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During the six months he spent in Budapest, Raoul Wallenberg evinced qualities one rarely encounters outside fiction. Courage, steadfastness, unselfishness—the words fall flat perhaps because we so seldom associate them with real, living people. They are the stuff of epic poems, novels and films, not life. Yet Wallenberg is very much a human figure. Under ordinary circumstances he may not have called much attention to himself. He is the kind of man one would easily pass on the street and continue walking.

The story of what he accomplished in Budapest needs no embellishment. There are fortunately enough eyewitnesses left to enable us to let his deeds speak for themselves. In fact, the dialogue throughout the narrative is from documented eyewitness accounting of events.

Piecing together Wallenberg’s story required extensive travel. During my research I made three trips to his native Sweden. I spent time in Budapest, Vienna, Munich, Brussels, London and New York. In all of those places I found people who had known the man and were willing to talk about this dramatic period in their lives. A trip to Moscow provided only local color, no new information.

To discover what has happened to Wallenberg since January 1945, when the Soviets took him prisoner, is almost too painful to bear. The screaming injustice of his brutalization since Budapest is what enrages one. It makes one wish Wallenberg were a piece of fiction, so one could slam the book shut and go back to life. But he is there all the time to remind one of man’s capacity for inhumanity to his fellow-man.

As a Hungarian whose parents lived through the Wallenberg period, I learned, in the process of writing this book, things about my former homeland and its history that I would have been happier not knowing.

I am grateful, first of all, to my mother and father, Ilona and Endre Marton, for bringing this period to life for me. I was aware of their courage during the subsequent “liberation” of Hungary by the Red Army. I knew the details of their imprisonment by the Communists. That was my childhood. I was not familiar with the hell they lived through under the Nazis. That was, and still is, too agonizing for conversation.

Thanks are also due the Baroness Elisabeth Kemeny for sharing for the first time the story of her special relationship with Raoul Wallenberg, and of how, together, they were able to help the people of Budapest. Aladar Szegedi-Maszak, a member of Regent Horthys Foreign Ministry and Hungary’s last ambassador to Washington prior to the Communist takeover, and George Schopflin, professor of Eastern European History at the London School of Economics, were both patient in backgrounding the period. Elizabeth Eppler, librarian of the Institute for Jewish Affairs in London, shared her personal recollections of the Budapest underground movement. Thomas Veres, once Wallenberg’s photographer and today a successful New York City commercial photographer, contributed observations about the personality and character of Raoul Wallenberg. So did Mikl6s Kalmar and Stephen Radi in New York, and George Wilhelm in Brussels, all vital players in the larger drama.

The tireless correspondence from Claremont, California, of another Wallenberg associate, Dr. Francis Zold, provided insights into both the man and the times, and deserves the author’s deepest thanks. Susan Tabors personal rendering of the death march was invaluable.

Nina Lagergren, Raoul Wallenberg s half-sister, gave generously of her time and made available the family correspondence I have used throughout the book. Elie Wiesel put the Wallenberg story in the larger perspective of the Holocaust and Jewish history. Simon Wiesenthal, in his cluttered office in Vienna, made the Gulag Archipelago seem less unreal but no less repellent. Lena Biorck-Kaplan, head of the American Wallenberg Committee, was a tireless source of information.

Robert D. Loomis, vice president and executive editor of Random House, deserves a special note of appreciation for his encouragement and many helpful suggestions. I am grateful for the early faith shown by Gilbert Kaplan.

K.M.
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Writing this book, my first, literally changed my life. In the course of researching Wallenberg, during an interview with a woman who owed her life to the Swedish diplomat, I discovered my own roots. “Wallenberg arrived too late to save your grandparents,” Clara Koves told me during a routine interview. That simple statement opened the door to my own hidden history. I had been raised a Roman Catholic in Soviet-controlled Hungary, and led to believe that my grandparents perished in an Allied bombing raid. They were, in fact, Jews who had been swept up in one of SS Obersturmbahfuhrer Adolf Eichmann’s early round-ups. Adolf and Anna Neumann, my maternal grandparents, died in Auschwitz during the summer of 1944. I hoped to dedicate this work to their memory. At the time, I could not. My parents, still traumatized by their persecution as Jews, and, later, as anti-Communists, a “crime” for which they served prison sentences, asked me to refrain. With their passing, the taboo on our history has been lifted. I am able to rededicate this book to the memory of the grandparents I never knew, for whom Wallenberg arrived too late.

However, Raoul Wallenberg arrived in time to save as many as one hundred thousand others. One of a small handful of real heroes to emerge from one of history’s most squalid chapters, the precise details of his final days in the Gulag Archipelago will likely remain a mystery. This book tells the tale as far as the facts lead. Too much time has passed for more precision—the Soviets, and even their Russian successors, obfuscated too long to come clean, even if they could. But Wallenberg’s tragic final days should not be the focus of his astonishing life. This book tells the tale of his triumphant months in Budapest, where he saved thousands of souls the rest of the world had largely written off. That is why he deserves to be remembered this coming year, the hundredth anniversary of his birth, and forever.

I could not write this book today. Too many of the eye witnesses whom I interviewed for this narrative are gone. Now this is a vital document that captures the voices and memories of those who lived the nightmare years. There is no substitute for recording the past as it was experienced. It is the only weapon we have against those who would deny history. It is our only weapon against repeating the horrors of the near past.

When I wrote this, I was roughly the same age as the man I portray here. For that reason, perhaps, I was not then struck by Wallenberg’s youth. At age thirty-three, this first-time diplomat exhibited breathtaking qualities of leadership. His creativity, self-assurance, and, above all, his icy calm under fire, saved Budapest’s Jews. That is no exaggeration. While we must remember and admire him, his example leads to a stark conclusion. So much more might have been done, so many more lives saved, had others taken the risks he took in striding into the jaws of monsters.

In the years since I wrote this, I have learned much about diplomats and their craft. Knowing now how often bureaucrats resist the human impulse to save lives, I am struck anew by Wallenberg’s brazen courage. During the Nuremberg trials, the Nazi criminals often pleaded that they were “just following orders.” They were not alone—scores of diplomats in the field and back in the State Department ducked behind the same excuse for nonaction.

I was proud that while my husband, Richard Holbrooke, negotiated the end to the war in Bosnia, he carried this tome with him. When he was sometimes challenged as to why he would confer with the evil men who had started the Balkan war, Richard would answer, “Wallenberg sat down with Eichmann to save the Jews of Budapest.”

—Kati Marton
August 2011
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Prologue
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There was a bite of winter already in the air during those early days of November. Budapest smelled of fear. The Jews in the capital realized that the Nazi coup, which two weeks earlier had driven a weary old man from power, had also swept away their last layer of protection. Until mid-October they had lived in a hypnotic state, entranced by their own ability to endure while Jewish communities in neighboring countries were systematically erased from the map. In the early morning chill of November 5, 1944, the city’s Jews awoke to find that their time, too, had run out.

Like most Budapest houses, the rear of the five-story apartment house on Sass Street, just behind the Basilica, faced a courtyard. In the old days, before the Nazi putsch, before the Germans had marched in last spring, before someone smeared a crude yellow star on the front gate, this courtyard, like the others, hummed with the laughter of children and the cacophony of clanging pots as housewives prepared dinner, their kitchen windows flung wide open. Now there was silence in the courtyard. All the windows were shut tight.

The brisk stride of the black-booted, green-shirted member of the Arrow Cross, the Hungarian Nazi party, just two weeks in power, echoed across the cobblestoned courtyard. He raised a huge megaphone to his lips. “You have twenty minutes to come downstairs,” he blasted through windowpanes which hid large eyes, afraid to blink.

Many of the Jews behind their curtained and sealed windows had already lost family members during the summer, when Adolf Eichmann beat his own record for speed and efficiency in exterminating the Jews—this time Jews of the Hungarian countryside. They had even heard that just a twenty-minute subway ride from the Basilica there were no Jews left in the suburbs. They, too, had been taken by train to one of the death factories that dotted the Reich’s landscape. Still, when the Sass Street residents staggered into the courtyard twenty minutes later, the women wore wobbly high-heeled shoes and light coats. Few of the men carried knapsacks with life-saving bits of bread or sausage inside. They still refused to read the message that was as plain as the death’s-head on the Arrow Cross recruits’ armband. For this final illusion some of them would pay with their lives.

With rifle butts prodding them to be quick about it, the residents stumbled into the street. They were mostly women with small children, and old men; the young and fit had been taken away months before into forced labor. The women blinked in disbelief as they emerged into the bright light of the street. As far as their blurred vision could penetrate they saw themselves reproduced, a hundred, a thousand fold. A sea of dark, reeling humanity was being led by a battery of armed youth, yesterday’s outcasts, freshly uniformed and arrayed for battle. They now owned the streets of Budapest. The speed of the march was more than many of the old could bear. Shots rang out and slumped bodies were left behind. No one dared stop to mourn or protest. Their captors did not bother to mask their impatience to use their new weapons at the slightest excuse.

By the time the group reached the Obuda brickworks on the outskirts of the city, the marchers had been transformed. They looked now like frightened animals, passive and ready to accept their fate. Thousands of them from all corners of the city were herded into a vast shed that not long before had been used as a place to dry bricks. In the darkness, there was no way for the tottering marchers to see the large holes—hot-air vents to dry the new bricks—which dotted the entire floor. Driven impatiently by their guards, the Jews tripped and fell into these holes and were trampled by an endless rush of people. Ankles were sprained, legs broken, and still no one was allowed to hold out a helping hand. By the time the shed was filled, there was not enough room for most people to sit. Nor was there any food, or water, or sanitary facilities.

 After a while people slumped indifferently against one another or sat in their own dirt without noticing. They had stopped caring. The veneer of civilization and breeding had already started to peel away. The soldiers strutted among them, and if a hand or an arm got in their way, they would step on it as though it were an inanimate object. An old woman started weeping in a corner. A rifle butt in her face dried her tears. From another corner a rumor was passed that the next day they were to march to Austria, toward Strasshof or Mauthausen, death camps that were more accessible than Auschwitz. The Reich’s rapidly deteriorating war effort ruled out the use of trains for human transport—that much they had heard. But the Jews of Budapest had once again underestimated the Nazis’ zeal and ingenuity to finish the job and make this part of Central Europe judenrein.

Those who dropped off to sleep during the night awoke the next morning to find the previous day’s nightmare unchanged. There was still nothing to eat, still not even a bucket for human waste.

In the early afternoon there was a ripple in the vast sea of misery. A man in a dark-blue winter coat and the wide-brimmed hat that was the fashion in those days was carefully making his way through the crowd. He mumbled “Pardon me” in German each time he was forced to jolt or displace someone. When he reached the center of the shed he, too, used a megaphone to speak to them. In the half-light it was impossible to make out his features. But his voice, even through the crude loudspeaker, was soft and even. His German was modulated by a strange accent. “Ich bin Wallenberg,” he told them. He said it with quiet simplicity, in a matter-of-fact tone, as if they were all gathered at a diplomatic reception. The people began to stir slowly from their trance.

The name was known to most of them. For the last four months it had been associated with miracles. But these people thought they were beyond miracles. “I shall return tomorrow,” the Swede told them. “And those of you who have Swedish or Swiss protective passes I shall return to the city in trucks.” So there was someone left who had not already crossed out their names from the list of those who had a right to live! “The Hungarian government has given permission for doctors and nurses to come and take care of you,” Wallenberg told them. “If you are unable to walk, your neighbors must help you.” He spoke to them as though they were still responsible people, human beings, not anesthetized shells of despair.

And they responded. The slumped backs became a little bit straighter. Those who had managed to squirrel away a bit of meat or cheese started now to distribute it, precious slice by precious slice, among their neighbors. There was not enough to fill anybody’s stomach, just enough for every mouth. Their captors introduced latrine buckets. By the time Wallenberg left, a team of Jewish doctors and nurses was tending the sick.

From the dark depths of the cavernous shed someone started a prayer: “Shema Yisrael, Adonai Eloheinu, Adonai Echad”—“Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is One …” The prayer was picked up until every corner of the dimly lit place hummed with its soft, dirgelike rhythm. The Shema is the Hebrew prayer before death. If death was to come, several thousand Jews huddled in the Obuda brickworks silently decided, they would face it with dignity. And perhaps, just perhaps, death was not inevitable.

Who was this Wallenberg, the mention of whose name was enough to stir life into the half dead? He was not a diplomat—his was merely a title of convenience. He was a son of neutral Sweden, product of a family of privilege and position. Why, then, had this young man chosen to stride into the Kafkaesque nightmare of Budapest, 1944?

He did not need to go. He went and proved that one man could make a difference. All the solid reasons the rest of the world gave to sit with its arms primly folded while cattle cars swallowed entire towns did not really hold up. He proved that if the givers of life showed as much enthusiasm for their job as the merchants of death, humanity had an even chance.

Wallenberg was a man who broke laws when he had to. He was operating in a world where practically all the usual codes of conduct were absent. The only law he obeyed was that of survival, the survival of a people written off as expendable by a large portion of humanity. What appalled Raoul Wallenberg was that these people, the Jews of Hungary, seemed themselves to assume the right of their fellow-man to deal with them as they chose. This was the supreme victory of the Nazis, and the unspeakable tragedy of the Jews. They were no longer outraged by their own extermination. They were entranced by their own doom.

What gave the genocide of Hungary’s Jews its particularly cruel edge was that the end of the war and of the Nazis was in sight. By late 1944 only the most deluded fanatics of the Third Reich believed in Hitler’s future. The slaughter of Hungary’s Jews took place before the eyes of a world that could no longer plead ignorance. It was carried out by a driven people who no longer gave a damn about world opinion. They were determined to finish the job they had started.

The story of Raoul Wallenberg is a double paradox. Why was his reward for unmatched humanity to be life as a silent inmate of that impenetrable continent, the Gulag Archipelago? Why did the Russians take the Swede in the first place? Even more paradoxical, why did they keep him for so many years and lie about his fate?

The overwhelming evidence points to Wallenberg’s being alive in the fifties, sixties and mid-seventies. The tracks fade after that, but they have never been completely obliterated. International opinion has been agonizingly slow to mobilize on his behalf. By the time the world decided to be outraged, it may already have been too late for Raoul Wallenberg.

The Soviets nearly got away with it. There is not a shred of doubt that they have lied about Wallenberg. They have come up with three versions of the Wallenberg story: Wallenberg safe and sound under Soviet protective custody; Wallenberg the ghost who does not exist in the Soviet Union; Wallenberg dead, the victim of sudden heart failure. Neither a body nor a death certificate has ever been produced by them.

Raoul Wallenberg is one of a small handful of heroes to have emerged from modern history’s most squalid chapter. He was a young man whose epic lasted only six months. His story, cut short, is brief. His name should today stand for humanity and justice. Instead it has become a symbol for indifference and injustice. Wallenberg has spent more than half of his life a captive of his would-be allies, an inmate of that gray world, beyond the reach of those who owe him their survival.

If Raoul Wallenberg can be faulted with anything, it may be an excess of hubris. He had observed his own miracles and in the end perhaps he had begun to believe them. He confronted the new masters of Hungary, the Red Army, with too little caution, as though he were an indestructible force; he had, after all, extracted unbelievable concessions from the Nazis. He had outlived a battalion of would-be assassins. He had lost a sense of his own mortality. He sought out the Soviets, when he should have been underground with the other, more wary diplomats.

He was a man with a mission. He now understood how much he could accomplish, and how few others could be counted on. The community he had salvaged was in ruins. “His” Jews, the ones he had snatched from the thugs who were now on the run, were too shell-shocked to do much for themselves. He, Raoul Wallenberg, wanted to lead them toward the future.

But his magic ran out. His journey ended on January 13, 1945, the day he introduced himself to a Soviet street patrol and asked to be taken to Red Army headquarters. He has since become a faceless, voiceless citizen of the Soviet penal system. In the Gulag Archipelago there are no heroes or villains. No prince or pauper. It is the most democratic of all societies. Everyone is an inmate.
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1The Legacy

[image: image]

In Sweden the name is synonymous with capitalism, power and service. Raoul Wallenberg was born into a family of P 1| extraordinary achievers. The Wallenbergs are, and have been for over a century and a half, the Swedish Establishment. It was in the middle of the nineteenth century that they began to carve out a place for themselves as one of the most successful capitalist dynasties in history, to rank alongside the Medicis, the Rothschilds and the Rockefellers. Like those other great clans, they first gathered power and prestige within their own societies, then cast their net over a wider, international sea.

The wealth they amassed along the way was never displayed. They preferred to hold it in reserve, quietly, unostentatiously. The last thing the Wallenbergs wished for was the envy or resentment of their peers. Their strait-laced Lutheranism frowned on a splashy show of property and possessions. “To be, and not to seem” is the family motto. For the past five generations they have never really departed from its message.

A bishop named Marcus really started it all. This patriarch was more interested in Homer and the classics than in making money, but his curiosity about the world beyond his provincial capital of Stockholm encouraged his son Andre Oscar to sail to the New World. There the young Wallenberg found a country bursting at the seams with freshly tapped vitality and newly released capital. It was the eve of the Industrial Revolution. Andre Oscar Wallenberg was impressed by the crucial role America’s banks were playing in the transformation of this rough, sprawling former colony into a modern industrial power. He took the lesson home to Stockholm.

Shortly after his return, Wallenberg founded Stockholms Enskilda Bank. Today, merged into Skandinaviska Enskilda, it is one of the country’s largest and most respected banks. This was the beginning of the family’s intimate involvement in their country’s capitalist expansion. From shipping to railroads, tobacco and electronics, the Wallenbergs began stitching together their empire, which today embraces fifty thriving enterprises. As Sweden rode the crest of the Industrial Revolution, so did the Wallenberg family fortunes.

The old bishop saw nothing wrong with that. Not as long as his sons and their own children, who would carry on after him, remembered the country whose energy and resources had allowed them to prosper. Ultimately, when the Wallenberg family fortunes were safely sheltered, the progeny were expected to serve Svea Rike, the Swedish kingdom. This they have done with distinction for over a century. With one cautious hand on the tiller of their empire, the Wallenbergs have been bishops, diplomats, counselors to their king and ambassadors-at-large for their prime minister. They made certain Sweden steered a moderate and neutral course. That was good for Sweden and certainly healthy for the Wallenbergs.

If today helicopters collect young Wallenbergs to transport them from boarding schools to their elders’ retreats on the French Riviera, they no longer feel shy about this show of wealth and privilege. When the country needed them, the Wallenbergs were ready to serve. Anyway, Marcus, the current head of the family, who was named after the founding father of the dynasty, still drives his own Saab to work, to prove both to himself and his peers that the family motto is alive and well.

The banker Andre Oscar laid the foundations for today’s dynasty. His two sober, purposeful wives gave birth to a total of twenty children. Banking, diplomacy and the church were all equally well served by the next two generations of Wallenbergs. The Wallenberg women were not content to be mere breeders of perfect upper-middle-class children. Like the female members of other families in their social class, they played music and painted. Only these ladies did both extremely well. Wallenbergs are not supposed to do anything by halves. Some of the landscapes and portraits these ladies produced would not look out of place in an art gallery.

 For generations the Wallenbergs have been seafaring people, with an eye on the rest of the world and an immense curiosity about how other people manage their affairs. Just as the Wallenberg family insists on discretion and reserve, so the family demands of its members an internationalism that stretches far beyond the European mainland.

When the children are gathered together for family reunions at one of several Wallenberg mansions, they are expected to show a command of several languages and cultures. The Wallenbergs are not meant to see the world as spectators. They have always been expected to participate, to learn to live in discomfort if necessary and then to return to Stockholm armed with the newfound knowledge. The price of privilege is hard work.

One of Andre Oscar’s sons, the bulky-framed, bearded Knut Agathon Wallenberg, became Sweden’s Foreign Minister during World War I. He already had an astonishing record in business and diplomacy behind him. “K.A.,” as he was known, steered his country between the two hostile powers and helped it to emerge in remarkable financial health at the end of those cataclysmic years. The family’s own wealth, managed by K.A.s brothers, kept in step with the country’s sturdy finances.

Andre Oscar, the patriarch whose face of pale leather stares down at his large brood at family gatherings, would be pleased at the Wallenbergs’ contemporary image. Their own countrymen know precious little about the famous family’s private life. Depending on a Swede’s own politics, he utters the Wallenberg name with either reverence or distaste. No Swede is oblivious to the special role the family continues to play in shaping modern Swedish society. The Wallenbergs are inextricably entwined with the transformation of Stockholm into a graceful, cosmopolitan city, combining the colors of Central Europe with the architectural elegance of the West.

Nor are Swedes remotely aware of how the Wallenbergs live, where their homes are, or who designs the women’s wardrobes or coiffes their prematurely gray heads. No sign marks the imposing Renaissance fortress on Stockholm’s prestigious Kungstradgards-gatan, the headquarters of Skandinaviska Enskilda Banken, the family’s flagship enterprise. They do know that when Marcus, or before him his brother, Jacob, makes a statement about Sweden’s role in the world, he is reflecting the view of both the Crown and the Cabinet. It is impossible to imagine either of those two institutions ignoring the advice or the interests of this influential family.

Today it is no longer the bishop or the foreign minister or the banker who is most respected by his countrymen. The Wallenberg who is best known and most admired in this family of remarkable characters is one who was never fully accepted into their ranks. Raoul Wallenberg did not have the total support of his powerful relatives in his early professional struggles. More tragically, the Wallenbergs failed to play a vital, positive role in the life of their cousin, the Soviet captive. They have done precious little to win his freedom.

When, in 1947, President Harry Truman offered Marcus Wallenberg his personal help in extricating Raoul from Soviet custody, the elder Wallenberg thanked the American but declined the offer. “Raoul,” he told Truman, “is probably dead by now.” There is no record of Marcus Wallenberg ever urging his old friend Finnish President Urho Kekkonen, a confidant of Leonid I. Brezhnev, to intervene on RaouFs behalf. Is it pure pragmatism on the part of a family that owes its name and fortune to practical, profitable decisions and to neutrality to have literally written off one of its own members? The Soviets are important Wallenberg trade partners. But the West is even more important to the family. The fact remains that outside RaouFs immediate family—his mother, his stepfather, half-brother and half-sister, the dynasty has a record of callous indifference to his fate.

RaouFs mother, Maj, the great-granddaughter of a highly successful German Jewish jeweler who emigrated to Sweden, never recovered from her son’s imprisonment. Though she was blessed with a devoted husband and two talented, loving children, Raoul, her firstborn, was never out of her thoughts. Toward the end of her life, Stockholm society avoided this sad woman. Her almost obsessive preoccupation with her missing son made many uncomfortable. Maj likened herself to a handicapped person. “People are afraid to talk to me about Raoul,” she used to say, “but they are also afraid not to talk to me about the one subject which I live for. So, really, it’s much easier for them just to avoid me.” Until the very end she never stopped fighting to get him free. She never hesitated to touch the powerful, to write letters to Brezhnev or Kissinger, a. mother who wanted to hold her son in her arms one more time. But the letters of an old lady are easy to ignore.

She and her husband died within just a few days of each other in 1979. They were both in their eighties, weary of the fruitless campaign to jar the world from its apathy, tired of life without Raoul.

The recent family elder, Jacob Wallenberg, who died the following year, attended the funeral of Raoul’s mother and stepfather. The prisoner’s childhood hero and godfather spent an unusually long time taking his leave of the old couples’ twin coffins. Some who were present felt Jacob was apologizing to them for his many years of indifference.

In 1976 Simon Wiesenthal, the Nazi hunter who led Adolf Eichmann to his final judgment in Jerusalem, traveled to Stockholm. Years before, he had joined RaouFs mother’s campaign to free her son. “If you could find Eichmann,” she had written to Wiesenthal, “surely you could locate my son.” He agreed to try, and has been devoted to the cause ever since. So, when he went to Stockholm he wanted to form a high-powered international commission which, under one letterhead, would take over the mother’s lonely, fruitless efforts. Wiesenthal telephoned Marcus Wallenberg, the other head of the family, and an obvious choice to lead the influential commission. Wallenberg asked Wiesenthal to send him a memo on the subject, before he would give an answer. Wiesenthal drafted a long, carefully composed proposal. He already had several Nobel Prize-winners as volunteers to head a Free Raoul Wallenberg Committee. His memo to Marcus Wallenberg was never answered. Simon Wiesenthal abandoned the idea of the commission.

If the Wallenbergs’ prestige and influence have not done the prisoner much good, the name may in fact have done him harm. During the war Marcus, who lived in London, and Jacob, in Stockholm, were the major Western contact points for the German anti-Nazi underground. Through their vast global business connections the Wallenberg brothers had formed a close friendship with Karl Goerdeler, the mayor of Leipzig. This headstrong, upright conservative was among the first German public figures to break with the Nazis. He became disenchanted with them in 1936, when their anti-Semitism began to show the first signs of the barbaric form it would eventually assume.

Goerdeler then started a rather futile campaign to arouse the Western powers to the danger of Hitler’s anti-Semitism to all, not just to Germans. Dashing between European capitals, he was almost universally greeted with bland indifference. But Goerdeler never abandoned the idea of ridding the world of Hitler. By 1942 he had a plan. He could still travel, so he went to see his powerful friend Jacob Wallenberg in Stockholm and asked him to act as liaison between the underground and Winston Churchill. Goerdeler and his fellow conspirators needed advance assurance from the Allies that they would make peace with Germany if Hitler was overthrown. The assurance was not forthcoming, but even so, by February the following year Goerdeler and his companions were ready to unleash Operation Flash, their carefully planned coup against Hitler.

Goerdeler again traveled north to see Wallenberg and gave his friend precise details of the plot. The conspirators were pinning their hopes on Hitler’s disillusioned generals to help topple the Fiihrer. Wallenberg made sure the Allies had advance notice. But the Goerdeler plan, like several others, was unmasked by infiltrators inside the conspiracy. Hitler took his bloody revenge and put a price of one million reichsmarks on Goerdeler’s head. The former mayor of Leipzig assumed a new name and identity and waited for the war to end. He changed residences every few days. He trusted no one.

One day an old family friend spotted the bearded, run-down fugitive sitting in a small roadside tavern. The Gestapo arrived before Goerdeler had finished his meal. A People’s Court sentenced Goerdeler to death in September 1944. The intervention of Hein-rich Himmler kept the prisoner alive until the last days of the war. Himmler himself was looking for a way to get off the sinking Nazi ship in those days. He had hoped to use Goerdeler’s contacts with the West, and particularly with the Wallenbergs, to reach some kind of eleventh-hour unconditional-peace agreement. The Reichs-fiihrer SS had even made his own overtures to the Wallenbergs. The Allies showed no interest in striking a deal of any sort with representatives of a country that was fast crumbling.

On February 2, 1945, three months before the official end of the war, Himmler gave the order to have Karl Goerdeler executed.

There is little doubt that SMERSH, the energetic Soviet counter-intelligence service, followed these attempts at a separate peace between the Allies and the Third Reich. They were, in fact, one of the main reasons for Stalin’s paranoia toward his allies at wars end: he feared that the Anglo-Americans would leave him out in the cold and arrange their own armistice with the Germans.

When Raoul Wallenberg was led to his first interrogation by the NKVD (the predecessor of the KGB), the plain-clothes major he faced greeted him with an ironic expression. “Ah yes, Wallenberg. That capitalist family is well known to us.”


[image: image]

2 The Youth
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Raoul Wallenberg Sr., grandson of the patriarch Andre Oscar and the son of one of Sweden’s most distinguished ambassadors, was young, gifted and in love. That he was blessed with wealth and good looks did not hurt. He followed the tradition of service in the Royal Navy before marrying one of Stockholm’s prettiest girls.

Raoul was only twenty-one when his ship was struck by an epidemic off the French port of Cherbourg. Wallenberg’s commanding officer wrote the young man’s parents of “the exceptional courage and sangfroid” with which Raoul cared for his stricken shipmates. Using his fluent French to interpret for the medics that had come on board, Raoul often kept vigil through the night at the bedside of his ill comrades, and displayed “a rare energy.” Thirty-five years later, precisely the same adjectives would be used to describe his own son combating an even deadlier epidemic. But Raoul Wallenberg Sr. would not be alive to hear those words, or even to see the birth of his first son.

Two years after the Cherbourg episode, the naval officer with the brilliant future ahead of him finally married his beloved Maj Wising. She was the daughter of a celebrated neurologist and had gone to school with her fiance’s cousins. The best of Stockholm society toasted the young couple at the elegant Grand Hotel. The union was considered acceptable, if not brilliant, by the exigent Wallenbergs. It was a genuine love match between the twenty-one-year-old Maj and her Raoul. The naval officer with the far-off, dreamy expression had inherited much of his grandmother’s artistic ability—that was clear from the graceful, Doric-columned family tomb which he designed shortly after the wedding. It was a prophetic work. Two months later a tumor in his abdomen was diagnosed as malignant. Raoul Wallenberg, aged twenty-three, died of cancer three months before the birth of his son.

For the young, newly married Maj, her confinement was a time of deep gloom, a feeling that life would hold nothing more for her. It had all happened so quickly. The wedding, her darling Raoul’s illness and death, and now the baby. On black-bordered stationery the young widow wrote her mother, “I feel an enormous emptiness inside,” an emptiness not filled by the daily growing child she was carrying. “I don’t know if I will be competent to raise this child,” she confessed to her mother.

On August 4, 1912, Raoul Gustaf Wallenberg came into the world without much struggle. He was born in the Victorian comfort of his maternal grandparents’ summer home in Kapptsta, in the archipelago outside Stockholm. The house is long gone, mysteriously burned down sometime in the thirties. Only the foundation is left, overgrown with moss and lush white anemones. The view from the island, with a minuscule Stockholm off in the distance, is nearly unspoiled and hypnotically calm. The rough, sloping terrain has not changed much since the little boy stumbled among the beech trees, nearly seventy years ago.

Little Raoul, as the child was called, loved this bit of land at the mouth of the Baltic. It was here that his mother returned to life, transformed by the birth of the son she had not been sure she wanted to bear alone. “I have never known such happiness could exist,” the new mother wrote her own mother, no longer on black-edged stationery. The little boy did not have his father’s dreamy, far-off look. The boy’s eyes seemed to fix on every detail of the world around him.

It did not take the child long to discover his special role in his widowed mother’s life. “He is already taking care of me,” young Maj wrote her mother-in-law before the boy was even walking. There were two women now looking after Raoul: his grandmother had also recently been widowed. Mother and daughter shared the clapboard gingerbread house, and the cherished infant.

Maj turned out to have very firm views about motherhood. She proved herself more than equal to the task. Her son would not be spoiled, despite the constant presence of two adoring women and devoted governesses. He must always sleep with his window open. He would love the outdoors, feel comfortable in the woods, alone or in company. Maj Wallenberg found amazing resources in herself for raising this half orphan. She was convinced from the start that an extraordinary fate was operating around her son, born so quickly after the death of her beloved husband. She drew on reserves of energy, intelligence and fantasy even she did not know she possessed. Raoul responded to all of this love and imagination, and reinforced Maj’s conviction that he was special. Her greatest gift to him was a totally unconfining love, a love which encouraged him to take his first hesitant steps away from her and from the warm, dappled world of Kapptsta.

Maj wanted her little boy to know what it meant to be a Wallenberg. Raoul’s paternal grandfather offered to take the child’s education in his hands. This imposing ambassador to China, Japan and Bulgaria was going to initiate him into the rites of the demanding dynasty. Gustav Wallenberg found a remarkably responsive student in the child of his deceased only son. All of the hopes and dreams he had nourished for his own son, all unrealized, he now poured into this little boy with the unruly locks and the knowing eyes.

Gustav, with his starched stand-up collars and rough tweeds, was a Victorian father figure. He loved to cradle the boy in his arms and tell him endless stories of his own grandfather the banker and his great-grandfather the bishop, who were both welcome at the King's table. The little boy understood very quickly that only he could lift the gloom that his father’s death had caused to descend on the house.

Raoul’s grandfather knew very little about children. Nor did he suffer silliness gladly. He treated his grandson as an equal. Raoul, flattered by the consuming interest of this portly, forbidding gentleman, was determined not to disappoint him. At the age of eight Raoul was working his way through the Nordic Encyclopedia. He had reached volume “Z” by the following summer, committing large enough chunks to memory to dazzle his gratified grandfather. Business, banking and finance, the boy understood by now, were all as much a part of his family life as sailing in the waters around the archipelago or being introduced to His Majesty, King Gustav V. So Raoul started scooping up the annual reports of the great Swedish companies, most of them part of the Wallenberg family empire, and literally memorizing them. His grandfather’s reward was to seek out the boy’s views on a broad range of subjects, man to man.

The stories about the “Big Men,” as the boy called his Wallenberg forefathers, wove their magic around him. Little Raoul liked to tell his maternal cousins, the Hagstromer boys, tales about his distinguished forefathers. They were like Vikings to him. They had discovered empires, charted unknown waters, always returned to Stockholm covered in glory. He was going to be one of them.

His closest childhood friend, Rolf Klintberg, found him different from the rest; well before Raoul was out of short pants, he seemed more purposeful than boys his own age. He did not like to waste time. Competitive sports were a waste of time. Poetry was for dreamers. Raoul liked to learn something new from everybody he met. He liked to stop construction workers on the streets of Stockholm and question them about bricklaying.

When Gustav Wallenberg took up his post as ambassador to Turkey, he sent for Raoul. The condition for the visit was: no chaperone for the eleven-year-old, Raoul was to make the long train journey from Stockholm to Istanbul on his own. Gustav Wallenberg did not tell his grandson that several train conductors had been handsomely rewarded for keeping an eye on the precocious youngster. When the train pulled into the station in Belgrade for an hour’s stop, Raoul wasted no time leaping off and touring this overgrown Serbian village on foot. He barely made it back as the train was building steam, ready to pull out of the station. It had been well worth the risk. Raoul had witnessed several street demonstrations that would make interesting stories with which to regale his grandfather once the Orient Express arrived in Istanbul.

Raoul’s mother had remarried by now. Fredrik von Dardel, a promising young Health Department official, would later become director of one of Stockholm’s largest and most prestigious hospitals, the Karolinska. A gentle, soft-spoken man of artistic bent, he took a great interest in his stepson and, in fact, treated him like his own, even after the von Dardels’ two children were born, Guy and Nina. It was Guy who one day discovered that Raoul was colorblind: the horses he had painted for a school assignment were green, while the grass below them was red. Naval service, part of the Wallenberg tradition, was thus ruled out. But the child loved to draw. No plain surface was safe from his sketches. His fascination with the way things were put together made him start thinking of architecture as a possible career.

Raoul never learned to dance because he preferred to talk to girls. But he had no time for small talk. Once when he returned from an obligatory school dance Nina asked him if he had enjoyed himself. “Yes,” Raoul answered with more than the usual enthusiasm, “I met a really intelligent girl. We talked all night.” Intrigued, Nina asked what the girl had had to say for herself. “Actually, I told her about the League of Nations, and why, as a neutral country, Sweden has a certain responsibility toward the rest of the— Nina cut him off with a brusque “I see.” Raoul’s definition of an intelligent girl was one who knew how to listen.

Raoul liked the company of girls but he was too intense, too involved with his own formation to lose his heart easily. With his rather full lips and strong nose, his penetrating, inquisitive eyes, he was not really an ideal Nordic type. He knew he was different and it did not bother him. One of his partners on the dance floor in those days, the actress Viveca Lindfors, claims another couple could easily have found room between her and Raoul when they danced. “He was very shy. And very serious,” she says. Raoul also felt there would be plenty of time for females later on, when his very special education had been completed.

He was well aware of his uncanny ability to learn languages. Most Swedes master English in school, but when he was still a teen-ager, Raoul spoke not only fluent English but French (a trimester at the University of Poitiers took care of that) and German (after a summer in Germany). These trips abroad, part of his grandfather’s grand scheme, had made Raoul unusually independent at an age when most boys still look to their parents to take them by the hand. RaouFs mother never tried to hold him back.

His grandfather thought the time had come for Raoul to embark on a different adventure. It was time for the American Experience, yet another time-honored family tradition, going back to the patriarch Andre Oscar himself. The ambassador ruled out the East Coast and the Ivy League. Harvard, Yale and Princeton smacked too much of privilege. Raoul Wallenberg must be exposed to a broader field. It was to be the Midwest, the University of Michigan at Ann Arbor.

For the already well-traveled child used to a cosmopolitan European atmosphere, Ann Arbor was less than a compelling environment. The charms of what was then a sleepy one-cinema, one-business university town quickly wore thin. But the work—to get an undergraduate degree in architecture—challenged him.

That the nineteen-year-old Wallenberg was anything but a starry-eyed idealist is clear from a paper he wrote during his first year at the University of Michigan: ‘The open-mindedness of humanity, even in our generation, is a myth. Maybe the individual is open-minded on one question, but on this question he generally belongs to the minority. In most other things he generally is extremely reactionary.” One of Wallenberg’s professors at the time, Dr. Jean Paul Slusser, later said of him, “He was one of my brightest and best in thirty years’ experience as a professor of drawing and painting.”

The most memorable part of his stay took place not in the confined campus world of southern Michigan, but on the asphalt ribbons and dirt roads which intersect the immense American landscape—a vista that spellbound the Swede. He became an avid hitchhiker. He wrote dutifully to his grandfather about trips to the West Coast and down to Mexico, where one of his favorite aunts lived. “Bus and train trips are predictable,” he wrote, “but hitchhiking offers the thrill of the unknown.” And, added the shrewd son of a dynasty of multimillionaires, it is cheap: “I went three hundred miles on fifty cents.” But the best part of hitchhiking, he claimed, “is the great practice it offers one in the art of diplomacy and negotiating. You have to be on your guard. And it brings you into intimate contact with so many different kinds of people.”

It was the summer of 1933, between semesters, and the cab of a bumpy flatbed truck carried Raoul from Ann Arbor to Chicago and the World’s Fair. Adolf Hitler had already taken the oath of Chancellor of the Third Reich. The Midwest was hot and dusty and oblivious to the gathering storm a world away. The young Swede was hungry to take on the big raw land sweeping by the uncomfortable truck.

Once at the World’s Fair, he quickly made himself known as jack of all trades around the Swedish pavilion. All summer he washed windows, sold souvenirs, hauled lights, equipment—at three dollars a day. When it came time to return to Ann Arbor, Raoul was standing on the interstate highway, looking for a lift. Night was falling when a Chevrolet with Iowa plates pulled up. The car door swung open and a voice told him to hop in, which he did. Four men in their twenties examined both Raoul and his sturdy leather suitcase with more than casual interest. “How much is it worth to you if we take you all the way to Ann Arbor?” the driver asked Raoul.

“Nothing,” the Swede answered without a moment’s hesitation, “or I would have taken a bus.”

Suspicious now, Raoul turned the conversation to his financial hardships. It is not easy for a foreign student in America, he told them. Jobs were scarce.

His companions were not convinced. A clumsy “breakdown” was put into motion. All four men leaped out of the Chevy and asked Raoul to lend them a hand. Raoul caught the gleam of a revolver in the palm of one of the men. “Strange,” he later wrote his grandfather, “but I did not feel any fear the whole time. It was more like an adventure.” This quality—not only the absence of panic but the ability to detach himself from moments of high tension and carefully observe his own behavior—was to mark Raoul’s adult life.

The thugs demanded all his money. He handed them his summer’s earnings. He even told them of a few dollars hidden in his suitcase, in case they decided to make a search. “When they had all my money, I decided it was their turn to be nice,” he wrote. “I asked them to give me a lift as far as the main road. They let me sit next to the driver, but put my rather heavy bag on my knees to prevent me from making a move. They had become more nervous. Probably because I was so calm. I actually found the whole situation rather interesting. They probably imagined I was up to something. So, suddenly, they shoved me out of the car and into a ditch and threw my bag on top of me. I hid behind some trees in case they decided to shoot me as a farewell gesture.” Raoul closed his letter home saying he had no intention of giving up hitchhiking. “In the future I’ll be a bit smarter. I don’t think I used good psychology …” But he had learned something about himself, his own reactions and those of others when confronted with the calm face of self assurance. It was a useful lesson.
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