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In memory of my father, who reached the front at Les Éparges in
April 1915, the day he turned twenty, and who left the camp at
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of all our comrades from that scarred generation.
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Foreword

A quarter of a century ago, concentration camp Dora—also known as Mittelbau or Mittelbau-Dora—was virtually unknown in the English-speaking world. Its brief twenty-month existence at the end of World War II had been covered up or ignored by the U.S. government and the Western media because of its inconvenient connection to an American hero: the rocket engineer Wernher von Braun (1912–1977), who had helped put the first U.S. satellite in orbit and the first Americans on the moon. It took the 1979 publication of Dora, the translated memoir of a French Resistance leader and camp survivor, Jean Michel, to begin to establish this camp in the public mind. Michel’s book was influential in launching an investigation of the group of former German rocket engineers by the new Nazi-hunting unit of the U.S. Justice Department, which in turn led to the return to Germany in 1984 of one of von Braun’s chief deputies, Arthur Rudolph. Rudolph, who had served as project manager of the Apollo Saturn V moon rocket for NASA, had been production manager of the underground Mittelwerk plant that produced V2 ballistic missiles using concentration camp labor from Dora, leading to thousands of deaths. The Rudolph case spawned muckraking books and television programs by journalists in the late 1980s and early 1990s, as well as scholarly research on the rocket program and the Mittelbau-Dora camp in German, French, and English. In 1997 a second important French survivor memoir, Yves Béon’s Planet Dora, appeared in translation in this country.

In spite of all this activity, no full-length history of the Mittelbau-Dora camp system has ever been published in the English language—until now. This fact alone would make the book you hold in your hand an event. But what makes it particularly unique is that it is the product of a Dora survivor and former slave laborer on the V2 production line who also has historical training. In the foreword to the German translation of this book, Eberhard Jäckel, the eminent historian, has compared André Sellier to Eugen Kogon. A former Buchenwald prisoner, Kogon launched the study of the Nazi concentration camps in 1946 with his book Der SS Staat, which appeared in English as Theory and Practice of Hell. Like Kogon, Sellier examines the history of his camp with engagement but also with scholarly detachment, skillfully analyzing all the sources available to him. A History of the Dora Camp is not a memoir, yet Sellier is able to use his memories and those of his fellow survivors to supplement the somewhat meager written record. The extensive use of the memoir files of the Dora-Ellrich and Buchenwald-Dora survivor associations in France, supplemented by interviews and correspondence with French, Belgian, Czech, and Slovenian prisoners, gives the present book a powerful, personal dimension which does not undermine its restrained tone.

It is, to be sure, a French view of what happened in Dora and its subcamps, like the two memoirs that have preceded it in English. The voices of the Russian, Ukrainian, and Polish prisoners who formed over half the population of these camps have scarcely been heard, even in the new, excellent scholarly literature in German, because of the lingering effects of the division of Europe and the lack of expertise in Slavic languages in the West. (Jewish prisoners, mostly from Hungary, were only a small minority in the Mittelbau-Dora camps until the evacuation of Auschwitz and Gross Rosen in late January 1945.) We can only hope that this deficit, which is common to all works on the topic, will soon be remedied by new scholarly research. But even when it is, there is no doubt that André Sellier’s History of the Dora Camp will continue to be revered as a standard work on the topic. I highly recommend it to all readers.

MICHAEL J. NEUFELD

Washington, D.C.
October 2002


A HISTORY OF THE DORA CAMP


INTRODUCTION

Since the end of the Hitlerian Reich, along with the concentration camps that were one of its essential characteristics, literature on the subject has never ceased to grow within Germany itself and in the other countries concerned, in Europe as well as in the United States and Israel. Thus on the fiftieth anniversary of the end of the war and the “liberation of the camps,” a number of excellent commemorative works were published, most often in the form of anthologies. This particular study of the Dora camp, however, is of a quite different sort. It is a historical study, written by a historian, who also happens to have been a Häftling, a “prisoner,” in the camp, where his identity was reduced to the number 39570. In undertaking to write this book, I was seeking to meet the expectations of my fellow prisoners, who wanted it to be done by a professional historian.

For a variety of reasons the concentration camp world was not, for many years, systematically studied from a truly historical perspective. In 1945 we were confronted with a previously unknown type of institution—unknown, at any rate, in terms of the extent of its criminal perfection. Its analysis was not made any easier by the mediocrity of information provided by those in charge of the camps themselves—that is, the SS. From 1933 to 1945, everything that had anything to do with the camps was secret, and many of the relevant documents were destroyed during the war’s final weeks.

An essential explanatory role was played, in the first years after the war, by a handful of German and Austrian prisoners who had found themselves assigned to positions in the camps that had enabled them to gain an understanding of the workings of the system and to appreciate the behavior of all those involved, from the wardens to the various categories of prisoners. The writings of Eugen Kogon, Hermann Langbein, and Walter Bartel, in particular, made it possible to interpret both the contents of the remaining documents and the evidence given by the SS in the trials following the war.

The consequence of this absolutely unavoidable procedure was to give a somewhat stereotyped picture of the concentration camp universe—a picture stemming from the experience of the German political prisoners who had spent many long years imprisoned in one of the “big” camps. It was in this way that the specificity of the Shoah came to be inadequately emphasized—although this did not prevent the three above-named authors from proving themselves effective adversaries of attempts at revisionism. In the same way, too little weight was put on the shift in scale that took place in the last two years of the camps’ history, between 1943 and 1945, because of the increase in the number of exterior Kommandos and the considerable growth in the number of prisoners.

Given that the Dora camp itself, including its annexes, was no doubt the most perfected expression of this transformation, it struck me as necessary, having read the testimonies of my fellow French, Belgian, Dutch, Czech, and Slovenian prisoners, to point out clearly the particular characteristics of this period as well as the complexity of what had been observed. My ambition was to replace the somewhat static picture of the concentration camp phenomenon with a narrative that both takes account of the chronology and integrates it into the history of the final period of the Nazi regime, that of its decline and collapse.

As I will explain further along, I have based my work on a large and somewhat eclectic collection of testimonies assembled by the Former Dora Prisoners’ Association. Although it came as no surprise, I was struck by the extreme variety of individual “paths.” While small groups, such as the one to which I belonged, whose stories were more or less the same, did come together, many of the stories are marked by individual incidents. Above all, we all lived in ignorance of what was happening to most of the others. My friends and I scarcely had any idea about what was going on outside of our underground factory. Conversely, many of our fellow prisoners never set foot in the factory.

I was therefore confronted with a collection of texts, all of which referred to a greater or lesser number of incidents that had occurred at given times and places. In isolating the episodes of each of these testimonies, I found myself with dozens of pieces of an enormous puzzle; it was putting them together that enabled me to reconstitute the history of the whole in a coherent way. I was thereby able to do extensive—and generally satisfying—cross-checking between the testimony of witnesses independent of one another. This procedure was only possible through the identification of some five hundred prisoners, witnesses, and witnesses’ partners who were quoted on one or more occasions in clearly determined circumstances.

I now know, with assurance and precision, the sequence of events in the underground factory at Dora and in the neighboring camp, in the annex camps such as Ellrich and Harzungen, in the underground work sites in the Zorge valley, and on the railway work sites in the Helme valley. I know when the most dramatic as well as the calmest periods were, and where they took place. But this history makes sense only when illuminated by the development of the military and political situation in Germany at the time.

Recent historical studies make it possible to identify the series of decisions that determined our fate. The first was to make systematic use of the concentration camp labor force in the arms industry. The second, in application of the first, was to make use of prisoners in the factory at Peenemünde (on the Baltic) in the construction of V2s. The third, following the bombing of Peenemünde, was to transfer V2 production to an underground site in Thuringia, using prisoners alone alongside German civilians. The fourth was to situate German aeronautic production as a whole underground, having prisoners do the necessary digging and construction work.

Thus in late August 1943 the Dora camp was set up in Thuringia at the same time that the Dora “Tunnel” was re-built for the construction of V2s. Large underground or railway work sites were opened in the spring of 1944 in the surrounding area at the same time as the annex camps. Both in the case of the secret weapons—the V2 as well as the Vi—and in the case of the aeronautics industry, we were caught up in a power struggle between the SS and the civil and military technocrats: in other words, between Arms Minister Albert Speer and his engineers, Wehrmacht artillery specialists, and the team of rocket specialists behind Wernher von Braun. In making use of the concentration camp labor force, the SS sought—and to some extent managed—to take control of the Reich’s war industry.

The consequences of this escalation were dramatic for prisoners throughout Germany, but it was the factory in the Dora Tunnel—the sole production site of the V2s, and subsequently of the V1s—that was constantly at the heart of this strife, which was more or less clearly arbitrated by Hitler himself.

In the hierarchy of concentration camps and Kommandos (work details), the Dora camp was the last to be classed as an “autonomous” camp, a “main” camp. Far more recent than the other camps in this category, such as Dachau, Sachsenhausen, and Buchenwald, its importance stems from its association with secret weapons production. Ironically, though, this very association has proved detrimental to its notoriety.

All the other large camps bore unequivocal place names, such as Auschwitz. The Dora camp was situated in a secret region designated by a variety of code names, relatively disconcerting for the uninitiated historian but which wouldn’t have raised many problems for Allied intelligence. Dora was one of these code names—as was Mittelbau, which in the final months designated all of Dora and the adjoining camps. There were thus two names for a single reality, to which circumstances conspired to add a third. When American troops reached the area in April 1945, the vast majority of the prisoners were no longer there, the SS having “evacuated” them in often murderous fashion. What they discovered was a combination of cadavers and near-dead survivors in a Nordhausen barracks. This discovery was to leave an impression, and the subsequent trial of the Dora war criminals came to be referred to as the “Nordhausen Trial.”

These difficulties of terminology could have been overcome were it not for the fact that the very existence of the Dora Tunnel was concealed, as much by the Americans as by the Soviets, who, in their duel for the missile technology, each inherited members of the Peenemünde research team. It was not a problem to acknowledge the role of von Braun and his team; but it was unseemly to recall the Dora Tunnel and its prisoners. And it was largely in reaction against this tendency to consign Dora to oblivion that the camp’s former deportees wanted this book to be written.

In France after the war, associations were created made up of former deportees who had been in the same camps or same Kommandos. With regard to Dora, one association includes former prisoners from Dora, Ellrich, and Harzungen as well as the Kommandos attached to them in the framework of Mittelbau.1 Another association, that of Buchenwald-Dora,2 is made up of former prisoners of Buchenwald and of the Kommandos that depended on Buchenwald—which was the case with Dora in its early days. Certain fellow prisoners are members of both associations, which, as far as the writing of this book was concerned, were never in competition with one another.

The initiative came from Dora-Ellrich, which in the late 1980s set up a historical commission. Its objective was to assemble the greatest number of testimonies, whether in published form, simply put together by their respective authors for distribution among friends and family members, or even just left in manuscript form. A pamphlet brought out in 1989 made it possible to establish an initial schema, which I made use of when I embarked on a study of the history of Dora, following historical research of another nature. From that point on, the various contacts I established with a variety of former prisoners from Dora-Ellrich, Buchenwald-Dora, and the corresponding Belgian association completed my information and enabled me to understand what had taken place in those places I had not experienced personally.

Like so many others in the camps, I had been an ordinary prisoner. As opposed to my father—with whom I was arrested and who was imprisoned at Buchenwald—I had not been a French Résistance leader. I held no position in the camp’s functioning. I had the good fortune to be appointed as an “electrician” in a quality control Kommando in the tunnel factory, along with others as ill qualified for the job as myself, given that I had been a history teacher in the Cambrai high school. I could just as easily have had another fate, and not have lived. Given that I had the capability to write this book, I felt that it was my responsibility to do so, quite simply, in memory of those who did not return. Perhaps the fact of “having been there” enabled me to see it through.

In writing this book, I thought of the readers of today; of my children, and above all of my grandchildren. I wanted to make this period of history, which remains disconcerting for Europeans, intelligible to them. As a historian, I do not personally believe in the lessons of history. But I think that making an effort at lucid analysis of the events of the past is always an excellent exercise—especially when these events happen to have been dramatic, which is the case with Dora. The witnesses I quote have in no way exaggerated. That has alleviated any need for commentary on my part as well as any conclusion. Each reader remains free to draw his or her own.

In the course of the several years it took to prepare and write this book, I very deeply felt the confidence and friendship of my friends from Dora, which was a very great help to me. I am referring to Louis Gamier, to Jean Mialet, and to Jacques Brun, and to the members of the board and historical commission of the Amicale Dora-Ellrich, Yves Béon, André Cardon, Max Dutillieux, Étienne Eckert, Lucien Fayman, Jean Gineston, Étienne Lafond, André Rogerie, Pierre Rozan, Georges Soubirous. I am also referring to the president of the Buchenwald-Dora Association, Guy Ducoloné, and to its general secretary, Jean Cormont, who was himself one of our friends from Dora. I received the same cooperation from the Belgian association,3 from Ernest Abel, Leopold Claessens, Xavier Delogne, Albert Van Hoey, Raymond Wautrecht, and the general secretary, Marie-Claire du Bois de Vroylande, daughter of a prisoner who died at Ellrich.

I must pay very particular homage to the two men, successively in charge of the historical commission, Lucien Fayman and Georges Soubirous. It was they who collected and sorted through the first large collection of testimonies, without which this book could not have been written. And they never ceased to help me thereafter.

I must also pay particular tribute to my Slovenian friend, Milan Filipcic. We are virtually the same age, with only a few days’ difference. We were both young teachers when we met in Ko[mmando] Scherer. He already spoke French. I never got beyond the mere basics of Slovenian. I was thus unable to read the book he published on Dora with the help of his friends. But he kept abreast of my book as I was writing it, and I am happy he was satisfied with it.

I am greatly indebted to Étienne Eckert. Not only did he show me that I had mastered German words—which is now true to some extent—but he never ceased to share with me the discoveries he made in his reading, which were always in keeping with my own curiosities.

Various friends have shown close interest in my work on particular points: André Lobstein with regard to the Revier, Maxime Cottet about Harzungen, Raymond Wautrecht about Harzungen and Oranienburg, Clément-Robert Nicola about Harzungen and the Boelcke Kaserne, Jean-Pierre Couture about Ellrich and the Boelcke Kaserne, Bernard d’Astorg about Bergen-Belsen.

I also took advantage of the friendly assistance of three specialists, Paul Le Goupil, Yves Le Maner, and Joachim Neander. Paul Le Goupil, former prisoner from Buchenwald’s “tattooed convoy” and from the Langenstein Kommando, is remarkably skilled in using archives and always ready to provide assistance. Yves Le Maner, highly qualified teacher at the Saint-Omer high school, is the man behind getting the Wizernes site better known, and is well informed about the history of the V2s and the importance of the Dora Tunnel. In 1997, Joachim Neander defended his doctoral thesis on Mittelbau, and in particular on the April 1945 evacuations.

I was above all concerned not to betray the memory that my closest friends and fellow prisoners had retained of our common experience. Francis Finelli, Pierre Gáti, and Joseph Béninger died before the book was completed. André Fortané, René Bordet, and René Souquet are in agreement with regard to the content, and, perhaps most important, with the tone adopted.

I noticed recently that academics far younger than myself acknowledge the precious help provided by their children in overcoming computer problems. I could not have done this book without a computer, and it was my daughter Caroline who tutored me firmly and patiently.

My friend Anne Le Fur once again helped my son Jean produce original cartographic illustrations, which were truly adapted to the subject.

In the end, we all have to thank my wife for two important reasons. First, for several years running she accepted that the rooms of our house would be overrun, far more than usual, with dossiers and books. Then she was an attentive and demanding reader, tirelessly following all the phases of the work.


PART ONE

Before Dora


[ [ 1 ] ]

THE STATE OF GERMANY IN AUGUST 1943

The Military Situation

The history of the Dora concentration camp begins on August 28, 1943, with the arrival of the first convoy of prisoners from the Buchenwald camp. Over the course of the previous year the military situation in Germany had considerably worsened, and Dora’s beginnings were in many respects conditioned by this new situation.

On August 23, 1942, German troops had reached the Volga at Stalingrad, and the Swastika-emblazoned flag had been hoisted on Elbrus, the highest peak in the Caucasus. By November 1942 the Germans had even reached the territory of the autonomous Checheno-Ingush Republic. In Africa, Rommel, who had been made field marshal, had reached El Alamein, at the gates of Alexandria, in July. In the West, a Canadian raid had foundered at Dieppe on August 19, 1942. The Todt Organization was pursuing the building of the Atlantic Wall. The success of U-boat and Luftwaffe attacks on Allied convoys in the North Atlantic had led to the suspension of convoys to Murmansk. The cooperation of the Vichy authorities had enabled the Vél d’Hiv roundup on July 16, 1942.

By August 1943, however, the picture was entirely different—and above all on the Eastern Front. Encircled at Stalingrad since November 22, 1942, the German Sixth Army utterly capitulated on February 2, 1943. The retreat of German troops who had adventured into the Caucasus came to a close when the Soviets took back Rostov on February 14. The front line subsequently stabilized between Moscow and the Sea of Azov, leaving a large Russian salient around Kursk, reconquered on February 8, 1943.

Anxious to regain the initiative, Hitler set about to reduce this heavily fortified salient. Operation Citadel, put off on several occasions, was launched on July 5, 1943.1 As the military historian Philippe Masson, among others, has put it, “At dawn on 5 July, began one of the most grandiose battles of all time.” Both sides, convinced of the importance of what was at stake, pitted a large portion of their tanks, artillery, and airpower against one another. The fighting was bitter and the losses considerable. On July 12, aware of his failure, Hitler halted the offensive, but the battle spread northward and southward. The Soviets took back Orel on August 5 and Kharkov (definitively) on August 22. The reconquest of the Ukraine had begun, and the Germans were pulling back toward the Dnieper.

On the Mediterranean side, developments had been no more satisfying from a German perspective. Rommel, beaten at El Alamein on November 4, 1942, had quickly retreated toward the west, and the British rolled into Tripoli on January 23, 1943. Meanwhile, an Anglo-American landing had taken place in Morocco and Algeria on November 8, 1942, and a new front had been opened in Tunisia. The fighting in North Africa came to an end on May 13, 1943, with the capitulation of the last of the German and Italian troops in Tunisia.

The next phase came with the landing in Sicily2 on July 10, 1943, the conquest of the island winding up on August 18. Meanwhile, on July 25 in Rome, Mussolini was overthrown and interned, and the king of Italy designated Field Marshal Badoglio to replace him. The month of August passed with uncertainty, but Hitler, who had no confidence whatsoever in King Victor Emmanuel and Badoglio, prepared for the occupation of Italy. It was only in September, however, that events grew precipitous. On the 8th the Italian government announced that it had concluded an armistice with the Allies and left Rome for Brindisi. On the 9th the Americans landed at Salerno and the British at Taranto. On the 10th the Germans occupied Rome and on the 12th freed Mussolini. Italian troops were taken prisoner by the Germans, both in Italy itself and in the Balkans.

In mid-1943 the Germans were faced with yet another crisis, due to the Luftwaffe’s increasing inferiority compared to British, American, and Soviet air-power. In particular, German territory was more and more often the target of Allied bombing raids.3 On three occasions, on July 24, 27, and 29, the RAF launched massive attacks on Hamburg, inflicting enormous damage. During the night of August 17–18, the rocket-testing center in Peenemünde was bombed. Simultaneously the Americans hit large factories in Regensburg and Schweinfurt. On August 18 the Luftwaffe’s chief of staff, General Jeschonneck, committed suicide. Meanwhile, the most recent successes of the German submarines dated back to March, and by mid-1943 the Kriegsmarine was also in crisis.

Following the Anglo-American landing in North Africa, German troops had occupied all of France, entering the zone libre on November 11, 1942. On February 16, 1943, the STO (Service du travail obligatoire, or Compulsory Work Service) in Germany was established. There were a large number of réfractaires—people who refused this compulsory service—and a segment of French youth went underground, using fake identity papers. Some joined the Resistance movement—the maquis—while others sought to reach North Africa via Spain. Arrests of Resistance fighters increased.

This panorama of events makes it easier to understand what took place in Dora as of August 1943. The setbacks of classical weaponry, particularly at Kursk, made new arms all the more appealing. Air raids on German factories provided impetus for the development of underground facilities. Events in the Ukraine, Italy, and France enabled immediate expansion of the concentration camp workforce.

The Armaments Ministry and Albert Speer

In August 1943, responsibility for setting up a new factory for the construction of V2s was above all in the hands of Albert Speer and his Armaments Ministry, whose title was still Reichsministerium für Bewaffnung und Munition. The ministry had been established on March 17, 1940, and put in the hands of Dr. Fritz Todt, born in 1891 and a member of the Nazi Party since 1922. In 1933, Todt had created the Todt Organization, a paramilitary group in charge of carrying out large works and fortification projects in Germany. It had first of all built the autobahn network, followed by the fortifications of the Westwall facing the Maginot Line.

The Armaments Ministry was created in 1940 to resolve problems in the manufacture of ammunition, but Todt had not been given responsibility for naval or aircraft construction and was not supposed to interfere with Hermann Göring’s prerogatives in the execution of the Four-Year Plan. Todt remained, moreover, at the head of the Todt Organization, which was in charge of building the Atlantic Wall. This sort of bastardized system was characteristic of how the Nazi administration operated. From late 1941 on, Todt’s essential preoccupation was to reestablish communications routes, especially railways, in that part of the Soviet Union occupied by the Germans, where they had been methodically destroyed. The principal difficulties were encountered in the Ukraine, where Todt was assisted by the architect Speer, who was also a member of the government.

While on a mission in Dnepropetrovsk in early February 1942, Speer, unable to take the train because of heavy snow, returned by plane on the 7th to Hitler’s headquarters in Rastenburg in East Prussia.4 Todt, who happened to be there, died on February 8 at eight o’clock in the morning in an airplane crash following takeoff, the circumstances of which were never elucidated. Five hours later, Hitler entrusted Speer with all the functions previously exercised by Todt. Speer returned to Berlin by train on February 9. He was thirty-seven years old.

Speer’s career had already been exceptional. Born in 1905 in Mannheim, he was the son of a very wealthy architect. He too studied architecture in Munich and subsequently in Berlin, joining the Nazi Party in March 1931. He opened his own office and worked in the building where the Gauleiter of Berlin, Joseph Goebbels, had his headquarters. When Hitler came to power in January 1933, he directed various projects for Goebbels, who had become propaganda minister. It was at this time, in the fall of 1933, that Speer was noticed by Hitler, who had a passion for architecture, and became a part of his close circle. He did the lighting design (the “cathedral of light”) for the Nazi Party congress in Nuremberg in 1934. In 1935 he was put in charge of studying the vast new complex planned for Nuremberg, the first stone of which was laid in 1937, which was to be completed by 1945. In 1937 he designed the German pavilion at the Paris Exhibition.

Hitler envisaged gigantic projects for the transformation of Berlin. It was in this perspective that, in January 1937, Speer was named Generalbauinspektor, giving him the rank of secretary of state. He was thirty-two years old. In 1939, while continuing to work on the Nuremberg and Berlin projects, he began studying airports, shipyards, factories, and air-raid shelters. In the summer of 1941 his organization became the “Baustab Speer.” Hitler asked him to give thought to the future German settlements in the Ukraine, but he went there above all in order to get the railways and heavy facilities operational once again. Following in Todt’s footsteps was a very heavy responsibility, but he had the requisite experience.

Speer kept Todt’s principal collaborators in place. Xaver Dorsch stayed at the head of the Todt Organization, with substantial autonomy. Karl Otto Saur, head of the Technisches Amt, was his main deputy minister. In the course of a meeting on February 13, 1942, Hitler laid out the extent of Speer’s responsibilities. He was given more leeway, for instance, with regard to Göring than Todt had been given.5 With Hitler’s support, Speer tended to rely on company technicians—whom he very frequently visited—rather than on bureaucrats or leaders of large industries. Some of these same technicians would later be involved at Dora.

One problem he faced was the distribution of raw materials and construction-related materials. The other problem had to do with the workforce, which was insufficient. Todt, like Speer after him, was unable to impose his point of view as to the need for total mobilization—of women in particular—as was by then the case in Great Britain.6 Fritz Sauckel, Gauleiter of Thuringia and one of Hitler’s old companions, did his best to overcome these difficulties by recruiting workers—both men and women—in the Ukraine and other occupied territories of the Soviet Union. Aside from these Ostarbeiter, other more or less forced workers were brought from Italy, France, Belgium, and the Netherlands. In France, the government itself established the STO in February 1943. But thought was also given to making use of the concentration camp labor force. What went on in Peenemünde in 1943 is entirely significant for the combining of these two sources of labor.

The Development of the SS Empire

Some people have argued that by mid-1943 in National Socialist Germany there existed an “SS empire” constituting a state within the state. The expression used is of little importance, inasmuch as there was nothing genuinely institutional about it; rather, it was a progressively established de facto situation, open to further development.

The SS itself, the Schutzstaffel (protection squad), was the name that, in 1925, was given to the small personal guard that had been created in 1923 for the protection of Hitler, head of the Nazi Party. In 1929 this SS was put under the command of Heinrich Himmler, designated Reichsführer-SS. Born in 1900, Himmler was a long-standing Nazi, having taken part in the attempted putsch in Munich in November 1923. Under Himmler the SS became a troop with a limited number—but a highly disciplined and fanatical corps—of members; a “black order” whose slogan “Your honor is your fidelity” referred to unconditional fidelity to the führer.

The SS was thus very different from Ernst Röhm’s SA, the Sturmabteilung or assault section, a mass movement that engaged in street-level opposition to communist organizations. In the autumn of 1932 the SA counted some 700,000 men, as opposed to 50,000 in the SS. Nevertheless, right from the early years of the Nazi regime in 1933–34, the SS won out definitively over the SA and indeed played a decisive role in doing away with Röhm and his circle during the “Night of the Long Knives” on June 30, 1934. At the end of this period, Himmler was master of the concentration camps and the police. A veritable concentration camp system was set up in Dachau by Theodor Eicke, who, in July 1934, became Inspektor der Konzentrationslager. Other camps were later set up along the lines of this early model, including Sachsenhausen in 1936, Buchenwald in 1937, Mauthausen in 1938, and Ravensbrück in 1939. These camps were devised to intern and progressively eliminate opponents of the Nazi regime.

The takeover of the police was a long and complex operation. In 1931, Himmler had already created, within the Nazi Party itself, the SD, or Sicherheitsdienst (security service), in the hands of Reinhard Heydrich. With Hitler’s coming to power in 1933, the political police depended on various states—Prussia, Bavaria, Saxony, and so on. Göring set up a Gestapo, or Geheime Staatspolizei (secret police) in Prussia, where he was minister-president.7 Himmler established an equivalent force in most of the other states, then also successfully gained control of the Prussian Gestapo in April 1934. On June 17, 1936, these different police groups were brought together and Himmler became chef der deutschen Polizei while conserving his role as Reichsführer-SS.8 Finally, on September 27, 1939, the Gestapo and the SD were also grouped together in the RSHA, Reichssicherheitshauptamt, or Central Security Office of the Reich.9 In the meantime, the Kripo, or criminal police, and the Gestapo had formed the SIPO, or security police. Very often, members of the SS took charge of various branches of the RSHA, which ensured overall cohesion. Following Heydrich’s death (he was killed in Prague in 1942), Ernst Kaltenbrunner replaced him at the head of this organization.

The SS managed to impose itself on German society. A number of its officers came from the aristocracy or intellectual circles. Executive members who continued to work in their field were members of the Allgemeine-SS, the general SS. Himmler even created the title of “honorary leader,” which was awarded to upper civil servants, scholars, and diplomats without their actually having to carry out any real duty.10

Some SS members were quartered in barracks and comprised the Waffen-SS, the armed SS. It consisted of 7,000 men in 1935 and some 23,000 in 1939. In 1940, four SS divisions, including three motorized divisions, were deployed in Holland and then in France. One of them was Eicke’s Totenkopf (Death’s Head) Division, made up of camp guards. From 80,000 men in 1940, the Waffen-SS swelled to 140,000 men in 1942 and to 300,000 by the end of 1943.

The political and military power thus acquired, however, failed to satisfy the SS and Himmler. It had to be supplemented by economic power. In 1940 the WVHA, Wirtschaft- und Verwaltungshauptamt, or Central Office for the Economy and Administration, was set up under the command of Oswald Pohl, who was in charge of carrying out this project. According to a 1942 organization chart,11 it had five departments, the first two of which, A (budget) and B (supplies and clothing), were purely technical. Department C (construction) was run by Hans Kammler, who was in charge, most notably, of building the gas chambers in Auschwitz. Department D corresponded to what had been Eicke’s concentration camp inspection unit, following his transfer into the Waffen-SS and subsequent death on the Eastern Front in 1943. The switchover came into effect in April 1942 and Richard Glücks, who replaced Eicke, became head of Department D. Department W, dealing with the economy (Wirtschaft) in general, was put under Pohl’s direct authority. A large part of the WVHA bureaucracy had already been in place since 1938 in buildings in Oranienburg—part of a vast complex, also comprising the Sachsenhausen camp, the SS barracks, and various workshops and factories.

The Economic Ambitions of the SS

For a long period the direct involvement of the SS in the economy was limited, and was exercised through the intermediary of the company Deutsche Erd- und Steinwerke, or German Earth and Stone Works, created on April 29, 1938.12 The sadly famous Mauthausen quarry and Klinker Brickworks in Oranienburg served both repression and industrial activity. Elsewhere, in many camps, including Buchenwald as well as Dora, for example, the Quarry (Steinbruch) Kommando continued to have a disciplinary function.

On January 26, 1942, Himmler, writing to Glücks13 with regard to the deportation of German Jews, added: “Large economic tasks are to be transferred to the camps in the coming weeks. Pohl will fill you in on the details.” On March 16, on Himmler’s instructions, Pohl went to Speer’s office (minister only as of February 8) to determine the number of prisoners apt for work to be made available to the war industry.14 It would appear that he offered 25,000 men—6,000 from Sachsenhausen and 5,000 from Buchenwald.

Several options for associating a factory with a camp were thus possible. The simplest, which seems to have been adopted in late 1942 for the prisoners of Sachsenhausen, was to establish a camp in the compound of an existing factory: the Heinkel Kommando was thus set up in a building of the Heinkel aircraft factory in Germendorf, near Oranienburg. It was a very large Kommando, in 1944 comprising as many as 7,000 or 8,000 prisoners, 1,000 of whom were French. Another option was to set up a camp next to a factory, as was the case with the large Falkensee camp set up in 1943 to the west of Berlin, next to the DEMAG factory, for building railway material and Tiger tanks. There too, prisoners from Sachsenhausen were used. The fact that this camp was close to the WVHA no doubt fostered these early arrangements in liaison with Speer’s Armaments Ministry. There was even a “Speer” Kommando near the camp, devoted to the recuperation of nonferrous metals from old electric cables.

On the basis of muddled passages in Speer’s last book,15 it would seem that establishing a factory at Buchenwald next to a large existing camp (rather than putting a Kommando next to an existing factory) raised serious problems. The plan was to create a Gustloff factory for the manufacture of rifles, although the Gustloff Werke established in Weimar already employed prisoners from a Buchenwald Kommando. The factory was finally set up. As will be shown, Dora’s beginnings were of an entirely different nature: right from the beginning the point was to set up a factory and a camp simultaneously, which would together form a whole.

Making camp prisoners available for industry, and especially for the arms industry, didn’t entail any change of status for them. An extract from Pohl’s instructions, dated April 21, 1942,16 sheds light on this point: “The camp commander alone is responsible for the employment of the work potential. This employment has to be taken in the true and full sense of the word, in order to maximize the rate of yield. Work time is linked to no time schedule.”

Judging by the memo that Glücks sent to SS camp doctors on December 26, 1942, it does not appear that the camp commanders were able successfully to adapt themselves to carrying out these instructions.17 In it he states: “Attached for your information is a table of current arrivals and exits in all the concentration camps. It would so appear that of some 136,000 in-coming prisoners, 70,000 have died. With a mortality rate of this kind, the number of prisoners will never reach the level the Reichsführer-SS has ordered. [. . .] Camp doctors are to pay closer attention than previously to the prisoners’ food. [. . .]

“Furthermore, doctors are to show concern for the work conditions on the different work sites in order to improve them as may be possible.” The memo’s conclusion is unequivocal: “The Reichsführer-SS has ordered an appreciable decrease in mortality.” No heed whatsoever, of course, was paid to this memo, as can be noted, a year later, in Dora.
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THE ROCKET PROGRAM PRIOR TO DORA

The history of Dora, the tunnel factory, and the camp is part of the history of rocket development—part of the German period of that history at any rate. Literature on the subject is both abundant and uneven. The best and most recent overall work is Canadian historian Michael J. Neufeld’s book, The Rocket and the Reich, published in 1995. It is a complete and well-balanced account of all the technical and political aspects of this adventure right from the 1920s until the capitulation in 1945. The following presentation of the events prior to the creation of Dora, particularly those in Peenemünde, owes a great deal to Neufeld’s account and analysis.

Rockets Before the War

THE ERA OF THE AMATEURS. Space flight had been the object of major theoretical work in Russia (Konstantin Tsiolkovsky beginning in 1903), in France (Robert Esnault-Pelterie), and in the United States (Robert Goddard), but it was only in Germany and Russia that attempts were made to put theory into practice. Interest in rockets, in Germany, began in the 1920s, in the Weimar Republic, and was immediately associated with the futuristic aspect characteristic of the era. What took place at that time is well known, because the protagonists, concerned with securing financing for their experiments, did a considerable amount of self-promotion. A certain number of facts need to be pointed out.

First, the important role played by Hermann Oberth. Born in 1894, Oberth was a German professor of mathematics in Transylvania, and thus at the time a Romanian citizen. In 1923 he published in Germany Die Rakete zu den Planetenräumen (Rockets to Outer Space), which, though it enthused only a limited number of readers, brought a new theme to the fore. In 1929, Fritz Lang brought out his film Frau im Mond (Woman on the Moon) with Oberth’s scientific support.

Rocket enthusiasts set up a sort of club and, in September 1930, rented an abandoned military site, in Reinickendorf, north of Berlin, which they referred to as the Raketenflugplatz, for their activities. Their performances were varied. They were generally young, like Oberth himself. Youngest among them was Wernher von Braun, born in 1912 to an aristocratic, wealthy, and conservative family. In spite of their undeniable know-how and enthusiasm, these amateurs were not able to get very far in terms of conquering space. They lacked the money, organization, and simultaneous mastery of numerous technologies. Outside of Germany, this enthusiasm for rockets was found only—and to a lesser extent—in the Soviet Union. The key person there was Serge Korolev, born in 1907, who was to crop up once again after 1945.

THE ERA OF THE ARTILLERYMEN. The experiments of the amateurs on the Raketenflugplatz were followed with interest by professionals. Artillery officers made up Section 1 of the test division of the Heereswaffenamt—which Neufeld translates into English as “Army Ordnance Office.”1 In 1932 this section (Prüfwesen, Abteilung 1) was headed by Col. Karl Emil Becker. In 1938, Becker, promoted to general, became director of the office itself. The tests took place on the military training ground at Kummersdorf, south of Berlin near Zossen. In light of the clauses of the Treaty of Versailles, work in the field of heavy artillery was not allowed, but nothing forbade taking an interest in rockets.

Following a demonstration in June 1932 at Kummersdorf by a group of enthusiasts, Becker offered to assist them in the pursuit of their activities, but demanded absolute secrecy. The student von Braun was the only one to accept.2 The divulging of the results attained by the others was forbidden in April 1934, once Hitler had come to power.3 In December 1932, having obtained a research contract, von Braun began working at Kummersdorf while at the same time working on his doctorate at the University of Berlin under Dr. Erich Schumann, who was also an adviser to the Ordnance Office.4 He defended his thesis “with distinction.” The title and contents were not made public.5

Two important remarks have to be made here, following Neufeld. The first has to do with the considerable influence of the artillerymen within the German army. All the high-ranking officers were from the artillery: this was true during the Weimar Republic and remained the case after 1933. When the War Ministry, controlled by Werner von Blomberg, an artilleryman, was eliminated by Hitler in February 1938, it was Walther von Brauchitsch, another artilleryman, who became commander in chief of the army and who promoted Becker. This makes it easier to understand the continuity of support and credit accorded to rocket research between 1932 and 1940.6 The other remark concerns the links between the army and the universities. Becker and his collaborators did specialized university studies in their capacity as officers. Many of those in charge at Peenemünde came from the university.

At Kummersdorf, von Braun worked in a wide variety of fields: metallurgy, rocket shape, ignition problems, guidance systems, and so on. He was joined by two former amateurs who were to play key roles at Peenemünde: Walter Riedel in January 1934 and Arthur Rudolph in August of that same year. When the first A1 rocket did not work, von Braun designed an A2 rocket, two prototypes of which were launched successfully in December 1934 on the island of Borkum. But the A2’s dimensions remained limited.7

The initial A was taken from the word Aggregat, meaning aggregate or assemblage, and was deliberately meaningless. At Kummersdorf and later at Peenemünde a whole series of rockets bore this name, some actually built while others remained on the drawing board. Neufeld provides the characteristics of the whole series, from A1 to A12. The A4 was the only one to have been built in a series and to have been operational. When it was launched in September 1944, Goebbels nicknamed it the V2, the V coming from Vergeltungswaffe (retaliation weapon). In order not to confuse his readers, however, Neufeld speaks only of the A4, as did the German technicians at the time. Yet inasmuch as the general public has only ever heard of the V2, it seems impossible to avoid the term. For reasons of pure convention, in the first part of the present book, up until the bombing of Peenemünde, reference will be to the A4; beginning with its assembly in the Dora Tunnel, reference will be to the V2.

In March 1935, Germany denounced the restrictive military clauses of the Treaty of Versailles and revealed a rearmament program. Particular attention was given to aviation. In charge of developing Luftwaffe weapons was Wolfram von Richthofen (cousin of the famous Richthofen of World War I), who maintained excellent relations with Becker’s team. Joint projects were envisaged.8

THE EARLY YEARS AT PEENEMÜNDE. In June 1935, the Kummersdorf facilities having become inadequate, von Braun suggested the creation of a special rocket base. An agreement in principle was arrived at for a base that was to be shared by the Armaments Office and the Luftwaffe. In late 1935, von Braun discovered an appropriate site on the north part of the island of Usedom, in the Baltic. The Ordnance Office and the Luftwaffe came to an agreement on financing, and the Peenemünde land was purchased on April 1, 1936. Work on setting up the site began in August.9

On the north of the island, “Peenemünde-West” was reserved for the Luftwaffe, and “Peenemünde-East” for the Ordnance Office’s rockets. There were possibilities for extension toward the south in order to house the personnel working at the base, and a little railway to ensure links. In spite of good relations on the local level, cooperation with the Luftwaffe did not materialize. Richthofen was replaced in early 1937 by Ernst Udet. In April 1938 the formal separation of the two bases was decided.10

Two individuals took control of Peenemünde: Walter Dornberger and von Braun. Longtime collaborator of Becker’s (and von Brauchitsch’s protégé), Walter Dornberger, born in 1895, was put at the head of the Office’s new “rocket section” in the summer of 1936. Another artilleryman, Leo Zanssen, was to command the Peenemünde base as of the summer of 1938. Wernher von Braun, at twenty-five, was designated technical director in May 1937. Dornberger and von Braun got along well together. Beginning in 1938, Dornberger’s Berlin-based section came to be known by the abbreviation Wa Prüf 11 (Heereswaffenamt Prüfwesen 11). The base was to be designated HVP (Heeresversuchstelle Peenemünde). The A3 rocket, a larger version of the A2, was finished at Kummersdorf and testing took place in December 1937 off the coast of Peenemünde, on the little island of Greifswalder Oie. Three failures were registered, full of lessons to be learned, as von Braun would later claim.11 A certain number of A5s—a rocket derived from the A3—were subsequently built and tested on a number of occasions. But effort henceforth focused on the A4 rocket—the one that was to be built at Dora and would become known in 1944 as the V2. Six years would be required, from 1938 until 1944, for this rocket to become operational. It was in 1938–39 that, at Dornberger’s instigation, considerable means were put into the project. He obtained from Becker the financing and personnel he asked for. Neufeld clearly shows the importance of the technological challenges to be overcome in three essential areas. The first was that of the engine, of which chemist Walter Thiel was in charge. The second was that of aerodynamics, put in the hands of Rudolf Hermann, a junior physicist. The third was that of guidance systems, entrusted to a third academic, Ernst Steinhoff.12

Because of the new nature of these fields of research, which all had to be coordinated, Dornberger focused all available means on the Peenemünde site. Thiel, who had stayed at Kummersdorf, joined the others in 1940. A highly modern wind tunnel was built, along with a guidance-systems laboratory, launching pads, and an electric power station. A small urban center with a variety of housing and sports facilities was set up, and a new electric line was also put in. This required the overcoming of major difficulties, in that the terrain was not propitious and access to the island was inconvenient.13 As of September 1939, three thousand people worked at Peenemünde. Many would remain nostalgic for these early years.

What is remarkable is that this exceptionally consequential program escaped political interference until 1940. Hitler’s regime had been in power since 1933. A certain number of the technicians were notorious Nazi Party members—this was the case with Rudolph, Hermann, and Steinhoff but not Walter Riedel, Thiel, or military men Dornberger and Zanssen. Von Braun, when asked to do so, agreed to join the SS on Dornberger’s recommendation; his membership took effect on May 1, 1940, and von Braun was registered as an Untersturmführer, or second lieutenant.14

The project remained the affair of the artillerymen, and Neufeld emphasizes that they had a purely tactical conception of the rockets, which they saw as supercannons. Their objective was to exceed by far and away the performance of the Long Max (that Neufeld refers to as the “Paris Gun”),15 which in 1918 had been used to shell Paris from a distance of seventy-five miles.

Wartime Work on the Rockets, 1940–43

UNCERTAINTIES IN THE FIRST YEARS OF THE WAR. Contrary to what one might suppose, German arms policy in the first years of the war was characterized by great confusion. Work on the rockets was scarcely affected by this, but Dornberger was constantly obliged to remain on guard. An initial scarcity of munitions was already being felt in November 1939, and the Ordnance Office was held responsible. To solve the problem, Hitler named Todt armaments minister on March 17, 1940. Becker, besieged by private problems, committed suicide on April 8.16 He was replaced by Gen. Emil Leeb, another artilleryman, who held the position right up to 1945. Leeb continued Becker’s policies but lacked his experience and influence. Dornberger benefited, however, from the support of von Brauchitsch, who remained commander in chief of the army until December 1941.

The fundamental problem was that of the respective priorities to be assigned to planes for the Luftwaffe, submarines, and rockets. This battle of priorities, described by Neufeld, was translated by a year and a half of confusion, with Hitler making no real choice. On August 20, 1941, Hitler received Dornberger, von Braun, and Steinhoff along with Fromm and Keitel in East Prussia. The offensive in the east was moving ahead favorably, and Hitler, envisaging a swift victory, planned to then turn on England, using rockets to do so. He wanted to have a large number on hand as quickly as possible. This priority was confirmed by the OKW (Oberkommando der Wehrmacht) the following month.17

All the research and development work to get the A4 operational was able to proceed normally, but there continued to be difficulties for the production factory, which, when the time came, would have to deliver the quantities of rockets Hitler demanded. Dornberger, like many officers of his generation, did not wish to entrust this production to private industry. And he wanted, moreover, production to be located at Peenemünde in order to maintain close links between development and production engineers. But inasmuch as the A4 rocket had still not achieved a perfectly successful launch, he had a hard time convincing his interlocutors of the importance of his immediate needs in terms of steel and labor.

SPEER’S SUPERVISION AND HIMMLER’S INTRIGUES. On February 8, 1942, replacing Todt, who had just been killed in an airplane crash, Albert Speer became armaments minister. His authority rapidly asserted itself, thanks to Hitler’s support. He was favorable to developing the rockets, and he was familiar with Peenemünde where he controlled a construction office. He had actually worked there himself as an architect and had met von Braun and the other young project leaders, with whom he had many affinities both culturally and socially.

As minister he did not have authority over aeronautical construction but got along well with Field Marshal Erhard Milch, the man in charge of it. The people in Peenemünde-East and Peenemünde-West were in constant contact, despite their administrative separation. The people in the eastern unit used the western unit’s airport, and in turn, the western unit was housed by the eastern unit. Cooperation was established for the use of gyroscopes or antiaircraft missile projects. However, in early 1942, the Luftwaffe ventured alone into the conception of a flying bomb. The code name of the operation was Kirschkern (Cherry Pit). The device, designed by Argus Motorenwerke and the Fieseler company, was baptized “Fi 103.”18 It was to be known in 1944 as the V1 and was ultimately manufactured underground at Dora.

Dornberger and von Braun’s greatest problem, in the course of the year 1942, was to succeed finally in launching an A4. The first two launches, on June 13 and then on August 16, yielded only mediocre results. Dornberger could not keep from expressing his disenchantment.19 It was only on October 3 that the launch was totally successful: the rocket climbed 50 miles into the air and fell to the ground 120 miles from the launching point after five minutes of flight.20 The following launch, on October 21, was only a partial success. By contrast, the first launch of the Fi 103 at Peenemünde-West, on December 24, was a total failure.

Speer, who had until then kept his distance, decided to directly exercise his authority. In December 1942 he ordered the creation of a Sonderausschuss A4 (A4 Special Committee), putting responsibility for it in the hands of Gerhard Degenkolb, from the DEMAG company, who had successfully directed German locomotive production.21 The headquarters was in Berlin, at the so-called Lokomotivhaus. A Nazi and an authoritarian, Degenkolb quickly ran into conflict with Dornberger.

Assembly-line production of a rocket—only one of which had ever functioned properly—is different than producing locomotives, whose technology has been well known for a long time. One of the points of contention had to do with the launch method to be used—against England obviously. Dornberger was in favor of a mobile launching device. In December 1942, Hitler declared himself favorable to the construction of a bunker in the north of France, in the Éperlecques Forest north of Saint-Omer; the Todt Organization was put in charge of building a seventy-one-foot-high concrete facility. English-language documents refer to it as the Watten Bunker, from the name of a small town slightly to the east, with a “mountain” serving as a reference point for aviators. In July 1943, Hitler ordered the building of another bunker in the Cotentin, in Sottevast, from which the southwest of England could be reached.22

Assembly of the A4s was scheduled to take place at Peenemünde, but also, as of late 1941, in Friedrichshafen, at the Zeppelin factories there. In March 1943 the Rax Werke factory in Wiener Neustadt, south of Vienna, was added to the list. A fourth site envisaged at Falkensee at the DEMAG, to the west of Berlin, was ultimately ruled out. Degenkolb set an objective of three hundred rockets per month at each site, to be reached by December 1943.23

At Peenemünde, an administrative distinction was established between development and production. There was, on the one hand, the development unit (Entwicklungswerk or EW), which pursued development of the rocket. On the other hand, the testing factory for the manufacture in series (Versuchsserienwerk or VW—that is, “test series works”) had a hard time getting under way.24 A heavy burden of responsibility weighed on Rudolph’s shoulders as chief engineer. The collection of the plans and the list of the parts furnished by Walter Riedel’s office were constantly incomplete as those in charge of development incessantly introduced new modifications—a fact that led to serious tensions.

There was, moreover, a constant dearth of labor, and the use of foreign workers raised security problems. For pure road and construction work, Italian and Polish laborers had often been used. But now, the nonqualified positions in the factory had to be filled by Polish workers and Soviet prisoners of war. This fell under the responsibility of Jäger, who was at the head of the Sonderausschuss A4 labor subcommittee (Arbeitseinsatz). In April 1943 there were more than three thousand foreign workers on the entire
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