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			COURAGE IS BEING

			SCARED TO DEATH…AND

			SADDLING UP ANYWAY.

			—John Wayne
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			PROLOGUE

			BOMBARDMENT

			VIENNA, AUSTRIA,

			SEPTEMBER 10, 1944

			A shrill air raid signal pierced the quiet of the cobblestoned Michaelerplatz, a plaza in the heart of central Vienna. A moment later, the grand baroque edifices ringing the square shuddered in violent reverberation. Vienna was under siege. On the grounds of the Hofburg Palace, tucked away from view in the ornate stables that once belonged to an emperor, thirty-three majestic white stallions startled, pawing and rearing, their eyes white-rimmed with fear.

			Peering out of a box stall, one eight-year-old Lipizzaner stood perfectly still, his white coat glowing in the stable’s dim light. His ears pricked forward as he tried to pick out the soft tread of his master’s footsteps through the sound of airplanes roaring overhead. Next to his stall, on a small black slate, his name, Neapolitano Africa, and his birthdate, 1935, were neatly stenciled in white paint. A moment later, a slim middle-aged gentleman rushed to Africa’s side, whispering a word of reassurance, then placing a warm hand on the stallion’s shoulder. Alois Podhajsky was utterly concentrated on a single goal—to keep his stallions safe. With a deft motion, Podhajsky slipped the polished leather halter from its peg next to the stall. The stallion lowered his head and placed his speckled muzzle through the leather noseband, helping to make the task easier. His eyes seemed to say, “I know what’s going on here. Let me help.”

			By now the entire stable, with its marble water basins and neatly hung tack, its wide aisles and airy stalls, was a hive of activity: Grooms in gray uniforms quickly haltered some of the stallions while riders, in their buckskin britches and jackets, took charge of others. Around them, bits of plaster broke free and a powdery residue sifted down like snow.

			In single file, the horses and men crossed a large courtyard, passed through heavy iron-studded wooden doors, and then clattered across a city street, now deserted. The horses filed through a second set of doors and into a sheltered hallway. The stallions had calmed and didn’t shy or balk even as the loud booms and crashes almost drowned out the ringing of their iron shoes on the cobblestones. The last to enter the shelter of the hallway was Alois Podhajsky, Olympic bronze medal winner and director of the Spanish Riding School of Vienna. The enormous wooden doors swung shut behind them; here, the thick walls muffled the sounds a little bit. For the first moment since hearing the air raid signal, Podhajsky took a deep breath. He reached into the leather pouch at his hip, extracted a sugar lump, and offered it to Africa, feeling the tickle of the horse’s whiskers as he lipped it up from Podhajsky’s bare palm. Horse and man were clearly intimate and seemed to converse without words, the man promising protection and the horse evidently comforted by his silent reassurance.

			The Spanish Riding School of Vienna was one of Austria’s most beloved institutions. Named for the Spanish provenance of the original horses, the school famously showcased the finest specimens of the equine species’ most rarefied breed: the royal Lipizzaner. As priceless as any of the masterpieces that hung in Vienna’s museums, from their snow-white coats to their large aristocratic heads and deep brown eyes, the horses were unlike any others in the world.

			The horses and masters huddled here were at the center of a maelstrom. Around them, war raged in all directions. These royal horses had escaped danger on numerous previous occasions, fleeing for their lives and safety from the armies of Napoleon and again during the Great War. Each time they had been able to find safe haven. But now, in the all-out war of air and ground that was engulfing Europe, where could they go? No obvious path to safety lay before them.

			A loud boom ripped through the building. Next came a deafening thud; glass shattered high above them. A cacophony of terrified neighs tore through the dust-choked air. Podhajsky and Africa turned to look at each other. Podhajsky gripped the sturdy lead rope, held his breath, and waited.

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			The Europeans

			Equestrian art, perhaps more than any other,

			is closely related to the wisdom of life.

			—ALOIS PODHAJSKY
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						ALOIS PODHAJSKY INSTRUCTS HIS RIDERS AT THE SPANISH RIDING SCHOOL IN VIENNA.

					

				

			

		

	
		
			EIGHT YEARS EARLIER

			1.

			AN UNLIKELY OLYMPIAN

			BERLIN, GERMANY, 1936

			Alois Podhajsky wore the cares of the world on his narrow, melancholy face. His gaze was like a poet’s, directed inward. His oeuvre was the art of classical dressage. His verses danced on four legs. Podhajsky looked as if he’d been born to sit astride a horse. His long straight torso had no awkward angles, no rounded curves, nothing to detract from its elegant lines. But to look at the Austrian officer’s forlorn expression was to understand that within, he carried a shadow. In 1918, after being severely wounded in the neck while serving in the trenches in Flanders, he had suffered from shell shock. His love for horses had brought him slowly back, but the deep stillness of a defeated warrior never left him.

			On June 12, 1936, Alois Podhajsky sat astride his mount, Nero, ready to enter the rectangular dressage arena that had been set out with meticulous precision on May Field, a twenty-eight-acre lawn just to the east of the Olympic stadium; it was the site of the Olympic competition in equestrian dressage. The fact that this pair was competing here, in the eleventh Olympic Games, against the top equestrian contenders from around the world, was unlikely indeed. Nero, a gangly brown Thoroughbred, had been bred to race, but having proven slow, he had been cast off for use as an army cavalry mount. The gelding had shown equally little talent as a soldier’s charger, and the army had nearly sold him off before Podhajsky decided that the horse showed potential and saved him from the auction block. Podhajsky too was an almost-reject, kicked out of Austria’s prestigious cavalry officer training school after a back injury made him unable to bend at the waist, forcing him to abandon his first love—jumping. Unwilling to give up his passion, he kept riding even though he had to be lifted onto his horse. He would never forget the day in 1928, during a cavalry school lesson, when his riding instructor scrutinized Podhajsky’s stiff form in the saddle and said, “You’re finished.” But Podhajsky had pressed on, working with his reject mount, dedicating his energy to the art of dressage. Just three years later, Podhajsky had received the Austrian cavalry’s highest honor: In 1931, he was sent to study for two years at the world’s oldest academy of classical riding, the Spanish Riding School. The instruction he received in the classical art of horsemanship was as much a spiritual education as a physical one. Students neither entered their horses in competitions nor vied for any medals. They pursued perfection as an end unto itself. Podhajsky’s love for horses, for riding, for life, had been restored. Five years after being expelled from the cavalry school, Podhajsky was representing his country at the Olympics. While Nero was neither flashy nor handsome, the gelding was willing and cooperative, and after several years of training, they had risen to the top of the sport: Today, they entered the arena as favorites.

			Although Podhajsky believed that the Austrian tradition of riding was without peer, he knew that many found his country’s traditions backward-looking. One of Podhajsky’s teammates was the oldest competitor at the entire Games, born way back in 1864. Podhajsky’s own love of Austria’s equestrian traditions had started during his boyhood, and at eighteen, he’d joined the cavalry. Posing for a portrait in 1916, wearing the uniform of his regiment, he looked younger than his eighteen years. His ornate uniform—fur-muffed, spike-helmeted, brass-buttoned—could be mistaken for a costume. In his right hand, he held white gloves; at his left hip, a sword and scabbard. He resembled a boy playing dress-up in his father’s clothes. But Austria lost both the Great War and its empire, and the pomp and traditions to which he had sworn boyhood allegiance were mostly gone. What remained of the great Austrian empire was its tradition of horsemanship, which Podhajsky still believed was the best in the world. Now was his chance to prove it with the eyes of the world upon him.

			
				
				
					[image: ]
					Credit 1.1

				

				
					
						SEVENTEEN-YEAR-OLD ALOIS PODHAJSKY DRESSED IN HIS WORLD WAR I UNIFORM.

					

				

			

			Nero’s turnout was impeccable, each of his braids carefully wrapped in snow-white adhesive tape, setting off the arched carriage of his neck. Podhajsky looked resplendent in the olive uniform of the Austrian Republic. The failed racehorse and his reject rider were preparing to compete in one of the most complex and demanding sports. Of all equestrian sports, dressage requires the most discipline. Descended from intricate military maneuvers developed in ancient times, dressage asks horse and rider to execute a series of carefully prescribed movements. Just as ballroom dancing and pair skating command partners to work together seamlessly, in the sport of dressage, the rider performs an intricate pas de deux with his partner—a twelve-hundred-pound four-footed beast. Great dressage demands more than skill; it engages a rider’s inner wisdom and his ability to communicate with a mount in the silent language of horsemanship.

			The arena was laid out with geometrical precision on the clipped lawn of May Field. Large pots of flowers were set up at intervals around the perimeter, adding vibrant splashes of color. In the distance, the impressive hulk of Olympia Stadium filled the horizon, festooned with the flags of many nations. Evenly spaced scarlet Nazi swastika banners stained its perimeter. Inside, a hundred thousand seats were filled to capacity for the track and field events. The crowd assembled to watch the dressage competition, though a quarter that size, was no less fervent. Men in white fedoras and women in colorful summer dresses speckled the field’s stands like rainbow sprinkles on ice cream. Podhajsky had committed to memory the complex series of movements that he would need to execute perfectly in the seventeen minutes allotted to him. If his horse stepped out of the low barriers that marked the boundaries of the twenty-by-sixty-meter ring, he would be eliminated. Surrounding the arena were points marked by letters of the alphabet: If the program specified that a movement be completed as he passed that mark, the horse needed to begin or end the movement just as the rider’s boot passed the marker.

			In the sport of dressage, the rider spends years teaching a horse to perform movements on command that come naturally to horses in the wild. The horse has four ordinary paces: walk, trot, canter, and gallop, each with a different cadence. But in each of these paces, a wild horse will perform the gaits with a variety of nuances. For example, when a horse trots, it moves its legs in diagonal pairs with a two-beat cadence. A wild stallion, showing off, sometimes elevates the simple trot to an art form—he coils his powerful haunches underneath him, slows down the tempo, and elevates each step, transforming the workaday gait into a balletic art. These exaggerated movements are innate in certain circumstances, but to coax a horse to perform them on command takes the utmost tact, sympathy, and meticulous training from a rider. In an advanced dressage test, a rider may ask a horse to perform a pirouette, whereby the horse’s hindquarters remain almost in place while his forelegs canter a full circle around them, or a half-pass, where a horse moves both forward and sideways, his body slightly bent around his rider’s leg, his legs crossing each other. Each of these movements has been inculcated slowly, painstakingly, in a step-by-step process that takes years to complete.

			As he awaited his turn, Podhajsky hoped that his own long years of practice would pay off. His thoughts turned inward as he listened to the voice of his instructor at the Spanish Riding School, the man who had taught him to tap into riding’s most ancient traditions. Every competitor on May Field had trained hard to be here. Everyone hoped to win an Olympic medal. But Podhajsky had more at stake than the desire to win a prize: He believed that the deep communion between rider and horse was something exalted. In an indifferent and sometimes cruel world, he wanted to embody what his years of patient training stood for—discipline, tradition, perfection for its own sake, passion given form. Winning a medal might be the final outcome of this endeavor, but for Podhajsky, the endeavor itself mattered most.

			Podhajsky lifted his eyes to look over risers jammed with spectators. So strange that such a large crowd was gathered here to watch a spectacle that in some ways was so private. As Podhajsky himself later commented, “Excited applause does not help in the least; what is needed is perfect sympathy and harmony with one’s partner.” Practicing this most delicate art, Podhajsky had learned to turn himself into an animal psychologist; he knew that success belonged to those riders who were able to ally themselves with their mounts. Today Podhajsky would ride for Austria, but more than anything, he would seek to enter into an almost mystical state of union with his horse.

			As Podhajsky waited his turn to enter the arena, he watched the other competitors with a practiced eye. He knew that his stiffest competition came from the Germans, who had a home field advantage. He was certain that he and Nero could compete with the world’s best, though as he looked across the field at the international panel of judges assembled there, he knew that this was not just a competition but also an elaborate game of political chess.

			One hundred and thirty-three riders from twenty-one countries had gathered to compete in the equestrian events at the summer ’36 Games. Three years earlier, the National Socialist Party had catapulted Hitler into power. Designed to showcase the Nazi Party’s Aryan ideals, the Berlin Olympics were a piece of nationalistic theater dressed up as a sporting event. The Nazis, in a clever propaganda move, had camouflaged many of the blatant anti-Jewish policies that were already being enforced, removing anti-Semitic street signs in Berlin and even toning down the rhetoric in the newspapers, but a latent menace and violence lurked just beneath the whitewashed surface.

			On this very public stage, the equestrian events had a particular significance: The competitions were open only to members of the military. Uniformed officers rode their best horses in contests specifically designed to test the mettle of equestrian soldiers. The three different sports—dressage, Three-Day Eventing (also called “the Military”), and Prix des Nations (stadium jumping)—could easily be viewed as a stage for international battle writ small. To mark this importance, the Prix des Nations, or Nations Cup, had been given the prime spot: just before the closing ceremonies, when the eyes of the world would be watching. For centuries, men had measured their military might by the worth of their horses. In 1936 Berlin, the equestrian competitions were psychological war games: a dress rehearsal for the much larger cataclysm that lay just over the horizon.

			—

			AT ONE END OF THE JUDGES’ DAIS, his face in a concentrated scowl, sat the most influential person at the equestrian site, Gustav Rau. Clad in a dark suit, his bald head covered by a felt fedora, Rau lacked the long limbs and regal bearing of a horseman, but what he lacked in panache, he more than made up for in acumen. This fifty-six-year-old German was the mastermind behind every one of the equestrian competitions at the Olympics. Gustav Rau had overseen each detail of the equestrian events: from the selection of the judges to the layout of the courses, a preparation that had consumed the previous two years. In spite of being a civilian, he relied on the close cooperation of high-ranking Nazi officials, in particular Hermann Fegelein, head of the SS Cavalry. Fegelein was the special protégé of Heinrich Himmler, Reich leader of the SS.

			Gustav Rau watched from the dais as the next competitor prepared to enter the ring. He recognized Podhajsky and Nero as the winners of several important competitions leading up to the Olympics, beating out top German entries. Today’s test called for Podhajsky and Nero to enter the ring at an extended canter and then stop on a dime precisely in the center of the arena.

			Even though Podhajsky wore white gloves, his movements were barely perceptible as he shortened his reins, a signal to Nero that they were soon to begin. The press had called the ex-racehorse “a long-legged gelding without charm or personality,” and indeed, Nero once was flighty and nervous, afraid of his own shadow. Just as they prepared to enter the arena, the words of the oldest groom from the Spanish Riding School came into Podhajsky’s head: “Don’t be nervous. The horse is all right.” He relaxed his thighs and sank deeper into his saddle; he turned inward, listening to his mount. An old adage says that a good rider can hear his horse speak and a great rider can hear his horse whisper. As Podhajsky listened to Nero’s whisper, the whole world fell away, the flags, the crowds, even his own will to win. All that was left was himself, his horse, and the signal that passed between them, like a radio tuned to a frequency that only the two of them could hear. He was scarcely aware of the five judges lined up at the far end of the arena, one each from France, Germany, Sweden, Austria, and Great Britain. He took no notice of the German observer, Rau.

			When the ringmaster gave the signal, Podhajsky and Nero entered on a straight line at a controlled gallop, stopping smoothly so that Podhajsky’s riding boot was centered at the exact midpoint of the arena, on the spot that, though unmarked, was known as X. Nero stood as still as a bronze statue while Podhajsky swept off his visored military cap to salute the judges. Then the pair continued at a free walk, a deceptively simple movement that tested a horse’s perfect obedience. Podhajsky sensed Nero relaxing, elongating his neck as he felt the reins slacken just a bit. The horse seemed to take no notice of the fluttering flags, the crowds of people, or the roaring from the track-and-field events in the distance. With no obvious cue from his rider, Nero picked up a floating trot and proceeded to crisscross and zigzag through the arena, flawlessly executing each of the complicated prescribed movements as the twenty-thousand-plus members of the crowd leaned forward in their seats in a collective spellbound hush. Nero, unprepossessing when standing still, now looked bright and lively, while his rider remained so motionless that he almost seemed to disappear.

			For more than a year after Podhajsky returned from the front in 1918, the injury to his neck prevented him from speaking above a whisper; he was mired in depression about the loss of the great empire that he had sworn his young life to serve. Only rekindling his love of horses had slowly pulled him out of his pit of despair. Now, as he neared the end of his ride, turning back down the centerline of the arena and halting once more at the X while doffing his hat in salute, the world seemed to glow in vivid hues. His ride had gone flawlessly, and as he dismounted, well-wishers crowded around him, assuring him that he was certain to take home the gold medal. But Podhajsky had no time to listen. He stripped off one white glove and reached into the hidden pocket sewn into the interior of his jacket. He extracted a sugar lump from his pocket, and the adoring crowd watched quietly while Nero daintily nuzzled up the treat from the palm of his master’s outstretched hand. Podhajsky laid his other hand on his horse’s shoulder. The two had eyes only for each other.

			Seated on the dais, the German judge was adding up his marks (each individual movement was scored separately, with some given more weight than others). When the German judge realized that the Austrian had the best score, he stealthily erased a few marks on his scorecard and penciled in a lower mark.

			The following day, on June 13, 1936, Alois Podhajsky stood on the podium watching the red and white flag of his country shimmer against the Berlin sky. The pair had finished in third place, behind the two German riders. He was a representative of a young democracy, the Republic of Austria, and had demonstrated one of Austria’s greatest prides, its equestrian prowess, in front of the world. As he bowed his head to receive his medal, he instantly became one of his country’s most famous citizens. In the end, Germany gained all of the individual and team gold medals in all three equestrian events, a clean sweep never equaled before or since. Later, when Gustav Rau penned the official review of the Olympic equestrian events, he claimed that only German superiority, not any inherent unfairness, had led to the lopsided medal count, though in the annals of Olympic equestrian history, the 1936 results have remained controversial. Of Podhajsky’s ride, Rau wrote only, “His appearance had attracted notice.” Nevertheless, Podhajsky and Nero, two ugly ducklings, had won the world’s attention with their swanlike performance.

			Podhajsky returned to Austria a national hero. The success of the German equestrian team had burnished Gustav Rau’s reputation to a high shine. Neither of these men knew that their paths would cross again. Each man would have a mission: Alois Podhajsky would soon be entrusted to safeguard one of his nation’s most important cultural treasures. Gustav Rau would be hell-bent on seizing those treasures for Nazi Germany.

		

	
		
			2.

			THE MASTER OF ALL HORSES

			NEW YORK, 1938

			On May 8, 1938, two months after Hitler’s Reich annexed Austria, Gustav Rau docked at New York Harbor on the German luxury liner Bremen. Rau’s lofty new title, chief equerry of Germany and master of the horse, barely fit in the small space allotted for “profession” on the ship’s log. Ever since his triumph in Berlin in ’36, the fifty-eight-year-old Rau had assumed the manner of the powerful and influential man he had become. Despite his generally jovial air, he was quick to spot weakness in both men and horses. Where he saw flaws in horses, he bred around them; when he saw them in humans, he administered verbal jabs like a stinging whip to a horse’s flank. Accompanying Rau was his wife, Helga, herself an accomplished horsewoman, along with more than a dozen of Germany’s most prominent horse lovers. Among the group was General Curt Freiherr von Gienanth, recently retired from the cavalry after a distinguished career that included the directorship of the German Cavalry School (although he was to be pressed back into service for the Third Reich the following year). The New York Times trumpeted the group’s arrival with the headline “Reich Equestrians Arrive for Shows.”

			Just three years later, the two countries would be at war, but in May 1938 there was no sign of tension as the Bremen tied up at the busy New York Harbor and the privileged, well-dressed German men and women preened down the gangplank, ready to commence an itinerary packed with festivities. The group checked into the sumptuous Hotel Biltmore in Manhattan, home base for their eighteen-day equestrian sightseeing tour of America.

			—

			GUSTAV RAU KNEW HORSES, but he was a particular expert on breeding. He had started his career as a journalist, and one of his early assignments was to cover the first Olympic equestrian events in 1912 in Stockholm, Sweden. Germany had made a poor showing in the world’s inaugural international riding competition. Since then, Rau had developed an obsession: He wanted the German horse to be the best in the world, a goal he meant to accomplish by utilizing the still poorly understood principles of genetic inheritance.

			Rau had begun developing his theories in the 1920s, when his greatest hope was to revitalize Germany’s horse-breeding industry by promoting an interest in horseback riding. After World War I, several factors combined to almost destroy horse breeding and equestrian sports in Germany. The numbers of equine casualties were so high during the war that the horse population declined by half. In addition, the inflationary conditions in Germany made the sale and upkeep of horses difficult, and to further complicate matters, Germany was required to export horses as part of the reparations imposed by the Treaty of Versailles. So, Rau’s goal to increase the demand for horses by promoting the popularity of equestrian sports in rural Germany was an excellent idea.

			As the National Socialist Party came into power, Rau found that the Nazis shared his enthusiasm for this goal. Hitler’s National Socialists were eager to establish themselves with the prestige of international military competitions, and soon the SS riders, known as “the Blacks,” were fielding teams to compete with the German Army teams, known as “the Grays.” German equestrians increasingly made their mark in international competitions. In 1930 the German Army team won the prestigious international jumping competition at the National Horse Show in New York, and their triumph was touted in newspapers on both sides of the Atlantic. As the decade continued, these two top-notch military teams brought international prestige to Germany at a time when the country was struggling to recover from its devastating defeat in World War I.

			On the cover of its April 3, 1933, issue, Germany’s most influential horse magazine featured Hitler’s portrait, captioned: “The Man Who Put Germany Back in the Saddle.” That same season, the German riders won the prestigious Italian Mussolini Gold Cup for the third time, snatching it away from the Italian hosts, who had long dominated the contest. On May 24, 1933, the winning rider wrote a letter to Hitler offering him his champion horse, Wotan the “wonder horse,” as a gift. The following day, before an audience of more than a thousand horsemen gathered for a large horse show in Berlin, Gustav Rau read Hitler’s telegraphed acceptance aloud. A photograph of the event shows the small man wearing a white suit, his bald head shining in the spring sunshine, his right arm raised in the Hitler salute, the führer’s telegram clutched in his other hand.

			—

			BREEDING HORSES FOR SPECIFIC purposes had been pursued avidly in Europe for several hundred years. Human and equine life were deeply intertwined, since human enterprise required equestrian help for almost every task, from transportation to heavy work to engaging in warfare. Through trial and error, men had managed to make significant modifications in their equestrian companions. Riding horses need speed and good temperaments, plow horses need brute strength, military horses are best if they have hearty constitutions and don’t require much food. Breeders used observation and trial and error to perfect horses to type, but the science was poorly understood. At the time of Gustav Rau’s visit to America, many still believed that a breed’s traits were related to the environment in which it was bred—climate, elevation, and type of feed—and that a change in environment might cause a breed to lose its characteristic features.
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						GUSTAV RAU EXPLAINS THE FINE POINTS OF BREEDING AND CONFORMATION.

					

				

			

			Rau’s horse-breeding expertise was entirely self-taught, his theories a hodgepodge of seat-of-the-pants observation, established traditions, and pseudo-science. He believed that breeding closely related horses was the surest way to the best-quality progeny with a high degree of uniformity, aiming to create “a whole race comparatively fast and so even and identical that one horse looks like another.”

			Rau’s horse-breeding theories soon caught the eye of Richard Walther Darré, one of the primary architects of the Nazi ideology known as Blut und Boden, or blood and land, which mythologized the “purity” of the German rural people and folkways. As minister of food and agriculture, Darré appointed Rau to be the chief equerry of the German state of Prussia in 1934. More than any other Nazi theorist, Darré provided the ideological background for the Nazi policy of expansion, known as Lebensraum (living space), which purported that strong, healthy “Nordic-type” people needed more territory in which to expand and grow, hence justifying their wars of aggression and occupation. Darré’s theories strongly influenced Himmler, Reich leader of the SS, providing an ideological framework to bolster Himmler’s desire to create a German nation based on a purely Nordic or Aryan race.

			Rau seemed only too happy to associate himself with these powerful allies. In 1934, he published a book entitled Horsebreeding in the National Socialist State. Reaching beyond its title, the book expanded his breeding theories to include beliefs about the racial purity of people, declaring that only farmers whose family trees had “unmixed blood” would “have the sense to breed pureblooded horses.” The English were renowned for their Thoroughbreds; Poland bred the world’s finest Arabian horses; Rau’s dream was that the German nation would produce the greatest military horse.

			—

			BY MAY 1938, WHEN RAU and his party arrived in New York, events in Nazi Germany were taking an ominous turn. In March, Germany had invaded Austria; by the following September, Hitler would have annexed large portions of Czechoslovakia, and by signing the Munich Agreement, France, Great Britain, and Italy would let him get away with it. By November 1938, the persecution of Jews could be hidden no more as crazed mobs stormed the streets of Berlin and other large cities, burning synagogues and smashing Jewish-owned store windows during the night of broken glass known as Kristallnacht.

			But in America, the atmosphere was finally lightening a bit after years of severe economic woes. Howard Hughes set an airspeed record, flying his H-1 Racer around the world in just ninety-one hours. The federal minimum wage was established, providing unprecedented protection for American workers, and Walt Disney released his first short cartoon that featured Donald Duck. But amid this brightening landscape, an urgent debate was growing. Many declared that Americans should take a stand against Hitler’s aggressive aims; an equally vocal group took a strict isolationist stance.

			—

			THE FIRST EVENT on the Reich equestrians’ American tour was a motor trip to nearby Elmont, New York, for a visit to the iconic Gilded Age racetrack Belmont Park. This elegant venue attracted members of the American aristocracy who had long been passionate about horses, as well as the new-moneyed industrial titans who aped these patricians to improve their social standing. “The sport of kings” was an ostentatious way for the country’s nouveau riche to flaunt their wealth, and Belmont was built in 1906 to be their own private playground. According to track historian Paul Moran, “From concept to completion in its original form, the new racecourse that would be named Belmont Park in honor of the first August Belmont, was a project by, of, and for the American aristocracy, which was defined strictly by wealth, position and lineage.” In truth, Belmont’s Jockey Club, the organization that controlled Thoroughbred racing in America, was founded by a mix of people. Some were blue-blooded Americans who traced their ancestry to Mayflower voyagers and Puritan founding fathers, and others were nouveau riche industrialists who wished to ally themselves—through marriages to aristocrats, membership in the Episcopal Church, and associations with the elite sport of horse racing—to the American upper crust.

			At Belmont Park, the races were run clockwise, known as “English-style,” so that the well-heeled spectators could see the finish line from their vantage point in the posh clubhouse. Rau and his guests settled into the covered clubhouse, eager to see American Thoroughbred horseracing on display. The Thoroughbred was originally an English breed, and to this day, all so-named horses trace their lineage back to three stallions imported into England from the Middle East in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. When bred to the heavier English draft horse, the result was a lighter, faster, more hot-blooded horse that proved adept at racing. By the middle of the nineteenth century, Thoroughbred horses could reach sixteen hands, a full four inches taller than the size of the foundational sires: Selective breeding had produced a bigger, speedier horse, and one so highly strung and sensitive that it wanted to break out fast and keep on going. Perhaps nowhere more than in the field of horse racing had the concepts of selective breeding been so assiduously applied. To create the highest-quality animals, breeders relied on two principles, superior bloodlines and demonstrated performance, to get the swiftest possible horses. A seasoned horse could be evaluated on his track record, but each time an untested two-year-old pranced out onto the racetrack, everyone from the owners to the breeders to the ordinary folk who wagered on the outcomes turned into an amateur scientist in the inheritance of genetic traits. In many ways, the trial-and-error successes of horse breeding had surpassed the state of the science. Prior to the discovery of DNA, scientists did not know exactly how traits were transmitted from parent to offspring, but the refinement of the Thoroughbred horse had demonstrated that both basic qualities, such as size and color, and more complex qualities, like heart and temperament, seemed heritable through judicious choices in breeding.

			Belmont Park was not the only place on Long Island where people were taking an interest in the results of selective breeding. Twenty-five miles away, in Cold Spring Harbor, New York, Mary Harriman, widow of railroad magnate E. H. Harriman, had donated the funds to found a brand-new “scientific” research center: the Eugenics Record Office. The director, Charles B. Davenport, a Harvard-trained professor of zoology, held the zealous belief that principles of breeding developed for livestock could be applied to humankind. The goal of the ERO was to train “eugenic field-workers” who would create pedigree records for American families to replicate the kind of breeding records that already existed for horses, with the aim of identifying both strong bloodlines and weak ones. The proximity of the two endeavors, the racetrack and the Eugenics Record Office, was more than coincidental. A conservative upper-class faction, many of whom kept baronial estates on Long Island, shared both a keen interest in horse breeding and a desire to improve American human bloodstock by applying the racist and pseudo-scientific concepts of eugenics.

			Sir Francis Galton, a cousin of Charles Darwin, first coined the term “eugenics” in his 1883 book Human Faculty and Its Development. Galton was a statistician who, among other endeavors, developed formulas that helped to predict the outcome of horse races. Galton theorized that just as the natural world benefited from the process of natural selection, so would human society benefit from weeding out weaker elements: Eugenicists believed that just as horse breeders could breed a bigger, swifter, better racehorse, scientists could eventually eliminate from the human population those considered “undesirables”—which he defined with fuzzy terms such as “feeble-minded” (which could run the gamut from the severely developmentally delayed, to epileptics, to unwed mothers) and “degenerate” (from drunks, to petty thieves, to the unemployed). Galton and his followers imagined a future in which society had become homogenized and social ills had been quite simply bred out of the population.

			In 1930, Alfred Frank Tredgold, a physician at London University Hospital, referred to Britain’s most important horse race—the Grand National—in his address to the British Eugenics Society on Racial Fitness: “It is safe to say that if the principles of eugenics had not been applied to horses there would have been no Grand National at all.” Charles B. Davenport once remarked to a prospective donor that the most “progressive revolution in human history” would be attained “if human matings could be placed upon the same high plane as those of horse-breeding.”

			The notion that mankind could be improved by using similar principles to those that had created the Thoroughbred horse was enjoying an intellectual vogue, and in the United States, the idea had gained favor with some of the very plutocrats who would have been sitting in the stands hobnobbing with the German visitors in 1938.

			The Reich visitors would have been familiar already with the concept of a human pedigree. In order to be accepted as a member of the Nazi Party, an individual needed to be able to demonstrate that he or she had “pure blood” that went back at least four generations. Aspiring civil servants, especially those who came from German-speaking regions of Slavic countries, were required to carry a document to prove their Aryan ancestry.

			—

			THE SECOND DAY OF the Reich equestrians’ visit was spent away from horses, touring the metropolis of New York City, a glittering testament to modern industrial power. The Empire State Building and the Chrysler Building rose sparkling above the skyline, each under a decade old. From its bustling harbor to its coin-operated Automat restaurants, New York seemed to the Old World European visitors to burst with novelty.

			And here, in America’s largest and most modern city, the science of eugenics had its own temple. The American Museum of Natural History filled most of Manhattan Square, its Victorian Gothic visage glowering over Central Park like a disapproving schoolmarm. The grand new entrance on Central Park West was a memorial to the famous naturalist and statesman Theodore Roosevelt, and was home to one of the most impressive collections of natural artifacts in the world. Effectively a shrine to the principles of evolution, housing a dinosaur collection that was arguably the finest in the world, the museum was also the display place for the skeleton of the American racehorse Sysonby, famed for winning fourteen of fifteen starts. (His groom later admitted to being bribed to ensure the stallion’s single loss by drugging him before the race.) Sysonby’s scientific contribution was to furnish “the most perfect example of the bony frame of the modern racehorse in existence as he was a horse of perfect conformation and size, aside from his superior qualities as a racehorse.”

			From 1908 to 1933, the museum’s director was Henry Fairfield Osborn, whose significant contribution to the study of dinosaurs was marred by his devotion to eugenics and his admiration for Hitler. In 1921, to great fanfare, the museum opened the director’s brainchild, an exhibit called Osborn’s Hall of the Age of Man, which purported to show the evolution of the “human races” from “primitive” to “advanced” expressions of humanity. The entire show was based upon flawed science—in particular, Osborn’s embrace of “the Piltdown Man,” bits of fossilized bone fragments that were popularly believed to provide the “missing link” between apes and humans. While other contemporary scientists questioned the validity of the findings (which were later proved to be a deliberate hoax—an ape’s mandible fused to a human skull), Osborn attested that the skull proved the primeval ancestor of modern man was not an African or Asian but an Anglo-Saxon. In August 1932, the Museum of Natural History had played host to the Third International Congress on Eugenics, at which Elmont’s E. H. Harriman was the keynote speaker. Among the scheduled events, alongside lectures on the dangers of race mixing and the benefits of involuntary sterilization, was a presentation about horse racing. Here again, the science of breeding a better horse was deeply intertwined with the parallel push to understand and improve the human race.
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						SYSONBY’S SKELETON ON DISPLAY AT THE AMERICAN MUSEUM OF NATURAL HISTORY, 1908.

					

				

			

			After a day of sightseeing in Manhattan, the German equestrians’ next stop on the tour was a visit north to Goshen, New York, to see a famous stable of American trotting horses bred by another Harriman—E. Roland Harriman, the late E. H. Harriman’s brother. Throughout the nineteenth century, harness racing was one of America’s favorite homegrown sports. Popular in agrarian towns, harness racing started to decline as the country industrialized. One of the country’s biggest promoters of trotting races was E. Roland Harriman, who invested in the breeding of trotters and served as president of the American Trotting Horse Association, thus almost single-handedly keeping interest alive in this quintessentially Yankee sport. Seated in the grandstand donated in 1911 by his sister-in-law Mary Harriman, the same philanthropist who had donated the funds to found the Eugenics Record Office at Cold Spring Harbor, the Reich equestrians would have the opportunity to see modern breeding at its most refined level.

			The American Standardbred differs in important ways from his more storied racing brother, the Thoroughbred. The Standardbred is judged not by his noble ancestry but by his ability to perform a specific task: to trot the distance of one mile in less than two minutes and thirty seconds. The differences between the Thoroughbred and Standardbred are evident in the names of the breeds: “Thoroughbred,” denoting purity of blood; “Standardbred,” denoting a close match to a breed standard. Standardbred racing, perhaps not surprisingly, had a particular popularity among American industrialists who seemed drawn to the idea of horses being produced for reliability and standardization, like factory output. Unlike the principle of pure bloodlines underlying Thoroughbred horse breeding, the line of reasoning for breeders of Standardbreds was somewhat different: To breed a standardized horse with uniform skills, they selected horses that most closely met their target criteria. This practice would have been of much interest to Rau, whose dream was to create a breed of German military horses that would be as closely matched as industrially produced machines.

			From Goshen, Rau’s group headed to the Devon Horse Show on Philadelphia’s tony Main Line, then continued to Baltimore. Off Reisterstown Road in the Worthington Valley north of Baltimore, Alfred Vanderbilt’s Sagamore Farms spread out over more than five hundred acres. The farm had more than eighteen miles of white fences, and its distinctive red-roofed training stable had ninety stalls and a quarter-mile indoor track. There was a good bit of cross-pollination between European and American Thoroughbreds at that time, as wealthy breeders from the United States attended the best Thoroughbred horse auctions on the Continent. Vanderbilt, who received the farm as a twenty-first-birthday gift from his mother, had acquired from the Aga Khan the breeding rights to one of Europe’s finest Thoroughbreds, the English Triple Crown winner Bahram. After they surveyed the grandeur of Vanderbilt’s farm, the equestrians’ next stop was the bluegrass of Lexington, Kentucky, heart of American Thoroughbred breeding. At each stop on the tour, the Germans toured stables, watched displays of fine horsemanship, and discussed the finer points of breeding and training.

			When Rau’s group reached their final destination, the cavalry base at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, they stepped off the train into a landscape so different from Germany’s that their senses must have been reeling. An enormous blue sky arched over the wide-open expanses surrounding the rural town where they would tour one of the U.S. Army’s impressive western cavalry schools. In his notes on the 1936 Olympic competition, Rau was proud to note how many contenders from other countries rode German-bred mounts. Not so the Americans, who brought their own U.S. Army–bred chargers to Berlin. At Fort Leavenworth, Rau could observe firsthand the Americans’ breeding program, which operated on a principle quite different from the models that stressed the “pure-bloodedness” so prized by Rau. The Americans had started their program in 1918, inspired, just as Rau was, by seeing the world’s horses gathered together at the 1912 Olympics. But the Americans adopted a completely different approach with the establishment of the army’s Remount Division in 1918, which sought out stallions with desirable characteristics such as hardiness, good temperament, soundness, and medium stature. The breeds varied, and included Thoroughbreds, Morgans, Quarter Horses, and Arabians. These stallions were disbursed throughout the country—on loan to ranchers, especially in the Western Plains, where most of the nation’s horses were raised. Any local could breed a mare to one of the army’s stallions for a nominal stud fee, as long as the mare was considered fit for breeding. At Rau’s Olympics, one of these mixed-blood remount horses, Jenny Camp, had captured the silver medal after a brilliant performance in the grueling three-day competition. This little mare had proven that a range-bred horse, the product of a Thoroughbred sire and dam of unknown breeding, could compete against the world’s most rarefied purebreds.

			In the United States and Britain, the vogue for applying principles of selective horse breeding to human society would never fully take hold, thankfully; while the interest lingered among the more conservative elements of the American upper class, by the mid-1930s the ideas had begun to generally fall from favor. The exhibits in Osborn’s Hall of the Age of Man would be taken down and the “science” behind them discredited. But in Adolf Hitler’s Third Reich, these ideas would take hold and thrive, with disastrous results for both people and horses.

			—

			AS RAU STEAMED BACK across the Atlantic with his entourage, he hoped to bring some of these modern American ideas to Germany, tempered with his own belief in the superiority of the European (particularly German) horses. Soon history would give him the opportunity to put his theories to work on an unprecedented scale.

			By the time the Reich equestrians docked in Bremerhaven, they had seen most of what America’s finest horse breeders had to offer. The group had returned to a Germany that was teetering on the brink of a modern war in which the breeding of horses would nonetheless play a central role in the Reich’s logistical planning. The German Army was known for its technological prowess, yet it still relied heavily on horses for the transport of heavy artillery and supplies. The military needed to rapidly increase the number of horses at the army’s disposal. In 1938, the peacetime German Army possessed only 183,000 horses (including donkeys). By 1945, the Germans would employ 2.7 million horses in the war effort, more than double the number used in World War I. Just back from his American reconnaissance trip, Rau was in an ideal position to put his horse-breeding skills to work for the German military machine.

			Hitler would invade Poland in just six months. In the blueprint forged for its occupation, a plan was put into place for the “rebuilding of Poland’s horse-breeding industry” for the “interest of the German nation.” To head up that program, the German Army High Command chose Gustav Rau.

		

	
		
			3.

			THE POLISH PRINCE

			JANÓW PODLASKI,

			EASTERN POLAND, 1938

			Four hundred and thirty-five miles due east of the plotters at Berlin’s Army High Command, the staff of Janów Podlaski Stud Farm had no idea that the Germans had designs on their purebred Arabians. The horses here at Poland’s only national stud farm lived in lush meadows that bordered the sparkling Bug River. Galloping across the farm’s grassy fields, they seemed to float on an ethereal plane—their silken tails caught the wind like unfurled banners; their tread was light enough to dance a Chopin polonaise.

			Inside one of the stud farm’s roomy box stalls, at four-thirty A.M. on April 30, 1938, a gray mare delivered a colt onto a thick bed of clean straw. From the moment he struggled upright on long, awkward legs and his luminous dark brown eyes gazed out upon the world, he attracted notice, his perfect proportions immediately marking him as one of the most promising foals of the year. On his wide forehead, he had a large white star that looked remarkably like an outline of his native Poland, and his feet were white up to his fetlocks—a marking known as socks. These would add extra flash each time he lifted his hooves. Between his two nostrils, he had one more bright spot of white—a snip—which accentuated his delicate flaring nostrils, coal black on the outside, pink as a conch on the inside. His grand name, Witez, was fitting for such a fine foal. It was an old Polish word meaning “warrior, chieftain, knight,” and wrapped up in the name were the concepts of honor, courage, and loyalty.

			Established in 1817, the white brick stables at Janów Podlaski formed a U around a large courtyard; its central stable was named Zegarowa—the Clock Stable—for the square clock tower that crowned its center. The buildings’ gray slate roofs reflected the spring sunshine. Flanked on all sides by ample pastures, the breeding stables at Janów followed traditional precepts.

			The first mentions of Arabian horses bred in Poland date back to the late seventeenth century. Introduced into Poland by the Ottoman Turks, they became so sought after that in the nineteenth century, a handful of wealthy Polish noblemen traveled to Arabia in search of purebreds, bringing them home to create breeding stables on their large estates. Bolshevik marauders in 1917 raided most of the large Polish stud farms and slaughtered the horses, which they viewed as playthings of princes. Horses hung from the barn rafters, their throats slit. Stable courtyards turned into lakes of blood. Of the five hundred registered purebred Arabians in Poland prior to 1917, only fifty survived the raids. In 1918, at the close of World War I, the count of purebred horses at Janów was zero. Painstakingly, the farm’s director, Stanislaw Pohoski, had rebuilt this stud farm from the ground up. It had taken almost twenty years to recover, but now, in the spring of 1938, Poland’s national breeding program was in full swing, with thirty-three broodmares producing a bumper crop of promising foals.

			The stud farm’s assistant director, Andrzej Kristalovich, was a quiet young man with a serious angular face. Born in Vienna, Andrzej had grown up around horses, as his father worked on some of Poland’s greatest horse estates. As a boy, fascinated with machines and flight, Andrzej first wanted to become an aviator, but his love for horses won out. (Still, he indulged his fondness for machines by tooling around in a shiny new American Ford car.)

			In December 1938, Kristalovich arrived at Janów to take up his position as assistant director of the stud farm. Witez was not yet a year old. The young Pole quickly decided that the bay colt with the white star was the cream of that year’s crop and that Janów Podlaski would soon regain the stature it had enjoyed before the Great War. This year, the best stallion, Ofir, had produced three magnificent colts: Witez and his two half brothers, Witraz (Stained Glass) and Wielki Szjlam (Grand Slam). The farm’s director, forty-three-year-old Stanislaw Pohoski, was twenty years his senior and would eventually retire. Kristalovich hoped that he would one day succeed him as director of Poland’s national stud farm, and that together, he and the three colts of 1938 and those to come would build up Polish Arabian horse breeding to new heights. Kristalovich lingered next to the pasture fence as Witez cavorted alongside his mother, Federajca. The dam, a gray mare, had a rare marking called “the bloody shoulder.” According to Arabian lore, a mare with this distinctive patch of reddish hair would give birth to horses that would win glory in battle.

			At the beginning of 1939, though everything at Janów appeared prosperous and serene, dark clouds of trouble were massing all around the peaceful stables. Within just six months, by the last week in August, the Germans and Russians would sign a non-aggression pact, secretly agreeing that they would not fight over Poland but, rather, divide the country into two spheres of influence. One week later, on September 1, 1939, Germany invaded Poland from the west. Witez and his brothers were just a year old.

			Janów Podlaski was situated five miles from the Bug River, which formed the border with its eastern neighbor, Russia. Any thought that the Germans would be slow to venture so far east was soon dispelled. In just five days, the German blitzkrieg had broken across the Vistula River, which roughly parallels the Bug, running through Poland’s center. It had seemed like an impenetrable barrier. The Germans were 150 miles from Janów and advancing rapidly.

			As the situation grew more threatening, the stud farm’s small staff huddled together, discussing their plans in worried whispers. Kristalovich listened carefully as Pohoski weighed their options. The stud farm’s director was old enough to remember the depredations visited upon them the last time the horses of Janów Podlaski had been trapped in a war zone. As they talked, the men surveyed the fruits of their labor: the dappled mares with foals at their sides, the regal stallion Ofir, the three glorious yearling colts. The thought of them being slaughtered was devastating. To embark on a long overland trip with the horses would be fraught with difficulty, but the director feared staying put even more. No good solution presented itself. After days of wavering, Pohoski made a final decision. They would evacuate the entire staff and all of the horses. Their route would take them east over the Bug River, then south toward Romania, where they hoped to find refuge—a trek of more than five hundred overland miles.

			On the morning of September 11, 1939, the unlikely group set off on the highway: Pohoski took the lead, driving a carriage containing their belongings, pulled by two horses; next came the stallion manager on foot, leading the boisterous group of more than a dozen stallions. A young groom had hold of Witez’s lead rope. As the prince waltzed out of the stable, eyes bright and tail held high, he looked as if he were embarking on a joyful promenade instead of the flight of his life. Kristalovich led the last group—the most vulnerable, the mares with frolicking foals at their sides.

			The long line of 250 fine-boned Arabians snaked down the narrow, rutted country roads; the percussive sound of their hoofbeats filled the air as they passed humble farms and simple dwellings whose inhabitants startled at the sight of the prancing equine princes and princesses, as out of place as a royal entourage driving through a peasant village. But when they reached the main east-west highway, the group from Janów joined a flood of desperate people—some on foot, others with horse-drawn carts overloaded with their possessions. The roads were filled with refugees streaming east from the German advance. Their fellow travelers shared terrifying tales—the German Luftwaffe had been strafing refugee columns and attacking civilians. The roads were not safe. The group from Janów decided to travel only at night.

			Witez’s groom watched him with a worried eye. The colt was high-spirited, but after hours of trekking, his fatigue was evident. Soon Witez and his two half brothers were having trouble keeping pace with the older stallions. On the crowded roadways, the horses were difficult to control. Kristalovich tried to keep a head count, but the grooms handling the horses could only look on helplessly if one started and broke away. Soon some of the youngest foals were dragging behind as their mares nudged and pushed them along. Before long, a few started to stumble and fall, unable to take another step.

			Then, as they crested a hill, disaster struck. The group came upon an enormous Polish military convoy blocking the center of the road. The horses in front panicked at the unexpected sight and started to rear and bolt. A moment later, in a chain reaction, the roadway became a battlefield of horses with flailing hooves turning and spinning in all directions. It was complete pandemonium. Grooms tried desperately to hold on to their charges, but in the confusion, a large group of horses broke away. Kristalovich watched helplessly as Witez tore off, heading toward the deepest reaches of the forest. By the time the Janów men gained control, more than eighty horses had fled—including the three most precious, Witez, Stained Glass, and Grand Slam.

			Unable to leave the main road or abandon their horses in order to search the woods, the diminished group from Janów had no choice but to keep moving forward. Kristalovich vowed that when they had reached a safe place, he would return to search out the left-behind horses. As they moved on, the air sounded with the whinnies of the remaining horses, crying for their lost comrades. Somewhere in the forest, Witez wandered alone. Devastated, Stanislaw Pohoski pulled out his pistol and pointed it at his temple, determined to kill himself as a matter of honor. Kristalovich spoke to him softly but urgently. His duty was to save the remaining horses. They could not give up now. After a pause that seemed to last forever, Pohoski lowered his pistol and returned it to his holster.

			The group forged on, watching as the younger foals continued to struggle, their tender hooves deteriorating from the long journey. After a while they noticed that refugees were now moving in both directions—some fleeing east, others moving west. Everyone seemed confused about which way might lead to safety. The roads were cluttered with people and blockades hastily thrown up by the outgunned Polish forces. The low visibility at night posed its own dangers. One night, they stumbled into barbed wire strung across the road. Before they realized what had happened, eight of the horses were so badly entangled that no one could extricate them. Shrill cries rent the air, their terror only serving to bind the wires more tightly around them. Silently, Kristalovich pulled out his pistol. Eight single well-placed shots rang out in the night. The screams ceased, but the night became heavier, blacker, and more desperate for the refugees from Janów.

			There was no promise of relief. Word soon reached the group that the Russians had crossed Poland’s eastern border on September 17 and were heading toward them. After three exhausting days of trekking, the riders, grooms, and remaining horses finally made it to a small wooden bridge that led over the Bug River. Safety from the Germans lay on the other side. When the last of the horses safely crossed the bridge, the men of Janów thought their worst troubles were behind them. With renewed hope, they headed toward the village of Kovol, a couple of miles down the road, hoping to find a place to rest and shelter the horses. But as they neared the village, they saw that something was terribly wrong. Orange flames stood out against the sky: The village was on fire. The sound of artillery boomed deafeningly close and was getting closer. After days of exhausting and dangerous travel, no safer than when they started off, the group could advance no farther.

			Not seeing any alternative, Pohoski made an agonizing decision: They would return to Janów, collecting the left-behind horses as they went. Footsore, hungry, the dwindling group headed back along the same crowded road. As they began to retrace their steps, they felt as if the road were under a shadow. The entire journey, the loss of the young horses—it had all been for nothing. After a few miles, they were back at the place where they had crossed the Bug, but now the bridge lay in rubble. The river was impassable. Heartsick, they turned south. They would not even have the chance to retrieve the horses left along the road. A few miles downstream, unable to find an intact bridge, the men forced the tired horses to ford the river.

			Thin, lame, and exhausted, the decimated group arrived at Janów a few days later, hobbled through the gates of their home, and started a period of tense waiting, knowing that the invading army would soon arrive. The white buildings and green fields appeared unchanged. The tall clock tower over the stable measured out the slow tick of time. On September 25, the waiting ended: Six Russian tanks appeared on the horizon. Janów Podlaski was under Russian occupation.

			At first, the Russian troops showed little interest in the horses. Kristalovich and Pohoski and the rest of the staff tried to stay out of sight, emerging only to feed and care for their animals. Warily, they watched, wondering what would happen next. On the morning of October 5, the Polish inhabitants of Janów noted with some relief that the Russians appeared to be getting ready to leave. But their relief soon turned to terror: The soldiers were preparing to take the horses with them—no matter that the animals were in no condition to travel. But the Poles’ protests were fruitless. The small staff of the stud farm was no match for a regiment of Russian soldiers.

			Kristalovich watched in horror as a brutish Russian soldier tramped into the stall of a small gray mare named Nejada. As he attempted to put on her halter, the mare, seeming to understand the danger, lashed out—striking the Russian and injuring him so severely that he decided to leave her alone. The troops torched the stables as they left, destroying everything they could before leaving. They even wrenched the windows from the frames.

			By the afternoon of October 5, Nejada was the only remaining equine inhabitant of Janów. The wrecked white stables, badly scorched from the fires, stood empty. The rest of the farm was eerily peaceful. Swans floated on a pond that lazily lapped the edges of the verdant pastures. Janów’s inhabitants had watched the horses’ hindquarters, their high-carried tails and springy powerful hocks, head east in the company of Russian tanks and disappear. (Only after the war would the Poles learn that their final destination was the Tersk stud farm in Russia, almost a thousand miles away.) Kristalovich and his staff had done everything they could to protect the horses. Now, just five short weeks since the invasion had started, they were left with nothing but empty stables. Where just a few weeks ago Poland’s most beautiful living treasures had galloped across the meadows, their coats shining in the sunlight, now barn cats wandered through the stable aisles, past lifeless stalls where half-eaten rations of oats lay untouched in the mangers and water buckets remained half full.

			Just a few weeks after the Russian departure, a different enemy approached from the opposite direction. A shiny black chauffeur-driven limousine rolled up the drive and into the eerily quiet stable yard. As the car braked in front of Janów’s tall clock tower, out stepped the newly appointed commissioner for horse breeding and stud farming in the former Poland. Gustav Rau, dressed in his Sumatra greatcoat, rolling a cigar between his fingers, had arrived at the scorched and looted stables of Janów Podlaski ready to take charge. His task was to reassemble the Polish horse-breeding industry for the glory of the Third Reich.

			It was a quirk of Nazi philosophy, so inhumane to humans, that animals were treated with the utmost care and kindness. Nazi Germany was
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“Hard to put down . . . One need not be an equestrian or horse
lover in order to appreciate this story.” —New York Journal of Books
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