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Introduction

“SONNENFELDT! PRIVATE SONNENFELDT!”

The war in Europe had ended two months ago and my unit, the 106th Armored Reconnaissance Group that had led Patton’s Third Army through France, had gone back to America to be demobilized. I had joined the group in December 1944, during the Battle of the Bulge, and ridden reconnaissance during the conquest of Germany, all the way to Austria. But I had not served long enough to return to America with the unit, and I became a grease monkey, driver, and occasional interpreter in the motor pool of Second Corps, Seventh U.S. Army in Salzburg, Austria.

I looked up from under the armored car that I was lubricating.

“On the double, Private!” yelled the sergeant. “The general needs an interpreter!”

As I scrambled for the washroom, up dashed a colonel in a pressed garrison uniform, something I had not seen since leaving the States a year ago. “We are in a hurry, Private,” he said. “Get going.”

So with grease smudged all over my hands and face, in my soiled fatigue uniform, I followed him to the command car. There sat General William “Wild Bill” Donovan, the head of the Office of Strategic Services — the OSS forerunner of the CIA. A Medal of Honor winner, Donovan had acquired his nickname in World War I as commander of a unit of the famous “Fighting 79th” division. I had always imagined Wild Bill as a John Wayne–like figure, with rows of ribbons on his chest and pistols at the ready. Instead I saw a somewhat pudgy, gray-haired man with the cloth stars of a major general sewn on his Eisenhower jacket.

“We’re interviewing witnesses to prepare for the upcoming war crimes trials,” General Donovan said to me. “How are you as an interpreter?” He spoke a little German and had me translate a few sentences from a document. That satisfied him. Then I interpreted while he interviewed a member of the German underground whose name I was told to forget. I was surprised how smoothly it went. When we had finished, he said, “Your English is better than we’ve heard from any other interpreter. Hinkel here will take care of you.”

“So,” said Colonel Hinkel, walking with me back toward the motor pool. “How would you like to work for the OSS?”

I asked, “Where are you based?”

“In Paris. Our other translators have such thick accents we can hardly understand them. I think you will work out better.”

“That sounds good to me,” I responded. “How do I get there?”

“Let’s go,” he said, “we are flying back to Paris.”

Colonel Hinkel waited impatiently while I rushed to throw my belongings into a duffel bag, with hardly time to change into a clean uniform and to wash my hands and face.

“Where in hell do you think you are going now?” shouted my lieutenant as we got into the car to drive to the Salzburg airport.

“With the general!” I shouted back, and Colonel Hinkel yelled, “Lieutenant, we are OSS. We’ll send you transfer orders for him when we get to Paris.”

Little did I realize that it would take months for my paperwork to catch up so I could again be paid. Even less did I understand at that moment that my life had just taken another twist, perhaps as momentous as fleeing Germany for England at fifteen to escape the Nazis, or being deported on a prison ship to Australia at seventeen. Now just twenty-two, by a combination of natural gifts, hard work to acquire an American accent, and a series of chance events, I had been spotted as a bilingual soldier in the exact right place and moment. I was being plucked from utter anonymity as a motor pool private to be thrust onto the main stage of postwar history: the trials of the Nazis.

I climbed aboard a C-47 transport with Colonel Hinkel. We flew over much of southern Germany, where I had fought as an armored reconnaissance scout, then across the Rhine and on to the old Le Bourget airport in Paris. It was my first flight ever, and I thought of my childhood in Germany, the coming of the Nazis, my life in England, and my solo odyssey to Australia and India to get to America via South Africa and South America at the height of the U-boat war.

It was only seven years since I had fled from Germany.





I

Nuremberg, 1945–46

FROM PARIS’S LE BOURGET AIRPORT we were driven to rue Presbourg, a street that circles the Arc de Triomphe. We stopped at a stately mansion, No. 7, which was to be my workplace for the next month.

There I started translating stacks of captured German documents. I soon learned to spot and excerpt incriminating passages, to find witnesses for the impending war crimes trials. Within days I began to accompany officers to interview suspects, potential defendants. It was clear that there was going to be a big trial of the Nazis, but the defendants had not yet been named, the organization of the trial had not been determined, and its location had not been selected. Hitler and his principal henchmen, Himmler, Goebbels, and Bormann, were dead by their own hand. Only Göring, once Hitler’s designated successor, was alive. While the Control Council of the Big Four — the United States, the USSR, Great Britain, and France — were deciding what kind of a trial they wanted, we were looking for prospective defendants without knowing how many there would be and what they would be indicted for.

I have often been asked: “Didn’t you hate the Nazis?” Of course we hated them as a group, but we had to determine what each individual to whom we talked had actually done. We were investigators.

In August 1945, Nuremberg was officially named as the site for the trial and our OSS unit became the Interrogation Division of the Office of the U.S. Chief of Counsel (OUSCC), reporting directly to the commanding general of the U.S. Army in Europe. Later we became part of the American prosecution for the upcoming war crimes trials. At the beginning, I was the only interpreter.

Leaving at the crack of dawn and returning after sunset, we flew almost daily to Germany and Austria, to Warsaw and Prague, to interview prospective defendants and witnesses, including senior Nazi officers now in captivity and victims who had survived Nazi crimes. Slowly it began to dawn on me that what I had seen at Dachau, during my brief visit there as a soldier in the last days of the war, was just an example of the enormity of a carefully organized Nazi killing machine.

Between trips I enjoyed Paris, a city less ravaged physically by war than tainted by French memories of defeat and collaboration, but now trying to get back to its normal self. There were few American soldiers there then, and I have fond memories of Pigalle, the Gaîté Parisienne, the steps of the Madeleine, and the Bois de Boulogne on a Sunday morning. French whores abounded, but I became quite good at finding more respectable French men and women whose company made it a delight to return to the City of Light from trips to the lands of darkness. Though the customary fare of French cafés was still in short supply, I felt like a boulevardier as I sat admiring the parade of French women walking in their finery and glancing ever so discreetly at the patrons of the sidewalk establishments.

One visit to Austria took us to the concentration camp at Mauthausen. We were seeking witnesses to prove that Ernst Kaltenbrunner, the senior surviving SS officer who was likely to be a defendant at Nuremberg, had personally observed the butchery going on at Mauthausen during repeated visits. Though “only” a few hundred thousand had been killed at Mauthausen, as compared to millions at Auschwitz, this concentration camp was not just an ordinary death factory. Mauthausen was infamous for the extreme cruelties and satanic tortures invented and practiced by Franz Ziereis, its commandant. Ziereis himself had died before we arrived, wounded mortally while trying to escape. But we did talk to Ziereis’s wife and teenage son.

Although I have forgotten the son’s name, my conversation with him is burned in my memory. He was a fresh-faced towhead, who could have been an American kid by his looks, but not by his words or experiences. I asked him, “How did you get along with your dad?”

“My father was okay,” he said. “The only thing I have against him is that he gave me a rifle as a present on my tenth birthday, then had six prisoners lined up, and I had to shoot until they were dead. That took a long time and it was very hard and I did not like it.”

I later found out that the gun was of very small caliber and that Commandant Ziereis had invented this particular pastime because he knew it took dozens of shots to kill prisoners this way.

Usually, as we traveled, it was a nuisance for me to be a private among colonels. At night I would be separated from them, as they would go to their posh quarters while I used crummy enlisted men’s accommodations. To relieve this awkwardness, Colonel Curtis Williams, my operations officer, arranged for European headquarters of the U.S. armed forces to cut special orders for me with a “presidential priority,” signed “by Command of General Eisenhower.” With that I could join my superiors in their quarters or travel alone, often to the chagrin of indignant high-ranking officers whom I preempted from seats on planes or jeeps at motor pools by showing my orders. By invitation, I, a mere private, was soon on a first-name basis with colonels with whom I worked closely, but I knew that I could be court-martialed if overheard offending army etiquette so flagrantly. One day at a remote airstrip, I called crew-cut Colonel Williams by his nickname, Curly. When he spotted a nearby peaky-faced female officer raising her eyebrow, he grinned and said, “Private Sonnenfeldt, I don’t see Curly. Go and find him right away. What are you standing around for? We need him now! Hurry up!”

“Yes, sir!” I said, and saluted him snappily.

Because Germany had surrendered unconditionally, the so-called Allied Control Council, staffed by the Big Four victorious powers, now exercised all governmental functions for defeated Germany, and it was they who decided that trials of the major surviving Nazis were to be held in Nuremberg. The city was chosen over Munich because Nuremberg’s Palace of Justice could be restored in time for the trials, while its cavernous, virtually undamaged jail could house the Nazis awaiting trial, along with witnesses. Nuremberg was also the city where Hitler had evoked Nazi mass hysteria and venomous xenophobia and where Göring, as president of the Reichstag, the German parliament, had proclaimed the infamous Nuremberg Laws, which terminated the civil rights of German Jews and demolished their ability to earn a livelihood. Nuremberg had also been the base of Julius Streicher, that vile pornographer and perverted defamer of Jews, and his anti-Semitic hate paper, Der Stürmer.

The Soviets had wanted the trials to take place in Berlin, a Soviet-controlled enclave, but they had only two major Nazi prisoners, while we held all the rest, because the Nazis had deliberately fled to the West to surrender. In one acrimonious session, which also resolved other disagreements, Justice Robert H. Jackson, representing the United States, is reported to have said to the Soviets, in exasperation, “Okay, you try your Nazis and we will try ours!” That settled Nuremberg as the site of the trials.

In late July 1945, the American prosecution team and I flew from Paris to Nuremberg. For what seemed like an eternity we could not land in our six-passenger C-45 twin-engine plane, because a warning light indicated that our wheels had not come down. We circled above Hitler’s stadium, where he had mesmerized legions of male storm troopers and uniformed Nazi women. It struck me as ironic that we might have to crash-land in the erstwhile coliseum of Nazism!

The pilot shook the plane violently from side to side, pulled up, and dove, but the light indicating “wheels down” had still not come on.

During the long circling and jockeying I imagined seeing the old newsreels once more and hearing Hitler’s rasping voice, with that Austrian accent, rising in pitch until he was answered with rhythmic shouts by thousands of voices. The stadium itself was undamaged except that American soldiers had blown up the towering review stand, where Hitler had stood before a giant swastika now knocked off its perch. Though Hitler’s tirades still rang in my ears, it was hard to imagine now, when I saw the emptiness of the huge stadium below, how it had been filled by an ocean of brown- and black-shirted troopers and women in black skirts and white shirts, all yelling in a loud chorus “Heil Hitler” with outstretched arms.

The great field was deserted. It was emptier than the ruins of Rome, empty as Germany itself — because Hitler left no legacy. This ultimate egoist left only his deathbed accusation that the German race had failed him by allowing itself to be defeated. Instead of taking responsibility for launching and losing a horrendous, doomed, mad war of aggression, Hitler blamed the very people who had followed him enthusiastically for years and had later died for him as the consequence of his lunacy. Those of his followers who remained alive might well wonder why they had ever believed him.

As the plane made its low circles over the field, I got a view of Nuremberg, a city utterly destroyed. I could pick out the massive Palace of Justice as the only large building with even a partial roof. All the rest of the city was an ocean of destruction, as far as the eye could see. When we looked toward the horizon, we saw a red-brown desert of grotesque brick ruins with huge patches of black from fires. When we looked straight down, we saw houses whose floors hung at crazy angles, with bathtubs dangling from pipes, and piles of rubble with only grotesquely damaged chimneys and small remnants of walls left standing.

A ground controller verified with his binoculars that the wheels of our plane were finally down, and we were cleared to land. While I had sweated about the possibility of a crash landing, only a defective warning light had fooled the pilot! From the airport we drove in motorcycle-escorted jeeps, equipped with machine guns on tripods on their hoods, into the ruined city. Huge piles of rubble had narrowed its streets into twisting lanes. Our convoy snaked through an endless maze of destruction, past cellars and underground shelters still reeking with the stench of rotting corpses two months after war’s end. The pungent odor of long-burned-out fires and cordite hung in the hot summer air. Even in daytime, mangy, bony cats chased rats among the crumbling ruins.

Most German men of military age who had survived were now prisoners of war. Occasionally we saw an old man or a one-legged or one-armed veteran piling bricks from the rubble into stacks. Along the lanes roamed haggard and ragged German women of all ages, hungry, gray with unwashed hair, who were trying to survive among the ruins. When I tossed a cigarette butt from the jeep, three women raced for it like gulls swooping down on breadcrumbs.

Finally we reached the massive Palace of Justice. Jeeps with machine guns, armored cars, and tanks were parked at strategic approaches. American soldiers in combat uniforms were everywhere, though they were far outnumbered by German prisoners of war passing debris hand to hand, clearing the building for renovation. By the shreds of their uniforms, I recognized many as ex–Waffen SS, Heinrich Himmler’s shock troops. Two months after their defeat, they were now safe and plump, supplied with cigarettes and U.S. Army rations, with coffee to drink and soap to use for washing. Meanwhile, their civilian compatriots grubbed for turnips and potatoes, slurped ersatz coffee, made do with ersatz everything else, and scrambled to collect cigarette butts tossed from a jeep.

Military police colonel, later general, Robert Gill was the station commanding officer. Cavalry colonel Burton Andrus, a spit-and-polish West Pointer who sported riding breeches, a shiny helmet liner, highly polished boots, and bejeweled pistols on his belt, was commandant of the jail. Both were to become good friends. I presented my orders with my “presidential priority” to be assigned quarters and to receive the passes I needed for access to the jail and the interrogation rooms where the Nazis would be brought for questioning. Seeing that I had been selected to interpret the pretrial interrogations of the most senior Nazis, these officers might have suspected that I was an incognito VIP disguised as an army private. My special status was always respected, and my relationship with them and their staffs was collegial rather than that of a private to regimental commanders. I made sure never to fail to salute them when we met.

I was given an office adjoining that of my boss, Colonel John Amen, the chief interrogator of the American prosecution, not far from that of Justice Robert H. Jackson, the chief U.S. prosecutor. I even had an anteroom with a receptionist! How amazing that I, a twenty-two-year-old private, younger even than the young army secretaries, was being treated as a full-fledged member of the staff!

Mornings, to reach my office, I had to pass by the outside guardhouse, show my credentials, and then start the long walk up the dimly lit stairs. Once, I noticed a block-long line of civilians in front of the entrance reserved for them. When I asked what was going on, I was told that they were applying to be cleaners. Why, I wondered, were they so eager for such a menial job? “It isn’t the job or the pay. It is the cigarette butt concession,” the interpreter standing next to the guard sergeant told me. Yes, of the hundred or more Allied staff in the building then, most were smokers; many, like me, left a dozen or more long cigarette butts daily in their ashtrays. Collecting the butts after working hours, stripping the remaining tobacco out, and rolling it into the finest blends in new paper made for a great business in the ruined city! There was also real coffee available for us, and, a few times, my cup that had been half full of coffee when I left for an interrogation was empty when I returned.

The Grand Hotel in Nuremberg was being rebuilt as a social center and as quarters for visiting journalists and dignitaries. As its restoration progressed, the hotel opened a nightclub and a lively bar to which I was admitted. One of the highlights of my young life occurred when ravishing Marguerite Higgins asked me to dance with her. She was a well-known war correspondent, who died just a few years later from a blood disease contracted while covering the Vietnam War. But then she made me feel like a prince!

I was also friendly with other famous correspondents, who were interested in using my help to obtain the views of German generals concerning their American counterparts. Not unexpectedly, German generals acclaimed General George Patton as the best American tank commander, while Ike Eisenhower was rated tops among all generals. Surprisingly, perhaps, British field marshal Sir Bernard Montgomery was regarded as a plodding martinet. The German general best-known among the allies, Erwin Rommel, the Desert Fox, was not rated highly by other top German generals who had commanded armies ten times the size of Rommel’s Afrika Korps.

While the Grand Hotel was a social center, villas in the outlying undamaged sections of Nuremberg had been commandeered to house senior prosecutors and tribunal staff, including me. Often the German owners were allowed to stay — in the basement or garage — to work as cleaners and valets for the tenants. Most owners, who had been affluent merchants or professionals before the war, were now eager to watch over their properties. For their efforts they got soap, coffee, cigarettes, chocolate bars — all far more priceless commodities than money in Nuremberg in July of 1945. My “landlord” owned a bookstore, now destroyed, and spent much time explaining to me that he had never been an active Nazi. When he realized that I had grown up as a young Jew in Germany, he began to avoid the subject and find other ways to ingratiate himself; he realized he was straining my credulity. Yes, like most Germans that I talked to, he finally admitted that he had become a member of the Nazi party because he had to, for business reasons. In postwar Germany, it was interesting how so many Nazis had disappeared along with the Jews!

Most of my waking hours were spent at the Palace of Justice. I acquired the title of chief interpreter, actually Chief of the Interpretation Section of the Interrogation Division of the Office of U.S. Chief of Counsel. I received this title for having been first on the scene, but I kept it because interrogations interpreted by me were never held up by language disputes. Early on, I earned an important recommendation from an older native German who had become an American prosecutor. I had dictated an English rendition of a lively session totally in German between that prosecutor and a future defendant. The prosecutor found no errors or omissions in the stenographer’s English-language record of my translation, and certified me as reliably bilingual.

My title, Chief of the Interpretation Section, was not a military rank, but it required all the other interpreters and the stenographers and typists of the Interrogation Division — over fifty in all, eventually — to report to me. I made all of the assignments. Naturally, everyone wanted to meet the senior Nazis, so I rotated the interpreters for the various interrogators and the witnesses as much as possible. While I worked mostly with Colonel Amen, who concentrated on the most senior Nazis — Göring, Hess, Ribbentrop, and Keitel — I worked with all of the defendants at least once. Meeting these top survivors of the world’s most evil empire was such a coveted experience that captains, and even a major, were happy to take orders from me.

Shortly after my arrival at Nuremberg, Hermann Göring was to be interrogated by Colonel Amen. Before his suicide, Hitler had named Göring his official successor. He has been described as a jolly and venal fat man with the instincts of a barracuda, the heft of an elephant, and the greed and cunning of a jackal. He was a man with brains and no conscience. So, as Amen’s interpreter, I was to meet Göring, who had the imposing title of Reichsmarschall, a “six-star” rank created especially and only for him. Göring was more familiarly known as Der Dicke (Fatso).

When Göring surrendered to the American army, he acted as though he was a celebrity, like Napoleon on his way to Elba. He had brought with him a large staff and a dozen suitcases. Prior to being lodged in the jail in Nuremberg, he had been held in two locations where he had charmed or intimidated interpreters. I had transcripts of his interrogations by Military Intelligence in Mondorf, where he had been very arrogant when confronted with questions based on newspaper reports and common knowledge of his activities. He had confused his questioners, who did not have the captured documents we were now studying, with haughty, irrelevant replies. Now Göring, in Nuremberg as a material witness and a likely defendant, was incarcerated in the maximum security, starkly uncomfortable Nuremberg jail.

By now I knew from captured documents that Göring was a decorated flying ace of World War I. He had succeeded Manfred von Richthofen, the famed Red Baron, as squadron commander. His father had been governor of Germany’s colony Southwest Africa. His mother had made the long trip to Germany so that he could be born there, and left him in charge of a nurse. As an adult, he had good connections with the old imperial officers and also with right-wing industrialists. Between the world wars, he had been the first commander of the SA (the Nazi militia) and the organizer of the Gestapo as a national force of terror and head of the newly established Luftwaffe — which had been forbidden by the Treaty of Versailles. As the head of the Gestapo, he had arrested politicians who opposed the Nazis, and as president of the Reichstag he had proclaimed the Nuremberg Laws, which terminated the civil rights of German Jews. He had been the man of iron in the bloodless capture of Austria when Hitler almost lost his nerve, and he was the bomber of Rotterdam. He was also the man who had ordered my father to be put into a concentration camp and later ordered him to be released because he had earned the Iron Cross in World War I! Now Göring was the most senior surviving Nazi. His actions as the number two Nazi indicated that he was deeply involved in Hitler’s conspiratorial drive to war.

I wondered how he would react to me when we put him under oath for pretrial investigations. Although I had already interpreted interrogations of other once-exalted Nazis, some of them fluent in English, I felt apprehensive about the impending encounter with Göring. He had been such a legend while I was a youngster in Germany, so feared while I was a frightened refugee in England when the RAF was desperately fighting off his Luft-waffe. At Nuremberg, as I anticipated meeting Göring, I felt the Jewish refugee I had once been tugging at my sleeve.

Our interrogation room, Number One, like a half dozen others on the second floor in the Palace of Justice, was near an enclosed stairway that led to the jail. The room itself was bare, without a carpet on the polished terrazzo floor. Colonel Amen, the interrogator, sat at a plain wooden table with his back to the window. The witness would sit across from him, with the light from the window in his face. I sat at the narrow end of the table with Colonel Amen to my left, the witness chair to my right, and a stenographer slightly behind me. An armed guard would stand in the corner at the opposite end of the table.

Now with the door ajar, we heard shuffling footsteps. And there, accompanied by a white-helmeted guard, was Göring, in his faded gray uniform, with discolored rectangles on the collar and the lapels where his marshal’s insignia had been. With felt boots provided by his jailer to protect his feet from the cold stone floors, he was being weaned from drugs — about forty pills a day of a derivative of morphine — and his face was puffy and gray. Breathing heavily, he was apparently exhausted from dragging himself up the stairs from his prison cell. But as he entered, I noticed that his eyes were alert, his eyebrows were slightly raised, and he moved deliberately, somehow managing to keep an aura of authority. I looked at his hands, now stripped of the huge rings he had once worn. With no jeweled field marshal’s baton to clasp, his fingers were trembling, ever so slightly. He undoubtedly realized that this was going to be different from previous sessions, which had been quasi-social occasions. He knew that we were here to get him to incriminate himself and that he was here to defend himself.

Not a word of greeting was exchanged. Colonel Amen motioned him to sit down, and then the guard walked behind him to his right. For Colonel Amen, I translated: “State your name.”

“Reichsmarschall Hermann Göring,” he said.

“Record that as Hermann Göring,” said Colonel Amen to the stenographer.

Now Colonel Amen addressed me: “State your name.” I did. And then, “Hold up your right hand. Do you swear that you will accurately, completely, and truthfully translate my questions from English into German, and the answers of the witness from German into English?”

I said, “I do.”

That was the first time I was formally sworn in as an interpreter. From now on, my swearing-in would be repeated for every pretrial interrogation. I resolved to be extra careful. Next the court stenographer was sworn to record accurately in English everything that was said. And so we began.

I translated, “Do you, Hermann Göring, swear that you will tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth?”

“First, I want to know, am I before the judge?” countered Göring.

As I translated, I tried to assume alternately the voice and mien of Amen, the bloodhound New York prosecutor of Murder Incorporated, and of Göring, now a caged and clever rogue trying to confound his captors.

“I ask the questions here and you answer them,” said Amen to Göring. I translated Amen’s rejoinder into German, but Göring tried to correct my translation. Amen whispered to me: “Don’t let him interrupt you.”

Suddenly, I thought of Churchill’s remark of Germans being either at your throat or at your feet. I asked Amen for permission to teach this witness how to conduct himself with me.

“Go to it,” said Amen.

I also remembered the captured German general whom I had forced to walk in front of the truck carrying his men after he complained that he did not want to ride to prison camp in the back of the truck with subordinates. Simultaneously I remembered an old joke about Göring. I said, “Herr Gering” — a deliberate mispronunciation of his name I had heard as a child. The word gering means “little nothing” in German. I said: “Herr Gering. When I translate the colonel’s questions into German and your answers into English, you keep quiet until I am finished. You don’t interrupt. When the stenographer has recorded my translation, you may tell me whether you have a problem, and then I will decide whether it is necessary to consider your comments. Or, if you would like to be interrogated without an interpreter, just say so, and I will merely listen and correct you.”

His eyes flickered, and he gave me a long look. He said, “My name is Göring, not Gering.”

He knew that it was to his advantage to have an interpreter. While his English was good enough to catch the gist of questions asked in English, it was not good enough for him to assert himself, which was what he really wanted to do. Why else would he talk to the Americans at all when he could be silent? Besides, hearing questions first in English and then in German gave him an advantage. The delay made it much more difficult for Colonel Amen to surprise him, and, since everything had to be said and repeated in two languages, we could ask only half as many questions in a given session.

I said, “I am the chief interpreter here, and if you will never again interrupt me, I will never again mispronounce your name, Herr Göring.” Colonel Amen watched our facial expressions and waited patiently during this interchange. I turned to him and said, “Prisoner Göring will now answer your questions.”

From then on Göring demanded that I be his interpreter. Göring was the Chief Defendant, Amen was the Chief Interrogator, and I was the Chief Interpreter. All in apple-pie German order! Later it became known that I was Göring’s favorite interpreter, and I never knew whether to be proud of that fact or resent it. And so we began interrogating him.

In August 1945 the Control Council established the legal charter for the Nuremberg trials. The courtroom procedure was to follow essentially common-law rules, with prosecution and defense in adversarial positions, presided over by the eight judges, two each from the United States, the USSR, Great Britain, and France. Interrogations under oath would constitute “discovery,” evidence to be used in the trial. A key component of the law promulgated by the Council was the inclusion of a charge of long-standing conspiracy to wage aggressive war, to violate treaties, and to exterminate prisoners. Arguments of the type “tu quoque” (citing crimes committed by the prosecuting nations) would not be allowed as a defense for Nazi crimes. Nor would illegal orders from a superior be a defense for criminal actions. I recognized that these rules made it a slam-dunk against those defendants who had been with Hitler while he plotted war and extermination and against those military men who carried out his criminal orders. Our interrogation now had the clear goal of documenting the actions of potential defendants.

Justice Jackson, General Donovan, and Colonel Amen all chose me as their interpreter because Göring cooperated with me, and I spent more than a hundred hours with him.

At various times General Donovan, who enjoyed special status as presidential advisor, and once Justice Jackson, the chief U.S. prosecutor, interrogated Göring, after reviewing the extensive transcripts that Colonel Amen was producing. These interrogators each had different agendas for questioning. Amen, an experienced trial litigator, was building evidence for nailing Göring in the courtroom by questioning him about criminal documents bearing his signature. Amen only asked Göring questions to which he knew the answer from captured documents. Göring invariably denied knowledge of their existence until we showed him his own orders with his signature. Amen would thus destroy Göring’s credibility in court by using transcripts of interrogations under oath in which he denied actions that could be proved. He would be unmasked as a common liar! Fifty-five years later, in 2001, the History Channel aired a TV documentary, We Can Make Them Talk, in which I was a principal commentator. I showed that no torture was ever used at Nuremberg to extract incriminating statements from the Nazis.

General Donovan wanted Göring to turn state’s evidence with a total indictment of Hitler’s regime in open court. Donovan was convinced that a confession by Göring would be more impressive to Germans than documents. But Donovan never got Göring to confess to the evils of Nazism.

Göring’s relationship with me became evident when General Donovan pushed Göring to acknowledge issuing orders to lynch American aviators who had parachuted from crippled planes. I translated one of Göring’s answers as “I don’t admit that I said that.” General Donovan turned to me and said, “Dick, you did not translate that right. Göring said, ‘I don’t agree to that.’ He did not say, ‘I don’t admit that I said that.’ ”

As I, the private, started to argue with Donovan, the general, Göring crossed his arms and, with a big grin on his face, said: “I ssaitt, ‘I du not attmitt to zat.’ ” A power play for his protégé, if ever I saw one! And a testimony to General Donovan, who allowed accuracy to triumph over rank!

Justice Jackson wanted to convict Göring as a war criminal to create world law and punish crimes hitherto shielded by national sovereignty, but he was able to spend less than an hour with Göring in interrogation. Göring characterized the trial as theater staged by the victors to punish the vanquished, and he saw himself as the man exposing that farce — a martyr who was going to be hanged for serving his people. He decided that continuing to profess loyalty to his dead Führer would establish his martyrdom.

As I interpreted these various conversations, I understood the full extent of the ghastly crimes that had been committed against millions of innocent humans by powerful men without morals or conscience. I became a passionate believer that Göring and his cohorts had to be convicted and punished in an international legal proceeding that must not ever be mistaken by fair-minded people as mere revenge by victors or vengeful survivors over the vanquished. I also saw the Nuremberg trial as a never-to-recur opportunity to write the history of Nazi Germany by extracting it under oath from those who made it the crime of the century.

As more prisoners and witnesses were scooped into Nuremberg’s jail to be questioned, we soon needed more interpreters. There must have been hundreds of bilingual soldiers with the U.S. Army and Air Force in Europe, but, strangely, it was left to the State Department in Washington to find potential interpreters for the Interrogation Division and for the upcoming trials.

When the potential interpreters arrived in Nuremberg, these candidates sat in the anteroom of my office or paced back and forth expectantly while waiting to be interviewed by me. They were incredibly eager for this once-in-a-lifetime assignment that involved meeting those Nazi monsters that had terrorized the civilized world. I had to check each one’s German and English before hiring or rejecting them.

Whoever sent them to Nuremberg from the United States did not do a good job. There was much guttural English with heavy German accents and transliteration of German syntax and much German with Hungarian and Polish accents. Early on, a pushy, rotund little man literally danced into my office with hand outstretched, saying, “Misster Tzonnefelt, I amm sooo glat to mit you. I speeka de seven linguiches and Englisch dee besst.” “Englisch dee besst” became our pet phrase.

The absurdity of recruiting interpreters this way was captured in a memorandum from Major Silliman, an officer of my division:

“The present procedure is for civilians to be sent to Miss Galvin [Colonel Amen’s secretary], who sends them to Lt. Col. Hinkel [Colonel Amen’s deputy], who refers them to Col. Williams [division operations officer], who refers them to Sonnenfeldt [chief interpreter], who, because of their lack of qualifications, usually declares them surplus and returns them to Miss Galvin. It is recommended that the administrative section rather than our office act as receptionists and send us only qualified personnel.”

I finally selected a dozen who spoke fluent German, though they managed only accented and grammatically mangled English. I reasoned that interrogators and stenographers could get used to imperfect English, or ask for repeats, but I wanted no mistakes in German. When interrogations were based on captured documents, especially papers of which we had multiple copies, interrogators often needed only to identify signatures or prove that a witness or defendant had been a recipient of incriminating documents. For such simple matters, interrogators got used to their interpreters’ thick German accents.

Some of those who failed as interpreters but were nonetheless proficient in both languages became translators of German documents into English. Translators, unlike interpreters, could take their time and use dictionaries to look up words that baffled them. Theirs was, of course, a very important function, given that captured Nazi documents were the basis for almost all interrogations and later for direct and cross-examinations in court. Documents did not require accents and fluency in spoken language. Unfortunately, these translations were often not double checked and often created serious errors in court.

An assignment as interpreter was definitely considered superior to one as translator. I discovered recently how deep those feelings ran, upon reading a piece of recorded and published “oral testimony” from one whom I had rejected as an interpreter:

“There was a guy named Sonnenfeld [Author’s note: I forgive him for omitting the “t” at the end of my name]. He was probably the single most important person at the Nuremberg trial. He was so powerful that he could take anybody that the State Department had sent there and send them right back to Washington as unqualified. He was in charge of personnel at the Nuremberg trials and his name was constantly on the intercom.”

I was not in charge of “personnel,” only in charge of selecting interpreters for the interrogation section. Besides, there was no intercom system at Nuremberg. In the intervening years, I have also seen many claims about meetings with Nazi defendants at Nuremberg. Access to the Nazi prisoners, before they were named as defendants, was rigidly controlled, and all access to them, except by their own lawyers and prison personnel, was restricted after they were indicted. Being at Nuremberg was an emotional outlet to those whose lives revolved around their hatred of the Nazis, and they lusted for a confrontation with the Nazi monsters. Unable to meet the prisoners, some people, frustrated, simply invented conversations with the Nazis at Nuremberg. All official interrogations were recorded and can be verified in the U.S. National Archives.

Of course, I felt great satisfaction to be at Nuremberg, but my mind was more on doing my job than avenging a personal past in Nazi Germany, which, after all, had dulled almost into insignificance compared to what I experienced afterward! As to punishing the defendants for what they had done to humanity — that was the assigned task of the tribunal.

Despite the overall seriousness and responsibility of these proceedings, interpreting and interrogating was not all work. Once I was called to an interrogation room where Colonel Howard Brundage, a distinguished American jurist with a southern accent, was attempting to interrogate Julius Streicher, whose coarse German was thick with Franconian intonations. Colonel Brundage was at the end of his rope. His interpreter was a German-Jewish émigré who had a thick Swabian accent in English. Streicher, of course, was that repulsive hatemonger and pornographer who caricatured and defamed Jews by ascribing his own perversions plus fraudulent horrifying slander to them in his newspaper, Der Stürmer.

The interrogation stalled at the very beginning as Colonel Brundage attempted to administer an oath. Streicher and the interpreter became locked in a long, heated exchange. “What’s he saying?” Brundage finally broke in.

“Kernel,” explained the interpreter, “he vants tu noh, em I beforr de chuch?”

“Chuch, there is no church here,” drawled Brundage. “What in God’s name are you talking about?”

When I was called in, Streicher asked in German whether he was facing a trial judge. I asked the interpreter why he kept saying “church.”

“Chuch! Chuch!” he replied. “He vants tu noh is he beforrh de chuch adwocatt!”

The stenographers, all qualified as American court reporters, made verbatim transcripts of interrogations in English. Their job was relatively easy, because they could relax with a cigarette while the German-language conversation was going on. They were automatons and so was I, at first, when I repeated the interrogator’s questions in German and the prisoner’s answers back in English. My friends claimed that my job had permeated my behavior to such an extent that when they told me something in English at the Grand Hotel Bar in the evening, I would automatically repeat it in German!

High-quality interpreting, though, was not entirely automatic, and we tried to ensure strict accuracy while preventing defendants from using the situation to their advantage. We were aware that the back-and-forth translation gave witnesses extra time to plan answers. Soon, interrogators gained confidence in me, and would show me an English translation of an incriminating German document or a proposed line of inquiry and whisper to me, “Just ask him the right questions.” Multiple questions by me surprised and startled the defendants. I used my notes to write an accurate translation into English, which was officially recorded. Sometimes witnesses asked to amend their answers as they listened to my translation. I often called the witnesses back late in the day, showing them a German version of their interrogation, asking for their authentication. I also often talked with them off the record.

There were some embarrassing moments in the interrogations. On occasion, future defendants were accused of acts they could not possibly have committed, or there were other times when interrogators failed to nail down charges for crimes the defendant had actually committed. These errors occurred when American questioners incorrectly assumed that the Nazi government had operated like our own.

Justice Jackson once interrogated Joachim von Ribbentrop, a platitudinous, babbling onetime champagne salesman and social climber who had become Hitler’s foreign minister. Ribbentrop had offered to “take responsibility” for all that had been done in his name. When Jackson asked him to identify something specific he took responsibility for, Ribbentrop drew a blank. He rejected Jackson’s suggestions of aggressive war, persecution of the Jews, breaking of treaties, et cetera. Jackson then accused Ribbentrop of denying passports to Jews who wanted to flee Germany. Jackson was equating Hitler’s foreign minister with our secretary of state. However, in Germany, the police under Himmler, not the Foreign Office under Ribbentrop, issued passports. To break up a meaningless exchange that was degenerating into a shouting match, I passed a note to Justice Jackson explaining that passports had not been a responsibility of this yammering ex–foreign minister.

The harder Jackson pounced on other points, which were well taken, the more convoluted were Ribbentrop’s denials. He was an incredibly voluble windbag who never once said anything that made any sense. Was he demented? How could this ashen-faced, worried-looking, hand-wringing wreck of a man, who once had greeted the king of England with the Hitler salute, ever have risen to become foreign minister of Germany? Of course, under Hitler, Germany had no foreign policy, except to deceive and bully its neighbors and make vacuous plans for economic self-sufficiency in an increasingly interdependent world.

Once I asked Ribbentrop’s principal deputy, Baron Ernst von Weizsäcker, the father of Richard von Weizsäcker, German president from 1984 to 1994, “How did you react to the minister’s mouthings when he was in office? Is he demented now because he is fearing for his life?”

Weizsäcker said, “Hitler never noticed Ribbentrop’s babbling, because Hitler always did all the talking.”

Eventually Ribbentrop’s blather irritated Sir Geoffrey Lawrence, chief judge of the International Military Tribunal. No matter how sternly Lawrence demanded brevity, Ribbentrop prattled on. He stopped jabbering only shortly before the hangman slipped the noose over his neck.

When we began our interrogations, all the defendants blamed Hitler, Himmler, and Goebbels, who had confessed their criminality either in their recorded speeches or by committing suicide. Of those we were interrogating at Nuremberg, we knew very little at first.

The interrogations were being conducted to obtain sworn evidence that could lead to indictments and convictions for criminal acts. In the best American tradition, however, we presumed a man innocent until proven guilty, and my job was to help find the proof. I made sure never to be Nazi-like by letting indiscriminate hate dictate my actions or color my work. But I couldn’t help despising almost all of the defendants. Not one of them ever offered a defense or even an intelligent explanation of the so-called doctrine of National Socialism. It had been a bag of hate providing equal opportunity to be anti-Semitic, to covet and steal one’s neighbor’s possessions, to loot from conquered countries, or to attain promotion by fawning to one’s superiors.

As the trial approached, the lawyers slaved away at briefs, preparing for examinations of witnesses. Besides securing convictions of the Nazi leadership, they were hoping to make epic contributions to the development of international law in the process. Many lawyers’ careers were enhanced by their Nuremberg experience.

Unlike the legal staff, I did not have to wrestle with juridical theories or prepare for a role in the upcoming battle in the courtroom. Instead, I had ample opportunity to observe the future defendants and to divine the motives and credibility of witnesses who were to testify for the defense or the prosecution. Before the trial finally got under way on November 20, 1945, I had probably spent more time with these defendants than anyone else. I had worked for months, usually six and more hours a day, face to face with these Nazis, in private conversations. After the trials, I kept careful notes.

The mediocrity, the lack of distinction of intellect, knowledge, or insight, of virtually all defendants was appalling. At first I was surprised to find such lack of education and absence of character. Shielded by their ignorance of history, familiar only with past German triumphs and tales of Teutonic knights, ignorant of the rest of the world, unsuccessful in ordinary life, driven by ambition without integrity, servile to their superiors and arrogant with all others, how had these sycophants risen to such exalted positions? To serve a dictator, one must be gullible and ambitious and have no scruples. One must not mind being insulted by a Führer or else have an intellect so deficient as not to notice insults. Who else would fawningly and forever feed the vanity of a man who never listened but only spouted inane theories of conquest, racism, and economic nonsense, no matter how hypnotic his delivery? The length of service of these men and their closeness to Hitler was a perfect measure of their lack of personal stature and morality.

Dictators have no peers; only sycophants to do their bidding. That is how it was in Nazi Germany. And so it is wherever autocrats rule in government or in business. Dictators and braggarts cause their own demise, because when they finally are in extremis, they have only their lackeys to call on, while their adversaries attract the best of men. An exception to the mediocrity of these defendants was Hjalmar Schacht, that financial magician, an arrogant mustachioed Houdini in striped trousers. Another exception was Albert Speer, that brainy and clear-minded careerist architect, who ran German war production with slave labor. And there was Göring, in a class by himself.

Though nearly sixty years have passed since I wrote those notes, my memories of these people are as sharp and detailed today as they were then.

I learned that besides Hitler, only Göring was charismatic and powerful enough to have had a German constituency of his own. Perhaps his followers were besotted by his geniality and attracted by the jolly mirth of a fat man, convenient covers for his cunning and satanic initiatives. In the early days of Hitler’s regime he was the man of action. I learned that his evil genius had made the Gestapo into a state-sanctioned instrument of terror, and that he had been inventive in bending the power of the state to his own acquisitive ends. He also had used his official power to persecute personal enemies while promoting favorites. He had laughingly perverted truth, lacing his venality with isolated good deeds to impress his humanitarian half-brother or to indulge some weird streak of sentimentality — which fooled people into thinking he knew right from wrong. Göring used to lounge about in his hunting lodge with rouge on his cheeks, huge ornate rings on his pudgy fingers, and a flowing toga enfolding his ample girth. I did wonder why his actress wife, Emmy Sonnemann, who had a daughter by him, remained vocally and demonstratively loyal to him to the end. She criticized her husband only when Hitler ordered Göring to be executed for trying to exercise his powers as designated deputy when he believed Hitler was irredeemably trapped in his Berlin bunker.

Göring was extraordinarily versatile. When he nominated Erhard Milch as commanding general of the Luftwaffe under him, jealous rivals complained that Milch had a Jewish father, a Nazi liability if ever there was one. As chief of the Gestapo, Göring arranged for proof that Milch’s real father was a full blooded Aryan who had had an extramarital relationship with Milch’s gentile mother. To memorialize this feat, Göring proclaimed: “I decide who is a Jew and who is not a Jew.” When I reminded him of that episode, he slapped his thigh with mirth at his own great wit. No one ever encapsulated the difference between the rule of law and the rule of man so pithily.

Göring was also versatile when it came to first courting, then emasculating the powerful German army generals of the old school who would not accept Hitler’s leadership. In 1993, when Hitler became chancellor and Göring became Reich minister without portfolio, traditionalist high-ranking officers of the army maintained their loyalty to Hindenburg, the revered Generalfeldmarschall of World War I and president of Germany. Looking down on Hitler, they considered him, an ex–lance corporal, a mere enlisted man, to be an ignorant, uneducated, and dangerous adventurer. Still, they recognized that Hitler’s loyal SA militia, the nearly one million jackbooted storm troopers, were dangerous adversaries to their small army, which was restricted to one hundred thousand by the Treaty of Versailles.

In 1934, Hitler tried to buy the loyalty of the generals by directing the assassination of Ernst Röhm, head of his own SA. Hitler claimed that Röhm and his lieutenants were planning a seizure of power. Göring and Himmler, who then still reported to Göring, were astute enough to be Hitler’s executioners in that vile plot. Göring was in charge of the assassinations in Berlin — reported to be about one thousand. The murder of Röhm and his top lieutenants appeased the army’s top generals but did not buy their enthusiasm for Hitler’s leadership. When I asked Göring how he felt about the murder of his friend Röhm, he responded chillingly, “He was in our way.”

When Hitler proposed that two battalions of their army reoccupy the demilitarized Rhineland, the generals opposed it vocally as too risky, because of the vast superiority of French and British forces then arrayed against them.

Speer was with Hitler at the time and reported in an interrogation how worried everyone was about a military counteraction. “We could not have done anything if England and France had made the slightest protest and backed it up by military action,” he said. Instead, they twiddled their thumbs and Germans deified Hitler, now convinced he was a military genius, determined to get rid of the conservative generals.

In a spectacular series of maneuvers, Göring plotted to seize leadership of the armed forces and other uniformed services of Germany and nearly succeeded. After the murder of Röhm, well over a million SA storm troopers were put under Göring’s control. As Himmler’s senior, he would also effectively control the Gestapo, the police, and the SS. Göring began maneuvering to be named minister of war, head of the traditional armed forces. Two senior conservative army leaders stood in his way.

First, Göring went after top-ranking, sixty-year-old General Werner von Blomberg, minister of war. Göring had discovered that Blomberg was marrying a notorious prostitute, and made sure Hitler was invited to the wedding. Afterwards he told Hitler of his shocking “discovery” about the bride. As atonement for this embarrassment of the Führer, Göring made Blomberg resign to avoid a public scandal.

Göring’s next target was General Werner von Fritsch, the supreme commander of the army, the highest-ranking officer under Blomberg. Fritsch would normally have been Blomberg’s successor as minister of war. The Gestapo targeted a notorious and sleazy homosexual who was made to claim he had sex with Fritsch in a Berlin railroad station lavatory. Göring had Hitler stand behind a curtain in the Reich Chancellery while this plant “confessed” the affair to a Gestapo thug. That eliminated Fritsch, despite the fact that a court of investigation headed by Göring later found the charges false.

But Hitler was not outfoxed by his lieutenant. He abolished the war ministry and named himself supreme commander of the armed forces. All soldiers, from Göring and the generals on down, had to swear fealty to Hitler personally as their supreme military commander.

Remaining loyal to his Führer who had outsmarted him, Göring settled for Hitler’s offer to name him Germany’s highest-ranking officer; later Hitler also named Göring his official successor as head of state. With his old imperial army training, which demanded loyalty, Göring then served Hitler until defeat was certain for the Führer, marooned in his Berlin bunker.

At Nuremberg, Göring continued to display his versatility. He tried to deny complicity in planning an aggressive war, and he denied participating in or commanding war crimes, genocide, and crimes against peace. Yet he continued to brag extensively about his role, as the number two Nazi, in subjugating Germany by demolishing democracy (not a crime being tried by the tribunal). When asked whether the German people had wanted war, he explained breezily how easy it was to dupe them:

“Why, of course, the people don’t want war. Why would some poor slob on a farm want to risk his life in a war when the best he can get out of it is to come back to his farm in one piece? Naturally, the common people don’t want war, neither in Russia nor in England, nor in America, nor in Germany. That is understood. But, after all, it is the leaders of the country who determine the policy and it is always a simple matter to drag the people along, whether it is a democracy or a fascist dictatorship or a parliament or a Communist dictatorship. The people can always be brought to the bidding of the leaders. That is easy. All you have to do is tell them they are being attacked and denounce the pacifists for lack of patriotism and for exposing the country to danger. It works the same way in any country.”

At Nuremberg, Göring declared repeatedly, with inclusive sweeps of his once-bejeweled hands, that he would take responsibility for all that was done in his name, while at the same time he denied knowledge of virtually everything that had been done in his name. Unlike Ribbentrop, he did not babble, he just repeated this one explanation: “You don’t think, do you, that I could ever know all of the nonsense that went on in my many offices? I had so much to do. But if you have papers that I signed or that I saw, then I accept responsibility for what my subordinates did.”

Göring did claim that he was deceived and misinformed by overzealous colleagues like Heinrich Himmler, who had committed suicide, and Martin Bormann, who had disappeared. When asked directly about some atrocity, Göring always answered, “It is possible that I heard something about that, but I had so many official roles, and I spent so much time giving the Führer my advice; I was so busy and important. How can you expect me to remember such details now?”

Throughout the interrogations, Göring insisted that Hitler knew little of concentration camps and even less of exterminations, mass starvation, and all the other “regrettable” abuses that had been perpetrated in secrecy by that conveniently dead fiend Heinrich Himmler. And if Hitler did not know about extermination camps, how could Göring have known? Too bad that Himmler was dead! Describing the evil Himmler, Göring once commented to Amen, “My dear Colonel, you would have enjoyed questioning that man.” As though talking about the Holocaust were some kind of fun.

As slippery as he was, occasionally I could catch him. Göring had sometimes been used by Albert, his younger half-brother, an improbable humanitarian who claimed he had befriended many that had been persecuted by the Nazis. Ensign Bill Jackson, the son of Justice Jackson, and I suspected Göring’s brother of having taken money for his help in freeing concentration camp inmates. He was a diffident witness who constantly volunteered information for which we had not asked. But several, including the famous composer Franz Lehar, attested to Albert’s munificent humanity, corroborating his story. At his brother’s urging, Göring repeatedly arranged the release of concentration camp prisoners who should never have been imprisoned. Perhaps brother Albert thought that reporting reprieves arranged by brother Hermann would create mitigating circumstances for him, but it did not work out that way.1

“You testified that you had nothing to do with putting people in prison or concentration camps,” I said to Göring one day.

“Yes, I told you that many times,” he replied.

“How then could you get prisoners released when you had no power to have them incarcerated?” I asked.

He grinned. “Ach so,” he said.

Touché! I thought.

Göring told prison psychologist Dr. Gustave Gilbert, that he expected to have marble monuments erected for him as a German hero thirty years hence. When I heard this, I mentioned it to him and he said, “It won’t matter that my body isn’t there. Napoleon’s body is not in his grave either.” No doubt about it, Göring had charisma, a naturally powerful bearing, and limitless ambition.

I do not think Göring ever gave up his grasp for immortality. Once I was sitting with him in an interrogation room with only an armed guard present, to have him sign a statement, when we heard that familiar rolling rumble that signaled the dynamiting of another wall to facilitate reconstruction of the huge Palace of Justice. I saw a crack opening and widening in the wall to Göring’s right. He saw it, too, and I caught a look of undisguised triumph on his face. I sensed he was composing a news broadcast: “Reichsmarschall Hermann Göring was killed today as he was being grilled by a vengeful Jewish-American accuser, when the Palace of Justice collapsed as American engineers mishandled explosives charges. Göring will long be remembered as . . .” Soon, however, the rumble stopped — and so did that smile on Göring’s face.

Even though Hitler had ordered Göring’s execution as practically his last act before committing suicide, Göring boasted at Nuremberg about his loyalty to the Führer and about his own acts as Hitler’s official successor, in a show of bravado that he calculated would make him a German hero.

Although Göring acted sometimes independently of Hitler, most Nazis — Hans Frank for instance — never did. Frank (no relation to the Jewish family of Anne Frank) completely subjugated German law to Hitler’s will. Before becoming the cruel and murderous governor of occupied Poland, Frank was the Nazis’ chief legal officer. In 1934 he said, “Previously, when we had to make a legal decision, we had to ask, what does the law say we should do? Now, we only ask, what would the Führer want us to do, and we decide accordingly.”

This warped definition of law by Frank as “whatever Hitler wishes” allowed for terrible perversions. At Hitler’s wish, Nazi regulations required all Germans to ostracize Jews or forbade them to ask questions about the disappearance of their neighbors or to listen to foreign broadcasts. Hitler’s government removed sitting judges and prosecutors and appointed Nazi toadies in their places. Anyone who tried to defend opponents of the Nazis was prosecuted and persecuted. After the Nazi conquest of Germany, anyone opposed to Hitler had no political party, no church, no court, no institution that could help him. Any dissident had to confront the vast power of the state as a lone and helpless individual. Men like Frank enforced the Nazi creed. Frank later repented his wickedness and embraced Catholicism in the Nuremberg jail, where he prayed for a reconciliation of Jews and Germans.

One could not have found two more different men than Göring and Rudolf Hess, that loony Nazi party deputy to whom Hitler dictated Mein Kampf. He lost his sanity in May 1941, when he stole a Luftwaffe plane on a self-appointed mission to persuade Great Britain to make peace. He was imprisoned there for the duration of the war. Hess arrived at Nuremberg with packets of food scraps saved from his imprisonment in Britain. The scraps were to prove that his British jailers had tried to poison him. But in the Nuremberg jail, he lost his memory: he claimed to be an amnesiac.



OEBPS/images/e9781611450309_cover.jpg
“It is unlikely anyone alive has as many firsthand memories of the Nazi leaders.
What those memories say about today’s world is no simple thing.”
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