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      Dear Reader,

      The journey into the subterranean tunnels of Mittelwerk and the minds of those who engineered the V-2 was not an easy one to chart. History often prefers the sanitized version of events—the version where science exists in a vacuum. By pulling back the curtain on the alchemical and runic influences that haunted the German rocket program, my goal is to give you history in its rawest, most unfiltered form.

      If this journey has captivated you, unsettled you, or made you look at the dawn of the Space Age in a completely new light, I humbly ask for your support. Please take a brief moment to leave a five-star rating and a review on the platform where you purchased this book. Your words do more than just flatter an author; they actively drive this work up into the algorithm, ensuring these buried truths reach other history enthusiasts just like you.

      Thank you for your incredible support. Please remember that The Runes of Nordhausen is also available in a beautiful paperback edition at Barnes & Noble and bookstores everywhere—perfect for gifting or adding to your permanent historical library.

      To the truth, Winston Maddox
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            THE MOUNTAIN OF THE WITCH — MITTELWERK'S HIDDEN HERITAGE

          

        

      

    

    
      There is a peculiar and mostly unexamined irony at the heart of the twentieth century's most consequential technological achievement. The rocket that inaugurated the Space Age, that put men on the Moon, that gave the Cold War its most terrifying dimension, was not born in the clean, well-lit laboratories of modern scientific rationalism. It was born underground, beneath a granite mountain in central Germany steeped for centuries in legends of witchcraft, demonic congress, and the most archaic expressions of the Germanic folk imagination. To understand the V-2 — the weapon the Nazis called the Aggregat 4, and which their propaganda apparatus renamed Vergeltungswaffe Zwei, Vengeance Weapon Two — one must resist the powerful temptation to treat it purely as an engineering artifact, as a triumph or a horror of applied physics and metallurgy existing in some sterilized vacuum of technical progress. The weapon and the place that made it cannot be separated from the culture that conceived them, and that culture was saturated, at its highest and most powerful levels, with an occult worldview that was neither marginal nor decorative but was instead structurally embedded in the institutional life of the SS state.

      The mountain in question is the Kohnstein, a long limestone and anhydrite ridge rising from the rolling farmland of Thuringia near the town of Nordhausen, its interior riddled with tunnels originally carved out for the extraction of anhydrite used in the German construction industry. It was into this mountain, beginning in the late summer of 1943, that the Nazi war machine drove tens of thousands of enslaved human beings to hollow out the great underground factory that became known as the Mittelwerk — the Middle Works — and it was here that the V-2 ballistic missile was produced in the hundreds and eventually in the thousands. The choice of this location was dictated in the first instance by the logic of dispersal, by the urgent need to move production underground after the RAF's devastating raid on the coastal research complex at Peenemünde in August 1943 had demonstrated the vulnerability of surface facilities. But to treat this as the whole explanation is to misread the particular texture of SS decision-making in the middle years of the war, which consistently operated at the intersection of practical exigency and symbolic or esoteric significance. The men who controlled the German rocket program by 1943 were not simply administrators solving a logistics problem. They were, many of them, true believers in a cosmological framework that assigned profound spiritual meaning to geography, to subterranean space, to the specific mountains and forests and river valleys of the German landscape. For such men, the Kohnstein's location in the Harz region was not incidental. It was, in some sense, the point.

      The Harz Mountains occupy a unique and peculiar position in the imaginative life of the German people that has no precise equivalent in any other national tradition. For well over a thousand years, this compact massif rising from the North German Plain has functioned as a kind of sacred wilderness, a boundary zone between the ordered world of human settlement and something older, wilder, and more dangerous. The Romans, pushing northward into Germanic territory, knew the Harz as the Hercynian Forest, a place of trackless darkness beyond the reach of civilization. Medieval chroniclers populated it with demons and spirits and the lingering remnants of pre-Christian worship. The Church made persistent and largely unsuccessful efforts to Christianize the range's most prominent peak, the Brocken — at 1,141 meters the highest point in northern Germany — but the Brocken stubbornly retained its pagan associations through every century of nominally Christian German history. By the early modern period, the mountain had become the canonical gathering place of witches in the German folk imagination, the site of the Walpurgisnacht sabbath, the night of April 30th when, according to popular belief, witches rode their broomsticks to the summit to dance with the Devil before the flowering of May. This was not a minor or merely literary tradition. It was embedded in the actual practice of popular religiosity, in the anxieties of peasant communities, in the judicial records of the witch trials that devastated the Harz region with particular ferocity in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Germany's supreme literary intelligence, understood the Brocken's mythological power so well that he made Walpurgisnacht on the Brocken the central occult episode of the first part of Faust, his life's work, the poem that more than any other single text defines the German literary imagination. When Faust and Mephistopheles ride to the summit to join the witches' sabbath, Goethe was not writing fantasy. He was drawing on centuries of genuine folk belief, on a living mythological tradition that his educated readership understood to have deep roots in the German soil itself.

      It would be a mistake to treat this folkloric background as mere atmosphere, as picturesque local color that happened to surround an otherwise entirely rational engineering project. The men who led the SS and directed its manifold activities — including its eventual domination of the entire German rocket program — were not indifferent to this tradition. They were, on the contrary, profoundly invested in it, though in a characteristically modern and distorted fashion. Heinrich Himmler, the Reichsführer-SS and the most powerful figure in the SS state, was by any serious measure one of the most consequential occultists of the twentieth century, not in the sense of possessing any genuine esoteric learning or spiritual depth, but in the sense of having used occult frameworks to shape the institutional culture of an organization that ultimately controlled the lives of millions of people and determined the fate of entire national populations. Himmler's occultism was syncretic, historically confused, and thoroughly contaminated by the racial ideology that was its primary political purpose, but it was also entirely genuine as a personal commitment. He believed, with what appears to have been sincere conviction, that the SS was the reincarnation of an ancient Germanic warrior priesthood, that German history was cyclical and mythological rather than linear and rational, that the landscape of Germany was charged with spiritual energies that could be read, interpreted, and potentially harnessed by those with the appropriate knowledge.

      This was not, it must be emphasized, a private eccentricity that Himmler kept carefully segregated from the institutional operations of the SS. It was, rather, the foundational premise of the Ahnenerbe — the Forschungs- und Lehrgemeinschaft das Ahnenerbe, the Research and Teaching Society for Ancestral Heritage — which Himmler established in 1935 and which had by the early 1940s become a sprawling research organization with departments covering runology, prehistory, folklore, musicology, botany, geology, and a dozen other fields, all bent toward the central task of scientifically demonstrating the spiritual and cultural superiority of the Nordic race and recovering the lost knowledge of its prehistoric golden age. The Ahnenerbe employed genuine academics alongside committed cranks, serious philologists alongside enthusiastic mystics, and the entire enterprise operated under the direct patronage and close personal supervision of the Reichsführer himself. When Himmler developed an interest in a particular site, a particular artifact, a particular body of esoteric lore, the Ahnenerbe would direct resources toward it. The organization was, in effect, the institutionalized expression of Himmler's personal occult obsessions, given the full weight and resources of the SS state.

      The Ahnenerbe's relationship to the V-2 program is not a matter of direct documentary proof in every particular — the chaos of the war's final years, the deliberate destruction of records, and the postwar effort by surviving scientists and administrators to present the rocket program as a purely technical enterprise have all worked to obscure the connections — but the circumstantial evidence is dense enough to demand serious engagement. The selection of underground sites for sensitive SS projects was a pattern that recurred throughout the war years, and it recurred in ways that cannot be entirely explained by purely tactical considerations. Himmler was drawn to subterranean spaces with a consistency that suggests something more than engineering logic. The great SS castle at Wewelsburg, which he redesigned as a ritual center for the SS leadership, was built around a crypt and a circular Obergruppenführersaal, or Generals' Hall, whose design was clearly influenced by ideas about earth energies and sacred geometry. The planned expansion of Wewelsburg would have made the castle's north tower the literal center of a reshaped landscape, a focal point for what Himmler believed were the telluric currents — the energies flowing through the earth itself — that gave certain sites their spiritual power. This idea, that underground spaces and specific geographic locations were charged with forces that could benefit or protect whatever was placed within them, was not marginal to Himmler's worldview. It was central to it.

      The concept of telluric currents — of energies flowing through the earth like a kind of spiritual nervous system, concentrated at particular nodes and alignments — had a long history in European esoteric thought before the Nazis appropriated it. By the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, it had been elaborated by a succession of German-speaking occultists whose work formed the primary intellectual background for the racial mysticism that Himmler absorbed in his youth and never abandoned. Guido von List, the Viennese occultist who died in 1919, had developed an elaborate system of what he called Armanism, a reconstructed proto-Germanic spiritual tradition centered on runic wisdom and the spiritual geography of the German and Austrian landscape. List believed that the ancient Germanic and Aryan peoples had possessed a unified spiritual science that encoded knowledge of earth energies, celestial alignments, and racial destiny in the runic alphabet, and that this knowledge had been suppressed by Christianity but survived in hidden form in place names, heraldic symbols, folk customs, and the landscape itself. His disciple Jörg Lanz von Liebenfels carried these ideas in a more explicitly racial and more grotesquely violent direction, publishing a journal called Ostara — named for the Germanic spring goddess whose festival survives in the modern Easter — that combined runic esotericism with biological racism in a combination that proved enormously influential on the generation of Austrian and German readers that included the young Adolf Hitler.

      The particular relevance of List and Lanz to the Mittelwerk is not direct but structural. They, along with figures like Rudolf von Sebottendorf, who founded the Thule Society in Munich in 1918, created the intellectual ecosystem within which Himmler formed his worldview. The Thule Society, whose membership overlapped significantly with the early Nazi Party, was explicitly committed to the proposition that the German landscape was spiritually alive, that its mountains and forests and ancient sites were repositories of a racial and cosmic energy that could be awakened by those with the appropriate esoteric knowledge. When Himmler selected underground sites for SS projects, he was operating within a conceptual framework that had been decades in the making, one in which the choice of location was never purely instrumental but always carried additional layers of symbolic and esoteric meaning. The Harz Mountains, with their unparalleled concentration of folkloric significance, their ancient associations with witchcraft and demonic power and the wild energies of pre-Christian German religiosity, would have been, for such a man, an almost irresistibly appropriate location for the most secret and consequential technological project of the Reich.

      It is worth pausing here to consider the precise character of the occultism that shaped SS institutional culture, because it is easily misrepresented in both directions. On one side, there is a long tradition — particularly in popular histories and documentary films — of presenting Nazi occultism as a kind of comic opera, a collection of absurd superstitions dressed up in pseudo-medieval pageantry, fundamentally unserious and therefore ultimately irrelevant to the real history of the regime. On the other side, there is an equally distorting tendency in some esoteric and alternative history literature to treat the Nazi occult connection as evidence of genuine supernatural power, as though Himmler's rituals were actually working and the V-2 was actually guided by runic talismans rather than by the gyroscopes and accelerometers designed by Walter Thiel and his colleagues. Neither of these framings is adequate to the historical reality. The occultism of the SS was neither trivially absurd nor supernaturally effective, but it was entirely real as a social and institutional force. It shaped hiring decisions, organizational culture, research priorities, the physical design of buildings and spaces, the symbolic language of official ceremony, and — most relevantly for the present inquiry — the selection and interpretation of strategic sites. This is what matters for a serious historical analysis: not whether the runic symbols and earth-energy theories were objectively true, but how believing in them shaped the behavior of the men who held power over the rocket program.

      The figure who most directly embodied this intersection of occult belief and administrative power in the V-2 program was General Hans Kammler, and Kammler's career represents one of the most disturbing and least adequately examined chapters in the entire history of the Nazi war machine. Born in 1901, an engineer by training, Kammler had built his early SS career on an almost inhuman facility for the administrative management of mass atrocity. He had overseen the construction of the crematoria at Auschwitz-Birkenau, and the appalling efficiency with which he approached that project was precisely what recommended him to Himmler as the man to take control of the V-2 program after the Peenemünde raid of 1943. In September of that year, Kammler was placed in charge of all underground construction projects related to the rocket program, and his authority expanded steadily thereafter until, by the final months of the war, he effectively controlled the entire V-2 production and deployment apparatus, with the rocket scientists nominally working under him. Wernher von Braun, who had built the V-2's technical core and who would later present himself to American audiences as the genial, visionary father of the Space Age, found himself answerable to Kammler, and the relationship was not comfortable.

      What has been insufficiently examined in the historical literature is the degree to which Kammler, like his patron Himmler, operated within an explicitly occult ideological framework that shaped his approach to the V-2 project. Kammler was not simply a technocratic administrator who happened to work for an organization with unusual ceremonial practices. He was, by multiple accounts of those who worked with him, a true believer in the SS's neo-pagan mystical ideology, a man who regarded the rocket program not merely as a military project but as a kind of sacred mission, the technological fulfillment of the Germanic racial destiny that the SS's entire ideological apparatus was designed to advance. This belief had practical consequences. Kammler surrounded himself with advisors whose qualifications were ideological and esoteric as much as technical, and the decisions he made about the siting, staffing, and symbolic framing of the rocket production operation consistently reflected a worldview in which material and spiritual considerations were inseparable.

      The underground complex that Kammler drove his slave workforce to complete at such catastrophic human cost was conceived, from the beginning, as something more than a factory. The tunnels themselves — designated A and B, running parallel
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