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PREFACE

This book presents the portraits of eight children and is the result of extensive research into the different existing archives, legal documents, letters, books, articles, and interviews touching on the personal lives of Nazi leaders and their descendants. None of these portraits is anonymous. Other books have preserved the anonymity of these individuals; I have chosen to name them, so that the weight of these legacies might be fully appreciated. It is also true that some of these sons and daughters feel it is easier to be the “child of” certain of these men rather than others.

My initial intention was to meet every one of my subjects. In the end, I interviewed only one: Niklas Frank. Some of these descendants are no longer alive; others would have had nothing to add to the content of earlier interviews. Then there are those who are no longer willing to revisit the past and still others, such as Gudrun Himmler and Edda Göring, who have almost always refused to speak of their fathers.

So that the reader might get an immediate sense of what these lives were like, each portrait opens with a significant episode, freely imagined.


REGARDING TRANSLATIONS

In the original French edition, translations from German were made into French by the author, and corrected by the translator Olivier Mannoni. In this edition, all content is translated from French, except in the case of English-language sources, which have been quoted in the original.


INTRODUCTION

Gudrun, Edda, Martin, Niklas, and the rest …

These children have a secret. They are the sons and daughters of Göring, Hess, Frank, Bormann, Höss, Speer, and Mengele: the criminals who orchestrated the darkest period of contemporary history.

Yet their story is not recorded in the history books.

Their fathers committed the greatest evil possible and then surrendered their humanity without the slightest hesitation when they pleaded “not guilty” to the charges brought against them at Nuremberg. Will history remember that these men were fathers as well? After the war, a collective movement was aimed at placing responsibility for Nazi Germany’s crimes and extermination policies solely on the Third Reich’s principal leaders and absolving lesser dignitaries and Nazis, who hid behind a convenient formula: “All that was Hitler.”

Who are these individuals whose lives are discussed in this book? They share a common heritage: the extermination of millions of innocent people by their fathers. Their names will forever live in infamy.

Must anyone feel responsible, or even guilty, for the crimes of his parents? Family life leaves an indelible mark on every child. An inheritance as sinister as theirs cannot come without consequences. “Like father, like son,” we say. “A father has two lives: his and his son’s.” What became of the offspring of Nazi leaders? How did they live with such macabre facts?

When one unrepentant Nazi was questioned along these lines by his granddaughter, an Israeli Jew, he gave her this answer: “The guilty one is the one who feels guilty!” Without batting an eye, he also made this suggestion: “Put all that behind you. Life is much simpler afterwards.”1

It is very difficult for children to judge their parents. We lack distance and objectivity when we look at the people who brought us into the world and raised us. The stronger the emotional ties, the more complicated such a judgment becomes. When a family’s history is so disturbing, what choices does it have while living with its knowledge? Embracing it? Rejecting it outright? The responses of these children are diametrically opposed at times. Some have adopted their fathers’ positions. Few are neutral. Some have strongly denounced their fathers’ actions, yet continue to feel love and affection for them. Still others refuse to love a “monster,” so they deny their fathers’ involvement, in order to preserve the unconditional love of a child for a parent. Finally, there are those who have moved into hatred and total rejection. They carry this past from day to day like a ball and chain; it is impossible to ignore. Some have denied nothing, some have turned to religion, some have even had themselves sterilized so they can never “transmit the evil” to their children, and some believed they could eliminate their “bad” genes by masturbating! Whether they have chosen to deny, suppress, or support their fathers, or feel guilty themselves, all of them have taken a position—consciously or unconsciously—on the past.

Most of these children live or lived in Germany. Some converted to Catholicism or Judaism, and some were even ordained as priests or rabbis. Is this a strategy to keep quiet their fate of having been born to a criminal? Aharon Shear-Yashuv became a rabbi in the Israel Defense Forces, even though his father was neither a Nazi official nor one of its principal underlings. While a theology student, Aharon, born Wolfgang Schmidt, decided against becoming a Catholic priest, since he was never a believer. His conversion to Judaism, he insists, is not directly tied to the Holocaust: “Though there is a particularism in Judaism on the one hand, on the other there is a lot of openness. It is a fact that converts are accepted—not only that—but a convert can even become a rabbi and serve as a major and chaplain in the Israeli Defense Force!”2

Dan Bar-On, a professor of psychology at Ben-Gurion University, interprets this type of conversion as a strategy: “If you become part of the victim community, you get rid of the burden of being part of the perpetrator community.”3 Is this an attempt to escape, rather than face, the past? The children who converted offer divergent responses, yet a spiritual calling has allowed some of them to put the past behind them.

In postwar Germany’s self-imposed silence as the country began to rebuild, the Nazis’ descendants had to struggle to put themselves back together.

My own grandfather was a career air force man who retired to a secluded hunting lodge in the Black Forest. Although I was very close to him, he never spoke about his time in the armed forces. He is not unusual; the war’s shadow hung over Germany and France for many long years, and still does, although tongues have loosened. When I was a child, we accepted this diktat of silence. Like my grandfather, the postwar generations avoided the subject. Some people finally adhered to the reigning mutism and never spoke of the war again, for fear of tarnishing the image they held of their parents. Would they have really wanted to know who their parents were during the war and the role they played in Germany’s most sinister period? Nothing is less certain. The transmission of knowledge never took place. To flee the past, my German mother chose, at the age of twenty, to live by herself in France. She always wanted to be French and could not understand my decision to write this book. Why this subject? Why keep talking about it? These are questions we don’t often ask.

I am German, French, and Russian, but of the three, my German side has shaped my personality the most. I could not escape Germany’s history. Anne Weber frames the problem this way: “Is this a burden we inherit at birth? It is there at the beginning and it never goes away. No Russian is the representation of the Gulag, no French person is the embodiment of the French Revolution or colonialism; they each have their national history.”4 Germany, however, is always identified with Nazism.

My interest in society’s marginalized led me to study prisons and then to become a criminal lawyer. I hope that this profession has taught me the necessary rigor to evoke historical facts and the perceptions held by the Nazi children featured in this book. It is my wish, through these examples, to understand the implications of the past for a world whose future we try desperately to direct.

Truth and reality can be heavy burdens to carry. There are those who prefer to keep their family secrets locked up, even if they have never learned precisely what they are. Not one of these Nazi officials had the courage or the strength to explain to his children the crimes he committed.

Most of these Nazi children chose not to change their names, perhaps because they are haunted by them. Some, as in the case of the sons of Albert Speer and Martin Bormann, even carry the same first name as their father. Matthias Göring, the great-nephew of Hermann Göring, has said he likes his name; others insist that a name is of no importance. As for Eichmann’s son, he does not see the point: “Change my name? What would have been the point? You cannot escape from yourself, from the past.”5 Still others, such as Gudrun Himmler and Edda Göring, are proud of their family names and venerate their fathers.

“Even when I was carrying out exterminations, I led a normal family life,” declared Rudolf Höss, the Kommandant of Auschwitz.6 How is such a contradiction possible? In dissociative identity disorders, two contradictory impulses exist in a single personality, which may provide one explanation for how Hitler’s lieutenants could exterminate millions of people, all the while living a normal life at home. How could these monsters kiss their children goodbye before going to coldly kill or order the killing of men, women, and children? Is it even possible to imagine Himmler kissing his Püppi, his little doll, on his way to headquarters to sign an execution order for children, just because they were Jews?

It would be convenient and reassuring if these criminals could be labeled with specific pathologies that would explain their atrocities. Those who have looked closely into the question, however, have never demonstrated a common personality type in these men. During Eichmann’s trial in Jerusalem, one of his examining psychiatrists found his behavior toward his wife and children, parents, siblings, and friends “not only normal but most desirable.”7 It is tempting to believe that such people are bloodthirsty monsters; in fact, their “normalcy” is even more terrifying. “Monsters exist, but they are too few in number to be truly dangerous; more dangerous are the common men,” observed Primo Levi.8

In her controversial work, Eichmann in Jerusalem, Hannah Arendt identified the “banality of evil,” a concept she illustrated using the example of a dolefully ordinary but zealous civil servant who never thought about what he was doing and who proved incapable of distinguishing right from wrong. Arendt does not exonerate him but she does insist how inhumanity can lodge deep within each of us and that it is imperative to continue to think, to never stop listening to reason, to always question oneself, so as to never sink into the same banality of evil.

The children who are the subject of this book only knew one aspect of their fathers’ personalities. The other would be reported to them after Germany’s surrender. They were too young during the war to understand or even perceive what was happening. Born between 1922 and 1944, the oldest were not even eighteen years old during the height of the war. Their childhood memories are often limited to the green pastures of Bavaria. Many lived in the secure perimeter around the Berghof, the Führer’s mountain chalet at Obersalzberg in the Bavarian Alps, south of Munich near the Austrian border. This isolated spot, reserved for the Führer’s use, was untouched by the war and its violence. After the war, and for many years, the Third Reich was not even mentioned in the curriculum taught in German schools.

Are their parents monsters? “If with the best will in the world one cannot extract any diabolical or demonic profundity from Eichmann, that is still far from calling it commonplace,” Hannah Arendt wrote in Eichmann in Jerusalem.9 The prosecution attempted to portray him as “the most abnormal monster the world had ever seen”;10 however, Arendt’s view was that he was a “mere functionary” who was “terrifyingly normal.”11 “More normal, at any rate, than I am after having examined him,”12 one psychiatrist who examined Eichmann during his 1961 trial exclaimed. According to Arendt, “Nothing would have been farther from his mind than to determine with Richard III ‘to prove a villain.’”13 Eichmann described himself as a gentle man who couldn’t bear the sight of blood. “His was … no case of insane hatred of Jews, of fanatical anti-Semitism or indoctrination of any kind,” Arendt concluded.14 What allowed him to become one of the greatest criminals of his time was his “sheer thoughtlessness—something by no means identical with stupidity.”15 This shortcoming manifested itself as well in his “almost total inability ever to look at anything from the other fellow’s point of view”16 and in his lapses of memory. “What he had done he had done, he did not want to deny it … By this he did not mean to say that he regretted anything,” Arendt reported, since he believed that “repentance is for little children.”17 For Arendt, mere thoughtlessness can suffice to create one of history’s greatest criminals. Eichmann was no less guilty for his lack of a moral conscience.

Nevertheless, all of these Nazis thought of themselves as moral beings. Heinrich Himmler, the architect of the Final Solution, was convinced he was one.18 Harald Welzer observed that during the Third Reich, killing became a socially acceptable act. The morality of murder that was particular to National Socialism enabled its executors to remain within the bounds of propriety while killing. As absurd as that seems today, the Reich’s normative framework permitted killing on the argument that it was necessary to ensure Germany’s survival, based on the irreducible inequality of human beings.19

The human beings with whom I am concerned here judge their fathers in a normative moral framework that has shifted since the time period in which they lived. Some legitimize or justify their fathers’ actions by arguing that under the standard framework that was theirs, these actions were legitimate. A son of Joachim von Ribbentrop, who was Hitler’s foreign minister, has said, “My father only did what he thought was right. Under the same circumstances, I would make the same decisions he did. He was only one of Hitler’s advisors but, in reality, Hitler did not take anyone’s advice. My father’s sole desire was to do his duty as a German. He foresaw the immense danger that was arriving from the East. History proved him right.”20 Like him, Gudrun Himmler delivered a “not guilty” verdict on her father, Heinrich Himmler, and she would stand by that opinion her entire life. Himmler would have made the same case for himself at the Nuremberg trials, even if he had not committed suicide before they opened.

Gustave M. Gilbert, an American psychologist who studied the principal Nazi criminals whose fates were decided at Nuremberg, concluded that the distinguishing feature of these men was their lack of empathy for others, and he showed that executioners are less likely to experience depression than their victims because they are convinced they are good men who have no choice but to follow orders.

This is not exactly the case of their children who learned about their fathers’ actions after the war, when the Nazis’ heresies had been exposed and the legitimacy of the solution to the “Jewish problem” had been vigorously condemned.

Often, they examine the past through the lens of their own childhoods. Some only remember how much they were loved; this is often the case of single children, frequently sons, but above all daughters: Gudrun Himmler (Himmler’s only legitimate daughter); Edda Göring, the daughter of the Reichsmarschall; or Irene Rosenberg, the daughter of the chief Nazi Party ideologist and the Reich Minister for the Occupied Eastern Territories, Alfred Rosenberg. All three were cosseted children who worshipped their fathers and remained sympathetic to Nazism. Many other descendants, demonstrating a curious belief that their common history is quantifiable, think their personal stories are easier to bear than those of other children of Nazi dignitaries.

In order to better grasp their stories, each chapter includes a reminder of the father’s position in the National Socialist hierarchy, the ways in which the child was steeped in the ideals of the historical period, and the mother’s role in the child’s education. Identifying, as closely as possible, the dynamics of the early home environment is crucial to understanding their stories.

The descendants of certain key figures of the Third Reich are missing from this book. For example, all six children of Joseph Goebbels, the Reich Minister of Propaganda, were killed by their parents in the Führer’s bunker. Goebbels’s wife, Magda, had a son from her first marriage to Günther Quant, who in turn had a daughter who converted to Judaism at the age of twenty-four. Quant, a businessman and a German Jew, was sent to the concentration camps.

Hitler himself had no children by choice: “Think of the problems if I had children! In the end they would try to make my son my successor. Besides, the chances are slim for someone like me to have a capable son. That is almost always how it goes in such cases. Consider Goethe’s son—a completely worthless person!”21

More than seventy years later, it is still difficult to write about this subject. Through all the stages of this book, I refrained from judging these children. They cannot be held responsible for actions they did not commit, even if some of them deny none of their fathers’ actions. Is that a form of self-defense, in the face of an indefensible past?

Gudrun Himmler is the perfect illustration.


GUDRUN HIMMLER

Nazism’s “Poppet”

Every year since 1958, a tiny mountain village in the Austrian section of the Bohemian Forest hosts Third Reich nostalgia seekers from all over Europe. In the bucolic setting of an ancient Celtic holy site, these middle-age men in glad rags gather every autumn to greet their former comrades. Young neo-Nazis also attend, to mingle with the veterans. Among this group of former Nazis and personalities aligned to the far-right, everyone agrees that the Waffen-SS simply fulfilled their duty. The attendees praise the soldiers’ sense of sacrifice and sometimes even go so far as to argue that they were victims.

Behind the drawn curtains of a local guesthouse, a man chants slogans to the glory of the great Germany. He takes pleasure in galvanizing his listeners as his own mentor did before him. His goal is to re-create the ambiance and the enthusiasm that Hitler aroused when he gave speeches in Munich’s brasseries. Decades have passed, but the ideals of the group that has gathered are the same as they ever were. Some of the men proudly wear their German military medals from World War II, the Iron Cross, or the Knight’s Cross of the Iron Cross, always with a swastika in the center. They speak in excited tones about the time of the German people’s superiority, of the national community that required complete self-sacrifice, unfailing loyalty, and the rejection of any humanitarian sentiments for the “inner enemies” of the nation.1 This society of conspirators still believes in the quest for greatness and the motto of the SS: “Our honor is loyalty.”

A special guest sits at a distance from the others, where she can receive smaller groups of guests within the circle of her admirers. Only a privileged few are invited in. Her face is hard, weathered by time and bitterness, but she has lost nothing of her verve. Her fine white hair is gathered into a small chignon at the base of her skull, and she wears proudly on her blouse a silver brooch: four horse heads arranged in a circle to form a swastika.

From behind her glasses, two small, ice-blue eyes grip her terrified interlocutors. They idolize her, this singular heiress of the great Germany, the “Nazi princess,” Gudrun Himmler.

The “princess” enjoys watching the faithful parade before her, asking them in turn in an inquisitorial voice: “Where were you during the war? What was your unit?” From her father, whom she sometimes accompanied on his inspection rounds, she learned military logistics and keen powers of observation. This time, it is the war veterans’ parade, and they are proud to show themselves to the daughter of Hitler’s right-hand man. As they recite name and rank for her, they almost feel transported back to the time when their authority reigned supreme in the world. For a moment, some small bit of their lost pride returns to these men who must hide their past on a daily basis.

“Fifth SS Panzer Division Wiking,”2 announces an intimidated-looking man who has just entered the room. She questions him: “Were you a volunteer in the Danish Waffen-SS?”

“Absolutely,” is the answer from this sixty-eight-year-old veteran. His name is Vagner Kristensen, born in 1927 on the Danish island of Fyn. What explains the deference and fear that he shows to this tiny woman? Is it that, having lived in her father’s shadow for so many years, whether he was present or not, she has adopted his gestures, his voice? Her goal in life: exonerate her father’s reputation, to merit being her father’s daughter. Heinrich Himmler had eyes only for her, his one and only legitimate child, and she returns the favor.

On this day, Gudrun Himmler also meets Sören Kam, SS-Nr 456059, a Danish Nazi implicated in 1943 in the murder of an anti-Nazi journalist but never convicted. He fled to Germany and has lived trouble-free in Bavaria ever since. His name is on the list of most wanted Nazi criminals, yet he is a free man. Her father would be so proud of her due to her confidence before these men, in contrast to himself, who had to battle an inferiority complex and difficulties with interpersonal relationships.

As a young girl, she was so afraid of disappointing him that she swore her mother to secrecy whenever she made a mistake or behaved badly. She is convinced of his innocence; she is sure he never committed any of the crimes of which he was accused and she considers his guilty verdict completely unwarranted. She hoped for a long time to write a book that would exonerate him, rather than defend him, which would imply guilt. Gudrun is certain that, one day, his name will be remembered “in the same breath as Napoleon, Wellington, or Moltke.”3

History, however, will forever condemn him.

On Wednesday afternoons, her father sometimes brought her along on inspections, usually at Dachau, the first of the Nazi concentration camps in Germany. The camp was Himmler’s idea, and it opened in March 1933, a few kilometers from Munich. “The ones with a red triangle are prisoners. A black triangle is for criminals,” he explained to her. The little girl thought they all looked like prisoners, unshaven and poorly clothed. She was more interested in the vegetable garden and the greenhouse. “My father explained to me the properties of the different herbs and he let me pick some of the leaves,” she would later remember.4 She was twelve years old when she made this grim visit; the plants reminded her of her childhood on a farm where she liked to help her mother tend the garden. A photo was taken that day at Dachau. In it, a little blonde girl in a black coat smiles for the camera. She looks happy, surrounded by her father, Reinhard Heydrich, the future director of the Gestapo, and Karl Wolff, Himmler’s aide-de-camp. They pose under a sign showing prisoners where to line up.

Gudrun watched with admiration as her father rose through the ranks. In August 1943, she wrote in her diary: “Pappi Reichsinnenminister, that makes me incredibly happy.”5 In July 1942, as he was traveling to Auschwitz to review preparations for the Final Solution, which required the large-scale use of the gas Zyklon B, he coolly closed a letter to his wife, as if he were oblivious to what he was doing: “I leave for Auschwitz. I kiss you, Your Heini.”6 In his letters, he provides no indications as to his movements or activities and says not a word about the extermination of the Jewish people. He reveals only that he has much work and important assignments to complete. The same man will calmly justify his atrocities. “Concerning the Jewish women and children, I did not consider that I had the right to allow these children to grow up to become avengers who would kill our sons and grandsons in turn. That would have been cowardly on my part. As a result, the question was resolved without any need of discussion.”7

Though Gudrun was the daughter of the Reichsführer of the Schutzstaffel (SS), the fanatical and uncontested master of the Third Reich’s most dreaded agency, her story is not told in the history books. Heinrich Himmler’s childhood friends remembered that he was incapable of killing a fly.8 As an adult, he became the chief of the Gestapo and the SS and the architect of the concentration camps and of the extermination of Europe’s Jews.

Heinrich Himmler met Gudrun’s mother, Margarete Siegroth (née Boden), a divorced nurse, in 1927, in a train traveling from Munich to Berchtesgaden, near the Austrian border. He was twenty-seven years old, on the puny side, nearsighted, with a receding chin. Looking nothing like the ideal Aryan, he had an inferiority complex about his appearance. His weak physique and fragile stomach ruled out sports and drunken fraternizing. A soldier who never saw active service, he developed an obsession with discipline and uniforms, which helped him shore up his confidence. As a young man, he remained so inexperienced with women that he took the tack of extolling the advantages of sexual abstinence.9 Later, he would regret not having sown his wild oats in his youth; he had his first sexual experience at the age of twenty-eight. Margarete, or “Marga” for short, was tall and blonde with blue eyes, and a Protestant: an ideal Aryan woman. Himmler’s seduction strategy was to supply her with books about Freemasonry and the “global Jewish conspiracy.” The German economy was listing, and the country was in need of both a “savior” and scapegoats. Marga was not immune to the ambient anti-Semitism. “Once a Jew always a Jew,”10 she would conclude about her partner in the clinic she owned when she sold her shares in it, following her introduction to Himmler.

Shy Heinrich wrote her romantic letters, sometimes signing off with “Your landsknecht,” referencing a heroic, solitary, and brutal mercenary soldier of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. “We must be happy,” she responded to him, but their marriage was a union more of affection than love. Marga was seven years Heinrich’s senior and would never be accepted by his Catholic family, least of all by his very pious mother. Marga was a divorced Protestant Prussian, anxious and ill at ease in society. The Himmlers worried she would stain their good reputation, and they did not attend Heinrich and Marga’s wedding on July 3, 1928, in Berlin-Schöneberg. Gudrun was born August 8, 1929, a blue-eyed girl weighing eight pounds and measuring twenty-one inches. She would become Heinrich Himmler’s only legitimate daughter, his püppi, his little doll.

Was Gudrun named after Heinrich’s favorite childhood book, The Saga of Gudrun? It sings the praises of the virtuous Norsewoman, for whom any man would lay down his life. Marga proved unable to bear more children, and the couple later adopted the son of a deceased SS soldier. However, the boy would never feel the warmth of a loving family in their home. In her diary, Marga noted the boy’s “criminal nature,”11 calling him a liar and even a thief. They sent him eventually to a boarding school and finally to a section of the National Political Academy, which functioned as a high school for the future Nazi elite. Gudrun, on the other hand, was the very image of perfection; Marga never tired of recording in her journal how pleasant and sweet she was: “Püppi ist liebe u. nett.” Elsewhere, writing about the Germanization of Poland, she noted, “I read this to Püppi and explained what it means: trek and homecoming to the Fatherland. It is an incredible achievement. People will still be talking about this after thousands of years.”12

Having studied agronomy at the University of Munich, Heinrich invested his wife’s dowry in a chicken farm in neighboring Waldtrudering in 1928. The newlyweds dreamed of being farmers, and Heinrich intended to live there with his wife and daughter. For the most part, however, Marga and Gudrun rarely saw Heinrich, and Marga managed the farm by herself. Moreover, the hens laid few eggs, the chicks died, and the whole scheme was soon going south. Marga complained of Heinrich’s frequent absences—which eventually extended into a permanent one—and she sank into depression. The more Heinrich was absent, the more irascible, aggressive, and scornful Margarete became. The Himmlers sold the farm and moved to the center of Munich in 1933. The “nice little man” with a good, though likely inconstant heart,” 13 in the eyes of party leaders, became, in reality, Commander of Political Police and then Chief of German Police for the Interior Ministry, heading up the SS in June 1936. Reichsführer-SS Himmler was a cold and calculating Great Inquisitor who could finally get the upper hand on his inferiority complexes by developing an obsession for racial purity.

After a short stay in Munich between 1936 and 1937, the Himmlers moved to Lake Tegernsee in Upper Bavaria, where Heinrich had purchased a house in the township of Gmund in 1934. However, as he took on ever-greater responsibility within the party, Himmler abandoned his wife and became sexually active, developing an interest for different aspects of sexuality in society. He acquiesced that Marga was not to blame for her sterility but he was not ready to resign himself to the prospect of fathering no further children. He considered monogamy “the work of Satan,”14 and an invention of the Catholic Church that deserved to be abolished. He based his ideas on Germanic prehistory: a free, racially pure Norseman could enter into a second marriage provided children were born of it.15 Himmler allowed his officers experiencing problems in their marriages to divorce or to take a mistress. In his opinion, a healthy man should not content himself for life with one woman and he believed that bigamy would force women to compete for the favors of men.

For certain SS leaders, bigamy and polygamy were also useful tools to keep birthrates up during wartime. Reich Minister of Propaganda Joseph Goebbels, for example, before marrying the woman who would bear him six children, had her make a prenuptial agreement with him, allowing him to have extramarital relations. Similarly, the wife of Martin Bormann, head of the Nazi Party Chancellery and a close advisor to Hitler, had ten children before dreaming up a scheme to support “the cause” by housing her husband’s mistresses under her own roof. Her goal: “[P]ut all the children together in the house on the lake, and live together.”16 The Bormanns believed strongly that a law should be passed allowing “healthy, productive men to have two wives … So many worthy women are destined to remain childless…. We need children from these women as well!”17 Bormann wanted to ban the term “illegitimate” and forbid use of the expression “have an affair” because of its pejorative connotation.

To remedy the low birthrate during wartime, Himmler proposed legalizing births out of wedlock in the hope of encouraging more of them. This led to the creation, in 1936, of Aktion Lebensborn: a breeding program that encouraged anonymous births by unmarried Aryan mothers. Moreover, aiming to discourage homosexuality, Himmler promoted occasions for adolescents of the opposite sex to meet. In the speech he delivered about homosexuality in Bad Tölz on February 18, 1937, he declared: “I consider it necessary to ensure that young boys between the ages of fifteen and sixteen years meet girls at a dance class, a social evening, or at any variety of occasions. It is at the age of fifteen or sixteen (experience has proven) that young boys go through a period of instability. If he finds a girl to dance with or has a young love, he will be saved, he will retreat from danger.”18 This is hardly the Himmler who, as a young man, sang the praises of abstinence.

In 1940, Himmler separated from Marga rather than divorce her, out of respect for the mother of his child. He was careful afterward to remain close to his daughter whom he adored and cherished more than anything. Despite his growing role in the Nazi Party and his frequent absences, he wished to remain a good father and a proper husband. Posing in childhood photos next to her Travel-Papa, as she liked to call him, Püppi is the image of a little angel in traditional Bavarian dress with a sweet expression and blonde braids that were sometimes rolled into buns over each ear: the perfect German child. Her father gave her regular reports about his daily activities, frequently sent her photos of himself, and generally spent as much time with her as he could. The pocket calendars he kept reveal almost daily phone calls to his wife and daughter. Himmler recorded everything to the last detail, such as, “played with the children” or “conversation with Püppi.”19

Her poor grades infuriated him. In his opinion, obedience, neatness, and schooling were central to a child’s education. Himmler himself displayed unfailing obedience as a child and was always a good student. For her part, Marga kept a record of her daughter’s childhood from her earliest years, noting her good behavior, her early predilection for tidiness, or, on the contrary, the trouble Marga had trying to make Gudrun obey her. When Heinrich would visit, he would take her hunting and for walks in the forest. She liked to pick flowers and collect mosses.

The Führer was a central figure in Gudrun’s childhood. One night in 1935, two years after Hitler became chancellor, little Gudrun was having trouble falling asleep. “Must Uncle Hitler also die?” she asked her mother anxiously. Marga reassured her that he would certainly live to his hundredth birthday at least, to which the little girl answered with relief, “No, Mother, I know he will live to see two hundred.”20

The Himmlers were flattered and pleased by the attention the Führer paid to their daughter. In her diary, dated May 3, 1938, Marga wrote: “The Führer visited. Poppet was very excited. It was wonderful to have him to ourselves over supper.”21

At every New Year, the Führer gave Gudrun a doll and a box of chocolates.

Beginning in late 1938, Himmler began a relationship with one of his secretaries, Hedwig Potthast, who had been working for him for two years. He decided to inform Marga, in the event that he might become a father again. In conformity with his policy of encouraging out-of-wedlock births—a position he would defend publicly in 1940—two children were born: a boy, Helge (1942), followed by a girl, Nanette Dorothea (1944). Helge is Germanic for “healthy, racially pure, and therefore happy,” but the boy was nothing like the noble heir Himmler had hoped for.22 Instead, he was troubled by a dermatological condition, a weak constitution, and excessive shyness.

In 1942, Himmler moved his second family into roomy lodgings, the Schneewinkellehen house in Schönau, near Hitler’s retreat in Berchtesgaden. Hedwig Potthast and her two children would remain there until the Allied occupation. Hedwig agreed to the arrangement in the hope of being reunited with Himmler after the war. The Allies described her as “a stereotypical Nazi woman.”23 She was Marga’s opposite: cheerful, friendly, and on good terms with Himmler’s entourage. When Marga learned of the affair, she remarked wearily in her diary: “That only occurs to men once they are rich and highly regarded. Otherwise, older women have to help to feed them or put up with them.”24 In her letters to her husband, however, she never mentioned his mistress or his second family.

Gudrun was often alone, or, when her parents were away, in the care of her mother’s sister, Lydia Boden. Beginning in 1939, Marga, wishing to contribute to the war effort, returned to nursing, mostly for the Red Cross in Berlin. She traveled at times to the occupied territories; in Poland in 1940, she allowed herself to comment: “Such a pack of Jews, these Polaks; most of them don’t look anything at all like human beings, and such indescribable filth. Cleaning it up is an endless task.” Or, “These Polish people don’t die very quickly of contagious diseases, they have immunity [sic]! Hard to believe.”25

Gudrun never went far from Gmund. Under questioning at Nuremberg on September 22, 1945, she explained that “during the war, we never went anywhere. For five years, we lived in that house and I went to school; that is all that I did.”26 Himmler had refused to bring Marga and Gudrun to Berlin due to the intensifying air raids. Püppi waited every day for her parents to return, but mostly for the brief and sporadic visits of her father. She suffered from stomachaches and was an anxious girl, whose grades at school declined steadily over time.27 However, she followed the news of the war with great interest. She feared for her father.

Marga remarked in her journal that Gudrun heard many things that a girl should never know.28 Her father, on the other hand, wanted Marga to explain as much as possible to Gudrun, no matter that she was too young to understand most of it.29 On June 22, 1941, Hitler launched the invasion of the Soviet Union, opening up the Eastern front, with Operation Barbarossa. It was a Sunday, and Gudrun, who was twelve, wrote to her father: “It’s terrible that we are going to war with Russia. They were our allies after all. Russia is so big; the struggle will be very difficult if we want to conquer all of Russia.”30

Gudrun seems to be aware of the Nazi fantasy, one shared by the Reich’s leaders, of a greater Germany reaching as far as the Ural Mountains. Her diary entry dated November 1, 1943: “My parents bought another large garden plot. Up behind the greenhouse as far as the back of the woods, next to the large meadow. The prisoners have moved the fence from inside our current garden. When peace comes we are sure to get an estate in the East. The estate would then bring us more money and make it possible to renovate the house in Gmund. So that the hallways are lighter and we get bigger rooms. Later Haus Lindenfycht will belong to me. When peace comes again we are going to move into the Reich Ministry of the Interior. Maybe we will even get a house at Obersalzberg. Yes, once we have peace again, but that will take a long, long time (2, 3 years).”31
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