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Prologue

On Sunday, March 19, 1939, Winthrop Bell opened his basement vault and stepped inside, through an imposing green steel door designed for a bank. He lifted a file holding copies of still-classified espionage reports he had written for the British Secret Intelligence Service twenty years earlier. He knew how to manage the risk. Sealed behind a massive lock, the papers were safe from thieves and Gestapo spies.

In his hand were London’s first warnings about the Nazis, written during his mission to Berlin. He locked the vault behind him and returned to his basement study. Because he had built the house on land sloping down to the harbour, the back wall was at ground level, with two sunny windows and a door opening onto the garden. He looked out one window and took in a commanding view of Back Harbour in Chester, Nova Scotia.

Bell was half a world away from the Nazis’ violent, racist Berlin. Twenty years earlier, the Secret Intelligence Service, better known as MI6, had sent him on a classified mission to that dangerous city teeming with democratic heroes and terroristic villains. His assignment was to gather intelligence about the situation in the German capital, where people were still licking their wounds after their defeat in the First World War. Gradually, he had gathered threads of evidence, hints from sources, and interviews with aristocrats, politicians, bureaucrats, military officers, soldiers, scientists, and ordinary citizens. Woven together, he revealed a secret group with a dangerous plot.

Now, twenty years later, the terrorists controlled Germany. Bell’s democratic sources had been murdered, exiled, or were working underground.

In 1919, some powerful British bureaucrats had been incredulous of Bell’s warning. The Nazis were at the time attacking Jews from the shadows and weren’t perceived as a threat. Officials decided to bury Bell’s report under a restrictive top-secret classification rather than release it to the public as he had hoped. Two decades later, he still kept a copy in his vault. The other copy was stored in the Foreign Office’s secret library.

By the spring of 1939, the Nazis had grown strong enough to plot a war of revenge against the entire world. But they kept their plan and their ultimate purpose—the Holocaust, as we now call it—as their most closely guarded secret. Bell was the first to decipher their code, just as he had been in 1919. He knew he needed to put his retirement on hold so he could thwart the Nazis once again.

Bell added his twenty-year-old intelligence reports to the stack of documents on his desk. Next to his typewriter lay a copy of Hitler’s Mein Kampf in German and transcripts of recent speeches by leading Nazi officials. He picked up his pen to add to the notes he had drafted for what would be the world’s first published warning of Hitler’s plans for worldwide genocide. He flipped through the pages of the file from the vault until he found the words he’d typed when he was secret agent A12. He translated the German shouts he remembered from listening undercover on the first secret Nazis in Berlin: “Hatred, revenge, uncompromising enmity; these must be our watchwords!”1 Then he reread the words he had shared with his 1919 readers, men and women with top-secret clearance: “They know very well that Germany is herself in no position to gratify this desire. The Reactionaries know that their hour is not yet come. The more far-seeing would wait a long time yet.”

Two decades later, Bell felt no better that he’d been proven right. Now he needed to make up for lost time.

BELL HAD NOT READ Mein Kampf when it came out in 1925 because he was busy teaching philosophy at Harvard University. But once he brought his full intelligence to the Nazi Code in March 1939, reading between the lines of Mein Kampf and recent statements by leading Nazi officials, cracking it was surprisingly easy. Hitler could not come right out and say what he meant to do with conquered populations because it would provoke overwhelming opposition. So he and his top leaders spoke in a secret language that made the plan clear to their fellow racists while leaving everyone else in the dark. For instance, Hitler cleverly pointed his followers to ancient historical examples in which conquerors had slaughtered defeated populations. Bell, as expert in history as he was in the German language, saw the implication that Hitler left unstated. By piecing together historical clues with other data, Bell deciphered a secret message that had fooled the world for fourteen years.

But revealing the Nazis’ hidden intentions was the easy part. It remained a far greater challenge to convince others that the German führer seriously meant to obliterate all non-Aryans, and that the scope of his plan extended far beyond Germany and even Europe. It would be a difficult picture to paint.

In late April, he was still at work writing his warning. His diary recorded him pruning trees and then listening to Weber’s Oberon Overture, Haydn’s Oxford Symphony, and Brahms’s First on the radio. He made cocoa during the Brahms intermission but, distracted by his conversation with his wife (“Brahms was vigorously played, but too rushed in many places”), accidentally used salt instead of sugar. Then he sat back down to work, but once in a while, he looked out at a heavy spring snow that made the view from his office beautiful. Eventually, he turned to his typewriter, which stood solemnly at the centre of his desk.

The repairman had visited on April 21 to ensure it was in top form. “First rate again,” Bell noted, “after months of wretched functioning.” The tuned and oiled machine stood ready to fight the Nazis. He rolled a sheet of paper into position. The room transformed from silence to the machine-gun fire of his practised typing.

In the spring before the war was launched, the murderous Final Solution to the Jewish Question still had no name. The führer described it only by hints and implications. Bell named it Hitler’s Extermination Program, and its scope, he typed, was “worldwide.”2

This was the first clear warning of a strange fact that most people still do not realize today: Hitler and his allies meant to destroy all non-Aryan races on every inhabited continent of earth. By the end of the Second World War, the Nazis had killed approximately twenty million innocent people, not including combat deaths.3 That was far short of the number they’d hoped to kill. Even before the war began, Bell knew they aimed to massacre hundreds of millions.

And yet, as the Holocaust historian Jürgen Matthäus notes, in September 1939, “no one, not even seasoned observers of prewar terror, had a clear idea what the Nazi regime’s next step toward its goal of solving the ‘Jewish question’ would be.”4 In her book Beyond Belief: The American Press and the Coming of the Holocaust 1933–1945, Deborah Lipstadt shows there are no known earlier warnings about the Final Solution in English-language newspapers.5 Before 1942, she explains, journalists understood Nazi “extermination” to mean deportations of Jews and occasional murders to frighten other Jews out of Germany. “No one could imagine even in 1941 that it would soon take on an even more diabolical meaning” as the systematic and complete murder of European Jewry. And as Andrew Nagorski writes in Hitlerland, people had no inkling of the Nazi plan, even though today, “it’s conventional wisdom that Hitler’s intentions were perfectly clear from the outset and that his policies could only result in World War II and the Holocaust.”6 Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, American visitors to Germany did not see Hitler’s ultimate purpose. For those who met him, “he was not some abstract embodiment of evil but a real-life politician.”

But Bell knew. And he alone, in early 1939, knew enough to give a startlingly accurate warning that Hitler meant to kill all Jews and non-Aryan peoples everywhere in the world. Agent A12’s clear view, at a time when the Nazis proclaimed a desire for peace, no doubt owed to his close-up observation of the Nazis in 1919. He had seen their hidden essence months before Hitler was even a player in the movement.

And now, two decades later, Bell realized that their race war would not stop with the Jews. Next on their hit list were peoples like the Poles, Ukrainians, French, Russians, Czechs, Slovaks, Asians, and Blacks. All non-Aryans, he typed, were to be “quite literally, exterminated ” (emphasis in original). This was, in Hitler’s depraved imagination, the only way to protect German blood from racial poisoning. “Hitler’s European policy,” Bell typed, “is thus merely the first stage.” Hitler planned to murder non-Aryans in North America just as surely as he meant to destroy them in Europe.

Bell knew that if the Nazis won the war, SS troops would one day be in Nova Scotia to round up the Jews and other minorities, as well as liberals like him. But this time, unlike 1919, he had an important advantage. Now he was no longer a professional spy but a private individual. No clueless government bureaucrats could censor him.

He gazed out his window and remembered how it all began. It was the summer of 1914. He was a doctoral student in the heart of Germany, enmeshed in the mysteries of a new philosophy called phenomenology.




Chapter 1

The Phenomenologist

Aller Anfang ist schwer, nothing so hard as the beginning.

—DICTIONARY OF THE ENGLISH AND GERMAN LANGUAGES, 1914

It was a peaceful summer night in Göttingen in 1914. The ancient university town lay nestled in Germany’s storied Harz mountains. It is the place where the Brothers Grimm wrote their fairy tales, and where legend tells of witches flying at midnight among the mountain peaks.

In Göttingen’s Altstadt, the old city, the criss-crossed beams of the medieval half-timbered houses were visible in the moonlight, and the fragrance of late summer blooms wafted from ornately carved window boxes overhanging the narrow and winding cobblestone streets. It was the middle of the night, but a light still shone in the apartment of a doctoral student of philosophy.

Thirty-year-old Winthrop Bell sat by his electric lamp, writing his dissertation in a room he rented in Frau Peter’s house. His work aimed to show how ideas reach out to grasp objects in the world in the relation called “knowledge,” or Erkenntnis. It is one of the thorniest topics in philosophy, but he had travelled to Deutschland to write his dissertation, in German, so he was ready for challenges.

Bell was a British subject born in Halifax, Canada. Not a typical academic, he had also spent time surveying a railway route through the Canadian wilderness and as a shrewd businessman. But he was now on the fast track to scholastic success, with a job lined up teaching philosophy at Harvard as soon as he finished his PhD. The famous German philosopher Edmund Husserl, his dissertation director, thought he was brilliant, not just as a philosopher but as a multitalented renaissance man. As the professor put it in a letter to his star student, “You can work not only with shovels and hoes, cutting trees and building houses, but also with a fine intellectual scalpel—you have fine fingers, and an incorruptible love of truth, free from prejudice to the last.”

That night, when he finally went to sleep, Bell was confident that he would soon be at the Georg-August University’s grand auditorium, the Aula, wearing the formal student gown as he was tested on his knowledge of philosophy, economics, and psychology. His performance would decide whether he would become a doctor of philosophy.

Bell was born and raised in the crisp maritime air of Halifax, where he grew up in a loving, well-connected family of merchants. His father, Andrew, was friends with Prime Minister Robert Borden, who also hailed from Nova Scotia. Andrew was a successful business owner, which gave Winthrop enough money to pursue extensive academic studies in Canada, the US, England, and Germany, and to engage in a life of cultural appreciation. He particularly loved classical music.

Bell had blue eyes, dark blond hair, and the muscled frame of a strong swimmer and Cambridge University rower. He was nearly six feet tall, and his complexion, as his passport records, was fair; he had a medium nose and mouth, a round chin, and a high forehead. He was handsome without standing out. His diary innocently complained of women who did not stop talking to him even after he gave clear signals that it was time to say goodnight. He grumbled that these young women were “boring” or suffered from too much “curiosity.” He tended to be serious, but he wasn’t gruff or rude. He was polite and well-mannered, and no doubt would have responded interestedly to their conversation, even as he gave signals that he was tired.

Bell’s photographs as a young man show him with an intense stare and a determined set to his jaw. His expression was steely, but he wasn’t given to melancholic brooding. The philosopher Edith Stein met him a year earlier, just after she’d arrived for her own doctoral studies with Husserl. Professor Richard Courant, her mathematician cousin, asked if she’d met her fellow philosophy student. She had not. Courant heartily recommended the Canadian: “He is the nicest student in Göttingen.”1

Later, Stein spotted a student wearing a sport coat, waiting on a ramp near the auditorium, looking for someone. “That’s Bell,” she thought. How did she know? He matched Courant’s description of him as the “nicest,” as there was something “winning and unaffected” about his bearing. Another important clue: he wasn’t wearing a hat. For Germans it was a chilly day, but for a Canadian used to frigid winds, it wasn’t so uncomfortable. He was nearly thirty at the time she showed up in Göttingen for her studies, but, as Stein wrote, he “looked much younger.” Stein and Bell soon became close friends.

Winthrop’s friends commented on his wry sense of humour and his intense powers of concentration. The newspaper in Sackville, New Brunswick (which told of the comings and goings of the town’s notable institution, Mount Allison University, where Bell received his first degrees), recalled his “amazing capacity for hard work” and his deep engagement in all facets of university life, “moral, social, cultural, and intellectual.” And he managed it with a “studious, friendly, gracious, attractive” personality.2

He was an introvert, but he was popular with his fellows. He was class president and valedictorian of the 1904 graduating class at Mount Allison, wrote the school’s “Alma Mater Song” (still proudly sung at major university events to this day), was a member of the New Brunswick championship debating team, and was such a good actor that a reporter fondly recalled his harrowing performance of Shakespeare’s Hamlet fifty years later.3

But his personalism meant he was far from intimidating.4 His nephew Andrew Wood and niece Heather Johnston explained in an interview that he never bragged about himself.5 Instead, he was interested in what they did, and how to support them.

ON THE MORNING of Sunday, June 28, 1914, Gavrilo Princip, a young man with sad eyes, watched for his target on a Sarajevo street. An assassin of the Black Hand, Princip had a pistol and a cyanide capsule hidden in his clothing—the first for his victim, the second for himself. He waited for his target, Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir to the Austro-Hungarian Empire.

Meanwhile, Germans were enjoying the same beautiful, peaceful Sunday. No one knew that it would be the country’s last normal morning for decades. The next would not dawn until near the end of the century, after the fall of the Berlin Wall.

That day, Bell left his apartment early to meet a German friend for a day of hiking. In his traditional hiking shorts and hat, the Canadian looked like one more German. He walked through charming medieval Göttingen, past the Vierkirchenblick, where one could see a Catholic and three Protestant churches from the same spot, and close to the Jewish synagogue, which could seat over four hundred people.6 He then saw the bronze Goose Girl (Gänseliesel) statue. Though small, she commanded the central Market Square. Bell, like all Georg-August University’s doctoral graduates before him, would be bound to kiss her in celebration of earning his degree. The kiss seemed his.

But Husserl, the old donkey (“alter Esel”), as Bell put in his diary, piled on more problems on the theory of knowledge for him to solve. No matter, Harvard’s fall term wasn’t slated to begin for a while, so Bell had plenty of time. Until then, he lived a beautiful life with amazing friends, world-class professors, and stunning surroundings. For a man who liked to hike, swim, and learn, Göttingen was magnificent.

At 11 a.m. in Sarajevo, Archduke Franz Ferdinand’s open-topped car crept along Franz Joseph Street. His entourage was supposed to take a different route because an assassination attempt had already been made against him earlier that day. But Ferdinand’s driver, a Czech, did not understand German. He missed the change and continued to drive the route where assassins still lingered. Nineteen-year-old Princip stepped into the street and fired a fatal shot, point-blank, into Franz Ferdinand and another into his wife, Sophie.

As the would-be future ruler of the Austro-Hungarian Empire was dying, Bell was leaping over brooks and climbing steep rocks. By midday Sunday, he had enjoyed beautiful vistas, sung traditional German songs, exchanged stories, and played games. It was like living a scene, as he wrote in his diary, from As You Like It. But shocking news ended the pastoral revelry—at a restaurant for lunch, he learned about Ferdinand’s assassination. The news echoed around the world, with inevitable questions. Would Austria–Hungary lash out in revenge? Or would this be another false alarm, like the Agadir Crisis of 1911?7

Given that Bell had arrived in Göttingen as the Agadir Crisis unfolded, it’s natural to wonder if he was already a British agent during his student days. By his own repeated and unwavering testimony, he was not. He showed up in Germany for strictly academic reasons, to learn about phenomenology with the professor who invented it, Husserl. In fact, Bell had wanted to earn his PhD at Cambridge University, where he began his studies at Emmanuel College. But he left England when his doctors warned him that its muggy air could kill him, owing to his pleurisy. (It was perhaps industrial pollution, not English humidity, that bothered his lungs.)

Phenomenology was, for Husserl, the science of “seeing.”8 That might sound straightforward enough, but authentic seeing, as the American philosopher Charles Peirce (who influenced Husserl) described it in 1903, is a difficult task: “When the ground is covered by snow on which the sun shines brightly except where shadows fall, if you ask any ordinary man what its colour appears to be, he will tell you white, pure white, whiter in the sunlight, a little greyish in the shadow. But that is not what is before his eyes that he is describing; it is his theory of what ought to be seen. The artist will tell him that the shadows are not grey but a dull blue and that the snow in the sunshine is of a rich yellow. That artist’s observational power is what is most wanted in the study of phenomenology.”9

Phenomenology is a philosophical approach that aims to see essences through appearances. For instance, when we look at a die on a table, we see a cube, even though only a few sides appear to us. This means that we see more than the actual flat appearance. We see more than what strikes our eyes, because we know the essence—or whatness—of things and can recognize what a whole thing is even though we see only a part of it. For phenomenology, the essence is suggested by, but not reducible to, the appearance. We can also know mathematical and logical necessities that go beyond appearances, even though they are first suggested by them.

Phenomenology’s distinctiveness comes from close attention to appearance as the route to the essential. By contrast, a long-established habit in philosophy urged ignoring appearances in favour of intellectual essences. For instance, the ordinary work of doing justice was seen as far inferior to reflecting on the form of justice. Meanwhile, a skeptical philosophical backlash against essences argued, in turn, that there are only appearances.

The phenomenological method, by contrast to both, emphasizes careful attention to the essential givenness of the thing from the perspective of unbiased observers, without papering over distinctions and difficulties. It was a return to a Socratic tradition of philosophy, one interested in essential questions but skeptical about pat definitions. As Bell later taught at Harvard, the Socratic tradition of philosophy had been largely ignored and even maligned by modern philosophical intellectualism, searching for rational mastery of the universe, until phenomenology resurrected philosophy as an infinite quest.

Another key feature of phenomenology is its attention to interpersonal relations. In contrast to Cartesianism, which holds that the ego is automatically given, phenomenology attends to the way that the ego arises in a dialogue with the Alter, or Other, of experience. According to Josiah Royce, Bell’s Harvard professor, our ego arises in a comparison of our experience with that of others. Jean-Paul Sartre, for one, later popularized the doctrine.10 Instead of the simple Cartesian cogito, ergo sum (I think, therefore I am), phenomenology described an ongoing relation among the cogito (I think), the cogitamus (we think), and the world. To understand nature, we need to compare notes among poets, natural scientists, and all honest observers who prefer truth to falsity and knowledge to ignorance.

For Professor Max Scheler, another important influence on Bell, phenomenology reorients philosophy to the full wealth of personal experience and away from simplifying reductions.11 Modern philosophy and science, from the seventeenth century to the beginning of the twentieth century, had fallen into the bad habit of collapsing the rich complexity of experience to simple schemes, which gave the comfortable illusion of a complete description. These systems diminished the interesting diversity of life to something simple and uninteresting, as when an artistic creation is dismissed, for instance, by claiming it is actually nothing but a utilitarian example of how all human behaviour is motivated by attraction to pleasure and aversion to pain, or just another example of Sigmund Freud’s reduction of childhood to frustrated sexual attraction to parents.

This helps to explain the nearly religious fervour that inspired students from throughout the world to travel to study with Husserl. Phenomenology offered an infinitely rich buffet of experience.

BELL HADN’T BEEN worried during the Agadir Crisis, but the news of Ferdinand’s assassination badly shook him. He kept feeling worse until he finally decided to hike home to Göttingen, a trip that would take several hours. He knew he couldn’t be good company for his carefree German friend.

Bell sensed he should leave Germany quickly because the Germans would likely team up with their Austrian allies. But it wasn’t at all clear then that Britain would become involved. In fact, a strong anti-war sentiment there urged against it. Still, the situation was precarious enough that he redoubled his efforts to finish his doctorate. He would calmly hike, not run, towards Germany’s exit.

Two weeks after the assassination, Bell met with Husserl and learned he needed to make further revisions to his thesis. He had decided before the meeting that if Husserl asked for a lot of changes, or none, he would immediately return to Canada to see his father, who was in poor health. Instead, Husserl asked for relatively minor changes. That meant, Bell thought, that he could make the changes quickly, then buy a one-way ticket to North America, rather than going back and forth.

The next day, he worked fourteen hours. Like the young hero in the Grimm story “The Goose-Girl at the Fountain,” he grumbled about the absurd load an old person had asked him to carry. Still, he was duty-bound to complete his task.

In the days that followed, the diplomatic situation grew more precarious. Russia hinted it would grudgingly defend Serbia from an Austrian attack. But the Russians also hoped to avoid provocation, since they knew their military could not match Germany’s.

Meanwhile, the Germans privately offered unconditional support to the Austrians. But they stayed publicly coy about the matter, lest they give away their Schlieffen Plan, which called for a surprise attack on France through neutral Belgium. France would likely fight for Russia. Great Britain remained the unknown factor. Many Germans wagered Britain would stay on the sidelines. They forgot that Britain had already revealed its loyalties during the Agadir Crisis.

In mid-July, Bell’s diary recorded a “strange dream” in which he stood at the corner of two of Göttingen’s major streets, Schillerstraße and Friedländer Weg. He noted the strangeness of the dream not so much for the location but for its vividness. It was as if, through the remarkable reality of even physical sensations, his subconscious mind drew attention to an ordinary scene. Bell’s diary does not note that at that corner stands a stone monument, erected in 1910, celebrating the German “defenders” at Namibia. The Germans’ coordinated slaughter of the Namibians was the first genocide of the twentieth century.12 Their military drove ten to twenty-five thousand people, mainly civilians, into the desert, intending them to die of thirst. The occupiers wanted to control southwest Africa and were furious that the people who already lived there tried to defend their land. German snipers were posted at oases to shoot those who were desperate enough for a drink. Had Bell’s mind sent him a subconscious message, pointing out a past event to warn about the present situation? A tight-knit group of German serial killers first stalked their victims in Africa. Who would be next?

Bell’s dream gave him a clue. The killers would eliminate anyone who stood in their way. In the opening months of the coming war, Belgian citizens were massacred in the thousands to prevent them from becoming rebels in the future. Germany was also the first country to deploy poison gas against its enemies and to use U-boats to sink passenger and hospital ships at sea. And in 1915, high-ranking military officers began to plot an attack on the Jews.

But Bell missed the meaning of the dream message. Before the outbreak of war, it was easy for his conscious mind to overrule his subconscious. The Germans he knew—student friends and university professors—were not ruthless killers; they were cosmopolitan liberals, and most would later become anti-Nazis. Many of Göttingen’s citizens leaned democratic. Lower Saxony, prior to Prussian dominance, took its political cues from Britain. And many of Germany’s public-facing leaders genuinely wanted to avert war. But the real power was the Prussian military, and among their number were racist murderers who had massacred innocents in southwest Africa as part of the campaign to extend Germany’s empire. They would stop at nothing in their single-minded quest for power. Germany held two opposing personalities, like Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. On the one side were the decent liberals, conservatives, socialists, and moderates—all of whom supported democracy. On the other side were murderous génocidaires.

On Thursday, July 23, 1914, Austria issued Serbia an ultimatum. Its conditions ranged from the sensible, like prohibiting arms smuggling across the frontier, to the intolerable, like allowing Austrian law enforcement officers free rein in Serbia. Serbia refused.

Bell was worried but not panicked. No one in the world, it seems, realized the extent of the secret system of alliances that would force nations many degrees removed from the fight into combat once their ally became involved.

As Austrian ships began to bombard the Serbian capital, Belgrade, Bell met with the suave mathematics professor Constantin Carathéodory, the son of an ethnically Greek diplomat who had served the Ottoman Empire in the peaceful years before the First World War. (The conditions for the Ottoman minorities soon changed drastically during the war, when the empire committed genocide against its own Greeks and Armenians.) But in midsummer 1914, nothing looked so unlikely as a world war. Carathéodory convinced Bell that cooler heads would prevail in Europe. All the diplomatic signs pointed to a peaceful settlement once Austria gave Belgrade a bloody nose for whatever help it had given the Black Hand.

Yet behind the scenes, the German military command cared little for diplomacy. At the end of July, England was shocked at Germany’s own frank admission that it planned war against France, Russia, and likely Belgium. It’s hard to imagine what the Germans were thinking by offering this confession. Later, Bell suspected that Germany was enthusiastic about recruiting Britain into a race war against the Slavs. The proposal was a non-starter in England, but the German militarists were diplomatically clueless.

Once Germany had revealed its attack plans, London quickly announced its support for France in explicit terms, rather than with the subtle diplomatic language that Germany repeatedly failed to understand. The blunt language almost worked. A larger war likely could have been averted, against the German militarists’ ardent hopes, if Russia hadn’t announced a full mobilization in response to Austria’s declaration of war on Serbia. Germany responded with its own mobilization, and Turkey and Germany agreed to an anti-Russian alliance. Then, on July 31, Germany threatened to attack France if Russia refused to stop its general mobilization. France obviously had no control over Russian policy, but the situation spiralled into dangerous absurdity.

As more countries signalled their support for one side or the other, it no longer looked obvious that the fight would merely be between Austria and Serbia. Bell started carrying his passport and cash with him in case he needed to make a quick escape. It was too late. The next day, August 1, German troops invaded neutral Luxembourg and declared war on Russia. Germany conscripted all trains for military purposes, and just like that, Bell was trapped in beautiful, ancient Göttingen, surrounded by forested hills. The hiddenness had made it an ideal place for the Brothers Grimm to collect their folk stories in the previous century. But now Bell was caught there as surely as if bound by a spell. The seven hundred kilometres to England might as well have been a million.

AN INVASION OF tiny, neutral Luxembourg? England and its allies were, for long hours, too shocked to act. Germany’s absurd defence was that if it did not invade, France would do it first. For centuries, Europe had broadly accepted the idea that wars within Christendom were morally justified if they were in self-defence. But at the dawn of the twentieth century, materialism, nationalism, and racism steadily replaced Christianity as state forces. And now in small, quiet, peaceful Luxembourg, the last place anyone would have expected to be invaded by the world’s most powerful army, the birds of war came home to roost. The First World War had begun, but it seemed like a joke. The Luxembourgers couldn’t even mount a defence against overwhelming odds.

Meanwhile, the weekend weather in Göttingen was beautiful as the police scooped up Russians, who were suddenly “enemy citizens.” But since Britain was not yet at war, Bell remained free. He entertained guests, like the physicist Max Born, who later won the Nobel Prize for his research on quantum mechanics, and he watched as Göttingen’s 82nd Regiment headed for the French frontier. His friends shared urgent rumours throughout the day. It made it hard to work on his exams. In the evening, he was visited by his friend Wilhelm Runge, who had returned to the city to join his military company.

Finally the cauldron boiled. On Monday, August 3, Germany and France declared war on each other. The next day, Germany invaded neutral Belgium. Britain gave Germany an ultimatum to withdraw by midnight, Berlin time. When the deadline expired, Winston Churchill, then the First Lord of the Admiralty, described the scene: “Along the Mall from the direction of the Palace the sound of an immense concourse singing ‘God save the King’ floated in. On this deep wave there broke the chimes of Big Ben; and, as the first stroke of the hour boomed out, a rustle of movement swept across the room. The war telegram, which meant, ‘Commence hostilities against Germany,’ was flashed to the ships and establishments under the White Ensign all over the world.”13

An hour later, it was quiet, picturesque, and peaceful in Göttingen, except for a police car winding through the deserted streets towards the half-timbered home of Frau Peter, who had let a room to a serious but exceedingly polite foreigner who spoke excellent German. The police suspected her tenant might be a secret agent. In any case, he was now officially the enemy.

Sudden loud steps and a bang on the door jolted the philosopher from his slumber. The police hauled him roughly out of bed and threw him into the back of their waiting car. Sombre officers drove him through lonely streets, under a full moon, towards the jail.

With the stroke of Britain’s pen, Winthrop Bell had become an enemy citizen. As millions of young men were called to military duty throughout Europe, he was brought, along with other university prisoners, to a girls’ middle school hastily transformed into a makeshift jail.

Later that night, Bell saw the arrival of a dirt-covered man whom he noted in his diary as Levin, a Jew from Manchester. He wound up in a different cell, so Bell never had a chance to ask, but the likeliest explanation for his dishevelled appearance was that the police had shoved him forcefully on the way to the car. Not all Germans were racists, but for the sizable number who were, a man like Levin embodied the hated Jew and Englishman in one person.14

In the next cell, eight Danes cooled their heels. The police had arrested them at the train station. Playing cards appeared, and Bell’s fellow prisoners taught him to play whist. It wouldn’t be the last skill he picked up in lock-up.

The next afternoon, Husserl came for a visit. With his pontifical pose and well-groomed white beard, he was always conscious of how people saw him, yet he was a completely honest and humble man. He cared deeply for his imprisoned student, no matter that he was now a national enemy.

That evening, Bell received a sleeping sack and some of his most important books. Although working conditions were far from ideal, he started to prepare, once again, for his doctoral exam. After midnight, he was finally given straw for a bed.

WHILE THE GERMAN attackers plotted artillery fire onto the heavily fortified city of Liège in eastern Belgium, three professors bombarded Bell with academic questions in his place of detention. His doctoral examiners, the philosopher Husserl, the psychologist Georg Müller, and the economist Gustav Cohn, arrived in his makeshift cell for his interrogation. Bell faced one of the most unorthodox doctoral defences in history.

He thought he did poorly. He’d hardly had time to prepare over the last days. But his background knowledge was excellent, and he passed with high marks.

The following day, Bernhard Runge, the brilliant, athletic, bright-eyed seventeen-year-old son of the university’s president and brother of Wilhelm, tried to visit him in jail. Runge was in uniform, ready for the front. But the guards refused him entrance, so Winthrop and Bernhard shouted through the window instead.

Despite a difference in age, Bell and Runge had formed a close friendship based on shared interests and enthusiasm. Neither of the two friends wanted to choose between math and economics, psychology and art, nature and architecture, poetry and music, thinking and athleticism. They loved everything that was beautiful. They spent long hours hiking together, playing sports, and talking. As Aristotle put it, “Friendship of good men is good, being augmented by their companionship; and they are thought to become better too by their activities and by improving each other . . . ‘noble deeds from noble men.’”15

As Bell began to imagine his courageous friend at the front, he worried that Bernhard was as good as dead. He would be the spear’s tip in the charge against enemy lines. The thought made Bell quite depressed. He wished, as he later wrote in a notebook, that he could be in battle, charging Bernhard’s regiment from the other side. Then he could take a bullet “without wincing,” and fall near his beloved friend.

It seems that Bernhard’s father, Carl Runge, the university president, exercised his ancient academic authority to authorize Bell’s release from custody. In those days, German university presidents were something like mayors of the students. Universities even ran their own jails (and kept doing so, until Hitler rescinded the privilege).

Bell received parole, but he needed to check in with the police twice each day. Göttingen was such a low-crime city that one day when he visited the station for his check-in, no one was there.

GERMANY KNEW THAT its enemies had more manpower and industry. The only way to win was to win quickly. Enraged when Belgian resistance slowed their advance, German troops began to execute civilians and to use others as human shields. Meanwhile, Zeppelins bombarded cities from above. The message was clear: If the defenders surrendered without a fight, their lives would be spared, as had happened in Luxembourg. If they fought back, they would be ruthlessly slaughtered, as in Namibia.

The police arrested Bell again on August 21. This time, it was more serious. They took everything from his pockets, even his handkerchief. Now they had a reason beyond mere suspicion to think that he might be an enemy agent. And who knew what a trained British saboteur could do with a handkerchief?

The guards brought him to cell 1, where the police had at one time taught drunks a lesson. It was now repurposed to make the suspected enemy agent extremely uncomfortable.16 Bell slept that night on a wooden plank with no mattress or blanket. The police interrogated him in the morning. He soon learned that one of his stray wry comments had put him in peril.

A neighbour, Baroness Uslar-Gleichen, a member of the nobility that had ruled Göttingen for centuries, reported him to the police as an enemy. She had overheard Bell’s German friend Otto Joerden, who had written on Chaucer, shout up to Bell’s window: “What do you think of the Japanese ultimatum?” At a time when Germany was deeply paranoid about spies and saboteurs in its midst, Joerden posed a spectacularly unfortunate question. He was perhaps snared by Chaucer’s waggish spirit without realizing the danger.

Japan’s ultimatum was that Germany leave its naval base at Tsingtao, China, and remove all its ships from Japanese and Chinese waters, or Japan would declare war. Germany refused to even respond. It would have been wise for Bell not to respond to Joerden either, but the baroness informed the police that he said, “That’s one more enemy for Germany, and good news as far as I am concerned.”

Bell told the police he couldn’t remember exactly what he’d said, only that it was just a flippant remark involving the “cheekiness” of the Japanese. But he insisted he certainly did not say “enemy.” It made a crucial difference to whether he was a spy to be executed or an innocent student.

The Göttingen police were puzzled. Just who is this Bell? they wondered. A philosophy student with training in engineering who owned sophisticated photography equipment, made freehand drawings of German architectural features, and showed up in their city during the Agadir Crisis? And at thirty years old, he was rather old for graduate studies.

His bones hurt after nights of sleeping on the plank. His jailers fed him a ration of a little dark bread and thin soup, then patiently waited for him to confess. He wrote his diary entries on the lining of his jacket. Three days after his arrival, he was finally offered a mattress. His happiness was tempered, though, when he saw it was full of fleas.

His captors were torturing him with starvation. Powerful friends intervened to break the lopsided stalemate before it killed him. President Runge was likely the most important of Bell’s allies. On the fourth day, Bell was given permission to buy his own food, and he was able to walk into the hallway to get a bit of fresh air by the window. The next day he got his things back, including his handkerchief. Finally, on Wednesday, August 26, the jailers moved him to cell 2, a more civilized place. The worst misery was over, and later in the day, the authorities transferred him to an old vocational school newly converted into a jail. It was hardly luxury, but it was a big improvement.

Soon after, the university called him to its grand Aula on the charge of being an enemy of Germany. He was facing the more serious accusation—that he’d declared himself Germany’s enemy—and not the statement he had agreed to (that he’d made a badly timed joke). It was unfair, but now it was just an academic charge, not one that could lead him to the gallows.

President Runge acted as his defence attorney. Bell’s close friend Edith Stein (later declared a Catholic saint) wrote, “He intervened for Bell not only because he felt that justice demanded it but for personal reasons as well. Bell was a close friend of both his sons, Wilhelm and Bernhard.”17

Bell became, for the faculty, a casus belli—a cause of war. He wrote, “I was simply the insignificant ‘straw’ over which the more chauvinistic and the more liberal-minded fought. The former would, I think, have boiled me in oil; the latter could not see that there was any real occasion for keeping me interned.”

At the end of the trial, the university voted to annul his doctoral exams. He had worked hard for years, and now it seemed as if it were for nothing. Bell was crushed—“niedergeschlagen,” as he wrote in his diary. “Erklärlicherweise,” he continued. “Understandably.” As a philosopher with emotions, Bell still demanded that they be understandable.

His powerful friend President Runge likely saved his life by diverting the charge from a criminal accusation of espionage or sabotage to an academic one. It was better to lose his PhD than to lose his life. The worst the university could do was expel him, not torture or execute him. The administration even kindly refunded his student fees.

At least he was out of the city jail. He enjoyed the freedom to wander the yard of his new prison, the trade school, which gave him a place to play ball with Bernhard and Wilhelm Runge. But on September 6, their game ended when they lost the ball. That same day, the easy game ended for the German military too. The French and British began their first significant counterattack, at Marne. Germany’s rapid advance halted.

It was like a sumo match where the smaller but faster German wrestler started by quickly shoving the larger and slower British-French wrestler backwards by several steps. The match looked like it would soon be over. But then the bigger wrestler regained his footing and began to slowly push his opponent back. The physics of manpower and industrial capacity suggested that the Germans could no longer win the war. And then the “cheeky” Japanese surrounded them at Tsingtao and laid siege. It was a serious blow to Germany’s hopes to keep eastern sea lanes open.

When the Germans crossed France’s Marne, it proved a river too far. They finally overextended their supply lines. The front-line troops lost communications with headquarters in Koblenz, hundreds of kilometres away. The armies commanded by Karl von Bülow and Alexander von Kluck momentarily separated, and the agile British, composed of professional soldiers rather than recent conscripts, advanced calmly into the gap. On Wednesday, September 9, the Germans retreated to avoid being outflanked.

The Schlieffen Plan had never envisioned a German retreat. Lacking a plan B, the Germans stayed with plan A. But now they conducted the plan in slow motion, abandoning the blitzkrieg that Schlieffen called for but pushing forward just the same. To try to salvage the war, they called up their reserves. On September 16, Bernhard came to the prison to say his final goodbye to his friend. The military then shipped him out, with the rest of the Göttingen volunteer regiment, to the Western Front.

Bell noted in his diary that the local newspapers now bragged about “victories” in places behind where the Germans had advanced two weeks earlier. At their high point, September 5, German troops were only 30 kilometres from the gates of Paris. Then the Allies shoved them to the Marne, nearly 100 kilometres from Paris, and then to the Aisne River, 120 kilometres away. There the Germans took a commanding ridge.

When direct attacks failed, the two sides dug trenches. It made it hard to shoot anyone with bullets so long as the soldiers stayed submerged. But it was easy to entomb them with artillery fire—or later, to suffocate them with poison gas. For four years, the battle lines at the Aisne remained virtually unchanged, even as the war’s death toll catapulted into the millions. Hundreds of thousands of lives were sacrificed to capture a few kilometres of territory. Then the gains were quickly reversed in the inevitable counterattack. The warring sides fought to see who could bleed the most and live.

On a crisp mid-October day, the authorities moved Bell to a cell in the Aula, on the top floor. It was the university’s own student jail. A few weeks earlier, he had suffered in one of Germany’s worst jail cells. Now he was in one of the best, with a beautiful panoramic view, decent furniture, and even art, in the form of skillful graffiti, painted by past student inmates.

Stein, in her hometown of Breslau, read about the arrest of her friend, an “anti-German Englishman,” in the local newspaper.18 At first it seemed like a foolish joke, but Bell responded to a letter from her with a confirmation that his imprisonment was quite real. She hurried back to Göttingen and marched to the police chief to arrange a permit to visit him. As she wrote: “Besides my natural sympathy for the prisoner, there was probably a romantic aura to the idea of ‘visiting the lock-up.’” She was the feisty daughter of a prominent Breslau businesswoman (her father had died years earlier) and used to getting her way.

But she was surprised by what happened next. As soon as she entered the jail cell, the guard locked her in with her friend. “Bell greeted me joyfully,” she recounted. “The gesture with which he invited me to have a seat transformed the rough wooden chair into a wicker armchair. I was to look around the room first and see that it was not too bad a place to live in. He was right; it was light and spacious. On one wall was depicted Die Mütze [‘The Cap’], the famous Göttingen inn, the most attractive of the town’s ancient houses. The artistic painting had originated with one of the room’s former occupants. On the other walls were more drawings by less skilled hands. There was little furniture; but he had all the necessities: an iron bedstead with a rough woolen blanket, two wooden chairs, and a solid wooden table piled with books.”

Bell, she wrote, was “thoroughly content with his lot and harbored no bitterness against the persons responsible for his arrest.”19

Reading between the lines of Stein’s writing, it is easy to imagine that she had a crush on Bell. But he was too much of a gentleman to notice, or if he did, he wasn’t interested. For this handsome, rich, charming fellow, who had until recently been free to travel the world, romance was the last thing on his mind.

WHILE BELL WAITED in his cell, the Battle of Ypres began. It was the northern terminus of the race to the sea. Ten million troops clashed head-on. Each side desperately tried to outflank the other to the north. The sea above Ypres was the end of the road.

Bell’s diary noted the bizarre contrast between the world at war and him in his scenic little cell, which looked, he wrote, like something from a prison opera, like Strauss’s Die Fledermaus or Beethoven’s Fidelio.

On Friday, October 23, Göttingen’s 234th, Bernhard’s regiment, fought a desperate combat in West Flanders, Belgium. Gerhart, Husserl’s son, was also a member of the regiment and wrote his parents four days later: “My best friends are dead or wounded . . . All around us there are burned farmsteads, dead cows, bursting shells.”20

Bernhard was, Gerhart heard, probably dead.

Farther down the German line, a young Austrian recruit named Adolf Hitler fought as a member of a German-Bavarian regiment, even though, legally, the Germans should have deported him to Austria to fight with his own country. Like the other conscripts, he hardly knew what he was doing. The enemies mowed them down en masse. By the end of the battle, his company of 250 was devastated. Only Hitler and forty-one others were still able to fight.

Young Hitler saw that the Germans held together through the carnage, while the Austrians fell apart. To a person who had not thought the situation through, it could easily seem that the difference was racial. The interracial Austro-Hungarian Empire was failing to fight together effectively. The seemingly monoracial Germans could. In reality, it was a matter not of race but of language and empire. The Germans could speak the same language, while communication was virtually impossible among the many tongues of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. But to Hitler, it seemed that the mistake of the Austrians was that their conquests had let minority populations survive.

On October 31, All Hallows’ Eve, Bell learned that Bernhard was dead. That day, Winthrop carved his own name in his cell door at the Aula (you can still see it today on the official Göttingen city tour). The wide, deep letters, neatly arranged, would have taken a long time to carve. He couldn’t concentrate on reading or writing, but he could take his grief out on the wood of the door.

He then entered a long and deep depression. “The Interest has gone out of everything.” Bernhard was, Bell wrote in German, “the most splendid person I’ve ever known. I loved him so.”

In the coming weeks, after the Runges inherited Bell’s letters to Bernhard at the front, President Runge visited his son’s friend often. Stein wrote, “These letters showed the parents how affectionately Bell had been concerned for his young friend, so they now reciprocated by considering him a son of theirs.”21 But at the beginning of 1915, the authorities remanded Bell to a new prison in German national custody. President Runge’s authority could trump the city but not the nation.

The January weather was bitterly cold. Bell’s new cellmate came down with a serious fever. Bell gave the man his blanket and slept, shivering, in just a winter coat. In early February, he read Thomas More’s Utopia, about an island of five thousand people who found a rare way to live at peace in a world at war. It required the abolition of private property and privacy. A few days later, he learned the authorities were moving him to a prison camp near Berlin. The place was called Ruhleben, German for “the peaceful life.”

Like the people in More’s Utopia, Ruhleben’s five thousand inhabitants were at peace, but they lacked property and privacy. Could the prisoners build a tranquil island of culture in a world at war?




Chapter 2

The Professor

Then swords, and knives, Poison, guns, halters, and envenom’d steel.

—CHRISTOPHER MARLOWE, DOCTOR FAUSTUS

Bell’s new home was a horse-racing track hastily converted into a prison camp for foreigners. It looked, at first, like any other Konzentrationslager (concentration camp): filthy, depressing, oppressive, and brutal.

Ruhleben was bordered by the Spree River on the north and a street ironically named Freiheit, or Freedom, on the south. Armed guards and two forbidding fences stood between the prisoners and Freiheit. The camp’s original eleven barracks were built for horses. Bell’s Barrack XI stood at the southwest corner of the grounds, next to the casino and the guards’ quarters.1 Each barrack had on average twenty-seven horse boxes with muddy floors, and each box housed about six men in three sets of bunk beds arranged against three walls of the stall. Above them, the lofts, once filled with hay, housed more men in cramped quarters. Life was uncomfortably stuffy, crowded, and dark. It was cold in the winter and hot in the summer. Privacy was rare; theft was a frequent fact of life.

Prisoners were free to wander through the interior of the camp, except when the guards locked them down because of escapes, quarantines, or as group punishment. On foot it was about ten minutes from one end of the camp to the other. Noise was constant, and so were arguments among prisoners. Fortunately, the inmates had a punching bag. When that didn’t suffice, they strapped on gloves and stepped into a boxing ring.

The guards, some of whom picked on the inmates mercilessly, hardly improved the atmosphere. Nor did the nearby war industry. Ruhleben was at the industrial outskirts of Berlin, where smokestacks belched non-stop poisonous fumes. Nearby weapons factories were money machines for their owners, producing poison gas to suffocate soldiers in the trenches, bombs for Zeppelins to level apartment buildings in Belgium, torpedoes to sink passenger ships on the Atlantic, and artillery shells to hit Paris.

At first the situation was utterly miserable, as people who were happily minding their own business in peaceful Germany were suddenly hauled in and imprisoned under difficult conditions, with poor food and sanitation, constant noise, and a loss of privacy. But the prisoners had a meeting and made a group decision to pull themselves out of the slough and make life worth living. Leaders like Bell’s biologist friend Michael Pease wanted to stay civilized by building their own civilization. The prisoners decided to recreate Britain, and refused to be downhearted. The guards did not object, perhaps because many of them found ways to profit from the camp economy.

If you had to be imprisoned, it is hard to imagine a more fortunate situation than Ruhleben. The sheer musical talent crammed into one small spot meant that prison life was close to a Broadway show. Some of its musicians were touring professionals of the highest calibre. Others had been in Germany for the Wagner festival, like Bell’s friend, the great Canadian conductor Ernest MacMillan, who spent most of the war in Ruhleben. The German police scooped up the performers, like the rest of the “enemy citizens,” when the war began. It meant Bell heard concerts with renowned instrumentalists at what was surely the top-ranked prison music venue of all time.

Meanwhile, the Ruhleben Theatre presented lavish productions with experienced actors. Michael Pease directed his own play, while Bell built scenery for Shakespeare’s As You Like It. A visiting dignitary wrote that a Shakespeare performance at Ruhleben was as good as any in the big city.

Although they were all prisoners, the men imported the social class hierarchy from England. Those who had money to spend (which included funds sent to them from home) could pay others to cook and clean up. The captured sailors, already used to having such duties, were glad to earn money. By and by, Ruhleben became a little island of relative peace and culture for an elect five thousand while the Great War destroyed the lives of millions.

Still, it was far from a life of luxury. The camp housed thugs and criminals, antisemites, knife-wielding assailants, and future Nazis. Some of the “foreigners” were German-born and, by accident of parentage or birthplace, were counted by Germany as “enemy citizens.” And yet, even though they were stuck in prison, their sympathies still lay with Germany.

The noise at Ruhleben was atrocious. Angry, shouting guards arbitrarily threatened to shoot people. Practice with machine guns at a nearby field sometimes made work and conversation impossible.

Inmates could grab some quiet in the synagogue, the library, or the YMCA. But for personal time, you needed to rent a “cubby hole,” a small booth where pre-war gamblers had placed their bets at the grandstand. Bell was quick to reserve his place. He shivered through the winter months in his unheated cubby, writing letters, reading books like Faust and the newest phenomenology research (Edith Stein sent him the latest articles), and filling his diaries. He wrote, among other activities, a play, a novel, architectural designs, philosophy, history, and self-analysis.

By mid-1915, Ruhleben boasted newly built barracks and improved plumbing, and it hosted sports leagues, plays, and academic lectures. A self-government organized life among the internees. Everything owed to the ingenuity and resources of the prisoners. For instance, an internee named Albert Kamps set up a Ruhleben post office with its own stamps and employees. Soon the Ruhlebenites had formed their own society, a true Little Britain at the unlikeliest outpost of the empire. The prisoners with capital repurposed wooden buildings fit for horse-track gamblers, imported goods, and sold them to their fellow inmates. On Bond Street, Bell could start an afternoon buying shoes and then proceed to pick up soap, a fork, a new book, and even a tuxedo, if he wanted it. Next to the barber shop stood the Ruhleben cinema, its name professionally stencilled on the side of a wooden building. There, according to a picture Bell took of the scene, he could see the newest Mutt and Jeff movie, Mess Kitchen, which was, as the advertisement promised, “Some Film!” Bond Street didn’t look like the West End of London, but for a prison, it was astounding.

In the spring, the Germans gave the prisoners a morale-improving offer: they allowed them to rent the large field at the centre of the camp for sports. Michael Pease grumbled about the meanness of charging rent for land that was otherwise useless, but the prisoners ponied up. Bell played tennis and hockey. The level of competition was often remarkably high. Many professional athletes had been arrested when war broke out, along with talented amateurs like Bell, who had rowed competitively at Cambridge University. The prisoners organized teams and scheduled practices and matches like they were professionals.

Next to the playing fields, the camp had vegetable gardens supported by Britain’s Royal Horticultural Society. There was an effort to beautify the camp by planting flowers. It even had gardens originally financed by Pease, who was quite nearly ruined in the effort, owing to a muddled order that sent him an industrial-sized delivery of bulbs. But other prisoners stepped in to save him and bought and planted bulbs, turning the operation into a co-op. Bell did his part to help his friend’s gardening.

The inmates created an institution of higher education, affectionately named Ruhleben University, or sometimes Grand Stand University (for its main lecture hall). Germany had hosted many leading British
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