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Dedication

For our families


Epigraph

Great philosophical changes need many generations to turn them into pulsating life. And even our present acres of death will someday bloom again.

—ALFRED ROSENBERG

With small steps you can stumble into mass murders, that’s the bad part. Very small steps are sufficient.

—ROBERT KEMPNER
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“Long live eternal Germany!” Local Nazis welcome Alfred Rosenberg (center, hand raised) to Heiligenstadt, Thuringia, in 1935. (ullstein bild/ullstein bild via Getty Images)


Prologue: The Vault

The palace on the mountain loomed over a stretch of rolling Bavarian countryside so lovely it was known as Gottesgarten—God’s Garden.

From the villages and farmsteads on the meandering river below, Schloss Banz commanded attention. Its sprawling stone wings glowed a luminous gold in the sunlight, and a pair of delicately tapered copper spires rose high above its Baroque church. The site had a thousand-year history: as a trading post, as a castle fortified to withstand armies, as a Benedictine monastery. It had been pillaged and destroyed in war, and extravagantly rebuilt for the royal Wittelsbach family. Kings and dukes, and once even Kaiser Wilhelm II, the last emperor of Germany, had graced its opulent halls. Now, in the spring of 1945, the colossus was an outpost of a notorious task force that had spent the war looting occupied Europe for the glory of the Third Reich.

As defeat drew near following six punishing years of war, Nazis all across Germany had been burning sensitive government files before the documents could be seized and used against them. But bureaucrats who could not bring themselves to destroy their papers instead hid them in forests, in mines, in castles, and in palaces like this one. Around the country, immense libraries of secrets were there for the Allies to find: detailed internal records shedding light on the warped German bureaucracy, on the military’s pitiless war strategy, and on the obsessive Nazi plan to clear Europe of its “undesirable elements,” finally and forever.

In the second week of April, the soldiers of General George S. Patton’s Third U.S. Army and General Alexander Patch’s Seventh U.S. Army overran the region. Since crossing the Rhine a few weeks earlier, the men had charged across the western reaches of the battered country, slowed only by demolished bridges, improvised roadblocks, and pockets of stubborn resistance. They passed cities flattened by Allied bombs. They passed hollow-eyed villagers and houses flying not the Nazi swastika but white sheets and pillowcases. The German army had all but disintegrated. Hitler could be dead in three and a half weeks.

Not long after the Americans arrived in the region, they encountered a flamboyant aristocrat who wore a monocle and high, polished boots. Kurt von Behr had spent the war in Paris plundering private art collections and ransacking common household furnishings from tens of thousands of Jewish properties in France, Belgium, and the Netherlands. Just before the liberation of Paris, he and his wife fled to Banz with loads of pilfered treasure in a convoy of eleven cars and four moving vans.

Now von Behr wanted to cut a deal.

He went to the nearby town of Lichtenfels and approached a military government officer named Samuel Haber. It seemed that von Behr had grown accustomed to living like royalty beneath the elaborately painted ceilings of the palace. If Haber would give him permission to stay put, von Behr would show him a secret stash of important Nazi papers.

The American was intrigued. With operational intelligence at a premium and war crimes trials on the horizon, Allied forces had been ordered to track down and save every German document they could find. Patton’s army had a G-2 military intelligence unit dedicated to the task. In April alone, its target teams would capture thirty tons of Nazi files.

Acting on von Behr’s tip, the Americans made their way up the mountain and through the gates to the palace to see von Behr. The Nazi escorted them five stories belowground, where, sealed behind a false wall of concrete, a mother lode of confidential Nazi documents was hidden. The files filled an enormous vault. What could not fit inside lay scattered about the room in piles.

After surrendering his secret, von Behr—apparently realizing that his gambit would not save him from the ravages of Germany’s humiliating defeat—prepared to depart the stage in style. He donned one of his extravagant uniforms and accompanied his wife to their bedroom in the estate. Raising two flutes of French champagne laced with cyanide, they toasted the end of everything. “The episode,” an American correspondent wrote, “had all the elements of the melodrama Nazi leaders seemed to relish.”

Soldiers found von Behr and his wife slumped in their luxurious surroundings. As they examined the bodies, they spied the half-empty bottle still sitting on the table.

The couple had chosen a vintage rich in symbolism: 1918, the year their beloved homeland had been laid low at the end of another world war.

The papers in the vault belonged to Alfred Rosenberg, Hitler’s chief ideologue and an early member of the Nazi Party. Rosenberg was a witness to the party’s embryonic days in 1919, when bitterly angry German nationalists discovered a leader in Adolf Hitler, the bombastic, vagabond veteran of the First World War. In November 1923, on the night Hitler tried to overthrow the Bavarian government, Rosenberg marched into the Munich beer hall one step behind his hero. He was there in Berlin a decade later when the party came to power and set about crushing its enemies. He was there in the arena, fighting, as the Nazis remodeled all of Germany in their image. He was there to the end, when the war turned and the whole twisted vision fell apart.

In the spring of 1945, as investigators began leafing through the enormous cache of documents—which included 250 volumes of official and personal correspondence—they discovered something remarkable: Rosenberg’s personal diary.

The account was written by hand across five hundred pages, some entries in a bound notebook, more on loose sheets. It began in 1934, a year into Hitler’s rule, and ended a decade later, a few months before the war ended. Of the most important men in the highest ranks of the Third Reich, only Rosenberg, Propaganda Minister Joseph Goebbels, and Hans Frank, the brutal governor-general of occupied Poland, left behind such diaries. The others, Hitler included, took their secrets with them to their graves. Rosenberg’s diary promised to shed light on the workings of the Third Reich from the perspective of a man who had operated at the very upper reaches of the Nazi Party for a quarter of a century.

Outside Germany, Rosenberg was never as well-known as Goebbels, or Heinrich Himmler, mastermind of the SS security forces, or Hermann Göring, Hitler’s economic chief and commander of the air force. Rosenberg had to struggle and scrap against those giants of the Nazi bureaucracy for the sort of power that he thought he deserved. But he had the Führer’s support from beginning to end. He and Hitler saw eye to eye on the most fundamental questions, and Rosenberg had been unerringly loyal. Hitler appointed him to a succession of leading positions in the party and the government, elevating Rosenberg’s public profile and ensuring him far-reaching influence. His rivals in Berlin loathed him, but the rank and file of the party saw Rosenberg as one of Germany’s most important figures: Here was a big thinker with the ear of the Führer himself.

Rosenberg’s fingerprints would be found on more than a few of Nazi Germany’s most notorious crimes.

He orchestrated the theft of artwork, archives, and libraries from Paris to Krakow to Kiev—the loot that the Allies’ Monuments Men would famously track down in Germany’s castles and salt mines.

In 1920, he planted the insidious idea in Hitler’s mind that a global Jewish conspiracy was behind the communist revolution in the Soviet Union, and he repeated the claim over and over. Rosenberg was the preeminent champion of a theory that Hitler used to justify Germany’s devastating war against the Soviets two decades on. As the Nazis prepared to invade the Soviet Union, Rosenberg promised that the war would be a “cleansing biological world revolution,” one that would finally exterminate “all those racially infecting germs of Jewry and its bastards.” During the first years of the war in the East, when the Germans had the Red Army pinned back against Moscow, Rosenberg led an occupation authority that terrorized the Baltics, Belarus, and Ukraine, and his ministry collaborated with Himmler’s genocidal crusaders as they massacred Jews throughout the East.

Not least, Rosenberg laid the groundwork for the Holocaust. He began publishing his toxic ideas about the Jews in 1919, and as editor of the party newspaper and author of articles, pamphlets, and books, he spread the party message of hate. Later, Rosenberg was the Führer’s delegate for ideological matters, and in cities and villages all across the Reich he was welcomed with bunting and cheering crowds. His theoretical masterwork, The Myth of the Twentieth Century, sold more than a million copies and was considered, alongside Hitler’s Mein Kampf, a central text of Nazi ideology. In his ponderous writings, Rosenberg borrowed antiquated ideas about race and world history from other pseudo-intellectuals and fused them into an idiosyncratic political belief system. The party’s local and district leaders told him they delivered thousands of speeches with his words at their fingertips. “Here,” Rosenberg boasted in the diary, “they found both direction and material for the battle.” Rudolf Höss, commandant of the death camp at Auschwitz, where more than a million people were exterminated, said that the words of three men in particular had prepared him psychologically to carry out his mission: Hitler, Goebbels, and Rosenberg.

In the Third Reich, an ideologue could see his philosophies put to practical use, and Rosenberg’s had lethal consequences.

“Again and again, I am swept up in a rage when I think about what these parasitic Jewish people have done to Germany,” he wrote in the diary in 1936. “But at least I have one gratification: to have done my bit in the exposure of this treachery.” Rosenberg’s ideas legitimized and rationalized the murder of millions.

In November 1945, an extraordinary International Military Tribunal convened in Nuremberg to try the most notorious surviving Nazis on war crimes charges—Rosenberg among them. The prosecution case was built on the mass of German documents captured by the Allies at the end of the war. Hans Fritzsche, indicted as a war criminal for his role as chief of the Propaganda Ministry’s News Division, told a prison psychiatrist during the trial that Rosenberg had played a critical role in the formation of Hitler’s philosophies in the 1920s, before the Nazis rose to power. “In my opinion, he had a tremendous influence on Hitler during the period when Hitler still did some thinking,” said Fritzsche, who would be acquitted at Nuremberg but later sentenced to nine years in prison by a German denazification court. “Rosenberg’s importance exists because his ideas, which were only theoretical, became in the hands of Hitler a reality … The tragic thing is that Rosenberg’s fantastic theories were actually put into practice.”

In a way, Fritzsche argued, Rosenberg carried “the main guilt of all those who sit here on the defendant’s bench.”

At Nuremberg, Robert H. Jackson, the chief U.S. prosecutor, denounced Rosenberg as the “intellectual high priest of the ‘master race.’” The judges found the Nazi guilty of war crimes, and on October 16, 1946, Rosenberg’s life ended in the middle of the night at the end of a rope.

Over the coming decades, historians trying to understand the hows and whys of the century’s greatest cataclysm would pore over the millions of documents salvaged by the Allies at the end of the war. The surviving documentation was extensive—secret military records, detailed inventories of plunder, private diaries, diplomatic papers, transcripts of telephone conversations, chilling bureaucratic memos discussing mass murder. After the trials ended in 1949, American prosecutors closed down their offices, and the captured German documents were shipped to an old torpedo factory on the banks of the Potomac River in Alexandria, Virginia. There, the papers were prepared for filing with the National Archives. Microfilms were made, and eventually most of the originals were sent back to Germany.

But something happened to the bulk of Rosenberg’s secret diary. It never arrived in Washington. It was never transcribed, translated, and studied in its entirety by Third Reich scholars.

Four years after it was unearthed from the Bavarian palace vault, the diary vanished.
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Prosecutor Robert Kempner at Nuremberg’s Palace of Justice.  (U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum, courtesy of John W. Mosenthal)



1

The Crusader

Four years after the end of the war, in Courtroom 600 of Nuremberg’s Palace of Justice, a prosecutor waited for verdicts to be handed down. These would be the final judgments against the Nazi war criminals indicted by the Americans, and Robert Kempner had everything invested in the outcome.

Pugnacious, dogged, a tireless networker with a taste for intrigue, the forty-nine-year-old lawyer had gone through life with his chin jutted out, as if inviting adversaries—and there were many—to take their best shot. Though he did not stand out physically, his hairline vanishing atop his five-foot-eight-inch frame, Kempner had a personality that had a way of making people take sides. Depending on your point of view, he was either charismatic or ostentatious, dedicated or dogmatic, a champion of righteous causes or a petty boor.

Kempner had spent the better part of twenty years at war with Hitler and the Nazis, the last four in this city ruined by the Führer’s megalomania and the Allies’ bombs. His struggle was a singular personal story and at the same time a universal narrative: his fight for his life, his bit part in the global fight of his age. In the early 1930s, as a young police administrator in Berlin, Kempner argued that Germany should arrest Hitler and his followers for high treason before they could overthrow the republic and carry out their blueprint of terror. Within days of the party’s rise to power in 1933, Kempner—a Jew, a liberal, and an avowed opponent—lost his government post. Following a brief detention and Gestapo interrogation in 1935, he fled to Italy, then France, and finally the United States, where he continued his campaign. Tapping a library of internal German documents and a network of informants, Kempner helped the Justice Department convict Nazi propagandists operating in the United States, and fed intelligence about the Third Reich to the War Department, the clandestine Office of Strategic Services, and J. Edgar Hoover’s Federal Bureau of Investigation.

Then, in a plot turn ripped from the pages of a Hollywood script, he returned to his homeland and helped prosecute the very men who had dismissed him from his job, demonized him for his Jewish blood, stripped him of his German citizenship, and sent him running for his life.

After Göring, Rosenberg, and the other boldfaced names of the fallen Reich were prosecuted for war crimes in that famous international trial, Kempner stayed on in Nuremberg for twelve additional cases brought by the Americans against another 177 Nazi collaborators: doctors who performed gruesome experiments on concentration camp inmates, SS administrators who worked prisoners to death, company directors who benefited from forced labor, leaders of killing units that massacred civilians all across Eastern Europe during the war.

Kempner personally oversaw the last and longest prosecution, Case 11, nicknamed the Ministries Trial because most of the defendants had held leading posts in the government offices on Wilhelmstrasse in Berlin. The most prominent figure on trial, State Secretary Ernst von Weizsäcker of the Foreign Office, had cleared the way for the invasion of Czechoslovakia and was shown to have personally approved the transport of more than six thousand Jews from France to the death camp at Auschwitz. The most notorious culprit was Gottlob Berger, a senior SS officer who put together a murder squad noted for its brutality. “Better to shoot two Poles too many,” he once wrote about the unit, “than two too few.” The most unsettling defendants were the bankers who not only financed the construction of concentration camps but also stockpiled the tons and tons of gold fillings, jewelry, and eyeglasses stripped from victims of the extermination camps.

The trial had been under way since the end of 1947, and now, on April 12, 1949, it was finally coming to a close. The three American judges walked into the courtroom, ascended to the bench, and began reading aloud from their judgment. It ran eight hundred pages; reciting it took three days. Across the room, guarded by ramrod-straight military policemen in glittering silver helmets, the Nazis listened through headphones as translators deciphered the verdicts into German. When it was all over, nineteen of the twenty-one defendants had been convicted—five of them on the landmark Nuremberg charge of crimes against the peace. Weizsäcker got seven years in prison, Berger twenty-five; the three bankers were sentenced to five to ten years.

For the prosecution, it was a major victory. After digging through the Nazi documents and interrogating hundreds of witnesses over four years, they had convicted the worst offenders and sent them to jail. They had shown the world that complicity for the Holocaust ran deep and broad throughout the German government. They had painted, as Kempner would put it, “the entire criminal fresco” of the Third Reich and reinforced Nuremberg’s place in history as “a fortress of faith in international law.” They had bolstered the argument for forceful prosecution of war crimes.

The verdicts were the culmination of Kempner’s long campaign against the Nazi Party.

Or at least, they should have been.

Within a few years, the promise of Nuremberg would come unraveled.

All along, the trials had their detractors in Germany and America. The critics saw not justice but vindictiveness at the core of the prosecutions, and Kempner, an abrasive personality and notably aggressive interrogator, became a symbol of that perceived unfairness. Case in point was the prosecutor’s sharp questioning of former Nazi diplomat Friedrich Gaus, during which Kempner threatened to hand the witness over to the Russians for possible war crimes prosecution. One of his fellow American prosecutors declared Kempner’s tactics “foolish,” fearing that he would “make martyrs out of the common criminals on trial in Nuremberg.” Another witness cross-examined by Kempner called the prosecutor “a most Gestapo-like man.”

In 1948, Kempner was drawn into a bitter public debate with a Protestant bishop, Theophil Wurm, over the integrity of the proceedings. Wurm wrote Kempner an open letter of protest; Kempner replied by suggesting that those who questioned the Nuremberg trials were in fact “enemies of the German people.” As the disagreement played out in the press, Kempner found himself pilloried in German newspapers. He was caricatured as a self-righteous Jewish exile bent on vengeance.

Censure came even from U.S. Senator Joseph McCarthy, whose Wisconsin constituency included a large number of German Americans. The senator opposed Weizsäcker’s prosecution, because, according to his unnamed sources, the Nazi had been a valuable undercover agent for the Americans during the war. McCarthy said Nuremberg was hampering U.S. intelligence-gathering in Germany and told the Senate Armed Services Committee in spring 1949 that he wanted a probe into the “complete imbecility” surrounding Weizsäcker’s trial.

“I think this committee,” McCarthy said, “should see what type of morons—and I use that term advisedly—are running the military court over there.”

By the time the last trials were over, U.S. war crimes courts had sentenced more than one thousand Nazis to prison terms. Most of them languished in Landsberg Prison, near Munich. A great many West Germans still refused to accept the validity of the Allied courts and considered these imprisoned Nazis to be not war criminals but rather victims of an illegitimate justice system. The issue grew into a major point of contention after West Germany elected its first chancellor in 1949, at a time when America, uneasy about Soviet plans in Europe, was working to rebuild its defeated foe as a loyal and remilitarized ally.

Cold War realities quickly worked to undo the accomplishments of the war crimes prosecutors.

In 1951, following a review of the sentences, the U.S. High Commissioner for Germany released one-third of the Nuremberg convicts and commuted all but five death sentences. By the end of the year, every one of the Nazis that Kempner had put behind bars in Case 11 had been released. Though the reductions were announced as a show of clemency, Germans heard a different message: The Americans were finally acknowledging that the trials had been unjust. Kempner lashed out at the decision. “Today I want to go on record with a warning that the premature opening of the Landsberg gates will loose against society totalitarian subversive forces that endanger the free world.”

His warning went unheeded. American leaders gave in to political pragmatism, and by 1958 nearly all of the war criminals had been freed.

Kempner’s fight was far from over. He had spent four years immersed in the documentary evidence of the Nazi crimes, and he knew that even after trials conducted under the klieg lights of the international press, the world still did not know the full story.

Angry about revisionist histories as the survivors of the Third Reich tried to reclaim the story of Germany under the Nazis, he took to the press to fight back. “With more or less outspoken nostalgia,” Kempner wrote in the New York Herald Tribune, “many political writers in Germany are telling their people that Germany would have been fine if Der Führer had not gotten a little out of hand.” He would have none of it. He lamented the angelic photos of Hitler in the right-wing press, the militaristic suggestions that the generals could have saved Germany from ignominy if Hitler hadn’t meddled in battlefield affairs, the whitewashing efforts of the Nazi diplomats.

He called for the publication, in Germany, of the facts that had come out in Nuremberg. “This is the only way to combat the systematic poisoning of the German mind going on under our very eyes in the infant German Republic.”

Not long before writing those words, however, the prosecutor had done something that ran counter to that spirit of openness. Kempner had taken important original captured German documents home with him after Nuremberg—and if any copies existed, nobody knew where they were anymore.

In his role as a prosecutor, Kempner had the power to request any documents that he wanted for the preparation of his case. On more than one occasion, questions were raised about his handling of the papers. On September 11, 1946, the chief of the Document Division wrote in a memo that Kempner’s office had borrowed five documents and not returned them. “I might add that this is not by any means the first occasion on which this Division has had considerable trouble in inducing Dr. Kempner to return Library Books and documents.”

In 1947, Kempner earned notoriety among the American prosecution team for his handling of the single most famous surviving document about the Holocaust. Not long after returning to Nuremberg for the second round of trials, Kempner set his staff to poring over the records of the German Foreign Office, which had been salvaged from their hiding place in the Harz Mountains and brought to Berlin. One day, an aide came across a fifteen-page document. “The following persons,” it began, “took part in the discussion about the final solution of the Jewish question, which took place in Berlin, am Grossen Wannsee No. 56/58 on 20 January 1942.” This was the Wannsee Protocol, which described a meeting led by Reinhard Heydrich, chief of Himmler’s Reich Security Main Office, to discuss the “evacuation” of the Jews of Europe.

A few months after the document’s discovery, one of the American prosecutors, Benjamin Ferencz, looked up from his desk to see Charles LaFollette storming into his office. “I’m going to kill the son of a bitch!” he yelled. LaFollette was prosecuting another of the later Nuremberg trials, this one against Nazi judges and lawyers. He had heard about the Wannsee Protocol, but Kempner would not hand it over. There was competition among the many prosecutors at Nuremberg, and Kempner presumably wanted to unveil the explosive document at the trial he was preparing to lead.

Ferencz walked over to Kempner’s office to intervene. Kempner denied that he was withholding anything. Ferencz kept after him. Finally, after a bit more prodding, Kempner opened a bottom drawer in his desk and asked innocently, “Could this be it?”

LaFollette instantly realized how important the document was to his case: The Reich Ministry of Justice had sent a representative to this crucial meeting. Immediately, LaFollette stormed off to report the incident to Telford Taylor, the chief prosecutor of the trials, and demand that he “fire the bastard!” Ferencz followed behind and took up Kempner’s defense. He told Taylor that the Ministries case would surely fall apart if Kempner were banished from Nuremberg, and besides, Kempner had only inadvertently kept the document to himself.

“Which nobody believed,” Ferencz wrote years later in a letter to Kempner. In any event, Taylor sided with his Ministries prosecutor.

Kempner was not the only person in Nuremberg filing away original Nazi papers for his own private use. Since the end of the war, the captured documents had been shipped among military document centers, flown to Paris and London and Washington to be studied by intelligence units, taken to Nuremberg for the war crimes trials. As the files zipped across Europe, souvenir hunters found plenty of opportunities to steal something on Nazi letterhead signed by someone important under the ubiquitous party sign-off: “Heil Hitler!” Those responsible for the safekeeping of the documents worried in particular about the prosecution staff in Nuremberg. They feared that those who requested papers were “more influenced by private journalistic instincts than by a desire to further the cause of justice,” as one army officer put it in a memo. Another observer concluded that the prosecution’s Document Division at Nuremberg was doing little to keep track of the flow of records.

One key document that vanished was a memorandum by Hitler’s military adjutant, Friedrich Hossbach, showing that the Führer was already plotting the conquest of Europe in 1937; prosecutors had to rely on a notarized copy during the trial. Asked about the memo by a historian overseeing the publication of captured German documents after the war, Kempner recalled seeing it and suggested that “some souvenir-hunter may have taken the original.” By September 1946, administrators at one of the military document centers had stopped lending originals to the prosecution teams in Nuremberg, fearing they would never get back the one thousand pieces of evidence they had already loaned out.

Throughout the trials, the Palace of Justice in Nuremberg was awash in paper. A survey completed in April 1948 found more than sixty-four thousand cubic feet of “administrative files, press negatives and releases, a film library, courtroom recording tapes, interrogation report tapes, library books and other publications, original documents, photostats, copies of documents, document books, trial briefs, prisoner files, interrogation files, summaries of interrogation files, transcripts of all courts and staff evidence analysis.”

There was so much there that officials worried about original documents being unwittingly tossed in the trash. It was, as Kempner wrote later in his memoir, “a terrible mess”—and he took advantage of the chaos.

He said he feared that potentially explosive documents would not be properly archived, so he took it upon himself to make sure they were put to good use. He acknowledged in his memoir that if some “interested and clever” researcher approached him for important documents during the trials, he might simply lay the files on his office couch and walk out the door, saying, “I don’t want to know anything.”

Better to have a “valuable historical asset” in the hands of a trusted associate who would report on its contents, he thought, than to leave it in the hands of government bureaucrats who may or may not let it be destroyed.

All of the original seized German documents were supposed to be returned to military document centers after the trials, but Kempner wanted to use the documents he had collected to write articles and books about the Nazi era. On April 8, 1949, a few days before the verdicts were handed down in the Ministries Trial, the prosecutor secured a one-paragraph letter from Fred Niebergall, director of the Document Division for the prosecution team: “The undersigned authorizes Dr. Robert M. W. Kempner, Deputy Chief of Counsel and Chief Prosecutor, Political Ministries Division, to remove and retain material of an unclassified nature pertaining to the war crimes trials at Nürnberg, Germany, for purposes of research, writing, lecturing and study.” It was an unusual memo. Later, one lawyer who worked in military intelligence had serious doubts that a man in Niebergall’s position would have signed it.

The very same day, Kempner mailed a letter to the E. P. Dutton publishing house, in New York, with a synopsis for a book based on his Nuremberg interrogations and the documents of the German Foreign Office, tentatively titled “Hitler and His Diplomats.” He had pitched the book in January, and an editor at Dutton expressed interest and asked for more details.

It would emerge later that the book was only one of the publishing ideas Kempner had in 1949.

Decades later in his memoirs, Kempner would explain his reasoning for taking documents from Nuremberg. “I knew one thing. If I ever wanted to write about something and had to contact archives, although I would have received nice replies, they would be unable to find some of the material. But I had my documents.”

As a justification, it fell far short. What Kempner really wanted was an important advantage over other writers documenting the Nazi era: exclusivity.

With his permission slip in hand, Kempner had his Nuremberg papers packed up and—along with whatever else he had accumulated during his time as a Nazi prosecutor—shipped across the Atlantic to his home outside Philadelphia. The delivery arrived at the Lansdowne station of the Pennsylvania Railroad on November 4, 1949: twenty-nine boxes weighing more than eight thousand pounds.

“Hitler and His Diplomats” never came together. It seems that Kempner got sidetracked. Instead, he found other ways to seek justice for the wrongs of the Third Reich. He opened up a law office in Frankfurt and, among other legal work, began taking on cases of Nazi victims suing for restitution. He represented Erich Maria Remarque, whose bestselling First World War novel All Quiet on the Western Front was burned and banned by the Nazis. He represented Emil Gumbel, a prominent mathematics professor at the University of Heidelberg who was forced out of his job because of his pacifist views. He represented Jews and Catholics and members of the Resistance. It grew into a lucrative line of work.

A decade after Nuremberg ended, prosecution of Nazi war criminals began anew. A 1958 trial in West Germany brought renewed attention to atrocities Germans believed they had left in the past. Ten Nazis were convicted of murdering more than five thousand Lithuanian Jews during the war, a case that spurred German justice ministers—alarmed that many perpetrators had escaped punishment after the war—to found a Central Office for the Investigation of Nazi Crimes in Ludwigsburg.

At the same time, prosecutors outside Germany brought high-profile cases to trial. In 1961, Kempner returned to the international limelight when he flew to Jerusalem to testify in the trial of Adolf Eichmann, the man who had managed the deportation of the Jews from all over Europe. In a number of high-profile trials later in the decade, Kempner appeared as attorney for relatives of the victims. He represented the father of Anne Frank and the sister of Carmelite nun Edith Stein in a case against three SS officers charged in the extermination of thousands of Dutch Jews. He represented the widow of a pacifist journalist murdered by a Nazi storm trooper in 1933. He spoke for thirty thousand Berlin Jews in the trial of a Gestapo commander, Otto Bovensiepen, who orchestrated their deportation to the East.

Kempner capitalized on the renewed attention to Nazi crimes by writing a flurry of books about those and other prominent cases for German audiences. He also published excerpts of his Nuremberg interrogations and, in 1983, his memoirs, Ankläger einer Epoche, or Prosecutor of an Era. Although Kempner had become a naturalized American in 1945, his books were not published in English, and he would always be better known in the land of his birth.

Four decades after Nuremberg, he was still at the ramparts. When Deutsche Bank bought the Flick industrial conglomerate, Kempner successfully lobbied the company to pay more than $2 million in reparations to thirteen hundred Jews who worked as slave laborers in gunpowder factories for a Flick subsidiary during the war.

The battle against the Nazis came to define Kempner. He steadfastly refused to let the world forget what the perpetrators had done. If he was told that a former Nazi did not seem like such a bad person, he would open his files to prove otherwise.

“Literally thousands of murderers still are walking the streets of Germany and the world,” he told a reporter once. “How many Nazi criminals are still free? Judge for yourself.” Even with all the trials after the war, only a few thousand Germans were tried for murder. “Can you tell me how some two thousand people managed to murder six to eight million? It is mathematically impossible.”

Thirty, forty, fifty years after the Nazi era, he refused to let it go. It was a fight he would wage until the very end of his life.

Even as Kempner shuttled between the United States and Europe maintaining his international legal affairs, he managed a complicated home life. Though his law firm was in Frankfurt, he had become a naturalized U.S. citizen, and his primary home was still in Lansdowne, Pennsylvania, where he had settled during the war. There, he lived with his second wife, Ruth, a social worker and writer; his elderly mother-in-law, Marie-Luise Hahn; his secretary, Margot Lipton; and, during the 1950s, a son, André.

The Kempners had a secret: The boy’s mother was not Ruth Kempner—as they told everyone—but Margot Lipton. Robert Kempner and the secretary had carried on an affair in 1938.

André was raised to believe that he was the Kempners’ adopted son. On school records, Ruth Kempner was listed as the boy’s mother. It was just simpler that way. “Simpler,” Lipton said, “for Dr. Kempner.” Neither André nor his older brother—Lucian, Kempner’s son by his first wife—would learn the truth until many years later. Not that they didn’t have suspicions. At André’s wedding in Sweden, everyone marveled that Lipton and the groom looked so much alike.

The Kempner sons were too respectful to ask questions. “I just accepted what my father said,” Lucian explained, “and beyond that it was not my business.”

Whatever he knew, André grew up to worship his father. After he moved to Sweden with his wife to run a farm at age twenty-nine, he sent his family regular letters in meticulous script. “I just want to thank you Father for being the most wonderful Dad to all of us,” he wrote after Kempner and Lipton came to visit one year. “It is never easy to tell you when I am with you, but I hope you will never underestimate the love and understanding I have for you and your work.”

Beginning in the 1970s, Kempner lived in Europe full-time, splitting his time between Frankfurt, Germany, and Locarno, Switzerland. He had a heart attack in 1975—it came not long after a band of neo-Nazis protested outside his law office—and he grew too frail to travel overseas. Ruth Kempner and Lipton, still living in Pennsylvania, visited for weeks at a time, but otherwise the lawyer came to rely on yet another devoted woman.

Jane Lester was an American raised in Brockport, New York, sixty miles east of Niagara Falls. In 1937, she followed a classmate to Germany, where she taught English to those hoping to emigrate. Years later, she admitted her naïveté. She had no idea what Hitler was doing to his enemies. On Kristallnacht, when the Nazis rampaged across Germany, destroying synagogues and Jewish shops and homes in 1938, she slept soundly. The next day, she couldn’t understand why the students at the language school had not shown up. She left Germany, worked in a brokerage in Buffalo, then became a typist in Washington—“a government girl,” as she put it—for the Office of Strategic Services.

One day in 1945, Lester read in the Washington Post that translators would be needed for the war crimes trials in Nuremberg, and she went to the Pentagon to apply for a job. Soon she was headed back to Germany.

She knew Kempner by reputation; she saw him dining at the Grand Hotel in Nuremberg, where practically everyone involved with the trials retired each night. She finally met him in 1947, when he was recruiting staff for the later trials. She became his aide and often tagged along during interrogations, which seemed to alarm defendants. “They couldn’t quite figure me out,” she said. “The rumor had gone around that I was a psychologist.” She also had the honor of being the person who translated the Wannsee Protocol into English for the American prosecutors.

After the war, she worked for U.S. military intelligence at Camp King, in Oberursel, outside Frankfurt. But she moonlighted with Kempner, who needed help translating correspondence and managing his practice. It grew into a partnership that would last for the next four decades.

“The last twenty years of his life, I was never separated, day or night, from Robert Kempner,” she said. “I was his nurse, his chauffeur, his secretary.” She did not say it, but she, too, had been his mistress.

Kempner and the three women in his life stayed close till the end.

As Lucian put it years later: “It was all a big happy family.”

Kempner’s wife, Ruth, died in 1982. Toward the end of his life, he lived in a hotel outside Frankfurt, where he and Lester slept in adjoining rooms with the door open. That way she would be close if anything happened to Kempner in the middle of the night. Robert and Lucian Kempner spoke almost every day, and since the father couldn’t hear well on the phone, Lester would listen along and repeat whatever he’d missed.

Kempner died on August 15, 1993, at the age of ninety-three. That week, Lipton had traveled from Pennsylvania to Germany to be with him.

“He died in my arms,” Lester said. “We sat there, one on each side of him in his death room.” When the doctor arrived and declared him dead, “we were in a terrible state of horror, grief, and disbelief.”

The women called Lucian, who drove up from Munich with his wife and took charge of affairs.

It would not be simple. In a lifetime of research and writing and travel, Kempner had kept everything. Paintings, furniture, thousands of books, and piles of paper filled the properties he owned in Frankfurt and in Lansdowne, Pennsylvania, a Philadelphia suburb. He kept endless files of personal, professional, and legal documents: old passports, address books, childhood lesson journals, used train tickets, utility bills, ancient letters, photographs.

Lester found Kempner’s will tucked away in a bag in her hotel room. It was one page, handwritten in thick black marker, barely legible. According to the document, Kempner had left everything to his two sons, Lucian and André.

But there was a catch.
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Robert Kempner alongside Jane Lester, his aide and translator, during  the 1948–49 Ministries Trial in Nuremberg. (ullstein bild/ullstein bild via Getty Images)
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“Everything Gone”

Two years after Kempner’s death, his loyal aide Jane Lester was still trying to figure out a way to keep his legacy alive. His status as a prominent former Nuremberg prosecutor gave Kempner cachet in postwar Germany. He was a regular presence in the press and the subject of television programs about the trials. But he was virtually unknown in the United States. Lester wanted to change that.

She decided to call a man in Lewiston, New York, named Herbert Richardson, an ordained minister and former theology professor who ran a small academic publishing company, the Edwin Mellen Press. Critics dismissed Mellen as a “quasi–vanity press cunningly disguised as an academic publishing house,” a slight that Richardson disputed in an unsuccessful $15 million libel lawsuit against the magazine Lingua Franca. It’s possible Lester had found Richardson’s name somewhere in Kempner’s files. In 1981, Kempner had tried to interest American publishers in his backlist, and the Mellen Press was among the publishers he contacted. Richardson explained that he ran a small outfit and could not produce a commercial edition.

“The problem is, however, that I think your books SHOULD be published in English and distributed in North America,” Richardson wrote in April 1982. “This is such important information and it is tragic if it doesn’t get out. But what can I do??? I am a small publisher and I can’t do what I can’t do.”

Thirteen years later, when Lester called him, Richardson was still interested. Lester translated a portion of Kempner’s memoir, and the Mellen Press published it in 1996 in conjunction with the fiftieth anniversary of the end of the first Nuremberg trial.

In March 1996, Richardson attended a reunion of Nuremberg prosecutors in Washington, D.C., where he approached a senior historian at the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum and asked about donating “a small quantity” of Kempner’s papers. The documents were still in the possession of his two former assistants, Lester in Germany and Lipton in Pennsylvania. At the time, both women were in their eighties, and still very close to each other.

Two days later, the historian arranged an appointment for Richardson, Lester, and Lipton with the museum’s chief archivist, Henry Mayer. Lester did most of the talking, describing Kempner’s importance and the inestimable value of the papers he’d left behind. But the conversations didn’t go anywhere. Mayer had arrived at the museum only two years earlier, and he was dealing with a flood of new material. He had more than enough work to do, and nothing he heard that day about this collection of papers made it sound like a high priority.

Richardson soon had another idea: He would open a facility of his own to house the papers. On September 21, 1996, he led an elaborate ceremony to mark the opening of a new Robert Kempner Collegium in Lewiston, a border town upriver from Niagara Falls. Wearing a black gown and academic vestments, he led an inaugural church service at which he sang Kempner’s praises before a small group of the late lawyer’s friends and supporters, including Lester and her extended family. Kempner was “one of the most courageous battlers against a state which claimed itself to be lawful but was lawless,” Richardson said from the pulpit, his voice rising and falling through the half-filled church. The windows were open to let in the early autumn cool. “Robert Kempner dedicated his life to the service of justice, and sought to expose and to oppose those laws and those states that were not lawful but illegal, a state that proclaimed laws that were criminal, a state that in the name of justice committed the most heinous injustices in history.” The Kempner Collegium would be dedicated to the idea that morality supersedes the law.

Tears welling up in his eyes, Richardson recalled how he had come to be part of Kempner’s posthumous circle of friends. He was just another weary old man, he said, whiling away his sixties. Then Lester called, seeking his help publishing Kempner’s books in English, and suddenly he was shocked out of his malaise. “A year later,” Richardson told the audience, “having been carried by Jane into new projects and new visions, I have to say, she is the fountain of youth!” Then he stepped down to hand her a framed commendation. “The roving imagination and abundant energy of Jane Lester are the spiritual arms of this noble knight who is questing for the grail, risking dangers, overreaching boundaries, and embracing not only the fruits but also the nettles of life,” it read. Richardson called her a “lifelong warrior for justice.”

Then the visitors toured the Mellen Press, and between bites at a luncheon, Lester signed copies of the translated Kempner memoir for the guests. Afterward, the group returned to the church for a dramatic reading of some passages by an actor with an English lilt.

Lipton cut the ribbon at a little white house where a large sign had been erected out front to announce the presence of the new institution.

But inside, the shelves were bare.

The problem was that while the women had physical custody of the papers, Robert Kempner’s two sons had legal custody. The Kempner sons had not yet decided what to do with the Lansdowne documents, but in 1995, they negotiated with Germany’s national archives, the Bundesarchiv, to donate the files from Kempner’s law office in Frankfurt. When, according to Lucian Kempner, Richardson tried to involve himself in the deal, their attorney sent him a cease-and-desist letter.

Undeterred, Richardson wrote Lucian Kempner with an offer two and a half months after opening the Robert Kempner Collegium. His new center would dedicate itself to “the collection, cataloging, publication, and study of Robert Kempner’s library and papers.” In exchange, Lucian would receive $20,000 up front, royalties from the republication of his father’s books, and an honorary degree from Richardson’s institution. “May I come to Munich in January to discuss these proposals with you?”

Lucian declined the offer.

In May 1997, Lester again called the Holocaust Museum about the Kempner Papers. This time, the museum’s chief archivist, Henry Mayer, was ready to talk.

Mayer’s grandfather, Heinrich Meier, a cattle farmer in Oberlustadt, Germany, had been forced out of his occupation by the Nazis. Farmers were pressured to boycott Jews from whom they had bought livestock for generations. Someone caught buying from a Jewish dealer would receive only a fraction of the usual amount from the government cooperative for their milk. Demonstrators would block attempts by Jews to sell at the marketplace. Eventually, insurance companies would not offer Jews the insurance they needed by law for their cattle. Fed up, Heinrich Meier boarded the luxury liner SS Washington in 1937 with his daughter and his son and left for New York. Relatives had arrived earlier, and he moved onto the same block in Flatbush. The split was irrevocable: When he arrived, he changed the spelling of his surname so it would no longer be pronounced the German way, MY-er, but instead MAY-er.

The Mayers never spoke of the Holocaust. Henry Mayer was born five years after the Second World War ended, and he learned very quickly that asking about what had happened to the Jews in the Third Reich was strictly verboten. “It was always something that you didn’t bring up,” he said. “You didn’t talk about it.”

Henry Mayer studied American history at the University of Chicago and got his master’s at Wisconsin. On track to become a professor, he failed the preliminary exam for the Ph.D. program, and as he was studying for a second attempt, he decided he didn’t want to be a professor after all. He dropped out of the program, moved to Washington, D.C., and in time found a job at the National Archives. The work there was engaging, but eventually it got to the point where his entire life seemed to be inventorying material and transferring records from one place to another, so when a job was offered at the newly opened Holocaust museum in 1994, he jumped at the chance.

Millions of visitors would pass through the Holocaust museum over the coming years, and the idea was that when they left, they would go out in the world “to confront hatred, prevent genocide, and promote human dignity.” Before taking the elevator into the main exhibition, tour-goers were given cards describing an individual victim of Nazi persecution. The long walk through the galleries took them past images of the massacres, into a railcar of the type that transported Jews to their deaths, beneath a sign reading ARBEIT MACHT FREI—“Work sets you free”—like the one above the entrance to Auschwitz, and finally into a room filled with four thousand shoes left behind by victims of the gas chambers at Majdanek, in Poland. The museum sought to deliver a lesson in history, but also to spark questions of personal accountability: What would you have done? What will you do to stop the spread of hatred today?

The collection went far beyond what was exhibited in the galleries, however. The museum held an extensive archive of materials to help researchers learn about and tell the story of the Holocaust: documents, photographs, archival recordings, oral histories, and unique artifacts.

As the son and grandson of German Jews forced out of Nazi Germany, Henry Mayer was intrinsically interested in the museum’s mission. But it was not until he began working there that he discovered the full scope of his family’s history. 

Mayer’s ancestors, named Meier and Frank, had lived for generations in and around Karlsruhe, along the Rhine River in southwestern Germany. In the 1930s, some members of the extended family fled to the United States. But many did not escape. They were caught in a Nazi dragnet in October 1940, when the Gestapo rounded up more than seventy-six hundred Jewish men, women, and children from all over the region and expelled them across the border.

The transports did not go to the east—the standard deportation route of German Jews in later years—but to the west, where they became the responsibility of the puppet Vichy regime established in unoccupied southern France after the Nazis seized the north earlier that year. The Germans had deported the Jews without warning Vichy; the French reacted by sending the trains on to internment camps, including one thrown up on the swampy outskirts of a tiny commune called Gurs, in the foothills of the Pyrenees.

The trains carrying the Jews stopped at the nearest rail station, in Oloron-Sainte-Marie, and everyone was piled into open trucks. Rain poured down in icy torrents as they rode the last stretch of their long, bitter journey. Eight hundred miles from their homes, the detainees were directed—wet, freezing, shell-shocked—to desolate rows of ramshackle barracks. Their luggage was left piled in the mud.

Social workers who visited the French-run camp as winter set in found an “unbreathable atmosphere of human hopelessness” and “an intense desire to die” among the elderly prisoners—forty percent of the deportees were sixty and older. Inside rows of barbed wire watched over by armed guards, the windowless wooden sheds were packed with people. Their barracks had no heat, no running water, no furniture. Lice, rats, roaches, and disease proliferated. “It rained and rained,” wrote a prisoner. “The earth was a morass; one could slip and sink into the mud.” The prisoners shared high boots for navigating the muck to go to the primitive toilets—buckets beneath open-air stands with no doors. Drifting over everything, one historian would write, was “the smell of clay mixed with the stench of urine.” Prisoners were fed a diet of ersatz coffee, thin soup, and bread. There was not enough drinking water to go around, and the hunger was unrelenting. “It would take a master poet like Rimbaud,” wrote a Jewish academic imprisoned at Gurs, “to render all the nuances of misery afflicting thousands upon thousands of people, men and women of all ages.”

Heinrich Meier’s cousins Elise and Salomon Frank did not survive to the end of 1940 in the camp; they died during the coldest winter in years.

Heinrich’s brother and sister-in-law, Emmanuel and Wilhelmina Meier, and his cousin Martha Mayer spent nearly two years in the French internment camps before their time came. In August 1942, they were shipped north by rail to Drancy, a Paris suburb, where whatever possessions they still had were taken away. At daybreak on August 14, buses took Emmanuel and Wilhelmina to the train station, where guards wielding machine guns forced them into cattle cars for the journey east to “an unknown destination.” Martha’s transport left three days later. They found themselves among the sick and the elderly and masses of young orphans, some of them only two, three, and four years old.

After journeys of a few days, Heinrich’s relatives arrived at their final destination, 850 miles east in occupied Poland: Auschwitz.

A lifetime away at the Holocaust museum, Mayer helped build, organize, and catalog a collection of more than seventy million pages. No acquisition would be as large or as complicated—or as historic, ultimately—as the Kempner Papers.

After Lester called in 1997, Mayer wrote to Lucian and André Kempner. They replied enthusiastically, and soon Lucian took charge of the matter. He believed the Holocaust museum would be the perfect place for his father’s papers. “His life was the fight against Nazism.” Lucian explained that the documents in question were in Lansdowne, and that Margot could arrange for them to inventory them.

As Mayer and a team of scholars drove up from Washington in August 1997, it seemed as if everything would go smoothly.

They arrived at a six-bedroom house the Kempners had bought during the war. It was at the bottom of a hill on a bend of Darby Creek. Nobody answered the door at the appointed hour. A few minutes later, Lipton returned from a walk. When Mayer introduced himself, she seemed surprised. “Who?” Her memory jogged, she led them inside and showed them where they could find the material.

It was everywhere: in Kempner’s office to the left, in the room to the right, in the sunporch, in two rooms at the top of the stairs, in the basement. One of the rooms was entirely unlit, and Lipton had to fetch lightbulbs.

One of the men had been to the house before. Jonathan Bush was a lawyer and expert on war crimes trials whose résumé included stints as staff prosecutor with the Justice Department’s Nazi-hunting Office of Special Investigations and general counsel for the Holocaust museum. Years earlier as a twentysomething scholar studying Holocaust reparations, Bush had come to interview Kempner. The place hadn’t changed much in the years since. “It was a complete mess,” he said. “I’d never seen so many boxes crammed into one house.” In each room Lipton showed them, the boxes reached from floor to ceiling. Every surface was covered with files.

The four men were overwhelmed. “Now what do we do?” Mayer recalled thinking. If you had told Bush there were two thousand boxes in the house, he would not have doubted it. “Holy shit!” he thought. “How are we ever going to figure it out?”

They broke into two teams and started cataloging. They only had time enough to look over a small sampling of material to see whether Kempner had kept anything worth saving or not. In the basement they found five bookcases crowded with old volumes, including foreign-language dictionaries, Nuremberg materials, and law books dating to pre-Nazi years. Four tables held nearly thirty boxes of records on Kempner’s personal finances and restitution work. In the office filing cabinets, they found file after unorganized file of letters and reports. The room was so crammed with furniture and boxes that they couldn’t reach the papers contained in the glass-enclosed bookcase.

The folders made no sense; they were neither chronologically nor topically arranged. The men had to move carpentry tools, vitamin bottles, and lotions to get to the newspaper clips and bills and photographs and travel guides. They had to stand on the boxes below to reach the ones at the top. They couldn’t possibly see everything that was there, Bush said. “Most boxes were behind two other rows of boxes under six other boxes.”

What they did see was undeniably interesting, and historically important. Bush opened one box and was surprised to see documents showing that Kempner, bane of the Nazi war criminals, had intervened in a case on behalf of Göring’s widow, Emmy; she believed she should receive her husband’s government pension. Bush spotted copies of letters to and from J. Edgar Hoover. He was particularly amazed by the breadth of Kempner’s papers on the war crimes trials. Copies of this material had been donated to major libraries, but it took up so much space that even institutions had gotten rid of the stuff. Kempner’s archive was practically complete, Bush said. “He had everything.”

The collection, Mayer wrote in his report after the visit, was “of enormous historical value to the study of the Holocaust.” It was also in “extreme distress.” Mold had colonized some of the papers in the porch and the basement. He recommended immediately moving the papers to an interim storage area, where they could be treated for insect infestations and reboxed.

He shared his report with Lucian, who then passed it along to Lester and Lipton. Then the trouble started. Lipton didn’t want to part with anything.

This was where the catch in Kempner’s will came into play. To ensure that Lipton would be cared for after his death, Kempner had stipulated that she be permitted to stay in the Lansdowne house—along with its contents—at the expense of his estate. Lucian and André wanted to honor that request, but they also wanted to remove the historically important documents Kempner had left in Lansdowne.

Not long after Mayer inventoried the papers at the house, a letter arrived from Lipton: She was not going to give up the papers without a fight.

“You are apparently unaware of my legal rights in this matter,” the letter read. Kempner had given Lipton the right “to retain possession of or to dispose of everything in 112 Lansdowne Court.” She had no problem with the museum archiving Kempner’s papers—“eventually.” But she did not want to be left in a half-empty house. “You may not appreciate the fact that, after retirement, an older person often finds a certain comfort in being surrounded by the papers, books, photographs and artifacts which embody their life’s work,” the letter read. Moreover, it was insensitive of Mayer, she wrote, not to ask her whether she “would mind your sending a truck and carting away most of the contents of my home, where I have lived for over 50 years and where I intend to go on living for another 30.” She apparently planned to live well past one hundred.

Lipton told Mayer she would take Lucian and the museum to court if they proceeded with their plans. “I expect to receive, by return mail, your apology for your failure to discuss these matters with me and your solemn promise that you will never again propose to enter and remove from my home any of its contents without my written invitation and consent.”

According to Lucian, Lipton was with Richardson and Lester in Germany when her letter was drafted, and museum officials wondered later whether the letter had actually been written by Richardson himself.

Around the same time that the dispatch arrived at the Holocaust museum, Lucian received a letter from Lipton’s attorney. She would drop her objections to the removal of the Kempner Papers if he gave Lipton the Lansdowne house and everything else inside. Owning the house would have given her the option to sell it, keep the proceeds, and move elsewhere. Again, Lucian declined.

At the end of 1997, Mayer replied to Lester. “It is our intention to ensure that Dr. Kempner’s intellectual legacy is preserved for future generations of scholars in an institution dedicated to the ideals for which he toiled so long and so hard.” He apologized for not keeping her in the loop but noted that Lucian had asked him not to involve others in the negotiations. He promised to work with her to ensure that her own papers and possessions were not removed along with Kempner’s. “We have no intention to steal, either inadvertently or intentionally, anything belonging to you.”

But not wanting to stumble into litigation, the museum stood down until Lucian Kempner and Margot Lipton could work out their differences.

The wild card in the whole affair was Herbert Richardson. In his years as a teacher, students said he could be explosively angry and intimidating. He could also be a charismatic speaker, deeply captivating and full of passion. Watching Richardson hold forth, one of his students said she could understand how Adolf Hitler won over the masses.

When Richardson was told this, he sighed.

“Some compare me with Hitler, some compare me with God,” he said. “How am I to reply to that?”

Richardson got his doctorate in theology from Harvard Divinity School in 1963, and taught there for five years. Though he was a Presbyterian minister, he went to work at a Catholic institution, the University of St. Michael’s College, in Toronto, where he won tenure. His scholarship ran the gamut. Richardson wrote about Saint Anselm of Canterbury, abortion, the Baby M surrogate case, Joan of Arc, gays in the military. His book Nun, Witch, Playmate, published by Harper & Row in 1971, examined the “Americanization of sex.”

He started his academic press, which was independent of the university, in 1972. The original idea was to publish dissertations of students at St. Michael’s, but it soon grew into a house for scholars anywhere who could not get their work published. Richardson called his outfit a “press of last resort.” In 1979, he moved it out of his Toronto basement and eighty miles south, into a building in Lewiston. The press grew slowly, eventually turning a profit and publishing several hundred titles a year on a wide range of subjects. Richardson said editions landed in research libraries all over the world, including his alma mater
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