
		
			
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
		

	

PENGUIN BOOKS

THE GERMAN TRAUMA

‘Strong sane and valuable… one of the amazing features of

The German Trauma is its ability to inspire the reader with

horror and incredulity after all these years of bombardment by

details of the atrocities, moral and actual, of the Third Reich’

Paul Binding, Independent on Sunday

‘Gitta Sereny is, surely, our stellar investigative journalist…

When Sereny has cornered her quarry, be he politician,

academic or sadistic butcher, she closes in with

uncompromising acuity, but with a seriousness, an intimation

of personal vulnerability which establish a revealing trust’

George Steiner, Observer

‘For over forty years she has been applying the cool steel

scalpel of questioning to humanity’s least tractable moral

problems: the nature of evil, of complicity in evil and the

fearsome process by which individuals inch their way towards

wickedness’ Gillian Glover, Scotsman

‘The only real defence of a civilized society against such

outrages is education. As our experience over the past decades

shows, it offers but an imperfect cure. It is, however, one to

which Gitta Sereny has made an invaluable contribution’

Joachim Whaley, The Times Literary Supplement

‘Her fairness, charity, knowledge, industry, lucidity and

conscientiousness shine from every page’ Andrew Gimsom,

Evening Standard

‘Gitta Sereny [has] illuminated our understanding not just

about Germany under Nazism but also, and perhaps more

importantly, the reactions of those brought up in its aftermath’

Trevor Royle, Sunday Herald

‘Puts into context her extraordinary life’s work on the subject

of evil and moral responsibility’ Antony Beevor,

Independent, Books of the Year





 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Gitta Sereny was born in Vienna in 1923 and educated in Austria, England and France. She is trilingual. Her journalistic work, which is published all over Europe, has mainly been for the Daily Telegraph Magazine, the Sunday Times, the Independent on Sunday Review and The Times. In the United States she has written for The New York Times Magazine, the Atlantic Monthly, Harper’s Magazine and the Readers Digest. Her previous books include The Case of Mary Bell (1972 and 1995), Into that Darkness (1974 and 1995), The Invisible Children (1984), Albert Speer: His Battle with Truth (1995) and Cries Unheard (1998). She lives in London with her husband, the photographer Don Honeyman. They have two children and two grandchildren.





GITTA SERENY

The German Trauma

EXPERIENCES AND REFLECTIONS

1938–2OO1

[image: image]

PENGUIN BOOKS





PENGUIN BOOKS

Published by the Penguin Group

Penguin Books Ltd, So Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England

Penguin Putnam Inc., 375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014, USA

Penguin Books Australia Ltd, 250 Camberwell Road, Camberwell, Victoria 3124, Australia

Penguin Books Canada Ltd, 10 Alcorn Avenue, Toronto, Ontario, Canada M4V 3B2

Penguin Books India (P) Ltd, 11, Community Centre, Panchsheel Park, New Delhi – 110 017, India

Penguin Books (NZ) Ltd, Cnr Rosedale and Airborne Roads, Albany, Auckland, New Zealand

Penguin Books (South Africa) (Pty) Ltd, 24 Sturdee Avenue, Rosebank 2196, South Africa

Penguin Books Ltd, Registered Offices: 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England

www.penguin.com

This collection of extended and revised essays

first published by Allen Lane The Penguin Press 2000

Published with further revisions in Penguin Books 2001

8

This collection copyright © Gitta Sereny, 2000

All rights reserved

The Note on the Text on pp. 371–2

constitutes an extension of this copyright page

The moral right of the author has been asserted

Except in the United States of America, this book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, re-sold, hired out, or otherwise circulated without the publisher’s prior consent in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser


ISBN: 978-0-14-196262-7





Contents

Acknowledgements

List of Illustrations

Introduction

1 Beginnings

2 My Friend, a Heroine of France

3 Stolen Children

4 Generation without a Past

5 Colloquy with a Conscience

6 Men Who Whitewash Hitler

7 The Hitler Wave

8 Fakes and Hoaxes: The Hitler Diaries

9 The Great Globocnik Hunt

10 Private Lives

11 The Three Sins of Syberberg

12 ‘The Truth Is, I Loved Hitler’

13 Leni

14 Kurt Waldheim’s Mental Block

15 The Man Who Said’No’

16 Albert Speer

17 Children of the Reich

18 The Case of John Demjanjuk

19 A Last Witness to Hitler

20 Final Reflections

Note on the Text

Index





Acknowledgements

I owe thanks to all the editors I name in the Introduction, who made it possible for me over the past thirty-odd years to spend weeks and sometimes months working on the subjects now covered in this book. This is my first book published by Penguin, and the help I received from the Penguin staff and, above all, from the Publishing Director of the Penguin Press, Stuart Proffitt, now my editor there, has been exceptional in my experience. I want to thank here, too, Drs Tim Ladbrooke and Simon Davies, and the Royal Brompton Hospital, whose combined efforts over the past year enabled me to return to work. My gratitude, as ever, to my agent Rachel Calder, for her never-failing support. My love and thanks to Mandy Honeyman for her help with ‘Stolen Children’, and, as always, to my husband Don, without whom I would not like to be.




List of Illustrations

Unless otherwise stated in parentheses, all photographs are in the collection of the author. Every effort has been made to contact all copyright holders. The publishers will be glad to make good in future editions any errors or omissions brought to their attention.

1. Gitta Sereny, Vienna, 1938

2. Children at the Château de Villandry

3. Little boy at the ‘Auxiliaire Sociale’

4. UNRRA HQ, Karlsruhe

5. UNRRA Team 539 warehouse, Vilshofen

6. Gitta Sereny with Baron Fritz Waldbott and Isabella

7. Baroness Alicia Waldbott

8. Mädi Törring

9. Liliane Crespelle (Don Honeyman)

10. Klaus von Bismarck (Private Collection)

11. Helene Thimig (Don Honeyman)

12. Franz Stangl, c. 1940

13. Franz Stangl in prison (Don Honeyman)

14. Gitta Sereny interviewing Stangl (Don Honeyman)

15. Leni Riefenstahl at Nuremberg, 1936 (Corbis)

16. Traudl Junge (Don Honeyman)

17. Hans Jürgen Syberberg (Don Honeyman/courtesy the Sunday Telegraph Magazine)

18. Gitta Sereny interviewing Albert Speer (Don Honeyman)

19. Albert and Margret Speer (Don Honeyman)

20. Gerda Bormann with her children

21. Martin Bormann Snr (Corbis)

22. Martin Bormann Jr (Don Honeyman)

23. Thomas Heydrich (Don Honeyman)

24. Reinhard Heydrich (AKG London)

25. Kurt Waldheim (Süddeutscher Verlag)

26. François Genoud (Don Honeyman)

27. Dr HansMünch

28. John Demjanjuk receives the death sentence (Camera Press)

29. Gitta Sereny interviewing Olga Danilchenko (Sergey Halzov)

30. John Demjanjuk’s SS identity card (Gamma/Frank Spooner Pictures)

31. Article on the Hitler Diaries, the Sunday Times Review, 11 December 1983 (©Times Newspapers Limited, 1983)

32. Höfle, Michalsen and the corpse of Odilo Globocnik (Private Collection)

33. Detail of 32.

34. Gitta Sereny, Kensington, early 1970s (Don Honeyman)


Introduction

How does one describe, not one’s circumstances or what one did at any particular time of one’s life, but what one was? Certainly, looking back at what has now been a long life, my most important years, which decisively affected everything I have done and perhaps have become since, were my late teens and early twenties. Like most people who have been marked by experience of war, everything I have written that is most important to me, about the unheard cries of suffering children, and about Germany during and after Hitler, basically evolved from my impressions and feelings during those formative years.

The nineteen chapters in this book, all intimately concerned with Germany before, during and since the end of the Third Reich, describe more or less sequentially what I saw and learned from 1938 to 1999, thus almost over a lifetime. They represent what I like to think of as a kaleidoscope of discovery.

My first awareness of Nazism as evil was at the time of the Anschluss – the annexation of Austria to Germany – and continued when, still in my teens in the early 1940s, I worked for two years as a nurse under the, at first, comparatively benevolent German occupation of France, where I had been studying until they approached Paris.

But it was not until my two immediate post-war years working with displaced persons, Hitler’s slave workers, and – still now to my mind one of his worst crimes – the young children the Nazis stole in Eastern Europe, that I really began to understand the full impact of the Nazi ideology’s contempt for human beings. During those two years, however, living in the comparative cocoon of an occupation job in Allied uniform, my work and thoughts were focused on the millions of slave workers and concentration camp inmates who had been Hitler’s most obvious victims, not the Germans, old and young, who had been left angry, morally confused and entirely adrift about their past, present and future.

During many stays over subsequent decades in what formally became from 1949 until 1989 West Germany (I managed to spend only one week in East Germany, in 1983), I made close friends with some of the leading figures of the post-war decades, spoke at length with men and women from Hitler’s close circle – almost all now dead – and with a few of the perpetrators of his worst crimes. Over the years I have also talked with many ordinary Germans of my own generation and older – the Third Reich and war generation – and probably hundreds of the post-war young, heavily weighed down by Hitler’s crimes though entirely innocent of them.

As I planned this book, I realized that the reader would need some explanations of how – and more than that, why – I sought out the people I wrote about. And so, the links between these accounts of different aspects of German life that my publishers and I have selected from the many I have written over the past fifty years, have, almost unintentionally, taken on an autobiographical character. For what has always motivated me, as it has many other writers of my generation – a generation which has seen the two most catastrophic dictatorships in the history of the world – is the search for what it is that leads human beings so often and so readily to embrace violence and amorality. For me the answer to this fundamental question lies in a personal and human rather than a theoretical or intellectual realm. It was as a result of the many relationships I describe in the pages which follow that I began to understand both the idealism and the capacity of a tyranny to pervert human instincts from good to bad. It is, as I hope to show, the fatal combination of the two which led to – what I now call this book – the German trauma.

The character of one’s reaction to the German invaders in the Second World War was largely dependent, I think, on where one was geographically, and what one was by nationality, religion, education, language, knowledge, profession and conviction. But as far as the profoundly demoralized French were concerned (very differently from the peoples of other countries the Germans occupied), the decisive factor was probably one’s age. While a great many – surely too many  – middle-aged Frenchmen and women were bored with rather than tired of an unfought war and were prepared to make do with the Germans, there was, curiously enough, a degree of consensus between the quite old and the young about defeat. In the old, for whom the glory of France had been the core of their lives, it was shame; in the young it was fury. In the particular circumstances in which France found herself, the two were not far apart.

There can be no comparison whatsoever between the experience of the young in Western occupied countries and that of their peers in the East. The German occupation of Poland and Russia was swiftly accompanied by acts of almost unbelievable savagery. While particularly vicious against Jews, gypsies and ‘communist commissars’, millions of Christian Poles, Ukrainians and Russians were murdered too because of their religion, or their intellectual and social standing. This was not the case in Western Europe, where on the whole – certainly during the first period of occupation – German troops fairly conscientiously obeyed their orders to behave with restraint. More than any Frenchman ever did, German soldiers invariably stepped aside politely in the street or in the Métro for us in our nursing uniforms, and the German officers with whom (as I will later recount) I had to negotiate for food, clothes or documents were always courteous and often extremely helpful. Nevertheless, for many of us young people there was little that was normal or ordinary about our lives from the moment the invaders arrived, and the daily sight of well-dressed, laughing Germans in possession of France was enough to fuel our resentment to continuous boiling point.

So what was I, and what were we – in our late teens, at the most confusing and impressionable age, on the cusp between childhood and adulthood – we, who became part of a conflict that would leave its imprint on the world for the rest of the century and beyond?

We were – I remember it well enough to sense it again in my bones and the beating of my heart as I write this down nearly sixty years later – creatures of emotion. We could love (love, in my case specially for children, became very intense) and we could even, obstinately rather than with reason, hate. But more than that – an important component of wars – we found ourselves intoxicated by the excitement of fear and we deliberately provoked opportunities to be afraid. That love of danger would later kill a number of my friends, but in the circumstances of our lives then, it was impossible not to court it. What we could not be, what no one I knew of my generation in occupied Europe could be, was indifferent.

Two years before the Nazis invaded France, I had seen them march into Vienna, the city of my birth and childhood. As Austria was the country I unquestioningly considered my own despite my Hungarian parentage, I deeply resented its invasion. Though not immune to the immense enthusiasm for the Anschluss that surrounded me in the streets and at school that March of 1938, I very quickly became aware – as any Viennese was almost bound to be – of the Nazis’ behaviour towards Jews. Certainly for me, who had, like most Viennese children with an intellectual or artistic family background, grown up (without being particularly aware of it) in an entirely mixed society where Jews, many eminent in their field, were a majority, this discovery no doubt had a decisive influence on my later development. Even so, nothing I saw, heard or had read by spring 1938, abominable though I felt it was, could have predicted the horrifying events which began in the summer of 1941 in Eastern Europe. Looking back on it now, and on our lives in France under the Germans after June 1940, the fact that we knew or guessed nothing of what the future held for this huge group of Europeans of all nationalities, demonstrates yet again how effective the Nazis were, well before and indeed after they embarked on genocide, in keeping their intentions secret. Reading over what this book contains, I have been struck and – I say it frankly – somewhat disturbed by how much of it came to revolve around the murder of the Jews.

It is worth summarizing what took place. The winter of 1940, with severe shortages of food, clothes and coal, most of which were taken by the conquerors, was the coldest, hardest in French memory. Though we were intensely aware of the risks we took when we chose to oppose the invaders in small ways (this was a time when the later famous Maquis was in its infancy, so these were always individual decisions made from one occasion to another), between May 1940 and the onset of winter in 1941 we knew nothing of forced deportations of Jews from Germany, from Belgium, from Holland or from France. The French media, totally controlled by the German occupation authorities, refrained from any mention of measures against Jews and even the Vichy government’s deplorable Statut des Juifs of 4 October 1940, depriving refugee Jews of their civil rights (it was, as I would discover only much later, like the Nuremberg Laws between 1935 and 1938, published only in the official gazette), was not mentioned in the national press; nor was that next tip of the iceberg, eight months later, on 14 May 1941, the internment of 3,000 naturalized Jews. With increasing arrests of (both Catholic and Jewish) public figures we knew in Paris, we did become aware of German concentration camps, though without knowing any of their locations or names. But I do not recall anyone in that early period of the occupation – Jews or non-Jews, people of my age or older – ever mentioning a threat to the lives of Jews, in France or elsewhere. The term ‘extermination camp’ had not been coined at that point, for of course the four designated extermination camps in Poland (as well as the labour-cum-death installations like Auschwitz and Majdanek) did not yet exist. Indeed, as we now know, the decision for genocide was not taken until – so it is now believed – shortly before the invasion of Russia in June 1941. So while we certainly soon learned of the economic threats to Jews, heard of academics losing their university appointments and the arrest of Jewish politicians, that was as far as it went. It was not the fate of the Jews that was on our minds, but that of France and, for a few of us who had connections there, of Britain, now standing alone.

I emphasize this because even now, as I write, many people still believe that the fatal threat to Europe’s Jews – which, if it had been understood, would have confronted us with a moral imperative – was obvious almost from the start and startlingly unopposed, not only by ‘all Germans’ (as has recently been wrongly claimed in one much-discussed book, of which more later), but in the United States and Britain, and in all the countries occupied by the Germans, that is, most of Europe.

The truth is that even after July 1941, although huge numbers of Wehrmacht soldiers and of civilians – including of course neutral diplomats in Eastern Europe – became fully aware of the killings in the conquered areas of the Baltic countries and the Soviet Union, the world did not realize that this was the beginning of a planned genocide of the Jews of Europe. They preferred to accept the German interpretation of ‘acts of war’, a psychological attitude of denial which (except in Germany, as I will presently show) was to endure, at least in legal semantic terms, for the rest of the century.

Oddly enough, it was the Nazis themselves, with their fanatical Ordnungsliebe (‘passion for order’), who informed the world, after their era had passed, of what they had done. For in the West German archives in Koblenz, in the Institute for Contemporary History in Munich, in the Wiener Library in London and now in the spasmodically opening Russian archives in Moscow, there are a number of documents which contain ‘action reports’ from SS Einsatzgruppen commanders in the East, and provide meticulously precise figures for the murders.

Viciously anti-semitic Lithuanian police units, set up by the SS within days of conquering the country, had started the killings there on 4 July 1941, and for the first time killed women and children: the SS, anxious to demonstrate the fervour of nationalists in the conquered East, soon afterwards made a film of the proceedings for use in their orientation courses in Pretzsch near Leipzig. (Students of the Third Reich learned this from the post-war denazification trial of a one-time SS recruit who, seeing the film, had managed to get himself transferred to the front.)

One of many examples is the infamous ‘Jäger Report’ dated 10 December 1941 by SS Colonel Karl Jäger, the commander of SS/SD Einsatzkommando 3 in charge of the killings in half of Lithuania, in which he announced that thanks to the work of his Kommando (which included the Lithuanian police units), Lithuania was the first country in Eastern Europe that could be considered judenfrei (‘cleared of Jews’).

As was the rule, Jäger presented the day-by-day listings of those shot between 4 July and 17 October 1941 in four categories: male Jews, female Jews, ‘Jew-children’ (Judenkinder) and Sonstige (‘others’). Of 137,411 Jews killed there in those three months, 55,556 were women and 34,464 children. The 1,851 ‘others’ – the minute proportion corresponding to that in all other command reports from occupied Eastern regions – included 1,064 Lithuanian and Russian communists, 653 mentally sick, 44 Poles, 5 gypsies, 1 Armenian and 28 Russian POWs. Three other commanders of Einsatzgruppen – SS Generals Jeckeln, Stahlecker and Ohlendorf – reported the killings of hundreds of thousands of Jews by their commands as meticulously as did Colonel Jäger. Otto Ohlendorf, the only SS general to testify at Nuremberg, confirmed there the figures and the authenticity of the reports.

But as angry young people in occupied France, we knew nothing of this, nor of the killings by the SS or indeed by the German Wehrmacht in obedience to Hitler’s famous ‘Commissar Order’, of communist officials and, by extension, of untold tens of thousands of Jews and gypsies further east, in Ruthenia and the Ukraine.

The fact that the Russians, who lost 50 million people to Stalin, Hitler, and the war, feel both bitter and puzzled by the West’s almost exclusive concentration upon the Nazis’ genocide of the Jews is not surprising. Even so, if their post-war literature reports both Stalin’s murder of about 20 million, and 10 million murdered by the Germans (aside from those who were killed in the war), without specifically citing the number of murdered Russian Jews, it is not a reflection of their traditional anti-semitism, but a demonstration of their post-war public policy of considering all the victims, whatever their religion or national origin, as Russians. By the same standard, the official Polish figure for Poles murdered by the Nazis is cited as 6 million, which includes almost 3 million Jews.

Many people, myself included, have come to feel that the particularism accepted by the Western world over the past fifty-five years, in so entirely identifying Hitler and national socialism with the genocide of the Jews, virtually ignoring the millions Hitler murdered elsewhere and concentrating the historic and emotional memory of that period so exclusively on this one aspect of it (including by the appropriation of the – capitalized – word ‘Holocaust’), is both historically incorrect and psychologically unwise. It is incorrect because it diminishes Hitler’s megalomania, which, going beyond even the horrible destruction of this one ‘race’, envisioned and came terrifyingly close to achieving a future where Germany would have dominated a world in which, after grotesque mass killings, huge ‘racially inferior’ populations such as Slavs and blacks would merely have existed as labouring vassals. And it is unwise, because it has risked creating new resentment against Jews for their part in shaping this one-sided image. We need to accept and acknowledge, without diminishing in any way the fate and pain of any group of victims, that death came to so many: death is death, whether by hanging, shooting or gassing. Loss is loss, whether suffered by Jews, Christians of many denominations, or by any others.

None the less, after thousands of books, films and documentaries on the subject over the second half of the twentieth century, the Nazi infamy of the factory-killing of the Jews in gas chambers is seen by most of the West (though, understandably as I have said, not by the Russians and Poles) as the key crime of the century, the defining event of unique horror that will brand the Nazis for eternity. What is still insufficiently recognized is the fact that outside the Jewish world community, it is in Germany that this has been most deeply felt for fifty-five years, and where the most effective legal and educational measures have been introduced to confront this terrible past. Many of the events and reactions described in the following pages germinated in this history, which therefore inevitably threads through this book.

Running concurrently after the end of the war with an increasing preoccupation in Germany about the murder of the Jews, were the effects of the separation of the country into East and West. In May 1945 when the war in Europe ended, Germany was divided into four zones of occupation: the Americans in the south, the French in the west and the British in the north. The Russians, who would soon extend the territory they controlled in the east across Poland to the Baltic states, held the largest area of Germany (including half of the former capital, Berlin), access to which was forbidden to West Germans and from which East Germans were prohibited to leave. East Germany, renamed the German Democratic Republic (DDR), became a communist dictatorship controlled and exploited by the Soviets, while the Western Federal German Republic (Bundesrepublik Deutsch-land), its seat of government moved to the small spa of Bonn, was politically reformed by the three Western Allies and economically restored by America’s Marshall Plan, which laid the foundation for its prodigious recovery, the Wirtschaftswunder of the 1950s. The central part of the former capital – or ‘West Berlin’ as it was referred to at the time – was an island surrounded by Soviet-occupied territory in which the three Western Allies, determined to demonstrate their resolution to keep the city free, maintained garrisons and headquarters. The historic ‘airlift’ in 1948–9 when, following the closing of all ground-access routes by the Russians, hundreds of Western Allied planes landed perilously day and night at the small Tempelhof Airport in the centre of the city, ferrying in food, medicines and clothes for the isolated population, emphasized their resistance to the Russians in the by then bitter ‘cold war’. Their determination to maintain the symbolic status of the city led to a fundamental change in attitude towards the Western Allies by the West Germans.

The recovery of real political and psychological independence and civic responsibility was slow. One must not forget that every aspect of German life had been controlled by the party, and every civic function, whether the administration of the Länder (‘federal states’) or of the schools, universities and courts was held by those who could be trusted by the regime. Not surprisingly, the Allies assumed almost all of these responsibilities in the immediate aftermath of victory. It took almost a decade to train new German teachers, new German lawyers, new German judges. For example, for ten years after the end of the war, German courts could only deal with misdemeanours or crimes committed by Germans against Germans. Though this included individual criminal acts associated with the Kristallnacht in November 1938, with various concentration camps, and with the euthanasia programme – the killing of the mentally ill and handicapped between 1939 and 1941 – German courts did not. have jurisdiction over crimes committed by members of the SS or the Wehrmacht in occupied countries or concentration and extermination camps abroad.

Such proceedings, usually – and, as we shall see, incorrectly – referred to as ‘war crime trials’, were reserved to the Allies in their four zones. The record has never been clearly established as to who did what to whom in the Soviet zone. But the Western Allies, particularly the Americans, not only carried out so-called ‘denazification investigations’ of all adult West Germans between 1945 and 1950 – an impossible task, not surprisingly ineffectually executed – but between them tried 50,000 to 60,000 Germans accused of ‘war crimes’, sentencing 806 of them to death and executing 486. By 1950, however, when the increasing tension between West and East increased the Allies’ political dependence on West German support, German public demands for an end to the Allied trials resulted in the release of most of those who had been tried – and were still alive – who, thanks to an Allied ruling imposed before the trials began, could never again be brought to trial. Indeed, a number of those released who had been highly placed Nazi officials soon found themselves re-employed either by the American or British authorities, or by the West German state.

It was in the autumn of 1958, three years after full jurisdiction had been returned to German courts, that the Conference of Ministers of Justice of the West German Länder set up in Ludwigsburg near Stuttgart the Central Agency for Investigations (Aufklärung) into National Socialist Crimes. For the four decades since, around 130 prosecutors and judges, assisted by 300 police officers, have investigated almost 100,000 people suspected of having committed Nazi (NS) crimes. A number of the resulting trials lasted for many months, even years. They have been a landmark in the process of West Germany’s taking issue with, and beginning to come to terms with, its own past. It is noteworthy too, that, keenly aware of the difference between a ‘war crime’ (committed in the course of war actions) and an ‘NS crime’ (unrelated to war and committed mostly against innocent civilians), neither the Central Agency nor the German media reporting on the trials ever referred to these proceedings as ‘war crimes trials’, the term used so misleadingly first by the Allies, and ever since by various countries, including Britain.

There were 6,494 individuals tried and convicted by West German courts, 13 receiving the death sentence, 166 imprisonment for life. As of 1 January 1996, 4,002 proceedings initiated by Ludwigsburg were still pending in German courts. As of the end of the century, the Ludwigsburg agency, now with a staff of twenty-five, is still handling fifty-two judicial inquiries they expect to hand over to the courts where the accused persons are residing.

Despite considerable public opposition – the agency’s officials at first found themselves virtually ostracized by the local population – the media and educational authorities have over the years fully supported the ‘NS’ trials, which were attended by thousands of secondary school and university students.

To many people of my generation in Europe – those born in the 1920s, whether in Britain or the continent of Europe, north, south, west or east, and, above all, in Germany – some of the accounts in this book may recall the intensity of their own feelings, not only during the war – whichever side they were on – but when they discovered the nature and consequences of tyranny. In Germany, that discovery goes beyond the war generations. In millions of people there, including the young of today as I write this, it has caused and left a deep wound with which they are still trying to come to terms. The fact that, as I try to demonstrate in this book, this wound exists and has been felt so deeply for what is now half a century, has altered what has usually been thought of as ‘the German character’. And if today Germany (in a quite different manner from the one Hitler planned) has become not the ruler, but the heart of Europe, it is precisely, I believe, because this wound is still being constantly confronted by Germans of all ages.

Each chapter bears the date of its original composition.


1

Beginnings

Autumn 1995

My father, who died when I was two, was a passionately Anglophile Hungarian, whose greatest ambition for me was that I receive an English education. And so it happened that in 1934 I was travelling back to my boarding school in England from my home in Vienna when the train broke down in Nuremberg. I was an eleven-year-old girl, on my own, wearing my English school uniform – brown, as it happened, though I don’t really think it influenced subsequent events. The German Red Cross, or its equivalent Nazi organization, quickly took charge of me; within an hour, to my amazement and, it must be said, pleasure, I found myself in a spectator’s seat at the Nazi Party Congress.

I was overcome by the symmetry of the marchers, many of them children like me; the joyful faces all around; the rhythm of the sounds; the solemnity of the silences; the colours of the flags; the magic of the lights (these, though I didn’t know it, Speer’s creation). One moment I was enraptured, glued to my seat; the next, I was standing up, shouting with joy along with thousands of others. I saw the men on the distant podium and heard their hugely amplified voices. But I understood nothing; it was the drama, the theatre of it all that overwhelmed me. (Forty-four years later, Albert Speer described to me his own feelings that day and said, resignedly, ‘To think that when I’m gone, that’s what I will be remembered for: not the buildings I designed but that – theatre.’)

A few days later, back at my peaceful school near the Kentish downs, we were given the subject for our first essay of the new term – not surprisingly, ‘The Happiest Day of my Holiday’.

What else could I, not yet twelve, have described other than that experience in Nuremberg? Although my essay was not chosen to be read out to the class (that honour fell to a lovely description of the birth of a foal), my teacher, Miss Hindley, told me that it was ‘a very good piece of work’. She had a strangely formal way of speaking which I found very beautiful, and I thought her a marvel of erudition and adulthood. In fact she was in her early twenties, a slight, delicate, rather shy young woman, with a fine English complexion. She had a quiet sense of humour, was passionate about books and drama and had the wonderful gift of imparting that passion to her pupils, however cloddish.

‘I think you need to understand what you were seeing,’ she told me. ‘Anyone who comes from your part of the world needs to understand.’ And she handed me a book. ‘Read this, or as much of it as you can.’

The book was Mein Kampf, and I did read as much of it as I could. Years later, when people told me they had found Mein Kampf unreadable (in Speer’s case, he said Hitler had told him not to bother, that it was outdated), I never understood what they meant. It was hard going, true enough; I skipped large portions, and certainly I wished that it had more paragraphs. But I understood what Hitler was saying and, above all, that his vision of a new Germany, a new Europe, could not be realized without war.

Was I particularly prescient? I don’t think so. Throughout those hundreds of densely written pages, he repeated, again and again, Germany’s need for Lebensraum in ‘the East’. I knew nothing about politics and very little about the geography and tortured history of Eastern Europe, but it seemed to me obvious that no country would voluntarily give away any of its territory. How could anyone doubt that?

I also knew very little about anti-semitism. ‘Why does he keep talking about “the Jews”?’ I asked Miss Hindley when I returned the book.

‘He hates them,’ she said. And, as she so often did with all of us, she left me to think it out on my own.

I did not succeed. I knew, of course, that there were, in the school of my early childhood in Vienna, three classes of religious instruction – Catholic, Jewish and, my own class, Protestant – but I was not really consciously aware of who among my classmates belonged to which group. This must sound strange, but I have since asked Viennese friends of my own age, from similar backgrounds, about this, and they too, I found, had little awareness of religious difference – which is perhaps a tribute to our schools.

For a privileged child like me, Vienna was paradise. I lived with my mother, who was beautiful and much courted, in a large flat overlooking St Stephen’s Cathedral. She had been an actress when she was young, and her life revolved around the theatre, actors, playwrights and drama. Was St Stephen’s Cathedral, with its powerful smell of incense, its monotonous singing and its silences, its bleeding or smiling statues, just drama to me? I don’t know, but until I was sent to England, I went in there every day on my way to or home from school, leaving my irritated governess outside while I knelt there, in a curious pretence of – or perhaps wish for – religious fervour.

My other passions were more prosaic: my mother, for her looks; a few of her gentleman friends, for their charm and elegance; the countless books I read, many on the sly by torchlight under my bedclothes at night; teachers – there was always a special one – for their cleverness and, as I was mostly lucky, kindness; the theatre, which obsessed me from my first visit at the age of four; and Vienna, because it was Vienna.

By the time I was fourteen, I had left my English boarding school and was back in Vienna, studying at the Max Reinhardt Drama School. Although I had not inherited my mother’s looks – I was a little girl with puppy fat – I somehow never doubted that they would give me a place, and for some reason I was accepted on the spot, as was another girl my age. She was delicate, with a cloud of silky, dark hair, and was most appropriately named Elfie. We were inseparable from that moment on.

The Max Reinhardt Drama School was a wonderful place, housed in the extraordinary setting of the Imperial Palace of Schönbrunn. Reinhardt, the greatest producer-director of his time, who had had to leave Germany and his school in Berlin because he was Jewish, made a speech on the day the school opened in Vienna which was reprinted in a brochure we were given: ‘Use this place. Walk in the park on your own, think on your own, speak on your own, dream on your own: before you can know anyone else, in life or on the stage, you must know yourself!’

These were powerful words for young minds, and both Elfie and I followed his advice, conscientiously taking long walks on our own, speaking aloud as he advised, expressing our thoughts, our longings, our anger, on occasion, and our dreams.

Most of Elfie’s and my life was spent together. We would meet every day half-way between our homes, by the statue of Johann Strauss in the Stadtpark. We would go together to our fencing or dancing lessons close by, or attend rehearsals at Reinhardt’s theatre, the Josefstadt. Later on, we would take the tram to Schdnbrunn and most nights – often very late, because many of our teachers were directors and could only take classes in the evening – we would walk home past the palace park, down the immensely long Mariahilfer Strasse and finally along the Ring with its beautiful trees and baroque buildings. When we reached the Opera, we parted, Elfie turning right and I left. No one ever bothered us; despite its many political conflicts and frequently violent demonstrations, Vienna was – and still is – a strangely safe city for children.

This innocent, or insouciant life ended shockingly and quickly in March 1938, when Hitler invaded Austria. At about nine-thirty in the evening on 11 March, Elfie telephoned me. ‘Meet me at the statue,’ she whispered.

‘Why are you whispering?’ I asked.

‘Just come,’ she said, and hung up.

While I waited for Elfie in the dark, deserted park, I heard for the first time a sound that was to echo around Vienna for weeks: the rhythmic chant of many voices shouting words I had never heard before: ‘Deutschland erwache! Juda verrecke!’ –Germany awake! Jewry perish!

When Elfie arrived, we stood stiffly in the darkness, listening. Then she said, ‘My father–’

‘What’s the matter with your father?’ I asked, and then, to my own surprise, added, ‘Is he a Jew?’

Elfie looked at me helplessly. ‘A Jew?’ she said, confused, her voice tight. ‘He is a Nazi. They told me tonight. He’s been an illegal for years. He said I was never to speak to any Jews at school, and that anyway’ – her voice sounded dead – ‘the whole place will be… disinfected from top to bottom. What shall I do?’ She sobbed, holding on to me. ‘How can I not talk to Jews?’ Then, for the first time, she put into words the subject that had never touched us, reeling off the names of four of our teachers whose criticism or praise had dominated our lives for over a year.

I was almost speechless. ‘But why?’ I asked, and then, immediately, ‘How do you know they are Jewish?’

‘He knows,’ she said, tonelessly. ‘He says they are Saujuden and that they will all be got rid of.’

‘Got rid of?’ I repeated stupidly, and she cried out then, furiously, ‘Didn’t you hear what I said? Disinfected, he calls it, the schools, the theatres, everywhere’ – she spat out the word – ‘disinfected.’ The chanting from the street went on and on as we stood there under the trees. ‘What shall I do?’ she said. ‘How can I live with them?’

She could do nothing, of course; well-brought-up teenage girls in Vienna did not leave their families. (In the end, happily, she did manage to escape; by the time she was sixteen, she had become a star.)

Three days later, I stood in a crowd underneath the Imperial Hotel balcony and heard Hitler speak.

I had become terribly, achingly aware of wrong, wrong in my small world and in the world beyond it. But I don’t remember Hitler saying anything outrageous: he was just lauding the Austrians for welcoming the Germans. And indeed, huge numbers of Viennese, and Austrians all over the country, did welcome them, and the air was full of excitement and joy. What I remember most clearly – to my horror – is how excited I felt myself as, part of this seethingly emotional crowd, I listened to that man. Four years earlier, in Nuremberg, I had sat high up in the stands and found myself shouting with joy. Small as I was, I was aware that my pleasure derived not from any person or words but from the theatrical spectacle. But now? I had heard the Austrian chancellor Kurt von Schuschnigg announcing the plebiscite of 13 March, his voice breaking at the end: ‘Austrians, the time for decision has come.’ I had heard Elfie crying about her father’s betrayal. I had heard those raucous voices, ‘Deutschland erwache, Juda verrecke’. And here I was, standing before this man whose orders had sent troops into Austria and who had followed those troops to seal the deed with his presence. What was it that made me join the mindless chorus around me, welcoming this almost motionless figure to our Vienna? What was it in him that drew us? What was it in us – in me too, that day – that allowed ourselves to be drawn?

The next day, Elfie and I went for a walk around the city. On the Graben, one of Vienna’s loveliest streets, we came across a band of men in brown uniforms, wearing swastika armbands, surrounded by a large group of Viennese citizens, many of whom were laughing. As we drew near, I saw that in the middle of the crowd a dozen middle-aged people, men and women, were on their knees, scrubbing the pavement with toothbrushes. I recognized one of them as Dr Berggrün, our paediatrician, who had saved my life when I was four and had diphtheria. I had never forgotten that night; he had wrapped me again and again in cool, wet sheets, and it was his voice I had heard early that dawn saying, ‘Sie wrird leben.’ (She will live.)

Dr Berggrün saw me start towards one of the men in brown; he shook his head and mouthed, ‘No,’ while continuing to scrub with his toothbrush. I asked the uniformed men what they were doing; were they mad?

‘How dare you!’ one of them shouted.

‘How dare you?’ I shouted back, and told him that one of the men they were humiliating was a great physician, a saver of lives.

Stunningly beautiful, her trained voice as clear as a bell, Elfie called out, ‘Is this what you call our liberation?’

It was extraordinary: within two minutes, the jeering crowd had dispersed, the brown guards had gone, the ‘street cleaners’ had melted away. ‘Never do that again,’ Dr Berggrün said to us sternly, his small, round wife next to him nodding fervently, her face sagging with despair and exhaustion. ‘It is very dangerous.’ They gassed them in Sobibor in 1943.

(When I told Speer, forty years later, that I was in Vienna in March 1938 when he too, as he had told me, was there to prepare a hall for a rally at which Hitler was to speak, I asked him whether he had seen the shop windows marked in white paint with the word ‘Jew’, or noticed Nazi brutalities. He said no: ‘I saw nothing like that; I wasn’t there long. I did my work… I stayed at the Hotel Imperial. I strolled along the Ring and the old streets of the inner city, and had a few good meals and lovely wine. And I bought a painting – that was nice. That’s it.’ He hadn’t known that people, Catholic and Jewish patriots, were being arrested in droves by then and that the first wave of suicides, mostly elderly Jews, had started? ‘No, I knew nothing about that. I still know nothing about that. Suicides?’)

The schools and colleges reopened within days. I have tried to recall the changes in our lives. The main one, at least for me, was a sudden awareness of feelings I had not felt before, an excitement that I didn’t understand, and didn’t really want to feel.

Though Hungarian by nationality, I loved Austria and above all Vienna; even now, having lived in cities all over the world, I cannot recall ever having been so joyfully aware of the changing of the seasons as I was there. Is there another city in Europe where the scent of lilac lingers so heavily over the streets in May, or the leaves of the trees in the parks turn so golden and red in October, or the snow lies so thickly on roofs and streets in winter? I remember as if it were yesterday the hard, clean feel of the pavement under my shoes once the galoshes were put away: childhood memories of unimportant things that mattered. All this probably didn’t change, but my awareness of it did. It was a warm and beautiful March, but I don’t remember the sun or the buds on the trees or the smell of the lilac later that spring. It is people I remember: the first day we returned to school, two students wearing swastika pins, and a few days later, the school administrator too, a man of great importance to us all, appointed by Reinhardt himself.

By now, we knew of course that there were three categories of people who were in real danger: Jews, communists and Austrian patriots. For the rest, life could go on more or less as usual, although foreign embassies sent small pins in the national colours to their citizens, urging us to wear them. My mother and I received small Hungarian flags, and I wore mine not so much for protection as to separate myself from those at school who wore that other pin.

In the weeks that followed, people began, slowly, to disappear: one of my teachers, a small man of quite incredible kindness to fumbling young drama students, killed himself by jumping out of a fourth-floor window; two others left for the United States. Elfie and I no longer walked home; her parents and my mother forbade it. We no longer went to theatres, for rehearsals or performances. All of us came and went in groups, orderly, quiet and, in many cases, suspicious of each other.

A few months before the Anschluss, my mother had become engaged to Ludwig von Mises, one of the country’s leading economists. He had been living and teaching in Geneva for several years, spending only his summer holidays in Austria, where he and my mother indulged their passion for hiking in the mountains.

Among my mother’s many other admirers was a high-ranking German diplomat. Early one evening in May 1938, he appeared at our door and told her that the Nazis intended to arrest her and hold her as a hostage against von Mises’s return; being both Jewish and a prominent intellectual with dangerous ideas, he was high up on their blacklist.

I don’t know whether the Nazis would actually have taken my mother hostage, but she believed it, and so we had to go. By late that night, she had packed our cases and arranged for friends to send on to Switzerland my father’s collection of paintings and other valuables. Austrians, by then, needed exit permits for travel abroad, but we had our Hungarian passports and we left the next day for Geneva.

I don’t think I was bitter; just as Elfie could not leave her family and live on her own, I could not stay behind by myself in the political cauldron of Vienna. But having experienced the adult freedom of drama school, I was both sad and furious to find myself in a finishing school near Lausanne. I developed a particular loathing for the headmistress when, just weeks after my arrival, a little German Jewish girl was suddenly removed from the classes and our luxurious accommodation and sent to work in the kitchen; her parents, it transpired, had been sent to a concentration camp, and there was no money for her fees. My mother and my new stepfather, together with the mother of my co-conspirator, a wealthy New York socialite, came up trumps: they threatened not only our removal but the most unpleasant publicity for the school unless the child was immediately given a free place.

This incident, which demonstrated that the Nazi poison was not limited to Germany and Austria, along with Elfie’s carefully phrased letters, which clearly conveyed her unhappiness, convinced me that an expensive finishing school was not the place for me. At dawn one lovely Sunday, when I knew my mother and stepfather were away for the weekend, I ran away. I confided in two slightly older American girls who thought the plan mad but romantic, and gave me a large sum from their considerable hoard of pocket money. I packed a small bag; my American friends agreed to lock the door behind me (they also promised to telephone my mother that night, having told the teachers at Sunday breakfast that I had joined my parents for the day); and without great difficulty I got to Geneva in time for the early-morning train to London via Paris.

I knew nobody in London, having only been there on brief excursions from my school in Kent years before, but I had a plan. Either I would obtain a place at the Old Vic Theatre School, where I would complete my training; or I would audition for Alexander Korda, Britain’s top film producer, and get into films. Of course, neither plan worked. At the Old Vic, the suspicious school secretary, having seen the address I had written down of a fleapit hotel in a less than salubrious part of London, asked whom I was staying with and then added kindly, ‘It’s none of my business, but don’t you think you should go home, wherever home is?’ Fellow Hungarian Alexander Korda, upon learning my name and that I came from the Reinhardt school, granted me an audition and talked to me for a long time about what was happening in the world, about books and about music. By the time we got down to my audition, his wife, Merle Oberon, had joined us, and he had managed to extract a lot of information from me. ‘You have some talent,’ he said, after hearing my Juliet (I had played the part in Vienna in a special English performance for the Duke of Windsor and Mrs Simpson). ‘I’ll help you here if you really want, but I suspect this is the wrong direction for you. You are too young and you are uneducated. I advise you to go away, grow up, study – then come back and see me in a couple of years.’

Merle Oberon then took me to lunch, lent me a handkerchief when I cried and arranged for me to telephone my mother.

By early autumn 1938, I was living in Paris with two young academics, Jacqueline and Jean (Yani) Hubert-Rodier, sister and brother, in a wonderful old flat in the 16th arrondisement off the avenue Henri Martin. Following the example of their mother, a noted hostess who had recently died, Jacqueline and Yani were astonishingly well read and multilingual, and kept open house for thinking people of all ages, colours and nationalities. I had a pass for lectures at the Sorbonne, had signed up for a typing course at Pitman’s and was taken on as a pupil by one of the most generous and awesome actresses in Paris, Madelaine Milhaud, the wife of the composer Darius Milhaud. Vienna, the Anschluss and the Nazis were suddenly very far away. I was caught up in a passion for all things French and above all Paris; my life was wonderful, and I was learning what it was to learn.

When war broke out on 3 September 1939, I was in Les Baux de Provence, at that time not even a village, more a settlement of about fifty people who lived in caves dug out of rock on top of a mountain. There was one extremely basic hotel, the Reine Jeanne, which the conductor Pierre Monteux took over for a few weeks every summer for a seminar to which, that year, thanks to the Milhauds, I had been invited. There were about a dozen of us, French and American. We had been immersed in music for two weeks when we heard on the wireless that the Germans had invaded Poland and that France and Britain had declared war. French mobilization was incredibly swift – the young men in the valley were gone within days – and a request arrived from the mayor at the foot of the mountain that the maestro’s young students should come down and help with the grape harvest.

The weather was glorious; it was fun to wash our feet and legs with rough country soap, rinse them in a stinging, green disinfectant and then walk, jump and dance on the grapes. We held hands and made a ballet of our first war-work. On the last evening, Monteux conducted his student orchestra in a piece by Brahms; ‘N’oubliez jamais,’ he said at the end, ‘lui aussi était Allemand.’

My mother and stepfather ordered me to return to Switzerland. When I refused to go, they stopped my allowance in an attempt to force me. But I was sixteen and in love – with an English boy, with France and with my studies. Nothing would have made me leave and, after a few weeks during which I slept on friends’ sofas, ate very little and walked wherever I had to go, they relented, at least for the time being. I was not an easy daughter or stepdaughter; I suspect that they were almost relieved.

∗

My return to Geneva soon became a moot point. Five months into 1940, the Germans, with almost unbelievable speed – their second blitzkrieg after Poland – occupied France. Thousands of refugees streamed into Paris, among them many children whose parents were dead or lost.

For the next year and a half I worked as a volunteer nurse for an aid organization called the Auxiliaire Sociale. It established reception centres for refugees in Paris and homes for abandoned children in châteaux all over occupied France. I went to Villandry, one of the great châteaux of the Loire, which belonged to the American mothér of Isabelle de la Bouillerie, the president of our charity. There were two young volunteers and one paid nurse to look after about twenty children between the ages of three and fourteen in a hastily converted stable block. Downstairs was the kitchen with one tap, a huge, old, wood-burning stove and a long table with benches; upstairs was a dormitory with twenty-odd iron bedsteads. I had a tiny room off the dormitory; the other helpers and a number of refugees from Paris, Isabelle’s friends and staff, some of them, incidentally, Jewish, were lodged in the château; we all ate together with the children.

My mother and stepfather had gone to the United States, and I had no money at all except for pocket money Isabelle sometimes gave me, particularly after I became her interpreter in negotiations with the Germans. It was an important function, given our desperate need for documents to facilitate the running of the centre and food for the children and, as a well-brought-up Viennese Hungarian, I was peculiarly qualified for it.

I was, of course, passionately Francophile and Anglophile and – mainly I suspect to give myself an identity – furiously anti-German. In those early years of occupation there were few opportunities for active opposition. There is, however, one occasion I remember which, involving us thrillingly in high-level diplomatic sabotage, illustrates the excitement of danger about which I spoke earlier.

A huge formal reception room at the Château de Villandry had been chosen by the fleeing French government as the repository for the Foreign Office files; shelves had swiftly been put up and two very elderly diplomats had been lodged at the castle and were nominally in charge of them. ‘Nominally’, because when the Germans arrived in the district, about twenty soldiers were quartered in the adjoining equally large room to guard the archive in ten-hour shifts. A few weeks after all of us had arrived there – it was, I recall, a sunny evening in June after the children had gone to bed – one of the diplomats, M. Gaston Hauchecorne, a charming man who had spent much of his working life in China and had come to look extraordinarily Chinese, told us in the by then quiet kitchen, that in that guarded locked room at the château there was a file that referred to certain negotations between France and Britain and which presented great danger to men who were named in it if the Germans got a hold of it. It was absolutely essential, he said, to remove it. There was, we learned then, a kind of dumb waiter hidden under the brocade wall coverings of that reception room, but to get into it would require supple young bodies. He and his colleague knew exactly where the file was on the shelves: he drew a map. But to locate it quickly demanded nimble minds and a good knowledge of English. The next night a case of excellent wine was presented to the German guards and by 2 a.m. when two of us youngsters climbed into the musty receptacle behind a door in the castle kitchens – with the two old gentlemen winding it up, stopping at every creak – and retrieved that file, they were audibly and merrily drunk. This was the first and certainly the most dramatic act of ‘resistance’ I was involved in, and I loved it: I was happy that night and Monsieur Hauchecorne presented me with a lovely small sculpture he had made in China: I found it after the war and it stands on a shelf in my study to this day.

For the remainder of my time in France then, aside from hiding a couple of shot-down British airmen (on both occasions in the children’s beds, to their joy), the most I could do to demonstrate opposition was to treat the visiting Germans with disdain. Hundreds of – rather polite – Germans, mostly officers who came to see Villandry on their rounds of the châteaux of the Loire, were received very coldly indeed.

There were two in particular who came quite often, one an army doctor, the other a supply officer who had been a schoolmaster in civilian life. Both took an immediate interest in our children and helped us obtain medical supplies and food. They were – though I refused to see it at the time – good men and, I suppose because of that very fact, allowed themselves to be targets for my fury. For months, they accepted my railings and Isabellc’s more elegantly phrased criticisms without demur. And then, without warning, they disappeared. The doctor, I later discovered, was soon sent to the Russian front, where he died within weeks; the former teacher, older and not very fit, was sent to a concentration camp. They had both been devout Christians and opponents of the regime.

We had never known. They hadn’t told us; they had just tried to express it by showing affection to the children and helping us to care for them. Indulging our own feelings, we had abused their kindness. We had never sensed their pain and their dilemma, or that they desperately wanted to be – and indeed were – our friends. (Three years later, when France was liberated, the almost ethereally elegant Isabelle de la Bouillerie was imprisoned at the Santé prison accused of collaboration – principally on the basis of her friendly relationship with those two Germans. She wrote to me asking for help. I wrote and telephoned to everyone I knew in Paris. But in the belated anti-German hysteria of the time it was hopeless: she died there.)

It was another German who, some months later, undoubtedly saved my life. He was a Prussian aristocrat, head of military intelligence in the nearby city of Tours. He had helped me get assistance from official quarters for the children and had become something of a friend. I had suspected for some time that he was an anti-Nazi. One day, getting no reply when I knocked on his office door, I opened it. The room was empty, but the door to his living-quarters was open. As I walked across the room to announce myself, I heard the radio, tuned to the BBC. For the average German, listening to the BBC was a crime. Perhaps this rule didn’t apply to officers, but even so, he was startled when he saw me.

‘You see,’ he said, raising his arms in a gesture of surrender, ‘I’m in your hands now. Will you spare me?’ He was a charmer.

One night, about six months later, Marie, the oldest of our children, who had appointed herself my friend and assistant, tiptoed up to my bed and whispered that there was an officer in a car at the gate who had asked for me by name.

It was just before dawn; the air was sweet. I ran out to the gate. ‘You are going to be arrested this morning,’ he said very quietly. ‘Get dressed quickly. Don’t say goodbye to anybody. Hurry.’

Not long before, we had hidden a British airman for a week or so, after which, disguising him with a nurse’s cape and veil (he was very young and thin), I had driven him in a horse-drawn buggy Isabelle had lent me, to a rendezvous from where he would be taken to safety. I had been stopped by a German security patrol, but the Auxiliaire passes I carried – issued with the help of the officer who now waited for me at the gate of Villandry – plus my Hungarian passport, got us through, and wrongly, I had thought myself quite safe.

I sent Marie back to bed, swearing her to silence; dressed in my uniform; packed nothing except soap, a toothbrush, a change of underclothes, a spare shirt and my papers; and left. I had no money, but he gave me all the French currency he had and drove me to Orléans, where I got an early train to Paris.

It sounds dramatic, but it didn’t seem so at the time. I was grateful, but not that surprised he’d come to my aid – I would have come to his, had the opportunity offered itself. As I rode on that train, it was a beautiful day; Paris, a few hours later, was still Paris; I had very good friends. Two days later, still in my nurse’s uniform, I was taken over the Pyrenees by a mountain guide, and walked out of France and into Spain.

(When I told Speer about this German, I asked him, ‘If it had been you, would you have helped a young girl like me?’ He thought for a long moment before he answered. ‘I don’t know,’ he said, finally – he always tried to be honest, though he often didn’t succeed. ‘I really don’t know. Thank God, the question never arose.’ I said that wasn’t quite so, that a number of people at risk, for political or ‘racial’ reasons, had been offered a safe haven in his ministry. ‘True,’ he said, ‘but that was my ministry, not me: I knew, but I didn’t have to know or do anything myself.’)

Although I was sad to leave, and quite determined to return as soon as possible, I was also glad. I had many friends of my age in the growing French Maquis who already knew of Gestapo cellars, particularly in Paris and Lyon, where people were subjected to appalling tortures. I fear I was not a heroine; I was afraid of physical pain.
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My Friend, a Heroine of France

March 1997

But there were heroes among my friends.

Some of Jacqueline and Yani Hubert-Rodier’s close friends in Paris before the war were Lucienne Schamash, French-born but of Iraqi origin, who would marry Yani, a judge, and become a leading political journalist; Max Dietlin, a writer at heart who after release from a German POW camp married Jacqueline; Max’s sister Liliane, who, the war over, married art expert Jean-Paul Crespelle; and Stan Lasocki, born in France but a descendant of the loftiest Polish aristocracy.

The war, for a while, scattered us. When it was over, friends had died, others felt bitter because of political differences particular to France; also, we married, had children, worked. But through it all, this little group became and has remained my French family, giving the lie to the alleged xenophobia of the French bourgeoisie.

Liliane – my friend Lili, whose unsung heroism during the occupation of France is the subject of this story – died in February 1997 aged eighty-six. Although I saw her as often as I could until she died, I can barely think of Lili as old; to me she was always and remained throughout her life as I saw her when we first met – the epitome of the young Parisienne: small, slim, finely boned, with that very special elegance of speech, behaviour and of course dress that none of us adoptive Parisians could ever emulate.

It was a few days after her death that Lili’s daughter Anne phoned me, sounding absolutely baffled. ‘I rang Catherine Dior [Christian Dior’s sister and Lili’s closest friend] to tell her about the memorial mass,’ she said, ‘and she said, “You will see to it, won’t you, that somebody speaks about what she did: that she was a heroine, a great heroine?”

‘I told her I had no idea what she was talking about,’ said Anne, ‘and Catherine, who I knew had been in the resistance and was sent to Ravensbrück by the Germans, said, “She was in the same réseau [section] as I, but for much longer.”

‘Did you know about this?’ Anne asked me, sounding devastated.

Well, I did, but only since the early 1970s, when Lili read my book, Into That Darkness on the commandant of Treblinka and initiated a conversation about the evil in man, of which I then found she had more experience than most.

For the four years of occupation, she had a cover job at the Musée Carnavalet in Paris, but her real life was spent as a courier for Stan Lasocki, who was the chief of the section ‘Massif Central’ of Polish intelligence in France, responsible to the general staff in London. This élite organization of more than 2,000 agents – which suffered enormous losses – was later credited as one of the most dynamic intelligence movements in Europe. By the end of 1942, most of its leaders had been killed by the Gestapo.

One of the few who survived was Pierre Heinrich, another Frenchman of Polish descent
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