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HARRIET ZETTERBERG
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Certificate of identity of non-combatant issued to Harriet Zetterberg on 27 June 1945, enabling her employment at the International Military Tribunal during the Nuremberg trials.



When Lieutenant Colonel William Baldwin stood up in Courtroom 600 to present the case against Hans Frank, the ‘Butcher of Poland’, the argument he delivered to the tribunal was not his own. The legal brief that he was working from had been written by a woman, Harriet Zetterberg.

Hans Frank may not have been a household name like Göring, Hess or Ribbentrop, but his crimes were among the most heinous of any of the men on trial. For weeks, Harriet Zetterberg had trawled through hundreds of documents, meticulously assembling the case against him. The brilliant young prosecutor from North Dakota was a mere thirty-six years old. Shortly before entering the courtroom, she had dashed off a letter to her mother back home. ‘In another hour or so Colonel Baldwin goes on with the oral presentation of the case against Hans Frank,’ she wrote. ‘Coo. I do hope it goes off alright!’1

‘A Heap of Brick and Dust’

After months of longing and uncertainty, it had all happened in the space of a weekend. On Friday, 14 September 1945 Harriet had received notice she would shortly be flying from London to Nuremberg. Her husband Daniel was already in the city, working for the American prosecution team. For months the pair had been trying to devise plans so that he could be joined by Harriet, who worked at the American Embassy in London. Now, at bewilderingly short notice, their dream had become a reality. ‘You can imagine what a hectic time I had, liquidating the flat, getting my passport validated, getting travel authorisations, closing out my bank account and getting travellers cheques,’ Harriet wrote to her mother back in the prosperous North Dakota town where she had grown up.2 By lunchtime on Sunday she was in the air.

She and Dan had exchanged enough letters discussing the conditions in Nuremberg for Harriet to know what to pack. She brought with her a storage trunk and an oversized duffel bag, sheets and towels, and a Women’s Army Corps uniform and field coat, which was ‘very bulky and very cosy’.3 Before leaving London she had gone into Jaeger with every intention of buying a warm bathrobe, but had found herself walking out with a new jacket and trousers instead: ‘very expensive they were too’.4 The head shot on Harriet’s official pass shows her in a rather severe buttoned shirt and jacket, her shoulder-length curly hair pinned sensibly behind her ears. Round spectacles, little make-up. Though there was a sensibleness to Harriet, there was a lightness and playfulness that flickers into view in less formal photographs. Perhaps the trouser suit that she couldn’t resist buying in Jaeger was the same one she wears in a snap of her and Daniel lolling on some grass during a rare break from work. Her legs are tucked up beneath her as she leans back against her husband. They look relaxed and happy.

Daniel was there to welcome her at the airstrip. That was due to coincidence rather than any careful planning: the creeping movement of post between Nuremberg and London made the fine-tuning of welcome parties all but impossible, and visitors frequently appeared in the city before the letters announcing their arrival. They drove in through the suburbs, towards the wrecked core of the city. The relief of being reunited after months apart was marred by the sight of the ruins. Nuremberg had been virtually razed, first by heavy bombing and then – as the SS made a last stand against the advancing armies – by intense artillery fire. Though Harriet knew of the devastation, to travel through it was a different thing altogether. ‘I don’t think anyone who hasn’t seen it can imagine what it’s like,’ she wrote to her mother. ‘Street after street reduced to rubble, with clouds of dust over everything’ and the ‘smell of death … covering everything like a pall’.5 Many of the houses that remained had been cut in half. Bathtubs hung out of great gashes in the masonry. Some homes had no walls at all, revealing the families moving around within, their destitute lives on full view.

Within the remnants of the old city wall, the once picturesque historic centre was annihilated, ‘a heap of brick and dust’.6 Nuremberg was the city of toys, known as far back as the fifteenth century for its Docken dolls, and in another time it would have been a good place to source presents for relatives back home, but in the ruins of 1945 food was scarce enough, let alone toys. A few commodities were available through Allied outlets; there was ‘nothing at all, of course, in the German shops’.7

Harriet’s first impression was of unpeopled desolation. That was a typical experience for new arrivals in the city. ‘At first you’d think there was nobody there’, wrote Mary Burns, who worked at the IMT as a secretary, ‘and then you’d see maybe a little candle peeking out.’8 What life there was had been forced underground, deep into foundations, basements and craters. ‘It’s grim,’ wrote Harriet, ‘especially when you realise there are people living in cellars.’9 These hidden people, she would later discover, were mostly women and children. As the Nazi war machine entered its desperate final months and the supply of men over sixteen dwindled, it had begun to conscript younger and younger recruits, with children as young as twelve being enrolled in the Volkssturm (literally ‘people’s storm’) section of the German army and sent to perish on the collapsing front lines. While men dominated the judicial colony she was about to join, Nuremberg beyond the IMT bubble was overwhelmingly a city of women clinging to the bare essentials of life.

On arrival, at least, the Grand Hotel felt anything but grand. It stood just beyond the city walls, glowering across a traffic junction at the blackened neo-Baroque facade of the Hauptbahnhof. Bombing meant that in places the hotel ‘had no proper front’, and bags of chemically treated drinking water lay in the freezing corridors.10 Harriet and Dan’s room was on the fourth floor, in the hotel’s ‘guest house’ wing, accessible only along a corridor with tarpaulin for a wall. ‘As you can imagine this is very disagreeable on a cold night, since you are walking out of doors practically,’ she wrote to her mother.11 Though Nuremberg now formed a special administrative enclave allowing free access to all Allies, workers at the IMT remained subject to rules laid down by the American military governor of Bavaria, General George S. Patton, who had decided that if American soldiers could not have their wives by their side, neither could anyone else. For Harriet to work at the IMT, her marriage to Daniel would have to be hushed up. The kindly Captain Benitez who ran the Grand Hotel afforded them the luxury of cohabiting, but it would have to be done informally: while Daniel checked in as Lieutenant Margolies, Harriet did so as ‘Miss Zetterberg’, and she used the same name professionally at the courthouse. Living in sin was seen as preferable to breaking Patton’s regulation on spouses.

Though her position as a female lawyer taking up residence in the Grand Hotel was unusual, it was not unique. The lawyer hand-picked by the chief US prosecutor Justice Robert Jackson to work as his legal aide was also a woman, and also in residence there. A picture of Katherine Fite with Justice Jackson shows a studious face, her eyes vigilant on papers he is signing as he looks at the camera: their pose, seated close together at his desk, conveys how indispensable her assistance was. The appointment made the national press in America, with the New York Times running a piece entitled ‘Woman Joins Staff of War Crimes Group’. Fite also wrote home about conditions at the hotel, describing the corridors as ‘icy owing to gaping holes into the outdoors’.12 While the rooms themselves were well furnished, the beds were hard and uncomfortable. More worryingly, the locks on the doors turned out to have no keys. Harriet wrote in a letter that she would have been frightened if Daniel had not been there with her. Most other women in the building, including Katherine Fite, were lodging alone, and some took to barricading themselves in their rooms overnight by putting the heaviest piece of furniture against the door. Harriet heard about one woman who resorted to having herself locked in by a bellboy while she slept. ‘It seems to me that that would be almost worse than having an open door!’ she wrote to her family.13

Despite this, the ballroom and the bar had miraculously remained intact, and the hotel would soon become the heart of the international community that developed around the trial. A nightclub had been set up for dancing and shows (Harriet enjoyed one starring Mickey Rooney). There was a friseur where you could get your hair washed and curled for twenty cents, and a manicure for a further twenty. The food was ‘simply marvellous’ – hamburgers, fruit juice, pancakes, coffee, pastries, all ‘well prepared and beautifully served by German waiters who speak a smattering of English’. Against all odds, the freezing, insecure, bomb-damaged hotel would eventually offer Harriet ‘an oasis of light and gaiety’ within the ruined city.14

The couple had barely any time to celebrate their reunion. Less than twenty-four hours after her plane touched down, Harriet was at work. The Palace of Justice, where it was said the trial would begin in as little as a month, was hardly in a better state than the Grand Hotel. Prisoners of war were at work there daily under armed guard, repainting and reconstructing the parts that had been bomb damaged. In the American legal offices at the Palace of Justice, Harriet soon fell into the rhythm of twelve-hour working days, even at weekends; often, whether at the courthouse or back in her room at the hotel, she was up until two or three in the morning in front of her papers. 

It was a gruelling and challenging time. The back rooms and the offices at the Palace of Justice turned out to be barely more comfortable than the hotel’s icy corridors. It was her first time in a non-English-speaking country, and her first time in continental Europe. Work on the few documents available in London had given her some awareness of the terrors unleashed by the Nazi regime, but, now that she was in Nuremberg, not all evidence was on paper. Within weeks of arriving in the city, her work would move into the interrogation rooms, where she would come face to face with the Nazis she had previously only read about. 

‘A Road to Nuremberg’

Harriet would not have expected to find herself at the heart of global affairs in her mid-thirties. Her upbringing had been comfortable, and it had played out far from the centres of national political power. Valley City, in the agricultural belt of North Dakota, had just 5,000 inhabitants when she was born there in 1909, the second of two children. Her father Otto – who had made his money in lumber – died in 1915, leaving her mother, Mary, to raise their daughters alone.15 From a young age Harriet owned a baseball bat, a token of her insistence that she could play alongside the boys – and also, one presumes, win the game. A picture of her as a girl playing outdoors shows her defiantly hanging upside down, her dress held up by a young companion concerned to preserve her friend’s modesty. Harriet’s first job was as a high school teacher, but soon that began to feel limiting. In the opinion of Harriet’s daughter, it was ‘just too small. I think she wanted more out of life.’16

Further education seemed like a good ticket. She graduated magna cum laude from Carleton College, Minnesota, then studied law at the University of Wisconsin. The average female to male ratio on law courses at the time was one to nine.17 For the vastly outnumbered women, an extraordinary academic record was a baseline requirement of access to legal training, as was an iron determination. Her studies were a string of firsts: first woman to edit the Wisconsin Legal Review, first woman to win a Sterling Fellowship to spend a year at Yale Law School. The self-criticism that spurred her achievements could also blind her to them. Even while thriving at her studies, in an essay enacting a conversation with her seven-year-old self she reflected that ‘she who planned to do great things … despises the person I’ve grown into.’18

Emerging on the legal job market in her early thirties, Harriet declined an offer of a well-paid job at a New York law firm, determined instead to find a route into public service. With America having just entered the war, there were options for that. In the summer of 1942 she took a job as a lawyer for the State Department’s Board of Economic Warfare, which sought to aid the Allied war effort through trade, manufacture and resources. Her first task related to alternative supply lines of silk, now that sourcing the material from Japan would not be possible; soon she moved to rubber, focusing on possible sources and supply lines from Brazil and other parts of Latin America.19

Her boss on this new project was Daniel Margolies, a thirty-two-year-old Harvard-educated lawyer who had been in Washington for several years already. Initially mentioned in Harriet’s letters in a professional capacity, it was not long before Daniel began to feature more prominently. By November 1943 Harriet reported to her mother that Dan was ‘really a delightful person’, and that Washington without him (he had been sent away on a job) had ‘been a bit dull’.20 When Dan returned in December, Harriet wrote to her mother, ‘I’ve been having a wonderful time since Dan got back,’ telling her of the concerts and shows they had been to together. She and Daniel were also writing, and missing one another. ‘Clearly, I need a break,’ Harriet wrote to Dan in October 1943. ‘But you are not here … and I regard drinking Scotch without you with disfavor.’21

Daniel, like Harriet, was unmarried, though this was more unusual for a woman in her thirties than it was for a man in his. Their bond seems to have developed quickly and ran deep. Like many forged in wartime, it would be tested by long periods of separation. Shortly after they met, Daniel was conscripted. By the time he left Washington to join his unit in Oklahoma, he and Harriet were engaged. That same year he joined the wartime American intelligence agency, the Office of Strategic Services. Though most of his time would be spent on assignment in Europe, he was theoretically based in London. In 1944 Harriet took a post in economic warfare at the American Embassy in London, and in August that year the couple got married at the register office in Caxton Hall in Westminster. In a wedding photo Harriet and Dan stand on the pavement outside, Harriet in a dress and matching jacket. She wears a ruffled brooch on her lapel, with one leg angled a little askance in her court shoes as she turns laughingly towards Dan. 

The newlyweds set off for a honeymoon in Bournemouth. Harriet assiduously reported on the trip to her mother back in North Dakota, in letters addressed to ‘Mummy’ and signed off with ‘love, love, love’. Soon after getting back to London from the south coast, Daniel was away again to mainland Europe, with little prospect of being back in England anytime soon. The couple had not spent much time together before they were married, and their relationship developed, as it had done before, through passionate letters. In the summer of 1945 the war-damaged European postal infrastructure remained slow and unreliable, so even when the couple were writing to each other at full tilt, one of them could easily go three or four weeks without hearing anything from the other. When letters did come, they came in rushes and bursts – five here, nineteen there. ‘I almost swooned with rapture,’ Dan wrote on receiving the batch of nineteen, which he read over and over.22

When his letters arrived with Harriet in London, they came from unpredictable places: Luxembourg, the Netherlands, all over Germany. He visited the concentration camp at Buchenwald in April, sending reports that left Harriet thinking of the Germans as ‘utter beasts’. For the most part, though, he was quiet on the subject of what he witnessed on the Continent, and his upbeat letters focused on light anecdotes and future hopes, leaving Harriet ‘glowing like a small incandescent lamp’. She ‘always [felt] as if I can move mountains after I’ve seen you, or had a letter from you’. Her letters back to him emphasised the perks of legal-diplomatic life in a metropolitan city: lunch at the Savoy, drinks parties, cucumber sandwiches, weekend trips to the country. ‘What a plush life you embassy folks lead,’ wrote Daniel from somewhere in occupied Germany, which he had been racing around ‘like a blind mouse’ for the Office of Strategic Services.23

As spring 1945 turned to summer, the couple became increasingly impatient with their separation. ‘I am getting lonesome, and want something bigger than the picture I have in my wallet,’ wrote Daniel on 7 June. A new job opportunity had come up for him to work on the forthcoming International Military Tribunal in Nuremberg. ‘It is a strictly legal job, and it involves the theory of the case, evidence, and other such long forgotten concepts which twinkle invitingly before me.’ He would know soon enough whether he’d be given the job or not. ‘[W]hen I am, if I am, and they need really good lawyers, I might confide in them as to where they could find one who is really wizard, viz. you. My, my, what stuff dreams are made of. Just imagine you and me working as a team on this.’24 

Soon he began working his legal connections. 

I was shopping for a job for a young lady who is the best lawyer I know – she used to work for me in the B[oard of] E[conomic] W[arfare] on rubber and then went to England. Remember her? It seems they are hiring civilian lawyers like flies, but no civilian females – yet.25

It was not only the desire to be with her husband that drove Harriet’s interest in the upcoming trial. Victory in Japan Day had been jubilant – she had walked along an Oxford Street thronged with crowds – but it also brought into focus new threats. ‘The Atom Bomb frightens me … Unless we can manage somehow to avoid war in future, I think we’re done for.’26 Three weeks previously, on the night of the general election, ‘all us Socialists’ had sat around ‘gleefully listening to the Labour majority poll up’.27 As far as Harriet was concerned, a new Labour government was ‘the one hope that this country has of survival’.28 Harriet wanted to play her part in this movement of determination and optimism. She was drawn to Nuremberg not only in the hope of bringing Nazi perpetrators to justice but also because she believed the trial could lay the foundations of an international rule of law, one that would prevent further wars on the scale that had just been witnessed.

The best thing, they decided, would be for Harriet to seek any job with the Office of the US Chief of Counsel for War Crimes: sooner or later, such a job would surely offer ‘a road to Nürnberg’, where it seemed certain Daniel would eventually be sent from his current office in Paris.29 In an interview given decades later, Harriet remembered how she saw an opportunity and seized it. Francis Shea from the Department of Justice – the lawyer who had been Justice Jackson’s chief assistant in Washington – appeared at the US Embassy in London. ‘I hurried around and said to Mr Shea, look, you can always use a little more lawyer can’t you?’30 When it mattered, Harriet was not shy about putting herself forward for work she knew she could do well. 

Dan’s own move from Paris came sooner than they expected: ‘This morning as I was quietly minding my own business I did not expect to be in Nürnberg tonight,’ he wrote to Harriet on 14 August from new digs at the city’s Grand Hotel. Within a week he received the news he had hardly dared hope for: Harriet had been awarded a legal job in the US counsel’s office. Though it was in London to start with, he felt certain that she was ‘bound to be here soon’. ‘They are expecting about 50 civilian women, so why not you.’31 In his excitement he reached for Lewis Carroll’s poem ‘Jabberwocky’: ‘O frabjous day! Callooh! Callay!’

From the American Embassy in London, Harriet got down to work on developing American prosecution briefs. The first of the major war criminals she was assigned to was Albert Speer. The driving force behind the Nazi’s largest architectural projects, Speer had also served for three years as Reich minister for armaments and war production, a role that closely implicated him in systems of Nazi warfare, occupation and slave labour. And yet demonstrating these things in thoroughly evidenced legal terms using the materials available to her in London was a daunting task. ‘I’ve been reading background material until I’m dizzy,’ she wrote to Daniel a week after her job began. ‘I can sort of dimly see the outlines of the case as it should be built. But I can’t find the pieces to fit together.’32 

She began filling a notebook with materials on Speer ‘developed from various background studies’. In the absence of seized Nazi documents – which were being shipped to Nuremberg rather than London – she could sense the shape of Speer’s role in Nazi criminality, but not pin down the details. The case was ‘all design, no colour’. She couldn’t help thinking that someone else could have done ‘all I’ve done, and much more, in an hour or two’.33 In spite of having reached the heights of her profession in a few short years, in spite of the bursts of confidence that she could muster when she really needed to, Harriet still found imposter syndrome impossible to throw off.

For the purposes of her and Dan’s hopes of being reunited, the limitations of the documentation available in London was good news. Unless a stash of Nazi documents somehow appeared in England, Harriet would exhaust the possibilities of the London evidence and would ‘have to go to Nuremberg’. The desire to be sent from Mayfair to a devastated city in occupied Germany marked her out as an oddity within the office, where each of her colleagues was ‘digging his heels in and saying he wants to stay in London’.34 But by mid-September it was clear that the organisational drift was working in her favour. A mass movement of staff to Nuremberg was under way. ‘My orders are cut,’ she wrote to Dan, ‘and the best guess available here is that I will come to Nürnberg on the lift scheduled to leave London September 19.’35

In the end, she would be put on a plane three days earlier than that. Before departure, she was assigned the assimilated rank of captain, to Daniel’s second lieutenant. In Nuremberg, Harriet would technically be her husband’s senior.

Life in the Back Rooms

There is a photograph of fourteen women in a back room of the Palace of Justice, surrounded by a sea of paper.36 Only one of the women is seated, while the others stand around tables that hug the large room’s walls. Papers are stacked on chairs and scattered over the floor like a blanket of autumn leaves. Official photographs of Nuremberg, which focus on the courtroom, are populated overwhelmingly by men, but the photograph of this back room reminds us that women’s work at the trial remained much as it did elsewhere: under-credited and out of sight. Just as those who spent any time exploring the ruins of the city came to realise they were mostly populated by women, so those who ventured beyond the main courtroom and into the back offices of the trial would also be struck by the extent to which they were kept running by women: secretaries, stenographers, typists, translators, research analysts, interpreters and clerks. 

Paper-based work is usually thought of as cerebral, as work of the mind rather than the body, but at the scale and speed with which it took place in Nuremberg it became physically gruelling, taxing eyes and backs and arms. In her work assembling briefs for the prosecution, Harriet was reliant on an army of research analysts, secretaries and translators, all of whom played a part in pulling together the materials that would build their cases. There was a skill to this reliance – in the reference he wrote for her after the trial, Justice Jackson would praise Harriet’s ability to direct the work of the research analysts who pored over the documents arriving in Nuremberg by the truckload. Sifting and reading had to be done quickly, under the dim glow of twenty-watt light bulbs, and often – as winter approached – in the cold. Even after the papers had been sifted by translators and analysts, vast quantities remained for Harriet’s own attention and legal discernment. Much of the content was harrowing. Swathes of it were dull or irrelevant. When even the smallest detail might be crucial, nothing could be assumed. A momentary lapse of attention could make the difference between the success or failure of a case.

It was not only the volume of documentation that was a problem – the equipment being used added to the burden. The mimeographs and photostats at the Palace of Justice were unreliable, and many of the typewriters commandeered by the IMT were antiquated. Harriet’s typed letters sometimes stop abruptly as she switches to handwriting, complaining how impossible the machine is. Twenty-five carbon copies of every document were required to ensure that all the legal teams had what they needed. In total, 16,793 pages of transcript and 4,600 documents were introduced as evidence during the trial.37 That was an astonishing quantity, but only a fraction of what had been sifted through in the back rooms of the courthouse. The aim, for Harriet, was the production of prosecutorial briefs that drew together key evidence against indicted individuals. The briefs were highly distilled, the evidence of thousands of pages condensed into twenty or thirty typewritten sheets. It was a superhuman exercise in selectivity. 

From London, Albert Speer had consumed most of Harriet’s time, but once she reached Nuremberg it was Hans Frank who would come to dominate her thoughts. During his long appointment as governor general of occupied Poland, Frank and his family had enjoyed a decadent lifestyle: a home in Wawel Castle; a chauffeured Mercedes; furs for social climber wife Brigitte, the self-styled ‘Queen of Poland’. Meanwhile, Frank had terrorised the civilian population, overseen systems of slavery and starvation, and participated influentially in the mass murder of the Jews. He was, as Harriet put it to her mother, ‘a pretty frightful character’. Such crimes as he had committed were ‘too vast ever to condense into a trial brief’, and in trying to assemble that document Harriet had to remind herself that ‘what is said in Nuremberg can only be illustrative. The terror and tragedy of Nazi oppression is beyond imagination and certainly beyond the powers of anyone here to adequately describe.’38

Mercifully for Harriet, description was not her task. Instead, she had to assemble a chain of proof linking Hans Frank personally to the charges brought against him. In assembling that proof, she faced many challenges: gaps in official correspondence and documentation meant that chains of cause and effect could not always be traced from start to finish, and there had been many jurisdictional disputes between Frank and Heinrich Himmler that the defence would surely seek to exploit in order to offload Frank’s crimes on to the dead leader of the SS. In anticipation of such difficulties, Harriet began looking into papers that might offer other routes to proving culpability. She consulted articles Frank had written for the Journal of the Academy of German Law, speeches he had made to organisations like the Reich Group of University Professors and the National Socialist Jurists’ League, as well as minutes of meetings he had addressed and transcripts of radio broadcasts he had made – anything that would allow her to use Frank’s own words against him.

Being in Nuremberg brought access to a new tranche of documents but it also meant access to the indicted Nazis themselves. Frequently through September and October, Harriet visited the jail at the back of the Palace of Justice, to sit in on interrogations of the accused – gruelling and meticulous interviews that lasted for hours and generated reams of further testimony that could be used in the cases. By 3 November 1945 Harriet had been present at the interrogations of six of the twenty-four defendants. If she was horrified by what she was learning, she nonetheless managed to keep a cool head, making keen observations that she recorded in letters to her mother. Hjalmar Schacht, banker, economist and Nazi minister of economics, she described as exemplifying the archetype of the cold, calculating official: ‘a chilly old gentleman, very correct, very quick to foresee where a line of questioning will land’. Göring had a robust, bluff charm and a good sense of humour: ‘a very instructive illustration of how a completely bad person can nevertheless be charming’.39 Fritz Sauckel, who had been tasked with the enforcement of the Reich’s forced labour programme, seemed shrunken by defeat. Papen was surprisingly clever: ‘I had always thought he must be a very stupid fellow, what with the way he was always leaving briefcases in taxicabs with important documents but not at all.’40 The interrogations constantly informed Harriet’s work in the document rooms, and vice versa, the answers arising in one guiding the questions asked in the other.

With the interrogations and the vast drifts of documents, it is no surprise that by late November the legal work was wearing Harriet’s nerves down. ‘This last two weeks has been something,’ she wrote to her mother. ‘A madhouse. I have felt as if I were going round in circles. There’s a tremendous amount of detail, as you can imagine, and when you’re trying to concentrate on your small section of the brief, and keep details in mind at the same time, it all gets very confused.’41 Circumstances did not ease the confusion. The Grand Hotel, which had been relatively quiet on her arrival in mid-September, was filling up rapidly with ‘Russians, French, British, Americans, and various other nationalities’; there were few places not disturbed by ongoing reconstruction work; nowhere in the city seemed truly sealed against the ubiquitous dust of the bomb sites, which ‘arises from the rubble whenever a wind stirs’.42

Though Harriet reported such challenges in detail to her mother, the letters never give the impression that she wanted to be anywhere other than Nuremberg. Barely ten years earlier, she had been working as a high school teacher, wishing for a bigger life elsewhere. Whatever other challenges she faced, she had fulfilled that wish in a spectacular manner. As she put it to her mother, after sitting in on one interrogation at the jail: ‘One gets a sense of listening to history in the making.’43 

On the morning of 20 November, Harriet again travelled to the Palace of Justice, this time not to bury herself in legal back rooms but to visit Courtroom 600 itself: the indictments were about to be read, and the trial begin. Over the coming year attention to the trial would ebb and flow, but on that day it was total, and the recollection of one IMT research analyst undoubtedly held true: ‘There was no place in the world at that time but Nuremberg,’ remembered Jane Lester in an interview in 1996. ‘Washington was watching Nuremberg. England was watching Nuremberg. There was no Paris, no Italy, they were pulling up from the war, and everybody who was anybody or who wasn’t anybody was watching or in Nuremberg, or coming to visit Nuremberg, or writing about Nuremberg.’44

All Rise

While Harriet was busy working on the prosecution briefs, Courtroom 600 had undergone a transformation. Built to hear local cases, it was much too small to stage a trial which – as one German newspaper put it – had ‘no equal in the history of mankind’.45 One wall of the ‘dark, solemn and old-fashioned courtroom’ had therefore been ripped out, and galleries built in the adjoining room for press and spectators. The remainder had, Harriet wrote, been ‘arranged in a most unorthodox fashion’.46 The judges sat at front right. Facing them were the lawyers for the defence, behind them the defendants, and behind them a line of khaki-clad Military Police, known as Snowdrops on account of their striking white helmets, standing very stiffly to attention. Counsel for the prosecution sat at four tables at right angles to the judges.

Along the front of the courtroom were two interpreters’ benches with their backs to the front wall and enclosed within a glass screen for sound protection – an arrangement that rapidly earned the box its nickname, the ‘fishtank’. Previously, interpretation had always happened consecutively, so at the point where a speaker paused, their interpreter (prized for their memory as well as linguistic skill) would translate whatever had just been said, sometimes recalling long passages of speech before handing back to the speaker. At the IMT and the Subsequent Nuremberg Trials there was no time for that: speech would be interpreted simultaneously by fishtank-bound linguists, who, at the same time as they listened to what was being said, spoke a translation into microphones on the desk in front of them. ‘Each member of the Tribunal is equipped with earphones,’ explained Harriet to her mother, ‘as is everyone in the courtroom.’47 Wired to the table, to the seat in front or to the listener’s own seat, the headphones offered each person in the courtroom a choice of five channels: channel 1 relayed verbatim proceedings while 2 gave the live interpretation in English, 3 in Russian, 4 in French or 5 in German. The court sat with headphones clamped to their ears, listening to witnesses and judges and counsels as they were being dubbed live from the booth in the corner. 

The system was without precedent. Though the technology for it had been developed by IBM for business conferences in the 1930s, war had delayed its use, and the equipment now installed in Courtroom 600 had languished in a warehouse in Rio de Janeiro for years before being shipped across the Atlantic. On the witness stand were two light bulbs, which could be operated from the fishtank when the interpreters were being stretched: if the yellow one came on, the speaker had to slow down; if the red one illuminated, they were meant to stop entirely until the interpreters caught up with them, and then turned it off again. To observers and participants at the trial, the odd wiring, the bulbs, the headphones and the constant murmur of simultaneous translation from the booth in the corner were all deeply unfamiliar. ‘As you can imagine, it looks assez bizzare,’ wrote Harriet to her mother. ‘Out of this world, really.’48

Along one side of the courtroom a series of windows were shuttered by heavy bottle-green curtains which were drawn before the proceedings commenced to stop any daylight coming in. Instead the room was illuminated – and heated – by light from carbon lamps that would allow for filming. Sitting in the glare of the cinematic illumination, some of the defendants took to wearing sunglasses in the dock. It was the first time many had been seen in public since their capture, and the opening of the trial was preceded by half an hour of clattering shutters, as press photographers got their shots of the defendants.49

To Erika Mann, who had arrived in Nuremberg several weeks before the trial, just to sit in the journalists’ enclosure at the back of the court and see the men in the dock – as she did on 20 November – had a ‘tremendous impact’. More than any other living person, the men gathered in the dock were, she wrote, ‘responsible for the unprecedented catastrophe that has descended over the whole of the globe’. To see them ‘sat so inconspicuously, pressed together, was an extremely strange thing’.50

The chief prosecutors read out the indictments against twenty-four Nazi officials and six criminal organisations. The chief prosecutors were US Supreme Court Justice Robert Jackson, Procurator-General of the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic Roman A. Rudenko, Attorney General Sir Hartley Shawcross and Attorney General François de Menthon. Only twenty-one of the twenty-four men who had been indicted were in court: Robert Ley, who was head of the German Labour Front, had committed suicide; Gustav Krupp, whose company had produced U-boats, battleships, tanks and guns for the Nazis, was in poor health; and Martin Bormann, who had been Hitler’s private secretary and leader of the Chancellery, was missing and would be tried in absentia.

Four counts were read, the prosecutors taking turns. In describing the fate of Jews and others under Nazi rule, the third count used the novel term ‘genocide’, coined by the Polish legal scholar Raphael Lemkin. Though the word’s appearance in a legal document was significant, it was used as a descriptive term rather than as a charge in itself, and it would fade from attention during the trial, except briefly at the end when it was spoken in court as part of the closing statements of the French prosecution team. Two other new legal terms, ‘crimes against peace’ and ‘crimes against humanity’, featured in the charges themselves. The first had been devised by the Soviet lawyer Aron Trainin, who in a 1943 book had argued that Nazis should be tried not only for what they did but for the crime of instigating war in the first place.51 The second, though it had various precedents, had been theorised and championed by Hersch Lauterpacht, who had been the driving force behind its insertion into the London Charter. Introduced to the court in a speech by the Soviet prosecutor Rudenko, it would be inscribed by the ensuing trial in the foundations of international law.

The proceedings had now begun – though even up to the day before no one was completely sure they would. French and Russian delegations had asked for the trial to be postponed but had been persuaded to drop their request, while a defence counsel motion to cancel the entire trial had been refused. Instead, that morning at around 9 a.m. the defendants were led from their cells through a maze of corridors to a small lift that took them to the courtroom and directly to the dock. As they filed in and took their places, the judges had yet to enter. Almost an hour later, at 10 a.m. – or rather 10.03 according to a very precise report in the now renowned German newspaper Süddeutsche Zeitung, whose first issue had only appeared the previous month – the court clerk announced that ‘the Tribunal will now enter’. Each prosecuting country sent one judge and one alternate. The two Soviet judges wore military uniforms while the other six donned judicial black gowns.

Though Harriet’s face is not visible in the grainy photographs taken on that first day, she was very much there, as were other women, many of them part of the press corps getting their first view of these infamous men. The sharp-witted columnist Janet Flanner, reporting on the opening of the trial for the New Yorker, said that some of the journalists looked across at the defendants with ‘mother-of-pearl opera glasses or with black army binoculars … in an attempt to discover enlarged signs of shame, alarm, or guilt on their features’.52 Another American, Marguerite Higgins, reporting for the New York Herald Tribune, thought that some of the defendants seemed ‘to be actually jovial at times’ – Göring even signed an autograph for a seaman from Brooklyn, who had asked for it ‘as a bet’.53 The lawyer Katherine Fite agreed: Göring, in a light grey uniform, was ‘putting on a very debonair act’.54 The only ‘exclusive, morbid defendant’ was the Nazi minister of economics Schacht, ‘an elderly, white-haired man with a downward-turning mouth’, and by mid-morning even he was ‘giving a great guffaw’ to some comment made by his neighbour and ministerial successor, Walther Funk, president of the Reichsbank.55 

The defendants had all heard the indictment before, as it had been delivered to them in Berlin the previous month. Perhaps this was why so many were not as focused on the proceedings as those hearing it for the first time, notably the press. Harriet had been buried in documentary evidence and legal briefs and was exhausted. Still, she was proud of her work and in the letter to her mother that day enclosed the title page of a brief that she had been working on, promising to send the rest when it was declassified. ‘I wrote only five pages of it,’ she told her, ‘and a few other paragraphs, but my colleagues decided that my name should appear first on account of I’m a girl.’56 It was, she thought, ‘very sweet of them’.57 Harriet’s gender made her exceptional, something her male colleagues felt was deserving of little acts of chivalry. Over the course of her time at the IMT she would become impatient with this attitude, which, rather than accept the quality of her work, patronised her as a ‘woman lawyer’.

Years later, when Dan and Harriet spoke about their experiences at the IMT, he suggested one feature that made Harriet’s briefs superlative. ‘Harriet’s one of the few people in the legal profession that can write,’ he explained.58 At the time of the trial itself, Harriet worked hard, seemingly without the expectation that her work would be recognised. But when she did receive crumbs of recognition, as in the case she recounts to her mother, she was delighted. That she noted such moments with such detailed attention says as much about how rare they were as it does about her excellence.

The division of labour at Nuremberg was never too rigid, and between painstaking legal work she and Dan were sometimes called upon to undertake more active and adventurous tasks. On 18 December, as the court’s Christmas recess approached, the couple found themselves in a beaten-up army car with a driver and a Czech translator, heading to Czechoslovakia to find a man called Dr Franz Blaha, ‘who was at Dachau and may be used as a witness’.59 Dr Blaha subsequently became the first inmate of a concentration camp to testify. His affidavit was read in the courtroom on 11 January 1946 and shone light on the medical experiments conducted on healthy inmates at Dachau. Blaha testified that after refusing to conduct twenty such stomach operations he was sent to the autopsy room, where he directed 12,000 autopsies.60 

Though their mission related to grim testimony, and the journey in a vehicle with no working windscreen wipers, door handles or boot was presumably a challenge, any chance to escape the oppressive and monotonous atmosphere of Nuremberg was welcome. Freed from the daily grind of legal work, Dan and Harriet could simply be a newly married couple. They drove the ‘lovely drive’ through Bayreuth and Karlsbad, reaching Prague at six in the evening. The Soviet army had left the city at the very start of the month, and Harriet was pleased to ‘be back in a civilian world’.61 

Locating Blaha would require some assistance. Via the UK Foreign Office, Harriet and Dan were put in touch with the Political Prisoners’ League, made up of those who had been held in the camps. Once Blaha had been tracked down and an appointment to meet him made, there was time for some sociability and sightseeing, all of which Harriet reported on diligently to her mother. The couple had dinner with the league’s legal advisor, Pilsen’s chief war crimes prosecutor, and a ‘delightful Czech General’. They saw the ‘simply magnificent’ Moscow Ballet at the State Opera, where they sat in a box and took in a ‘good, but not great’ modern Czech opera. On Christmas Day, after a short drive to Zdíkov with the league’s legal advisor and his wife again, they dined at an inn and enjoyed ‘a very gay Christmas party afterwards with a Christmas tree, and games, and singing of carols’.62 

Over the coming months the couple would be dispatched on several further trips across the war-torn Continent.63 In letters home Harriet reported on the trips for their tourist value: at Paris in the spring, they visited the Comédie-Française, Fontainebleau and the completed Sacré Cœur, which had still been under construction when Harriet’s mother and father visited Paris more than forty years before.64 But really such missions across Europe were far from being recreational. During the months of the trial, gathering evidence did not simply mean selecting it from prearranged papers; it involved venturing out into the mess and trauma of war-torn Europe, seeking people and documents. 

Though much of that seeking was done in a rigorous and informed way, some arose from chance and good luck. Two months before the trial began, Harriet’s colleague Katherine Fite had visited the Reich Chancellery in Berlin. ‘Got rooting around in the debris and discovered personal letters and office notes etc.,’ she wrote. ‘Why, I said, a historian would go crazy. I had at first started looking for souvenirs – printed documents etc. I quickly discarded that for original documents in the rubbish.’ She turned up written notes, letters and the index to some further files. ‘I shall have them translated in the morning,’ wrote Fite.65

‘Crime by Crime’

For Harriet, the most important of these documentary discoveries had taken place in May 1945 when the 7th US Army arrived at an estate in Neuhaus, near Schliersee in Bavaria, where the Frank family had retreated as the Red Army advanced through Poland. In a chalet on the estate where Hans Frank kept an office, they found a voluminous diary detailing his activities and thoughts as governor general of occupied Poland. Having been processed at an army document centre in Heidelberg, the diary reached Nuremberg on 20 September 1945, just three days after Harriet. ‘I’ve been stringing together passages from the diary to prove that he advocated and supported all the criminal policies of his administration,’ Harriet wrote to her mother while in the thick of work for the case. ‘You might say he dug his own grave with his fountain pen.’ The brief she assembled had Frank both as subject and primary source.

On the morning of 9 January, Harriet dashed off a letter to her mother from the Palace of Justice, reporting that ‘in another hour or so’ William Baldwin would pick up ‘the presentation of oral evidence’ against Frank.66 Though she would accompany Baldwin into the courtroom to present the case, Harriet’s only role would be ‘to hand him USA exhibit numbers as he introduces various documents into evidence’.67 Nevertheless, she was ‘feeling as if the whole thing depended on me’. There was a perfectly good reason for that: for months now it had done. In a surviving typescript of the brief, Baldwin’s name features at the top of each page, yet the page numbers themselves are handwritten: it is Harriet’s own hand, a trace of authorship squeezed into the margins.

Though the court would indeed turn to the Frank case that day, in the end it was only on a technical point. Dr Alfred Seidl, Frank’s defence lawyer, had received Harriet’s trial brief on Frank, as well as an accompanying source book, but only hours before they were presented in court, and he had been given copies in English. It was beyond the means of the defence, he said, to work through a foreign-language document in the space of a few hours. Other defence lawyers joined Seidl’s protest, saying that they had struggled since November with similar situations. The discussion grew outwards to questions about the provision of translators, the right of defence to certain kinds of evidence and the availability of translated shorthand notes from the courtroom. At a glance, it was a typical piece of procedural wrangling of the sort that cropped up frequently in Courtroom 600, boring journalists, exasperating lawyers and provoking waspish responses from Sir Geoffrey Lawrence, the lead British judge, who had been elected president of the tribunal by his peers. But on closer reflection, the circuitous discussion raised an important question: why, if this problem had been long noted among the defence lawyers, had it finally become a matter of protest that morning?

The answer was hinted at by Dr Seidl during his initial protest to the President of the Court. The regulations set out in the Charter of the Tribunal, said Dr Seidl, specified that the indictment would include ‘full particulars specifying in detail the charges against the defendant’, and that ‘a copy of the Indictment, and of all the documents lodged with the Indictment, translated into a language which he understands, shall be furnished to the defendant at a reasonable time before the Trial.’68 The document described as a trial brief by the American prosecutors, said Seidl, was ‘in reality what I should call the indictment against Frank, because here in this document of thirty pages for the first time those individual activities of Frank are listed which are to be regarded as criminal actions. At least one ought to say that this document is an essential part of the Indictment.’69

Dr Seidl’s argument for the trial brief in fact being ‘part of the Indictment’ did not really stack up. The indictment specified the charges relevant to each person and organisation being tried, not every alleged act or omission that might make the accused guilty of those charges. The course of the subsequent courtroom discussion contained an implicit admission that Seidl’s initial claim was not viable, with the focus rapidly shifting to more prosaic matters of how and when the defence lawyers could access translators. But the fact that such an argument had seemed to Dr Seidl worth attempting in the first place must surely have piqued the curiosity of the court. Whatever was in the Frank brief was clearly substantial, and had rattled the defence. The next day the tribunal would learn why.

‘May it please your honour,’ Baldwin began on 10 January, ‘we now wish to deal with the individual responsibility of Defendant Frank.’ Before he began presenting the case, there was something else to say: ‘I must acknowledge my indebtedness to Miss Harriet Zetterberg, of our legal staff, and to Dr Piotrowski, of the Polish Delegation.’70 That a figure from the Polish delegation had a particular interest in the Frank case was natural, given that occupied Poland was the site of Frank’s greatest crimes. But to those gathered in Courtroom 600, to hear a woman being credited for legal work was a point of interest: several reporters took note.

Though the case Harriet had assembled drew on a variety of Frank’s speeches, letters, broadcasts and other utterances, his diaries were at its centre. In them, Frank revealed ambitions and intentions of his work as governor general, an active desire to conform with demands for slavery and slaughter within the territory he ruled, and pride at his achievements in matters including starvation, execution and collective punishment. The diary was a chronicle, explained Baldwin, ‘of each day’s business, hour by hour, appointment by appointment, conference by conference, speech by speech, and – in truth we believe – crime by crime.’ On top of the diary, Harriet had built a second element into the case in order to ensure it was watertight. Also using Frank’s own words – from letters, lectures and the minutes of meetings – she had assembled an analysis demonstrating the scale of Frank’s responsibility and power in occupied Poland. With this analysis in place, the diary could not be dismissed as the delusional internal chatter of a man who imagined he had more power than he did. Frank, Harriet intended to show, was as guilty as he was powerful.71

Harriet sat beside Baldwin, listening to her case as it unfolded and passing exhibit numbers by which the documents quoted would be entered into the record as official evidence. Through that undemanding practical task, she retraced the case that she had so carefully constructed over previous months. USA-173: the transcript of a meeting in which Frank made clear that there was ‘no authority here in the Government General which is higher as to rank, stronger in influence, and of greater authority than that of the Government General’, insisting that even the SS were politically subservient to him within the context of Poland. USA-297: a document in which Frank expounded on the mission Hitler had assigned him in his role as governor general of Poland, and vowed that ‘the Poles shall be the slaves of the Greater German world empire’. USA-609: a letter in which Frank stated that once the war was won and the need for slave labour had expired, ‘mincemeat can be made of the Poles and Ukrainians and all others who run around here’.72 USA-281: a diary entry in which Frank opined that a programme of starvation rations that effectively sentenced 1,200,000 Jews to death ‘should be noted only marginally’.73

Other pieces of evidence attested to his reflections on the elimination of ‘Jews and lice’, his enthusiasm for the violent eastward imperial expansion that was underpinned in Nazi ideology by the idea that the nation was entitled to Lebensraum (‘living space’), and his belief that government should not waver or hesitate in using bloodshed to achieve its aims. Little had to be added to such evidence, said Baldwin, except to ‘tabulate the results’ in occupied Poland. Within a period of four years 3,400,000 people ‘had been annihilated pursuant to an official policy and for no crime, but only because of having been born a Jew’.74

Fittingly for a case that relied on a diligent use of source material, the presentation closed not with a plea or persuasive lawyerly analysis but with a simple diary entry that did the work of both. In January 1943 Frank had reproduced in his diary part of an address given to colleagues in the Polish Government General. ‘Hitler’, Frank had told his colleagues, ‘could help them only as a kind of “administrative pill box.”’75 Really, in order to achieve what they wanted to achieve, they had to depend on their energy and initiative. ‘We must remember that we who are gathered together here figure on Mr Roosevelt’s list of war criminals. I have the honour of being Number One. We have, so to speak, become accomplices in the world historic sense.’76

‘The Rising Tide of Feminism’

For all Harriet’s letters to her mother, there seems to have been a shortage of replies. She repeatedly asked if the ‘fancy pears’ she had ordered for her mother had arrived, and whether she had received the photo of Harriet and made copies to send to the wider family as requested. Either because of secrecy requirements or because she thought it is what would appeal to her family in America, her letters focused less on work than they did on outings, entertainments and local colour. She reported on visits to the opera house and weekend trips with Dan to ruined Bavarian towns, on a performance of Gershwin’s Rhapsody in Blue and on an evening at the French Club at Zirndorff – the French delegation’s equivalent of the Grand Hotel.

In January 1946, as Harriet’s work on the Frank case came to a head, her reports became less anecdotal and more work-oriented. She promised to send a copy of the brief she had written as soon as it became ‘public property’, and expressed her belief that ‘what we are trying to accomplish is very important’, the ‘first really important step in outlawing war’.77 But none of it seemed to elicit much of a response. The mail was erratic, she knew, yet her frustration was starting to show. By the end of February she had not received a letter in two months. On receiving two from her mother at the same time at the beginning of March she was delighted, though honest enough to tell her that she had been hurt that ‘no one from my own family has written to say they think I’m doing a good job, or that they are proud of me.’78

The affirmation she so craved from her family came instead, albeit patchily and sometimes in forms she resented, from a handful of news outlets. Even though she did not address the courtroom, the mention of her name by Colonel Baldwin had ensured that her contribution to the Frank case did not escape the attention of reporters. After her mother missed a CBS news broadcast by Howard Kingsbury Smith in late January, and a transcript Harriet had tried to arrange failed to reach America, she reproduced the key passage for her mother in a letter. In the broadcast, Smith noted that there were 300 women working in Nuremberg in various posts – lawyers, linguists, journalists, and even a female Military Police officer. His tone was alarmed though likely tongue-in-cheek, warning male listeners of the ‘spectre of Feminism’ in Nuremberg, where ‘[t]here is no nook or cranny that is safe from them. No position of authority over which their shadow does not hover.’ In fact, his admiration for Harriet shines through:

The rising tide of feminism has overflowed into the intellectual jobs. The other day the prosecution closed its case against Hans Frank, the Nazi proconsul of Poland. So airtight was the case that Frank sent a note to a Polish reporter – a woman, by the way – saying he didn’t consider he had a chance any longer.

Now there are probably no more than a dozen people in America or in Nuremberg who know that that case was prepared by a woman barely thirty years of age. Her name is Harriet Zetterberg …79

Harriet enjoyed the line about the ‘airtight’ case – ‘I thought that was rather nice!’ – and does not seem to have minded that Smith knocked six years off her age (she was thirty-six).80 And yet her need for praise did not mean she received all forms of coverage uncritically, especially when it came to her position as a woman in Nuremberg. When one report commented on her contribution to the Frank case only as a novelty on account of her gender, rather than as a legal story in itself, she wrote that it ‘discourages me a bit because it’s only because I’m a girl, which is strictly unprofessional!’81

With time, Harriet was able to see clearly and without a need for validation from family or newspaper reporters that her contributions to the Nuremberg prosecutions had been of historic importance. In an interview recorded with the historians Ann and John Tusa in the 1980s, she explained that her work had been essential in showing that Hans Frank was personally guilty of the crimes in the indictment. In the case of Albert Speer, she was able with some certainty to attribute his conviction to the pages she had contributed to a prosecution brief, demonstrating his involvement in Nazi ‘extermination-through-labour’ programmes. ‘Speer got twenty years and I’m convinced it was only the bit I wrote,’ she told the Tusas. It was Speer, as Reich minister of armaments and war production
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Dear Reader,

We’d love your attention for one more page to tell you about the crisis in children’s reading, and what we can all do.

Studies have shown that reading for fun is the single biggest predictor of a child’s future life chances – more than family circumstance, parents’ educational background or income. It improves academic results, mental health, wealth, communication skills, ambition and happiness.1

The number of children reading for fun is in rapid decline. Young people have a lot of competition for their time. In 2024, 1 in 10 children and young people in the UK aged 5 to 18 did not own a single book at home.2

Hachette works extensively with schools, libraries and literacy charities, but here are some ways we can all raise more readers:


• Reading to  children for just 10 minutes a day makes a difference

• Don’t give up if children aren’t regular readers – there will be books for them!

• Visit bookshops and libraries to get recommendations

• Encourage them to listen to audiobooks

• Support school libraries

• Give books as gifts



There’s a lot more information about how to encourage children to read on our website: www.RaisingReaders.co.uk

Thank you for reading.

[image: Hachette UK logo]



1 OECD, ‘21st-Century Readers: Developing Literacy Skills in a Digital World’, 2021, https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/21st-century-readers_a83d84cb-en.html

2 National Literacy Trust, ‘Book Ownership in 2024’, November 2024, https://literacytrust.org.uk/research-services/research-reports/book-ownership-in-2024
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