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Preface

I’m something of an expert on zombies. I’ve written several books exploring man’s relationship with the undead, and I continue to be amazed at how these creatures have shaped our world history. Then I read the letters reprinted in this book. Turns out that in the 1940s, the Nazis were hoping to create an army of zombies to fight for Nazi domination!


 In these letters I learned that the Third Reich sent three Nazi operatives (Gunter Knecht, Oswaldt Gehrin, and Franz Baedecker) to Haiti to learn about Haitian Voodoo and, more expressly, to figure out how to zombify an entire army so that they could never die and would turn every one of their victims into yet another one of them.


Dumbasses.


 Discovering these lost documents has only made it increasingly clear to me that humans are still too stupid to understand that zombies never work for anybody. They certainly don’t want to be your soldiers. When you try to “employ” zombies—as couriers, as sugarcane millworkers, or as unholy knights of destruction in an army bent on conquering the world—it will not end well for you. Your plans will backfire, your project will fail, and you will get eaten by the very zombies you intended as your willing servants. End of story.


 This fact is widely known, and yet every generation finds a way to tell themselves the lie that “this time, it will be different.”


 Um ... no, it won’t.


 As this account should make amply clear, zombies aren’t going to do your bidding. Zombies are just going to eat you. Whoever you are. And the more pride and hubris you have—and the more self-assured you are that your way of doing things is “the right way”—the faster the zombies are going to undo you utterly and turn you into mincemeat.


 Thus, while many aspects of the Nazis’ immersion into the world of VOODOO and the undead contained in this account are unusual and surprising, it should surprise no one that they made particularly appetizing subjects.


 Read this account with serious trepidation, dear reader. And ask yourself a serious question: “Will humans ever learn?”


Now let us sit and drink and be merry,
 And afterward, we will his body bury.


 —Geoffrey Chaucer, “The Pardoner’s Tale,” The Canterbury Tales
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COMMUNICATION 1

January 11, 1940

From: Gunter Knecht

To: Reinhard Heydrich


Obergruppenführer,


 It is with considerable satisfaction that I report our successful arrival in Port-au-Prince, upon the island republic of Haiti. My colleagues, Inspectors Gehrin and Baedecker, have quickly established communications with their contacts in the biology department of the University of Haiti, and their position as visiting lepidopterists does not seem to be in any question. (The amount of field time a visiting researcher devotes to capturing and examining live specimens—in this case, the Danaus plexippus, or Monarch butterfly of Haiti—is typically very considerable. Thus, it should arouse little to no suspicion if they are observed in the Haitian countryside, and that they devote little time to being present at the actual university itself. )


 Though I have yet to make contact with any of the local religious officials, my own position as a member of the clergy does not seem to be in any question. I am adjusting to the collar and cassock, and hope they may seem as natural as a second skin before much time has passed. (Though, in truth, I tremble at the thought of their effects during the tropical Haitian summer. The heat, I’m told, can be intolerable here. And yet, as the Führer reminds us, we all must sacrifice for the good of the Reich.)


 As arranged, the university has supplied for us an acceptable dwelling on the outskirts of Port-au-Prince. It is a modern home of substantial proportions with a spacious study and an imposing mansard roof. The house is set apart from its neighbors and insulated from view by rows of trees that join with a thick forest at the back of the house. Inspector Gehrin has advocated forcefully for the additional construction of a research camp or outpost in the Haitian wilds. (He is concerned about the possibility of interruption or discovery.) As the leader of our group, I have filed this under advisement. Gehrin’s suggestions are usually levelheaded and sensible, as is the man himself. I sense from him a great and earnest desire to be useful in furthering the purposes of the Reich.


 Inspector Baedecker, on the contrary, continues to remain a source of concern. I do not hasten—though neither do I hesitate—to remind you that it was against my better wishes that he was selected for this assignment. My understanding is that his family is considered to curry favor with the party (though I can, of course, comfortably assert that no one could be in more favor with the Führer than you, my Obergruppenführer). And while Inspector Baedecker’s natural bookishness, awkwardness, and propensity toward indolence may help him pass as an academic of some accomplishment, his lack of self-control (particularly when it comes to his consumption of sausage and beer) remains a constant source of worry. His girth makes him conspicuous in situations where remaining nondescript would seem preferable. His attitude, also, remains consistently negative in almost every endeavor.


 Yet perhaps this is neither here nor there.


 Per your directive, you can expect to receive regular field reports from Inspectors Gehrin and Baedecker—alongside my own, of course—regarding any salient elements we uncover. Despite my concerns regarding Baedecker’s attitude, I believe we are excellently positioned to conduct a fruitful and productive study of the Haitian Voodoo faith, its supposed powers, and the possibility of adopting these powers for use on the battlefields of Europe (and, indeed, the world).


 I will make it my foremost preoccupation to keep you updated on our impending successes.


 Respectfully,

Gunter Knecht





COMMUNICATION 2

January 29, 1940

From: Gunter Knecht

To: Reinhard Heydrich


 Obergruppenführer,


 Warm greetings once again from the Republic of Haiti. Today, I am pleased to be able to report some early progress in our tasks.


 Using the academic contacts of Inspectors Gehrin and Baedecker, I have made myself familiar with the religious studies department at the University of Haiti in Port-au-Prince. Through a minimum of inquiry, I subsequently secured introduction to one of the European religious representatives performing missionary work here in the city.


 In the heart of Port-au-Prince, there is a cadre of several Irish priests—led, unfortunately, by a drunken oaf named Gill—charged with making large-scale conversions on behalf of the Holy See. In my initial meeting at their modest residence in the central district, they did not question my qualifications or mission as a Bavarian Jesuit. (This pleased me greatly, and attests to the skill of our research department in preparing an easily digestible dossier for this mission.) None of the Irishmen seemed inclined to express any open unpleasantness regarding current European tensions, either. I was welcomed warmly into their modest residence and given a tour of the city neighborhoods where their charitable and conversion work is performed.
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Through Gill—whose tongue is regularly loosened, I gather, by the application of spirits from the Scottish Highlands—I learned that Catholics comprise the dominant European religious body in the country. However, there are also representatives of the Muhammadan and (alas) Semitic faiths. Then something intriguing! Taking me aside privately, Gill disclosed that—without the knowledge of his Roman overseers—he convenes a monthly meeting of officials from all three religious faiths. At this meeting, Christian, Muhammadan, and Jewish leaders gather as equals and speak frankly and casually about their efforts to reach out to the native population. In particular, they share schemes and strategies for turning Voodooists away from their native religion and toward more respectable faiths. (While there is, of course, some irony in Jewish mongrels converting Negro mongrels, I forced myself to nod along with Father Gill, as though it were a completely reasonable idea.) I am pleased to report that before our conversation concluded, Gill extended to me an invitation to join the next meeting of this secret council. As you will have deduced, it will be an excellent opportunity to learn more about the Voodoo religion, how its effects can be distilled and brought to our purposes, and the most expeditious way of reaching out to the local practitioners.


Efforts to ingratiate myself to this man Gill, however odious he may be, will obviously prove fruitful, and I shall continue to make them my focus in the coming days.


I am also pleased to report that Inspectors Gehrin and Baedecker have begun their own investigations in earnest, taking a somewhat more direct approach. (Updates from them should follow presently and provide you with greater detail.)


 Respectfully,

Gunter Knecht
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COMMUNICATION 3

February 1, 1940

From: Oswaldt Gehrin

To: Reinhard Heydrich


This is Inspector Oswaldt Gehrin of the Reichssicherheitshauptamt (RSHA), issuing first field report from Port-au-Prince and surrounding environs, detailing reconnaissance conducted by myself and Inspector Franz Baedecker for the purpose of securing zombie creation technologies.


 My Obergruppenführer,


 In any scientific endeavor, the collection of specimens from the field can be an ugly, inelegant, and even brutal process.


 The most delicate samples are often gathered through the most indelicate of means. Pristine selections from the animal, natural, and mineral worlds are sometimes obtained only after local officials have been bribed, surrounding commu-nities e liminated, and problematic interlopers summarily dispatched. To obtain sparkling diamonds, men must surely labor in some of the filthiest and most dangerous conditions known to man. To obtain another culture’s darkest mysteries, one must associate with people and practices that are themselves filthy and dangerous. The efforts of the field are very different, my dear leader, from what you—as a man acquainted with the elegance of the laboratory—may expect of the scientist and his practices. Here in the field, we enter territory that, ineluctably, forces us to confront not only the more challenging sides of the scientific endeavor, but, indeed, of humanity itself. Therefore, it is my hope that you will forgive me if these field reports contain language and descriptions that stray from the clinical and delve into more vivid and visceral territory.


 As Inspector Knecht will have already made clear, Inspector Baedecker and I arrived on the Republic of Haiti in the guise of lepidopterists from the University of Bonn. After introductions to our “counterparts” at the University of Haiti, we immediately set out to conduct field research under the guise of studying the migratory locations of the Monarch butterfly. In actuality, Inspector Baedecker and I have been surveying the Haitian countryside for the purpose of locating Voodoo activity (and using financial or other means to extricate information). Inspector Knecht has made it clear that he intends to essay a top–down approach to our assign-ment (connecting with religious leaders already in touch with the Voodoo community); thus, we are the bottom–up team, assigned to witness this phenomenon on the field level.


 And I can report that we witnessed it almost immediately.


 Inspector Baedecker and I began our investigations just outside of Port-au-Prince, in the series of communities tapering easterly into the Haitian countryside. While the locals we encounter display an air of contentedness and hospitality, it must—regrettably—be noted that the native Haitians fail to appreciate the state of depravity and defilement in which they exist. Various states of nudity abound—these subjects having prioritized comfort in the tropical climate above traditional notions of modesty and decorum. Women display their nude shoulders, feed their babies in public, and allow their legs to be seen well above the knee. Many of the men forgo shirts entirely. Inspector Baedecker and I were alone in maintaining a properly European modesty, despite the sometimes-stifling heat. (Inspector Baedecker simply required several rest periods—during which he prostrated himself on the ground and emitted loud gasping noises for several minutes, and thus found himself restored and able to continue.) This, as you will recall, is winter. Every fiber of my moral being rebels at the thought of what states of undress may pervade in this place during the summer months.


 In our first useful encounter—occurring just three days ago—Inspector Baedecker and I espied a local farmer placing a carved figurine of the darkest African ebony upon a fencepost beside his sugarcane field. It was a clear day at noon, and we were striding through a more isolated region, carrying only our nets and specimen cases. Aside from ourselves and the lone farmer, there was nobody else in sight.


We moved closer, and saw that at the base of the farmer’s fencepost was the body of a slaughtered goat. Its throat was cut, but no meat had been harvested from the body. We approached the half-naked farmer and began a conversation. After beseeching him, in the direst of terms, for a drink of water (which he provided us with surprising alacrity from a skin), Inspector Baedecker inquired about the significance of the figure and the goat. The farmer wasted no time in revealing that the two were the product of a Voodooist pact. Baedecker and I exchanged excited glances, and encouraged the farmer to expound.


 A local priest—apparently named the Houngan—had provided the farmer with the ebony idol the previous Tuesday, during a ceremony in which the goat had been sacrificed to a Voodoo spirit called Kouzin Zaka. Under the terms of the ritual, in exchange for the goat, the farmer explained that Zaka would provide him a healthy crop and a successful harvest. If the farmer wished to ask Zaka for additional agricultural favors in the interim, he could do so by consulting the carved figurine.


 Seeking to present ourselves merely as casually interested parties, we inquired after the Houngan and his abilities. The farmer replied that the Houngan was a local man, and that his office (called the Honfour) was regularly visited by the local Voodooists. The Houngan could ensure a good harvest, assist women with fertility issues, cure an infant’s cough, and allow one to bring misfortunes of a supernatural nature upon enemies.


 The creation of zombies is not listed among the Houngan’s skills.


 Though Inspector Baedecker seemed to indicate that the day’s investigations had already yielded enough, I spoke up and pressed the farmer on the Houngan’s ability to use Voodoo to turn people into zombies. At this point, the farmer became recalcitrant and uncooperative. It was only with the application of a significant quantity of local currency (printed notes known as gourdes) that the farmer seemed able to recall something on the subject.


 He explained that the Houngan who serviced his community was a sort of general practitioner. For a procedure as complicated as the creation of a zombie, a specialist would be required. (I reproduce here the medical analogy because the farmer assured us that his Houngan would be able to make a referral—much like a medical referral—to a Voodoo specialist who could answer our questions about zombie animation.) The only additional facts the farmer seemed able to recall about the specialist were that his whereabouts are not generally advertised and that he is named Bocor or Baycor.


 Happily, the farmer disclosed that a meeting with his Houngan could probably be arranged, and hinted that with the presentation of additional currency (both to himself and to the Houngan), a referral to the zombie-creating Bocor/ Baycor would eventually be possible.


 Inspector Baedecker and I have shared this update with Inspector Knecht, who seems pleased with our work. (At this rate, our path to the secrets of the zombie may be more direct and expeditious than we had expected!) An accounting of our expended currency (including gourde–Reichsmark conversion) is enclosed, as well as a formal request to the RSHA Office of Accounting for additional funds.


 Yours respectfully,

Oswaldt Gehrin





COMMUNICATION 4

February 3, 1940

From: Gunter Knecht

To: Reinhard Heydrich


 Obergruppenführer,


 As you will have heard, Inspectors Gehrin and Baedecker have met with some success in their quest to reach the roots of Haitian Voodoo from the field level. I am pleased to report that I likewise continue to find success pursuing our objective through an insinuation into the country’s ecclesiastical community.


 Having received an invitation to join his ecumenical council, I joined Father Gill’s gathering on the appointed day at the Catholic headquarters at Pétionville. (Gill continues to be a forthcoming and useful source of information, generally. With his help, I have quickly oriented myself to the neighborhoods of the city.) Before the meeting commenced, Gill explained to me that generations of Catholic presence in Haiti have resulted in many successful conversions. Converts abound, and many Catholic parishes flourish in the city and are growing throughout the countryside. However, when one scratches the surface, Gill explained, one finds a troubling phenomenon among many of these “converts.” Namely, that many of them have merely incorporated aspects of Catholicism into their worship rituals while failing to shed the Voodoo tenets at the very core of their belief systems. To the eye of the visitor, these subjects outwardly appear to be true and earnest converts to the religion of Jesus. (Indeed, when Europeans are present, they are known to make a great show of forswearing the traditional polytheistic practices of their forefathers.) Yet in truth, Gill explained, they continue to worship Voodoo idols in secret, incorporating Catholic saints alongside their traditional deities. In the mind of the native practitioner, the “spirits” of the Catholic faith merely augment the spirits of Voodoo!


 When asked if his Muhammadan and Semitic counterparts also encountered this problem, Father Gill responded in the negative. It seems that certain aspects of Catholicism—in particular, the practice of appealing to saints (the deceased) through prayers—particularly lend themselves to assimilation into Voodoo. After he had voiced this concern to me (and I had responded with commensurate shock and disbelief), Father Gill welcomed our guests from other faiths, and we began our gathering in earnest. Though tedious and overlong, the meeting was useful (inasmuch as the words of a Jew and Muhammadan can be said to be “useful”).


Initially, the topics strayed to the mundane. The weather. The price of imported goods. News from Europe and the hope that current tensions might be resolved nonviolently. (While this “small talk” seemed pointless, I soon discerned some method to the madness of Father Gill. By allowing his disparate guests to find commonalities—the weather, the news, etc.—the irreconcilable aspects of their faiths seemed less daunting and problematic. It was a cunning tactic, and quite effective. After a few moments, brotherly love spread among all of them.)


 After these preliminary remarks—and some excellent tea (Gill’s, no doubt, “augmented” with whisky)—the unusual coterie did get around to a discussion of ecclesiastical work and the continuing influence of Voodoo in the country. All three faiths agreed that it was problematically difficult to “compete” with Voodoo in the mind of the native Haitians because Voodoo gave the (false) appearance of granting instantaneous results.


 The Voodoo priest—my hosts explained—presents himself to the faithful as a “problem solver.” When a Voodoo priest performs an incantation or spell, the faithful Voodooist then willingly credits the next positive occurrence (a much-needed rainstorm, the successful impregnation of a female, an enemy’s unflattering weight gain) to the success of the Voodoo intercession. Of course, the faiths of the Middle East and Europe are very different. They have traditionally focused on salvation, the performance of good works, and providing answers to questions regarding the very nature of existence (as our own Dr. Heidegger now so excellently pursues). A Catholic in Dublin may pray to be healed of a disease—as may a Muhammadan in Mecca or a Jew in Moscow—but nothing in his religion tells him to count on the efficacy of this action. It is possible that God will intercede, but also possible that (in his infinite and mysterious wisdom) he will not. In sharp contrast, the Voodoo adherent has been conditioned to approach appeals to his religion in such a way that results are not merely possible but expected.


 From each member of Father Gill’s coterie, I heard that—bafflingly—the Voodoo adherent expects his prayers to “work” and “result in something,” and to “actually make things happen that wouldn’t just have happened anyway.”


 The serious frowns and grave expressions—shared by everyone in the room—attested to the deep and troubling problem these assumptions presented.


 “But certainly,” I essayed at one juncture, “the gesticulations and rites of the Voodoo shamans have only as great a chance of succeeding as those performed by leaders of our own faiths.”


At this juncture my theological qualifications were called into question, and it was only through the recitation of my education and background in the Jesuitical tradition—however fictional—that I was adjudged fit to remain in the room for the remainder of the meeting.
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Needless to say, I remained quiet for a long period. Nearer to the end of the gathering, I once again put forth a question cleverly designed to garner information.


“I still don’t understand how the Haitian can find solace and guidance in any religion known all around the world for having such nefarious aspects,” I began. “Just, as an example off the top of my head, the creation of zombies alone ought to be enough to alert any adherent to the unsound and depraved nature of—”


 And here I was cut off, as the resident Muhammadan waved his arm to silence me—as if the room was suddenly filled with a noxious smoke, or bees.


 “My Christian friend,” he said after I had stopped speaking. “There are certain aspects of the Voodoo faith that do not bear to be dignified with explicit mention! In every religion of the world, there are practices and tenets that can seem ... unusual or eccentric to outsiders. However, there are aspects of the Voodoo faith—and the one to which you allude is among them—that go beyond eccentricity, and venture into the realm of things forbidden by all faiths. In its chapter “The Prophets,” the Holy Koran speaks explicitly against those who would appeal to gods from the earth to raise the dead. There could be no more explicit a warning from the Lord against the practice to which you allude.”


 “Indeed,” the Jew chimed in. “And you will recall that in your own New Testament, Jesus is recorded as charging his twelve disciples—and them alone—with raising the dead. For all others, the act was forbidden. Some would say, then, that the most pernicious aspect of Voodoo is that men use it to intrude upon space that is the sole province of gods and prophets.”


 “That’s the book of Matthew, chapter 10, verse 8,” Gill chimed in, displaying—I thought—a very good memory for someone so dedicated to intoxicants. “And I believe the very same book also commands the casting out of devils. And that is an urging that all of us—not merely disciples of Jesus—can follow. The devils of Voodoo hurt Haitians by giving them false hopes and unreal expectations. All that we can do is shine the light of truth on them, and help them to see it.”


 Being summarily “corrected” by an Arab, a Jew, and a tippler was—as you might imagine—intensely grating. (It might have noticeably ruffled a less stalwart agent of the Reich. I was, however, outwardly unfazed.)


“Yet this unspeakable practice . . . ,” I continued, “have any of you men seen signs of its presence firsthand?”


And here there was an uncomfortable exchange of glances that all but verified they would answer in the affirmative if they answered honestly.


 “Some of us have seen ... certain things,” Gill allowed. “But we do not hasten to speak of them.”


 “Where have you seen these things?” I pressed.


 Glances of discomfiture once again flew about the room.


 “Tell me,” said the Jew, “why do you wish to know such information?”


 My superior training was all that sustained me against an outburst of rage and contempt.


 “I simply wish to learn all that I can about local cultures during my limited time in this country,” I replied coolly. “Who are we to believe that we can reach the local populace if we cannot first understand their world?”


 There was some skepticism in the expressions that now met mine, but the Muhammadan spoke next:


“In that case—if your interest is indeed genuine and for the good of the Haitians’ souls—I can allow that Bell’s Hill, to the east of the city, is known as a place where these walking monstrosities have sometimes been sighted. Though I hasten to add that my own experiences have been at a great distance and in the dead of night. I could not ... swear that I have seen anything there.”


 Father Gill and the Jew exchanged a look that said perhaps the Muhammadan had divulged too much, yet neither went as far as to contradict what he had said.


 Having secured a solid lead for further investigation, I quickly proposed a new topic (the evolving Haitian political landscape), and the members of Gill’s ecumenical council were glad for the shift in the conversation. We continued with this pedestrian parlance until the meeting concluded, and zombies were never mentioned again.


 With a little research, I have learned that Bell’s Hill is hardly more than an hour’s walk from the house where Inspectors Gehrin, Baedecker, and I are currently stationed! It is a lonely point—near an ancient burial ground with no headstones—generally avoided by the local populace. Roads run across it, however, and it is sometimes traversed by travelers—especially local merchants—seeking to save time.


 I have, at the time of this writing, taken the liberty of scouting the hill myself during daylight hours, and have discerned no evidence of the zombies we so fervently seek. However, as ranking inspector, I have arranged for Gehrin and Baedecker to begin regular overnight surveillance of the hill. If the members of Gill’s religious coterie are not lying, I expect results to emerge shortly.


 Yours respectfully,

Gunter Knecht
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MEMOR'ANPUﬁ FOR THE SECRETARY OF DEFENSE

Subject: Intercepted German communications regarding
weaponization of the Haitian Voodoo “zombie”

The enclosed report contains translations of intercepted
German communications sent between January 11 and July 6 of
this year by three agents of the Nazi
“Reichssicherheitshauptamt” (or RSHA), the Nazi information
security service, who were stationed on the island republic
of Haiti in the American Caribbean.

These agents were assigned to an espionage initiative
exploring the possibility of weaponizing traditiomal
Haitian religious and cultural rites for military
applications. (Specifically, they desired to determine if
the Haitian Voodoo “zombie” might be used to further German
military objectives in the current European theater.)

Their regular reports to RSHA head Reinhard Heydrich were
intercepted from U-boats transmitting off the Haitian coast
and decrypted by the U.S. Army Signal Intelligence Service.
(For your reference, each communication has been translated
and numbered, but they are otherwise presented here
unchanged.)

It is the recommendation of the undersigned that these
communications be considered as informing any long-term
strategy for American presence in Haiti and the Caribbean.

!

ureau Chief
U.S. Army Signal Intelligence Service
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