished for nothing more than a critical remark. There were 65 million German citizens in 1933, which means the vast, overwhelming majority, more than 95 per cent, did as they were told. They raised their right arm in salute and said ‘Heil Hitler!’ But quite a few did not. 


What does it take to step out of line like that? What makes one person refuse when everyone around them obeys? And what compels them to do it when it would be so much easier to do nothing, when breaking ranks can only bring pain, hardship or death?


Anyone who has stared hard into the abyss of the mid-twentieth century has surely asked themselves versions of those questions, and one question above all: what would I have done? Most of us like to think we would have been one of the rebels or refusers, that we would have been brave. But the statistics suggest that most of us would not. Almost all of us would have stayed silent.


Several years ago I began work on The Escape Artist, the story of a Jewish teenager who broke out of Auschwitz. That book required me to contemplate the darkest parts of the human heart, the gravest evil of which human beings are capable. But while I was doing it, I stumbled across a different story from that same era, a tale of staggering bravery that, save by a few experts, had been almost entirely forgotten. It had its share of terrible cruelty, of course, but at its centre was something just as inexplicable: acts of radical, unnecessary, mortally dangerous good.


In pursuing that mystery, I learned that though none of those directly involved was still alive, some of their children and grandchildren were, several in their eighties and nineties. They still carried the memory of a group of men and women who were not consistent in their opposition to Nazism, still less perfectly heroic, who were instead flawed, often hesitant, sometimes fearful individuals who nevertheless dared to say no to a mighty and terrifying regime – and so found themselves engulfed in a drama that would exact a heavy cost and whose impact would be felt at the very top of the Nazi state. 


The questions confronting those people pressed with a particular intensity in the Germany of the 1930s and 1940s. But those questions are not only of that time or that place. Some of them echo down the decades. Some of them reverberate especially loudly at this moment.
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		The map focuses on Germany, with its neighbouring countries: France, Belgium, the Netherlands, Austria, Italy, Hungary, Czechoslovakia and Poland. The majority of the map is shaded and labelled as ‘Greater Germany and occupied territories’. There are no country labels for Austria, Czechoslovakia or Poland but Bohmeia and Moravia is marked and a label for ‘General-Gouvernement’ is used instead of Poland. Hungary and Croatia are shaded differently and labelled as ‘German satellites’. Switzerland has no shading to indicate its neutral status. The various places marked on the map all feature in the text; a number of concentration and death camps are indicated.
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	Expand / collapse Extended Description

	

Street map of Berlin indicating the main locations of interest mentioned in the text and covering the districts of Charlottenburg, Moabit, Scheunenviertel, Kreuzberg and Wilmersdorf.


Scheunenviertel is in the upper right-hand quadrant of the map and has the greatest concentration of labels. The Solf and Zarden families lived here and so did Fanny von Kurowsky. Additional labels are for Lehrter Strasse jail, Charité hospital, Wittenau sanatorium, Grosse Hamburger Strasse, Police HQ, Brandenburg Gate and Hotel Adlon on Unter den Linden. South of Unter den Linden is the Foreign Ministry, Reich Chancellery, People’s Court, Bendlerblock and RSHA/Gestapo HQ.


Kreuzberg is labelled as the lower right-hand quadrant and has a section of the Landwehr Canal running through it.


Wilmersdorf is the lower left-hand quadrant and the labels here are for Horcher restaurant, Social Women’s school, the Swedish church and, furthest south, Maria von Maltzan’s apartment. An arrow west, off the side of the map, indicates the direction of the Gestapo office.


The upper left-hand quadrant of the map south of the River Spree is labelled Charlottenburg. A large area of the Tiergarten is in this district. South of that is Count Albrecht von Bernstorff’s apartment. Carmerstrasse is labelled as the location of the tea party and further west is a label for the Forschungsamt. The area north of the river is labelled Moabit and an arrow indicates that Plötzensee prison is further north, off the map.


	



















PROLOGUE












12 January 1944



ON A CRISP January morning in 1944, seven Gestapo officers, two of them detectives, pulled up outside a cottage in a small Alpine town in southern Bavaria. It was the middle of the week, a Wednesday, and it was wartime. A few years earlier, this would have been peak skiing season, the snows around Partenkirchen pristine and perfect. But this trip was strictly business. 


Led by the detectives, both of whom were women, the Gestapo did not wait for the door to be opened. Instead, they forced their way in and found their target right away. 


She was a woman in her mid-fifties, short and slim with a head of unmissable white hair. Usually, she would be in Berlin, where she had long been a fixture at some of the city’s most prestigious tables as well as a much-admired hostess in her own right. Her address book was filled with the names of ambassadors and intellectuals, scholars and politicians: anyone in Berlin she didn’t know was scarcely worth knowing. She had only relocated here, to this far-flung mountain hideaway, a few weeks earlier, after her house in the capital had been bombed out, her chosen refuge the home of her unmarried sister. But it was no refuge now. The Gestapo were ordering her not to move a muscle. 


She did as she was told, frozen still while the officers turned over the two-room apartment where she had been staying. The search continued for a full hour. It was early and she was not yet dressed, but they did not allow her to excuse herself. Instead, she had to put on her clothes in the presence of the Gestapo, who continued their search. She watched them while they watched her. 


Before long, the secret police moved to the house next door, as she knew they would. Sheltering there was her daughter, the slim, beautiful countess who had been turning heads at Berlin parties since her late teens. She was recuperating from a serious operation that had left her bedridden, the result of an injury she had sustained when the family house in Berlin was bombed. She was a volunteer firefighter and had tried desperately to put out the blaze – air strikes always started fires – which she had feared was about to devour her home. Injured or not, sick or not, she was also to be arrested. 


So too would be the two others present that morning: the unmarried sister and the housekeeper who had been working for the family since 1911, when she went into service as a chambermaid and nanny. The Gestapo wanted all of them: that way this dawn raid would remain a secret, with all those who had witnessed it remaining safely mute in custody. The police took the four women away in three separate cars. 


On that same January morning, in the town of Meaux in Nazi-occupied France, three SS men arrived at a convalescent home for injured soldiers. The patients were men of the Wehrmacht, but the centre was administered by the German Red Cross. Among the nurses and medics was a woman raised on a grand Pomeranian estate, a daughter of the country’s Protestant nobility. She had gone on to excel in her professional field; a few years earlier, her expertise had been sought by some of Berlin’s most eminent citizens. It was her the SS men were after. 


Her features strong, commanding even, she was eating breakfast in the dining room ahead of a planned railway trip to Paris, to consult with her superiors about her next move in the organisation. The SS knew all about that. When they strode in, apparently full of breezy good cheer, they called out to her: ‘You don’t need to take the train to Paris. You’ll be picked up by car!’ They seemed to find that hilarious. 


She understood right away what was happening and moved quickly. She turned to the bursar of the soldiers’ home, someone she trusted, and asked him, doubtless in a discreet whisper, to take care of a folder of hers containing personal letters. She told him exactly where in her room he would find it. 


But she had left it too late. Earlier she had considered an attempt to cross the border, fleeing Germany for Switzerland, but there was no chance of escape now. The SS trio frogmarched her to the room, watching her every movement. She stood as they pulled open the drawers, examined the bed she had slept in, inspected every inch of the furniture. Inevitably, they found the folder with the letters, one of which was a message of farewell, written because she had known this day would come. 


She could do nothing but look on as they rifled through a room that, until a few minutes before, had been a private space, the rough hands of the state handling objects that had been intimately hers. What she had, they took. 


Throughout she felt the eyes on her, not only of these men, but also of those who, until that moment, had been her colleagues. They were now spectators to the arrest, looking through the windows of the building that faced into this room. She sensed no sympathy for her, or pity. Nor did she detect any anger at the SS for what they were doing. Instead it was the sentiment that filled so many Germans as they saw a sometime neighbour or workmate taken away by the authorities: a blend of relief that it was not them and fear that they would be next. 


At that same hour, in one of Berlin’s more sedate neighbourhoods, there came a knock on the door at the home of a former official who had risen to hold one of the most powerful offices of the German government. Bald, his features distinct, he would once have been instantly recognisable in Berlin’s ruling circles, admired as a particularly urbane mandarin. The knocking did not stop. He knew what it meant and he went quietly, even as the men bundled him into a car and drove him to the offices of the Gestapo, the Secret State Police, at Kurfürstendamm 140, on the long, wide avenue that Berliners liked to think of as their Champs-Élysées. 


On her way to work at that very moment was a woman of twenty-two who had once been among Germany’s richest young heiresses and who had already inherited the sweet, wide eyes of her mother. She had grown up in an apartment on the banks of the River Spree so vast that every room was the size of a decent flat. She had been walked to school by a butler, had travelled first class to Rome, Paris and across the Atlantic while still a teenager, and had partied with debutantes and their beaus in London, staying with friends off Berkeley Square for the last great ‘season’ before the war. 


She had an office job now. Getting to work involved a walk through the park towards the subway station. Suddenly, and without warning, several men stepped out of the bushes and faced her. They wore the unmistakable long leather coats of the Gestapo and they asked her to come with them. Seeing a car idling nearby, she did as she was told, and they drove her away. 


Elsewhere in the city, another woman, older, was bundled into a Grüne Minna, a Black Maria prison van.


It all happened within a few swift hours, the men and women of the Gestapo and SS fanning out across the Reich with quiet, co-ordinated efficiency. By lunchtime, they had almost all their chosen suspects in custody. Two more would remain out of reach for a few more days. But before long, the Gestapo would have them too. 


Those involved knew there was nothing routine about this work. For one thing, the warrants had not been authorised by a mere desk officer, but by Heinrich Himmler himself, Reichsführer-SS and commander of the Nazi security state. 


That was in part because of the gravity of the accusation and in part because of the identities of the accused: who these men and women were and who they were not. They were not the usual suspects. They were not communists or street agitators. They were not members of despised categories that the state had long ago deemed genetically or racially inferior. With one tenuous exception, they were not Jews. 


Instead, they were drawn from the upper reaches of German high society, from the world of grand townhouses and country estates, of nights at the opera and embassy balls. They had titles and jewels and impeccable contacts. They were the last people to be subject to an arrest at dawn. 


And they were not a random collection of individuals, coincidentally picked up on the same January day. They were a group, made up of people who had secretly opposed the Nazi regime for the best part of a decade, meeting and operating in the shadows, spreading the word, combining their unique talents, saving lives. But now they stood accused of the crime regarded as the gravest possible offence in Hitler’s Germany: treason. They were branded traitors to the Third Reich. 


Their fates had become intertwined some four months earlier, when they came together for what, to an outsider’s eye, would have looked like a wholly innocent gathering: an afternoon tea party to celebrate the birthday of a friend. But that single event would eventually expose them to the hangman’s rope and the guillotine’s blade. Its reverberations would reach all the way to the top of the Reich, even altering the way Germany would fight the war against its Allied enemies.


And watching it all unfold, drawing a particular satisfaction from the arrests on that winter morning, were two people who, between them, had made this moment happen. They had plotted it and engineered it. One was among the Third Reich’s most ruthless men, a leading player in the darkest chapter of the twentieth century. The other was someone who had been a guest at the tea party, who had sat with the group as a comrade and ally, someone who had convinced the others that they were bound together in a common cause. For the group had been undone by a great act of deceit and betrayal committed by a person they had believed was one of their own – and by the simple human failure to see that not every danger comes from without, that sometimes the most deadly threats come from within. 


Who was that betrayer? And how did a group of brave, principled rebels, who had successfully defied Adolf Hitler for more than a decade, come to fall into such a lethal trap?










PART I


The Guests










1


The End of Germany


30 January 1933


A DECADE BEFORE THEY took tea together, each one of those who would be invited to gather on that fateful day – and those who would be watching them – were forced to adjust to a new German reality. Several of them witnessed for themselves the shift, the moment in January 1933 when their country, and the world, seemed to tilt on its axis. For some, the understanding of what had changed would take months or even years to arrive. But for others, it was in that moment, on that torchlit night in Berlin, that they fixed the resolve that would govern their actions for the next ten years or more. 


Hanna


One of those who grasped the shift instantly could hardly do otherwise. She was at the side of a man whose view of the matter was unbending. He was seventy-one years old and had given his working life to the service of Germany. He had done it all, acting as a colonial governor in multiple corners of the far-flung German empire, including in the South Pacific, and sitting around the Cabinet table in the final days of the Great War. Indeed, by the end of 1918, he was serving as the last foreign minister of Imperial Germany, though it took him some time to realise he had acquired that distinction. Still, it was in that capacity that it fell to Wilhelm Solf to send the telegram on behalf of a defeated empire to President Woodrow Wilson requesting the armistice that would end the war that had raged since 1914. 


In the Weimar years, Solf had kept on serving, spending most of the 1920s in Tokyo, where he was a well-liked and well-connected ambassador. At his side was his wife, Johanna – everyone called her Hanna – twenty-five years his junior and his most devoted ally. 


Whether in Samoa, where her husband was the white-uniformed governor already in his fifties when they married, or later in Asia, German East Africa, India and Britain, Hanna had always been a partner in Wilhelm’s work. It was a joint decision, for example, to make their home a salon for political conversation and the open, convivial exchange of ideas. This was not mere entertaining, with Hanna in the role of young society hostess, but a more serious project. Both husband and wife were equally convinced that a forum where those of opposing views could meet was a prerequisite of a free country. Once he was back home, Wilhelm soon realised how badly such a place was needed. He had returned to a Germany that he barely recognised. 


The rising force in German politics was an entity that had not existed in Wilhelm’s day. Its name was the Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei, or NSDAP, the National Socialist German Workers’ Party, and it alarmed him. Its loutishness, its prejudice, its contempt for democracy, its threat of violence. But the party kept rising, until the day came, on 30 January 1933, when Wilhelm Solf saw the brownshirts march under the windows of his home in the Tiergarten district, celebrating their installation as Germany’s governing party. The Nazis, as they were nicknamed, were in power now. With a deep and baleful conviction, Wilhelm Solf declared out loud to those watching with him: ‘Finis Germaniae’. The end of Germany. 


Maria


At the other end of the country, a young countess had arrived at a rather different conclusion. Maria Helene Francoise Izabel von Maltzan, Baroness of Wartenberg and Penzlin, was only twenty-four, but she had long had her eyes and ears open. All but banished from the family seat in Militsch in rural Silesia, where she had been raised by English nannies and French governesses in a castle of domed halls and medieval galleries, she had been making her own way in Munich since not long after she left boarding school. 


There, she watched the rise of the Nazis with incredulity. She read Adolf Hitler’s writings, Mein Kampf, ‘My Struggle’, and Die nationalsozialistische Bewegung, ‘The National Socialist Movement’, and found them poorly written, littered with grammatical errors and unambiguously clear in revealing the author’s intentions for Germany. Equally plain was the fervour this man could inspire. As a student in Munich, she once dined at the Osteria Bavaria, a favourite haunt of Hitler’s. She had only just arrived when the door to one of the back rooms opened and the future Führer marched out, trailed by a phalanx of aides and disciples. Maria watched as a woman at the next table rushed over to the chair where Hitler had been sitting and promptly covered the seat with kisses. 


Later that year, 1932, she witnessed a grand parade staged by the Nazis in Munich: the boys of the Hitler Youth and the young women of the League of German Girls, or Band of German Maidens, marching down Leopoldstrasse in formation, followed by the brownshirts of the Sturmabteilung, or SA, the Storm Division or Storm Troopers who functioned as the paramilitary wing of the Nazi party, the Nationalsozialistisches Kraftfahrkorps or Motor Corps, before, finally and in black, the men of the SS. 


Maria found the cult of national socialism visually impressive, occasionally frightening but, above all, ludicrous. She did not alter that view even after the Nazis took power a few months later. When, in early 1933, she returned to the castle in Militsch to find her brother, Carlos, in full Nazi uniform, she told him immediately that he looked as if he were in fancy dress. Was there a carnival somewhere, she wondered, from which he had become separated? He was enraged. Now that their father was dead, Carlos was the head of the family, with the power to cut off Maria’s allowance – which he promptly did. 


Her father’s death more than a decade earlier had left her with no protector. He had always looked out for her, the youngest of his eight children, encouraging her to voice her opinions when others expected a little girl to keep her mouth shut. He took it upon himself to instil in Maria the ancient patrician principles of the nobility, teaching her early that her duty was to protect the most vulnerable. When she reported that the parents of her nanny had lost their farm in a fire, her father promptly ordered her to empty her piggy bank and hand her savings over to the luckless family. ‘You have to look after your people,’ he told her. From the start, she was a defender of the weak and even the reviled, taking pity on the animals of the estate that others despised. When Carlos, who was terrified of snakes, had a number of them killed, it was seven-year-old Maria who exacted revenge on the reptiles’ behalf – pushing the boy off a paddle boat and holding him by the legs so that he could not get his head out of the water, releasing him only when their father intervened. 


But that was long ago and now Maria was without allies. There was no point in appealing to her mother who, she was convinced, hated her, preferring her eldest daughter because she was more beautiful, and Carlos, the sole son whom she treated like a crown prince. For Maria, there was only a series of maternal edicts: among them, a prohibition on studying veterinary science because ‘if a doctor, then better a human doctor’, and an order never to marry a Jew. Later Maria would joke that she found it easy to resist Nazi authority because she had defied her mother’s authority first. 


Arthur and Irmgard


There was one thing Arthur Zarden knew with certainty that night of 30 January 1933. The arrival in power of the Nazi party of Adolf Hitler was a moment of history, one that, as a good father, he wanted his only child to witness for herself. 


It would mean a slight change of plan, but nothing too onerous. That evening, he and his wife were due to be guests at the Press Ball, where they would savour yet another evening of elegance and glamour among Berlin high society. Zarden may not have obviously looked the part but he fitted right in. Then word came that the ailing president, Paul von Hindenburg, had named Adolf Hitler as chancellor, in deference to the latter’s position as leader of the largest party in parliament. The national socialists were to celebrate by staging a torchlight parade through Berlin that would end at the Chancellery, where Hitler would greet his followers, standing on the balcony to receive their devotion. 


This, Zarden understood, was something his twelve-year-old daughter ought to see. The chauffeur was called and ordered to get as close as he could to the Brandenburger Tor. And so, seated in their Maybach motor car, the Zardens watched as the brownshirts sang and marched in unison, proclaiming their new mastery of Germany. 


Until that moment, the family had lived a charmed life. The closest they had come to disruption was in 1932 when they had moved out of a ten-room apartment on the banks of the Spree into a twelve-room one around the corner. Their days were marked by uninterrupted luxury, waited on by a staff that included house dressmakers and that was headed by a husband-and-wife team of butler and cook, the latter giving way now and then during the winter season, when dinner parties required reinforcements, to two chefs, each wearing a white toque. Little Irmgard would be brought in to say hello, curtseying for the forty guests seated at a single, long table in the dining room. The place was so vast, with a private lift that opened directly into the entrance hall, that Irmgard would cheerfully navigate her way around the flat on a scooter. 


The wealth that made this life possible had not come from Arthur, who was a civil servant, but from his wife, Edithe. She was the daughter of Benno Orenstein, a Jew who had dragged himself up from nothing to establish a scrap-metal business that had eventually grown into a global industrial corporation, producing locomotives and railway equipment. By the beginning of the First World War, Orenstein was one of the richest men in Germany, with 20 million gold marks to his name, a personal fortune so great that not even the hyperinflation of the Weimar years could destroy it. 


The reward was a seat at the country’s highest tables. On their tree-lined street, Alsenstrasse, they had foreign embassies for neighbours; lunch guests might include a visiting Dutch prince. Among Irmgard’s fellow pupils at school were the daughters of the British ambassador, dropped off in the morning and picked up in the afternoon by a Rolls-Royce. When Irmgard had a birthday party, the entertainment was a treat then almost unheard of: a private movie screening, the girls giggling with delight at the sight of Charlie Chaplin twirling his cane or Harold Lloyd dangling from the hands of a giant clock. 


She was utterly at home in this world, unfazed by the footmen who would greet her at a friend’s apartment in Ruritanian knee breeches, announcing her as ‘Fräulein Zarden’ before ushering her into a ballroom that was a replica of the Hall of Mirrors in the Palace of Versailles. She had dance classes in that room, watched by one Annelies von Ribbentrop, whose two children were also in the group. At that point, the Nazis’ accession to power was still a distant dream: Annelies’s husband, Joachim, was not yet foreign minister of the Third Reich, but rather a salesman in his father-in-law’s Champagne firm. 


They all knew so little of the future then. Frau von Ribbentrop’s hostess in the Versailles-style palace, Frau von Friedländer-Fuld, did not know that within a few years she would have to leave Germany because she was Jewish. Benno Orenstein did not know that when he and his wife bought a large house by Lake Wannsee, they were moving within striking distance of the place where, before long, the upper echelon of the Reich bureaucracy would agree on ‘the final solution to the Jewish question’. The Zardens did not know that their neighbours in the apartment building at Alsenstrasse 9, the former diplomat Wilhelm Solf and his wife, Hanna, would soon be hosting a group of secret dissidents against a tyrannical regime. All that was to come. 


There were clues, of course, but, like

   most in their circles, the Zardens did not see them. Life seemed to be gliding along as it always had, smoothed by wealth, as it always was. They continued to summer at Heiligendamm, a resort on the Baltic Sea, and did not allow their day to be unsettled when, one morning in 1931, they found the courtyard of their hotel crammed with people who looked not at all like guests. Someone explained to Irmgard that Adolf Hitler, then a rising star of the political opposition best known for his street clashes with the communists, was on a campaign tour through Mecklenburg, accompanied by two lieutenants. Before long, Hitler emerged, wearing his trademark brown shirt, flanked by Hermann Göring and Joseph Goebbels. What struck Irmgard, not yet ten years old, was that Göring was fat, Goebbels had a clubfoot that made him limp – and the crowd went wild. Mothers held their children aloft, as if they were witnessing the Second Coming and hoped for their young to be caught in the divine glow. The commotion did not die down till the three men had been driven away. But what Irmgard told her mother was that the Nazis had looked rather ridiculous in their brown shirts. Surely no one could take such people seriously.


Arthur Zarden learned soon enough that that was a mistake. His career had only ever headed upwards before that torchlit evening in January 1933. At the age of forty-seven, he had risen to become secretary of state, the most senior official, at the Ministry of Finance, second only to the finance minister himself. His office stood across the street from the Chancellery, looking out on Wilhelmsplatz, and he was chauffeured to work in that Maybach, the highest of high-end marques. Arthur Zarden was rich, successful and at the height of his powers. 


The new government was scarcely in place when he was summoned to meet his boss, the finance minister. Zarden knew that his lifestyle had always attracted the envy of his colleagues: he may have been the ministry’s leading expert on tax, and the inventor of a tax credits scheme that allowed the government to create jobs, but what rankled was that he lived less like a civil servant than one of the Reich’s largest taxpayers, a group with which he mixed freely. The minister did not like this contact between his secretary of state and Germany’s richest. But that was not what was on his mind now. 


Instead, it was something more basic and less amenable to remedy. There was no way to put this delicately, but Zarden’s wife was a Jew and Zarden himself was rumoured to have some Jewish ancestry. Given those immovable facts, the minister suggested that his senior official ought to apply for retirement. 


For all the polite semblance of a choice, Arthur knew this was anything but optional. He had no desire to serve the new Nazi government, but could not deny that this was an involuntary exit, even if custom dictated that the departure of a man of his rank would be marked by a farewell meeting with the new chancellor himself. Zarden’s last day of work was 31 March 1933, drawing to a premature close what had been a stellar administrative career. The Führer sent a letter, reiterating his thanks for Arthur Zarden’s valuable service; Zarden’s place was taken by one Fritz Reinhardt, a loyal and ardent national socialist who would go on to play a leading role in the plundering of the territories invaded and occupied by the Third Reich and in the thorough, systematic project to steal every penny that could be taken from the Jews: the homes they lived in, the businesses they had built, the gold in their teeth, the hair on their heads. The Nazis were barely in, but Zarden was most definitely out. 


Elisabeth


Elisabeth von Thadden was not too dismayed by the appointment of Herr Hitler as chancellor. On the contrary, she was initially quite well disposed towards national socialism. Like Maria von Maltzan, she was a daughter of the landed aristocracy. She had grown up at Trieglaff, the huge Pomeranian estate that belonged to her father in his capacity as district administrator, though her growing-up had been accelerated. After her mother’s early death, and as the eldest child, the nineteen-year-old Elisabeth was handed responsibility not only for the upbringing of her younger siblings but for the running of the entire household and estate, which employed some fifty people. Still a teenager, she became its chatelaine, its organisational, economic and social centre, and continued in that role throughout her twenties. The expectations on her were clear. She was to tend not only to her family but to the social needs of the villagers too. She was to embody those virtues by which the Protestant aristocracy liked to define itself: duty, reliability and selflessness. 


But then, just as suddenly as those responsibilities and sense of purpose had come, they were taken away. In 1920, after more than a decade as a widower, her father announced he was to marry again. There would be a new mistress of the house, and she was five years younger than Elisabeth. Overnight, and at the age of thirty, Elisabeth had lost the core of her work and her life. 


She found a new mission, one that had captured her interest since the outbreak of the First World War, if not before. She would devote herself to a practical form of the Christianity she held so dear: caring for starving children and families who had nothing. 


She already had a mentor, in the form of the Berlin pastor Friedrich Siegmund-Schultze and his Soziale Arbeitsgemeinschaft, or Social Work Organisation, admiring especially his double commitment to the poor and to peace. She had met him at Trieglaff in 1916, when her father invited him to give the harvest festival sermon, a bold move considering Siegmund-Schultze was something of a social radical. He had famously traded the role of court preacher, with a pulpit whose congregation included members of the Imperial family, for a ministry in a working-class district of east Berlin. His was not a mission from on high: the shepherd lived among his flock. All of which deeply impressed Elisabeth, who resolved to walk in his footsteps. She now set about inviting malnourished children from the city to spend time at Trieglaff. She wrote to Siegmund-Schultze, asking him to recommend a book on trade unions, social democracy and the like – so long as it was ‘not too rambling’.


But Elisabeth was no leftist. On the contrary, she hewed to the Prussian aristocratic tradition in which she had been raised: she believed that landowning families like hers were responsible for the peasants on their estates, just as they had been in the days of her ancestors. The difference now was that that tradition was endangered, thanks to a world changed utterly by the Great War. If the aristocratic ethos of patrician generosity was to survive, it would have to accept reform. 


That conviction combined with both her faith and a new creed then taking shape. Her late mother had asked a question that would capture an important aspect of the age: ‘Where is a woman with spirit to begin?’ The women’s movement was in its infancy, but Elisabeth von Thadden was drawn to it and especially its insistence that every human being should be able to fulfil their potential; that, no matter whether they were man or woman, they should be able to reach a position that matched their gifts and achievements. That struck Elisabeth as not so much a political imperative as a deeply Christian one. 


The clearest exponent of that view, the educational reformer Alice Salomon, now became a second inspiration to the young Elisabeth, who studied under Salomon at the Soziale Frauenschule, the Social Women’s School, in Berlin. Education became Elisabeth’s vocation. She soaked up new ideas, went to hear the philosopher of alternative education Rudolf Steiner speak, absorbed it all. For two years, she taught at Salem Castle under Kurt Hahn, the innovator and future founder of Gordonstoun school in Scotland (among whose early pupils would be a Greek prince by the name of Philip, later the consort of Queen Elizabeth II). 


But her true calling was education for young women. She was against co-education, which she believed shortchanged women, and by 1927 she had established her own school, the Evangelical Rural Education Home for Girls, in an eighteenth-century manor house in Wieblingen just outside Heidelberg. The location was perfect. If she had imagined the ideal Christian boarding school for girls, and she had, this was it. The first cohort consisted of sixteen pupils in two classes; after the summer holidays she added ten more. 


The school believed in faith, in homeland and in ‘loyalty to duty, order and cleanliness’. It blended traditional Christian, patriotic principles with the latest progressive thinking on teaching methods, all of it directed towards a thoroughly modern mission: to produce educated, fulfilled women. 


Whether because of her years running the family estate or her physical appearance – tall, strong and stately – or both, Elisabeth was a figure of easy, natural command. She had a clear authority, and the sincerity of her faith, her piety, was obvious to anyone who met her. But she was no pursed-lipped scold. She ran the school like a family household, with herself as a maternal figure who understood that plenty of her pupils had not chosen to be in Wieblingen, but had been sent there. She allowed for homesickness and unhappiness. She wanted the girls to feel safe in their school, so, once a week, she would host a ‘common evening’ in her private living room. She might tell a story or read aloud while the girls did handicrafts and listened. 


She did not demand Victorian conformity; she did not require her pupils to suppress their emotions. On the contrary, she encouraged talent and individualism: there was no uniform, but rather a dress code that left scope for the girls to choose their own colours and fabrics. Elisabeth was determined to produce young women who would appreciate the beauty of nature and high art. Before long she was taking her pupils to chamber concerts and lectures, and arranging visits to the Mannheim National Theatre. She might hire a bus and lead a tour of Venice or visit the World’s Fair in Paris. On one occasion, as a surprise gift for two members of staff who had got married that day, she hired a boat to sail down the Neckar, with the girls dressed as water spirits. Word soon spread that Director von Thadden was doing something special in Wieblingen. Prominent families, including those based abroad, began sending their girls. The school expanded. Within a few years, the number of pupils approached a hundred. 


Elisabeth herself cut quite a dash, usually in a hurry, always with some new titbit to pass on, designed either to provoke anger or prompt laughter, yours and hers. It helped that, like Countess Maria von Maltzan, but unlike most German women of the age, she could drive. Around Wieblingen you might see her, sporting a bright straw hat and sleek sunglasses, at the wheel of her open-topped car, her very mobility a statement of female daring. She had no money to speak of – she was a woman, so none of the family fortune had passed to her – but she had panache. 


The school had been up and running for six years when the new government arrived in 1933. Elisabeth did not fear it. She was, after all, a conservative and a nationalist. She let all the compulsory symbols of Nazism be displayed in the school, made some changes to the curriculum and allowed the creation of a branch of the League of German Girls, the young women’s version of the Hitler Youth. She even published a newspaper essay explaining the role schools like hers might play in building ‘the new Germany’. She believed they were especially well placed to produce ‘German comrades, fully conscious members of the national socialist state’. As if to demonstrate her commitment to the new order, she travelled to Karlsruhe with her pupils to hear a speech by the Führer himself. To the naked eye, Elisabeth von Thadden was looking and sounding like a loyal Nazi. 


Otto


For so many Germans, those weeks after the elevation of Adolf Hitler were a moment of decision. Even those an ocean away could not escape it. 


Take Otto Kiep, a seasoned diplomat then serving as Germany’s consul general in New York. Fluent in English, thanks to a childhood spent in Scotland as the son of an expat German businessman, with a kindly, genial expression on his face and a young, attractive wife at his side, Otto had proved a great success in the United States. 


The work was uncomplicated, the social life delightful. Summer brought invitations to the country houses of the New York elite, whether on Long Island, in Connecticut or New Jersey: long, languid days of tennis, horse riding, swimming and sailing. But the news from home would not leave him alone. He had grown ever more alarmed at the rise of extremism, on the left and right, which only accelerated after the Wall Street Crash of 1929 and the mass unemployment that followed. From the comfort of his townhouse at 55 East 77th Street, a block away from Central Park, he could see what was happening. The surging waters of national socialism were beginning to seep in, even under his door. 


German-Americans who visited the consulate were sounding more and more like the pages of Mein Kampf, one of the books that had accompanied Otto when he made the Atlantic crossing to take up his US post six years earlier. These expat patriots were making impromptu speeches on the need for Germany to rise from the ashes of 1918, to stand up to the world, to insist on the superiority of Germany ‘with blood, if necessary’. And so, when word came of the death of the Weimar Republic and the birth of a new government in Berlin, installed on 30 January 1933, Otto might have been dismayed or fearful, but he could not claim to be surprised. 


And then, a matter of weeks later, a letter arrived addressed to him. Inside it was a single sheet of paper bearing one of the world’s most famous names. Otto may not have realised it at the time, but that letter would change everything. 


Hilger, Paul, Fanny, Anne and Anza


Hilger van Scherpenberg at least had the benefit of distance. He was working as Legationssekretär, or second secretary, at the German embassy in London when the new government of Adolf Hitler arrived. Not that that cooled his judgement. On the contrary, it only seemed to harden his disapproval of the new regime. 


As a member of the Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands, or SPD, the Social Democratic Party, he was already predisposed against the Nazis. At the embassy he was surrounded by fellow internationalists, each ready to reinforce the views of the other. Eventually seven of the nine career diplomats who staffed the London mission wrote a joint letter to Hermann Göring, expressing their collective dismay at the Nazi seizure of power. One of the two to refuse to sign the letter was Prince Otto von Bismarck, grandson of the Iron Chancellor and Hilger’s immediate superior. Adding his name was probably not Hilger van Scherpenberg’s best career move. 


For nineteen-year-old Paul Reckzeh, 1933 had already brought one major change: he had left school and become a medical student, ready to follow in the footsteps of his father, one of Berlin’s most eminent doctors. But on the first day of May, there came another change. The Nazi party had established itself as the new power in the land and the teenage Paul decided he should play his part: he joined up, becoming party member 2,878,897. 


His timing was good. Had he left it even a day later, he would have fallen foul of a ban on new members that came into force after 1 May, imposed partly in response to pressure from party veterans who feared that the NSDAP’s ideological purity was being diluted by the huge influx of newcomers who had rushed to join in the spring of 1933. Paul had got in just under the wire. 


In years to come, he would not describe himself as lucky. He would take his place at a table filled with critics of Hitler and Nazism and lament the decision made by his younger self, reserving a special ire for his parents. He had been a boy when he had signed up, still in his teens; if only they had stopped him.


In her mid-forties in January 1933, Fanny von Kurowsky was born in the age of empire and was still living there: her home was at the edge of the Tiergarten, the former Imperial hunting grounds. She might have been expected to recoil in horror at a vulgarian such as Hitler ascending to the first rank of the German government. But she was a strong German nationalist, the long-serving second deputy chairwoman of the national board of the Vaterländ­­ischer Frauenverein, the Patriotic Women’s Association. The group organised everything from kindergartens to first-aid training, as well as clubs for wounded soldiers, of whom there was a ready supply in the years following the Great War. Some of the new government’s rhetoric would have struck a chord with her. In 1932, she had written an article in the German Red Cross magazine about the role of women in confronting the economic crisis in Germany. ‘Nothing but a revived spirit of sacrifice and community spirit in the German people will save the German people from the looming crisis of despair,’ she had pronounced. Hitler and his men would have warmly agreed. 


Anne Rühle might well have shared some of Fanny’s instincts when it came to the new regime. Yes, she had studied social work under the progressive thinker Alice Salomon, but that had only exposed her to some of the pressing problems then besieging Berlin and the country, the very problems that Hitler insisted only he could solve. 


As for Marie-Agnes, or Anza, younger sister to Elisabeth von Thadden, she did not need to take a course to know the deprivation Germany faced. Her husband, a naval officer in the last war, was left without a job when the German navy was dismantled and its ships scuttled. Eventually money came from her father, who, unable to conceive of transferring money to a woman, even his own daughter, passed what would have been Anza’s inheritance to her husband. But the couple divorced in 1923, leaving her with nothing. In 1933, she was forty years old and penniless. If there was talk of change under a new leader, that was surely for the good: after all, the status quo had brought only hardship and disappointment. 


The Detective


While plenty of Germans greeted the ascent of the Nazi party with an open mind, Herbert Lange – his friends called him Leo – was positively delighted. Born north of Berlin in the small village of Menzlin, Western Pomerania, he had no attachment to the old order that this new movement promised to sweep away. He had been born into poverty, his father a jobbing labourer who struggled to feed his family. The Langes lived on a lively street, where Jews and non-Jews mixed easily – the Cohns lived next door and the Gersons were opposite – and the family scraped together enough money to send young Leo to the prestigious Oberrealschule. But life never stopped being hard. 


In May 1930, he headed to Greifswald to study law, soon joining the Burschenschaft Rugia, a student association committed to defending the ‘timeless values’ of ‘honour, freedom and fatherland’. By the time he dropped out of college two years later, his views were beginning to harden. He placed an early bet on national socialism, joining the Nazi party on 1 May 1932, when he was just twenty-two years old. When January 1933 came around, Leo could draw satisfaction that it had taken less than a year for his wager to pay off. Never mind that he had failed to complete that degree; now a different path to advancement had opened up. By March of that year, little more than a month into the new era, he was a member of the Schutzstaffel, literally the ‘protection squadron’, which served as the paramilitary arm of Nazism better known as the SS. He was on the inside and the only way was up. 


Of course, none of these people knew what the next decade would bring, either for them or for their country. They certainly did not know that their paths, however distant from each other they were in 1933, would eventually converge at, of all things, an afternoon tea party – with consequences that would engulf them all. 
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The Diplomat


Otto, February 1933


OTTO KIEP’S DIARY was always packed. This was less a reflection of his social charms, or even those of his young wife, than of the post he held. There were said to be twenty thousand different German-American clubs in New York City in the early 1930s and all of them seemed to need the presence of the consul general at this celebration or that anniversary banquet. Every day brought an avalanche of invitations. Even so, this one stood out. It was for a dinner in honour of one of the world’s most admired men: Professor Albert Einstein. 


The event was a joint fundraiser for the Hebrew University in Jerusalem – Einstein was a founder and had delivered the inaugural scientific lecture – and a news service, the Jewish Telegraphic Agency. It was scheduled for mid-March, but the planning had been going on for months, starting well before the Nazis had seized power. When the organisers first drew up the invitation list, it had been no more than simple courtesy to include Germany’s official representative in New York. After all, Einstein was among the country’s most distinguished figures. But by the time Otto Carl Kiep – O.C. to his friends – stared at the invitation on his desk, it had acquired an entirely new meaning. 


For Einstein was now a symbol as well as a man. He was a Jew from a country that had turned on its Jews. A dinner in his honour would, inevitably, be a rally in solidarity with the beleaguered Jews of Germany and a protest against the new Nazi government that was persecuting them. If Otto attended, he would be standing with those protesters. In the eyes of his superiors in the Foreign Ministry in Berlin, he would be siding with the enemies of Germany. He would be a traitor. 


And yet, if he were to refuse the invitation, he would be tacitly endorsing those who were hounding Einstein, both back home and here in New York. Otto had been told of an assassination plot against the scientist: a group of German exchange students at Columbia University were planning to attack and kill Einstein just before he boarded the ship that would take him back to Europe. The death threats from assorted German-Americans had been coming since the great man’s lecture tour of the US had begun, but this one seemed serious. 


As the situation grew more tense, it also became clearer, to Otto at least. To attend the dinner was to terminate his career in the foreign service. To say no was to become a servant of national socialism and the thuggery of its supporters. That was the choice. 


He discussed it with his wife. She cursed the rotten luck of the situation. Why did this dinner have to be in New York? Why did it have to be Otto? The answer to the latter question appeared simple enough: the German ambassador to Washington had also been invited but had written quickly to the organisers to explain that, to his great regret, he could not make it, adding that he hoped the consul general in New York would be able to attend. The ambassador had left it to Otto’s ‘discretion’ whether he should go or not, thereby dumping the whole impossible conundrum into his colleague’s lap. O.C. was on the spot. There was no way out of it. 


It was now 16 March and Einstein had arrived in the city. At the railway station, the scientist, mobbed by reporters, praised ‘Germany’s contribution to the culture of mankind’ as ‘so vital and significant that you cannot imagine the world without it’ – which made it all the sadder that now ‘the genuine exponents of this culture are receiving unworthy treatment in their own country’. If there had been any ambiguity over what a public embrace for Einstein from a German official would mean, a small grey area in which Otto might have found diplomatic refuge, it was now gone. He had to make a decision.


He resolved to do what he believed was best for the country he served and loved. His absence would confirm that all the accusations against Germany were true, that the state was indeed hostile to Jews. What’s more, if Einstein were attacked or killed in New York, it would be seen as a reflection, or even result, of official German policy. For the sake of Germany’s good name, and in the name of German decency, he wrote to the organisers to accept their invitation. 


They replied by asking him to make a speech. 


There was no dilemma this time. In making their request, the hosts had only followed protocol. He would be the highest-ranking German official present; of course they would want him to make a speech. Besides, he could see no point in half-measures. If he was going to risk his career, he might as well do it with his head held high, loudly and publicly. He began work on a short text.


The dinner was exactly what he would have expected of a gala night in Manhattan. Inside the Waldorf Astoria hotel on Park Avenue, the ladies wore gowns, the men white tie and tails, while a string quartet serenaded their arrival. Otto Kiep was shown to his place at the top table. 


There were pleasantries and formal welcomes and then, at last, it was his turn to speak. In the hush, there was no mistaking the significance of the moment. As he rose to his feet, both speaker and audience knew that every word counted. 


Otto began by paying tribute to Einstein for all that he had achieved for science and for humanity. He praised the United States for showing him the same welcome it had extended to other luminaries of German scholarship. Then, in what sounded like a coded reproach to his own government, he said it was the mark of all great nations that they were open to new ideas and refused to judge an idea by the nation or group from which it came.


Finally, he turned to the guest of honour. ‘This company does not honour you, Professor Einstein. On the contrary, you honour this company, and I might say, every company of which you choose to make yourself a part.’


The ovation was long and sustained. Few present were surprised to read an account of what they had witnessed published on the front page of the next day’s New York Times. Otto himself was similarly unsurprised by the report that appeared in Berlin a few days later in the house organ of the Nazi party. It noted that an official representative of the German nation had insulted the Third Reich in a room full of Jews. It did not take long for the order to arrive, demanding he return to Germany for ‘consultations’. Among those doing the consulting would be Germany’s new chancellor: Otto would have to explain himself to Adolf Hitler. 
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The Countess


Maria, 1933


SHUNNED AND DISINHERITED by Carlos, her Nazi brother, Countess Maria von Maltzan would have to make her own living. She soon picked up work on a Catholic weekly newspaper and its accompanying radio listings guide, printed in Innsbruck. What’s more, it was through the paper that Maria met a key figure of the emerging anti-Nazi resistance, a Jesuit priest branded an enemy of the state as early as 1934: Friedrich Muckermann. Determined to ensure that the outside world would know what was happening inside the new Germany, he swiftly enlisted Maria’s help in smuggling out of the country information that would be deemed critical of the regime, and therefore illegal.


The method was ingenious. The reports were written in code, formatted to look like the radio schedules that appeared in the listings guide. That way they could be sent to Innsbruck along with the rest of that week’s editorial material. Maria’s job was to type up the information. 


She would do it at night. At the university, she was studying zoology with a particular focus on fisheries biology – and that gave her access to the Biological Institute. She got hold of a key and, after hours, when the place was empty, she would let herself in and use the office typewriter. Much better to use a machine that could not be directly traced to her. 


Once the fake schedules were written, she was to take them to Starnberg station near Munich in a suitcase packed with other mail bound for Innsbruck. Except, on her very first trip, the station was crawling with SS men. Several approached and one asked what was inside the bag. 


‘Press mail for Innsbruck,’ she replied.


‘Open up, show me.’


She had to think fast. 


‘Take it easy,’ she said, all charm. ‘Every lock I open costs a schnapps.’


Now the men smiled. So began a drinking game, lasting several rounds. Maria held her own before making a great show of suddenly realising the time. Frantically gathering up her things, she said she needed to make the mail train if she was to keep her job. Anxious to assist a young woman in need, the SS men even helped her slot her post into the right letterboxes – all need for a search forgotten. 


Unsurprisingly, the countess soon became one of the priest’s most trusted aides. But Father Muckermann’s activities were dangerous: his superiors in the church believed the Nazi authorities would not tolerate them, or him, indefinitely. His life was in danger. So they sent him into hiding, out of the country. Only seven people were given the password by which he could be reached at the Oldenzaal monastery in Holland – and one of them was Maria von Maltzan. 


Steadily, she was getting noticed, including by the new powers in the land. The Gestapo hauled her in for questioning at their Munich headquarters repeatedly. She became adept at parrying their questions, at maintaining the hauteur that always served her so well. On one occasion, she gave full vent to her irritation, ordering her interrogator to telephone a prominent Nazi minister at once to explain to him where she was. The call was necessary ‘because I am expected for lunch’. She would later brag that, when they finally let her go, she walked out carrying a little bag they had not searched and that would have confirmed her as a resistance operative if they had. The bag contained a small bomb. 


Sometimes her inquisitors were less easy to fend off. One session turned violent, the men from the Gestapo leaving Maria with a broken jaw. But she was not deterred. Instead, she took steps to minimise the risk of a future arrest or worse. She inveigled her way inside Gestapo headquarters and, thanks to a duplicate key she had acquired – perhaps through comrades in the resistance – found the file the secret police had compiled on her. Which she promptly destroyed. 


Still, the signs were clear. Munich was becoming too hot for the rebel countess. She accepted an offer from her editor at the Catholic paper to join him on a six-month road trip to Africa: they would make the entire journey in a Chevrolet. What followed was an adventure that seemed only to make Maria bolder, if not actually reckless. Sometimes it entailed nothing riskier than sleeping in a tent, cooking on a campfire and listening to Mozart and Bach on a portable gramophone. But it also saw her cross a desert for twelve hours, solo and on foot, in search of petrol when the Chevy ran dry; join a sheikh in a springbok hunt, which first required a ride of more than forty miles by camel; and take part in a Sinai patrol on the trail of a gang of hashish smugglers, a quest that would end in a shootout, the brigands taking cover behind the humps of their camels and bullets whistling past the young aristocrat’s ears.


When she returned to Germany, it was clear how much had changed. Now if people talked politics, they did it in whispers. Her circle of friends in Munich had become smaller, limited to those who could be trusted. The cold hand of the state seemed to reach into every corner. Even on the family estate, the staff now greeted her with a ‘Heil Hitler!’, in accordance with instructions laid down by her brother. She met up with a former classmate, a friend in Militsch, and as they walked along the promenade, she casually, and with barely a thought, linked arms with him. He hurriedly pulled away, his voice full of fear. ‘Don’t! Please! I’m Jewish!’ The dangers of appearing to be a mixed couple, in a country that would soon have a Law for the Protection of German Blood and German Honour banning Rassenschande, or ‘race defilement’, were clear enough to him, even if they had not crossed her mind.


But her resolve to resist was undimmed. If anything, it had grown stronger. 


Officially, she now spent her time as an interpreter and freelance journalist, with a sideline in exercising the horses of the rich at local riding schools and working as a riding double at the film studios at Geiselgasteig, doing the horseback scenes for some of the leading actresses of the day. She had also fallen in love, joining the long line of daughters of well-born families attracted to men bound to draw disapproval – in this case, an artist, bohemian and thorough reprobate. He was Walter Hillbring, a cabaret performer and singer of banned songs with a devoted following in Munich who was, at forty, more than fifteen years her senior. Utterly unsuitable and therefore wholly irresistible. 


His proposal, when it came, was hardly drenched in romance. ‘Now that we’ve got on so well, I think I’ll abandon the idea of remaining an eternal bachelor. I mean, we could give it a try.’ Despite that, she said yes. 


She had few illusions that her family would follow Maltzan trad­ition and organise a lavish wedding for her of the kind she had witnessed for her sisters: a two-day affair that involved a horse-drawn procession through the village, a twelve-course menu, with corres­ponding wines, and servants dressed in yellow velvet frock coats and blue satin knee breeches. She mentioned that the Maltzans saw nothing to celebrate in her impending marriage to a friend who immediately set about organising everything instead. No bridal carriage or staff dressed in gala uniforms or lace cuffs, but instead dinner and a visit to the Brennessel, a pub favoured by Munich’s starving artists. The landlord allocated them a back room where an unwanted extra guest was present. There, on one of the walls, hung a portrait of Adolf Hitler. 


Once the drink was flowing, the sense of being watched by the Führer grew oppressive. ‘You shoot so well,’ one friend said to the bride. ‘Can’t you shoot Hitler’s eyes out?’ Maria explained that she had come unarmed: a gun would have spoiled the line of her wedding dress. No matter, someone else had a weapon, promptly placing a revolver in her hand. Now, she was out of excuses. She stood up, took aim and shot out both of Hitler’s eyes, one after the other. The party went on with the previously all-seeing Führer watching them no longer. The landlord, however, was distraught. What if the authorities were to come by and see that he had allowed the leader of the fatherland to be insulted so violently on his premises? He was placated only by the promise from one of the guests, a painter, that Hitler would have his sight restored by noon the next day. 


Maria von Maltzan’s defiance of the Third Reich continued after she and Walter moved to Berlin – he found Munich ‘too brown’, too Nazi – and after their marriage broke down, as it had by the end of 1936, thanks chiefly to his serial infidelity. Sometimes it would take the form of small, unnoticed acts of rule-breaking, such as striding up to the military checkpoint that was policing entry to the Berlin Olympics and, when asked for a ticket that she naturally did not have, replying with her trademark imperiousness: ‘Don’t you recognise me?’ Once inside, the countess made sure to head straight to the best seats, planting herself close to Field Marshal Werner von Blomberg, the first minister of war in Hitler’s government. She met his eye and he politely nodded back. 


Of rather more value than these moments of audacity were her continued contacts with the Catholic resistance, especially those elements centred on Munich. The work she would do in this period, and the consequences of it, would serve as a kind of trial run for what was to follow. It would steel her for the battle ahead. 


It was in early 1937 that she first turned her home into an unofficial refuge. She was asked to take in a former inmate of a concentration camp, a political prisoner who had just been released from detention in the German town of Sonnenberg. He was frail and needed somewhere to stay. Maria was shocked by what she saw. He had been beaten so badly that his entire back, from his neck down to his coccyx, was black. 


Not long afterwards she would experience for herself how national socialism dealt with those it believed were engaged in action against the state rather than mere acts of disobedience. It happened thanks to a trip she made across the border to Czechoslovakia in 1938, when the talk was of an imminent German invasion. She encountered there a group of pro-Nazi Czech activists and, in conversation with them, her trademark confidence tipped into recklessness. She knew her brother-in-law was serving as a senior officer in the border area and she asked after him. It was a bad mistake. 


The Czech fascists instantly assumed that a woman asking such questions could only be a spy and promptly handed her over to the German border police, who arrested her on espionage charges. 


She was interrogated for eight days, held in the dark, two bright lights shining in her eyes, as the same questions came at her again and again. If she so much as closed her eyes from exhaustion, they threw a bucket of water in her face or aimed a truncheon at her head. Or they would try a different approach, more honey than vinegar: they would ply her with alcohol, gently nudging her to make the statement that would serve as a confession. She tried to repeat the trick she had pulled off when sending the coded radio listings to Innsbruck, when she managed to keep pace with the SS men, schnapps for schnapps. She held out for a while, but eventually collapsed. 


Frustrated, one of her tormentors eventually led her outdoors where, in an open field, he aimed a gun at her. ‘Admit everything,’ he ordered. She replied that perhaps this kind of behaviour explained the German corpses that had been found at the border, which official propaganda blamed on the Czechs.


Her insolence was punished with a transfer to a labour camp: Patschkau. But the countess was not treated like a regular inmate. Instead, she was placed in a room in an administrative building and given two buckets of water and a paper, the Völkischer Beobachter, the Nazi party daily. She was able to give herself a thorough wash and, as for the newspaper, she used that to improvise curlers for her hair. 


One of the camp commandants showed a personal interest in his aristocratic prisoner and Maria played along, even allowing him to take her away from Patschkau to a small hotel. They had a decent dinner and Maria regularly ensured his glass was refilled. He led her upstairs to the room he had booked for the night, a bottle of Slivovitz in hand and hope in his heart, and here too she encouraged him to keep drinking, pouring the contents of her own glass into a plant pot whenever he looked the other way. The man’s speech was slurring when, at last, he muttered and murmured and fell fast asleep. Maria tiptoed over to the telephone and disconnected the cable. As she left the hotel, she stopped at reception, leaving instructions that the guest was not to be disturbed during the night or woken early in the morning. She left for the railway station, where she melted into the crowds of Czechoslovaks desperate to get out of the country before the German tanks rolled in. 


She had got away, but she had not truly escaped. Once back in Germany, she learned that she was the subject of a ‘Wanted’ poster at German police headquarters. It would surely not be long before the Gestapo caught up with her and, when they did, she would be doubly accused: first, as a spy and, second, as a fugitive from justice. 


Her response was, once again, the kind of move available only to someone armed with the supreme confidence of the governing classes. If people like Maria von Maltzan acted as if they owned the place, that was because they largely did – and had done so for several centuries. 


And so, the countess headed to Alexanderplatz and Berlin police headquarters, where she strode in and loudly confronted the relevant SS man at his desk. She said it was an outrage that she should be a wanted woman, accused of engaging in espionage. The very idea was ridiculous. She insisted that all suspicion be removed from her immediately. 


She got the impression that the man was hung-over. He yawned ostentatiously and seemed not to be listening to a word she was saying. She would need to get his attention. She duly picked up the inkwell that sat on his desk and hurled it at the wall. 


She resumed, ‘My freedom and my livelihood are at stake.’ She would not be satisfied until he put an end to this bogus investigation. 


An outrageous gambit, but it worked. The SS man summoned a typist, who took down Maria’s statement, then dictated and signed his own document declaring the manhunt against Maria von Maltzan officially over owing to lack of evidence. She was free to go, her name cleared. 


Others might have taken that as the cue for a fresh start: count yourself lucky, stay out of trouble from now on. Maria could easily have done that. She was beginning to bring in a tidy income as a writer of animal stories that she herself dismissed as ‘schmaltzy, tear-jerker nonsense’ – about cats and dogs, taken before their time – but which editors lapped up and which she published under an easily decoded pseudonym: Naztlam, which was Maltzan in reverse. 


But if she now had a chance to keep her head down, Maria was not interested in taking it. She found a new apartment, above a shop in the Wilmersdorf neighbourhood of Berlin, drawn especially by its usefulness as a safe haven: its two rooms meant more space to harbour those who needed to be hidden. Among them would be the man who would soon become her biggest secret. 
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