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About the Book

Few can say they’ve seen some of the most significant moments of the twentieth century unravel before their eyes. Marita Lorenz is one of them.

Born in Germany during the outbreak of WWII, Marita was incarcerated in a Nazi concentration camp as a child. In 1959 she travelled to Cuba, where she met and fell in love with Fidel Castro. Yet, upon fleeing to America, she was recruited by the CIA to assassinate him. Torn by love and loyalty, she failed to slip Fidel the lethal pill.

Caught up in the Cold War intrigue and espionage, even testifying as a witness to the JFK assassination conspiracy, this is Marita’s incredible true story of a young girl turned spy.


About the Author

Ilona Marita Lorenz was born in Germany in 1939 and as a child was interned in Bergen-Belsen concentration camp. In the years that followed, she often sailed with her father, a ship’s captain, and in 1959 she met Fidel Castro with whom she fell in love. Later the CIA would recruit her and send her to assassinate Fidel – an act she was unable to commit.

Her life would take many more twists and turns – including having a child with ex-dictator of Venezuela Marcos Pérez Jiménez; testifying about the assassination of John F. Kennedy; and becoming a party girl with close ties to the New York Mafia, as well as a police informant. She lives in the United States.



THE SPY 
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FROM THE OFFICIAL STORY TO THE TRUTH

‘UNRELIABLE WITNESS’: THAT was the phrase a member of the Special Committee in the Lower House of the United States Congress who was investigating the assassination of John F. Kennedy used to discredit me when I gave testimony in 1978 under the protection of an order for immunity from prosecution.

I was a witness to events, and more. I was close to the people and places that marked a turning point in political life in the second half of the twentieth century. Wartime Berlin; concentration camp, persecution and pain; Cuba and the revolution; Fidel, the love of my life. As far as the issue of reliability is concerned, that begs the same question of the very authority that trained me to rob and kill, to lie and act above the law … I leave it to the reader to decide who is the more trustworthy. I know the truth because I was there. Everything I saw and lived through sticks in my memory and I cannot erase it.

My name is Ilona Marita Lorenz. I was born in Germany in 1939, a few days before Hitler invaded Poland. During the war, I was moved from the hospital at Drangstedt to Bergen-Belsen concentration camp. I survived. Shortly after the liberation, at the age of seven, I was raped by an American sergeant.

In 1959, when I was nineteen years old, I met Fidel Castro. I became his lover and found myself pregnant. In Cuba, I was drugged and forced to undergo what they told me was an abortion but two decades later Fidel introduced me to Andrés, the son they tore from my body on the operating table. Can you imagine what that means to a mother who left the island with an empty belly?

I was pressured by the CIA and the FBI to become involved in Operation 40, a government plot which brought together personnel linked to federal agencies, Cuban exiles, soldiers of fortune and the Mafia to try, in vain, to overthrow Castro. They sent me to Havana with two pills to assassinate him. It wasn’t that I failed, like hundreds of others who would later try: it is simply that I was incapable of carrying it out. I don’t regret it; on the contrary, it is the thing I am most proud of in my life.

Soon after, in Miami, I fell in love with Marcos Pérez Jiménez, the Venezuelan dictator, and I had a daughter, Monica – Moniquita. When I was deported and our lawyer embezzled the funds Marcos had provided for us, I tried to follow him but I ended up abandoned for months with my baby in the Venezuelan jungle with a tribe of Yanomami Indians.

In November 1963, I drove from Miami to Dallas in convoy. One of my travelling companions was Frank Sturgis (aka Frank Fiorini), who was arrested some years later during the Watergate scandal, a CIA agent, various Cuban exiles, and a man I knew from training sessions for Operation 40 in the Everglades. We called him Ozzie, but he was better known to the world as Lee Harvey Oswald, accused of assassinating John Fitzgerald Kennedy and himself later assassinated by Jack Ruby, who I also had met in the motel where we stayed in Dallas.

I was a party girl with close ties to the New York Mafia, among whom I had several lovers, and there was also someone significant in the police force. I married and had a son, Mark, known as Beegie, with a man who spied on diplomats from the Soviet bloc for the FBI, a mission I took on. Prior to the testimony before Congress, when Sturgis spoke publicly about my role to the press, my world began to fall apart.

I have been a woman in a man’s world. I have lied to protect myself and my children and I have told the truth when it suited me. Now I want to leave things clear, perhaps make a certain person who works in the shadows for the US government realise that it isn’t worth letting other people make your decisions for you.

I have lived for the last few years on benefits, without a pension, in a ground-floor apartment in Queens with my dog Bufty, a cat, a tortoise and an enormous goldfish that every now and then launches itself in a suicide mission against the glass of the fish tank.

I have never considered taking my own life, although at times I have wanted to die. But dying is easy; the challenge is to live. Sometimes I regret the time lost on missions that had nothing to do with me and faith placed in the wrong men. But I’m proud of having survived war, sexual assault, several attempts to kill me, harassment by the government and a plethora of robberies, misfortunes and betrayals – including by those of my own blood.

Mine is a story of light and shadow. Some people might think it incredible, but truth can be stranger than fiction. My story is built from memories and documentation, which sometimes portray the seamier side of the official story, one that is not always itself credible.


CHAPTER 1

DON’T SPEAK, DON’T THINK, DON’T BREATHE

I WAS ALWAYS destined to be alone. I don’t know why.

I should have come into the world with my twin sister, who was to be called Ilona, but when my mother arrived at St Joseph’s hospital in the German city of Bremen she was attacked by a German shepherd belonging to an SS official who abused her for continuing to see a Jewish gynaecologist until she was full term. My unborn sister died during that attack but I survived and, although I was to be named Marita, they wanted to honour their dead baby and called me Ilona Marita Lorenz instead.

It was 18 August 1939 and only a matter of days before Germany would begin the invasion of Poland and light the match that started the Second World War. They practically threw mama out of hospital to make room for the anticipated wounded and she couldn’t count on the help of my father who, at that point, wasn’t in Germany anyway: he was at sea, as he was before and after and practically all his life.

Mama was born Alice June Lofland, and she was a woman whose life, even to this day, is shrouded in mystery, with secrets that can never be revealed. She was a true artist of interpretation who I doubt anybody ever truly got to know. She had two birth certificates. According to one of them, she was born on 15 October 1902; the other had the same birth date but gave the year as 1905. Obviously one of the documents is false but neither I nor my family have ever been able to find out which. When I asked my mother where she was born, she always gave me the same answer, the words of a woman who was always extremely cautious: ‘It’s not important, it’s not important.’

The only thing we know for certain is that my mother grew up in the United States, in Wilmington, Delaware. Her family were farmers but she always felt different, even when she was just a child, and when she reached adolescence her parents sent her to New York to a private school in Park Avenue – ‘one of the best’, as they said. She learned to dance and went into show business, acting in Broadway plays under the stage name of June Paget. Perhaps that was when she began to discover her skill, her talent, for becoming a part of a world of masks and personalities that she would never want to or could ever imagine giving up later.

In this period of her life she had a number of affairs that didn’t work out, although correspondence and papers that we came across in the family through the years suggest it would perhaps be more appropriate to think of them as romances. One of the men who we know fell hopelessly in love with that beautiful and determined blue-eyed blonde was William Pyle Philips, a noted financier. Alice wanted to have children and this man was not only quite old but was also her cousin so in my mother’s opinion this romance had no chance of succeeding. She also wanted to live an independent life and to work in the movies, but, although Philips begged her not to leave him, even offering to organise it so that she could act in her own movie and to open a cinema just for her, it made no difference. Mama spoke fluent French and decided to go to Paris where they were making talkies. She was eighteen or nineteen years old and I think that, apart from advancing her professional career, she wanted to escape the men who pursued her; and there were more than a few because mama inspired genuine passion.

Unsure whether she was running away or searching for something, she left New York on the Bremen, a passenger ship belonging to the Norddeutscher Lloyd shipping company based in northern Germany. During the voyage she met the second in command, Heinrich Lorenz, the man who would later become my papa. I never called him Papá, Father or Daddy: to me, he was always papa. He was a strong man with dark hair and eyes, possibly of Italian descent, and men and women alike were crazy about him.

Papa was born on 8 April 1898 in Bad Münster am Stein-Ebernburg, a spa town in a part of southern Germany famous for its springs. He came from a family of landowners but, just like mama, he found his true passion far away in a world of horizons and rolling waves. For him, the future did not lie in managing the family estate or vineyards. The sea was his life, his dream, a place of freedom and it became his passion. He was already at sea by the age of twelve. When he left the Gymnasium, he signed up on various merchant ships and in 1918 enlisted in the German navy. At the end of the First World War, and after spending a couple of years on a schooner bound for South America, he started working for Norddeutscher Lloyd.

Mama worked in Paris during the 1920s as an actress on some of the first ‘talking’ films that were produced, still using her stage name of ‘June Paget’. After a lengthy courtship my parents were married on 31 August 1932 in the port city of Bremerhaven, Germany, where papa had a house.

Alice hated living in a fishing port so she convinced papa to move to Bremen, about sixty kilometres to the south, where she lived comfortably during the early years of their marriage. My father’s job paid well enough for her to be able to afford furs and diamonds and they lived in a lovely house with French windows whose glass always sparkled; there were two upper floors, a ground floor, a garage and a garden with a birch tree. Morning coffee, breakfast, lunch and dinner were always served in the dining room, ‘never in the kitchen like servants’, mama would say, and porcelain cups and silver cutlery were always used. There was a flower arrangement or fruit on the table and hot plates on a serving trolley. After every meal, the table was covered with a lace table cloth.

Mama had domestic help but sometimes she got down on her hands and knees to clean the floor to contribute something to the daily chores so that everything was always perfect.

Alice spoke with pride about the origins of her family on the Isle of Wight; she had explored her mother’s side back to the tenth century and the Osborne family. It showed an aristocratic lineage with ‘no working class or merchants’ featuring in the family tree and everyone was ‘cultured, educated and intellectual’. She didn’t speak perfect German, but educated herself by reading classic German literature and philosophers like Arthur Schopenhauer and Immanuel Kant, and also studied piano, continuing her general education as a self-taught person.

Papa, who over the years had developed very good relationships through his work, occasionally brought home some of the important figures of the time. On such occasions the street outside would be filled with black convertibles and he wore his dress uniform, medals and sword. However, papa spent very little time at home. He was almost always travelling and every time he came back from the sea there was a new child to get to know. In her first pregnancy, mama was expecting triplets but on 17 May 1934 she gave birth prematurely to two girls, neither of whom survived, and a son. He was the firstborn and papa wanted to name him Fritz in honour of his brother. But during her crossing in 1932, mama had met one of the sons of Kaiser Wilhelm on the Bremen who asked her to pay homage to a brother who had died. She acknowledged his request and my eldest brother was therefore baptised Joachim, although I have always called him Joe or JoJo.

After JoJo, on 11 August 1935 Philip – Kiki – arrived in the family and he was the one child in particular who developed a passion for music and the arts that mama made such an effort to instil in all of us. In the choice of name for his second offspring papa didn’t have much of a say either because when mama left Philips, the cousin who had been so besotted with her, the only thing that she left behind apart from a broken heart was the promise that if she ever had children she would baptise one of them in his honour.

On 9 October 1936 my only sister was born; I have always had the most complicated of sibling relationships with her. Papa wanted her to be called Elsa but mama decided on Valerie. For her last child, mama was also left to her own devices in choosing a name and ignored the name my father wanted for me – Anna.

A FAMILY OF SPIES?

While Europe and the rest of the world stared into the abyss, my parents began to move in a perplexing universe which I never understood. I never knew for certain what political beliefs my parents held. As the years have passed I have only discovered a few details, behind which lies a tangled web of espionage and dirty tricks; seeing how my life panned out, this must have been in my DNA.

In 1938, for example, papa and the captain of another German ship were detained as ‘material witnesses’ in a plot investigated by the FBI, a ‘spy hunt’ that the New York Times described in its day as one of the largest seen in the United States since the First World War. Established in 1935, the network infiltrated German secret service agents as crew on German ships so that they could get to the United States. Once they had settled they helped American soldiers, who had started to collaborate with Germany, to pass information and steal secrets from the army and the navy. The hairdresser on the Europa, Johanna Hofmann, was arrested in February when papa commanded the ship and was, according to the investigators, the key person in the network, the link for Americans recruited by Germany, and who weren’t known to each other, to pass on information.

Papa and the captain of the other ship were detained on 3 June and it made the front page of the New York Times. But the next day, according to the same newspaper, they set sail for Germany without any problems. On their departure they were seen smiling and waving goodbye to Leon Torrou, an FBI special agent, and Lester Dunigan, assistant to the Director of Public Prosecutions. Although I have no way of proving it with absolute certainty, I would say that that was when my father started to collaborate with the US government, when he began his counter-espionage activities. If nothing else he was at least an informant and there is documentation that suggests this was the case.

War broke out on 1 September 1939, when I was only two weeks old. At the start of the conflict, papa was a crewman aboard warships and other vessels that navigated round Greenland and visited meteorological stations. In 1941 he was recalled to take command of the Bremen, a ship that would become famous as one of those intended to be used in Operation Seelöewe [Sea Lion], Hitler’s planned invasion of England. The idea was to camouflage the ship and hide in it the cannon and tanks they would instigate the attack but the operation was never carried out. Papa received an urgent call on 16 March informing him that the Bremen had been involved in a fire at Bremerhaven. The official version was that a disgruntled fifteen-year-old cabin boy, who had a grievance against the owners, had started the fire. He was sentenced to death and executed. Yet it was rumoured that the British secret service managed to infiltrate the German navy and blew it up, frustrating the Führer’s plans, so he had personally ordered the boy’s execution in an attempt to save face.

Mama was arrested shortly after the explosion on the Bremen, the first of several occasions when she ended up in the hands of the Gestapo. They interrogated her under suspicion of having collaborated with the British secret services in planning the attack, but they had to release her because they couldn’t prove anything. In spite of investigating her family background to see if she had any Jewish blood, the Gestapo instead discovered her lineage and even congratulated papa for having married someone of noble birth; but they didn’t stop watching her. That should also have put him under suspicion. At least that is what papa feared.

My brother Joe remembers an occasion when my parents had an intense conversation at home with an admiral who wanted them to join the growing opposition to the Nazi regime led by disaffected military officers. Papa had declined: the risks involved in such an operation to someone married to an American would be too great. Years later, on seeing a photograph, Joe identified the naval officer as Admiral Wilhelm Canaris, chief of the Abwehr, the German military intelligence service, who was accused of co-operating with the Allies, convicted of high treason and executed in 1945 at Flossenbürg concentration camp.

Although they didn’t join Canaris’s network, there are indications that mama and papa did carry out counter-espionage activities. On 1 May 1940, for example, they were both at a party in Guatemala organised by the German Embassy, which was based in Tegucigalpa in Honduras; they weren’t present, like the other guests, to take part in a celebration but were on a secret mission: to spy on Nazis for the Americans.

Mama felt the pressure of always living under suspicion and tried to escape from Germany but she felt anchored in Hitler’s Europe; although she wanted to escape, she couldn’t because her priority was always to protect us – my two brothers, my sister and me. She tried to take all four of us to the United States and wrote to the Swiss consulate with that objective in mind. However, when the Swiss got in touch with their American counterparts they replied that she could return but we children couldn’t because we were German. She refused to abandon us and her attempt to take us out of Germany was also the cause of a new arrest and further interrogation, the accusation this time that she had communicated with the Swiss consulate to pass information to Washington.

CHANEL NO. 5; THE SMELL OF PHOSPHORUS

Although I was very young then, I have some indelible memories that are still with me today, flashes of places, episodes and sensations that frightened me or made me feel emotional. This keeps alive my personal history and the dear people who are no longer here or are far away, in some cases physically, in others emotionally, which is worse. One of the most enduring memories I have of my mother is the scent of Chanel No. 5 and of her making a fire to keep us warm and melting snow so that we had water. I recall every corner of the basement of the house where we hid during bombing raids and, above all, the smell of phosphorus. Mama made my brothers and my sister sleep fully dressed on their beds in a large room in the upper part of the house so they were ready to come running down to the basement as soon as the sirens sounded. When the bombs began to fall, we could see the flashes through the black curtains that covered the small window. We spent interminable hours in that reinforced basement which was next to a room that led out to the garden just below our balcony.

Joe had a British army helmet, one of the steel ones that mama and papa must have found somewhere. For Philip they had made a different helmet, a saucepan lined with socks so that it wouldn’t be too uncomfortable. Mama also made me a doll out of socks that I hugged the entire time I was down in the basement and she sang to me to keep me calm. The place smelled intensely of bananas that hung under the stairs; someone must have given them to my father as a gift, taken from ships coming from Latin America that the Germans had intercepted. Sometimes all we had to eat, as my sister Valerie remembers with disgust, were rotten vegetables and a little rancid butter.

In those moments of terror the basement was much more than a refuge to us. You had to keep absolutely quiet, not a whisper, and that’s when I came up with a mantra that I still repeat to myself in times of danger: ‘Don’t speak, don’t think, don’t breathe’.

Survival depended on more than avoiding bombs falling from the sky. There was also danger in the streets, in the shadows of the German soldiers we heard passing above us, the steel of their boots ringing with every step they took, for me always a threatening sound. It was imperative that we maintained absolute silence so that they didn’t hear us. Less of a concern was that they would hear our screams or our frightened crying, more that they might find our shortwave radio which mama had hidden behind a false wall so that she could listen to the BBC at nine o’clock in the evening and find out how the war was really going. To have such a radio at that time was considered high treason and in fact mama was accused of that one day when Joe turned the radio on to listen to some music. This attracted the attention of one of the passing German soldiers and he came into our house. Fortunately, it occurred to mama to explain who papa was and she argued that he needed the radio to know the conditions at sea and the weather forecast before he sailed. She must have been convincing because this time they didn’t arrest her. Nor did they confiscate the radio.

Mama was unquestionably a brave and determined woman, the dominant influence in a family that knew how to stay together. When he got one of his rare shore leave permits, papa would come home for three or four days and then return to sea, leaving everything in Alice’s hands, from paying the rent to making sure we had something to eat. She was the one who saved the house when, in 1941, a fire after a bombing run almost destroyed it. She was also the one who helped the French and British during the war, although that led to her being arrested, interrogated and abused on more than one occasion.

My brother Joe remembers how on his fifth birthday he went to his first violin lesson and walked by an area near the house were the Nazis kept French prisoners who collected our rubbish. When he returned and told mama, she said that next time he should stand in front of them and say: ‘Je suis Américain. Vive la liberté.’ Mama started leaving food and other things they asked for at the door of the house. They asked for all sorts of things, from cameras to radios, and she couldn’t always get everything they needed.

She was without a shadow of a doubt a strong woman, a real fighter, committed body and soul to a battle in which the only successful option was survival, whatever the cost. One day, for instance, during the bombing, a Pole who was very drunk came into our house. In his inebriated state he must have thought that mama, with no man around to protect her, was vulnerable, an easy victim, and he tried to rape her. He threw himself on her and started to assault her but after a struggle mama managed to push him off her. She gained some time and was quick to take advantage of the obvious state of her attacker by tempting him with something else to drink. The man, who had obviously had quite a lot to drink already, accepted, not realising that the bottle she gave him was filled with a floor cleaner. He died in our basement. Alice grabbed him by the feet, dragged him up the ramp to the garage and deposited him near the house in a bomb crater which was filled with snow. Years later, when we talked about that terrifying incident, the only thing she said to me about what happened was:

‘He deserved it.’

During the war she had to make some of the most difficult decisions a mother can make on her own. In 1944, at a time when the Russians were advancing on the city, German officials came to the house to demand that Joe be sent to a school in Meissen. With so many soldiers dying in the conflict, Hitler knew that the future of Germany depended on its youth and he needed to educate them and give them discipline. There was no option but to send her son away for the sake of the future because failure to do so would leave her without a ration book; this, as they made clear with threats, would mean that she wouldn’t be able to feed her three other children. With no alternative or way out, and with no right of appeal for twenty-four hours, Alice had to let her eldest son go and to this day he remembers vividly her taking him to the train.

Like the consummate actress that she was, mama packed Joe off, telling him that he was going on an exciting journey, one on which he would make new friends, and she promised him that his life was going to be much better. She constructed an elaborate story of a happy world and told my brother all this without allowing her smile to slip for a second, peppering the conversation with phrases full of excitement and delight, telling him all the time how much she would like to go with him because he was going to have such a good time. Her only task was to try make JoJo feel comfortable although he must have been terrified at the thought that he might never see his mother ever again.

After that, mama sent Philip to live with a piano teacher who hid Jews and left Valerie with the Tantzens, our neighbours. The father of the family was a dentist to the SS and also a portrait photographer who had filled the shop windows of Bremen with images of mama and her four children, symbols of the ideal German family.

After this enforced separation in order to survive, she and I were the only two left. Sometimes we had to leave the house and, as I was still very small and couldn’t run as quickly as mama, I remember her pushing me into a trench and throwing herself on top of me to protect me. That trench was the very same one that would later be occupied by British soldiers who stopped to brew tea in a lull in the fighting and Scottish soldiers who sometimes played their bagpipes. It was incredible to listen to such sounds between bombing raids and they left me confused, unable to tell which world I was in.

There was also a bunker close by in which to shelter when the Allies were bombing but going there wasn’t a good experience. Our German neighbours didn’t want mama. They didn’t like her and they made it clear on many occasions. I have always believed that they were envious of her beauty, but she was a foreigner and therefore the enemy, in practical terms. She didn’t have a Nazi flag to hang out on 20 April, Hitler’s birthday, and once they denounced her to the Gestapo for that.

On many occasions the Germans revealed that they knew about everything she did during those years of struggle, barbarism and resistance; a story of small, individual deeds that, thanks to memories and letters of gratitude that arrived after the end of the war, we can keep alive. On one occasion, for example, she saved a pilot who had been shot down. Finding him amid the rubble, she took him home with her, hid him in our basement and then lent him one of papa’s uniforms so that he could escape. She also doused incendiary bombs, secretly fed the prisoners in the neighbouring forced labour camp and let a few people listen to the radio so that, as a result, they could organise the resistance better.

GERMAN CHILDREN DON’T CRY

During the war, mama was arrested on several occasions, aside from when she was denounced by neighbours or when German soldiers found out about her collaboration. By good luck, they never knew about her most serious acts of betrayal, only the minor ones, and although she wasn’t exempt from mistreatment and torture, she was eventually freed because she was the wife of a German citizen.

However, when I was five years old they arrested her again and on this occasion, tragically for me, things were different. I was left on my own and I became very ill with typhoid fever so they took me to Drangstedt, near Bremerhaven, to facilities under the control of the SS which served as a children’s hospital. That was my first incarceration and it was the most painful one. I have never in my life suffered such heartache as I felt there.

In Drangstedt there was a group of large buildings and huts situated in the middle of a dense pine wood surrounded by wire fences, with a swimming pool which had a large swastika on the bottom. It was a cold, dark spot and you could hear the sound of dogs barking constantly, and gunshots. Although there was a kind of communal dormitory where boys and girls slept, children like me from mixed marriages between Germans and foreign nationals, I was left on my own in room 29. My bed had bars and there were also bars on the windows. I was my own worst enemy because I was so confused and felt so homesick that I couldn’t stop crying, and every time I cried the nurses hit me and shouted,

‘German children don’t cry!’

They gave me terrible injections with a huge needle; there was forced feeding; castor oil and beatings … However, worst of all were the ice baths. They put me in a bath full of icy water and put my hands under the tap, letting it run and run, and I thought I was going to die because after a while I couldn’t feel my body, or anything in fact. Even today, the memory of those baths gives me nightmares.

The life of tears, homesickness, heartache and suffering became routine for me until one day they took us all away from that place. They put me with the other children into the back of a lorry and I only remember that I had a scratchy grey blanket, although it wasn’t enough to protect me from the cold so we all huddled together to try to keep warm.

HELL ON EARTH

I was so ill that I don’t know exactly what happened but they moved me to Bergen-Belsen concentration camp. Everything there smelled, everyone looked dead, nobody smiled, nobody spoke and the only thing I could do was cry. Cry, although doing so didn’t relieve the fear, the anxiety and the discomfort. Cry until there were no tears left to cry, until our bodies surrendered to the injustice we were suffering.

In the large hut that I was in, the same one, I later discovered, in which Anne Frank died, there were children from the very young to adolescents and we were all very cold, so, as in the lorry that had transported us there, all we could do was to huddle together. Some of us were already half-dead. We chewed black bread and sometimes there was soup made from beans and some other vegetable and it was a lucky day when it was your turn to get a potato. That was all we had.

I didn’t know it at the time but my mother was in another part of the same camp. It was always very difficult for her to talk about her experiences during the war, although in her writings which I have seen over the years and in conversations with her I discovered that Josef Kramer, the camp commandant who would later be known as the Beast of Belsen and who had also been at Auschwitz, had refined a system of psychological torture while he dished out physical abuse, above all to a woman who he constantly called ‘an American pig’.

‘The nurses were particularly pleased when they abused and mistreated me,’ mama recalled in her writings and memories that I kept together with her poems and other written accounts. ‘One of them, Sister Elfrieda, hated all Americans and me in particular […]. At four o’clock every morning, she pulled the sheet off me and emptied a bucket of cold water over my feverish body. Then, lifting me up by the hair, she slapped my face and pinched my breasts until I fainted in her arms.’

Joe found mama close to death in the camp. He had returned home from the school in Meissen by himself. He had witnessed the bombing of Dresden on 14 February 1945, a moment of war that, with his prodigious memory, my brother remembers as ‘the most extraordinary sight, the twilight of the gods: one hundred and eighty degrees of burning sky, sudden blasts hurling bodies up several kilometres into the sky, the air sucked from an earth where people died engulfed by the infernal temperature …’. After that, JoJo thought his return would be a celebration for the whole family that he hadn’t seen for months. As each day passed he was less able to contain his happiness as he recognised familiar places: first the Schwachhausen area, then our street in which he had played all his life, and finally the building at number 31, our house, with its birch tree, the garden with a swing and a small sandpit. Joe pictured mama running out to meet him, followed by Philip, Valerie and then me … He took a deep breath on the porch in front of the main door, from where he could see a Mexican blanket hanging on the wall, and pressed the bell. There was no response. He waited and pressed it again. Still silence. He must have rung the bell ten times or more until, with a sense of horror, he realised there was no one there. While he thought about what to do, Mrs Tantzen came out of the house to the left and called to him enthusiastically, ‘JoJo!’. At first she didn’t answer when he asked about where we were. Joe stayed the night with the neighbours who had been looking after Valerie; he insisted on asking of mama’s whereabouts at breakfast and they told him that she had been interned in Bergen-Belsen. My brother was only ten years old but, as he said, by that age ‘I had already learned to take control of things and, instead of crying, I knew what I had to do’.

The next day, with fourteen marks in his pocket, he caught the train and forty-five minutes later he arrived in a wooded area where he thought he could see some tracks which he started to follow, thinking they would lead to the concentration camp. He saw two German women in black working clothes emerging from a different path which didn’t lead to the main entrance and so he asked them if he could get into the camp unseen on the track that he was following.

‘No, you can’t,’ they confirmed.

‘I have to. My mother is here,’ he replied.

The expressions on their faces changed. One of them stroked his head and said ‘poor boy’. The other answered:

‘Is your mother a Jew?’

When Joe said that she wasn’t, that Alice was American, one of the women turned to the other and said:

‘That’s a little better.’

They told him that they worked in the camp but used the short cut to save themselves a two-kilometre walk. They told him where to find a stretch of fence that he could lift up to slip through, where there was a piece of wood to cross a large pond and where the dispensary was located. They thought his mother might be there. They also gave him two instructions:

‘For God’s sake don’t tell anyone how you got in and for goodness’ sake don’t look to the left when you get there.’

Joe set off but found himself unable to ignore the second instruction and glanced to the left. What he saw, and he can still remember it clearly to this day, was ‘a strange mountain, like a hill about three metres high’. He quickly realised that it wasn’t a mound of earth but something more sinister – massive towers of skeletons, arms, legs and skulls all piled up…

He walked on and when he reached the three steps that led up to the entrance of the dispensary, a nurse asked him who he was and what he was doing there. He replied that he was looking for his mother, Alice June Lorenz, an American citizen.

‘The American,’ the woman said and took him to his mother, passing rooms full of people lying on the floor.

Alice was lying on a kind of rickety old bed; her head had been shaved and she was almost unconscious. Joe leaned over her fragile body and when she realised he was by her side she opened her eyes and managed to say:

‘JoJo, you’re here – where have you come from?’

He told her how he had got back from Meissen and asked her why her head had been shaved.

‘One of the men here has got it in for me, but don’t worry, it will grow back.’

My brother then asked about Philip, Valerie and me … Mama simply replied:

‘I hope we’ll all see each other soon.’

The nurse urged my brother to leave because mama was very weak but, above all, because the woman must have had a heart after all and knew that it was dangerous for this child to be there. Nobody entered the camp and stayed there willingly. That danger presented itself in the shape of a uniformed colonel in high leather boots and a white overcoat who, as the nurse had warned, started to ask questions about who this boy was and what he was doing there. Turning directly to Joe, he questioned him about our parents, if he was a member of the Nazi Youth and other details about his life. Even at the age of ten my brother knew how to give the right answers, telling him things like how papa had broken the British blockade three times to reach Greenland.

But if anything saved Joe it was his quick wit in answering the officer when he asked him about what he had seen in the camp that had made an impression on him. When the nurse heard the question, she began to cry and my brother knew that if he mentioned the mountain of corpses he would never get out of there so it occurred to him to say that he had seen blood in a pond. The official then told him about a violent dog to explain away the presence of the blood. He believed, or acted as if he believed, my brother’s innocence and let him go, signing a pass so that the guards on the gate would allow him to leave.
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