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  To my children, and theirs;




  to your children, and theirs




  







  




  People could find no place in their consciousness for such . . . unimaginable horror . . . they did not have the imagination, together with the courage, to face it. It is

  possible to live in a twilight between knowing and not knowing.




  –W. A. VISSER ’T HOOFT
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Introduction





  ALBERT SPEER, whom I knew well and grew to like, might easily have been hanged the night of 16–17 October 1946 when, in

  the gymnasium of Nuremberg prison, ten others of Hitler’s men were executed, some perhaps less guilty than he. The fatalistic part of Speer–for he was always a man not only of many

  parts but divided in himself–certainly expected that he would be sentenced to death, and many people afterwards thought he should have been.




  The condemned men did not know the date of their execution, but Dr Ludwig Pflücker, the prison doctor, had been told and was very busy that night. On the first floor, the one above both the

  gymnasium and the cells containing the men sentenced to die, the seven men who had been given prison sentences had been issued the mild sleeping pills they were offered each night at Nuremberg.

  (Speer always accepted his.) And then, in a compassionate gesture by the Allied prison authorities about which Dr Pflücker had told Speer a few days earlier, the doctor had been allowed to

  give a stronger sedative to the condemned men. Not all of them, it appears, had taken it: when at 1 a.m. Colonel Burton C. Andrus, the American commandant of the prison, accompanied by selected

  German witnesses, had gone from cell to cell and, standing in the open doors, had read the death sentence ending with the words “death by hanging”, the condemned men had all been

  dressed–the two generals, Keitel and Jodl, in their uniforms devoid of decorations, the others in civilian suits devoid of ties–only four of them, three almost somnolent, one nearly

  demented, had failed to stand up straight for the words.




  Despite the sedative, it would appear that Speer slept lightly, for in the depth of that night he shot up in his bunk hearing the calling out of names: “Ribbentrop” (Hitler’s

  Minister for Foreign Affairs); then “Keitel” (Field Marshal and Army Chief of Staff at Hitler’s HQ); “Kaltenbrunner” (Head of Reich Main Security Office);

  “Rosenberg” (Minister for Occupied Eastern Territories); “Frank” (Governor-General of Poland); “Frick” (Minister of the Interior); “Streicher”

  (Gauleiter and anti-Semitic propagandist); “Sauckel” (Gauleiter and Reich Commissioner for Foreign Labour); “Jodl” (General of the Army at

  Hitler’s HQ); and last–it had taken two and a half hours from beginning to end–“Seyss-Inquart” (Reich Commissioner for the Netherlands).




  He had known all these men very well; two of them, Jodl and Seyss-Inquart, he had liked. With Sauckel, his “unattractive working-class lieutenant in the slave labour programme”, as

  Airey Neave described him in his remarkable book Nuremberg, he had, by necessity, worked closely. Göring, who was in a position to pay well to learn of the executions in time, had

  managed to commit suicide a few hours before he was to be hanged. He had sometimes been almost a friend of Speer’s, but became a venomous enemy at Nuremberg, where they fought a last bitter

  leadership battle.




  Göring, insisting the trial was a travesty conducted by victors against losers, wanted all the accused to reject the validity of the court and claim innocence before the German law under

  which they had lived and which, he held, had legitimized their actions.




  Speer, on the contrary, asked them all to join him in a recognition of a universal law under which they, as part of Hitler’s leadership, had to accept responsibility for acts–crimes

  in the eyes of all of the civilized world–for which they, but not the German people, could and should be called to account. Whether they had individually collaborated in the crimes or not, in

  their capacity as leaders, he said, they had to accept a common culpability just as, had Hitler been victorious, they would have accepted the homage of the people for the common triumph.




  The morning after the hangings, the seven men who were given prison sentences–Admirals Erich Raeder and Karl Dönitz (life and ten years, respectively); Hitler’s old comrade and

  deputy, Rudolf Hess (life); Minister of Economics Walther Funk (life); former Foreign Minister and Reich Protector of Bohemia and Moravia Konstantin von Neurath (fifteen years); Reich Youth Leader

  and Gauleiter of Vienna Baldur von Schirach, and Speer, first Hitler’s architect then his Minister of Armaments and War Production (both twenty years)–were moved down into empty cells

  on the ground floor and were then assigned to clean out those just vacated by the hanged men. Eight of the cells bore the signs of desperate men: papers strewn all over the floor, remnants of food

  on the tables, blankets balled up on the bunks. Only General Jodl’s cell was spotless, his tin bowl and spoon washed, the floor swept, his blanket militarily folded. And on one wall of

  Seyss-Inquart’s cell was a calendar with the last day of his life, 16 October, marked with a cross.




  That afternoon Hess, Schirach and Speer were handed brooms and mops and taken to the empty gymnasium. One can’t quite think why, for the gallows had been dismantled and the floor had been

  washed. Nonetheless, they were told to clean and mop it again, watched closely by a GI and a lieutenant. Speer wrote about this in his book Spandau: The Secret

  Diaries, but when he recounted this story to me years later he had still not got over that particular trauma. His face went red, then pale, and when he almost furtively wiped it, his clean,

  folded handkerchief came away wet. The gymnasium floor, he said, had been quite clean, except for one enormous dark spot that wouldn’t budge. Hess, he said, finally stood at attention and

  saluted it with a raised arm.




  I SAW SPEER in the dock at Nuremberg on three occasions when, by invitation of a friend, the simultaneous interpreter George

  Vassiltchikov,* I was able to attend the trial. But I was very young, knew nothing about Speer and only noticed him among the twenty-one accused because, then forty years old, he looked

  young and, with his smooth face and strangely shaped, bushy black eyebrows, startlingly handsome. Contrary to many of the other defendants, who pretended to be bored or asleep, read or fidgeted

  endlessly with their hands or in their seats, he invariably sat very still, listening intently, with nothing moving in his face except those dark intelligent eyes.




  But I never heard his voice until about thirty years later. By then he had served twenty years in Spandau prison and, released in 1966, then sixty-one years old, had written two extraordinary

  books. I, in the meantime, one generation younger than he, had also become a writer, with two main interests both no doubt originating in my experiences in the war–troubled children and the

  phenomenon of the Third Reich.




  By the time Speer’s first book was published–Erinnerungen (Reminiscences) in German, retitled in English Inside the Third Reich–my family and I were living in

  England, but I had spent a good deal of time working in Germany. Over the subsequent few years, while Speer’s first book became a huge best-seller and he was writing the second one,

  Spandau: The Secret Diaries, I was preparing my book Into That Darkness, which, seeking to examine through the personality of Franz Stangl, Commandant of Treblinka, the capability

  of men to commit the worst of Hitler’s crimes, brought me in touch with many of the perpetrators as well as many victims of the Nazi horrors. To finance the years of research for it, however,

  I simultaneously continued with journalism on related subjects, in the process meeting a number of survivors of Hitler’s inner circle, almost all of whom brought up the subject of Speer. Most

  of them spoke of him with contempt for the “disloyalty” he had displayed at Nuremberg and in his writings and interviews since Spandau.




  By then, of course, I had read his first book and found it fascinating: fascinating how, now both proud and ashamed of it, he had so entirely belonged to Hitler; fascinating

  how this man had been caught up in the life at Hitler’s court and in the power games played there. But by comparison with the suffering and horror I had to confront both in personal

  encounters and in the literature for the work on my own book, Inside the Third Reich was very cool, very controlled, recalling to my mind’s eye, on the fringes of my memory, that

  still, attentive figure I had observed in the Nuremberg dock in 1946.




  I felt very differently about The Secret Diaries, which I had read in German as soon as it was published. Here he manifested not only a real literary talent but, between the lines, the

  sadness and loneliness I would find in him later. His handling of his long prison life–the reading, writing, gardening, his “Walk around the World”*–seemed to me

  astonishing, and his account of it deeply moving, certainly the most striking prison memoirs I had read. By this time, however, I had repeatedly seen Speer on television, being interviewed in

  German and in English. Despite the remarkable intelligence of his books and the apparent sincerity there of his moral self-examination (unique among former high-ranking Nazis, as I by then knew

  from my own experience), he seemed to me unconvincing in person.




  While his writing was persuasive, in the filmed interviews I saw his mea culpas appeared to flow too readily from his lips; his smile was condescending, his voice too smooth; he was too

  charming. I had admired the books but, after watching him, felt uncomfortable about the man. In The Secret Diaries he had seemed to question himself, but on screen, almost another person,

  he communicated no vestige of doubt, or of humanity: in his apparent cocoon of success, he seemed too sure. Within two years, I was to find out how wrong I had been.




  On 10 July 1977, the Sunday Times in London had published an analysis by my colleague Lewis Chester and myself of the British writer David Irving’s thesis in his book,

  Hitler’s War, that Hitler had not known about the extermination of the Jews, at least until October 1943. Some of Irving’s points were cleverly produced, and at first view his

  theory looked–barely–possible and intriguing, but weeks of research in German archives and interviews with many of his own witnesses showed up the falseness of his premise, and our

  feature totally discredited his claim.




  A few days later, out of the blue, I received a letter from Speer. He felt he had to write, he said, to express his appreciation of the manner in which we had approached the

  subject. It was “ludicrous”, he wrote, for anyone to claim that this could have been anyone’s idea but Hitler’s. “It shows a profound ignorance of the nature of

  Hitler’s Germany, in which nothing of any magnitude could conceivably happen, not only without his knowledge, but without his orders.” The fact that there was no documentary evidence of

  such a Führer command meant nothing, he said. He knew from ample personal experience that many of Hitler’s most critical orders were issued only verbally.




  “From the historical point of view,” he wrote, “the matter has now, thanks to your exposé, been dealt with. Nonetheless, unfortunately, Irving has provided fodder for

  the abominable efforts of those whose one aim is to create a new ‘war-guilt-lie’, as it was called after 1918, in order yet again to deceive the German people. It appals me.”




  The next day there was another letter from Speer, to say he had forgotten to tell me that a year or two before, the psychoanalyst Erich Fromm had sent him a copy of my book Into That

  Darkness, which had caused him sleepless nights. If I ever found myself in the vicinity of Heidelberg, would I perhaps care to drop in on him and talk?




  It was his voice that surprised me when I telephoned him that night to thank him for his letters. When I had heard him speak on television, he had sounded arbitrary and arrogant. Now, on the

  phone, he seemed very different: hesitant, shy, perhaps a little too warm but with an odd question mark in his voice at the end of a statement. I had not imagined him to be curious or personal, nor

  had I suspected him of having a self-deprecating sense of humour. And although his books were certainly sad, somehow I had not thought that this sadness could be an essential part of him. I now

  sensed that it was, and it intrigued me.




  From then on we talked on the phone frequently, usually on his initiative. He would tell me about books I might want to read, and often sent them to me, as well as writings from the German

  press. In return, I sent him articles I thought might interest him. And I read through vast files of clippings about him, many of them fawning but many others vehemently hostile, driven by emotion

  rather than rationality.




  Although there were of course exceptions, most commentators seemed to be giving vent to their anger at what he had been, without adding anything to our knowledge of what he

  had–perhaps–become. I was not convinced of Speer’s integrity, but I was, I admit, taken aback by this apparently huge reservoir of unrelieved pain which found expression, or

  relief, in verbally assaulting this man–certainly primarily for his sins and omissions but almost as much, it seemed to me, for his conditional acceptance of guilt.




  It reminded me of a painful occasion in my own life when I was young. In France in 1940, I was a voluntary nurse with a French charity, the Auxiliaire Sociale, which looked

  after children found lost or abandoned after the defeat. Just before the Germans arrived, our group left Paris for the Château de Villandry, one of the great castles in the Loire whose

  chatelaine, Isabelle de la Bouillerie, the daughter of the American owner, was the president of our charity. I was passionately Franco- and Anglophile and, like many young people in

  France–far more than is perhaps now remembered–prepared to do almost anything to harm the invaders. But in that first year of occupation, except for hiding the occasional British flier

  stranded in France, the possibilities for active resistance were limited. We had to content ourselves with pointedly ignoring the Germans to demonstrate our loathing of their presence.




  This was difficult in my case, for as a theoretically neutral young Hungarian fluent in German, from the kind of background the Germans were likely to respect, I had been asked to act as the

  charity’s interpreter and mediator in the necessary hunt for documents and extra rations.




  Most of the German officers who came to visit the famous Villandry were polite enough, considering the coolness with which they were received, but at the time I could only see them as arrogant

  and threatening. There were two exceptions, however, who refused to be cold-shouldered: one an army doctor, the other a former schoolmaster.




  Both took an immediate interest in our children and helped with badly needed food, medicines and, when the district was struck by an epidemic, devoted medical care. They were quite

  simply–I now know–good men, a fact which at the time, as a more-French-than-the-French teenager, was impossible for me to accept.




  The two men–I say it with sorrow and shame–became sitting targets for my fury. For months they accepted my railings and Isabelle’s more elegantly phrased criticism of their

  country without demur. And then, without warning, they disappeared. The doctor, I discovered later, was sent to the Russian front, where he died within weeks. The former teacher, older and not very

  fit, was sent to a concentration camp.




  They had both been devout Christians and opponents of the regime. We had never known. They didn’t tell us, only tried to express it by showing affection to the children and helping us to

  care for them, which was strictly against Nazi rules. Indulging our own emotions, we had abused their kindness. We had never sensed their pain and their dilemma, and that they despairingly wanted

  to be–and indeed were–our friends.




  I don’t know how much of a part this buried memory played in my reaction to the pain and fury I sensed in the writings against Speer, and in my suggestion to him,

  months after his first letter and hours of telephone conversations, that we collaborate on a profile of him for the London Sunday Times Magazine. When we finally met face to face for the

  first time, in the spring of 1978 at his home in Heidelberg, my feelings were very mixed, ranging from curiosity and fascination to a troubling malaise.




  Over dinner that first night, I told Speer and his wife, Margarete, about the ambivalence of my feelings towards him. (Her name was Margarete, but he called her Gretel and referred to her as

  Margret.) I told him I had read everything I could find that had been written about him in three languages, and that I was as surprised by the similarity of the questions he was invariably asked as

  I was by his own almost monotonously uniform answers, ever since Nuremberg. I warned him that I would attempt, in my own way, to break through this pattern and through the defences he had

  manifestly set up over so many years.




  Oh, yes, he shrugged, everybody came with that intention. All of them wanted to trap him into admitting the same thing. “Always the same thing,” he said with weary resignation, and

  added meaningfully, “you will too.”




  I knew what he meant, of course; the subject that was always uppermost in his mind and in the minds of all those who questioned him was the murder of the Jews, the knowledge of which during the

  Third Reich he had always denied.




  Conversations such as I intended having with him, though certainly a dialogue rather than questions and answers, needed to be structured. It was most important, though difficult with a man such

  as this, that the formulating and direction of this structure, avoiding rather than inviting the obvious, remained invariably mine. His denial of knowledge of the murder of the Jews was, of course,

  central to the problem, but to my mind it needed to be left in abeyance, in a way refusing him the relief of denial until everything else had been said.




  There were two essential matters I wanted our conversations eventually to focus on: one, the origin of Hitler’s evil (which to my mind went even beyond his obsession about the Jews and his

  worst crime, the gas chambers in occupied Poland); the other, Speer’s realization of–and participation in–it.




  Hitler’s genius in part was to corrupt others, but the evidence I have collected suggests that with extraordinary skill he deliberately protected those closest to him–who from 1933

  on included Speer–from any awareness which could have disturbed them or the harmony of their relationship with him. But corruption is insidious. Speer, in the course of his growing

  relationship with Hitler, inevitably became–though for a long time unwittingly–a part of it.




  Speer, I was already convinced, had never killed, stolen, personally benefited from the misery of others or betrayed a friend. And yet, what I felt neither the Nuremberg

  trial nor his books had really told us was how a man of such quality could become not immoral, not amoral but, somehow infinitely worse, morally extinguished.




  Eventually he had gained knowledge of the abominations and recognized that they originated with Hitler. What then kept this man in place? What had prevented him, whose possibilities for escape

  were unlimited, from taking himself and his family out of it?




  The reasons for this and for his later denial of knowledge, I felt sure, needed to be uncovered slowly by exploring, with his help, all of his life. So on that early spring evening, sitting

  around the old refectory table in the kitchen of his patrician Heidelberg family home, I told him that I needed to learn about all of the things he hadn’t written or talked about: his

  childhood, his parents, “this house where you lived as a boy,” I said.




  “I hate it,” he interrupted, with surprising vehemence. “I hate being here.” His wife winced. “But Albert,” she said, helplessly, “my friends . . . the

  children. . . .” And to me: “He doesn’t mean it.”




  He did. He hated this house of his childhood misery; she, on the contrary, loved what had been her and the children’s refuge during his twenty years’ imprisonment. Yes, I told him,

  that was what I meant; it was precisely this I would want to learn about: whom he had loved or disliked, perhaps even hated and feared from as far back as he remembered.




  Showing his feelings had been a momentary slip quickly corrected. He could see, he said lightly, that I intended to tax his endurance. If it got too difficult, if I got too near the

  knuckle–he smiled, “then Don here will come to my aid”. My husband, Don Honeyman, a tall blond Iowan who had been a Vogue photographer for years, was to photograph him

  for the article. Speer had quickly formed an easy relationship with him and called him Don at once, while he and I–for many weeks and until long after Margret and I were, at her suggestion,

  on a first-name basis–rather awkwardly avoided calling each other by name in order to be neither too formal nor too informal.




  Don, I explained, would be going back to London after taking the photographs he needed in Heidelberg. At the end of the following week, during which I would stay, as arranged, with the Speers at

  their isolated farm high up in the Bavarian Alps, Don would come back briefly for more photographs there. After that, we would play it by ear.




  “Oh, what a pity,” he said. “I was counting on him to protect me.”




  This flippancy and Speer’s very real charm were integral parts of his whole persona and, I would discover later, always had been. I knew well that if anything of value was to come of our

  conversations, I would have to get him to divest himself of the glibness which he had cultivated over a dozen years of continuous publicity and behind which I believed there

  could be another–perhaps a worse, possibly a better–man.




  But Margret’s life was also part of the story: the origin of their courtship; the distance between them, and yet his very real feeling for her and her iron loyalty to her husband; and

  Hitler’s affection for “my beautiful Frau Speer”, as he called her, and her attachment to him.




  By the time I completed my original conversations with Speer for the projected profile, we had talked for just under three weeks, about twelve hours every day. But this, as it turned out, was

  only the beginning of a quite special relationship (I can find no word for it: common interests? curiosity about each other?) that would continue until he died.




  During the original weeks of our work together, he often consulted material from his archive, above all his “black” (illegal) correspondence from Spandau prison with his children,

  his wife and with his friend Rudolf Wolters: thousands of pages of transcripts typed from tens of thousands of flimsy pages and hundreds of thousands if not millions of words in close,

  hard-to-decipher handwriting. Much of it had originally been written on toilet paper, tobacco or cigarette wrappers, or little bits of notepaper torn off the drawing pads he was in later years

  allowed to have for architectural sketching.




  During those weeks and later, he gave me letters he wrote to his wife when they were both still at school, which clearly showed the fluency, the depth of thought and the morality he evinced

  fifty years later in The Secret Diaries. He also gave me a manuscript of twenty-eight profiles of Hitler and the men closest to him, which he had written–with helpful questions from

  a British intelligence officer–in an Allied VIP detention centre in the autumn of 1945. As our relationship developed, we planned to work together later to transform these–the most

  perceptive characterizations of Hitler’s circle I have read–into a book comparing his views of these men at war’s end with the way he saw them thirty-five years later.




  Additionally, Speer gave me two manuscripts he wrote in Nuremberg before being sentenced: one–almost prophetic–on the future of Russia; the other–completed a few days before

  the sentences, which in his case he expected to be death–a first short draft of what would eventually become Inside the Third Reich.




  All these documents from Nuremberg and Spandau (plus many others from earlier years) had been cared for and organized by Wolters, whose loyal help to Speer extended to the care of his family

  during the twenty years of his imprisonment. Smuggled out with the help first of a Dutch medic and then friendly Allied guards, the thousands of letters, some of them thirty or forty pages long,

  and, over subsequent years, thousands more to his children and to Wolters, were transcribed in Wolters’s architectural office in the north German town of Coesfeld. Over

  fifteen years, this work was done mostly by Marion Riesser, a graphic designer who, half Jewish, had, like a number of others at risk, found employment and protection at Speer’s ministry

  during the war, and became Wolters’s personal assistant afterwards.




  Speer died in September 1981, and Wolters a year later. When I decided a year after that to undertake this book, Wolters’s son, Fritz, gave me full access to the vast documentary

  collection, including copies of most of the Speer material, which his father had left to the Bundesarchiv, the Federal Archives in Koblenz. This included the remarkable 1,200-page draft for his

  memoirs which Speer wrote in Spandau between January 1953 and January 1954. (By a majority decision of Speer’s children, his own archive, also now at Koblenz, will be closed until the third

  generation of Speer children are grown.)




  Speer’s daughter Hilde, perhaps the most moral person I have ever met, who devoted ten years or so of her young life to sustaining Speer’s morale while he was at Spandau, entrusted

  me with some four hundred other letters Speer wrote to her (and, towards the end of his imprisonment, to her young husband), which added uniquely to my understanding of this deeply ambivalent man.

  Here, written with warmth and love, is the man he wanted to be but could only be on paper: the father, the friend, the thinker–a moral man.




  Here, too, is the other man he was, as he displays the qualities that caused him to become the second most powerful man in the Third Reich and afterwards helped him to survive its

  disintegration: the inveterate schemer and brilliant planner; the ruthless user of others, even those closest to him; and the compromiser, always towards his own good.




  Speer also wrote many letters to Annemarie Wittenberg Kempf, a woman of impeccable integrity who became his private secretary when she was eighteen, and who remained his friend until and beyond

  his death. She married Hans Kempf, a devout Catholic, in 1942. He was reported missing in action in Russia on 9 March 1944. (Speer often referred to her as Wittenberg–for years afterwards.)

  Annemarie and I too became friends–aside from many other things, she helped me with material from Speer’s archive before it was moved to Koblenz. But because of the strength of her

  feeling for Speer, I decided (and she agreed) that it was necessary, both for my objectivity and for her peace of mind, that we should not meet or even communicate during the actual writing of this

  book. (I had come to the same arrangement with Hilde.) To my sorrow Annemarie died in 1992 without knowing how much I owe her.




  The man who had the greatest influence on Speer’s life, aside from Hitler, was Georges Casalis, an exceptionally wise man who, as well as his wife, Dorothée, became my counsellors.

  Sadly, he too has died, as have so many who have helped me. A French pastor, he was the Spandau prison chaplain for the first three years. “When I met Speer,” he

  told me, “he was the most tortured man I had ever met. By the time I left Spandau, I saw him as the most repentant.”




  It was Speer’s profound malaise with his own conscience, his “battle with his soul”, as Casalis, who understood him like no other, called it, that essentially brought me to

  write this book. The ambivalence between his moral necessity to confront the long-repressed guilt of his terrible knowledge, and his desperate need to deny–or “block”–it,

  was the great dilemma of his life, and dominated it from the Nuremberg trials until shortly before his death.




  Although I found that many others today remain weighed down by the memory of their intense feelings of faith, trust and, yes, love for Hitler, Speer was, I believe, unique among Hitler’s

  men in the intensity of this inner battle of conscience. Psychologically the most interesting and morally an extraordinarily positive aspect of his personality, it largely determined the direction

  of my work with him and inevitably became the focus of this book.




  When I started I did not know how many voices would have to be heard, how much he and others would divulge to me or how much would emerge through the comparisons between Speer’s different

  writings and other people’s diaries and memoirs and relating these to incidents he described–or passed over in silence. It demonstrated that as it is human beings with a human wish to

  be remembered who enact and record history, little of it can be kept secret for ever. What I was absolutely certain of, from the start, was that Speer’s life during the Third Reich could only

  be understood in the context of his strange relationship with Hitler. Working on this book for more than a decade showed me that there were singular parallels between Hitler and Speer. Not

  parallels, of course, in historical significance, but parallels in psychological traits which so decisively influence historical events.




  What is to be learned about these two men should make us ponder the nature of love, the perils of emotion. Both Hitler and Speer were bedevilled from childhood by thwarted, imagined and withheld

  love, a deficiency which rendered them both virtually incapable of expressing private emotions. Both of them, though surrounded by people, remained alone. Both of them, capable of great charm and

  courted by women, could barely respond, though neither of them was homosexual. Both not only shied away from but despised manifestations of feelings, and yet, for each of them in his different way,

  it was emotion that ruled their decisions and dictated many if not most of their acts. It is doubtful–Speer confirmed this–that, excepting one strange message from Hitler to Speer, they

  ever consciously thought of each other with affection. And yet, it was a kind of unspoken love, needed, demanded and received, that bound them to each other.




  Towards the end of my first week with Speer, he suggested that the theme of my next book should be charisma. “It is the most dangerous quality there is,” he

  said. He meant, of course, people through the ages whose charisma, like Hitler’s, had affected human lives and altered the course of history. Speer would never have applied this description

  to himself. But one after another of his former staff, who shared his almost Spartan way of life and worked for him to the point of exhaustion, pointed out that he too “had an

  aura”.




  Many of the people I spoke with in the course of preparing this book–Speer family members, key colleagues on his team during his twelve years with Hitler, prison staff at Spandau and

  friends, observers and enemies of his later years–liked and admired Speer for the consistent modesty he displayed even at the zenith of his power, for his achievements and for the courageous

  actions he took on behalf of the German people in the last months of Hitler’s rule. But none of those who had worked with him under Hitler had questioned the morality of Hitler and his creed,

  any more than Speer himself had done until the end approached, and some of their statements now, as they appear in this book, will undoubtedly jar. When you read quotes from Goebbels adoring

  Hitler, and statements from others defending his ideas, I invite you to remember that any person, man or woman, may speak his own “truth”, as either a tactical move or a

  “truth” he needs to explain, or even live, his own life. But truth or lies, however uncomfortable or, seen in retrospect, even offensive they may be, can serve our purpose of gaining

  understanding.




  The principal aim of this book, throughout, was to learn to understand Speer. It would have been impossible to achieve this if I had only viewed him in isolation, out of context with the

  environment in which he lived. It was thus necessary to find out how and why some other essentially decent and often talented men and women could become so subject to Hitler and his ideas that no

  doubt of him could be allowed to intervene. And here, while in such encounters it is essential never to pretend agreement with the unacceptable, moral indignation for its own sake is an

  unaffordable luxury. As this search turned into the written word, it seemed important to me, even while of course aware of the outrageousness of some statements, not to interrupt the flow too often

  with critical comments, but rather to trust the reader to see each claim, each admission and each denial as one more necessary detail in a mosaic which in the end might provide a comprehensive

  whole.




  A few of those who had been on Speer’s architectural or ministerial teams expressed admiration for his stand at Nuremberg and afterwards, but many more felt uncomfortable, some profoundly

  angry about it: angry above all, I think, because his publicly expressed derogation of Hitler cast a reflection on their own moral impotence.




  I have spent much of my life studying this moral impotence in Hitler’s Germany. Hitler was obsessed by the Jews, and among his murders of millions–Orthodox,

  Catholic and Lutheran Christians, Gypsies and Jews–it was the killing of the Jews in the gas chambers of occupied Poland which struck deepest into the conscience and remained in the

  consciousness of the world. It is the one action which those who admired Hitler fifty years ago, and those whose nationalist and racist aims today resemble and indeed are modelled on his, are

  desperate to deny.




  The fate of Europe’s Jews, so central to Speer’s life after Nuremberg, inevitably plays a great part in this book, but it is not its subject. Hitler’s evil, I believe, went far

  beyond even this madness, and my aim here is to put into context all of the crimes against humanity which Hitler initiated, which continue to threaten us today, and of which Speer, who was in many

  ways a man of excellence, sadly enough made himself a part.




  







  
Prologue





  THE MORNING OF my first visit to Heidelberg in 1978, Speer had received a letter:




  

    

      You pig of a traitor:




      We have looked for you for a long time. You who as our Führer’s architect profited when he went from victory to victory. You, who planned to gas him and his staff when he defended

      our Berlin.




      You pig played the penitent, and barricaded in a villa guarded by dogs, betrayed us. Your lying scribbles show your true character . . . with speechifying, toadying to the victors and

      sending money to Jewish organizations . . . you are trying to get yourself readmitted to society . . . you money-grabbing pig. . . .




      When we put an end to you, no one will care. No one will shed a single tear. And we will put an end to you. Rely on it.


    


  




  The letter was signed with the initials L. P. Hauptsturmführer (the SS rank of Captain) and was stamped with an eagle carrying the swastika and the letters NSDAP AO (National Socialist

  Party, Auslands Organisation [Foreign Section]). The letter came from Lincoln, Nebraska, and the back of the envelope identified the senders as “The victims of October 16, 1946,” the

  day the major war criminals were hanged in Nuremberg.




  Speer’s “barricaded villa” had “A. Speer” prominently displayed on a post next to the permanently open gates. “Just think what a bore it would be to get out

  of the car every time to open them, and anyway, it wouldn’t do for the children,” he said. The grandchildren were “guarded” by one ridiculously soppy St Bernard, their play

  companion, who loved nothing more than slobbering over visitors.




  Speer and Margret, both seventy-three when I met them, occupied two floors of the beautiful patrician house on the hill above Heidelberg Castle; the top floor was rented to students, and a guest

  cottage in the garden was used by their youngest son, Ernst, and his family, who a little later would take over most of the big house. “It’s nice to have young people around,”

  Margret said. “And then, too, it doesn’t stand empty when we are up in the mountains.”




  There was an intense aura of loneliness about the Speers. Five of their six children, most of them married, lived scattered all over Germany. The parents saw them rarely. Speer’s

  relationship with Ernst, who was a year and a half when Speer was convicted and twenty-two when he was released, was never good. “He is the one who could never say a word when he came to

  visit me in Spandau,” Speer told me. “I too had nothing to say and–it’s sad–I still don’t.”




  Ernst, his pretty, red-haired medical student wife, and the Speers’ second daughter, Margret, and her husband were coming to dinner the fourth day I was there, and Margret, unusually

  merry, was bustling around the kitchen much of the day. “Would you forgive us if we don’t ask you to stay?” Speer asked. “It’s the first time in three years we have

  several of the children here together.”




  The children wanted nothing to do with his past, or with his life after Spandau. They were close to their mother. “Do you see how she lights up when they come?” he asked after they

  had come in to say a quick hello. “How she changes when I’m not around, becomes girlish and gay?”




  His relationship with the children was formal to a degree. He stood up when they arrived or left; they shook hands without otherwise touching. “Well, hello” or “Well, then,

  goodbye,” he said. “Good evening; goodbye,” they replied–it seemed impossible for them to say even the word “Father”.




  Couldn’t he be more relaxed with them, I asked the next morning; the tension one felt was awful.




  “I can’t,” he said. “It’s all right with some of the grandchildren,” he said, and then laughed–it was to be the only time I would hear him laugh happily

  in connection with his family. “A few of the little girls call me ‘Granddaddy’ [instead of the more formal Grandfather] and treat me like an old fogey who has to be taken care of.

  It’s rather nice.” The laughter stopped. “Just lately there have been indications that something might be salvaged with one or two of the others, but on the whole it’s too

  late. My fault, of course. I have just never known what to do.”




  It was impossible to talk it out with them, he said. “Last night, after you left, we sat down and had supper. Margret had made it quite festive.” He pointed to a charming rustic

  dining area. “It was pleasant enough. We chatted, about nothing you know, until about 11.30 when I went up to bed. As soon as I got upstairs–my bedroom is above this room–I could

  hear peals of laughter. There had been no laughter while I was there; there never is. I weigh upon them.” He was stating a fact, not expressing self-pity.




  I talked with Speer quite regularly over the last four years of his life. He never realized that his distant relationship with his children was a curious echo of his

  difficulties with his own father.




  ON A SUNDAY in 1912 in Mannheim, a smallish but rich industrial city on the Rhine, lunch with ten guests was coming to a close

  in the French dining room of the imposing Speer town house.




  The family lived in fourteen rooms on three floors, with seven servants living in the basement. An annex across the courtyard housed the father’s large architectural offices. The parents

  had separate bedrooms and dressing rooms on the second floor. The three boys–Hermann, nine; Albert, seven; and Ernst, five–shared with their French governess, Mlle Blum, a rear wing

  which connected through the kitchen with the formal reception rooms, all meticulously arranged with French furniture and fabrics for which Frau Speer, sixteen years younger than her husband and

  even richer than he, had an abiding passion.




  The two footmen in their purple livery and the maids in black and white, all wearing white gloves, were serving the dessert when the boys, dressed in striped French shirts and dark grey shorts

  in fine gabardine, filed in.




  Little Ernst, a charming scamp with piercing black eyes, ran to his father, a tall dignified man with a small, tidy beard and sparse hair who immediately pulled him onto his lap and stroked his

  fine blond hair. Hermann, dark as his mother and sturdy, was ordered to her side. She was wide-hipped but had a small waist and bust; a tight but pretty face; intensely black, beautifully

  shaped eyebrows; and thin lips. Extremely elegant, she wore copies of French clothes, for the making of which she kept a French dressmaker occupied almost exclusively. Lightly clapping her hands,

  she announced to her guests that Hermann would recite a poem he had written for the occasion.




  Albert, dark too, with his mother’s eyebrows though even thicker, was thin, pale and tense as he stood, his hands straight down his side, almost at attention just inside the door. Nobody

  looked at him. Ten minutes later, the poem recited, Hermann and Ernst–but not Albert–each received a chocolate. Ernst gave his indulgently smiling father a sticky kiss, and the boys

  bowed formally first to their mother, then to the guests. Then they walked through the hall with apparent decorum, until at the kitchen door Hermann tripped Albert, who fell noisily, then slammed

  the door against him as he lay on the floor. His mother didn’t ask who had fallen. “Really, Albert,” she called from the dining room, “can’t you look where you are

  going?”




  This is one of many similar stories about his childhood Speer was to tell me sixty-six years later. He still remembered in minute detail his apprehension on going into the

  lavish room; the overpowering smell of the many flowers and the ladies’ scents; his little brother’s automatic run to, and welcome from, his father; his older brother being shown off as

  always by his mother; his own isolation; and even his skinned knee and bruises when Hermann, so predictably, succeeded in hurting and embarrassing him. “It never failed,” he said.

  “Every day I hoped it would be better, but it never was.”




  He met Margarete Weber when he was sixteen (she was fifteen), and it was her family more than her with whom he fell head over heels in love. Her father, a solid Heidelberg Bürger,

  was a master carpenter, like his father and grandfather before him. “You are not to see that girl,” his mother said. “It is inappropriate.”




  But the large warm Weber family–they laughed a great deal, ate profusely and welcomed the boy with open arms into their simple house–drew him like a magnet. At home they spoke in a

  thick Heidelberg accent which, although Albert later discovered that his father sometimes used it when speaking to employees in his office, he had never known. It was taboo in the Speer house, even

  for the servants. Many years later, just before his release from Spandau, he started to dream in that dialect. “I had completely forgotten it over the years,” he told me, “and

  here I dreamed speaking in it to Margret, more . . .” he hesitated, and then went on, “more warmly than was our usual way.”




  These particular dreams, which he was later to describe in detail to Erich Fromm, were to occur almost nightly throughout his last year in Spandau. “They are the expression of your

  longings for your most innocent times,”* Fromm wrote to him, advising him to give way to this need, even to think and muse in that dialect when awake. “That may bring out the

  best in you.”




  One night in 1978, when I stayed with the Speers in their mountain retreat, I heard them speak to each other in that–to me–incomprehensible dialect. They spoke it sometimes, he said

  in the morning, “when we feel good”.




  IN MAY 1953, when Speer was forty-eight years old and serving his seventh year in Spandau prison, his then seventeen-year-old

  daughter, Hilde, a brilliant high-school student spending a year with a Quaker family in America, wrote to her father asking him to explain to her about his guilt. He replied,




  

    

      You ask . . . about the Nazis. . . . You say how could an intelligent person go along with such a thing. I want to show you by specifically using myself as an example,

      how this might happen. Let me say the hardest bit first: unless one wants, cowardly, to avoid confronting the truth, one has to say that there can be no excuse; there is no justification. It is

      in that sense that I am convinced of my own guilt. There are things, you see, for which one has to carry the blame, even if purely factually one might find excuses: the immensity of the crime

      precludes any attempt at self-justification. . . .


    


  




  By this time, Speer had lived through the two most significant stages of his twenty years in Spandau: three years under the influence of Georges Casalis, who helped him discover in himself the

  potential of a moral regeneration, and then–unhappily–after Casalis’s departure, the next three years during which he had to acknowledge to himself that without help from such a

  catalyst he was not capable of the required intellectual and spiritual discipline.




  His young daughter’s grave letter in which, stating very gently her long-pondered and long-hesitated-over question of conscience, she had demonstrated so clearly her willingness as well as

  her need to understand, had–briefly–shaken his resolve to tread a less difficult path: to remember and recount publicly his years with Hitler, rather than to seek self-knowledge and

  redemption privately.




  As he would admit to me twenty-five years later when, unasked, he brought up the subject of Hilde’s preoccupation with his morality, this letter was exceptionally disturbing to him. Before

  that, it had simply not occurred to him that any child of his–any young person–could ask him such a question, bringing him back so sharply to the state of mind Casalis had provoked in

  him years before.




  This fine-boned, slight girl with silky blonde hair, who was only ten when her father was sentenced and who would remain determinedly loyal to him throughout his imprisonment, had already by

  then established a very special relationship with him. The letters he was to write to her over the following years were the warmest, deepest and most personal he was ever to write.




  When their correspondence had started two years earlier, in 1951, when Hilde was not quite fifteen, she, with Annemarie Kempf and Rudolf Wolters, had begun to form what was to become for Speer

  an exceptionally efficacious triangle of love and psychological support. Nonetheless, almost from the start, while their concern was almost entirely for Speer, he seemed to be essentially incapable

  of considering them and their efforts in any context other than his own life, past, present and future. “They kept me sane,” he was to tell me years later.




  He barely knew his six children–he had hardly spent any time with them before he went to prison for twenty years–but there is no doubt that he grew to admire

  and deeply love Hilde, to whom he wrote from the start as he could never have spoken to her had life been normal: about the universe of man, about nature, about philosophy, art and music and, above

  all, about religion and faith.




  In her earlier letters Hilde had spared him, accepting “in comparative silence”, as she said later, his instructions and advice. In July 1952, two weeks before she left for America,

  he wrote,




  

    

      You will of course be interviewed by the press and, unless your hosts suggest it, you should not avoid it. If you are asked political questions, just tell them you feel too young to express

      an opinion. You should not say that you knew Hitler, or that you lived on the Obersalzberg [Hitler’s mountain compound]. . . . You should absolutely read two books in which there is a lot

      about me and with which you can then counter anything anybody might throw at you about me.*


    


  




  “It probably did him good to tell me all that stuff,” Hilde said later. “I didn’t pay much attention to it.”




  She conversed with him in her letters about ideas and impressions she had gained, music she had heard, paintings and buildings she had seen, and to some extent about the people she had met. All

  of this, however, was carefully framed and phrased in the context of what might interest him, affect his feelings and alleviate the burdens of his life.




  That grave letter in May 1953 was a new departure for her. On the one hand, it demonstrated her growing maturity and courage after months in the unaccustomed and very special moral environment

  of an educated Quaker family on the American eastern seaboard. She was now not only ready but needed to challenge him. On the other hand, it was perhaps an unconscious attempt to deepen their

  relationship.




  In the final analysis, the most intense relationship he would ever have was with Casalis. As Protestant chaplain of Berlin’s French community since the four-power occupation in 1945,

  Casalis was put in charge of the spiritual care of the seven prisoners at Spandau soon after they arrived in Berlin in July 1947, traumatized by the Nuremberg trial and the death sentences several

  of them only narrowly escaped. With this thirty-year-old French intellectual, a man of impeccable morality and exceptional humanity, Speer had slowly gone further in his search of self and, had

  Casalis felt able to stay longer than the three years they knew each other there, might have got to the point of articulating his enormous guilt feelings.




  “He could never say it,” Casalis said. “And yet, when I first knew him, he was, under the extraordinary cool he affected, the most guilt-ridden, the most

  tortured man I had ever known. This gave him a very special value.”




  Casalis had joined the Resistance straight out of university at twenty-three, and was active in it throughout the occupation of France. He was told that Spandau would be added to his duties as

  chaplain after a long May weekend which he had spent with a team sent to identify, and bring back for burial, French dead from the Buchenwald concentration camp. He had photographs of the team: the

  two Soviet guards who travelled with them, the German POWs who dug up the corpses–and himself, with a clipboard, recording what they found. Next to him on the ground in one photo is a large

  bottle. “Brandy–it was the only way one could manage,” he said when I first visited him in 1985 in Noyon, a village near Paris where Calvin was born, and where he and his wife,

  Dorothée, were looking after the Calvin Museum.




  “I was very, very worried when I was told about Spandau,” he went on, “full of doubts whether I was the right man for the job. Just imagine me, after four years as an active

  résistant, having to find detachment in myself towards these seven men. What could I say to them? What could I preach?”




  He asked these questions of Karl Barth, the great Swiss theologian, just then on a visit to Berlin; he had been Casalis’s teacher and had become his friend. “He thought it was a huge

  challenge. ‘It’s quite simple, mon vieux,’ he said. ‘Give them the same sermon on Saturday as to your congregation on Sunday–and tell both you are doing it.

  For the prisoners it will be reassuring; for your parishioners it’ll be very sanguine to learn they are getting the same words on the “outside” which these prisoners heard the day

  before on the “inside”: an interesting experiment in Christian charity.’ And that’s what I did, for three years.”




  At the end of Casalis’s first service at Spandau, Speer asked to speak to him.




  “And I was glad he did,” Casalis said. “I needed to speak with him too.” He told Speer that he was the only one of the group to whom he had wanted to say something, right

  away. “I told him that I considered him more blameworthy than any of the others. First of all, because he was the most intelligent. But secondly, he was, to my mind, not only more responsible

  than the other six prisoners but perhaps more than anyone in Germany, except for Hitler himself, for extending the war. Thanks to his efforts, I told him, this terrible war had lasted at least a

  year longer than it might have, and as a result killed many of my friends.”




  Speer thanked him for his honesty. “And then he said, ‘I’ll be as honest in return. I would have said this to you anyway, having listened to your sermon and watched you as you

  delivered it–it was because I wanted to do this that I asked to speak to you just now: I’ve been sentenced to twenty years,’ he said, ‘and I consider

  it just. I want to use this time that has, in a manner of speaking, been given to me. What I want to ask you is: Would you help me become a different man?’ ”




  Casalis left Spandau in 1950. “I could have stayed on for another term–a further five years,” he said. “I was very tempted–it was of course very interesting. Seen

  in retrospect, if only from the point of view of my relationship with Speer, perhaps I should have stayed. But the fact is that neither I nor Dorothée could accept any longer to lead the

  really quite extraordinarily privileged life as ‘occupiers’ we had in Berlin. It was wrong. So we went to Strasbourg, where I took my Ph.D. in theology.”




  As Casalis realized much later, for Speer, in his very real effort to become “a different man”, the departure after only three years of the man he would later describe as “the

  most important person in my life” was almost catastrophic. It had not only been his first experience of that very special thing, a French intellectual mind, but, rare for anyone, of a pure

  spirit and a total man. “Casalis is in my eyes entirely unique,” he had written to Hilde a few months earlier. “So much so that I would like him one day to officiate at my

  funeral.” (Casalis didn’t. “I wasn’t even asked to attend it,” he said sadly, years later.)




  With Casalis gone, Speer was virtually alone, for his relationship with the other six prisoners, although it would, necessarily, improve with time, was difficult, and that with the five

  subsequent chaplains merely courteous. With Casalis, for the first time in his life, he had learned to use spoken language to search for inner meanings and thereby let go of some of the iron

  self-control imposed upon him, by himself as well as others, since early childhood. Casalis’s departure didn’t stop Speer’s process of change, but–as he would say many years

  later–it altered it. Whereas for those three years he had been helped to look inwards, beyond himself, thereby beginning to discover hitherto unsuspected imaginative freedoms, this

  introduction to abstract thinking had been too brief.




  “He was a man with quite exceptional facilities,” Casalis said. “They were indeed so exceptional that his thinking–as well as, I fear, his actions–had become

  facile. What he needed to do, you see, to become the ‘different man’ he wanted to be, was to give up everything that was easy. A determined human being of quality can achieve this if

  the circumstances are right. For Speer, who I suspect was the most determined of men at whatever he undertook, the quasi-monastic life of Spandau was ideally suited for such an

  endeavour.”




  It was, but, as he realized very quickly after Casalis left, not on his own, without support. He had begun to think–or dream–of writing quite some time before

  the end of the Third Reich. A number of his former associates recalled quips about turning himself into a biographer, and early in April 1945 he had worked out with his pilot friend, Werner

  Baumbach, Nazi Germany’s ace dive bomber, a crazy and soon abandoned escape plan to Greenland. There he and a few selected friends could sit out the first few critical months after defeat in

  a sophisticated weather station the Germans had put up in an isolated bay, where he could “start on [his] memoirs”. Instead, he actually began to write them during a recess of his trial

  in Nuremberg, when, in a kind of euphoria of Das Ende, he had become increasingly convinced that, like most of the other accused, he would be sentenced to death. It was then that he

  produced the 103-page précis which, seven years later in Spandau, he would develop into the 1,200-page draft that after his release in 1966 eventually became Inside the Third

  Reich.




  “I was intensely affected by Nuremberg,” he said later, “especially by the final speech by Britain’s Chief Prosecutor–it devastated me.” On 27 July 1946, Sir

  Hartley (now Lord) Shawcross, ending his summation with the most difficult and emotional subject of the trial, the horrors of the extermination of the Jews, read from a description by a German

  eyewitness of a mass execution of Jews by one of Himmler’s Action Groups (Einsatzkommandos) in the Baltics.




  

    

      Without screaming or weeping, these people undressed, stood around in family groups, kissed each other, said farewells, and waited for a sign from another SS man, who stood near the pit . .

      . with a whip in his hand. During the fifteen minutes I stood nearby, I heard no . . . plea for mercy. I watched a family of about eight people, a man and a woman of about fifty with two

      daughters of about twenty to twenty-four and boys of about one, eight, and ten. An old woman with snow-white hair was holding the one-year-old in her arms and singing to it and tickling it. The

      child was cooing with delight. The couple were looking on with tears in their eyes. The father was holding the hand of a boy about ten years old and speaking to him softly; the boy was fighting

      his tears. The father pointed to the sky, stroked his head and seemed to explain something to him. At that moment the SS man at the pit shouted something to his comrade who then counted off

      about twenty persons and instructed them to get down behind a mound of earth. Among them was the family I have mentioned. . . .




      An SS man . . . sat on the edge of the narrow end of the pit, his feet dangling . . . a tommy gun on his knees. He was smoking a cigarette. The people, completely naked, went down some steps

      which were cut in the clay wall of the pit and clambered over the heads of the dead lying there, to the place to which the SS man directed them. They lay down in front of the dead or injured;

      some caressed those who were still alive and spoke to them in a low voice. Then I heard a series of shots. I looked into the pit and saw that the bodies were twitching or

      . . . lying motionless on top of . . . those before them. Blood was running from their necks. . . .


    


  




  “What special dispensation of Providence kept these men ignorant of these things?” Sir Hartley asked, pointing at the two rows of accused in the dock. “. . . Mankind itself,

  struggling now to re-establish in all the countries of the world the common simple things, liberty, love, understanding, comes to this court and cries, ‘These are our laws, let them

  prevail.’ . . . You will remember [this description] when you come to give your decision . . . not in vengeance [but] in a determination that these things shall not occur again.”




  “This account,” Speer said thirty years later, “haunts me to this day. You know, when one hears of a thousand or a million people murdered it is out of scale, it’s

  unimaginable. But this . . . it was the first time I could visualize what happened, what was done. And yes, it made me feel personal guilt. The others largely discounted the most terrible parts of

  the testimonies. They said the so-called eyewitnesses lied; the Germans, such as Ohlendorf, Höss* and others, were accusing each other or even confessing to monstrosities because

  this was what the court wanted to hear and they were bargaining for their lives; and that the films which were shown were fakes. I didn’t think so. Oh, there were emotional exaggerations, how

  could there not be? But on the whole it was manifestly all true. I knew that the Russians would demand the death sentence for me, and after Shawcross’s speech I thought they were right. How

  could we–just we–be allowed to remain alive after that?”




  IT IS REMARKABLE that the man and the relationship most significant to Speer’s life throughout his years at Spandau have remained entirely

  unknown. And yet, without understanding Rudolf Wolters and what he did, it is impossible to understand Speer at Spandau, which he himself considered the most important period of his life.




  Wolters and Speer had known each other since student days in Munich in 1924. Over the years, with Wolters’s feelings for Speer curiously similar to those Speer felt for Hitler, they

  developed a relationship that was to become decisive for Speer’s survival at Spandau and his subsequent career.




  Wolters was two years older than Speer, and their social world was different. But both their fathers were architects, and their education and early careers ran almost parallel, though with Speer

  always a few steps ahead. Thus, if Wolters just managed to get his Abitur (qualification for higher education) in 1923 when he was twenty, Speer graduated the same

  year at the top of his class, in both German and mathematics, at eighteen. When they first met, Wolters was beginning his fourth term in architecture at the Munich Technical College, while Speer

  was transferring there after three terms at the rather second-rate technical school at Karlsruhe. Wolters preceded Speer to Berlin, to study under the distinguished architect Heinrich Tessenow, but

  Speer, following him a year later, managed to get his architect’s licence at the same time as Wolters, in the summer of 1927. He even got an appointment as Tessenow’s assistant–a

  plum Wolters had coveted from the start.




  Nonetheless, the two students had become friends, or almost friends. “We had amicable relations,” Wolters would write fifty years later in his superb reminiscences,

  Lebensabrisse (Segments of a Life). Speer from his side did indeed have “amicable relations” with Wolters, about the same as he had with most of his fellow students: friendly

  but distant. But Wolters had very soon come under the spell of Speer’s personality, where he would remain for more than forty years.




  They both had talent, a high degree of intelligence and ambition and a pronounced gift for writing. Wolters had kept a diary since his father gave him his first one on the day the First World

  War began, when he was eleven, and in 1973 privately published his reminiscences. Speer, at sixteen, wrote long, rather earnest but brilliant essays at school, and over the next year and a half

  almost daily letters to Margret. They shared another quality not then frequently found among educated Germans–a sense of humour. Wolters’s was almost ribald and somewhat studied, but

  rarely unkind; Speer’s was either impersonal and sharp or, very much like a clever child, mischievous sometimes to the point of malice.




  One thing that set Speer apart from his peers was that in the 1920s, at a time of economic catastrophe in Germany and dire penury for students, he had money. As he has written, the sale of his

  maternal grandfather’s firm and factory for “dollar treasury bills” provided him with a monthly allowance that was a princely sum in inflation-ridden Germany. And in 1928, when he

  was promoted to being a senior rather than junior university assistant, while others, including Wolters, got their Ph.D.s on soup, bread and water, he earned an adequate salary, secured by the

  state against inflation. “Gretel [by then his wife] and I,” he would say almost fifty years later, “gave huge spaghetti dinners every week for out student friends.”




  Wolters, writing later in Segments of a Life, credited him with great generosity. “He would help any student in need, including quite often myself.” For two years Wolters

  worked for the German Railways without pay, except for food, then in early 1932 accepted a two-year contract to build railways in the Soviet Union. He was therefore away when

  Speer’s career first took off. When he returned to Germany, he briefly worked for Speer in his still tiny Berlin office but then married and returned to work for the railway, this time with

  pay.




  In 1937, however, when Hitler named the thirty-two-year-old Speer Inspector General for the Construction of Berlin (GBI), Wolters accepted a job offered by his old friend. “I had viewed

  Hitler and his movement with some scepticism,” he would write later in Segments of a Life, “but when the abolition of the multi-party mess removed the obscenity of

  unemployment, and the first 1,000 kilometres of Autobahnen (motorways) opened up a new era of mobility, I too saw the light: this was the time when Churchill said he hoped Great Britain

  would have a man like Hitler in times of peril, and when high church dignitaries and distinguished academics paid the Führer homage.”




  From that moment on, Wolters, always in Speer’s shadow, entirely trusted but always taken for granted, worked for Speer. While Speer was Hitler’s architect, Wolters was part of

  Speer’s design team, but as Speer’s role changed upwards, so did Wolters’s, sideways. He travelled with and for Speer, and had ready access to him, but as an old friend rather

  than adviser. He became his press representative and his chronicler,* rather than an executive in his own right in Speer’s huge and powerful ministerial hierarchy. Holding Speer in

  awe for much of his life, it was a role Wolters appeared to accept readily.




  The tribute Wolters paid Speer in his reminiscences, written well after Speer had been released from Spandau, by which time Wolters had become bitterly disillusioned with him, clearly showed the

  admiration he had had for him:




  

    

      The task [Speer] had been given–the rebuilding of Berlin–exceeded anything until then imaginable in city-planning. His concept was brilliantly simple. . . . If I were to

      characterize briefly the man who received this incredible assignment I would put it as follows: despite his academic training [he was] a self-made man, artistically inclined towards purity and

      nature. With an absolutely unfailing instinct for management and organization, Speer had the gift of transmuting complications into simplicity. What was especially to Hitler’s liking was

      that he could function with minute back-up, demonstrating with great elegance an almost casual nonchalance in the tensest moments.




      Despite the resolute determination he needed to achieve his enormous projects, he remained sensitive: he was never loud or uncontrolled. . . . Although he was incredibly hardworking and

      recognized no conventional office hours–his closest staff had to be available at all hours of the day and night–he himself, oddly enough, always had time. At

      least, so it seemed to all who worked close to him. . . .


    


  




  At Nuremberg, when to Speer all seemed lost, it was to Wolters he turned. On 10 August 1946, he wrote him a letter which was to all appearances his Last Will:




  

    

      My dear friend Rudolf Wolters,




      You have been among those closest to me and we have known each other since our early youth. I therefore want to ask you to get together a collection of my work and to set down, for the

      future, some of what you know of my life. I think that one day it will be appreciated.




      I visualize this as follows: Part I. The architectural work, which you know better than anyone. I hope the photographs still exist and it should be possible to get hold of the designs which

      we deposited in Hamburg. This should be presented quite matter-of-factly.




      Part II. The work as Minister: “the Wittenberg’sche” [Annemarie Kempf] should be consulted on this part. She knows best who of the old crowd is still around and one of them

      should be put in charge. It should be, again, a purely factual account of the organization and its achievements.




      Part III. The essential points of my life: I think I’m entitled to be seen by posterity in a different light from all these repulsive bourgeois “revolutionaries”. My

      idealistic attitude towards Hitler–for that is what it was–should here be described. The contributors–aside from those you know such as Wittenberg’sche, [Manfred] von

      Poser [his Wehrmacht liaison officer], [Walter] Rohland [head of the German steel industry], [Hermann] Röchling [an armaments manufacturer]–should also include my parents,

      parents-in-law, and many old friends such as [Robert] Frank [an industrialist friend], Wilhelm Kempff [the pianist], Josef Thorak [a sculptor] . . . also [Werner] Baumbach [his pilot] . . . and

      [Adolf] Galland [Luftwaffe General, Commander of the Fighter Force]. . . .


    


  




  Here Speer’s always-hard-to-decipher handwriting begins to go all over the page, becoming almost illegible as he appeared to reach out desperately for others who might contribute to a

  positive record of his life.




  

    

      . . . the barber Witkamp from Werne an der Lippe, Westphalia, the barber Dinand from Konstanz, the peasant Mayr from Michelhausen/Moosbier, near Tulln in Austria–these three were here

      in the prison and are good people; and of course Dr [Hans] Flächsner [his counsel], Berlin.




      Then, my wife has letters from our youth which she won’t like to hand over. But she must, as well as the letters I wrote her from here. You will also be able to get things from

      testimonies at the trial. And you will be interested in some sketches I produced on impulse for my children–my wife has them, and you have “a nose” for

      all this.




      Part IV. I’m going to try in my last weeks here to put down some of the things I remember: perhaps in the decades to come, this could be published as a little book: it is intended as

      an open and honest account.




      That is all: I know you will do it well. Perhaps it will even give you some satisfaction to thus complete your task as my official chronicler. In any case, I shall be grateful to you.




      In memory of many wonderful times together, I send you my warmest wishes.




      Always your friend,




      Albert Speer


    


  




  On 31 August 1946, Speer made his final statement to the court, in which he made no attempt to support his defence but, with the entire proceedings being broadcast to the country, addressed

  himself directly to the German people.




  After explicitly condemning Hitler and his dictatorship, he ended by trying to boost the morale of the Germans who, he said, had for centuries contributed much towards the creation of a

  civilized human society. They would now, recognizing Hitler as the proven author of their present misfortune, not only for ever more hate and fear dictatorship as a form of government but out of

  this misery come to create new and lasting values. “A nation that believes in its future,” he concluded, “will never perish. May God protect Germany and Western

  culture.”




  The characteristic recklessness of this last sentence, with its open contempt for the Russians, was deliberate. He intended to acknowledge plainly his realization of the dissension between East

  and West during the trial, and to reinforce the sympathy for him he believed he sensed among the Western members of the court. One month later, on 1 October 1946, when Speer was sentenced to a long

  term of imprisonment, many people attributed the court’s leniency towards Speer to a kind of “old school tie” sympathy, particularly on the part of the British and American

  judges.




  Historian Bradley Smith in his book Reaching Judgement at Nuremberg refutes these claims of prejudice and demonstrates that, on the contrary, the principal American judge, Francis

  Biddle, voted for the death sentence, as did the Soviet Union’s General I. T. Nikitchenko. The twenty-year prison sentence was only agreed to after two days’ discussion and some rather

  bitter horse trading. According to Smith, only the American and British alternate judges, John Parker and Norman Birkett, were possibly influenced in Speer’s favour by his upper-class

  demeanour.




  The chief American prosecutor, Justice Robert Jackson, whose cross-examination of Speer was considered by some critics to be unduly gentle, demonstrated his true feelings

  very clearly in his guideline to the US War Department two weeks before the verdicts. He stated bluntly that, as concerned appeals, he saw no reason for clemency to anyone. “. . .

  Clemency,” he wrote, “is a matter of grace, not of right.” As none of the defendants had “rendered any service whatever to the prosecution”, there were no grounds for

  clemency.




  Lord Shawcross told me many years later that in his opinion Speer was “quite lucky to have avoided a death sentence. . . . My own view,” he said, “was one of great surprise

  that Speer was so leniently dealt with, and I still think it quite wrong that his subordinate, Sauckel, who worked under his instructions, was sentenced to death while Speer escaped.”




  Six weeks after the end of the trial, on 13 November 1946, Wolters wrote to Annemarie Kempf, setting in motion the process which would dominate much of their lives for the next twenty years and

  provide the foundation for Speer’s future. She was still living in the VIP detention complex in Kransberg Castle, near Frankfurt, called Dustbin, which housed almost the entire technical and

  scientific leadership of the Third Reich. She had gone there in late July 1945, when Eisenhower moved his HQ to Frankfurt and the castle became the VIP interrogation centre, to assist Speer during

  his questioning by US and British intelligence.




  Speer had suggested in 1978 that Annemarie Kempf and I get to know each other, and from 1982, when I began the research for this book until late 1990, when I began to write it, we met

  frequently. Her hair was white, but she was still slender and quite beautiful. We talked sometimes for days and even weeks, in Hamburg where she lived, in the Tyrol where she joined us for working

  holidays, and in London where she came to stay with us.




  “He sent word that he needed me, so of course I went,” she said during one of our earliest talks. “It was called an exploitation camp, and both American and British experts,

  officers and civilians, came to ask Speer questions. They had shipped an enormous amount of documentation there, from all over the place. Almost the whole ministry staff was there. Edith Maguira,

  who had been [Fritz] Todt’s secretary and whom Speer kept on when he became Minister after Todt’s death, came along to help me.* They gave us a room in the castle

  tower.”




  While Speer was in Kransberg, the two young women–who knew more about the documents than virtually anyone else–helped with research, and Annemarie took down and

  then typed all the interrogations. When Speer, four months later, was moved to Nuremberg, she was able to keep her Kransberg room and mess privileges by assisting other ministry staff being

  questioned there, but went as often as possible to Nuremberg to help Speer’s counsel.




  For twelve years Annemarie had lived at the centre of power. “It is impossible to describe adequately the excitement of the first years, or the strain and then the pain of the last

  ones,” she said. Being at the centre of events that last year had meant early awareness of the impending defeat and Hitler’s disintegration, as Speer saw it, and, once Speer had begun

  to act deliberately and openly against Hitler in order to save what he could of the country’s living potential, it meant continuous anxiety not just for his safety but also, she said, for his

  life: first from Hitler, then, after the war, from the Nuremberg court. “By the time the day of the verdict and the sentencing came,” she said, “I was worn to a nub, just so

  tired. . . . You know, one just wanted it all to end: I would never have committed suicide, but I wouldn’t have minded dying.”




  On 7 November 1946, Annemarie had written to Wolters suggesting that perhaps they should meet to discuss what could be done for Speer in the future. Wolters replied a week later, carefully

  avoiding throughout his letter any mention of Speer’s name (he refers to him as “Father”), as he suspected, probably quite rightly, that letters to Kransberg would be subject to

  censorship:




  

    

      Dear Annemarie,




      Many thanks for yours of 7 November. I have since then, via Dr F. [Flächsner, Speer’s defence counsel], received Father’s letter in which he charges me to get together

      whatever I can about his life and work and eventually to write something appropriate about it. It goes without saying that I will very willingly take on this commission. . . .




      I will try first of all to collect the material and I still hope that I can just hand it over to him one day so that he can write his reminiscences himself for this would be of much greater

      significance. . . . In his letter he says among other things that important material is in your care. . . .




      I have of course written to Heidelberg [where Speer’s wife and children were living in a cottage on the family property, the big house having been requisitioned by the Americans] and

      am now awaiting the reply. . . . Your information that one can write to Father was quite new to me, and I will most assuredly hasten to do so. Again, I would be grateful to hear from you how

      this will work in the future, i.e., whether one will be able to write [once Speer was transferred to a permanent prison] and how the letters should be. If he were cut off

      there from all correspondence, it would be very hard on him. . . .


    


  




  It was Speer’s devastating letter of 10 August that gave birth to Wolters’s feeling of guilt about the fate which he felt Speer was carrying for all of them, and his eventual

  determination to alleviate it somehow. “His Last Will,” he wrote in his Segments, “was a goodbye which shook me to the core.”




  Within two years, only just professionally re-established in his hometown, Coesfeld, which he was commissioned to rebuild after bomb damage, Wolters began to take charge of the Speer

  family’s precarious finances. By 1951, he had succeeded in setting up a fund which some two dozen of Speer’s former architects and industrialist friends, under Wolters’s steady

  pressure, continued to support, contributing enough money to allow some security for Margret and the six children and indeed some small luxuries for Speer in prison. But besides the money, he

  provided–at some cost to his own children–affection and care for the family. Over the years, he organized most of the worldwide but unsuccessful efforts to obtain early release for

  Speer. Towards the end of the twenty years, Wolters tried to prepare the ground for Speer’s professional life after his release by getting a few of Speer’s successful former friends to

  arrange consultancies.




  First and foremost, however, Wolters provided an outlet throughout these years for Speer’s thinking and writing from the isolation of Spandau. The organization of the smuggling and

  transcribing of this vast correspondence, scribbled almost illegibly in minute writing, often in old German script, on any scrap of paper Speer could find, was incredibly demanding, given

  Wolters’s increasingly busy architectural practice. The commitment to Speer’s cause, both from Wolters and Marion Riesser, was staggering.




  The most important part of Speer’s writing from Spandau was the thousands of letters from 1953 which, transcribed by Marion Riesser, became the 1,200-page “Spandau draft” of

  Inside the Third Reich.




  All the original letters and the transcription of the draft remained in Speer’s archive, and when we worked together, he often brought out letters or pages to show to me or prove a point.

  But it was only after his and Wolters’s death, when Wolters’s son, Fritz, gave me access to his father’s archive containing duplicates of all the material, that I was able to

  obtain a copy of the entire “Spandau draft”.




  After Spandau, Speer would write three further drafts, and the book that resulted showed some significant changes from the original. There is no doubt that this first, most immediate feat of

  memory represents the true, unvarnished record of his own actions and motivations, as well as those of others. When he came out of Spandau and had to confront “real

  life”, as he called it, he became very vulnerable. In Spandau he had been the only one of the seven prisoners to assert continuously his recognition of the Nazis’ wrongs. The isolation

  he suffered over those twenty years as a result of this stand was basically the price he paid–it was a kind of triumph, an immense moral victory.




  The shock on coming out was to find that others–indeed most of the world–had gone much further than he in condemnation of the wrong. This is what he meant when he said (see Chapter

  VII) that “what I said and the way I said it somehow had to take into account these gradations of understanding of which . . . I was entirely ignorant. . . .”




  When Speer was in Spandau, his blunt criticisms of Hitler in the draft had already provoked Wolters into carefully voiced complaints. Speer’s way after Spandau to “bridge the void,

  not in others but in myself” (as he would tell me) was to accentuate the negative about Hitler wherever he could. This was to have the result of alienating him from most of his former

  friends, above all, most painfully, from Wolters.




  “What Rudi Wolters wanted,” said Marion Riesser, “was for Speer, as far as Hitler was concerned, to recount history as it happened. What he came to deeply resent, as time went

  on, was Speer’s demonization of Hitler, his continuous negative interpretation of virtually every side and every act of his, as he saw or interpreted it in retrospect.”




  Wolters could never have managed the transcription of Speer’s nearly twenty-five thousand letters from Spandau without Marion’s work on them over fifteen years. She had never met

  Speer personally, and her family suffered under the tyrant he served with such passion. What drove her to help him so generously? This too is a mystery.




  “It’s hard to explain,” she said. “I can say that what he wrote fascinated me and that, after a while, yes, I came to like him very much. He tried to be honest, tried

  even when he failed, and that seemed to me admirable under the circumstances.”




  Marion had been reluctant to talk with me; she too is a very private person, and was particularly concerned how Rudolf Wolters’s children would feel if her story and her complicated

  private relationship with their father became public. After changing her mind several times, she finally agreed to my visit only after Fritz Wolters, who like his wife, Lore (also a fine

  architect), is an open and articulate person, invited me to stay with them in the beautiful annex they built to the old Wolters home in Coesfeld. When we talked, it turned out that Marion had never

  known how much Fritz had suffered under his father’s twenty-year concentration on Speer and his family, and his father’s indifference towards his own children.

  Fritz, on the other hand, had known virtually nothing of Marion’s life history.




  Once she overcame her reservations, Marion and I quickly became friends. Still very attractive at seventy-three when we met in 1985, she must have been stunning when she was young. We talked in

  her flat, beautifully converted from Wolters’s former office; over late dinners in a Gasthaus where I stayed on later visits; and during long walks along the river that runs through

  Coesfeld.




  Wolters’s unique twenty-year-long act of friendship for Speer was astonishing, but one could understand it, given their many years together, the reflected glory of Speer’s

  relationship with Hitler which Wolters had enjoyed, the admiration he felt for Speer during those twelve years and his compassion for him afterwards.




  Marion Riesser’s huge part in Wolters’s psychological rescue of Speer is more difficult to comprehend. Marion is half Jewish; her grandfather, the eminent Frankfurt banker Jakob

  Riesser, was vice-president of the Weimar Reichstag. His son Otto, Marion’s father, was a professor in pharmacology and physiology at the University of Breslau until he was pensioned off

  under the Nazis’ racial laws and eventually fled to Holland.




  Marion’s mother had died in 1914, when Marion was one and a half, and six years later, in 1920, her father fell in love with and married the beautiful young war widow of a north German

  aristocrat who had two children, a girl two years older and a boy one year older than Marion. “We immediately became inseparable,” Marion said. “I was blissful: a ready-made

  brother and sister of a sensible age.” And she also adored her lovely new mother. “A girl at school said pityingly, ‘Oh, you have a stepmother now,’ and I said, ‘No, I

  have a second mother.’ My parents were wonderful. They treated us all the same–we were all their children, their family, we and then the two they very quickly had together, my brother

  Julian and my sister Birgit.”




  But things were not to remain quite so wonderful. After the advent of the Nazis, the two oldest left, the then twenty-one-year-old stepbrother to study farming on an estate, the

  twenty-three-year-old stepsister to enter a nursing school run by the BDM (Bund Deutscher Mädel; Association of German Girls). “Two years later,” Marion said, “she killed

  herself. Both she and my stepbrother had loved my father very much. The BDM had forbidden her to communicate with him, so she never saw him again after she left home. They had expelled her a few

  days before she did it. Was it because she had always been mildly manic depressive, or was it because of my father? We never knew.




  “By then we were living in Frankfurt, and my mother and we children travelled to Breslau to attend the funeral, which was organized by the BDM.” When they got

  there, they were refused entry. “It was dreadful,” Marion said, “dreadful for my mother, but dreadful for us too. And less than a year later, our stepbrother also killed himself.

  He apparently just picked up a shotgun one day and shot himself–again, we never knew why. But I have always thought that for both of them it had to have been the impossible conflict between

  their love for my father and for us, and the loyalty imposed upon them by the party.”




  And only days after they returned to Frankfurt, fifteen-year-old Birgit was to feel the power of the party too. “Until then, she had been all right at school,” Marion said,

  “but now the party’s attention had manifestly been drawn to us. Birgit’s class was told that they were not to associate with her, in breaks or outside school. Her life, and that

  of my parents who suffered with her, became very difficult.”




  In 1940 (by which time her father had long escaped to Holland) Marion moved to Berlin to live with her Jewish grandmother, whom she adored. Half-Jews were forbidden to study science or

  humanities, but her choice of graphics was allowed. Had she and her grandmother been frightened? I asked her. She shook her head. “No, we weren’t. It’s so hard to explain now.

  Perhaps we lived in a fool’s paradise. But the fact is that until catastrophe struck three years later, our life was more or less normal. Nobody bothered us. My grandmother’s friends

  remained her friends; we shopped, went for walks, to theatres, concerts, films. After the Nuremberg Laws [against the Jews], I was barred from getting a degree, which meant that one did necessarily

  live to some extent in a state of heightened awareness. But in the context of the country as a whole, Berlin had always been different, freer, more democratic than other cities, and I managed to

  study and work. Also, my grandmother was, of course, very well connected–it did help. We knew [through her connections] that my father was getting by in Holland.” Her grandmother was

  under the protection of a high-ranking army officer on the general staff who had known her husband. “But late one night in 1943,” Marion said, “he came and said he was being

  transferred to Russia; he wouldn’t be able to help her any more. Not long after he had gone, they came one night to fetch her for deportation.”




  The old lady was sent to Theresienstadt, the Nazis’ “model camp” which they exhibited repeatedly and successfully to the International Red Cross. “She died there,”

  said Marion, “just before the end of the war.”




  Marion owed her own comparative safety during the last years of Nazi rule to Wolters–and to Speer–in whose Town Planning Directorate, the GBI, she as well as

  several other half-Jews were able to find refuge. “It’s quite common in our place,” she was told by a university friend who got her in. “Nobody cares, and the old man

  [Speer] backs us up.”




  As of the summer of 1944, when Speer’s various organizations–the GBI, the ministry and the Organization Todt–worked increasingly in conjunction, a number of people, Wolters

  above all, went from one to another or at times worked for all three.




  Late that year there was a rumour that all people of mixed ancestry would be called up “as cannon fodder”, Marion said. She had come to be very much under Wolters’s protection.

  “But not only I,” she said. “There were four half-Jews hiding under the umbrella of Speer’s organizations, and Wolters told all four of us that if it looked as if this was

  about to happen, he had arranged that we would be moved quickly into one of the factories producing essential war supplies, where we would be safe. ‘With Albert Speer’s help one can do

  anything,’ he told us, and we believed him and stopped being afraid.




  “Wolters was not that much of a Nazi, as you can see,” she said, and smiled. “But it is true that the more explicitly and aggressively Speer in his writings in Spandau and

  afterwards turned against Hitler, the more Wolters defended him. This was, of course, partly involved with Wolters’s very complicated feelings about Speer. But partly too, it was because of

  his real feelings about Hitler. He could never believe that Hitler was–or wanted–evil. He remembered the good things, and he felt that Speer, who had so vastly profited from them,

  should have remembered them too.”




  Speer was determined to show Hitler in his writings as the criminal he finally realized him to be. To Wolters, this was the rankest kind of disloyalty and ingratitude to the man they had both

  served and admired.




  “I kept hoping they would somehow find a way to remain friends,” Marion said. But it was not to be. The conflict between them would deepen swiftly after Speer left Spandau, and the

  complete rupture came after the publication of Inside the Third Reich. For in this book, which could not have been written without Wolters’s support during his time in Spandau, Speer

  never publicly acknowledged what this most loyal and devoted friend had done for him.




  He said it was for Wolters’s own protection. He believed, he told me, that it would have been risky for Wolters–and his architectural work, much of it governmental–to be

  identified as having for twenty years contravened the law by assisting a convicted war criminal. But the fact is, that in the face of Wolters’s growing disapproval of the moral stand he had

  taken, it was not in Speer’s interest to publicize this old friend who knew so much about him. His decision not to acknowledge Wolters’s extraordinary merit in print, and his publishing advisers’ failure to change his mind on this matter, remains unforgivable.




  For Wolters it was a profound disappointment which blighted the last fourteen years of his life. Remarkably, despite everything, it would appear that his love for Speer, just as Speer’s

  for Hitler, survived. When Wolters died, his last uttered word, Fritz told me, was “Albert”.




  







  
I




  An Infusion of Stable Stock




  

    Nuremberg, June 19, 1946




    DR. HANS FLÄCHSNER [defense counsel]: With the permission of the High Tribunal, I should like

    to call the defendant Speer to the witness box.




    THE PRESIDENT [Lord Justice Lawrence]: Will you repeat this oath after me: I swear by God—the Almighty and

    Omniscient—that I will speak the pure truth and will withhold and add nothing. . . .




    FLÄCHSNER: Herr Speer, will you please tell the tribunal about your life up until the time you were appointed Minister?


  




  







  




  “THE COURT WAS not really interested in my youth,” Albert Speer said, decades after the Nuremberg trials. “Why

  should they have been? What does it have to do with what happened?”




  This was true enough for the judicial matters before the Nuremberg court. But it can never be true if one wishes to evaluate a human being, his development, motivations, conflicts and emotions.

  If there is one thing all psychologists now agree on, it is that the denial of love in childhood almost invariably leads to a damaged adult. And in that sense, Speer certainly had more than

  scars–he bore the wounds of an emotionally deprived childhood.




  By February 1978, when I began my talks with Speer for the London Sunday Times Magazine profile, both Inside the Third Reich and The Secret Diaries had become huge

  best-sellers throughout the Western world, and he was beginning to plan his next literary project–a book about Himmler’s planned SS state. Speer’s private world, however, had

  shrunk. It consisted of Margret and himself, living partly in that old family house in Heidelberg he hated and partly in the old farmhouse he had bought and renovated high in the

  Allgäu–the Bavarian Alps.




  And yet, the large Heidelberg house with its lovely gardens and adjoining fields was beautiful. It had been used only for holidays until life in industrial Mannheim during the First World War

  became dangerous, and the Heidelberg house was vastly enlarged to become the family home. Speer had virtually never lived in it as an adult until after his release from Spandau. Until his parents

  died, while he was imprisoned, it was their home; then, once the Americans who had requisitioned it released it, Margret and the children moved into it and let the top floor and a cottage in the

  garden to students to provide extra money.




  By the time I met the Speers, five of their children lived elsewhere in West Germany and rarely came to Heidelberg. “I go and see them,” Margret said. “I don’t,”

  Speer quipped, his flippancy sounding false. “They come here sometimes when I’m not here. That’s all right; I can understand that: after all, it was their home–and

  Margret’s–during my twenty years in Spandau. As long as I don’t have to live in it more than absolutely necessary,” he said, looking with distaste

  around the big living room, with its many picture windows looking out into the snow-covered garden. “Everything here,” he said, “reminds me of the miseries of my

  childhood.”




  His face, surprisingly smooth for his seventy-three years, looked drawn, the sudden weariness I would see time and again in the next few weeks somehow emphasized by those thick eyebrows, as

  black as ever. Usually adding to the strength of his face, they somehow underlined the momentary yielding when he was tired, discouraged or depressed by a particularly distressing memory. It was

  quite strange how ready this very private man was to speak of his childhood, which he said he had never spoken of before, and how bitter he still felt about it.




  “I only begin to breathe,” he added, “when I leave here on our way to the mountains. There I feel on neutral ground.”




  In Heidelberg we usually talked in the living room, sitting in deep armchairs in a window alcove. At first Margret, small, slender and shy with strangers, was only with us during

  meals–they had a daily cleaner, but she did all the cooking and shopping herself, going down into the city on foot or on the bus since she didn’t drive and their house was up on the

  hill. True to form for a German male of his generation–except for a few days when Margret came down with the flu and Speer turned out to have a deft hand at making tea–I never saw him

  move a finger, domestically.




  As our talks proceeded, Margret’s restraint slowly diminished and she began coming in while we talked, rather shyly sidling through the door and, for quite a long time, refusing to come

  any closer, sitting on a straight chair across the room. Her face, with those light-blue eyes and blonde eyebrows, had a curious look of innocence and seemed perpetually alight with curiosity and

  oddly hungry for communication.




  As the weeks went on and I lived with them on the mountain, sometimes helping with the cooking or washing up, a kind of closeness developed between us. “He only comes alive when he talks

  about the past,” she said once, “like with you, you see: however unhappy the things are he talks about, he is happy that he can talk.” The children, she said, didn’t want to

  be part of his single-minded concentration on this history. “It isn’t that they don’t like him,” she said. “Only the other day,” she said, not realizing how sad

  it sounded, “Margret [their younger daughter] actually said, ‘I do like him.’ It’s just that whenever they tried to talk to him about anything but the past, his face glazed

  over or he’d just go away, so finally they gave up.”




  I too saw that “glazed over” look several times during meals when I tried to talk about other things. Margret said she hadn’t given up, like the children. “I don’t

  want to talk about those things, but I do now sometimes come to listen. Otherwise,” she said, “one is so alone.”




  Speer was born in Mannheim on 19 March 1905. “I didn’t know my paternal grandparents,” he said. “They died while my father was young. There were

  rumours my grandfather had committed suicide, but it was never talked about. Suicide, mental illness or diseases such as cancer were socially unacceptable. My father and his four siblings were

  brought up by my paternal grandmother.” His father, he said, instead of going to university as he had planned, became an apprentice to a firm of architects because the grandfather

  hadn’t left any money.




  This was no doubt true, but he had written precisely the contrary on the first page of Inside the Third Reich. “My grandfather, Berthold Speer,” he said there, “became

  a prosperous architect. . . . Though he died young, he left enough to provide for the education of his four sons.” When I asked him about this, he shrugged. “I didn’t think it

  mattered,” he said. “Why go into these private matters in print?”




  It was his maternal grandfather, Louis Christian August Herrmann Hommel, whom young Albert had liked best. “He was a real self-made man, the son of a forester who worked himself up to

  become one of the leading industrialists in Mainz–he owned a large machine-tool company. But he always remained a very modest man. I remember his office: a hard chair–a stool,

  really–and a standing desk; I liked that.” He liked his grandfather’s simplicity, but more than that, he was, and would remain until his death in 1921 when Albert was sixteen, the

  only warm person in his family. “My grandmother–his wife–was pretentious, and stingy.” “She counted the sugar cubes in the kitchen,” Margret said. “Would

  you believe it? She had a lockable sugar tin.”




  “She was a cold woman,” Speer said. “My grandfather wasn’t cold, but he was a very silent man. I used to go shooting with him, and we would walk and stalk for hours never

  saying a word–I loved that. At the same time, he was a great organizer–I think that’s where I got my organizing talent from. It isn’t that technocrats can’t be

  romantics,” he added suddenly. “I think he was very romantic: nature, music. . . .” Did that include women? “I don’t know.” His tone at what he considered a

  flippant question was dismissive. “Too much is made of that aspect of a man’s personality.” Mainz, where the Hommels lived, was a lively garrison city in his mother’s youth.

  “They belonged to the social élite, of course,” he said. “There were many balls, young officers galore; she led a very social life, quite glamorous, I think.”




  Dr Lili Fehrle-Bürger’s mother became a close friend of Speer’s mother after the family moved to Heidelberg. “Frau Speer had been desperately in love with a brilliant and

  very temperamental young officer,” she wrote in a 1979 letter, offering her help after reading my profile of Speer in the German weekly Die Zeit. “He coldly deceived her, which

  drove her, broken-hearted, into the arms of the older Speer, her future husband. I heard her describe this very dramatically to my mother. Her liberal and classically

  humanitarian husband’s distinction evidently could not compensate her for the loss of her great love.”




  “When I was small,” Speer said, “I often heard my mother complain that Mannheim could not compare with her exciting life in Mainz before her marriage. Love was not part of the

  marriage contract,” he said drily.




  For the first thirteen years of his life, they lived in the fourteen-room apartment in one of several houses Speer’s father owned in Mannheim. “My father was quite rich by the time

  he married my even richer mother,” he said. “Even so, looking at it in retrospect, I now think that because of my mother they lived not beyond their means but above their station. If my

  mother was going to live in ‘that horrible provincial nest’, as she used to call Mannheim, she’d make them sit up and take notice. French and Italian furniture, satin upholstery,

  embroidered curtains and, of course, a staff of servants: cook in white, maids in black and white, butler and footmen in purple liveries with silver buttons with a coat of arms–to which,

  incidentally, we were not entitled.”




  His description of his home life, given in his customary deceptively nonchalant manner and tone, conveyed an overwhelming impression of cold: cold between the parents, cold between parents and

  children, cold between the mistress of the house and the staff.




  “Now that I think of it,” he said, “it’s true: the only warmth I ever felt at home was from our French governess, Mlle Blum. She was Jewish, you know. My mother was keen

  on my older brother, Hermann, and he became very conceited.




  “I did love my father,” he said, suddenly sounding sad and almost absurdly young. “Well, he loved my brother Ernst, who later died at Stalingrad. He was the youngest, impetuous

  and funny, and very much what the Americans call ‘cute’. I wasn’t cute at all,” he said, “I was all angles and sharp corners and–as I know now–nerves. The

  only people who liked me were my father’s office staff. The office was next door and I used to run over there often. Mlle Blum understood that that was my way of trying to get close to my

  father, and also that I needed to get away from my brothers, who were beastly to me. From when I was about eight until I was thirteen, I became the office staff’s favourite. They arranged a

  small table just for me. I remember working for weeks on a sketch there when I was twelve, for my father’s birthday–it was a clock, a very special clock. What I felt for him was more

  than respect; even more than love, I think. I revered him, but I honestly don’t think he noticed I was there.”




  This too was said in a curiously young voice. A group of photographs of the three boys together, in twos or threes, shows clearly the tension of the two boys against him,

  and in young Albert himself. “They used to beat me up,” said Speer. “I fainted quite a bit. I remember it quite well, especially as I had similar episodes again later when I was

  under pressure. I’d suddenly feel terribly hot then very cold, and then, boom, I’d be out. When I was a child–and on those later occasions too–the doctors attributed it to

  circulation problems, but today one would probably say it was psychosomatic. Later it was stress, but when I was little it was my reaction to my brothers, who were in cahoots against me, I was

  always trying to get them to love me–” He pointed at a snapshot in which he, at the age of six or seven, leans towards his elder brother, Hermann. “Look how I’m

  trying,” he said, mocking himself.




  As a small boy, his only real playmate was a girl, the daughter of their porter. “Already then,” he said, “I sought the simplicity of such lives, and their warmth.” At

  his Mannheim secondary school, his only friend was a boy named Quenser. “He came from a poor family, so I wasn’t allowed to invite him home. But he was cheeky and so was I, so at school

  he was my friend.” Speer laughed. “That’s where I first demonstrated my passion for statistics: I had a little pocket diary and I used to keep a record of classbook entries for

  misdemeanours, in which Quenser and I competed. It was a matter of pride for me, I remember, that I led the field time and again. Now I know why: I wanted to be different from the way I was

  expected to be.”




  As an industrial centre, Mannheim was particularly exposed to the increasing rigours of the First World War and, when it was over, to the consequences of defeat. In the summer of 1918, when

  Speer was thirteen, the family moved to the house above the ancient castle in lovely old Heidelberg. Now they had a big garden where vegetables could be grown to supplement their diet, and they

  were within a stone’s throw of hills for skiing and the woods of the Odenwald for hiking.




  His passion became rowing. When he was fourteen, he made a new friend, an older boy named Ehret, the top rower in the school. With Ehret’s help he got into a rowing club and not long

  afterwards was made cox. “It was my first real achievement. It was the first time”–Speer grinned impishly and watched for my reaction–“the first time I could impose my

  will on others. I had eight people under me. The cox is the king, the others are mere slaves.”




  It was a part of that oddly childlike side of him that he frequently said provocative things in the way a child uses bad language to try his elders and to assert his independence. “I had

  certainly never been able to do that before, either with my two brothers, who, being two to one against me and invariably supported by one or both of my parents, were bound to win any

  argument–or at my Mannheim school where, aside from misbehaving, I had never found any way to stand out.”




  For those first two years in Heidelberg he went quite crazy about rowing, at the expense of all other sports. His mother was furious. Ordinary people rowed; the upper

  classes, she told him–as he could see by his brothers’ example–played tennis.




  “But as time went on I became rather interested in schoolwork–especially mathematics and German, so there wasn’t really anything to threaten me with, and she let me

  be.”




  His parents did not, however, “let him be” when he met Margarete Weber, who would later become his wife. He described how it happened in one of his “Spanish-Illustrated”

  letters. (In his humorous Spandau letters to the children, he called Spandau “Spain” and the letters the “Spanish-Illustrated”.) On 26 October 1953, he wrote:




  

    

      My dear children,




      I was not yet seventeen . . . when I became aware of two girls who, self-confident and unapproachable, were like me on their way to school. Every time I came down [a certain street] we

      appeared to bump into each other at the . . . crossing. They could of course have been going to school that way for years, but that’s when I noticed them. One of them was very

      dark-haired, the other–the one I liked–light with exactly the same colouring and hairstyle and eyes like Hilde’s when she came to see me the other day, only a bit younger.




      Soon we covered the short distance together, and that little daily stroll–as you will have guessed by now–turned into what is by now a lifetime of thirty-two years. If only I

      hadn’t been so shy with the opposite sex. It’s easier for you boys, growing up as you do with two sisters.


    


  




  For many years, in his letters to the children, Speer created for them an image of lightness and fun, as concerned both his life as a child and as that of a prisoner. He told me that these

  letters, contrary to those he addressed to Rudolf Wolters, were solely to and for the children, “to maintain communication with them; to show that one could keep up one’s spirits, even

  under conditions such as I was living through; and to forestall pain they might suffer if they allowed their imaginations–about punishments, dungeons and all that–to roam”.




  In fact he did achieve this goal. At the end of the war, his six children ranged from two to eleven, and while they were small they did appreciate his Spanish-Illustrated. “It made us

  laugh,” Hilde told me. “I thought it was wonderful that he could be so funny about it: about the prison staff, about his co-prisoners and about himself.”




  In the course of time, even while continuing to write his Spanish-Illustrated, Speer also wrote quite regularly to each child, discussing their problems which he learned

  about from his wife, Wolters or Annemarie Kempf. Because he had so carefully created a light-hearted basis of communication, they were able to accept his comments and advice. Had he not laid this

  groundwork or, more than that, if he had been with them all the time as the conventional German paterfamilias, they would probably have resented and resisted his opinions and suggestions.




  These individual letters to the children were private. But the Spanish-Illustrated letters were not, although the children and Margret were not yet aware of his literary plans. He made this

  quite clear to Wolters, in whose office all the Speer letters were transcribed before being sent on to the addressees. Throughout the Spanish-Illustrated there are instructions in brackets to

  Wolters, or possibly reminders to himself for later editing. When he tells the children that their maternal grandfather’s ancestors were long-time residents of Heidelberg and solid artisans,

  he puts, “(add later which professions)”. When he uses a literary quote, as he often did, he adds, “(check this)”, and when he quoted from memory his own letters to Margret

  as a boy, he suggested, “(here possibly rectify quotes from my letters)”.




  One wonders whether, when sometimes he manifestly tailored the content of his letters, he embellished his descriptions for the children’s peace of mind to support their illusions about the

  family, or if he did it in the isolation and introspection of his imprisonment to comfort himself. Both certainly apply to his romantic–or romanticized–description of his courtship and

  later relationship with his wife, but even more so to the impression he seeks to convey to his children about his childhood and his parents, who had only recently died. He, who loathed his

  mother’s pretensions, the unending parties, the formalities of their life, and whose only friend as a small boy was the porter’s little daughter, and who later turned to the simple

  wholesomeness of Margarete Weber’s home for solace, provided his children in 1953 with a false, emotionally laundered impression of his boyhood life:




  

    

      . . . Just about the time [I met your mother] a considerable event occurred in my parents’ life. My mother’s father had died and her three brothers urged the sale of his

      business. My father felt that this immediate post-war period of economic pressures and inflation was not the proper moment for such a transaction, and would have preferred to tighten his belt

      for a while.




      But when a reasonable offer came, in dollars, he was unable to ward off your grandmother’s mother’s family’s pressure and the factory was sold for a million marks. We

      therefore ended up with a huge sum, plus 10 per cent annual interest payable in gold. Although this was far less than the business was worth–and my father never

      forgave himself for having given in–this gold “pension” did in fact provide us, in the last two years of inflation, with literally “golden times”.




      Aside from everything else, it easily allowed the building of the extensions to the [Heidelberg] house. . . . There was the car–a 28/95 Mercedes . . . and above all there were the far

      larger parties. . . . I’m sure they were nice parties, though they were not to my taste: I rejected all that sort of hollow nonsense. . . .




      What I did like about the parties were the lovely table settings, with blue Limoges china, long-stemmed glasses and heavy silver. Tall silver candleholders illuminated the occasions, and

      flowers from our gardens and greenhouse decorated the table. I think my mother enjoyed the preparations more than the parties. . . .




      In the warm Heidelberg spring nights, many of the parties took place on the terrace. . . . When the punch bowl happened to be put on the table close to the hedge, we boys would creep up

      under cover of the leaves and swipe and empty the bowl. . . . These were doubtlessly happy days, but I must admit that in some ways I preferred the years of restriction which, money not then

      being a divisive element, somehow brought the family together. . . .


    


  




  This one letter was the only indication he ever gave to the children that there was anything but harmony between their grandparents, and it is entirely overshadowed by his tale of glamorous

  parties and boyish mischief on the terrace. His idealized version here was part of the image-making in which he was indulging in these letters, as he continues, now attempting to extend this

  idealized past to the children’s own early childhood:




  

    

      You probably can’t understand all this, as no doubt you have not experienced such carefree times in these last eight years, and as we, your parents, already showed you during our time

      of plenty that [material wealth] could not affect our family life. . . .


    


  




  “I found his letters to the children absolutely astounding,” Margret Speer was to say. “In some ways, of course, his determination to be humorous and funny, so as to relieve

  them of fear that he was suffering, was quite admirable.”




  Margret, though not an intellectual, was considerably more intelligent than she was allowed to show in the presence of her husband, but long inexperience in articulating her thoughts had made

  her exceptionally guarded. To speak about herself was torture; to voice an opinion about others appeared to feel presumptuous to her. And yet when–in Heidelberg and later, during my long stay

  with them in the mountains and during subsequent years–she did become sufficiently reassured to speak her thoughts, she showed spirit and perception.




  “When I read some of the things he wrote to them about our life before, and his life as a child . . . I did sometimes wonder whether he had lost his mind. Later, of course, I understood

  that it was all part of his plan for his survival–his survival as part of the family. . . . It was very odd, you know, because in truth he had never been a father. . . .”




  Continuing his account of getting to know Margret, Speer wrote to the children:




  

    

      Your mother was very reserved. . . . Even after months of regular visits . . . I could count myself lucky if I could exchange a few friendly words with Gretel . . . until I discovered that

      she shared my and her cousin Fritz’s passion for the theatre.




      From that moment on the three of us journeyed regularly to Mannheim . . . seeing Wagner operas, Egmont, Fidelio and many other plays and operas. Imagine my pleasure when I was able

      to give her a box of chocolates in the interval, and the thrill on the rare occasions when, overcome by the excitement of the unfolding drama, she clutched my hand. Strange how one can relive

      such moments thirty years later. . . .


    


  




  His description to me, another twenty-five years later, in his wife’s presence, was more sparing. “We met when she was fifteen and I was sixteen,” he said, “and fell in

  love.”




  “He fell in love,” Margret said, with rare spirit. “I was mainly curious, to begin with. Later,” she added, “I came to love him . . . gradually.”




  “I fell in love as much with her family as with her, I think,” he said, ignoring her remark. “They were very warm, very close–and much simpler people than mine. They

  lived down in the town. Gretel’s father was a joiner. He employed fifty people, so he was a man of substance. He was also a city councillor; they were of old Heidelberg stock.”




  His letter had continued:




  

    

      I felt very comfortable at their home. . . . And my parents must have been surprised by my sudden enthusiasm for the Mannheim theatre. . . . But in fact, a blind man could see what I was

      really about. . . .


    


  




  Speer didn’t tell his children that in fact his parents obviously did see and were furious about this growing relationship. “Now he is down there again,” his father would say.

  To the children–growing up in a very different time and, as he had obviously realized, surrounded by very different social ideas–Speer carefully minimized their grandparents’

  snobbery, while at the same time lauding the simple solidity of their mother’s background, to which he had so happily responded. He wrote,




  

    

      At least half of you is true Heidelberg, and I think this part of your genetic inheritance compensates for the influence of the conflicting elements in my own restless blood. All of your

      mother’s maternal ancestors were well-to-do peasants, who farmed and grew wine in the immediate vicinity of the formerly much smaller Heidelberg. Neither they nor your grandfather’s

      artisan forebears were in any way conspicuous; they just led a diligent, quiet life.




      This meant that, contrary to my parents’ forebears who, high fliers on both sides, always alternated between climbing way up and slipping way down, they–although perhaps never

      experiencing the indubitable thrill of great material success or achievement–also never exposed themselves to the stress of real want.




      I think one can summarize your maternal grandparents’ life as one bound to the tranquillity of the soil. And thus, in spite of the disturbing events the last forty years brought to

      Germany, their joyful and modestly prosperous life has continued basically in a straight line, without interruption. They were faithful to the church when most people turned their backs on it .

      . . and in good and bad times, they always stuck to their moral standards. . . . They don’t go in for socializing, but their friends are their friends for life.




      You only know your grandfather as an old man, plagued by ill health, but when I knew him first he worked from dawn to dusk, was proud of his . . . [joinery] and wouldn’t, I think, have

      exchanged it against any easier living. . . .




      What a wonderful partner he always was for your grandmother who I always admired so much. . . . [I] thought quietly to myself, “This is what your future wife will be like one day when

      we are older; you’ll be in good hands with her. . . . ”




      I’ve already told you that at that time I was inclined to resist my parents’ social doings. But actually, even then, hardly seventeen years old, I saw further and realized that

      our family had bred children who were endangered by their own instincts; who lived–and would always choose to live–on an edge, in constant danger of slipping; without the biological

      strength–what Schopenhauer called the will to live–which, once having slipped, would allow them to climb back. And so you see, I felt in my bones that an infusion of quiet, stable

      stock was needed if one was thinking of founding a new family. . . .


    


  




  “Incredible,” said Margret Speer twenty-five years after that letter was written, when he had showed it to me. “If you think that this is the man who virtually never said a

  word to me. . . .”




  Perhaps even more extraordinary is the care Speer took in Spandau to “rehabilitate” his mother, even at the cost of rather unfairly laying blame on his

  father.




  

    

      My father obviously eventually realized that I was “going out with” a Weber girl, but as he told me later, he comforted himself at first that it was only a passing fancy. When he

      had to admit to himself that it was much more than that, he wasn’t at all pleased. I can tell you this now, because with time he came to appreciate his daughter-in-law very much; but then

      he tried every which way to change my mind. . . .




      My mother, on the other hand, in her kindness, although no happier than he at the thought of this impending connection, was forbearing.


    


  




  In fact, it was to be seven years after their wedding–which his parents did not attend–before Margret was asked to stay at the house.




  

    

      They meant well for me, but I knew better. Or do you think the sort of rich spoiled girl they wanted for me would have stood up to these last eight years as your mother has?




      I was so full of happiness those years, I can’t even describe it. It wasn’t only the proximity of . . . my Gretel, or the ambition she woke in me which suddenly resulted in

      surprisingly high marks at school. No, it was quite simply a glow, a tingling in me, such as I felt sometimes later when, wrestling with the concept of a design, I suddenly hit upon the

      solution. Sometimes . . . I stood still in the street and felt an inner music which had nothing to do with sound. . . .


    


  




  They didn’t talk much, but they laughed a lot then. “That first year was a very happy time,” said Speer. “I went climbing and canoeing, first with her family, and after a

  while with her alone. Our best times were up on the mountains, in alpine huts. We would walk for days, in silent comfortable companionship: it was happiness for both of us. But even when we hiked

  for long hours we never talked.”




  “Actually he did tell me about his doings, what happened at school, and later at university,” said Margret. “And we discussed books he read, poetry. . . .” But he had

  never told her about his unhappy childhood, his home life, about his love–hate for his mother, his need for his father’s affection. “He never talked about himself in this way,

  ever. I never heard about his unhappiness,” she said, “until today.”




  As they continued their hikes, Speer began a photo album which covered the years 1922 to 1927, as much a statistical as a pictorial record: “Year’s summary: 9 touring days; total

  height climbed, 6,223 metres; daily average, 691.4 metres; longest climb in one day, 1,458 metres; longest descent, 1,689 metres.”




  It became clear, from what Speer told me, that it was above all his mother who had rejected Margret and her socially unacceptable family. “My father would actually

  have fitted in well with them,” Speer said. “I remember, when I was a boy, we boys were brought in one day to meet a lady–who he told me much later was his first love. I

  don’t know why she came, but I really liked her–she was my kind of person. But I remember my mother telling my father that she was never to come to the house again. . . .”




  Speer had “A Schoolboy’s Letters”–his letters to Margret–bound in two volumes and copyrighted. Not because he wanted to publish them, he said, “Just a

  precaution in case they are stolen or something. Just to protect them.”




  I had my doubts about this: in both his houses–the “patrician” one in Heidelberg and the old farmhouse in the mountains–there were rooms full of meticulously organized

  files, no document, no record he could not put his hand on in a minute: all of it, I was quite sure, in preparation for continuous publications. I don’t think there was finally

  anything–old and more recent private letters included–he was not prepared to make use of.




  If one wanted to gain real understanding of Speer, one had to realize first that almost everything he did–though, as shown by some of our talks, not quite everything–had a purpose,

  generally directed towards his own benefit. This, I believe, applies to his giving me these particular letters, a gesture which virtually ensured their existence becoming known.




  A year and a half after Margret and he met, her parents, concerned over this rapidly maturing friendship, sent Margret away to boarding school in Freiburg, today a car trip of perhaps two and a

  half hours, but then–evidently considered a necessary safeguard by Margret’s parents–seven or eight hours away by train. “You’ll see when you read the letters,”

  Speer said. “There too I never speak about feelings, never the sort of thing you might expect to find in such letters.”




  Though there is no sentimentality and certainly not even a smidgin of sensuality in these always respectful and romantically tinged letters, the very schoolboy wordiness of them reveals the

  young Speer’s losing battle with his own need for expressing feelings: the “wall between myself and others”, which he would later describe in our conversations, was evidently

  already fully established and is clearly demonstrated in the letters.




  Everything he says about himself, much of it with strained humour, is about his external life: “I sleep . . . ,” “I went to the opera . . . the theatre. . . .” There

  follow, often in intolerable detail, descriptions of the opera, critiques of the play and the actors. There is hardly a question about Margret, her life at school, her academic progress, her

  thoughts: the cascade of essentially impersonal words gives the impression of talking in order not to speak. Even when he does talk about her, it is not in the form of questions but telling her what she is doing: “You are in sewing class,” “You are wondering what I mean. . . . ” “You want to know how to travel when you come on

  holiday.”




  It is almost as if, fearing rejection, he anticipates her answers or the possible lack of them. In one letter, he offers to go to Freiburg and travel back with her to Heidelberg. And when she

  replies, “No, thank you; I want to travel with my girlfriends”, he is clearly amazed: not that she doesn’t want him to come, but that she says so. “Of course, of

  course,” he answers quickly. Exactly as he would do all his life, he pre-empts any feeling of rejection or hurt. “Of course you want to travel with your girlfriends; I perfectly

  understand. If I had known that this possibility existed for you I probably wouldn’t have made my suggestion. After all, it doesn’t matter whether we see each other one day sooner or

  later and . . . I’m glad you told me honestly.”




  Friendship, more often than not, brings about a revelation of one’s inner life, one’s thoughts and dreams, but not between young Albert and Margret. She was far too modest to think

  that her little dreams could be of any interest to this brilliant boy from up on the hill. And as for Albert, one must conclude that he had by then already hidden his inner life–much of which

  revolved around his love–hate for his mother–even from himself, taking a classic refuge in sleep. Thus, the only revealing information he gives her again and again about himself in

  these letters–if she had known how to look for it–is a daily record of the time he spends sleeping. “I slept fourteen hours.” “Yesterday slept eighteen hours: I never

  did manage to get to school.” “ . . . I sat down at my desk at one o’clock and promptly fell asleep, woke up just in time to write these few lines, before having to run down to

  supper when the gong sounded, came back up afterwards, wrote these last four lines and will now go to bed where I know I’ll be asleep in seconds.”




  “I must begin to work tomorrow,” he writes three days before his final school examinations (the Abitur), saying that he is bound to fail, but clearly implying that he

  won’t because he has a star over him which won’t allow him to fail. Indeed, he passed top of his class in composition and mathematics. On 8 January 1923, just after Margret had gone

  back to school after the Christmas holidays, he wrote:




  

    

      Dear Gretel,




      Of course you mustn’t think that this “effusion of my heart and of my soul” [a quotation from Goethe] is meant to proffer you great literary enjoyment; on the contrary, I

      expect I’m acting entirely along your ideas if I spend as little time as possible on these letters, only telling you the most necessary to lay to rest your apprehensions about my coming

      Abitur.




      After this promising beginning, let me get right away to the actual theme: my experiences, my thoughts and feelings, my diligence, my sleep, my appetite, my weight and

      changes therein, my school successes, my enjoyment of art . . . in short, everything that has happened since you left. I won’t be able to avoid putting funny and ironic accounts next to

      serious matters and descriptions, but am certain you won’t object.




      But I think it’s high time that I came to grips with the first day of school after the holidays. . . . That first afternoon–thanks to your departure I was incapable of anything

      else–I had nothing more urgent to do than to close my shutters, lie down on my bed and sleep.




      Cont. Tuesday, 9 January: . . . nearly late for school; slept again after lunch; nearly missed the Mannheim train for the concert.




      Cont. Wednesday, 10 January: . . . night in Mannheim . . . early train back to school. After lunch I slept again–from half past three to half past six. . . .




      Cont. Thursday, 11 January: Exceptionally I didn’t sleep this afternoon. I went to pick up your photographs. What do you think of them? On the first one, your face looks flat and

      devoid of expression; the shadowless lighting emphasizes this impression. The best feature, decidedly, is your eyes, even though our late night at the Harmonium Ball the previous evening is

      reflected in the shadows underneath them. . . .




      Cont. Friday, 12 January: Nothing of importance has happened so far today. . . . I hope you agree that I now close this letter. The moment I post it, I’ll probably remember all the

      things I’ve forgotten to put in. Well, be good, don’t lose your umbrella, sit up straight, don’t forget your hankie if you go dancing or to the theatre, study hard,

      don’t feel you have to answer me this week, be good, pious and diligent, sleep well, wake and get up early in the morning, next week I’ll write you again, and receive my warm and

      affectionate regards.




      from your friend,




      Albert


    


  




  It seems extraordinary that on 12 January he should have written that “nothing of importance has happened”, for the day before the French and Belgians, using the pretext of unpaid

  reparations, had occupied the Ruhr, two hundred kilometres north of Heidelberg. Every newspaper was full of it, and the German government tottered even as he wrote. But the seventeen-year-old

  Speer, by all accounts a brilliantly clever boy, seemed oblivious to these events and indeed–perhaps a significant indicator for the future–to politics altogether.




  But what these boyish outpourings show, despite their self-conscious literary demonstration of recent obligatory reading of great literature, is his preoccupation with morality. What emerges

  clearly is the kind of boy one would have imagined would grow up to loathe and passionately oppose Hitler’s rule, finding it contrary to everything he traditionally, intellectually and

  ethically believed in. So what astounds is that this is the same person who only ten short years later was to abandon almost every vestige of morality.




  This is borne out by several essays, one of which was written on 16 January, discussing Kleist’s Prince of Homburg:




  

    

      According to the Duke’s battle plan, the Prince, at the head of his cavalry, was to wait some distance off for the order to join the battle. The moment comes, quite soon, when the

      Prince, waiting at the appointed place, sees the rows of enemy soldiers falter and believes the Duke will win without his help. But he wants a share in the glory of victory and therefore,

      although there is no order from the Duke, he orders the trumpets blown for the attack, storms the enemy with his cavalry and thus wins the battle.




      The Duke is very angry and, without knowing who it was, orders the guilty man court-martialled. And even when he finds out it was the Prince, he will not exempt his relative from justice.

      The court sentences the Prince to death and the Duke signs the order for the execution. Natalie, who loves him, throws herself at the Duke’s feet and begs for mercy for him. For a moment

      the Duke hesitates, but then he says that the Prince himself must make the decision about his guilt. . . .




      And the plan succeeds: the Prince admits he has done wrong and says he merits death, which enables the Duke to feel that justice has been done: the Prince, by his honesty and courage, has

      shown himself to be the ideal citizen who will from now on be an example for the army.


    


  




  At the end of the typescript of the essay, Speer had added a remark after his release from Spandau. “This shows my ideas about the ideal citizen,” he wrote, “who himself judges

  his guilt and who, submitting himself to justice, can consider himself reborn.”




  Was this stating his own position at Nuremberg and after Spandau? “Up to a point I suppose I do feel that,” he told me. “Still–” he added, quickly changing the

  subject, “the essay itself is interesting; I mean that I felt this instinctively while I was still a boy.”




  The relevance of Speer’s moral attitude in 1923, both to his recognition of his deficiencies as of 1933 and his acknowledgement of them as of Spandau, was, of course, quite obvious. I

  suggested that the essays did indeed show how he “really felt” at seventeen, and now again at seventy-odd. What they didn’t explain was how he could have totally abandoned this

  moral stand between the ages of twenty-seven and forty.




  “It is a mystery,” he said, sounding tired. It was another indication of Speer’s ambivalence that while readily provoking challenge and criticism, it visibly drained him. Time

  and again I saw the sudden stress in his face, the sudden ageing, and then, always surprising, there was an almost physical effort of will and a return to vitality. He often

  joked then, mocking his momentary weakness, always declining if I suggested a break or a rest.




  His parents appear to have been entirely unaware of the seriousness of his affection for Margret and her parents. Margret’s parents were evidently entirely aware and were careful but

  approving. “They liked Albert,” Margret said, simply. Certainly they went out of their way to help this–for that time–unusual relationship, even to the point of assisting

  them to circumvent the rules of Margret’s school and, of course, those of Albert’s parents. The envelopes of young Albert’s letters to her at school were always addressed by

  Margret’s aunt, with her name as the return addressee, and Margret’s much less frequent and much briefer replies were sent care of her parents. Speer continued to go to the

  Webers’ house every day, on the way to or from school. It would have been impossible for him to have received the letters at home, he said. “Besides, it gave me a good reason for going

  there. I felt happy there.”




  But the complicated postal route had its difficulties. On 22 January he wrote,




  

    

      After school I went by your house and picked up your letter, which much improved my mood. . . . [Her aunt, he said, was so entertained by their correspondence, she wanted him to read his

      letters to her before he sent them off.] I don’t dare just to say no–they might begin to wonder what I’m writing.




      [On 31 January he adds] Your mother, in fact, who has shown so much tact about our friendship, would never have asked me to read the letters aloud. . . . But your aunt would only consider

      the obvious aspect of the letters’ contents, while the truth lies within myself, or better said, in my feeling that reading the letters aloud desecrates them both for you and for me, and

      necessarily diminishes their value to us. . . .


    


  




  But he found a solution to the problem:




  

    

      You gave me great joy with your long letter, and what you say about reading my letters to others agrees entirely with my own feelings. So I’ve an idea: from now on I’ll write two

      letters every time; the one on white paper I’ll read to your family, let your aunt write out the envelope, and then I’ll put my “real” letter in with the

      “official” one. In that one I’ll only write about things your aunt is bound to get bored with in the end, like theatres, concerts, etc. Sooner or later she’ll give up

      asking to hear them. . . .


    


  




  This foreshadowed the two kinds of letters he wrote three decades later from Spandau: the “formal and boring” ones, which had to pass through the Allied

  censorship, and the thousands of “black” ones, which didn’t. His letter of 22 January continued, on an unusually personal note:




  

    

      My dream last night . . . played in the period just before Easter, just before your return from Freiburg: the French had occupied all of the Badische Land–there were no more

      trains and thus no more postal service either. All connection with you was broken off. As my Abitur was over, I got onto my bike, took yours too, and after many problems got to

      Freiburg. . . . You changed, with fantastic rapidity, sat on your bike as I did again on mine, and we happily biked towards home. When you tired, I towed you with a rope I had carefully brought

      along. I don’t know how we made it home, but we did. . . . For me the explanation is simple: my imagination is mixing up the occupation of the Ruhr with my longing for you. You are

      laughing, I know, and thinking, “How sentimental!”


    


  




  Margret said that she–and her school friends to whom she read all the letters from Albert–did in fact have that reaction, but at the same time his literary expertise so intrigued her

  and the other girls that, to their teachers’ amazement, they began, voluntarily, to read the classics. “Of course, I would never have written to him about that; I would have been afraid

  of making a fool of myself. I wrote him once or twice a month about what was important to me: my friends and schoolwork, and skiing and hiking. That’s all we really had in

  common,” she said, with a touching kind of artlessness. “I never did know what he saw in me.”




  She was too young for falling in love, she said firmly. “I didn’t know what love was, except in mushy books, and we didn’t get to read many of those. I suppose I was

  flattered,” she added thoughtfully. “He was so handsome, and so clever; nobody else knew a boy like that.”




  GERMANY CONTINUED to suffer the consequences of the lost war, but the shortages of food and materials barely affected either the wealthy Speers or the

  solid, bürgerliche Webers, and there is virtually nothing in the letters of either material want or politics. Speer had been barely aware of the First World War, he told me. He was

  only nine in 1914, thirteen when that war ended. There was no talk about it at home, even during meals. His father never explained to his sons what was happening.




  “I thought about this when I started to write my reminiscences in Spandau,” he told me once, “and I realized then, for the first time I think, that no one in my childhood

  talked with us about politics. We rarely ate with our parents, but when we did–I realized later–politics was taboo. Of course, our French governess left, and that

  was a loss for me personally. But I don’t know how much I associated that with the war. Not much, I would think–I just wasn’t conditioned to think about it. And, of course, I

  wasn’t a militaristic sort of boy. The boys at school often played soldiers–it could become quite violent. I didn’t.”




  He didn’t remember if other boys talked about the war. “But I did fantasize a lot about it–you know, the suffering of the soldiers and their heroism, so I must have heard

  somebody talk about it, but it wasn’t my father.”




  In Inside the Third Reich he wrote that he would “often sleep for several nights running on the hard floor beside [his] soft bed, in order to be sharing the privations of the

  soldiers at the front”. He did do that a few times when he was quite small, he told me, just after he and his brothers had been taken to see a Zeppelin that was stationed in Mannheim. The

  commander of this airship and several of his officers had become part of his mother’s social coterie, no doubt the reason the boys were so honoured. “Seeing this incredible airship from

  the inside, so to speak, and actually having met the man who flew it on air raids to London fed my imagination,” he said. “I think that was the most powerful impression I had of the

  war: it gave me many nightmares.”




  RUDOLF WOLTERS’S unique significance in Speer’s life during his imprisonment in Spandau has

  already been described, but in order to understand how this perhaps peculiarly German hero-worshipping relationship came about, it is necessary to parallel Wolters’s development with

  Speer’s.




  Born two years before Speer, Wolters, as he described in Segments, had happier, gentler memories of his childhood than did Speer. All of Wolters’s ancestors, on both sides of the

  family, were master carpenters and master builders–on his mother’s side shipbuilders on the Rhine, on his father’s side architects, as his father and he would also become. His

  parents, he writes, were very different: his father was “a serious, conscientious and diligent man, always worried about the future, deeply interested in the natural sciences and art”;

  his mother was “a highly practical woman, full of zest for life, who in hard times thought nothing of serving a delicious roast without letting on that it was horsemeat”. The simple

  household where Wolters and his younger sister grew up was often given a helping hand by his mother’s brother, who had built up a successful industrial concern.




  Cushioned by this rich uncle’s generosity, the boy Rudolf had a life of comparative ease until the outbreak of war in 1914, with the smell of his father’s cheap pipe, he writes,

  sometimes replaced by the smooth scent of imported tobacco, and their frequent one-dish pea soup by Beluga caviar. He continued,




  

    

      A thin freckled boy with short reddish hair, I grew up in the best of all worlds, with life reassuringly organized like clockwork. School from eight to one, Silentium nightly from five to

      seven [they were Catholics], Vespers Wednesday and Saturday. . . . My father’s [passion] was astronomy; he would frequently wake me up, carry me out to the balcony and point out to me the

      wonders of the night sky. . . .




      On my eleventh birthday, my father put a thick book in front of me on the table. On the cover was my name and a title: “War Diary, Begun on 3 August 1914”. It is thus my father I

      must thank for initiating me into a habit which I never abandoned from that day: weekly entries, for the first years of my own observations, and as of ten years later, collections–which I

      had bound every year–of important correspondence, reports, documents and notations.




      I was fifteen when the war ended. The defeat and liquidation of the empire was incomprehensible to me, but it made me aware for the first time that my world was not as firmly anchored as I

      had thought.


    


  




  A long, gangling boy when the First World War ended, Wolters was taken out of school for a year when he became ill with malnutrition. During that year, taught at home by two “exceptional

  priests”, he became fascinated with music, religion and the life of the monks in the nearby Benedictine monastery. He was tempted to enter the religious community, he wrote, until a

  thirteen-year-old girl, kissing him, one dark evening, with visible enjoyment, dissuaded him from this path. Except for Wolters’s love for music–which Speer developed around the same

  time–it was up to then, as one sees, a life very different from the young Albert Speer’s.




  In the autumn of 1923, Wolters entered the Munich Institute of Technology to begin his architectural studies. “My academic freedom began, one might say, to the sound of drums: the Hitler

  Putsch and its consequences for us students, most of whom were in agreement with it. . . .”




  Speer never understood until much later that it was the post-war suffering in Germany, of which Hitler made so much, that got Hitler on the road to power. “I must admit,” Speer said

  to me, “that it was only when I met up with much more politicized students that I began to become aware of what was going on.”




  By 1923, Hitler had headed the new National Socialist German Workers’ Party (NSDAP–Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei, soon shortened to Nazi Party) for a year and a half

  and was giving endless fiery speeches in Munich and elsewhere. He asked for a classless Germany, with a strong nationalistic youth under a strong Führer; the Jews, he

  cried in speech after speech, had to be deprived of their power. The very days during which Speer wrote the letters quoted earlier, Hitler gave three major speeches at the meetings preceding the

  first NSDAP Party Day in Munich. Since 1921, he had been Der Führer and had adopted and was soon using with enormous effect the phrase “Germany Awake!” which–often

  with the outrageous addition of “Juda Verrecke!”: “Jewry Perish!” (literally, “Croak”)–would within months become the battle cry of the masses.




  But as far as young Speer was concerned, this might never have happened. In his letter to Margret of 31 January, he does mention the lack of coal, but only in the context of the forced

  cancellation of half of Germany’s express trains–the D-trains.




  

    

      In forty days there will be no more coal. If by that time the Ruhr remains occupied we will have nothing but slow trains . . . which I would not recommend to you, because even without

      changing you would need ten and a half hours to get to Heidelberg. . . .


    


  




  Two days before this letter was written, speaking in Munich on 29 January 1923, Hitler described his vision for Germany:




  

    

      There are three things central to the future Germany: 1) The social concept: this presupposes the awareness of duty. The German civil service [the Beamtentum, whose support he then

      needed but of which, only eight years later and until the end of his life, he would speak only with contempt] and the German Army were models of social organization, and although these two

      groups could not offer bountiful remuneration in money or property, they turned out individuals who were prepared to offer up their lives for their people and the state. . . . 2) The national

      concept: identical for us Germans with social awareness. The more fanatically national we are, the more we must be concerned with the welfare of our society. . . . 3) The anti-Semitic concept:

      it confirms the racial rejection of what is essentially hostile to all that is German. Nationalism is above all inoculation against a bacillus, and the anti-Semitic concept is the necessary

      defence, the antibody if you like against a pestilence which today has a grip on the whole world. . . . If one goes even further, then two fundamentally opposed forces are engaged in a battle

      to the death. One force defends the validity of the creative personality, the other the power of money. . . . The first one at present is silent, the other is dominated and guided by

      stock-market shares . . . whose victory would result in the destruction of our culture and [our] people. We live in a time when the external and internal enemy is ready for the final strike in

      order to destroy the German people.




      What is happening now is the consequence of the Versailles Treaty, which was signed by the same people who today shout out their lying protests. . . . Any possibility

      of an effective German foreign policy presupposes a radical change in policy within. No state can make agreements with governments one . . . can only despise. . . . We say we make no more

      concessions. We expect others to adapt themselves to our demands and needs or else be eliminated from the scene. . . . There is only one differentiation: one is either German or anti-German.

      The National Socialists spearhead the march of Germany, and we declare that we will not sit down at a table with criminals who already once stabbed us in the back. . . .


    


  




  Speer wrote to Margret almost every day throughout that February, the month of his Abitur. Most letters continued to report outings: to theatres, concerts, hikes, rowing, plus

  meticulously worked-out plans for the holidays, when she would be home.




  The Saturday before his exam week, he told her that that morning his professor of German had advised the class not to work any more that weekend, but to spend a good Sunday, perhaps going for a

  long walk with a friend–“ ‘or even better, a girlfriend,’ he said. Good man, that. But how can I follow his advice–you are not here, so I can’t walk with you. Or

  could I . . . ?” What he wrote to her then not only shows a lively imagination but inevitably brings to mind his extraordinary “Walk around the World” in Spandau forty years

  later.




  

    

      You know what I will do? I will make up for your absence by going for a walk with you in my thoughts. (One could say that all my letters are such thoughts.) I will describe my thoughts to

      you as I picture it [them]: I come to see you and ask whether you’d like to come with me to see Ibsen’s Wild Duck on Sunday.




      Do you think your father will permit you to come? Do you want to? I will telephone at once to Mannheim and order the tickets. Auf Wiedersehn [sic] then until tomorrow when

      I’ll let you know about the tickets. . . .




      Next day, 24 January: we have the tickets, so I’ll come to your house tomorrow around three to pick you up for our walk. The train is at 4.25. But so that you will understand what

      Ibsen is trying to tell us in his Wild Duck, let me briefly take you away from your domestic chores (for I imagine you in the sewing room) and tell you what I know. [He then gives a

      summary of the play.] And on our trip home in the train we’ll discuss it.


    


  




  A few days later he wrote the most explicit paragraph about his feelings:




  

    

      One more bit about our friendship. I think we are much too careful about each other: this has got to change. Of course it’s good that we both try not to hurt the other. But surely you,

      as I, are eager not to have our friendship be one of those one-day wonders, but rather something that will continue for a long time, perhaps for always. But we will never

      achieve this goal if we don’t sometimes tell each other off, if we don’t from time to time have a really good fight. Even the deepest friendship cannot last with this kind of

      unnatural harmony–we’d be sick of each other in one or two years.




      Perhaps you have realized that it is I who will have to do the most to change. And of course you mustn’t imagine anything drastic: outsiders would hardly notice it. Only then you must

      also change. Like for instance when I give you a present–when I do something to give you pleasure–you mustn’t think I am doing it to win your friendship. If I give you a

      present, it is because you are my friend and I value you–not to dispose you kindly towards me.


    


  




  In his next letter, dated 15 March, he reports rather briefly on his very good exam results: “first” in mathematics and German composition, “good” in everything else,

  except only “pass” in religion, French and English. In Inside the Third Reich he described his results:




  

    

      To my amazement, my Abitur essay was judged the best in my class. Nevertheless, when the head of the school in his farewell address told the graduates that now “the way to

      highest deeds and honours” was open to us, I thought, “That’s hardly likely for you.”




      Since I was the best mathematician in the school, I had intended to study that subject. But my father presented sound reasons against this choice, and I would not have been a mathematician

      familiar with the laws of logic if I had not yielded to his arguments. . . .


    


  




  That is how Speer, in his usual manner, played down the most fatal decision of his life which he took only to please his father–from whom he had tried vainly throughout his childhood to

  obtain some manifestation of love.




  







  
II




  “I Felt He Was a Human Being”




  

    Nuremberg, June 19, 1946




    SPEER: I attended the universities at Munich and Berlin and in 1929, at the age of twenty-four, I was First Assistant at the Technical University in

    Berlin. At the age of twenty-seven [sic], in 1931, I went into business for myself until 1942. . . .


  




  







  




  ONE MIGHT THINK that his statement in court was a curious way for Speer to describe his first eight years of working for Hitler,

  or the Nazis. “That’s how I saw myself,” he said, “as an architect, first with a number of clients and then just one, Hitler. To my way of thinking, my work as an architect

  did not concern the court, only that as one of Hitler’s ministers.”




  Nonetheless, it is easy to see how his interpretation of his life could, at the very least, sound like an attempt to be “clever”. But the Nuremberg record shows no one–neither

  the very sceptical President of the Tribunal, Lord Justice Lawrence, nor the tough chief prosecutors, Sir Hartley Shawcross (for Britain), Justice Robert Jackson (for the United States), M. Auguste

  Champetier de Ribes (for France) and General R. A. Rudenko (for the USSR)–questioning it.




  Of course, when he began his architectural studies in 1923, he was years away from Hitler, indeed years away from committing himself to the Nazis. Here again, as in his happy description of his

  childhood in Inside the Third Reich and from Spandau in his letters to the children, he makes light of his huge disappointment at not being allowed–for that is what it came

  to–to study mathematics. He wrote to the children about it from Spandau in October 1953:




  

    

      Exams over, the pressure of school behind me, I looked ahead to the free and easy-going university life. I knew exactly what I wanted: to study mathematics, for which I had a passion. . . .

      But my father presented me with cogent reasons against my intended studies. . . . After that architecture, of which I had absorbed so much since early childhood, seemed the next best choice and

      I thus decided, to my father’s delight, to become an architect as he was, and as his father had been before him.


    


  




  Again, for his children’s benefit, he was “laundering” what had really happened between him and his father that fateful day. “I loved mathematics,” he told me

  dreamily. “I can’t describe to you how much or why I loved it. But becoming a mathematician was all I had ever thought of. It did everything for me that was . . .

  well . . . joy. It was my way of playing games, of experiencing triumph. . . . Well–” he said quickly, “a kind of triumph, anyway.” He laughed. “Do you know what I did

  when I took the Abitur exam in mathematics?” He laughed again–a happy laugh. “Well, I finished the algebra very quickly–you know, I mean very quickly, and

  looking around the classroom I saw that everybody was still hard at it, so of course I didn’t want to make a point of having finished so fast, by handing it in. So I just did the whole thing

  again–twice–attacking the problem from two different perspectives. It was fun: I came out with exactly the same result three times. I don’t suppose it hurt me when they evaluated

  the tests but that wasn’t why I did it. It was just for fun.” Many parents would have been highly amused by such a story–his son Fritz did that sort of thing later; Wolters had

  written to him about it in Spandau, he told me–but Speer would never have dreamed of telling his father.




  His voice hardened now when he told me of his father’s reaction to his wish to study mathematics. “He was totally dismissive. ‘Can you imagine yourself spending your life

  teaching in some backwater university?’ my father asked me. ‘You’d never make any money. You’d probably end up cramming snotty-nosed little morons. Is that the life you

  want?’ ”




  The young Speer had not really considered those aspects. “But when he brought it up, I remember quite distinctly thinking to myself, ‘Yes, that is what I want.’ Frankly,

  teaching at a university had never occurred to me. I mean, professors taught at universities; I was a schoolboy.” He remembered very clearly that day before the mathematics

  Abitur. He had loved spending hours teaching his school friend who was weak in mathematics. “But that’s what my father probably meant by ‘snotty–nosed little

  morons’. I wonder,” he suddenly said, “what my life would have been like if . . .”




  Margret probably wouldn’t have minded in the least, I suggested. He showed real surprise. “Do you know, I’ve never thought of that. I must tell her . . . well . . .

  maybe.” He didn’t: except for generalities, they found it as impossible to communicate in 1978 as they had in 1923.




  Speer began his undergraduate studies that autumn of 1923 in the nearby city of Karlsruhe. “I hate it,” he wrote to Margret, who was now back in Heidelberg. “The professors are

  boring, the curriculum inane, this town a ghastly provincial nest.”




  He had little faith in his own talents as an architect, above all since the Karlsruhe college provided no one able to teach him to draw–his greatest weakness. In the spring of 1924,

  however, he moved to the much more reputable Institute of Technology in Munich. From Spandau, he described it to the children:




  

    

      This was very different. Not only that there were good teachers but, above all perhaps, I found other students to make friends with, which–as all of you will

      understand–lent a different quality to life, and to studying. And among these new university comrades there was one, like me taller and thinner than anyone else, who was conspicuous by

      his merry blue eyes and his–then still full–head of blond hair.




      Although both the slim figure and rich chevelure are things of the past, you will have recognized from this description our R. W. In the difficult last eight years he has become your

      mother’s and my–and your–best friend and the guardian angel of our family.




      But it embarrasses me to have to admit that I have little of note to tell you about the year and a half I spent in Munich. It seems to me we worked as little as possible, just enough to pass

      exams; for the rest, we communed with art and nature. Frankly, I had little hope of ever getting anywhere in architecture: as could be expected, I could do well enough in

      figures–statistics etc., but I couldn’t draw, so how could I be an architect? To tell the truth, I lived for the holidays–hiking, boating and skiing with Gretel; by now we

      were well versed in tricks which allowed us to avoid being chaperoned and we managed to spend many days, even weeks, in the mountains on our own. . . .


    


  




  Seen from the perspective of our time, I said to Speer, their relationship in the mid-1920s seemed incomprehensible.




  Anything to do with the physical part of relationships could only be approached with great care when talking to Speer. Though he would talk readily enough about the many peccadilloes in

  Hitler’s immediate surroundings, if always with an air of contempt, any personal discussion of sex was inadmissible. Even so, he was quick to pick up even unspoken questions.




  “I doubt that anyone can understand this today,” he said. “We were different; respect for convention was inbred in us as, I suppose one might say, was shyness. Margret’s

  parents, I am sure, knew perfectly well we were on our own, even though they pretended to be fooled. But they knew, too, that there was no risk in letting us appear to fool them.”




  This iron respect for convention certainly applied to Speer’s social class in those years: the German haute bourgeoisie were far stricter, far more buttoned up than either the

  aristocracy, who were socially above them, or the respectable Bürger and labouring classes, below them.




  In trying to understand how Speer became what he was, it is necessary to consider those who would share the pinnacle with him in the gothic tragedy of the Third Reich. Joseph Goebbels, for

  instance, whose respectable middle-class background was some degrees lower than Speer’s, had very different early interests, and very different sexual morals.




  In 1926 Hitler, as head of the rapidly growing NSDAP, would name him as his Chief Administrator–Gauleiter–for Berlin, and two years later made him the

  party’s propaganda chief. Two months after Hitler was named Chancellor on 30 January 1933, Goebbels, while retaining his title of Gauleiter for Berlin, became Minister of Propaganda. Aside

  from Speer himself, he would no doubt always be the most intelligent man in Hitler’s circle: he was also the most loyal and devoted. On 1 May 1945, only hours after Hitler and his wife of a

  day, Eva Braun, killed themselves in the Berlin Bunker, Goebbels and his wife, Magda, after killing their six young children with poison, followed them into death. Goebbels left a remarkable record

  of his personal and political life in his diaries, which are now becoming available in their entirety.*




  In 1920, when Goebbels at twenty-three was preparing his Ph.D. in Heidelberg, where Speer, then fifteen, was still at school, his sexual conduct was not too unlike that of students in the

  turbulent 1960s and 1970s. Clearly, neither his life nor that of his fellow students was subject to the restraints we sense in Speer’s letters.




  Goebbels’s love interest then and for the two previous years had been Anka Stalherm, the daughter of a wealthy Freiburg family. In Goebbels’s 1920 diary notes he describes journeying

  there to see her at the beginning of the summer:




  

    

      I look for Anka everywhere . . . then bump into her at the university; a happy encounter. I take a room at the [Hotel] Post; we pass three wonderful days. Anka wants to come back to

      Heidelberg with me. Idiot that I am, I discourage that idea because I want to work. So we agree on Whitsun for our next encounter. . . .




      During Whit-holidays meet with Anka in Neckargemüd–a sweet night . . . commute there every day [from Heidelberg]; we row and swim . . . Erna is jealous [he loved to provoke

      jealousy in other girls]. . . . Wonderful days with Anka, no wish remains unfulfilled . . . a hard goodbye when she leaves. . . . Alone again . . . work, library, seminars . . . swim in the

      Neckar . . . lonely. . . . Then Anka’s letter . . . she meets me for two days in Karlsruhe . . . once more happiness consummated to the last dregs . . . in the Christian Hospice!! [a very

      proper student’s hostel]. . . .




      She takes her revenge [when he teases her with fictitious tales of involvements with other girls]: she tells me of [her affair with] Mumme. I return her bracelet–a hard goodbye. . . .

      I write to her, offer to become engaged . . . she withdraws . . . Hard days; I become lonely. Write and ask her for a last meeting and offer to come to Freiburg. Within

      days, she appears in Heidelberg as if nothing amiss . . . stays with me in my room, with me first on the chaise-longue and then, at 6 a.m., into her bed.


    


  




  Like Speer and Wolters, young Goebbels did only a minimum of work while a student, but a maximum of dreaming and loafing. Unlike Speer and Wolters, however, he was, almost from childhood, a

  political animal. By 1924–when Wolters and Speer were pursuing leisurely studies in Munich–the diary notes of the now twenty-seven-year-old Joseph Goebbels, a mishmash of sexual sagas,

  romantic yearnings and half-baked political ideas (the most developed of which was a frantic kind of anti-Semitism), show him moving, in the curiously haphazard way of those times, towards his

  political future.




  On 28 June 1924, he romanticizes about his summer idyll with another girlfriend, Else Janke: “I would like to go on a honeymoon with her.” He had, of course, no real intention of

  formalizing the relationship, which was already doomed–ironically enough–by her confession a year before that she was half Jewish.




  

    

      The first magic is gone. I feel sceptical about her. . . . I’d like to travel with her down to Italy and Greece, with lots of money, lots of loving, and no worries. [Then a quick

      change of thought:] This morning I read Richard Wagner’s The Art of Conducting–what a treasure trove for musicians.


    


  




  The battle in him continues, half of him devotedly loving Else, “this lovely bud of a girl”, the other half a fanatic anti-Semite.




  

    

      Read Maximilian Harden’s (alias Isidor Witkowski) Trials. . . . What a lying hypocrite Schweinehund, this damned Jew. These pigs, traitors, gangsters, suck the blood

      from our veins; vampires. . . . I sit in the newly installed arbour in the garden and revel in the beauty of this wonderful summer day: sunshine; soft air; the fragrance of flowers; how lovely

      the world is. . . .




      30 June: Yesterday a meeting in Elberfeld [a town in the Rhineland which, eight months later, was to become the seat of a new Gau, North Rhine, to whose board Goebbels, having

      established his residence, was appointed]. So these are the leaders of the People’s Movement in the occupied territory. Well, you Jews and you, Messrs Belgians and French, you need have

      no fear; they will not be any threat to you. I have rarely attended a meeting where so much nonsense was spoken, and mostly against their own comrades. In the unoccupied areas, the battle

      between the People’s Freedom Party and the National Socialist Workers’ Party I have been expecting for so long is now in full flower. And quite rightly, for they certainly don’t belong together. The former want Prussian Protestantism–they call it the German Church–the others an all-German unity bringing in the

      Catholics. It’s a confrontation of Munich and Berlin, or one can also say of Hitler and Ludendorff. There can be no doubt whom I will join: the young, who really seek to create a new

      human being.


    


  




  The political activities Goebbels describes here occurred in Hitler’s absence during his imprisonment that had started in April 1924. Following the failed Nazi Putsch of 8 November 1923,

  Hitler had written a proclamation for national distribution:




  

    

      Comrades! We stood in the field, shoulder to shoulder, of one mind. Nonetheless, upon orders of [traitors] the state police of Augsburg drew their guns on Germany’s leaders, Ludendorff

      and Hitler, and shot at the people’s liberators. The tank Hindenburg fired from a distance of thirty metres spilling the best of German blood. I, Hitler, was wounded; Ludendorff,

      as if protected by God, remained unhurt. But twenty of our best men were dead, and about a hundred men, women and children injured. The opponents suffered no losses. Comrades! Do you wish to be

      part of the murderers or will you help to liberate Germany? You will not fight for treacherous Jews. Your German loyalty brings you to our side. . . .




      Tutzing, 11 November 1923, Adolf Hitler


    


  




  Shortly after this, Hitler was arrested and three months later, on 26 February 1924, put on trial before the People’s Court in Munich. After twenty-four days of trial and 2,912 pages of

  transcript–most of it Hitler speaking in his own defence, probably the most extensive spoken explanation of his political position on record–he was sentenced on 1 April to four and a

  half years’ probation and six months’ detention in specially arranged, comfortable quarters at Landsberg prison. He used this time to dictate to Rudolf Hess his statement of political

  philosophy and his intentions for the future which became Mein Kampf. After he came to power nine years later, millions of Germans bought the book, and every young couple at the end of the

  (civil) marriage ceremony received a copy as a gift.




  On 20 December Hitler was ceremoniously released from custody. Even while he was in prison, however, the party’s battle for power went on. Joseph Goebbels, more and more obsessed about the

  Jews, although continuing his love affair with Else, continues in his diary on 30 June:




  

    

      If only Hitler was free. . . . Will it be possible to beat the Jews with anything but their own weapons of shrewdness, wit and satire? I am apprehensive about the people’s future. The

      idea of a people’s Greater Germany is good. But we lack capable, diligent, intelligent and noble leaders. Goodwill and fine intentions are not enough. We must all

      work; it will take endless work, otherwise we are lost. . . . We need to find a Führer who will give [us] new courage and self-confidence. . . .




      4 July: We must stop spouting phrases and experimenting. We must seriously begin the work . . . and throw out the Jewish rabble who will not submit to the concept of a responsible

      people’s community. . . . As the earth cries for rain in the heat of the summer, so Germany longs for the One Man . . . God, bring about a miracle for the German people! A miracle! A man!

      Bismarck, come back! I am desperate for my fatherland. . . . Help me, God, I’m at the end of my strength. . . .


    


  




  In his diary Goebbels was, of course, both highly emotional and already politically extreme, but on the whole, this was the feeling among young–and many older–Germans: Hitler was by

  no means a sudden phenomenon, arriving on the scene unannounced, unknown or, as has often been claimed, ridiculed. His picture, on the contrary, was on every front page for months and years, and

  his name on all lips.




  Except, it would appear, at least consciously, on young Albert Speer’s and Rudolf Wolters’s. Wolters had certainly noticed–and noted–Hitler’s November 1923 Putsch,

  two months after arriving in Munich. Speer, then still studying in the comparative quiet of the “provincial nest”, Karlsruhe, had simply ignored it.




  “I must have known about it,” he said, fifty-five years later. “Now, thinking back, I have this vague memory of reading about it in the papers. But it simply didn’t mean

  anything to me; above all, Hitler meant nothing to me.”




  Wolters transferred from Munich to Berlin in the autumn of 1924, preceding Speer by one year. In his reminiscences, however, Wolters seemed little more concerned in the next few years with the

  political situation of that time than was Speer: his writings are as full of theatre and concert experiences as are Speer’s, and equally deficient in social insight. They both sound as if,

  perhaps because their chosen subject bordered closely on art, they lived a charmed existence outside what had become the average German’s norms: unemployment, poverty, even hunger. Much more

  meaningful to Speer–and incidentally to Wolters–was the arrival in Berlin from Dresden, at the beginning of 1926, of Heinrich Tessenow.




  Speer had originally wanted to study under Hans Pölzig who, together with Gropius, Mies van der Rohe and one or two others, was among Germany’s great architects. But Speer’s

  ability for drafting was insufficient, and Pölzig–who only accepted ten new students that year–rejected his, as well as Wolters’s, application.




  Speer wasn’t surprised, since he had thought so little of his chances in the profession. “I have wondered, though,” he said, “how differently my life would have turned out if Pölzig, who was very much on the political left and surrounded by students of the same persuasion, had accepted me.”




  Tessenow was a somewhat pedestrian architect but an idealist, a champion of simplicity and evidently a teacher of genius. “Also,” said Speer, now speaking as the pragmatist and

  realist he certainly became, “he was much more generous than Pölzig: he accepted fifty new students. He was exactly right for me.” Wolters also greatly admired Tessenow:




  

    

      He was the philosopher-architect, passionately admired by a whole generation of students. He guided us away from everything formally fashionable and false towards the real, uncomplicated and

      human. I was never to forget, to the end of my life as an architect, his introductory sentence in one of his books:




      “The simple concept is not always the best, but the best is always simple.”


    


  




  “He didn’t believe in competitiveness,” said Speer, “only in competition as a means of encouragement.” Every month he and Wolters would compete for first place in

  tests–“One month he won; the next one I would,” Speer said. “Tessenow didn’t set boring themes. It was always imaginative, even adventurous, exciting. ‘A bridge

  in a park’ or ‘a houseboat’–that sort of thing which, you see, forced us to imagine people’s lives and made us see architecture in a human context.”




  Tessenow must have sensed Speer’s penchant towards simple things and simple people, for over the next few years–during which he became what Speer later described as his first

  “catalyst”–he expressed his favour in many ways.




  “He was a very shy man,” said Speer. “He spoke in a whisper. Instead of addressing us from the lecture-room platform as all the other professors did–from up above, so to

  speak–he would come down to us, sit at one of our long tables, and people from other tables would crowd around, standing on stools to see over the heads of those who had managed to grab a

  seat. It was very informal, relaxed–it made for an atmosphere different from any other lecture room.” He laughed happily when he recounted this. “Looking at it in retrospect, one

  might say that it affected, not our inner respect for him, which was enormous, but the more extreme manifestations of what now are often caricatured as German attitudes–you know, standing at

  attention, clicking heels and all that. When I visualize it now, I realize how much we changed–how very much we grew, and grew up, under his liberating influence. He used to talk to us, not

  just about architecture, but about life, about love for nature, for the land and also for one’s country.”




  To many of his young students, Tessenow’s ideas seemed to parallel the rising Nazi doctrines, and paradoxically enough–for he was a declared anti-Nazi who would

  later be in considerable danger–his course became a centre for Nazi agitation. It is, of course, baffling that Speer remained unaware of these currents.




  “How can I explain it to you when I cannot explain it to myself?” he said. “Politics to me was noise and vulgarity. If I thought of it at all, it was only as an interruption to

  the quiet and the concentration I sought. My ideal, you see, was my teacher, who whispered; his concept of life and of art, which was pure and simple: fanaticism of any kind simply had no place in

  it.”




  In 1928, while Speer continued postgraduate studies in Berlin, Baldur von Schirach, later the Hitler Youth Leader who after Nuremberg would share Speer’s twenty years’ imprisonment

  in Spandau, was also a graduate student in Berlin and became head of the National Socialist German Student Alliance. A year later he called for the “storming of the universities”. In

  Berlin there were so many street battles between Nazi and Communist students that the university repeatedly had to shut down. In the student elections in 1929 and 1930, the National Socialists won

  38 per cent of the votes, receiving the highest percentage at the Institute of Technology, where Speer worked. In 1931, this rose to 66 per cent.




  Wolters’s reminiscences, all the more significant as they were written post-Spandau, when he had become very disillusioned about his old friend, appear to confirm Speer’s picture of

  himself at that time as a fundamentally unpolitical man. Wolters remembers Speer in Munich and Berlin as an easy-going sort of person:




  

    

      [Speer’s] background was the Protestant haute bourgeoisie, and he impressed me as totally unconventional, religiously as well as politically uncommitted . . . with an entirely

      rational way of thinking. He was the typical loner: except for his wife, who was his only friend, he had no attachments, no liking for–or therefore comprehension of, I felt–social

      mores.


    


  




  Wolters had recorded more of his impressions of Speer’s background in his diary on 2 June 1943, when he met Speer’s parents in Heidelberg for the first time:




  

    

      Their house, set in a huge garden, almost a park with a large orchard, is built on the side of a mountain. . . . His father . . . eighty years old, shows an almost unbelievable vitality. He

      eats and drinks prodigiously, smokes fat cigars and walks for hours every day. . . . He has designed many buildings in his life, he told me, but only for money. “I often had to sue to get

      paid, but the money was all I cared about,” he told me. He is totally different from his son, both in looks, language and personality.




      It is his mother whom Speer physically resembles; even their handwriting is similar. She is sixty-five, but still very attractive. During the first twenty years of her

      marriage, she said, she lived–as women did then–very much under the dominance of her husband and master. She was very quiet then, she said [not the way Speer remembered his

      mother!], had worked a great deal on herself and only discovered her social talents much later. [Not the way the daughter of her good Heidelberg friend, Frau Dr Lili Fehrle-Bürger,

      remembered her, either!]




      She told me about her three sons; the youngest, Ernst, had died in the battle for Stalingrad; it emerged quite clearly that he had been the parents’ favourite. She said she

      didn’t really have much contact in earlier years with Albert; he passed all his exams without any trouble and went his own way. He had been difficult when young. She didn’t say it

      in so many words, but I already knew that one of the reasons for this difficulty was that the parents, particularly Speer’s mother, had considered his wife socially unacceptable.

      “Albert was very stubborn,” she said, “and avoided his home and his parents for years.” The whole family, she admitted, had been surprised by his sudden career.




      It is part of Speer’s ambivalence that while on the one hand he is proud of his upper-class background, he manifested [in college] his indifference and indeed contempt for the parental

      “style” by an almost aggressive sloppiness. What I mainly remember about him when we first met is that he was dishevelled from head to foot: shirt of indefinable colour; tie, if

      any, knotted any old way; trousers unpressed, presenting horizontal rather than vertical pleats. . . .


    


  




  His friend’s unconventional exterior at the time inspired Wolters to produce a caricature of him which he hung up one day in Tessenow’s studio. “Speer had an

  excellent sense of humour,” wrote Wolters. “He laughed and kept the drawing.” According to Wolters, he was equally casual about his work. “He seemed to me a genius but a

  loafer,” he wrote. “He hired poor students more diligent than he to do his drafting.” But Wolters also commented on Speer’s generosity. “If any of his students were in

  financial difficulties, he was always ready to help. . . .”




  After Speer graduated, in the summer of 1927, Tessenow appointed him as his graduate assistant. “This was a job everybody wanted,” Speer said, “not only because it provided a

  degree of security and enabled one to continue with postgraduate work, but also because it allowed one to be a comparatively intimate part of Tessenow’s world. I admired–no, I

  worshipped him, but it never became a personal relationship in any way. He was much too closed up, really quite a bit like me. My feelings for him were very different from those I would later have

  for Hitler: Tessenow could give me nothing tangible–no ‘task’, no goal in life, if you see what I mean. My admiration for him, therefore, was much more

  detached, much freer really, than eventually for Hitler; it was . . . purer. He only held seminars once or twice a week. For the rest of the time,” Speer laughed, “can you

  imagine–I taught for him. But if I say ‘teaching’, you mustn’t misunderstand. I really ‘taught’ nothing that came from me; I copied him. But it was good, in the

  way rote teaching used to be quite good. His was a sublimely pure, or, better said, puritan, architecture. As I transmitted it to others, I could feel it affect me as a person; it made me feel like

  a good person, as he was a good person. Of course, I didn’t know this then; it is now that I understand this and am able to put it into words.”




  Speer was now on a respectable salary of RM 800 a month. From Spandau, he described this period in his life for the children:




  

    

      I had just turned twenty-three–the youngest assistant ever appointed at this college. The best thing about it–aside from working for Tessenow and being with him much of the

      time–was that the job, being an academic appointment, offered five months’ paid holiday a year. Thus if I could obtain commissions, there was no reason why I couldn’t begin to

      work independently. . . .




      Gretel and I decided to get married. My parents would of course have tried to persuade me to wait, so we went ahead without telling them: we invited your mother’s parents–and our

      loyal chaperon, Cousin Fritz, to come to Berlin, and on 28 August 1928, we had a simple wedding ceremony, the way we liked things. . . .




      Afterwards a street photographer took a picture of us–very nice; I must show it to you one day. And we sent my parents a telegram: “We have got married, Albert and Gretel.”

      And the next day, we stacked our luggage into our canoes (a single for your mother, a double for me) and launched them into the Spandauer Kanal–just 500 metres from where I am writing

      now–and went off on our honeymoon into the lovely solitude of the Havel and the blue lakes of Mecklenburg. For three wonderful weeks we were at last–legitimately–alone. Except

      on your mother’s birthday, which we celebrated festively on dry land, we canoed every day, and slept in our tent at night. It was a wonderful time. . . .


    


  




  Following a quick visit to Heidelberg, where Speer’s parents (who had never yet met Margret) “received their new daughter-in-law very kindly”, as he put it in his letter to the

  children twenty-five years later, they returned to Berlin.




  

    

      Although times were dreadfully hard for most people then, life was good. We had a small house in a suburb. Most students didn’t have a bean, and as we had a little, our house became a

      meeting place for all kinds of people. But all of us believed fervently in the simple life which Tessenow preached.


    


  




  “I cooked noodles and rice for dozens every day,” Margret recalled happily fifty years later. “It was the purest, the happiest time we ever had,” Speer added. And this

  happiness is reflected by the memories of someone else who met Speer at that time and who was later invited first to become his partner and then, when Speer’s fortunes improved, to join his

  team of architects.




  Willie Schelkes was born in Freiburg in 1904. His father was a wealthy industrialist who headed a hemp factory in Austria until 1917, when the family moved to Munich. Their son passed his

  Abitur in 1925, did a two-year course in landscape gardening and then switched to the Institute of Technology–where Speer and Wolters had studied–to study landscape

  architecture. In 1929, when his father took over a hemp factory in Hungary, twenty-five-year-old Willie moved to Berlin.




  “When I went to sign up [for Tessenow’s course] I was told that it was full–no hope whatsoever for transfer students,” he said. “I was miserable: everything I had

  learned about Tessenow convinced me that he was the man I wanted to study under. And then, as I stood there in that office, a young man came in–my age–and asked why I looked so unhappy.

  I told him. He said, ‘Where are you from?’ and I said, ‘Freiburg.’ So he said, ‘Well, I’m from Heidelberg and I’m Tessenow’s assistant and one

  Badener has to help another. You hold on, I’ll get you in.’ I thought it was wonderful. And he did.”




  We met in 1986 in his charming villa in Freiburg, a beautiful old university town in Baden. Schelkes had recently handed his practice and the house over to his son. He and his wife, who had

  become too fragile for housekeeping, were about to move into a flat in a sophisticated retirement development on the other side of town. He was depressed about the move because, as he no longer

  drove, it would become difficult to go to his beloved studio, which he was keeping on top of the family house. Schelkes is, and probably always was, a quiet and civilized man–landscape

  architecture suits his personality.




  Speer, he said, had been very helpful and friendly in those early years in Berlin. “He seemed to take life very easy,” he said. “He and his wife had people over for supper all

  the time–that was quite exceptional. I mean, it wasn’t part of the culture then. He wasn’t showing off with this; he just wanted to share.




  “Speer was central to our lives,” he continued. “He had this charisma already then. Of course, I didn’t agree with him about the political aspect of the Tessenow seminar:

  he thought that it was a focal point for the National Socialists. I didn’t feel that then and I don’t now either. There were, of course, some Nazis–they

  tried to get me to join up, but I said no, I didn’t want to. I was politically interested–one couldn’t not be–but I was looking for political purpose in a different

  direction.” He had for years belonged to the vaguely Protestant but also nationalist-oriented youth movement, the Bündische Jugend, which went in for mountain tours and canoeing.

  “I didn’t like the fanaticism, not to speak of the violence, of the Nazis–they were too much for me.”




  Another of Speer’s contemporaries, who much later in his life was to become enormously, indeed uniquely, important to him, lived in Berlin at this time. Robert Raphael Geis, nineteen years

  old, was the only son of a wealthy assimilated Jewish family in Frankfurt, and arrived in Berlin in the autumn of 1925 to begin rabbinical studies.




  Raphael Geis–as he would sign the many letters he wrote to Speer between November 1969, when their relationship began, until May 1972, when he died–was born on 4 July 1906, and,

  though for very different reasons, was to suffer childhood frictions not dissimilar to Speer’s. But the origin of his conflicts with his father–cultural rather than

  psychological–was not untypical of a considerable number of Germany’s assimilated Jews, and thus significant of what was to happen among them under Hitler.




  Geis’s father was above all else a German, loyal to his Kaiser. Although, somewhat like “Easter Christians”, he attended the synagogue at Yom Kippur, he was, if anything,

  embarrassed to think of himself as a Jew. Fourteen years older than his wife, he had made his fortune and retired early. He was a strict, disciplinarian father who had planned his son’s

  future almost at birth. Raphael would be brought up as an upper-middle-class German, attend the best schools, after his Abitur be offered a trip around the world (the customary reward for

  the sons of Germany’s wealthy élite) and prepare afterwards for a career in banking.




  Speer’s father, no doubt, had similarly planned his sons’ lives, with similar unconcern for their individual personalities and preferences. In Speer’s case, tragically enough,

  the father, passionately loved and admired by the most talented and least understood of his three sons, succeeded, and Albert Speer did as he was told–for his father.




  Geis, who neither admired nor, one suspects, loved his didactic father, was made of different stuff. He started to say “no” when he could barely speak, and, at considerable cost to

  himself and those close to him, continued to stand up for his moral decisions until the end of his life.




  Very much like Speer’s letters to Margret–and later to his children–nothing can illustrate better Geis’s development and feelings than A True Childhood Tale, an

  autobiographical parable he wrote in 1934 to use when he briefly taught in Mannheim:




  

    

      Once upon a time the Jews fared well. They weren’t thrown out of their homes, their children could play in peace, they could study what they wanted and if they

      were good and diligent, they could choose to work at a profession they loved. As life was so good for the Jews, many thought they really didn’t have to be Jews any longer, and many a

      Jewish child grew up without knowing what a Jew is. . . .


    


  




  He described such a boy–himself at about seven years of age–on a first visit to his grandparents, and his fascination with these relatives, so different from his parents.




  

    

      “Grandfather, may I touch your beard?” he asked, as they walked home from the station. And the old man leaned down at once, and the little boy very gently stroked the beard, and

      thus they became good friends. . . . One day the grandfather asked, “Would you like to go to the synagogue with me, child?” “Oh, yes,” said the boy. But he had no idea

      what a synagogue was because his father had never taken him. . . .




      It was a big beautiful building with many big lamps which brightly lit the room. In the front was a curtain, bright red and full of shimmering embroideries in many colours, stretching across

      a whole wall. . . . And suddenly there was total silence and then, from way above, came singing, first very soft and then strong and sure. . . . He kept hearing the word “Jew”. . .

      . God had to love the Jews very much and the people in the synagogue had to be Jews, he thought. . . . The little boy got very scared. . . . Perhaps his grandfather didn’t realize that he

      wasn’t a Jew, and the little boy began to cry.




      “What is it, sweetheart?” whispered the grandfather, and the little boy whispered back through his sobs, “This is so lovely, but it’s only for Jews, isn’t it?

      And I’m not a Jew.”




      His grandfather laughed and said, “Don’t worry, you too are a Jew all right, I know it well, and I hope to God that one day you’ll be a good Jew.” And the little boy

      stopped crying. He was so glad that he too was a Jew.




      When he returned home he put on his mother’s dressing-gown and draped a white cloth around his shoulders, just as his grandfather had done, and began to chant the songs he had heard.

      His father was appalled at the sounds from the nursery. “What are you doing?” he asked. “I’m in the synagogue,” the child answered. “You mustn’t

      disturb me because I’m a Jew–grandfather himself told me.”




      That summer for the first time, the little boy was allowed to spend a summer holiday in a [Swiss] mountain hotel with his parents. One evening there was a big party and the little boy was

      allowed to stay up for it. When it was quite dark, the guests assembled on the hotel terrace to admire the fires which had been lit on top of all the mountains around. And one man called out

      “Long live Switzerland–” and another “Long live England–” and so on, until all the countries represented there had been called upon to

      live long. And at the end, when everything had gone quiet, a child’s voice rang out–“Long live us Jews.”




      Everybody smiled, but not the parents of the little boy, for they weren’t at all pleased that now everyone knew that they were Jews. The next day the three of them left, because the

      parents were so ashamed that they were Jews.
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