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To Lori, ‘She was high society in a low Hollywood dive’


The psychiatrist suddenly found himself a participant in the inner history of world events.

Henry V. Dicks

The Hess episode was comedy from beginning to the end.
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Author’s Notes

To write a book on Rudolf Hess is to tread a well-worn path and to benefit from the Herculean labour of those for whom his flight on 10 May, 1941 remains a life-long fascination. I am deeply indebted to a number of authors whose pioneering work on different strands of the case I have been able to draw upon. The relationship between Rudolf Hess and Albrecht Haushofer was thoroughly explored by Lord James Douglas Hamilton, the son of Hess’s intended target, in his book The Truth About Rudolf Hess (Mainstream Publishing, 1993). He can also be credited for bringing Albrecht Haushofer’s moving poetry to a wider audience. The background to, and huge risks taken, by Frank Foley in permitting the escape of so many German Jews is brilliantly detailed in Foley: The Spy Who Saved 10,000 Jews (Hodder & Stoughton, 1999) by Michael Smith. Following the publication of his biography Michael Smith uncovered an entry in Foley’s wife’s diary that indicates the likelihood that Frank Foley and MI6 at least examined the possibility of responding to Albrecht Haushofer’s letter, with the officer heading to Portugal, before the plan was abandoned. The historical insight into Russia’s concerns about Rudolf Hess and suspicions over Britain’s future use of him was the result of the pioneering work of Gabriel Gorodetsky in his tremendous book, Grand Delusion: Stalin and the German Invasion of Russia, (Yale University Press, 1999) which mined the then newly open Russian archives to tell both sides of how Britain tried to ‘Run the Bolshevik Hare’ and gave another insight into why the Soviet Union refused all arguments about Hess’s possible release.

The man who first shone a torch onto what went on at ‘Camp Z’ was the historian David Irving in his book Hess: The Missing Years 1941–1945 (1987) and it was Mr Irving who first discovered, in the Federal Records Center in America, the eighteen notebooks in which the RAMC orderlies jotted their observations of the deputy Führer following his attempted suicide until his departure to Nuremberg.

Another invaluable book was The Case of Rudolf Hess: A Problem in Diagnosis and Forensic Psychiatry by J. R. Rees, (William Heinemann, 1947) which tells the story of Hess’s captivity from the viewpoint of the men, including Henry V. Dicks who were charged with his psychological care while at ‘Camp Z’. A fascinating text, it also includes a 33 page statement from Rudolf Hess, detailing his own experiences and delusions during his stay in Britain.

For details on the flight of Rudolf Hess, I would point readers to The Flight of Rudolf Hess: Myths and Reality by Roy Conyers Nesbit and Georges Van Acker (The History Press Ltd, 2007), while an excellent overview of the entire story can be found Flight From Reality: Rudolf Hess and His Mission to Scotland, 1941 edited by David Stafford (Pimlico, 2002), a collection of essays written for a historical conference at Edinburgh University, published to coincide with the 60th anniversary of his flight.

The primary basis of this book were the documents found in Britain’s public records offices.

At the Imperial War Museum I was able to draw upon Lieutenant Colonel A. Malcolm Scott’s ‘Camp Z diary 1941–1942’ (IWM69/66/1).

At the Public Records Office at Kew Gardens in London I was able to access the following files:

FO 1093/1 Conversations between Hess and various officials, May–June 1941

FO 1093/2 Translations of Hess’s correspondence, August–December, 1941

FO 1093/3 Translation of Hess’s correspondence, December 1941–December 1942 FO 1093/4 Translation of Hess correspondence, Feb 1942–Dec 1943

FO 1093/5 Correspondence between War Office and PoW reception station, June 1941–0ct 1945.

FO 1093/6 Exploitation of Hess for Propaganda

FO 1093/7 Memo by O’Neill on Propaganda use of Hess, 1941

FO 1093/8 General Correspondence on Camp Z 1941-1944

F0 1093/10–14 Conversations between Hess and various officials, 1941

FO 1093/14 Letters between War Office and Camp Z 1941

FO 1093/15 Letters between War Office and Camp Z 1942

FO 1093/16 Letters with Swiss Legation

KV 2/34 MI5 Documents relating to Hess, 12 May 1941–20 May 1941

KV 2/35–38 MI5 files relating to Hess

PREM 3/219/1 Hess’s effect on the USA, June 1941

PREM 3/219/2 Hess medical report, Aug 1941

PREM 3/219/4 Hess: Public statements, May 1941

PREM 3/219/5 Hess’s interview with Dr Guthrie (Lord Simon)

PREM 3/219/6 Soviet attitude to Hess and report by Lord Privy Seal, Oct–Nov 1942

At the House of Lords, I was able to make full use of Lord Beaverbrooks’s papers, which include letters and a full transcript of his conversation with Hess.

Over the years all those fascinated by the Hess case have lived in hope of a new deluge of public documents. During the research for my book, my own Holy Grail was the dozens if not hundreds of secret recordings, that had taken place at Camp Z using the hidden microphones. Sadly I was unable to uncover them, and now that Professor Keith Jeffery has published MI6: The History of the Secret Intelligence Service 1909–1949 (Bloomsbury, 2010), the official history, for which he was allowed to rummage where no other historian had set foot, and where he found no trace of the transcripts or records, it can only be assumed that like so much of MI6’s paperwork, the transcripts and recordings were destroyed as soon as they were no longer required for active operations. However, should any reader know differently, I would be delighted to hear from them.


ONE

Arrival

At five o’clock on the afternoon of 20 May 1941 a dark green army ambulance, marked with the distinctive Red Cross on a white circle, drove along the rural lanes of Surrey. Two hours earlier it had departed the portcullis gate of the Tower of London and headed south through a city which, ten days before, had sustained the heaviest night of bombing during the Blitz. On that same evening, as wave after wave of German bombers dropped their payload over the capital, four hundred miles north a lone Messerschmitt had flown across Scotland on a mission that would beguile a world at war.

Earlier in the day, a reconnaissance team had determined the swiftest route for the ambulance’s journey, and the roads on which it travelled were clear. But the windscreen still framed evidence of the destructive power of thousands of tonnes of high explosives as the vehicle passed houses reduced to rubble sculptures and streets rendered into flattened fields of brick.

At the wheel was a Scots Guardsman, accompanied on the passenger seat by a colleague while, leading the way in a nondescript car, was an escort of three members of the Coldstream Guards, their Tommy guns discreetly wrapped in rugs and each armed with a pistol.

In the back of the ambulance, rocking gently side to side, were two men in military uniform. While one wore the sand-coloured tunic of a doctor in the British Royal Army Medical Corps, his companion wore apparel of an entirely different hue, design and nationality. He was a distinctive figure in his polished black leather boots, puffed-out navy blue breeches, blue shirt, tightly knotted blue tie, and his fitted tunic jacket on the bright polished buttons of which were decoratively carried the distinctive eagle of the Luftwaffe.

Preparations for the ambulance’s arrival had begun a few days earlier. At 3.30 p.m. on Friday, 16 May 1941, Major Malcolm Scott received a telephone call at Donaldson’s school camp in Edinburgh with curt instructions to hand over command to a new appointment who would be arriving the next day. He was then to report to Colonel Norman Coates at Hoban House in London at twelve noon on Sunday. After spending Saturday briefing his successor and nervously awaiting the auditor’s approval of the camp accounts, Major Scott caught the night train to London, which clanked out of Waverley Station at 10 p.m.

He was not alone in being shunted from one job to another. On that same Saturday, Colonel Swinton, the commanding officer of the training battalion of the Scots Guards, was enjoying the sunshine and the role of honoured spectator at the regimental sports day at their base in Pirbright. There, the Brigade Major arrived ‘in great secrecy after luncheon and a conference was held in the middle of the croquet lawn’. Swinton was to pick a team of men to secure the grounds of Mytchett Place against a covert enemy attack. Work was to begin immediately.

The following morning, in the office of Colonel Coates, Scott received a temporary promotion and his new orders. These were marked: ‘Operation Order No: 1 Most Secret’, and detailed as follows:

Major A.M. Scott:

These are your orders:-

1. You will proceed to Camp ‘Z’ at 12.00 hours on Sunday May 18th instant to take Command.

2. This camp is a special one and will be guarded by a contingent of Coldstream and Scots Guards from Pirbright.

3. You will be responsible for the custody of the prisoner at ‘Z’ and for the security of the camp. You will be responsible also for the health and comfort of the prisoner. Food, books, writing materials, and recreation are to be provided for him. He is not to have newspapers nor wireless.

4. He is not to have any contacts with the outside world whatsoever.

5. He is not to have any visitors except those prescribed by the Foreign Office, who will present Military Permit A.F.A.17 with the stamp of the D.D.P.W on the left, signed by Sir Alexander Cadogan, Permanent Under-Secretary at the Foreign Office and on the right, the Foreign Office stamp. No matter who the visitor may be he must not be allowed inside the perimeter of your camp unless he produces this authority.

6. The prisoner will not be allowed to send any letters whatsoever from your camp without first having been submitted to D.P.W.

7. All correspondence addressed to the prisoner, arriving at your Camp will be submitted in the first instance to D.P.W.

8. A small car is being attached to the camp for the purposes of contact.

9. You are accorded the local rank of Lieut. Colonel whilst employed as Commandant of Z Camp, but it will be clearly understood that when this special duty is completed you will revert to your personal rank.

10. Further orders will be issued to you in writing from time to time, and these orders will formulate your authority.

Signed: N. Coates. (D.D.P.W)

After Scott had read his new orders and noted that, according to the first, he was already late, he and Colonel Coates travelled by car to the camp.

*

The precise origins of Mytchett Place are unclear, but it is thought that it was built in 1779 – on the site of an earlier farmhouse – by a builder named John Hollest as a home for his mother-in-law, Mary Leigh Willis. The small dwelling was originally christened Mytchett House and held the name for sixteen years until the death of Mrs Willis in 1795, when the male ego exerted itself and it became known as the Hollest Place, after its creator who moved in with his wife.

Yet while John Hollest may have built the house, its later renovation and striking gardens were the work of different hands. Thomas Allason, whose principal job was as permanent surveyor to the Alliance Fire Office, was much influenced by the style of the ancient Greeks whose antiquities he had studied on a visit to the country in 1814. While his day job of advising on repairing fire damage brought him into frequent contact with the cream of society (families such as the Rothschilds, Montefiores and Ricardos), he established his private reputation with his work for the Earl of Shrewsbury. He designed various extensions to Alton Towers, but it was the layout of the gardens where his genius was most clearly exhibited. He also redecorated Blenheim Palace, in one of whose many commodious lavatories Winston Churchill was later born.

The Hollest family, like many, was unable to avoid the touch of tragedy. Mary Leigh Hollest died in 1820, followed nineteen years later by her husband, John in 1839. The estate and house were bequeathed to their eldest son, John Leigh Hollest who, four years later and for reasons unknown, changed his name by deed poll to John Leigh Williams.

As was the custom for younger sons who lacked the inheritance of land, George Hollest sought refuge and a comfortable living in the Church. Unfortunately, it was neither as safe nor reliable a sinecure as one might have expected. Instead, as the rector of Firmley, George became the victim of a notorious Victorian murder in 1850. He was shot in the stomach by a marble bullet on disturbing  two burglars, after whom – unaware of the extent of his injuries – he then gave chase, A day and a half later, having endured great pain, he forgave his killers and died.

The case became a cause célèbre, with letters to The Times bemoaning the absence of police in rural parts, thus prompting the formation of the Surrey Constabulary. As one correspondent wrote: ‘What is the country coming to if a village parson cannot sleep safely in his bed through lack of proper policing, while the taxes are being spent on warships that couldn’t withstand the first shot from an enemy ship?’

In 1847, three years before the murder, John Leigh Williams as he now was leased Mytchett Lodge to a Mr R.R. Bayley, whose wife remained in residence until 1862. The house and surrounding land was passed into the hands of Captain Hastings David Sands in 1860 who initially permitted Mrs Bayley to remain as tenant, and, following his death in 1867 his wife, Georgina Elizabeth, took up residence for a time while also setting about mortgaging sections of the land.

After six decades of being passed from owners to tenants who left it untouched, Mytchett Place, as it would soon be known, was purchased in 1880 by George James Murray who set about a radical transformation of the property. Murray, who had been educated in Dresden, studied law at Gray’s Inn, and joined the London legal partnership of Whitehead, Barlow and Radcliffe, rising through the ranks to run the firm, viewed the property not as a farmhouse but, as the gazetteer of the Property Services Agency would later describe it, ‘a purely gentleman’s residence’. To this end, Murray added a porch of pink marbled columns, front hall, study, billiard room, kitchens, two new bedrooms and a tower. The renovations were in the Italian stucco style then popular with the Victorians, with the windows consisting of large areas of glass set in a simple wooden frame. After his death, his widow continued to live in the house which was now in the care of a trust.

By 1910 the War Office already had its eye on the house and its estate, but was first required to persuade the Treasury of its worth. In a letter dated 9 January 1911, they indignantly refuted the suggestion that the sole aim of the purchase was to provide the major general in charge of administration with elegant accommodation. That, they insisted, would merely be an ‘incidental’ benefit. The principal reason was that Mytchett Place was now centrally located near the army training areas of Pirbright Common, Deepcut Barracks, Blackdown and Bisley, as well as the important military properties at Aldershot.

The War Office’s memo argued that the purchase of the estate would provide adequate space for ‘modern tactical formations’ requiring training in ‘large combined movements’, which were a necessity for the London Territorial Troops, and would also prevent a bottleneck in troop movements and the frequent and annoying accusations of trespass by neighbouring landowners. Furthermore, the estate offered the potential to generate income from trees that could be cut down and sold, and the ‘extensive farm buildings’ could be utilised as practice in the art of fortifying homes against the prospect of enemy invasion ‘so important in modern warfare’.

The prudent barricades of the Treasury had no defence against such a well-aimed fusillade of facts and argument. On 25 March 1912, at a price of £16,500, the War Office took possession of the keys to Mytchett Place. Sir Frank S. Robb, a veteran of the Sudan and Khartoum, and then Military Secretary to the Chief of General Staff at the War Office, was responsible for appointments; he was also the first of eleven senior officers to enjoy the billiards room.

The Second World War turned the house into an important centre of military activity, but one whose sinister atmosphere had a repellent effect on guests. Ghosts were said by staff to creep through the corridors. On 10 September 1939, King George VI and Queen Elizabeth took tea at Mytchett Place after inspecting the troops at Aldershot. He declined a second cup and departed almost immediately.

The area did not escape Germany’s bombs. At one a.m. on Saturday, 3 August 1940, a trail of bombs were dropped from Frimley Green to Mytchett Place, which was one of the sixty homes that lost tiles and suffered broken windows in the assault. Although the bomb craters measured ten feet wide by four deep, there was no loss of human life: casualties mercifully were restricted to a single cow and a pony.

When Major, now Lieutenant Colonel, Scott and Colonel Coates arrived at Mytchett Place, or Camp Z as it was now designated, they were greeted by a flurry of activity. Ditches had been dug, wire fences erected, and a van-load of heavy antique furniture arrived courtesy of the Ministry for Works. Amid the organised chaos Scott met his senior officers, Swinton and Sutton. As Swinton recorded, it was ‘all very hush-hush. Forbidden to enter the house till Coates had gone.’ Coates returned to London after making the necessary introductions, while Scott spent the night at Pirbright where he met the other officers under his command.

The following morning Scott arrived at ten o’clock to oversee the final preparations. An advance party of guards from Pirbright Barracks came in the morning, with the remainder of the guards and officers on site by four p.m. ‘Feverish activity,’ noted Sutton, ‘much wire erected. Sgt Jeffreys and 24 picked men arrived.’ As dusk fell Scott drafted the first Camp Orders.

At 2.45 p.m. on 20 May, three men from the Secret Intelligence Service, MI6, arrived at the camp in generic army uniforms and equipped with duffel bags and suitcases. Two of them also carried false names: Colonel Wallace was, in fact, Thomas Kendrick, a South African who had served in Field Intelligence Security during the First World War. He had risen to become Head of Station in Vienna until August 1938 when he was arrested by the Gestapo just as he was preparing to leave for England on holiday. He was interrogated for three days, then released and ordered out of the country. An assistant and two female secretaries also had to be whisked away and every secret document incinerated. A handsome man with a roguish charm, Kendrick/Wallace had previously been described by his former boss in Vienna as having ‘decidedly leftish views’, as well as so strong an eye for the ladies that he was ‘constantly catching VD and having to have medical treatment’. For now he had been seconded from the Combined Services Interrogation Centre.

Meanwhile, to find the true identity of Captain Barnes required not one but two names be peeled back. He was not Barnes, but Richard Arnold Baker. However, this was his stepfather’s name, which Baker had adopted by deed poll as war approached. He was, in reality, an anglicised Prussian aristocrat, born Werner Gaunt von Blumenthal in Berlin, into a family descended from the Emperor Charlemagne – unfortunately from the wrong side of the blanket.

In command of the trio, and the only one not using a pseudonym, was Major Frank Foley who, with his owl-rimmed spectacles, receding silver hair and round, creased but kindly face, resembled more the benevolent priest he had once longed to be, rather than the seasoned secret agent he had become. A philosophy student who had studied in France and Germany, he had been caught in Hamburg at the outbreak of the First World War, but escaped back to Britain through the Netherlands. Wounded on the Western Front in March 1918, he was transferred to the Intelligence Corps and posted, after the November Armistice, to the British Occupation Force in Cologne.

It was, however, as Head of Station in Berlin from 1923 until the outbreak of war in 1939, where Foley had best served his country. He had also served humanity, helping thousands of Jews to escape the coming Holocaust by securing false papers for them. From Berlin he had been switched to Oslo with a view to meeting former contacts permitted to travel outside Germany, as well as to recruit neutral residents who could then visit the Reich. While there, he succeeded in putting Britain’s Government Code & Cypher School in touch with Norwegian cryptographers who had already cracked German diplomatic codes and were then hard at work on Russian naval and military ciphers.

The German invasion of Norway forced Foley to follow the Norwegian High Command north to Lillehammer, where he provided the necessary wireless communications to allow their Commander-in-Chief, General Ruge, to make an appeal to the British Government. Finally Foley and his secretary, Margaret Reid, retreated while under attack from German bombers, eventually sailing from Molde on Norway’s West Coast to Scotland.

Back in London, he was made Head of A Section at MI6, in overall charge of operations in Scandinavia, Holland, Belgium and with the Free French. Considered MI6’s top German expert, he had been informed almost immediately after their forthcoming guest’s arrival in the country. Foley knew he was in for a long haul so, while his colleagues wandered over the house, he picked out the most comfortable bedroom before checking all the necessary ‘wiring’ was securely in place.

At 3.45 p.m. Major General Hunter and Colonel Coates arrived and began an immediate inspection of the new security arrangements. The ‘baggage’, as they informed the men, was now on route.

The convoy from the Tower of London led by Lieutenant Colonel Swinton, had assembled at 09.30 hours at Pirbright before splitting up into two teams – team Wolseley with four Scots Guards and team Lincoln with Henry Winch and three Coldstream Guards. Swinton was surprised that so small a number of men was responsible for so important a mission, later writing, ‘Appalled to hear that we alone were responsible for the baggage and the police knew nothing.’ The plan was formulated in the middle of Stanhope Park, where they gathered eight chairs in a circle. Henry Winch was charged with carrying out a reconnaissance of the route, after which they were all instructed to report to Tower Wharf at 2.30 p.m. With time to spare, Swinton then went off for a haircut, followed by lunch at the Tower.

Inside the ambulance an atmosphere of apprehension began to build – one that would only have increased had the passenger been able to see the country roads give way to an imposing entrance, protected by armed guards who raised the defensive gate.

The outer perimeter was marked by a barbed-wire fence, around which soldiers patrolled. The single entrance was buttressed by slit trenches and earthen-work barriers. As the ambulance progressed along the gravel drive, it passed a second inner barrier of barbed wire on top of which were fitted powerful electric spotlights and alarm bells strung at intervals of 50 yards. The sentries who marched alongside were careful to avoid the numerous weapon pits concealed along the perimeter.

After travelling 200 yards up a gentle camber, the ambulance pulled up outside a once elegant country house that now bore the necessary camouflage of war. The windows were taped against the threat of bomb-splintered glass and a sentry box stood at the entrance. The Scots Guards opened the ambulance’s rear doors and the passenger stepped down, crunching the gravel under his well-polished jackboots. In the bright light of late afternoon, he looked up at the house of striped breeze block with the three-storey square tower that rose above the structure like a funnel over a landlocked ship.

The front porch of the house was propped up by two pink marble columns with a black marble base; above the white stone step, worn down by generations of shoe leather, hung a single cast iron light. The dark, heavy oak door swung open and the prisoner walked into the oak-panelled hall, whose black and white tiled floor was set in a pattern of diminishing diamonds with a floral star at the centre. He was greeted by General Hunter, who then escorted him up the dark oak staircase which dominated the hall. He counted thirteen steps to the first landing, then ten more to the top, where he stopped under a domed plaster ceiling at the centre of which was a skylight, now covered in canvas lest any light might escape. In front him stood a guard behind an L-shaped grille that separated the top landing and stairs from a small suite of rooms into which he was led.

The first room was a small bedroom with four rectangular windows and a fireplace screened by a metal guard. Simply furnished with a single steel-framed bed made up with white sheets and a heavy woollen blanket, there was also a small bedside table, wardrobe and a chest of drawers. A door in the left-hand wall led through to a larger sitting room, neatly furnished with a coal fire, two lightly worn armchairs, a floral print sofa and, towards the curved windows, a chair and writing desk equipped with drawers, on top of which sat a leather-backed blotting pad.

Although early, with the room still bathed in sunlight, he stripped off his uniform, hung it neatly in the wardrobe provided and changed into the English-style pyjamas provided. Then, suitably attired, he climbed into bed. It was from such a recumbent position, though propped up against the pillows, that he was introduced by General Hunter to the men who would be looking after him during his stay in the house. First he was introduced to Lieutenant Colonel Scott, then Colonel ‘Wallace’, Captain ‘Barnes’ and finally Major Foley. He shook hands and scrutinised each in turn, noting to himself that Captain Barnes’s uniform appeared much too big and ill-fitting to be his own.

General Hunter explained that while Lieutenant Colonel Scott was in charge of the camp he was responsible to him and would forward any requests accordingly. The prisoner said he was quite comfortable but that he wished immediately to meet with the Duke of Hamilton and Ivone Kirkpatrick. Hunter said his request would be passed on.

At eight p.m. he was served dinner in his room. Three hours later, Second Lieutenant William Malone of the Scots Guards took up his position, sitting in the locked grille cage outside the bedroom door.

The prisoner’s name was famous around the world. For now, however, on all official government communications, memos, transcriptions and reports, he was to be referred to either by a single letter – Z – the junkyard end of the alphabet, or by the benign Englishness of ‘Jonathan’. In the village of Mytchett, less than one mile away down a sloping bray of sycamore trees and green fields, they had another name for the new guest in the big house: ‘The Squire of Mytchett Green’.

That evening in London the head of MI6, Sir Stewart Menzies – known and referred to as ‘C’ – dictated a memo to Winston Churchill. Report NO.1, as it was headed, read:

Jonathan is very depressed, and wished to be left alone. We are of the opinion that this might be the psychological moment when he might change his attitude if his wish concerning visits by the Duke and Kirkpatrick is complied with. Speed might be highly productive. Doctor says he is moody, ‘like a spoilt child’. His present mood should, if possible, be exploited.

The previous night, according to reports still unconfirmed to this day, searchlights near Luton Hoo had picked up two parachutists, SS men in plain clothes, in whose possession was said to be a map, circled in several places that included that of the home in Scotland of the Duke of Hamilton. The target of the men who were arrested, interrogated and then hanged was believed to be Jonathan, who had secrets the German High Command now wanted silenced.

In bed and unaware of what was unfolding all around him, Jonathan’s sighs slowly transformed into snores. The sound waves from each nocturnal shudder radiated out and struck a small black concealed disk. It was a hidden microphone, one of dozens secreted around the house, connected to a network of cables that ran through the coving, skirting boards and rafters to a small back room where a man in headphones sat and listened.
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Genesis

On the first night that Rudolf Hess, the Deputy Führer of the Third Reich, spent at Mytchett Place a gunshot was fired outside the perimeter fence. At 1.15 a.m. the commander of the guard dispatched the officer on duty at the front lodge to investigate. He returned forty-five minutes later, explaining that it had been discharged at least six hundred yards away, and the ‘All Clear’ was issued at 2.02 a.m.

Hess did not sleep well. The crack of gunfire had sharpened a growing anxiety, triggered by the barbed wire fences, the steel grilles over the window and in the outer corridor, and the presence of armed guards, that he was in the hands of men who would do him harm. He had expected to visit an elegant country house on his mission to Britain, but this was not the one.

Breakfast was served in the living room promptly at eight o’clock, but Hess examined it suspiciously and ate very little. At ten o’clock he was joined by the doctor, Gibson Graham, who had accompanied him on the previous day’s ambulance ride and had catered to his medical needs since his arrival in Britain eleven days earlier. The pair had developed a rapport, and no sooner had Graham sat down than Hess began questioning his treatment. Why the fences and grilles? If he was now in the hands of the Secret Service then he would not survive long; they would ‘murder him in some manner’, more than likely as ‘a suicide by poison in some food’.

Hess explained that he had come as an emissary of peace, but was now in the hands of warmongers who were deliberately preventing him from reaching out to those who could unite their two countries. Dr Graham was quick to reassure him that there would be no such plot against his life and, over the next two hours, asked him a series of questions on which he had been previously briefed by Major Foley. Afterwards he wrote a detailed report, possibly unaware that the listening devices concealed around the room should have been picking up every word. (The system had been temperamental, as Foley reported to C: ‘We hope the conversation has been recorded. If it has, it will be sent to you in due course.’)

The report, sent at 12.20 p.m., read as follows:

1. During the Olympic Games, Professor Haushofer and the Duke of Hamilton became friendly. The Professor conceived the idea that the Duke admired some things in Germany, especially in connection with Athletics.

2. Jonathan had absolutely no doubt in his own mind that Germany can win this war. There is no oil shortage; she has more aircraft than she knows what to do with; submarines are being made in every part of the country, even in Czechoslovakia. They can be taken down the larger rivers. There is no shortage of essential metals; food supply has been arranged.

3. The Führer has no wish to destroy the British Empire, but if we persist in fighting he will be forced to launch a terrible air offensive against her, such as we have never experienced. It will result in the killing of hundreds of thousands of people.

4. He came here on his own responsibility, and without the knowledge of the Führer. He came here because he was horrified at the thought of this useless slaughter.

5. Up till his departure, he was in the Führer’s confidence.

6. Professor Haushofer, also convinced of the futility of the slaughter and under the impression that there was a large body of opinion in England desirous of peace, suggested that if he, Jonathan, could reach Hamilton and, through him, the King, His Majesty would take him under his personal protection and initiate peace negotiations.

7. These negotiations could not be undertaken with the present Government. He believed that events are developing in the United Kingdom which will soon result in a change of government. Thus, his mission is one of extreme urgency, as negotiations must begin before the new government has settled its policy. Has no idea of the composition of the new government, or of the nature of the impending crisis which would bring about the change.

8. The mass attack on England is not, repeat not, imminent, but there is a time limit, in which he Jonathan can be useful.

9. He is in a high state of depression at the possible failure of his mission, and has hinted that it might be better for him to die (suicide). He is convinced that he is in the hands of a clique who are preventing him from daily access to the King, and that the only way for him to secure access to the King is through the Duke of Hamilton.

10. We suggest that, with a view of disabusing his mind that he is being deliberately sabotaged, and, with the object of giving him a correct picture of the political state of England, the Duke should, if possible come to-day or, if that is out of the question, that he should be informed forthwith of the date of his arrival.

The present impasse is likely to continue until he has seen the Duke again, who is the only person in whom he appears to have complete confidence.

This was not the first time Rudolf Hess had been imprisoned, but back in 1924 it had been with the man he grew to worship and for whose admiration and respect he had embarked on the most bizarre episode of the Second World War.

Rudolf Walter Richard Hess was thirty years old when he joined Adolf Hitler in Landsberg Prison in Munich. It was there that he used his skills as a trained stenographer to jot down then type up the political thoughts that would become Mein Kampf (My Struggle). There is an argument that certain political concepts espoused in the manifesto, such as Lebensraum (the ‘living space’) required by a greater Germany, were more the thoughts of Hess than Hitler, but as an acolyte he would never have tilted the spotlight away from his high priest. Rudolf Hess knew his role was to serve the man he believed that destiny had appointed to lead Germany. The five months they spent in a prison cell served to bind them ever tighter.

Hess was born in Egypt on 26 April 1894, the eldest son of Fritz Hess and his wife Klara. The family (Rudolf, his younger brother Alfred and, later, his sister, Margarete, born in 1908), lived in a comfortable, three-storey villa in Ibrahimieh, an eastern suburb of Alexandria, surrounded by lush gardens, their domestic needs tended to by servants. Fritz Hess enjoyed considerable success as a merchant, expanding the trading firm set up by his father and, like many Germans living abroad, was anxious that his children should appreciate that, although they were living in Egypt, their hearts belonged to their native country. Young Rudolf attended the German Protestant School in Alexandria, and had the benefit of an Egyptian tutor in the evenings, while each summer the family departed for the cooler climate of their home in Reicholdsgrun, six miles outside their home town of Wunsiedel, north-west of Nuremberg.

At the age of fourteen, Rudolf was sent to the Evangelical School in Bad Godesberg, where he proved a keen student of science and mathematics. The expectation was that, as the eldest son, he would accede to the family business. In preparation, he rounded off his academic career by attending the École Superieur de Commerce in Switzerland for one year, after which he began an apprenticeship with a firm in Hamburg so as to gain a better understanding of the domestic market.

But all thoughts of ledgers and logbooks dissolved in the summer of 1914. While on a few days break at Reicholdsgrun in August, Hess, then twenty years old, broke the news of his enlistment to his father.

The First World War brought an education of a different kind. In the trenches and above the battlefields, Rudolf Hess learned how to fight and how to fly, and he was educated in the pain of bullet wounds and the passion of camaraderie. As a private in the 7th Bavarian Field Artillery Regiment he fought through the Battle of Ypres, won the Iron Cross Second Class for bravery and, after promotion to Lance-Sergeant, took part in the Battle of Verdun. His first wounds were shell splinters to his left hand and upper arm. On Christmas Day, 1916, he was posted to the 18th Bavarian Reserve Infantry Regiment and appointed platoon leader of the 10th Company.

In July 1917 he was again struck by a shell splinter, and in August was shot while storming a hill in the Carpathian mountains of Romania. The bullet entered the front of his chest near the left armpit, leaving what was later described as a ‘pea-sized’ hole. During his convalescence he made a formal application to train as a pilot. The German air force, like those of other nations, was in its infancy, but Hess had long been captivated by the notion of flight and, as he wrote on his application form, was diligent in his studies: ‘I am familiar with the engines of motor bicycles and motor cars. So far as possible, I have prepared myself by reading technical books about flying.’

After passing the aptitude and medical tests he began the three-month training course in March 1918. His first solo flight ended when he crashed into a meadow. It was not until October that he officially joined Jagdstaffel 35B, a Bavarian fighter squadron based at Givry in Belgium, and though he took to the air there was no time to engage in aerial jousts with the enemy prior to the signing of the Armistice Treaty on 11 November 1918. The war was over. Germany had lost.

The pain of defeat was doubled for Hess. Not only was his fighter squadron disbanded – he received his discharge on 13 December – but his father’s business in Alexandria had been taken over by the British, forcing his family to return to Germany in straitened financial circumstances. Like many soldiers, Hess could not quite understand the reasons behind his nation’s capitulation to the Allies, and while the humiliation and penury to be imposed on Germany by the Versailles Treaty had not yet been unveiled, he seethed with anger and frustration.

He found an outlet for his feelings in the Thule Society, founded the previous year by Baron Rudolf von Sebottendorff, as a means of elevating the Aryan race and beating down both Jews and Communists, who were viewed as the principle cause of the nation’s defeat. The organisation’s principal goal was the overthrow of the Soviet Republic of Bavaria, set up by the Spartacus League, a militant Communist organisation whose ambition was to conquer Germany and strengthen ties with the USSR. In the violent confrontations at the time Hess became an accomplished street fighter, handy with a wooden club, although he wounded his leg in the pitched battles that broke out on 30 April 1919, after the Spartakists kidnapped seven members of the Thule Society (as well as an innocent Jewish professor who was a mere bystander) then executed them. It required troops to quell the violence and overthrow the ‘Red Guards’.

Hess, meanwhile, also joined the Freikorps, the cluster of paramilitary organisations set up with the support of the Minister of Defence as an organised means of combating Communist activity.

But as well as battling on the streets, Hess also began hitting the books. Since soldiers were exempt from sitting entrance exams and eligible to attend any course they pleased, he began taking classes in economics and history at Munich University. It was here that he became enamoured with Karl Haushofer, a retired major general (he became a professor in 1933) and a charismatic figure despite his cold eyes, a walrus moustache, and a penchant for tweed three-piece suits. Haushofer believed that what Germany required in order to cope with its high population density was ‘living space’; the nation should push out into neighbouring countries, collect their rich resources and co-opt land for German dwellings. Small nations, according to Haushofer’s thesis, were proof of political regression at a time when the future lay in the hands of a small group of powerful nations and their empires. In his plan, this ‘Greater Germany’ would then be surrounded by a fat girdle of subdued former nation states which would then act as a buffer zone against any future attacks. Hess and Haushofer had first met in the summer of 1919 when Hess had been invited by a mutual friend to dine at Haushofer’s house, and where he was introduced to his sixteen-year-old son, Albrecht. At Munich University Hess became Haushofer’s personal assistant, with the academic describing him as ‘my favourite pupil’, though admittedly one whose ‘heart and idealism were greater than his intellect’.

For Rudolf Hess, 1920 was a year when minds and hearts met. After the beginning of his relationship with Haushofer he met, in short succession, his future wife and his future leader. At the time Hess lived at a boarding house in Schwabing, Munich’s student quarter, and one afternoon he was leaping up the stairs in his field-grey Freikorps uniform when he noticed a young lady waiting on the landing for her new room to be prepared. He stopped, clicked his heels, bowed deeply, then continued to bound up the stairs.

Ilse Prohl was the daughter of a surgeon-general in Berlin. After the death of her father and her mother’s remarriage she moved from Berlin to Lake Ammer, near Munich. She had arrived in the city to study and came to occupy an adjacent room to Hess. The first thing she noticed about her husband-to-be was the bushiness of his eyebrows – that, and his deep-set eyes. He initially struck her as aloof, but when he did invite her on a date it was to listen to an electrifying young speaker whose name had escaped him. ‘A man – I’ve heard a man, he’s unknown, I’ve forgotten his name. But if anyone can free us from Versailles, then it’s this man. This unknown man will restore our honour.’

Together the couple went to the Sterneckerbrau and listened as Adolf Hitler denounced Germany’s defeat, the armistice and the Versailles Treaty as the fault of Jews and Bolsheviks. Hess was mesmerised. He joined the National Socialist German Workers’ Party (NSDAP) in June 1920, then carried his commitment into the classroom. When the University announced an essay competition, he answered the question posed – ‘What must the man be like who will lead Germany back to the heights?’ – with an eloquent pen portrait of Hitler, for which he won first prize. In November 1921 he invited Hitler to speak at the University, and when Marxists tried to blow up the Hofbrauhaus where the NSDAP held their meetings, it was Hess who protected Hitler, receiving a series of violent blows to the head in the process. He was among the first to join the Sturmabteilung (SA), or Storm troopers, as the party’s paramilitary force was named, but was not the most adept at co-coordinating a military operation.

By 1923, following the occupation by French and Belgian troops of the Ruhr, Germany’s industrial heartland, the national economy had collapsed; hyper-inflation had taken hold but among the few beneficiaries of the crisis was the NSDAP. When Hitler launched his attempted putsch in Munich on 8 November, Hess was by his side. While the intention was to hold the regional government hostage, then declare a new government led by Hitler and General Erich Ludendorff, it did not go according to plan. Hess’s role was to round up a group of ‘enemies of the people’, take them in a waiting car to a house near Lake Tegern then guard them. Unfortunately, when he stepped out to make a phone call, his hostages succeeded in persuading the driver to take them back to Munich, leaving Hess stranded without transport. It was left to Ilse to bring him a bicycle on which he made good his escape.

The next day the Bavarian State Police fired on marchers, killing sixteen and scattering the remainder. Hess, meanwhile, had sought refuge at Haushofer’s home and, with his assistance, fled to Austria. There he learned that both the SA and NSDAP had been banned, while Hitler had been arrested and sentenced to five years’ imprisonment (although the judge – who supported his cause – recommended a release after six months). Swayed again by Haushofer, Hess surrendered himself and followed Hitler through the art nouveau façade of Landsberg Prison with its distinctive onion dome towers. During their imprisonment they were visited by Haushofer, who stayed for six hours and brought copies of Friedrich Ratzel’s Political Geography and Carl Philipp Gottlieb von Clausewitz’s On War. Hitler was released on 20 December 1924, and Hess ten days later. A tight bond, born of incarceration, now formed between the pair. When in February 1925 Hitler announced the re-formation of the SA and NSDAP, he appointed Rudolf Hess as his private secretary.

For the next fourteen years, until the outbreak of war, the two men were seldom separated. Hess accompanied Hitler on tours across Germany, preparing leaflets and posters and listening to his advice. It was Hitler who urged Hess to marry Ilse Prohl, which he did on 20 December 1927, with Hitler and Haushofer as witnesses, though – to the wits of the party – it was clear to whom Hess was most devoted. Hitler’s comfort and needs were his principal concern. Goebbels described Hess as ‘the decent, quiet, friendly, reserved, private secretary’, but as Hitler rose up the political ladder so Hess’s authority and influence were elevated. Yet his job presented him with difficult situations. It was Hess who, in 1931, broke the news to Hitler that Geli, his twenty-three-year-old niece with whom he was besotted, had shot herself.

In 1930, the NSDAP became the second largest party in the Reichstag. Hess was appointed Political Central Commissioner of the NSDAP and a delegate to the Reichstag in December 1932. When Hitler became Chancellor of Germany on 30 January 1933, he made Hess his deputy, issuing a decree that read, ‘I appoint Party Member Rudolf Hess to be my Deputy, and bestow on him plenary powers to take decisions in my name on all matters affecting the leadership of the Party.’ By December that year Hess had taken a seat in the Cabinet as minister without portfolio, a position that carried with it a sphere of influence that stretched across Foreign Affairs, the Press, Reconstruction, Finance, Law, Germans living abroad, Education, Building, Technical Matters, Health, Race, Art and Literature. Hess wrote to his parents of his role within the party. He was, he believed, ‘a connecting link between the mass movement and the educated classes’.

He was also unafraid of the bloodshed deemed necessary to exert supreme control over the party. The growing strength and belligerence of Ernst Rohm, the leader of the SA, was a challenge to Hitler’s leadership and it was Hess who fired the warning shot across his bows in a speech broadcast across Germany on 25 June 1934. ‘[Hilter] has always been right, and he will always be right. In uncritical loyalty, in devotion to the Führer that does not ask about the whys and wherefores of individual cases, in the silent execution of his orders – that is where the National Socialism of us all lies anchored.’ In a stark warning to the SA leadership, Hess insisted, ‘Woe to those who break their allegiance in the belief that they are able to serve the revolution by means of a revolt. They are poor in spirit who believe themselves chosen to serve the Führer in revolutionary fashion by agitating from below… woe to him who plants his flat feet among the fine threads of the Führer’s strategic plans, thinking to force the pace.’

Five days later, during the Night of the Long Knives, Hitler dismissed Rohm and the leadership of the SA, ordering the murder of many and consigning critics to prison. The SA was replaced by the SS (Schutzstaffel or Protection Squad) in which Hess was made an Obergruppenführer, or General.

Following the death of Hindenburg and the plebiscite of August 1934, which secured Hitler the support of ninety per cent of Germany’s voters, it was Hess who fused Hitler to the German people during an impassioned speech at the Nuremberg Rally in September. ‘The Party is Hitler!’ he declared. ‘But Hitler is Germany and Germany is also Hitler! Heil Hitler! Sieg Heil!’ And the crowd shouted back: ‘Sieg Heil!’

From his office at the Brown House, Munich’s Nazi headquarters, Hess sought to infiltrate all aspects of German life while maintaining two different but complementary roles. He was the high priest of the cult of the Führer. Along with Joseph Goebbels, the propaganda minister, Hess was the principal architect of the myth of Hitler as more than a mortal: as a man imbued with almost supernatural powers and sent by Providence. During a speech in Kiel in August 1939, he said, ‘However great is the need of our people, so great is the man who was to come and overcome this need. Providence gave him the gifts and powers to take the favourable and unfavourable circumstances that he found and what were developing with time, and to employ them for the attainment of his goal: the salvation of Germany.’

His second role was as ‘keeper of the Holy Grail’ or, as he saw it, defender of the true values of the Nazi Party. On Hess’s forty-fifth birthday he was described in one Nazi paper as kunder und mahner (herald and prophet) with the paper informing its readers that he was a man who ‘more than any of the movement’s other mouthpieces, was the herald of the National Socialist idea and thus the servant of Adolf Hitler’s mission’. The people saw in him ‘the wakeful prophet, ensuring that National Socialism remains pure and undistorted, that everything that happens in the name of National Socialism is truly National Socialist’.

But Hess was also vain, insisting that at all public events he be treated as second-in-command, and he had a dislike of paperwork, preferring verbal briefings; and even then he left much of the daily routine to his own chief-of-staff, Martin Bormann. The Office of the Deputy of the Führer was a curious organisation, for since Hess had been appointed by Hitler, he believed that the Führer’s unrestricted powers now flowed through him. He refused to hand over any organisational chart detailing the extent of his kingdom lest it limit future expansion. He succeeded in strengthening the hierarchical structure of the Party, bringing hundreds of organisations under the control of regional and local Party chiefs.

Over time Hess became known as ‘The Good Nazi’, a figure with no personal lust for power who nonetheless dedicated himself to solving the day-to-day problems of the population. At the Nuremberg Party Rally he would urge the party faithful to embrace moderation in all things and avoid excessive smoking and drinking, but also to take exercise and to work. A period of ill-health led to a personal fascination with alternative medicine and diets, which he then extended into the political realm. In 1937 he became patron of the Twelfth International Homeopaths’ Congress in Berlin and founded the Rudolf Hess Academy for Modern German Medicine, based in Dresden.

War would see a gap grow between Hitler and Hess. Hess was not involved directly in the military or diplomatic preparations for the campaign, or in the economic preparations for rearmament, but at the start of the war his position was enhanced. On 1 September 1939, Hitler announced that in the event of his death Hermann Goering would succeed him, and that Hess would then succeed Goering. Hess also became a member of the Ministerial Council for the Defence of the Reich, an inner cabinet designed to pass laws rapidly but which did not act as a war cabinet. Although still a crucial part of government, and included in major events such as banquets at the Russian embassy with Molotov in 1940 and the signing of the French armistice in June 1940, Hess felt diminished. A request from Hitler, however, served to re-invigorate him.

It was part of Hitler’s form of management to quietly entrust to a colleague a specific task which had the potential to end in failure or ignominy. For example, Goering was permitted to appeal to the Chamberlain Government, using his Swedish friend, Birger Dahlerus. Later, in 1943, Ribbentrop was allowed to sue for peace with Russia through his agent Peter Kleist, while Heinrich Himmler was made responsible for the ‘Final Solution’. All such orders were given orally, leaving no written record. In late July 1940, after France had been successfully crushed, Hitler summoned Hess to explain his ‘wishes’. He had no desire to fight Britain, he told him. Both Britain and France’s declarations of war after Germany had invaded Poland to ‘free’ Danzig was a decision he, Hitler, for all his ‘supernatural powers’ had not foreseen. (‘Who wishes to go to war over Danzig?’) Hitler thought he had crushed Britain at Dunkirk, but the British army had escaped, and now the Luftwaffe was in the process of attempting to subdue the nation in the Battle of Britain. On 19 July 1940, Hitler offered peace, but on terms that would make it clear he was the victor
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