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Prologue: The Old Stories


When I was fifteen, one of my classmates suddenly asked 

during a history lesson whether I was related to ‘the 

Himmler’. I managed to stammer a ‘Yes’. There was a 

deathly hush in the classroom. Everyone was tense and 

on the alert. But the teacher lost her nerve and went on 

as if nothing had happened. She missed the opportunity 

of getting us to see what connection, if any, there still was 

between us, the new generation, and those ‘old stories’.


It was a question I avoided myself for a long time. 

I knew about Heinrich Himmler, my great-uncle. I knew 

about the ‘greatest murderer of the century’, who was 

responsible for the extermination of the European Jews 

and the murder of millions of others. My parents had 

provided me with books about the Nazi period from an 

early age. Shaken and tearful, I had read about the failed 

uprising of the people in the Warsaw ghetto, about the 

experiences of refugees and the survival attempts of children 

who were kept in hiding. I identified with the victims, 

felt ashamed of my name and, in some inexplicable yet 

distressing way I often felt guilty. Later, when I studied 

political science, the German past was a key topic for me.


But at the same time I always shied away from looking 

at the history of my own family. The impetus to do so 

came only later, and more by chance. My father asked 

me to search the Federal Archives in Berlin for files about 

his father. Until then my grandfather, Ernst, whom I had 

never known, had for me been simply the younger brother 

of Heinrich Himmler, a technologist, an engineer, Chief 

Engineer of the Reich Broadcasting Company in Berlin – 

a fairly unpolitical person, from everything that was said. 

Until then there had been nothing about him to arouse 

my curiosity.


At my very first perusal of the material I made the 

unsettling discovery that most of the stories I’d heard 

about him at home did not correspond to what was 

contained in the thin files. From very early on, it appeared, 

Ernst Himmler had been a convinced Nazi who, in return 

for a helping hand in his career from his brother Heinrich, 

the Reichsführer SS, carried out dubious tasks for him. 

I also gradually discovered that Gebhard, the oldest of the 

three brothers, was an ambitious careerist and a convinced 

Nazi from the earliest days of the Party. In 1923 he had 

taken part in the Hitler, or Beer Hall, Putsch with his 

brother Heinrich; later he had made a successful career as 

head of department in the Reich Ministry of Education. 

I was forced to conclude that both brothers had willingly 

put their expertise in the service of a conviction they shared 

with Heinrich and other relatives, and with colleagues and 

neighbours.


This was also true of the brothers’ parents. Before 

1933 Gebhard Himmler senior, head of a secondary 

school, and his wife Anna had regarded their second son 

and his apparent lack of ambition with a certain scepticism and disapproval. Later, however, as their letters to 

Heinrich show, they became enthusiastic Nazis. They, 

too, enjoyed advantages and privileges that Heinrich was 

able to procure for them thanks to his position at the 

centre of power in the Third Reich.


In the years that followed I was mostly occupied with 

other things than my family history. At the same time I 

felt drawn to countries such as Poland and Israel, whose 

histories had such a close and disastrous connection with 

the history of Germany and also with that of my own 

family. Poland was not only the country where Heinrich 

Himmler had organized the Nazis’ merciless campaign of 

extermination against the Jewish and Slav ‘subhumans’. 

In 1939 his brother Gebhard had taken part, as a company 

commander, in the invasion of Poland, which long 

after the war he was still describing as a ‘daredevil’ adventure 

pursued ‘at breakneck speed’. Gebhard’s brother-in-law 

Richard Wendler had been the Governor of Cracow 

when the city’s Jews were deported. And it was in the 

Warthegau, as the Germans called the part of Poland 

incorporated into the Reich in October 1939, that my 

grandmother and her children had lived after they had 

been evacuated from Berlin during the war, on an estate 

from which the Polish owners had previously been expelled. 

I kept coming across traces of my family. But the 

overwhelming guilt of Heinrich Himmler seems to have 

led his brothers’ families largely to exonerate their own 

fathers, despite vague if persistent fears that their involvement 

might have been greater than they liked to 

think.


I shared those fears. But, unbelievable as it may sound, 

it was a full five years after I began my researches that I came across significant documents, certificates, letters and 

address books in my parents’ house. I knew that, as far 

as possible, in the Himmler family every scrap of written 

material, from electricity bills to drafts of letters to official 

documents and photos, was kept, but until then I had 

never specifically asked or looked for them. Here was a 

folder in which my grandmother, whom I had known and 

admired, had kept a variety of things. The belated realization 

that even many years after 1945 she had still been 

part of a network of old Nazis who gave each other 

support, had been particularly painful for me.


When pursuing research into one’s own family, it is 

difficult to overcome blind spots and no-go areas created 

by the closeness to one’s subject. It remains a painful 

process, and one constantly jeopardized by fears of what 

one might lose.


It took me three years after I first found material about 

my grandfather in the files before I could accept that I 

was going to have to see this family history through to 

the end. In the meantime I had become the mother of 

a son who would have to bear the burden not only of 

my own family’s legacy: his father comes from a Jewish 

family that was persecuted by the underlings of my great-uncle 

Heinrich and whose members to this day remain 

profoundly traumatized by the murder of many of their 

relatives. It became clear to me that I must give my child 

a family history that did not perpetuate the legends 

current in the family.


That this intention resulted in a book is due to the 

many who have contributed to it. I would like to thank 

them here.


It was my father who provided the first impulse to my researches. It was Professor Wolff-Dieter Narr and the 

seminar group studying ‘The Generation of the Grandchildren 

of Active National Socialists’ at the Free University 

of Berlin who turned it into a concrete research 

project. I would also like to thank all the members of 

my family who have put documents at my disposal and 

endured my repeated interviews with patience.


My extensive researches have been supported by the 

employees of numerous institutions. I would particularly 

like to thank Herr Pickro of the Federal Archives in 

Koblenz, who was extremely helpful and always ready 

to make time for me. I was also assisted by many at the 

Federal Archives in Berlin-Lichterfelde, the archives of the 

Technical University in Munich, the Main State Archives 

in Düsseldorf, the Berlin regional archives and the Kontakte 

(Contacts) organization in Berlin.


I am particularly indebted to Michael Wildt of the 

Institute for Social Research in Hamburg. He was the first 

specialist historian to read the draft version of the manuscript. 

My work could not have continued without his 

encouragement, advice and practical assistance.


Heinz Höhne put material from his private archive at 

my disposal; Anne Prior was kind enough to provide me 

with information on the Dinslaken side of my family. 

Andreas Sander of the Stiftung Topographie des Terrors 

(Topography of Terror Foundation) helped me with important 

information, as did Peter Witte.


I would like to offer my special thanks to Ingke 

Brodersen, who not only found a publisher for my manuscript 

but edited it with a critical eye and accompanied it 

on its way. She was always there for me; to collaborate 

with her was in every way a piece of good fortune.


My husband helped me with countless discussions; 

from the very beginning he and my parents-in-law encouraged 

me to write this book. Friends listened patiently, 

discussed the project, read parts of the text and put me 

up on my travels.


Finally, I would like to thank my parents, who have 

supported me and helped me bear the burden through all 

these years. Without them this book would never have 

been written.
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I never called him ‘Grandfather’:
 

The Telephone Call


Ernst Himmler had already been dead a long time when 

I was born. For my generation that is nothing unusual. 

Many husbands, fathers and grandfathers never came 

back from the war. The unusual thing about my grandfather 

is not his death, but the fact that he was the 

younger brother of the Reichsführer SS, Heinrich Himmler, 

who organized the systematic murder of millions 

during the Third Reich.


I had always known about this, even as a child. But 

I had never wondered about my unknown grandfather’s 

personal and political attitude to his brother. That did 

not change until the telephone rang one morning in the 

spring of 1997. My father. Could I submit a request for 

him to the Federal Archives to see if they held any files 

on his father? They had been opened to the public, he 

told me, since the Americans had handed them over to 

the Germans. And I could get there more easily than he 

could.


Yes, it was easier for me to follow up such a request, 

as my parents lived a long way from Berlin. After reunification, the German Federal Archives took over the files held in the former Berlin Document Center and released 

most of the extensive holdings of personal material on 

Party officials, SS leaders and people guilty of Nazi crimes. 

But why did my father think there might be something on 

his father, Ernst Himmler, in those archives?


I requested sight of the files. At that time demand was 

still great and I had to wait months for an appointment. 

I was relieved at the delay; it gave me time to think about 

a man who until then had played no part in my life. Only 

once, as a child, had I asked my grandmother Paula, Ernst 

Himmler’s wife, long since dead, about the rather stiff-looking 

young man in the black suit whose framed photograph 

hung on her living-room wall. I can well remember 

the tears that suddenly appeared in her eyes and the fright 

they gave me. I can no longer remember what she told me 

about him. She never mentioned him of her own accord, 

and I never asked her about him again. My father, too, 

had been sparing with information. ‘He was an engineer 

with the Deutscher Rundfunk in Berlin and I suppose he 

was also in the Party,’ was one of these vague pieces of 

information, which was always accompanied by the rider: 

‘But then they all were.’ He presumed, he said, that his 

brother Heinrich had had to persuade him to join the 

Party, since ‘Ernst didn’t have much to do with politics.’ 

And presumably, my father went on, he ‘didn’t want to 

spoil his career prospects’. Heinrich had probably got him 

the post with the Reich Radio. ‘Heinrich always felt 

responsible for his younger brother. But the two didn’t 

see each other very often.’


Up to this point such remarks about my grandfather 

had always sounded plausible. I had never questioned 

anything. There was nothing about him to arouse my curiosity, nothing I found disturbing. That changed only 

after my father’s request to look for files on his father in 

the Federal Archives. I began to ask myself what I knew 

about my grandfather. Not very much – and fairly trivial 

stuff, at that. The kind of facts you might find laid out 

in tabular form in a CV: born Munich, 1905, grew up in 

a respectable middle-class family, radio engineer, from 

1933 onwards employed by the Deutscher Rundfunk, 

around the same time married Paula, subsequently father 

of three daughters and one son – my father. The family 

lived in a semi-detached house with a garden in the Berlin 

suburb of Ruhleben. During the last years of the war 

Ernst Himmler was promoted to Chief Engineer and 

Deputy Technical Director; shortly before the end, he was 

called up into the Volkssturm, a German version of the 

Home Guard. He died at the beginning of May 1945, 

circumstances unknown.


I knew nothing about this man who was my grandfather: 

how he grew up, how he behaved towards his wife 

and children, what he was interested in apart from his 

work, what his attitude to the Nazis was – or to his 

brother Heinrich. Up to this point Ernst Himmler had 

seemed a thoroughly average, unexceptional person. The 

repeated insistence that the two brothers didn’t have 

much contact with each other merely seemed to confirm 

the image of an engineer with little interest in politics. It 

suggested there was an ideological gap between the two, 

as did the assumption that Ernst had to be persuaded by 

his brother to overcome his reluctance or indifference and 

‘join in’. Had the younger sibling simply yielded to the 

authority of the older one, the man with political influence, 

but kept his distance from him politically? But what then had been Heinrich’s motivation in supporting Ernst 

in his career? Did they really see each other as rarely as 

was claimed? And if so, why? Because Ernst was uninterested 

in what his brother was doing, or because Heinrich, 

head of the SS and later Minister of the Interior, was so 

completely taken up with the immense task of purging 

Germany and the neighbouring occupied countries of the 

‘enemies of the German people’? What had my grandfather 

Ernst and my grandmother Paula known about 

what Heinrich was doing? Perhaps his father had known 

something, my father always said, but definitely not his 

mother, who was ‘politically very naive’.


I was starting to wonder both at the assurance with 

which he said this and at my lack of scepticism. Anyone 

who was as close to the head of the SS as my grandmother 

must have had to make great efforts not to know anything 

about the arrests of political dissidents, about the way the 

German Jews had been deprived of their rights and had 

‘disappeared’ in the concentration camps.


I found it impossible to get the picture of Ernst into 

sharper focus. Suddenly I felt ashamed of my lack of 

knowledge, of my naive ignorance of my family history. 

Although I knew my grandfather had been close to Heinrich 

Himmler, I had always drawn a clear line separating 

‘Heinrich the Terrible’ from ‘Ernst the Unpolitical’. And 

this, I realized to my amazement, was despite the fact that 

I had studied National Socialism intensively for years and 

had a particular interest in the fluid boundaries between 

active Nazis, those who knew what was going on, those 

who profited from it and those who simply went along 

with it – but I had not applied it to my own family.


In June 1997 I was given an appointment at the Federal Archives. I drove out to Lichterfelde, and even as 

I entered the huge grounds of the former barracks I had 

the feeling I was travelling back in time. The first thing 

you see through the fence is the old, shiny red-brick 

buildings from the time of Wilhelm II, built at the end of 

the nineteenth century for the Prussian Military Academy 

and used for that purpose until the First World War. By 

the entrance were a number of buildings from the Nazi 

period – grey, monumental monstrosities with colonnades 

and sculptures of athletic Nordic figures. During the 

Third Reich they housed Hitler’s Bodyguard Regiment, 

the Leibstandarte-SS Adolf Hitler under its commander 

Sepp Dietrich, which, having taken a personal oath of 

loyalty to the Führer, saw itself as the ‘elite within the 

elite’. After 1945 the compound was taken over by American 

troops, who replaced the buildings, which had largely 

been destroyed, with accommodation and administration 

blocks, known as the Andrews Barracks. Today the Federal 

Archives are housed in one of these buildings.


In the reading room I was handed a few thin files on 

Ernst Himmler together with a long list of references for 

further research. It was with mixed feelings that I took 

the documents. First of all there was the shock of finding 

that there was actually something on him, but there was 

curiosity as well; relief that the dossier was thin, but also 

fear of what it might contain.


In the personal folder there were just a few photocopied 

sheets: a Party membership card with a photograph, 

a curriculum vitae and a few official papers. I had 

a closer look at the membership card and saw the date he 

joined: 1 November 1931. Strange. Why 1931, more than 

a year before the Nazis assumed power? How did that fit in with the claim that Ernst had to be persuaded by 

Heinrich to join the Party? I read on, and discovered 

among the documents one that stated that he had become 

a member of the SS with effect from 1 June 1933. That 

was the day on which he had taken up his post with the 

Reich Radio. The SS? That had never been mentioned! 

The SS was Heinrich’s organization, and the striking fact 

that Ernst’s joining coincided with his starting work with 

the Broadcasting Company fitted in with my father’s 

assumption that Heinrich had assisted Ernst in his career. 

I sat looking at the documents, which suddenly made the 

past seem more tangible. After all the speculation and 

muddled thoughts of the past few weeks, their matter-of-factness 

was a relief. I kept on looking at the photo, a 

plain passport photo in which Ernst looked so young and 

so correct. In that moment he seemed more alien to me 

than ever before. What concern of mine was this man 

who had already been dead for twenty-two years when I 

was born?


Among the papers I found a reference to a loan Ernst 

received in autumn 1937 for the purchase of the house 

in the Ruhleben district of Berlin, which he had bought 

together with a Dr Behrends. The loan came from the 

Personal Staff of the Reichsführer SS – his brother Heinrich. 

The papers also included a typewritten letter of May 

1944 from Ernst to Heinrich which shows that there were 

clearly occasions when he could be of service to his more 

powerful brother. In this particular case he responded to 

the latter’s request for an expert appraisal of the deputy 

managing director of a Berlin firm called C. Lorenz.


At the time both the occasion and the significance of 

this letter were unclear to me. But it made me uneasy. Perhaps it was the language. While Ernst stuck to the 

sober style of an official report, his long-winded sentences 

were peppered with ideologically loaded expressions such 

as ‘ideological standing’ and ‘the perspective of aryanization’. 

The letter demonstrated his evident overzealousness 

in carrying out a commission from Heinrich, but also 

seemed to express interests of his own which were unclear 

to me. Besides the appraisal, the letter mentioned a long 

conversation with Walter Schellenberg, the head of the 

foreign section of the Security Service (Sicherheitsdienst, 

SD). I had no idea what my grandfather, who was supposed 

to be interested only in technology and not in 

politics, could have had to discuss with the head of the 

foreign section of the SD, nor what Schellenberg could 

have had to do with the matter in hand. Perhaps Ernst 

just wanted to show off, to take advantage of the opportunity 

for a chat with such a major Nazi figure. The 

whole affair was a mystery to me.


I continued to work my way through the files. I came 

across various awards: the ‘SA [Sturmabteilung] Sports 

Badge’, the ‘Olympic Badge of Honour’, but also the 

‘Military Distinguished Service Cross, Second and First 

Class’. As a senior SS officer, Ernst was initially assigned 

to the SS Personnel Department, later to the staff of the 

head of telecommunications. The assignment seemed to 

be purely formal – I could find no indication that he had 

ever seen active service as an SS officer. His last promotion, 

to Sturmbannführer  (major), came in 1939, ten 

days after the invasion of Poland. But why had he been 

awarded the Military Distinguished Service Cross? After 

all, he’d never been involved in front-line action.


From a statistical report on the Party of summer 1939, I learnt that Ernst, though a Party member, hardly 

belonged to any of the numerous affiliated organizations 

of the Nazi Party (the NSDAP, the National Socialist 

German Workers’ Party) apart from the German Labour 

Front, of which almost all ‘producers of labour’, from 

blue- and white-collar workers to their employers, were 

members, and the National Socialist People’s Welfare 

Organization.


Everything, I was relieved to establish, seemed to point 

to the fact that Ernst had not been a particularly committed 

Nazi. No senior activity in the Party or in any of the 

affiliated professional associations, scarcely any record of 

special distinctions on his SS index card, and Sturmbannführer was not exactly a rank demonstrating great 

ambition in that feared organization. Obviously his main 

interest was in radio technology, perhaps in his own 

career, but politically he kept his distance. However, I 

was still not entirely convinced. There was the early date 

of his Party membership that I found disturbing; his 

conversation with Schellenberg; and the fact that during 

the war he was was declared ‘indispensable’, that is, 

unavailable to the Army. He was called up in 1942 – to 

the replacement battalion of the Leibstandarte-SS Adolf 

Hitler. He presumably never entered the Lichterfelde barracks, 

since he was not required for military service until 

shortly before the end of the war, because as ‘senior 

manager and Chief Engineer with the Reich Broadcasting 

Company’s Central Technical Section’ he was ‘indispensable 

and irreplaceable’. But it was not clear to me what 

tasks ‘essential to the war effort’ he was involved in.


Both my father and his only sister who was still alive 

were astonished at the early date of his Party membership. When I asked my father what his mother had told him, 

he replied that her response to his questions had been 

silence and tears. Afterwards she had not spoken to him 

for days.


Why had my grandmother found it so difficult to talk 

about the past? Perhaps there was something to hide, as 

my father had suspected when he was young. But perhaps 

her silence was simply a defiant reaction to the lack of 

understanding shown by the younger generation. Compared 

with the hard life she had had after 1945 as a 

widow bringing up four children on her own, the Nazi 

period must have been, for her personally, the happiest 

days of her life.


My father and my aunt were grateful to me for my 

researches. However, after the second consignment of 

documents from the archives that I sent, my aunt declared 

that the important thing for her had been ‘to see everything 

in black and white’ but now we should ‘leave it be’. 

I found it exasperating that neither of them had any 

questions to ask about all the incomprehensible hints 

in the documents. Even they had been able to form only 

a hazy picture of their father from the little – and that 

contradictory – they had been able to squeeze out of 

Paula, their mother. At best, with the regular repetition 

of the same stories, it had taken on firmer contours. Or 

did the two of them know more than I did?


Originally I had searched the archives only at the 

request of my father and with the approval of his sister. 

But what I found there had touched a chord in me and I 

was disappointed at the lack of response from the two of 

them. I wanted to talk to them about things that were 

unclear, pursue conjectures. It was not yet clear to me whether my curiosity was simply the thrill of the chase, 

aroused by the bare facts that concealed more than they 

revealed, or whether I was suddenly interested in this man 

who was my grandfather.





After my first discoveries I felt disorientated. In my 

imagination I played out all sorts of scenarios about what 

my grandfather might have done and thought between 

1933 and 1945. I tormented myself with reproaches for 

my lack of interest over all the years. I was furious with 

my father, who avoided direct confrontation with the 

documents, leaving that to me instead – though he could 

have had no more idea than I did of how devastated I 

would be by what my researches threw up. I had obviously 

completely misjudged my detachment, my ability 

to remain unscathed by my grandparents’ past. I battled 

with persistent health problems. I was struck by fits of 

panic about the future. I was stuck.


Then, in the autumn of 1997 I had the opportunity to 

have a long talk with my father about the things I had 

found in the archives. While he made it clear that he 

regarded the past as ‘over and done with’, he was prepared 

to talk, and patiently answered all my questions 

about his family. We spent a long day together, walking 

through small towns of half-timbered houses and climbing 

up into the vineyards in the mild October sun. As we 

looked down over the vines to the plain, I asked him for 

the first time what memories he himself had of his father 

and was astonished at his vehement reaction: ‘What do 

you imagine I think of a father I can only remember punishing 

and beating me?!’





Paula, he said, had had a fairly liberal attitude to 

bringing up children, but she had still held their father up 

to them as a shining example – above all to him, the son, 

until there came a time when he ‘just couldn’t listen to 

that stuff any longer’, especially as he was having increasing 

doubts about the spotless image of his father she was 

presenting. He knew from his two elder sisters that Ernst 

could also be a loving father, so he must have found it 

particularly distressing that his own sparse memories were 

so negative. My questions seemed to have stirred it all up 

again – contrary to his repeated assurance that ‘all that’ 

was no longer important to him. During our conversations 

I kept coming up against barriers I could neither 

see nor understand.


Almost casually, my father mentioned a chest containing 

family photographs I might have a look at. There 

must also be a folder with documents belonging to his 

mother, he went on, though he had no idea whether it 

would contain anything of interest. My curiosity aroused, 

I opened the green folder and quickly realized that here 

was a wealth of information complementing the bare 

facts of the documents in the archives. Among papers 

relating to my grandmother’s housekeeping during her 

final years, I found a curriculum vitae for my grandfather 

from 1931, which for the first time provided information 

on the time before he started working for the Reich 

Radio. I found personal letters from Ernst, as well as 

various attestations regarding his employment with the 

Broadcasting Company, which my grandmother had 

obtained from former colleagues of her husband during 

the seventies. She had probably needed them to support 

her claim for a pension.





In September 1948 a chief engineer had declared, ‘at 

the request of Frau Paula Himmler’, that Ernst had been 

called up to the Volkssturm in April 1945 and ‘had been 

detailed, along with a number of other members of the 

radio staff, to defend the broadcasting building in Charlottenburg 

[a district of Berlin] . . . I last saw Himmler on 

the evening of 30 April or 1 May in the courtyard of the 

building. Since I was taken prisoner by the Russians soon 

after that, I cannot say what happened to him later.’


I tried to imagine what it must have been like for 

technical staff, news readers and other employees to 

‘defend’ the building where they worked against the 

advancing Red Army, all of them civilians with no military 

training or experience, men like my grandfather, 

who, at the last moment, when the war was already lost, 

were sent to the slaughter in the Volkssturm.


Less than a year later, in August 1949, Ernst Himmler 

was officially declared dead; the document attesting that 

was also in the folder. Years later, at some point during 

the seventies, Paula must have made a further request for 

a search to the missing-persons service of the Red Cross 

in Munich. It was not until October 1983, two years 

before her death, that the reply came that ‘it is highly 

likely that Ernst Himmler fell in the course of the fighting 

in the Berlin area in April 1945’.


Despite this, my grandfather’s death remained a mystery. 

A few years after the end of the war, according to 

my father, a man came to see them claiming he had been 

with Ernst ‘right to the end’ and had been there when he 

had bitten on a poison capsule. It was an end I found 

difficult to accept. I asked myself what the effect on my 

grandmother must have been to learn that her husband might have committed suicide, leaving her with four 

children to look after.


My grandmother’s photograph chest was in a hopeless 

mess. I was familiar with most of the pictures, above all 

the early family portraits of my Himmler great-grandparents 

with their sons Gebhard, Heinrich and Ernst. My 

great-grandmother, who came from Munich, had been a 

pretty young woman and, later on, a picture-book granny 

with her kindly smile, white hair that was always slightly 

tousled and round spectacles on the end of her nose. My 

great-grandfather, head of a secondary school and bearing 

the title Geheimrat (privy councillor), looked similarly 

disciplined and dignified, whatever his age. They were 

both said to have had reservations about National Socialism. 

To their children, as the photos make clear, they 

were strict but loving parents. Even as a seven-year-old 

Gebhard, the eldest, has a self-assured, confident look. 

Ernst, the youngest, was obviously the spoilt baby of the 

family. It was only the pictures of Heinrich that had 

aroused a feeling of disgust in me every time I saw them, 

not only because I knew what had later become of this 

harmless-looking boy from a respectable family, but also 

simply because he was there, among all the others in the 

chest; they were my family, and he was an inescapable 

part of it.


However, after my first researches I started to see 

these photographs with a different eye. My grandparents’ 

romantic wedding photos, which I used to admire so 

much, had lost their innocence. Only now did I notice 

the Party badge on Ernst’s lapel. Heinrich, his best 

man, posed outside the registry office with the happy 

couple. He was wearing his SS uniform with its swastika armband, right hand on hip, chest thrown out and a smile 

on his face. As well as those, I found other pictures which 

had clearly been taken or cut out of albums. One of them 

showed my grandfather; beside him someone had been 

cut away, presumably by Paula.


My father was obviously genuinely surprised at the 

things I had found in his house. He had kept them after 

his mother’s death but, he said, had never looked at them. 

At my expression of surprise and disbelief he said, somewhat 

brusquely, that I was well aware of his ‘dislike of 

any kind of paperwork’. Several times it was on the tip 

of my tongue to ask him why, then, he had sent me to 

look in the Federal Archives. What had he expected my 

researches, which he had requested, to turn up? I never 

managed to bring myself to ask the question. Perhaps 

because by this time I had the feeling that there were two 

sides to it that were inseparable: the desire to find out and 

the fear of what might come to light.
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A Perfectly Ordinary Family:
 

Gebhard, Anna and Their Sons


Many years ago my father recommended a book, which I 

only glanced through: Alfred Andersch’s autobiographical 

story The Father of a Murderer. As a secondary pupil 

Andersch attended the Wittelsbacher Gymnasium in 

Munich of which Gebhard Himmler, the father of the 

three brothers, was headmaster. The story is about him. 

It takes place a few years before the beginning of the 

Third Reich, one day in May 1928 when Himmler senior 

made a surprise inspection of Franz Kien’s (Andersch’s) 

class, in order to test the pupils’ knowledge of Greek, but 

above all to improve their discipline. ‘I hope that one day 

each of you will have to serve in the armed forces,’ he told 

the class. ‘I hope the Reich will soon be strong enough 

again,’ for in the Army, he warned a recalcitrant boy, 

‘they would certainly teach you the meaning of discipline’.


In the course of the lesson Franz remembers that the 

day he started secondary school his father had warned 

him about this man, about whom everything was so ‘pale, 

smooth, unctuous, as immaculate as his white shirt’. ‘Old 

Himmler’ was dangerous, his father had said, ‘Catholic 

to the core’, and a careerist who aspired to belong ‘to the cream of Munich society’. Old Himmler, he had concluded, 

was a man to beware of.


It was a memorable lesson, in the course of which the 

headmaster mercilessly made Franz Kien look a fool in 

front of the whole class; Kien’s inadequate knowledge of 

Greek grammar was only the pretext. The head mocked 

him as a lazy, petty-bourgeois failure. The end of the 

lesson was also the end of the school career of Franz Kien 

alias Alfred Andersch. Andersch was expelled from the 

school.


When my father first read the book in 1980, he was 

deeply disturbed by the character of his grandfather, who 

appeared in Andersch’s story as an autocrat proud of his 

classical education, self-righteous and authoritarian, militaristic 

and nationalistic. He immediately rang up his 

cousin in Munich, the daughter of his grandfather’s eldest 

son Gebhard, who tried to reassure him. Andersch’s 

portrait, she said, ‘had nothing to do with the truth’ but 

was a slander on their grandfather. She sent him an article 

from the Süddeutsche Zeitung by a lawyer, one Dr Otto 

Gritschneder, who had been a pupil at the same school 

and who went to some lengths to make good the damage 

to the reputation of Geheimrat Himmler. Many years 

later I, too, was sent the article by Gebhard’s daughter. 

Her grandfather had certainly been strict, she told me, 

but also kind. She herself had only known ‘his most lighthearted 

side’; when they went for walks he often used to 

give her ‘a sweetie’.


When it appeared in 1980, shortly after Andersch died, 

the book set off a heated debate. It was above all former 

pupils of the Wittelsbacher Gymnasium, some of them 

classmates of Alfred Andersch, who argued in the letters to the editor of the Süddeutsche Zeitung about what their 

former headmaster had really been like. He was, according 

to some, ‘an energetic person, highly cultured and 

intelligent, who commanded respect’, and who had been 

‘equally feared, revered and admired by teachers and 

pupils alike’. To others he had been notorious for his 

‘overriding desire to get on in the world, one of those 

types who crawl to those above them and take it out 

on those below’. The tireless Dr Gritschneder sent off 

another salvo in 2001: everything in the book was ‘a pack 

of lies’, it was nothing but a ‘piece of character assassination’, 

‘a slander on the memory of people now dead’.


Twenty years after its publication I read this story 

again and I was just as disturbed by it as my father had 

been when he read it. But more deeply disturbing to me 

than the rather unsympathetic characterization of the 

school’s headmaster is the question the author raises in 

his afterword. There he points out that Heinrich Himmler, 

‘the greatest destroyer of human life that has ever 

existed’, did not ‘grow up in the lumpen proletariat’ 

but ‘in an old middle-class family, well educated in the 

humanities’. And, despairing, he asks, ‘Can the humanities 

not protect us from anything?’ Some of Heinrich 

Himmler’s biographers make his father’s strictness and 

pedantry partly responsible for the son’s later horrendous 

career. Strictness, discipline, respectability – the Germans’ 

key secondary virtues – had, they claim, played an all-too-important 

part in the upbringing of the three Himmler 

sons.


In the old photos he looks stiff, dignified and imposing, 

his wife beside him tiny and delicate. To her grandchildren 

she was ‘darling Granny’. There are many photos showing the two of them amid the solid, good-quality 

furnishings of a turn-of-the-century drawing-room, surrounded 

by numerous portrait photos of their forebears. 

They both look as if they have lived up to their expected 

roles: necessary paternal strictness on the one side, compensatory 

maternal kindness on the other. Naturally there 

are also photographs in which the family poses stiffly in 

the photographer’s studio, just as there are other, carefree 

ones from the summer holidays in which it can be seen 

that parents and children are attached to each other. All 

in all, and taking the period and social background into 

account, the Himmlers seem to me to have been a perfectly 

ordinary family.


But who was Gebhard Himmler? How had he got to 

know his wife, Anna? What was the world from which 

the two of them came?


Joseph Gebhard Himmler, my great-grandfather, born 

in 1865 in Lindau on Lake Constance, had grown up in 

modest circumstances. His father, Johann Himmler, was 

a trained weaver, but had quickly sought his fortune as 

a soldier in the Royal Bavarian Regiment. There, however, 

he was not particularly remarkable for his devotion 

to duty, rather for his brawling and ‘immoral behaviour 

with a low woman’, which presumably meant that he 

went with prostitutes and made no attempt to conceal 

the fact. His trail vanishes for five years, until he reappears 

in Munich in 1844 as a member of the Royal 

Police Company. At that time he was living with, though 

not married to, a cottager called Katharina Schmid. In 

1847 they had a son, Konrad, who later acquired the 

right to call himself Himmler. When Konrad was fifteen, 

his father abandoned the family and took up a position as a customs official in Lindau on Lake Constance 

where, a few months later, he married Agathe Kien, the 

daughter of an official from Bregenz and twenty-four 

years younger than her husband.


It was only many years later that the family’s relationship 

to Konrad Himmler came out. The discovery was 

triggered by the fever of genealogical research that Heinrich 

Himmler had made obligatory for the SS. Heinrich 

was pleased at this unexpected addition to the family 

and furthered the career of Konrad Himmler’s grandson 

Hans in the SS. In The Theory and Practice of Hell: The 

German Concentration Camps and the System behind 

Them Eugen Kogon, who was a prisoner in Buchenwald 

from 1939 to 1945, claims that Heinrich Himmler ‘had 

his own nephew, who whilst drunk had artlessly tattled 

secrets, demoted and sentenced to death, a sentence from 

which he was paroled to the front as a parachutist. 

Young Himmler was subsequently again incarcerated for 

having made certain derogatory remarks and finally “liquidated” 

at the Dachau concentration camp as a homosexual.’


That it was so long before the Himmler family became 

aware of this unexpected relationship does not necessarily 

mean that Johann Himmler had kept his illegitimate son 

secret from his wife. He probably regarded his other son, 

Gebhard, as too young to be told of the existence of 

his half-brother. He had only just turned eight when his 

father died, at the age of sixty-three. His widow would 

have had other things to worry about than the past life of 

her late husband. His customs official’s pension does not 

seem to have been that generous, and it was only with 

difficulty that his widow managed to provide for herself and her son. The harsh material circumstances in which 

he grew up were something my great-grandfather never 

forgot.


As a good pupil who was without means because he 

had lost his father, Gebhard received financial support at 

primary school, and a scholarship allowed him to attend 

the classical Gymnasium in Neuburg an der Donau as a 

boarder at the Royal Seminary there. Gebhard was such 

an outstanding pupil that he was proposed for a scholarship 

to the Maximilianeum in Munich, a highly regarded 

educational foundation that covered all its students’ 

expenses. In return, they had to sit regular rigorous 

examinations to prove they were progressing in their 

studies. In October 1884, at the age of nineteen, Gebhard 

enrolled at the Royal Bavarian Maximilian University in 

Munich.


He registered for philosophy. At the time, along with 

theology, it was the preferred subject area for less well-off 

students because it was the one in which the most 

scholarships were on offer. Gebhard’s main focus was on 

the Classics – Greek and Latin; he also took some unusual 

subsidiary courses such as ‘Anthropology combined with 

the ethnography of primitive tribes’. He learnt shorthand 

as well, and used it throughout his life for making notes. 

He also gave his sons lessons in it; all three mastered the 

skill and used it as adults.


In his first semester there Gebhard became a member 

of the Apollo student fraternity, to which his son, Heinrich, 

was later also to belong. Unlike the liberal Burschenschaften 

of the early nineteenth century, the German 

student fraternities of the imperial years were decidedly 

conservative and nationalistic. The most exclusive ones were the duelling fraternities, the so-called Corps, in 

which mainly rich young men disported themselves. Here, 

contacts were established that would be useful for a 

student’s later career, and lifelong friendships formed, but 

above all the fraternities saw their task as rounding out 

the university’s scientific and professional training by 

moulding the character. This included submission to the 

authoritarian hierarchical structure of the fraternity (‘You 

serve voluntarily in order to be able to rule in future’), 

the obligation to keep pace at the official drinking sessions, 

and the formal duels with swords, in which the 

Corps student had to show not only courage and self-discipline, 

but also that he was able and prepared to give 

satisfaction and defend his ‘honour’ against insults. Given 

his extreme short-sightedness, my great-grandfather must 

have found the unflinching resolution the latter demanded 

difficult. In 1885 he was declared permanently unfit for 

military service because of this defect. How must he have 

felt later on, then, when many men from the same conservative 

nationalist background were rushing to enlist at 

the start of the First World War?


Despite this, Gebhard seems to have been well liked in 

those circles. In an obituary of December 1936 we read 

that the late member of the fraternity had been ‘a pillar 

supporting the fine edifice that once was the Apollo 

fraternity’. For him membership was above all an opportunity 

to get on socially. And that was very important to 

him. While a student he was already working as a private 

tutor, sometimes for several families at once. One of his 

employers was Geheimrat von Bacyen; another, Freiherr 

(Baron) von Bassus-Sanderdorf. Another student to whom 

he was giving private tuition in Latin and Greek in 1887 was Ernst Fischer, the son of a professor at the Polytechnic 

who was later to be a fellow member of the Apollo 

fraternity and my grandfather’s godfather.


Despite his many activities, Gebhard gained his degree 

in Classics with distinction, in August 1888, at the same 

time also being awarded his first teacher training certificate. In the autumn of that year he went to St Petersburg, 

where, from November 1888 to Easter 1890, he was tutor 

to the two sons, Albrecht and Ferdinand, of the honorary 

consul Freiherr von Lamezan. This is not entirely surprising, 

given his previous employment as private tutor by 

upper-class families. And yet I am astonished that he went 

so far away from home, though at the time there were 

many Germans living in St Petersburg: scientists, doctors, 

pharmacists, merchants and craftsmen who had been 

recruited as foreign specialists since the founding of the 

city by the Czar. St Petersburg was intended as a ‘window 

on Europe’ for the Russian Empire, through which Peter 

the Great hoped to catch up with developments in the 

West. The German community there had its own schools, 

newspapers, theatres and clubs; culturally and economically 

the nineteenth century was the heyday of the German 

diaspora there. This made it extremely attractive to potential 

immigrants from the German Empire. Decades later 

even Heinrich Himmler was toying with the idea of emigrating 

to Russia.


After Germany’s defeat of France in the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–1, relations between Germany and 

Russia rapidly cooled, despite all the efforts made by 

Bismarck, who tried to cement the friendship with Russia 

for strategic reasons. During the second half of the century 

Germany had become a booming economic power and the German middle classes were making ever louder 

demands for equivalent status in the political order of 

things. The increasingly charged nationalist mood also 

had colonial goals in its sights, and was already flirting 

with the idea of new Lebensraum in the east. In 1888 

Wilhelm II became emperor. He was not much taken with 

Bismarck’s ‘diplomacy with a sense of proportion’, instead 

regarding imperialist expansion as an absolute necessity 

for Germany if it was to hold its own in the concert of 

world powers.


It was in this tense climate that my grandfather took 

up his post as tutor in the house of the German consul in 

St Petersburg. His key consideration was probably that 

he saw the position as a great opportunity for social 

advancement. A position with an honorary consul would 

not only bring good references – an employer such as 

Freiherr von Lamezan would also offer an ambitious 

young man from a modest background excellent opportunities 

to meet important people from the upper middle 

classes and the nobility. Lamezan was a friend of the 

Bavarian prince regent, Luitpold, and through him my 

great-grandfather made contact with the Bavarian royal 

family, the Wittelsbachs – a connection that was to 

remain important to him for the rest of his life. Gebhard 

Himmler must have made an impression on the Lamezan 

family; as late as 1936 a friend of the family recalled in 

a provincial Bavarian newspaper how much he was 

respected as a teacher by Lamezan’s two sons. Among 

other things, his task in St Petersburg had been ‘as a 

German tutor to implant German character and German 

culture more firmly in the hearts of his charges’.


When Gebhard returned to Munich at Easter 1890 he took up an appointment as assistant teacher at the Ludwigsgymnasium. 

But he wanted to get on. Three years 

later – doubtless because of his excellent references, but 

presumably also through Lamezan’s contacts with the 

royal family – he became, in addition, tutor to Prince 

Heinrich von Wittelsbach, a post he filled for four years. 

The father of Gebhard’s pupil was Prince Arnulf, the 

third son of Prince Regent Luitpold. His appointment 

to a permanent post as teacher at the Wilhelmsgymnasium, 

after he had finished his term as private tutor, 

was probably largely due to the influence of his royal 

employer.


By this time Gebhard was thirty-two, his personal 

situation was secure, and so he took the next step: in that 

same year he married Anna Maria Heyder, who was one 

year younger than him and came from a family of wealthy 

merchants. Her father’s first wife had been a widow, 

eighteen years his senior, who had left him a considerable 

fortune. Like Gebhard, Anna had lost her father when 

she was eight.


At the time of the marriage my great-grandmother 

Anna was already thirty-one, well on the way to becoming 

what in those days was considered an ‘old maid’ and 

well over the ideal marrying age. Since his appointment 

at the Wilhelmsgymnasium Gebhard was well situated 

financially and had good connections and the prospect 

of advancement both professionally and socially. For her 

part, Anna Heyder brought 300,000 gold marks to the 

marriage.


They were married on 22 July 1897 in the Catholic 

church of St Anna in the centre of Munich. The wedding 

breakfast was held in the Silver Room of the elegant Café Luitpold in Briennerstrasse – a street where Heinrich 

Himmler later lived as a student and later still set up the 

SS’s own prison, where political opponents of the Nazi 

regime were interrogated. Members of the Bavarian royal 

family were invited to the wedding breakfast, and the 

menu – in French, following the custom of the German 

aristocracy at the time – was a reflection of the meals 

Gebhard had become familiar with during his years as 

private tutor to a prince, with a multitude of courses and 

wines.


At first the young couple lived in Anna’s apartment in 

the central district of Munich, 13 Sternstrasse, but soon 

moved to a larger apartment in the same area, 6 Hildegardstrasse. 

Two months later, on 29 July 1898, their son 

Gebhard Ludwig was born (his second name was a mark 

of respect to the Bavarian crown prince). Their second 

son, Heinrich Luitpold, was born two years later, on 7 

October 1900. Both of his names came from princes, and 

Prince Heinrich was his godfather.


On 17 June 1901 Gebhard Himmler was invited to an 

‘Absolutorial Dinner’: the prince had passed his school-leaving 

examination, which at the time was called the 

Absolutorium. It must have been a memorable occasion 

for my great-grandfather – a banquet with eight courses 

of choice dishes and wines; the dessert was a charlotte à 

la Prince Henri; he kept the invitation his whole life long, 

together with a short newspaper report of the event. The 

relationship between Gebhard Himmler and Prince Heinrich 

was cordial. The teacher addressed his many letters 

to his former pupil ‘Dearest Prince Heinrich’, while the 

prince, who often replied in shorthand and took a keen 

interest in all matters concerning the Himmler family, would sign off with ‘Yours with sincere affection, 

Heinrich’.


Sometimes members of the Bavarian royal family visited 

the Himmlers during their summer holidays in the 

mountains, and every year they came at Christmas. ‘A 

traditional part of our Christmas,’ Gebhard junior wrote 

later in his ‘Reminiscences’, was a visit from Prince 

Arnulf’s wife and her son, Prince Heinrich von Bayern. 

On those days they had to be ‘especially well behaved’, 

even though the two royals ‘never brought the least little 

present’ for them.


That these princely visits involved a certain amount of 

expense, but were also of great importance for Gebhard 

senior, can be seen from a piece of paper dated April 

1914, on which he noted down the details of one such 

meal: a traditional Sunday lunch with all the trimmings, 

including wine, coffee, liqueurs and cigars. The next day 

he proudly cut out reports from two local newspapers 

which announced that on Sunday 26 April the prince and 

his mother had ‘travelled by automobile from Altötting to 

Landsberg’, where they had visited ‘the prince’s former 

tutor, the deputy head of the Gymnasium’, and taken 

lunch in his house. The prince died young, but his mother 

continued to visit the Himmlers. Gebhard’s eldest daughter 

once told me with a laugh of her encounter with the 

princess: ‘I was so disappointed. A doddery old lady, 

dressed all in black, covered in wrinkles – and that was 

supposed to be the princess?!’





In the summer of 1902 the family moved to Passau, where 

Gebhard had been appointed ‘professor’ (a title for senior secondary school teachers) at the Gymnasium. They were 

happy there – there were friends and relatives living in 

the town. Six months later, however, young Heinrich fell 

dangerously ill – even in Munich his health had been 

delicate. The two doctors treating him, a Passau doctor 

and their family doctor from Munich who was also 

consulted, could not agree whether it was tuberculosis 

or recurrent pneumonia; both, though, urgently advised 

a permanent change of air. Consequently, in the spring of 

1904 the family returned to Munich, taking an apartment 

at 68 Amalienstrasse. Heinrich recovered, though for the 

rest of his life he had a weak constitution and was prone 

to illness, which was a constant worry for his mother, 

who as a child had lost her father through typhoid and 

her brother through diphtheria.


Gebhard junior started school after their return to 

Munich, in September 1904. At first he too fell ill so often 

and had so many days’ absence that his parents spent the 

summer holidays after his first year at school nursing him 

back to health and teaching him themselves; by the time 

the second year started, he had caught up with the rest of 

the class.


Anna Himmler became pregnant once more and on 23 

December 1905 their youngest son, Ernst Hermann, my 

grandfather, was born in Munich. A late addition to the 

family, five and seven years younger than his brothers, he 

was the spoilt darling, the ‘little ray of sunshine’ of his 

parents, who were both over forty when he was born.


The apartment in Amalienstrasse was very spacious. 

The children had a bright, pleasant nursery with wooden 

Anker construction sets, a clockwork railway and a steam 

engine. In the guest room at the back, looking out on to the courtyard, Gebhard, the eldest, spent many hours at 

fretwork and other handicrafts. Next to it, the nanny, 

Thilde, had another small room, with a splendid zinc 

bathtub, at that time a rarity in Munich households. 

While Gebhard’s main interest was in the steam engine 

and the technical constructions such as the suspension 

railways he built himself, ‘Heini’, as he was called by 

family and close friends, showed from his earliest years 

a definite preference for tin soldiers. His greatest pleasure 

on Sunday afternoons was to assemble the wooden castle 

on the expanding table in the living-room as the setting 

for a great battle with Gebhard. They had toy cannons 

they could load with caps and rubber shells or peas.


At the front of the apartment was their father’s study 

with its heavy oak furniture in the neo-Gothic style and 

the steadily growing library. At Christmas it was transformed 

for the children into the mysterious ‘Christ-child 

room’, where the presents were spread out on the sofa. 

Until the children were finally allowed in, they would 

spend a lot of time on their swing in the hall, swinging up 

high to get a forbidden glimpse through the little window 

over the locked door.


In one corner of the drawing-room, which was furnished 

in red velvet and brocade and where visitors were 

received, stood a gilded baroque easel with a portrait of 

the young Prince Heinrich. Here, too, the photos and 

relics of the family forebears were kept, to which, in the 

course of time, were added presents and souvenirs from 

relatives and close friends. Gebhard Himmler senior collected 

stamps, coins and documents relating to German 

history; everything was meticulously catalogued on index 

cards.
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