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    For my mother, who taught me to keep asking questions
  




 


  “The wrongs which we seek to condemn and punish have been so calculated, so malignant, and so devastating, that civilization cannot tolerate their being ignored, because it cannot survive their being repeated.”




  —Robert H. Jackson, Nuremberg prosecutor (1945)



 


  “It is all forgotten. It’s all over.”




  —Jakob Reimer, former Nazi SS officer living outside New York City (1998)




Prologue


  A Name from the Past


 

July 12, 1974


  LANGLEY, VIRGINIA


 

The old man sounded panicked. He was normally so cocksure and crafty, but now, as he related the strange events of the last few weeks, there was the squall of desperation in a voice left raspy by too many Marlboros. He was in trouble, Tom Soobzokov was telling his long-ago friend John Grunz on the other end of the phone line. Exactly why was still not clear; the words were tumbling out so furiously in Soobzokov’s thick Slavic accent that Grunz could scarcely follow his helter-skelter story.

Crazy refugees from the old country were out to destroy him, the old man was saying. There was something about libelous stories in the newspaper. A hell-bent congresswoman was somehow involved, too. And did Grunz hear his old friend Tom right? Did he just say something about Nazi war crimes?

Slow down, slow down, Grunz urged. Whatever’s going on, he said, we can deal with it. The assurances did nothing to calm Soobzokov.


  You don’t understand. My life is in danger.


Typical Soobzokov. He inevitably seemed to cloak himself in some bit of drama or other; there was always that element of intrigue. He was, as his secret psychological workups had concluded years earlier, a bold and impassioned man, “a leader type who can get things done,” but volatile and scheming, too; “a skillful manipulator of people.” His outsize, fill-up-the-room personality had defined him for as long as Grunz had known him. But had his old friend, still rambling on the phone about Nazis and government probes, now turned delusional, too?

The two men, their lives once so tightly intertwined, had lost touch in recent years. Then came the cryptic message that an intermediary had passed along to Grunz just a few days earlier: someone named Soobzokov was looking for him. He wanted him to call as soon as possible. It sounded urgent.

Tom Soobzokov? Looking for him? It had been many years—fifteen, maybe twenty—since they had last spoken. What could he want after all this time?

Soobzokov, nothing if not resourceful, had gotten a friend in Congress to find Grunz’s unlisted line and get the message to him. That wasn’t as simple as it sounded, since Grunz had a way of making himself hard to find. He was, after all, a CIA spy.

Soobzokov knew a bit about spying, too. That was how he knew Grunz. Soobzokov had once been a spy himself for the CIA—not a particularly good one, but a spy nonetheless. Grunz had been his handler in the Middle East two decades earlier as they chased intelligence on the Soviets in the crazy Cold War days of the 1950s. Soobzokov’s main mission was to recruit Russian émigrés and fervent anti-Communists—people like him—who might be willing to spy on their former homeland for America. He was always on the verge of turning the next big Russian agent, or so he claimed. It was in the Middle East that Soobzokov had picked up his CIA code name: Nostril, an unflattering allusion to his prominent hooked nose. If he minded the moniker, he never let on. He loved the cloak-and-dagger intrigue of the spy business. He also liked to brandish his agency credentials to friends and acquaintances, with a reckless bravado—not a good quality in a spy. As his handler, Grunz was sometimes forced to clean up the mess left by Nostril’s indiscretions in far-flung places.

Now, so many years later, a frantic Soobzokov had put out word—through a congressman, no less—that he was looking for Grunz. No, don’t give him my phone number, Grunz told the congressman’s office. I’ll contact him.

Whatever was going on, Grunz figured it couldn’t be good.

He picked up the phone and dialed a 201 area code: northern New Jersey, where, if he recalled right, Soobzokov had settled when he emigrated from Europe after World War II among a mass of war-torn refugees.

Pleasantries were few, despite their long estrangement. Soobzokov needed help, and he needed it now, he told Grunz. His life—the American life he had cultivated so assiduously for himself, his wife, and his five children in the hardscrabble town of Paterson, New Jersey—was collapsing around him. Amid the flurry of wild-sounding events, Grunz was finally able to parse out enough of the details to fully appreciate his panic.

Maybe he wasn’t so delusional, after all. People really were after him.

It had started with the whispers. For years, a bunch of Soobzokov’s fellow immigrants who, like him, hailed from Russia’s rugged western borderland in the North Caucasus, between the Black Sea and the Caspian Sea, had been spreading malicious talk about him, he said. He practically spat the words. They were obviously jealous of him—jealous of the political connections he’d built among state Democrats; jealous of the plum county job he’d landed; jealous of the reputation he’d earned in the immigrant community as a leader and fixer, a man who could make problems go away. When he walked into a room, people stood up out of respect. He was a man of stature, a man of influence, and his rivals in New Jersey obviously resented him for it.

Now their envy had turned truly vile. The outrageous things they were saying about him! That back in the old country, he had become the Germans’ henchman in his village after Hitler’s 1942 invasion. That he had turned on his own people. That he had worn the reviled Waffen SS uniform. That he had led roaming Third Reich “execution squads” that gunned down Jews and Communists.

That he was, in short, a Nazi.

Tall and lanky, with a bushy mustache, a ruddy complexion, and a handsome face that suggested any number of ethnicities, Soobzokov had gone by many names and identities since the war: his given name of Tscherim Soobzokov, or Tom, as he was called by the local politicos who had befriended him; Sergei Zarevich, or Kerim Lafsoka, as some of his official papers identified him; the vanilla-sounding alias of “Kenneth Desnew” on overseas spy trips; and, of course, Nostril, his code name in CIA files.

His accusers from the old country knew him by yet another name: the Führer of the North Caucasus, some called him.


It was slander of the worst kind, the old man insisted. At first, he had tried to write it off as just the vicious gossip of the immigrant community. Hadn’t there been similar smears spread by the Communists against dozens of other good Americans since the end of the war? Good men, respected men, men like him. These were solid citizens who, like him, served their new country well but were accused of being Nazis nonetheless: German rocket scientists in Alabama, doctors in San Antonio, a successful businessman in Northern California, an Olympic coach in San Diego, an architect in Philadelphia, even a prominent bishop in Michigan.

All innocent, like him; all victims of lies, Soobzokov told anyone who would listen.

The public was largely oblivious to it all. For that, at least, Soobzokov was grateful. Even the powerful people who heard the whispers—the FBI, the INS, the occasional congressman—seemed blissfully uninterested. It was a brutal time, those war years, and whatever had happened was so long ago. No one cared, thank God.

Yet somehow, three decades after the war, his past was becoming quite public. The talk had gone from rumor to news, with his tiny hometown paper printing a few stories on the Nazi claims against him. TV newscasters had picked up on the innuendo, too. Soobzokov figured his rival—that scoundrel Dr. Jawad Idriss, a good-for-nothing fabricator who thought he was the real leader of their immigrant clan in New Jersey—must have gone shooting his mouth off again with his outrageous Nazi accusations. Grist for a lawsuit, perhaps.

That was bad enough. Then, just a few days earlier, Soobzokov was named in a story in the New York Times with a list of more than three dozen suspected Nazis living comfortably and quietly in America, divorced from their hidden pasts. The good name of Tom Soobzokov in the New York Times! Calling him a Nazi! Immigration officials, under pressure for failing to do anything about supposed war criminals living in the United States, had grudgingly turned over the list to a pesky New York congresswoman, Elizabeth Holtzman. A Jew, of course. Soobzokov didn’t trust Jews. He had confided as much years earlier to the CIA; Soobzokov “would be ashamed to work for a Jew,” a note in his file read. Now this Holtzman woman was demanding action and making his life miserable. He was seething as he told his old friend Grunz about all the accusations that were being slung at him.


There was talk of trying to take away his citizenship and send him back to Russia—back to the loathsome Communists who had taken away his father’s land. What could be worse? And now the Jewish militants were planning pickets at his house, his friends inside the local police department were telling him. His political bosses in Passaic County, wary of all the publicity, were already threatening to suspend him from his county purchasing job. They were afraid of the political embarrassment. Cowards, all of them. And ungrateful, too, after all the votes he’d brought them from his fellow immigrants.

There’d been threats to his life, he told Grunz. I’m a loyal American citizen. I did nothing wrong. I fought the Communists. I served my country. I served you—and the CIA. As if to quell any doubts about his spy service, Soobzokov spoke ominously of the secret dossier he’d kept on his years of faithful undercover work for the CIA. There was a paper trail, he promised; a long one.

Lay low, Grunz implored. Don’t say anything to anyone; that would make things worse. And whatever you do, don’t mention anything about your work with the CIA. It will all blow over.

 

Yet in his own mind, Grunz wasn’t so certain.

Now working at CIA headquarters outside Washington, D.C., Grunz knew he would have to inform higher-ups about the unnerving conversation with his ex-spy. They would no doubt want to sniff out senior officials at the Justice Department to see whether the CIA would be dragged into the muck by the accusations. Maybe they could get the INS to back off; this was a national security matter, after all.

Twice more in the next few days, Grunz spoke with Soobzokov. There’d just been another story in the newspaper naming him as a Nazi, Soobzokov told him, and he was growing more unwound with each bit of notoriety.

Grunz sat down to warn his bosses.

The CIA was facing a “significant flap,” Grunz wrote in a long memo apprising them of what was happening in New Jersey. “Soobzokov has assumed a posture of outraged innocence (a posture he adopts quite convincingly) and has made numerous attempts to smoke out the nature and source of the various allegations.”

The good news was that, so far, at least, Soobzokov was only looking for “advice”; nothing more. But to protect himself, Grunz warned, the ex-spy might well “begin to cash in what he considers to be certain ‘chips’ that he holds: namely, his record of clandestine cooperation with this or other agencies of the United States government.”

Besides the CIA, those “other agencies” meant one in particular: the FBI. Soobzokov had worked not only for the CIA, but for the G-men at the bureau as well. As a confidential FBI informant, Soobzokov had thrown its investigators countless leads about suspected Communists over the years, essentially infiltrating his brethren in the immigrant community. FBI director J. Edgar Hoover had personally referred him for the job. Soobzokov was a Communist hunter, and a passionate one at that. If there were Soviet sympathizers in New Jersey, he worked to find them. Anyone was fair game. A few years earlier, in 1971, Soobzokov had reported to his FBI handler that a twelve-year-old boy in the neighborhood had voiced a vague interest in someday visiting Russia to see his family’s roots in the Caucasus; Soobzokov suspected the boy might be vulnerable to Communist exploitation and advised the FBI to keep an eye on him. The FBI duly opened a file on the youngster.

Now, with his own name in the news, Soobzokov seemed ready to tell everything he knew. To protect himself from the curse of the Nazi label, he might fight back by blackmailing Washington’s whole intelligence apparatus.

Grunz was worried. He could only imagine the headlines: CIA Tied to Nazi Henchman. The spy agency didn’t need that kind of scrutiny, not with all the stories already bubbling up over the last few months about its ugly involvement in foreign assassinations, illegal spying on Vietnam protesters, and President Nixon’s dirty tricks in Watergate. Now it might be in bed with a Nazi, too? Wonderful.

Grunz laid out the unattractive possibilities for the CIA if Soobzokov were to go public with his story. “If in defending himself,” Grunz wrote his bosses, “he were to surface the fact that he had once worked for CIA, and given the present climate of intense media interest in anything having to do with CIA, it would seem likely that both the vote-hungry Congresswoman from New York and the Pulitzer-hungry journalist would very quickly zero in on the story and milk it for all it’s worth.”

How exposed was the CIA? Grunz couldn’t be certain. Soobzokov’s secret agency file from the 1950s had mysteriously gone missing, Grunz discovered after making a few calls. Even Nostril’s colorful code name had somehow been changed. It was all very odd.

One thing was clear: the CIA wanted nothing to do with Soobzokov. Four days after his initial phone calls, Grunz got his orders from CIA attorneys: Soobzokov could get a private lawyer or “pursue whatever course of action he may think desirable,” they said, but the CIA wouldn’t help him; Nostril was on his own.

So was Soobzokov actually the Nazi war criminal that his neighbors were making him out to be? Grunz provided his higher-ups at the CIA no answer to that central question. Whatever insight the CIA’s own files might provide—whatever America’s foremost intelligence agency had turned up in all those years of background checks and lie-detector tests and psychological reports on its Communist-chasing spy—remained hidden away, or destroyed. But whether Soobzokov was a monster or a martyr mattered little at the moment to Grunz. What mattered right now was shutting this thing down.

This could get messy, Grunz realized. Very messy.
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Liberation

Spring 1945


  FÖHRENWALD DISPLACED PERSONS CAMP, OUTSIDE MUNICH


 

While the Nazis fled, their victims were left to languish.

These were the “lucky” ones: hundreds of thousands of Jews, Catholics, gays, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Communists, Roma, and other “parasites” enslaved in Nazi concentration camps who, somehow, had managed to survive Hitler’s genocidal killing machine. Yet even after Germany’s defeat, the survivors remained imprisoned for months in the same camps where the Nazis had first put them to rot.

The names of their jailers had changed, with the dark Nazi swastikas now replaced by the bright-colored flags of the Allied victors flying above the camps, but the barbed wire fences and armed guards still encircled them. They were in a postwar purgatory, living in horrific conditions that a high-level emissary of President Truman would compare to those imposed by the Nazis themselves.

Jacob Biber, a Jew who survived the Nazi purge in the Ukraine, was among the masses confined in the American DP camp at Föhrenwald. “We felt like so much surplus junk,” Biber would write of his confinement, “human garbage which the governments of the world wished would somehow go away.”

 

The conditions faced by the survivors inside the Allied DP camps after Germany’s defeat that fateful spring of 1945 were revolting in their own right. What made their confinement even more unthinkable was that, all the while, their Nazi tormentors were scattering to the winds. With few obstacles in their path, thousands of Hitler’s helpers were heading to America, visas in hand, to start their lives anew. The flight of the Nazis, in the face of the survivors’ brutal treatment at the hands of their Allied rescuers, amounted to one final, damning indignity.

The chilling irony could be reduced to simple math: every Nazi who managed to get a golden ticket out of Europe for passage to America meant one fewer “displaced person” in the Allied camps who would be able to get out. Visas to America, especially in the early months and years after the war, were precious and few; with more than seven million people across Europe left stateless, only forty thousand people were admitted to the United States in the first three years after the war, despite calls for America to open its shores. Lingering anti-Semitism meant the denial of visas en masse to Holocaust survivors crammed into the DP camps. Yet Nazi collaborators and even SS members in Hitler’s reign of persecution, men who had proudly worn the Nazi uniform, were often able to enter the United States as “war refugees.”

Thousands of Nazis sneaked in on their own, easily gaming the American immigration system. But hundreds more had help—from senior military and intelligence officials at the Pentagon, the CIA, and other agencies who believed that the new immigrants—despite their obvious Nazi ties, or sometimes because of them—could help vanquish the Soviet menace. No one hated the Soviets more than the Nazis, officials in Washington liked to say, and they wanted to exploit that enmity.

So it was that the United States became home to men like Jakob Reimer, a Ukrainian who settled in Queens and made a good living running a restaurant and selling potato chips. In coming to America in 1952, Reimer described himself as a German POW who worked an office job in the war years. Left out of his official biography were the more haunting aspects of his wartime service: raiding Jewish villages as a decorated SS officer, and training Nazi guards at Trawniki. American immigration officials did not press him to explain what he had done during the war, and he wasn’t going to volunteer it. He got a visa with little difficulty, while Holocaust survivors in Europe struggled to find someplace that would take them. As an American prosecutor told a judge decades later: “He was never entitled to immigrate to the United States . . . There were only a limited number of visas back then, and Mr. Reimer took the visa of a real victim.”

And so, with horror-ridden places like Warsaw and Trawniki and Auschwitz effectively whited out of their histories, Reimer and thousands like him were able to remake themselves into just the type of wartime refugee the United States was willing to welcome to its shores. They had become Americans.

 

The Allies had come at Hitler from all sides in those early months of 1945; the Russians from the east; the Americans and the British from the west. One by one, the Allied forces discovered scenes of horror and madness in concentration camps abandoned by the retreating Nazis. Inside the camps remained tens of thousands of survivors amid heaps of unburied corpses. Generations later, the mind’s eye imagines the world embracing the survivors: the iron gates to the camps must have swung open at the arrival of the Allied forces, with a mass of bone-thin victims pouring into the awaiting arms of a world filled at once with shock, guilt, and joy over their rescue. Like trapped coal miners freed from a mineshaft, or a wrongly accused prisoner finally let out of prison, they were free at last. Home-cooked meals, warm beds, hot showers, and attentive doctors must have awaited them.

The reality was much darker.

Many thousands of the survivors did not leave the Allied camps; some not for months, some not for years, some not at all. Thousands died from disease and malnourishment even after Hitler’s defeat. At Dachau, at Bergen-Belsen, and at dozens of DP camps like them, they remained jailed inside the walls that Hitler had erected. With the survivors surrounded by the stench of death and squalor, the liberating Allied forces, led by General Dwight D. Eisenhower, would not allow them to leave. The world didn’t know what to do with them.

Crowded and ill fed, the survivors were left to wear their striped camp uniforms, the same uniforms that had become such a toxic symbol of Nazi oppression. In some DP camps, they were bunked side by side with Nazi POWs who were held there as well—people who, just months earlier, had been their wartime tormentors. Some Nazi prisoners were even put in charge of Jewish inmates at the Allied camps, ruling over them even in defeat. Exiled Jews in the camps who were originally from Germany, Austria, and other Axis nations were classified and treated by the Allies not as victims but as “enemy nationals” because of their countries of origin, no different from the Nazi prisoners jailed with them.

Just as remarkably, thousands of German doctors and nurses who had inflicted the Nazis’ grotesque brand of medical care at the concentration camps were still being deployed at the DP camps—except now they worked for the Allies. At Dachau alone, more than six hundred medical personnel from the Germans’ Wehrmacht military division—doctors, dentists, nurses, and orderlies—now counted themselves as members of the Allied medical staff, handling the survivors.

Many of the Germans had it better. At Allied-run camps reserved for German prisoners of war, ex-Nazi officers watched movies, played soccer, even took college courses. At Jewish DP camps, meanwhile, the Holocaust survivors fought merely to get extra rations of soggy black bread and coffee to make up for the starvation of the war years. American officials resisted; they complained that the Jews were getting “preferential” treatment and were using black-market systems at the camps to violate limits on food rations. The situation became so volatile that German police—with the consent of American officials—staged a raid on black-market activities in the Stuttgart and Landsberg camps in early 1946; rioting broke out, with police killing one Jewish DP. He had survived the Holocaust, but not its aftermath.

With word of the survivors’ conditions filtering back to Washington, President Truman sent a special emissary, Earl Harrison, a former immigration commissioner who was dean of the University of Pennsylvania law school, to inspect the DP camps and assess the plight, in particular, of the Jewish refugees. The World Jewish Congress and other humanitarian organizations were protesting “conditions of abject misery.” The reports seemed unbelievable. Could these horrific accounts of squalor, desperation, and mistreatment among the survivors—all in the wake of the Allied victory—really be true? Harrison was told to find out.

Harrison’s blistering conclusions cast a pall over America’s postwar euphoria. His findings were an indictment of the United States’ refugee effort in the harshest terms he knew. “As matters now stand,” Harrison wrote to Truman after touring the DP camps, “we appear to be treating the Jews as the Nazis treated them except that we do not exterminate them.” The Nazis’ victims, the dean found, were being victimized once again—but this time by the Americans.

General George S. Patton, the gruff war hero whose soldiers ran the American DP camps, fumed over Harrison’s findings. Publicly, the general—Old Blood and Guts, as he was famously known—had adopted a posture of shock and revulsion that spring over the Allies’ discovery of the Nazi death camps, and he urged journalists to see for themselves the horrors inflicted on the victims. Privately, however, General Patton held the surviving Jews in his camps in utter contempt.

“Harrison and his ilk believe that the Displaced Person is a human being, which he is not, and this applies particularly to the Jews who are lower than animals,” Patton wrote in his diary after learning of the scathing report to Truman. Laying bare the rabid anti-Semitism that infected the American refugee effort, Patton complained of how the Jews in one DP camp, with “no sense of human relationships,” would defecate on the floors and live in filth like lazy “locusts.” He told of taking General Eisenhower to tour a makeshift synagogue that the Jews in the camp had set up to celebrate the holy day of Yom Kippur. “We entered the synagogue which was packed with the greatest stinking mass of humanity I have ever seen.” This was Eisenhower’s first glimpse of the DPs, Patton wrote, so it was all new to him. “Of course, I have seen them since the beginning and marveled that beings alleged to be made in the form of God can look the way they do or act the way they act.”

Sadly, Patton’s contempt for the Jews—from the man responsible for overseeing the survivors of the biggest genocide in world history—was not that unusual among Washington’s elite. The Jews “do not desire to work, but expect to be cared for,” one Senate lawyer wrote in seeking to limit the number allowed into the country after the war. “It is very doubtful that any country would desire these people as immigrants.” President Truman’s wife, Bess, did not welcome Jews in her home, and the president himself was known privately to deride “kikes” and “Jew boys.” Still, with Britain blocking Jews from going to Palestine and the United States closing its own doors for the most part, Truman agonized over the situation in the DP camps. “Everyone else who’s been dragged from his country has somewhere to go back to,” Truman said, “but the Jews have no place to go.”


The sense of hopelessness among the survivors trapped in the DP camps was overwhelming. They would sing old Yiddish folk songs with the children, with the words changed to reflect their plight. Where can I go? asked one song. Who can answer me? Where can I go to? When every door is locked?

Föhrenwald, near Munich, where Jacob Biber was held, was considered one of the more humanely run camps, with passable conditions and decent hygiene, yet the desperation among the prisoners was wrenching.

“A general malaise was growing as we realized how indifferent the world was to our tragedy,” Biber wrote of his experience there. “Soon we began seeing men and women who had survived the worst tragedies imaginable during the war years suddenly killing themselves, often by hanging. Such events, added to the news that Palestine remained closed to us, guarded by British soldiers who were turning away DP’s by the thousands, only added to our gloom.”

 

And what of the Nazis?

While the Jacob Bibers of the Holocaust remained trapped inside the barbwired DP camps in the spring of 1945, thousands of Nazis were en route to Italy, to South America, to Australia, to Canada, and to America. With Germany’s ultimate defeat foretold since early 1945, many of Hitler’s henchmen had been plotting their escape for months, complete with fraudulent paperwork, fake names, hidden cash, and possible escape routes.

Rescuing themselves meant remaking themselves, erasing their pasts as persecutors and inventing new futures for themselves as supposed refugees. They would no longer be Nazis; they would become the victims. The more brazen among them might even pose as anti-Nazis. Otto von Bolschwing had been an influential aide in the Nazi Security Service’s “Jewish Affairs” office before the war, but by 1945 he realized the days of the Third Reich were numbered. By war’s end he was reworking his biography—claiming to be an opponent of Hitler who had tried to assassinate him—and volunteering himself as an informant to American military officials in Germany. His work was so well regarded that he was able to collect letters of reference from the U.S. Army praising him for the intelligence he provided on his former Nazi partners; within a few years, the CIA would take him on as a spy of its own, cleanse his Nazi record, and relocate him to America to begin a lucrative career in the export business. His Nazi past was long forgotten.


Many of the self-styled refugees cast themselves as apolitical, men without a state whose lives had been torn apart by someone else’s bloody war. When Dmytro Sawchuk got a visa to come to America in 1951 as a refugee and start a new life in the Catskills, he told U.S. immigration officials that he had been a common farmer and woodcutter in Poland during the war. In fact, he had been an armed guard at three Nazi concentration camps, lording over prisoners who were forced to burn the corpses of fellow Jews, and he had taken part in a mass murder at a Jewish ghetto in Poland. It would be nearly four decades before his lies were revealed.

And Tom Soobzokov? The Führer of the North Caucasus, as some of his fellow countrymen called him, was reinventing himself as well. He was still wearing his Waffen SS officer’s uniform when the Brits arrested him in Austria at the end of the war. But Soobzokov escaped from a truck full of Nazi prisoners and began a postwar journey that would take him from a DP camp in Italy to a refugee enclave in the Middle East and finally to a new life in Paterson, New Jersey.

In his official records, Soobzokov now listed himself as an ex–prisoner of war forced into hard labor by the Nazis. “Refugee + forced laborer,” a relief aide scrawled after interviewing him in 1946 at the Italian DP camp. “Asks for help to emigrate . . . and help him financially,” his file noted.

He, too, was now a victim.

 

Italy would prove a popular transit point for thousands of Nazis looking to make their escape from Europe—not just because of its easy access to the sea, but because of its politics. Italy, of course, had been one of Germany’s original Axis partners under its fascist dictator, Benito Mussolini, and even after its surrender to the Allies in 1943, large pockets of the country remained in the stranglehold of the Nazis for the rest of the war. German was still the dominant language in some regions of northern Italy. Indeed, even after Hitler’s defeat, it was tough to tell who was running some regions. “Did We Beat the Nazis or Not?” a headline in Stars and Stripes, the American military newspaper, asked days after the surrender, as uniformed SS officers were still roaming freely and running operations in the Tyrol region. With the Germans still in control, Nazi fugitives were able to navigate the area almost at will and make their escape out to sea and to points beyond.

They had help—from two of the most powerful institutions in the region. The Vatican and the Red Cross were each complicit in helping the fleeing Nazis gain shelter, travel documents, and escape routes from Italy, years of documentation would show. The Italian “rat line,” as the escape route became known, was no secret to the United States. In 1947, two years after the war, a secret cable on the Nazis’ flight from a State Department official based in Italy called the Vatican “the largest single organization involved in the illegal movement of emigrants,” and concluded that church leaders had helped “former Nazis and former Fascists” to flee Europe for South America and elsewhere “so long as they are anti-Communist.”

One Catholic bishop, a longtime anti-Semite named Alois Hudal, was so sympathetic to the Nazis, and so prolific in shepherding them to safety, that he became known as the Brown Bishop, an ode to the color of the Nazi uniforms. Church leaders like Hudal wanted not only to thwart the godless Communists, but also to expand their religious base—the “propagation of the faith,” as the State Department cable put it. If expanding the faith meant protecting Nazis, so be it. “It is the Vatican’s desire to assist any person, regardless of nationality or political beliefs as long as that person can prove himself a Catholic,” the memo said. “This of course from the practical point of view is a dangerous practice.”

With easy passage overseas, notorious Nazi war criminals like Adolf Eichmann and Josef Mengele, fugitives implicated in millions of murders during the Holocaust, were soon on their way to Latin America after the war ended. American officials knew that the Nazis had “easy entrée to South America” from Italy, with false documents rampant, but they decided not to press their allies to keep them out. There was nothing to be gained, U.S. officials concluded.

There was good reason to go easy on the Nazis’ rat line. Not only did American officials know about its existence within a few years of the war’s end, but they sometimes used the line themselves—through their contacts with another infamous Catholic clergyman, a Croation fascist named Krunoslav Draganovic. Father Draganovic ran a black-market operation smuggling war fugitives out of Europe, and American officials sometimes went to him for assistance. When U.S. Army officers needed help finding safe passage for a group of anti-Communist “visitors” in Austria who were wanted by the Russians—men who no doubt had ties to Hitler—they turned to the priest to hide them in “safe haven houses” in Italy and then get them to South America. “This, of course, was done illegally, inasmuch as such persons could not possibly qualify for eligibility” under refugee guidelines, an Army officer wrote in a top-secret memo. The rat line was a useful tool for American officials in their new Cold War struggle, but they couldn’t admit that publicly. Officially, the United States needed to keep its distance from the priest, even as it was using him to shuttle fugitives to South America. Draganovic “is known and recorded as a Fascist, war criminal, etc, and his contacts with South American diplomats of a similar class are not generally approved by U.S. State Department officials,” the secret cable said. “It is better that we be able to state, if forced . . . that we are not engaged in illegal disposition of war criminals, defectees and the like.”

U.S. officials had a second powerful reason for wanting to play down the Nazis’ escape route to South America. They knew that another lesser-known route, largely invisible to the public, was also being plowed, and it led straight to America. The United States, fabled refuge for the world’s tired, its poor, and its huddled masses, was a beacon for Nazi war criminals as well. Even as the United States was casting blame on the Vatican for shepherding Hitler’s minions to freedom, it was doing much the same itself, creating a safe haven for the Nazis in America.

Just months after Germany’s surrender, U.S. Army investigators made a startling discovery: the flight of Nazis to the United States had actually started years earlier—during Hitler’s rise to power. Four gunnysacks retrieved at a paper mill near Munich, filled with German war documents that were destined for shredding, led the investigators to a hidden trove of Nazi Party ID cards that cataloged Hitler’s rank-and-file supporters. To the alarm of Army officials, nearly seven hundred of the card-carrying Nazi Party members had left Germany for America beginning in the mid-1930s; many of them were allowed into the country even after Hitler and the Nazis had invaded Poland in 1939 and set off World War II.

These were not Germans who were somehow “forced” into Nazi membership and were fleeing Hitler, the Army investigators concluded. These were Nazi Party members who had passed rigorous loyalty oaths, marched with the Nazis, and volunteered their support for the party and its racial ideologies. They were all listed with their names and new addresses in the United States. A banker in New York City. A chemist in Pennsylvania. A musician in Chicago. A pastry chef in New Orleans. A doctor in Oakland. A student in Los Angeles. All had pledged their allegiance to Hitler and the Nazis, yet now called themselves Americans. Nothing was ever done about them.

With Hitler’s defeat, the flight of the Nazis to America only accelerated. The true total of fugitives may never be known, but the number of postwar immigrants with clear ties to the Nazis likely surpassed ten thousand, from concentration camp guards and SS officers to top Third Reich policymakers, leaders of Nazi puppet states, and other Third Reich collaborators.

Some entered openly. In through the front door came more than sixteen hundred Nazi scientists and doctors, men who were eagerly recruited to the United States by the Pentagon. Military leaders wanted desperately not only to exploit their scientific and medical achievements, but also to prevent the Russians from seizing their work first. They provided the scientists with visas, houses, offices, and research assistants. Officially, the top-secret program—known as Project Paperclip—was banned to any “ardent” Nazi who took part in wartime persecution. But this was a fig leaf, a bureaucratic cover that was routinely ignored, as the U.S. government brought in professionals with direct links to Nazi atrocities and helped some of them “cleanse” their war records. The fact that a number of them had built rockets on the backs of slave laborers at concentration camps, or performed hideous medical experiments on concentration camp prisoners, was of little concern. Whatever moral baggage they brought with them was outweighed, military officials believed, by the promise of technological breakthroughs.

The most famous of these scientists was Wernher von Braun. At the very end of the war, at a ski chalet in the Alps along the German-Austrian border, von Braun, a committed Nazi under Hitler who used slave laborers in a mountain factory to build the V-2 rockets that bombed London, was already planning his exit to America as he listened to radio reports on Hitler’s suicide. The war seemed far away. “There I was living royally in a ski hotel on a mountain plateau,” he boasted years later from his new home in Huntsville, Alabama, where he had become an honored American scientist. “The hotel service was excellent.”

Then there were the Nazi spies, hundreds of them, employed by U.S. intelligence agencies in both Europe and the United States. They came in through a side door—not formally invited to the postwar party, but welcomed eagerly nonetheless. Rabid anti-Communists like Tom Soobzokov in New Jersey and Otto von Bolschwing in New York, they had been recruited by American intelligence agencies, including the CIA and the FBI, to help get information on the Soviets. The intelligence that most of America’s Nazi spies peddled to the government usually proved useless or, worse, flat-out wrong. But they were anti-Communist, and in the Cold War era, that was all that mattered. Like Hitler’s scientists and doctors, the Nazi spies were now part of the American team, too.

And in through the back door came the biggest group yet: thousands of everyday SS personnel, war criminals and collaborators like Jakob Reimer, the SS officer turned potato chip salesman. They sneaked into America as reformed “refugees,” with their only help from the American government coming in the form of an inept immigration system that made it easy for them to bury their pasts. They came because no one stopped them. False documents might get them entry, or a relative in America willing to vouch for them, or even a friendly American immigration interviewer who could coach them on what to put in a visa application—and what not to mention. Doing farm work during the war was a definite plus; wearing the SS uniform or serving in a concentration camp was not. “Better you don’t put that in the papers,” one Nazi SS officer at Trawniki was told by an interviewer after he claimed to be a lowly bartender at the concentration camp.   

For Andrija Artukovic, getting into the United States was as simple as using a fake name. After he was granted what was supposed to be a ninety-day visitor’s visa in 1948, Artukovic settled on a quiet beach south of Los Angeles and began working for a construction company that his brother owned. He ended up staying for nearly forty years. Had he used his real name, or had immigration officials dug deeper, it might have been evident that Artukovic was a top cabinet minister in the Nazi puppet government in Croatia, or that he had reputedly ordered the murder and imprisonment of some 600,000 of his countrymen, or even that Yugoslavian war crimes investigators wanted to arrest the man known there as the Butcher of the Balkans. But none of that was revealed. To immigration officials, he was simply another visitor traveling to the United States from Europe.

Like Artukovic, many Nazi collaborators came from Eastern Europe. Hundreds of fugitives with Nazi ties came from Germany, but many more who wound up in America were collaborators from Nazi-controlled countries like Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia, and the Ukraine. American immigration policies made it easy for them to come. In the first few years after the war, fully 40 percent of all the visas granted by the United States were set aside for war refugees from the Baltics. The Baltic immigrants—unlike the would-be Jewish immigrants derided by Washington policymakers as lazy and ungodly—were seen instead as hardworking, industrious, and, in the racist language of the day, “of good stock and good breeding,” and they were welcomed eagerly to America. The bulk of the hundreds of thousands of Baltic immigrants claiming visas to the United States were no doubt legitimate refugees of war. But thousands among them were not. In vast swaths of Eastern Europe that had eagerly thrown their support behind Hitler, many of the people awarded visas from the Baltics were, as one immigration official put it, “individuals who served the Nazis as traitors and persons who committed atrocities against the Jews.” These were Hitler’s henchmen, collaborators who had greased the wheels of Hitler’s killing machine as concentration camp supervisors and guards; as SS “death squad” officers and “liquidators” of Jewish ghettos; as regional police chiefs who issued the racist decrees and death orders for thousands of Nazi victims. They were “a thousand little Führers,” as Robert Jackson, the Supreme Court justice turned Nazi prosecutor at Nuremberg, called Hitler’s helpers. And yet, despite their dark pasts, they had little difficulty camouflaging themselves among the refugees seeking a haven in America. Immigration screeners were too ill trained, or uninterested, to spot them. A few immigration employees complained: ex-Nazis with the mark of the SS on their arms who had “committed atrocities against the Jews” were using fake papers to pass themselves off as war refugees and slip into America. Their protests went unheeded. The gates remained open.

For decades, the ex-Nazis lived American lives that were usually remarkable only for how quiet and uneventful they were. They were snapshots of the eclectic immigrant experience little different from those of millions of other immigrants. Whatever had happened during the war was now long passed. They became factory workers in Ohio and janitors in Illinois, car salesmen in New Jersey and life insurance agents in California. They raised children, sending them off to the military or to college. If their own wartime experiences in Europe seemed mysterious or unexplained, few noticed, and even fewer cared. A few muckrakers sounded a clarion call: there are Nazi war criminals living among us. But the gadflies were ignored or, worse, harassed by the FBI and the CIA for prying too deeply into America’s dark secret.

Only grudgingly, in the late 1970s, more than three decades after the war had ended, would the nation begin to wake up to the reality that there were indeed legions of ex-Nazis living freely in their adopted homeland, unburdened by their past sins. The shame of a decades-long silence began to lift, and the government committed itself belatedly to trying to track down the Nazi fugitives. It proved a quixotic journey. Hundreds were investigated, and dozens deported. But with every success came another setback, as America’s newfound desire to atone for the past collided squarely with the ongoing Cold War against the Soviets. America’s notions of justice and due process were tested. It was an imperfect justice, and it would pit eyewitness against eyewitness, immigrant against immigrant, prosecutor against prosecutor, even Jew against Jew in the struggle to rid America of Nazi war criminals. The American justice system had never undertaken a challenge quite so daunting and complex, as it sought to hold its own citizens accountable for horrific crimes committed decades ago and an ocean away. This long after the war, many asked, why bother? Even if prosecutors could beat the long legal odds, was it really worth dredging up the past?

“It is all forgotten,” Jakob Reimer, the ex-SS officer in Queens, said when confronted with the details of his Nazi crimes in an American courtroom more than a half century later. “It’s all over.”
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The unholy alliance between the United States and the Nazis began with an ambitious American spy chief in Europe, a brutal Nazi general, a bottle of Scotch, and a secret fireside chat at a Swiss safe house.

Allen Welsh Dulles was America’s top spy in Switzerland in charge of gathering wartime intelligence on Hitler. Nazi general Karl Wolff was the onetime right-hand man to SS chief Heinrich Himmler. Together, they sat by a crackling fire in the elegant library of a Zurich apartment for a pleasant conversation in early 1945. They spoke in German. America was still at war with Hitler, and the last shots of the Battle of Berlin would not be fired for another two months, but the two men—one the future director of the CIA, the other a leading Nazi general in the notorious Waffen SS—already had mutual interests to discuss. General Wolff realized the war was lost, and he wanted protection from the war crimes charges that were sure to follow him. Dulles wanted Wolff’s help in getting the Nazi SS men in Italy whom Wolff controlled to lay down their arms early—before what appeared to be the inevitable German surrender. Perhaps just as important in the long term, he saw the “moderate” Wolff as an ally in confronting the next big threat: the Russians. Wolff and his motley crew of Nazi underlings in Italy offered Dulles the promise of developing a long-term source of intelligence that could be turned against Stalin and the Russians once a postwar Germany was formed.

The moment was a harbinger. In the coming years, Dulles and America’s spy services would put to work hundreds of former Nazis as spies and operatives in both Europe and the United States as part of the new Cold War ethos. “Wolffie,” thanks to Dulles, was the first big-name Nazi to help open the floodgates.

This rapprochement was a turn few could have predicted. For three and a half years, Hitler and the Nazis had been America’s wartime obsession in the European theater. The Nazis were the tyrannical warmongers denounced by FDR for “acts of savagery” and “inhuman and barbarous activity.” More than 185,000 American soldiers had lost their lives fighting in Europe. America’s obsession with Hitler’s aggression knew few limits. Fears reached such a fevered pitch during the war that, in one little-known operation, American officials even persuaded their Latin American neighbors to deport some four thousand ethnic Germans living in Colombia, Guatemala, and elsewhere—sending them to the United States to be imprisoned as “enemy aliens.” Every German in the Americas, no matter how assimilated, could be suspected of plotting a “fifth column” attack on the United States. Few if any of the German natives had actual ties to Hitler, but FDR was taking no chances.

Yet now here was Allen Dulles sharing a fireside Scotch with Himmler’s former chief of staff. To begin talks so abruptly with high-level Nazis was an astounding pivot. Even before Germany’s ultimate surrender, the fear of all things Nazi was cooling quickly in the minds of American military and intelligence officials. As Hitler’s war machine began to stall, the Nazis faded as the dominant threat they once were, and American officials were already beginning to plot how they would contain their new rival—the Soviets—in a Europe divided among the victors. A new mindset began to take shape: yes, there were ardent Nazi war criminals in Hitler’s murderous regime, but serving side by side with them were moderate and “repentant” ones whose “heart had not really been in the Nazi cause,” as one intelligence official said of none other than the notorious Nazi leader Hermann Göring. Perhaps America could tell the good Nazis from the bad, the thinking went, and turn the reformed ones to its advantage against the Soviets in what was to become a new cold war.

Dulles was a champion of the new mindset. With an ever-present smoking pipe in his hand and a bow tie crowning his tweed jacket, the Princeton-educated Dulles was the personification of a type: the Ivy League intelligence agent who came of age during World War II and went on to dominate the American spy business for generations. Beyond their blue-blood background, Dulles and his compatriots shared a single-minded contempt for the Soviet Union. Hitler was yesterday’s enemy; Stalin was the existential threat that would outlive the war.

Dulles ran America’s wartime intelligence operation in Europe from his perch in Bern, Switzerland. During the war, the secret spy cables he sent to his bosses in Washington were filled with intelligence not only on Hitler’s military activities, but also on the ominous threat posed by America’s wartime ally: the Russians. Again and again, Dulles would opine to Washington on Stalin’s agenda and how it might affect the world balance after the war. Dulles appeared much less concerned about the everyday terror enveloping Europe. In Switzerland, he was getting regular reports about the Nazis’ widespread massacre of Jews and European civilians, but his secret cables back to Washington included remarkably little on the topic. If reports of Jewish towns being evacuated and “liquidated” were mentioned at all in his cables, Dulles would pass them along to Washington either without comment or with an air of resignation. In 1943, his boss in Washington asked Dulles about a report that the Nazis had hauled four thousand children, some as young as two years old, in boxcars from Paris to “unknown destinations.” Dulles responded that such reports “exist in all countries under German domination,” but unless the United States was going to undertake a massive refugee program, “I do not see much that can be done in regard to this type of situation.” Regardless, he said, the problem was outside his area of authority.

General Wolff was one of the senior SS leaders responsible for those massacres during the war. The general was a personal favorite of Hitler’s; they were so close that the führer personally blessed Wolff’s divorce and remarriage to his mistress after lower-level Nazis objected on principle. With a perpetual smile on his face, the blond, Nordic-looking Wolff would often appear at Himmler’s side as the two men toured the concentration camp at Dachau, inspected French POWs, picked over antique Chippendale furniture and ornate rugs seized from Jews in occupied countries, or simply enjoyed a stroll in the countryside. The savagery of the camps was far from his mind. He “did not find the concentration camps pleasant,” he conceded to one interviewer. Still, Wolff always made it a point to ask the prisoners how they were treated, he insisted; “none of them had ever complained.” And what of those yellow Stars of David the Jews had to wear? “I had the impression,” Wolff said, “that for the racially conscious Jews, it was an honor.”

Prosecutors at Nuremberg weren’t fooled by his shameless sophistry. Wolff, they concluded after the war, was Himmler’s “bureaucrat of death.” He had worked with steel-cold precision to help set up the network of boxcars used to “resettle” the Jews of Poland and herd them like cattle to their deaths. He watched the grisly medical experiments that Himmler wanted performed on prisoners at Dachau. He commanded the SS troops in Italy responsible for killing thousands of Italian women and children. Dulles’s own spy agency, the Office of Strategic Services, in a report just months after the war ended, blamed Wolff personally for the “wholesale slaughter of populations.”

High-level Nazi or not, General Wolff proved to be more an opportunist than a loyalist. He realized in early 1945 that despite Hitler’s promise of a secret weapon to win the war, the defeat of the Third Reich was inevitable. So, for weeks, a small group of Nazi SS officers in Italy who were loyal to him—Members of the Black Order, they called themselves—held clandestine meetings at his direction with Dulles’s men to discuss a possible surrender. Wolff’s motives were plain: he and his men saw in Dulles the chance, as one of them said, to “save their skins.”

This was a dangerous game for both sides. Wolff and his men faced execution if Hitler were to find out about their treasonous talks. Dulles, meanwhile, risked contravening the unambiguous declaration from FDR, Churchill, and Stalin at Casablanca two years earlier that the Allied powers would accept nothing less than an unconditional surrender from the Nazis. There could be no negotiated concessions from a regime as heinous as Hitler’s, and “the monstrous crimes of the Hitlerites” would not go unpunished, the Allied leaders had insisted. Stalin would no doubt be furious if he knew of the secret talks between the Americans and the Nazis. Officially, Dulles could offer Wolff nothing in return for his cooperation; no leniency, no immunity, nothing. Just the chance to surrender, with no official promises. But unofficially, it was clear that the conniving General Wolff saw Dulles as his best hope to escape the gallows for his war crimes.

Dulles had personally approved the secret meeting. “An intelligence officer should be free to talk to the Devil himself,” he would later write, “if he could gain any useful knowledge for the conduct or the termination of the war.” For his part, Wolff was thrilled that Dulles had agreed to sit down with him. To prepare for the meeting, the Nazi general sent along a glowing curriculum vitae with his credentials, his wartime accomplishments with the Nazis, and even a list of character references. Among them was Pope Pius XII, whom Wolff had met in Italy a year earlier. The documents represented what the Nazis called their Persilscheine, or “detergent,” meant to wipe clean the past. Wolff’s record needed scrubbing.

Although Dulles was impressed by the material, some Allied officers involved in preparing for the talks were repulsed at the very thought of meeting with Wolff and vowed indignantly that they would never shake hands with the Nazi general. Dulles held no such reservations. As they met that day in Zurich under heavy guard, the two men greeted each other warmly. Sitting around the fireplace, they discussed a few mutual acquaintances before turning to the prospects for a military surrender in Italy. Dulles had the right man, the general told him. “I control SS forces in Italy,” Wolff said, and he could get them to lay down their arms for him with the war all but ended.

The next day, Dulles sent a secret telegram to Washington recapping what he excitedly viewed as a breakthrough meeting with Wolff. Much of the memo was devoted to how impressed he was with the Nazi general, a rose-colored view that ignored the many atrocities he had directed. “Wolff is [a] distinctive personality,” Dulles wrote, and “dynamic,” too. “Our reports and impressions indicate he represents more moderate element in Waffen SS, with mixture of romanticism.” The general’s aim, Dulles cabled, was to help lead Germany out of war and “end useless material and human destruction.” Wolff was handsome and trustworthy, too, Dulles added later, and the Allies would be able to work with him. Those who had met him could plainly see that Wolff was “no ogre.”

Dulles was also duly impressed by Wolff’s Nazi deputies, the senior Black Order officers who had arranged the meeting. He learned that Nazi captain Guido Zimmer, “despite his membership of the SS, was a devout Catholic . . . Zimmer, somewhat of an aesthete and an intellectual, was moved by a desire to save the art and religious treasures of Italy” from ruin if the war continued, Dulles wrote. “Zimmer seemed to be a misfit in the SS . . . He was good-looking, clean-cut, not the way one pictures the typical SS officer.”

Wolff sought no special protection from war crimes charges, Dulles insisted in his cable. But he did make one small request. It seemed
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