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INTRODUCTION

The underlying theme of this book is power in the wrong hands. What happens to ordinary people leading ordinary lives, caring for their children, going to work, tending their gardens, once power gets into the wrong hands. People like you and me. Looking back, I see that most of my books and many of my BBC documentaries which preceded them are about that. My mother was Swiss, so I grew up speaking German and French as well as English, and that almost inevitably led me to twentieth-century European history. And that century was crammed with power in the wrong hands. Two world wars, civil wars, terror regimes, the Holocaust, you name it.

The fact is, there’s little the small individual can do about it. It’s too late. The angel has flown. This book is about three such small, anonymous individuals, each profoundly affected by the fallout from the Third Reich: Renate, Joe and Dan. And one further individual – not small, not anonymous – who was the living example of what can happen: Reichsführer-SS Heinrich Himmler.

Ideology is often at the heart of it. In this case it was the ideology of racial purity in Nazi Germany – the Aryan, the Master Race, the Thousand-Year German Reich and all that baloney, as one of the American GIs invading Germany at the end of the Second World War put it. And baloney it was, as I hope to show in this book, but that didn’t stop over 45 million people, those small individuals, being killed, including the extermination of 6 million Jews in the Holocaust. It was there from the start, that baloney, when Hitler wrote his 700-page manifesto Mein Kampf way back in 1924. It was still there in Hitler’s will. Heinrich Himmler and his SS put it into terrifying practice.

Renate was born in Nazi Germany in 1941, at Steinhöring in Bavaria, in a Lebensborn home. Heinrich Himmler founded the Lebensborn ‘charity’ to breed the pure Aryan. The fathers were unknown SS officers, the mothers, some married, some not, were racially tested before they could produce ‘a child for Hitler’. Once the babies were born, most mothers left them in the homes. But not Renate’s mother.

Joe was born in a Displaced Persons camp in Germany in 1946. His parents, Lonia and Mendel, were survivors of the Holocaust. First it was the Warsaw ghetto, then Poniatowa concentration camp, then the miraculous survival. Finally they made it to a new life in America. But the dark past wouldn’t go away.

Dan was born in Haifa, Israel, in 1938, though it wasn’t Israel then, it was Palestine. His parents fled Hamburg early on, in 1933. Dan’s father was a doctor. From April 1933, hardly two months after the Nazis came to power, Jewish doctors were no longer allowed to practise. That’s how fast power acts once it’s in the wrong hands. Dan’s parents decided on Palestine, still under British rule at the time. So Dan grew up a patriotic Israeli, until he wasn’t so sure any more.

Many years later, Renate, Joe and Dan met. It was in Israel, in 1993, at Neve Shalom, a peace centre halfway between Jerusalem and Tel Aviv. And they discovered that in spite of their very different lives, the one in Germany, the other in America, the last in Israel, they, quite unexpectedly, shared one thing: growing up in silence about the past. Their parents, wishing to protect their children, and perhaps themselves too, never spoke about that dark past. In Renate’s case it was just her mother, since she didn’t know who her father was. Her mother was called Else. And Else had her own secrets. In Joe’s case, his parents, Lonia and Mendel, couldn’t tell their stories even if they’d wanted to. For their own sanity. Because the stories were too horrific. In Dan’s case it was easier, because his parents had escaped the Nazi terror, just in time.

As they told each other their stories, they realised that trauma is passed from generation to generation, from parent to child, without mention, silently, invisibly. Although Renate, Joe and Dan didn’t live through the Nazi period themselves, they discovered they were all still Children of the Third Reich.

Catrine Clay
London, October 2025


PART ONE

DARK PASTS


CHAPTER ONE

RENATE: A CHILD FOR HITLER

Three drumrolls. Then the announcement on German radio: ‘Our Führer Adolf Hitler, fighting to the last breath against Bolshevism, fell for Germany this afternoon at his operational headquarters in the Reich Chancellery.’ It was 1 May 1945.

So it ended as it had begun, in lies. The Führer hadn’t ‘fallen’, which is what soldiers do fighting a war. And he hadn’t heroically shot himself either, as was announced. He’d taken poison. Now it was all over. The Nazi’s Thousand-Year German Reich had lasted just twelve years, leaving over 45 million dead. Their dream of the Master Race was buried in the rubble of Berlin and London, Warsaw and Smolensk, Monte Cassino and Stalingrad and far-flung outposts of Empire. And now the Allies – British, American, Russian and French – were making their way across Germany, invading, occupying, pacifying, quelling. Millions of refugees were on the move, fleeing the Russians from the east or the Allies from the west, one path crossing the other in the chaos of defeat.

And among that chaos, in a chaos all her own, we find Renate. Renate turned four in 1945, living with foster parents in Kohren, a small town east of Leipzig. But she was born at the Hochland children’s home at Steinhöring in Bavaria on 21 November 1941 – the father an unknown SS officer, the mother Else Röder, aged thirty-five, unmarried. Hochland was not a normal children’s home. It was a Lebensborn home – part of a ‘charity’ set up in 1936 by Heinrich Himmler, the Reichsführer leader of the SS, to breed the racially pure Aryan. Eventually there were nineteen Lebensborn homes scattered across the German Reich and the German-occupied countries beyond, including Norway – a special favourite of Himmler’s because the women were so blond and blue-eyed.

‘Every mother of good blood will be sacred to us,’ wrote Himmler, choosing those words as the motto for his charity Lebensborn e.V; Lebensborn meant ‘fount of life’. ‘We shall survive or we shall perish with this best blood of Germany. If the good blood is not perpetuated we will be unable to rule over the world.’

Racial purity was at the very heart of Nazi ideology – a religion almost. In fact, the Naming Ceremony to mark the birth of a child in one of the Lebensborn homes looked very much like a religious service: the baby placed on a white embroidered cushion before an altar draped with the swastika flag and adorned with flowers and plants, a framed photograph of Hitler in place of the image of Christ. There were flaming torches on either side of the altar and the black standard of the SS hung above, together with a wreath festooned with twelve candles signifying the solstice, surrounded by foliage. Two SS officers officiated in full dress uniform – black, with black jackboots and black caps adorned with the white Totenkopf (Death’s Head) badge. Plus a ceremonial sword. No prayers, but an SS officer who intoned:

We believe in the God of all things
And in the mission of our German blood
Which grows ever young from German soil
We believe in the race, carrier of blood
And in the Führer, chosen for us by God

It sounded like a prayer but it was composed by Heinrich Himmler, not the Church. There were instructions too, also written by Himmler. After the ‘prayer’ the senior officiating SS officer was to turn and address the baby thus: ‘We take you into our Community as a limb of our body, you shall grow up in our protection and bring honour to your name, pride to your brotherhood and inextinguishable glory to your race.’ To which the ‘congregation’, that is, the nurses of the Lebensborn home and the mother, responded: ‘We bow in reverence before the ancestors, whose blood, as mission and obligation, circulates in our veins. We ourselves will become ancestors. Our children are the witnesses of our breeding and of our being. And our children will proclaim our greatness.’ Only the Amen was missing.

‘Yes, I think I had a Naming Ceremony,’ said Renate some fifty years later, still trying to make sense of what happened to her during those first five years of her life. ‘My mother said they used a sword and placed it across the baby. She said the sword was bigger than me! In the ceremony they gave you the name. It’s written on my Lebensborn certificate: the name of my mother, and the name of the Lebensborn home, Hochland, and then underneath there is my name: Renate.’ She smiled and shook her head. ‘Only when I was grown up I realised I was born into a special ideology. The Nazis said, never mind you are not married. Make a child for Hitler. It is completely alien to me. I know the ideology, but I can’t connect to it.’

[image: A photograph of a Naming Ceremony. Two SS officers are pictured. One holds a baby over an altar draped in a swastika flag.]


Expand / collapse Extended Description
A black-and-white photograph of a Naming Ceremony, showing two men in SS uniforms standing by an altar. The altar is draped with a Nazi swastika flag. One officer is holding a baby in white clothing over the altar, while the other officer holds a hand over the baby. In the background, there is another Nazi symbol on the wall.


When she finally visited Steinhöring in 1982 – a first step into her dark past – the villagers told her there were many bonfires in the gardens of the Hochland Lebensborn home during the last days of the war. Apart from that they were reluctant to talk about the home, insisting there’d been no contact between them. ‘It was the SS, not us,’ they kept repeating. Still, it turned out that the birth register had been saved from the bonfires and was now kept in the local mayor’s office. Apparently there was a steady stream of people coming to check the register, trying, like Renate, to find out who they were and who their parents had been. But it was an impossible task. Few of the mothers’ names were listed, and certainly not the names of the SS officers who were the fathers, which were always intended to remain secret. Addresses, if given at all, used the same few Munich addresses, belonging to the SS. Most of the children ended up in children’s homes, because once the war was lost and the Nazis’ dream of their Thousand-Year German Reich lay dead in the bombed-out ruins, no one wanted anything to do with these so-called racially pure ‘children for Hitler’. Even with the help of the Red Cross and the Catholic charity Caritas, the fathers and most of the mothers remained an unsolvable mystery.

When Renate checked the Birth Register she found one birth listed on 1 May 1945 and five more on 5 May, presumably catching up with those babies born during the last days of the war when everything was in chaos. And she found her own entry: 21 November 1941, with her mother’s name and, although no name of the father, an acknowledgement of paternity, which was unusual. Puzzling.

So Renate’s story was different from those of most other Lebensborn children. Worse, as it turned out. But that is to get ahead of ourselves.

Back in 1945, on the afternoon of 3 May, just two days after Hitler’s death was announced and four days before the official end of the Second World War, ten men of C Company of the US Army’s 86th Division arrived in Steinhöring. The place was little more than a large village, a single main street with rich farming land on either side. There was no one about, everyone hiding in their houses, curtains drawn. The US soldiers made their way cautiously through the village, rifles cocked, covering both sides of the road. You never knew. Even though the war was over, there were last-ditch snipers everywhere – one-time Hitler Youths most of them, still ready to die for the Führer though the Führer himself was already dead in his bunker in Berlin. In fact, there were no snipers, but still the men of C Company were in for a big surprise.

At the end of the village they came across a large building. It had a pitched roof and a round white tower in the old Bavarian style, high wrought-iron gates decorated with mysterious Germanic runes, and a wide gravel forecourt featuring a monumental statue of a mother and child carved in stone. It was the Hochland home. The gates were padlocked but the Americans kicked them in, likewise the massive oak front door, and made their way through the ground floor – a spacious entrance hall with polished wooden floors and chandeliers, an airy white-tiled kitchen, store rooms, pantry, and a large sunny room like a nursery, scattered with toys, all silent and empty, deserted. They made their way up a wide wooden staircase to the landing above, rifles still cocked. And there, in another large room, they found forty toddlers and children, some dressed, some naked. In other rooms on the same floor and the attic floor they found many more, crammed in, crying – almost 200 in all, some just babies in their cots. There were a few nurses too, in their NS uniforms, hiding in a back room. The men of C Company had experienced many surprises during this war, but few more surprising than this. What the hell was going on?

While half the men checked the grounds – high wall, playground with abandoned toys, small lake, neat kitchen gardens, woodland – the rest went in search of someone who could explain. There was a church in the village, surrounded by a well-tended cemetery. Where there is a church there is a priest. They found him hiding in his house, like everyone else. The priest told them the building was a mother and baby home called Hochland, and had opened in 1936. Beyond that he was vague, saying the villagers had no contact with the home and knew little about it. The nursing staff had kept pretty much to themselves. ‘Es tut mir Leid, I’m sorry, I can’t enlighten you any further,’ he said. Mighty strange, thought the men of C Company. Something didn’t smell right.

In fact there was some truth to what he said. Many of the Catholic priests in Bavaria had early on in the Nazi regime taken to greeting their parishioners with the traditional ‘Grüss Gott!’, God be with you, not the required ‘Heil Hitler!’ – a small thing, one might think, but punishable by a stint in a concentration camp. Some had also started hoisting the regional blue and white flag rather than the swastika on their church towers on feast days. Meanwhile, the Communists and Socialists had gone underground to continue their opposition to the Nazi regime. Each had active party headquarters outside the Reich – the Communists in Moscow, the Social Democrats first in Prague, then Paris – and active cells within the Reich, organising underground resistance and sabotage, reporting back to their headquarters with the help of couriers, often women. They all knew the risks: a concentration camp at best, death at worst.

‘The way in which Youth is being prepared today for the coming war can be seen clearly once again in the end of year celebrations in X,’ reported SOPAD, the Social Democratic Party Intelligence network, from an unknown town in Bavaria in 1936. ‘In the largest room in the town, which was decorated for the celebration, around 130 boys and as many girls who had just finished their eighth year at school were assembled. Over the stage, in big lettering, stood: WE ARE BORN TO DIE FOR GERMANY. In his talk, as reported by one of the boys who was not named, the school principal emphasised that “we must give our faithful heart to the Führer, and, since he is Germany’s liberator and greatest hero, our whole life belongs to him. In the fight for the national freedom of all Germans, even Youth may not shy away from offering itself up selflessly.” At the end there was the oath: “And if it must be, we know why: We are born to die for Germany.” ’

‘As part of our mission to preserve the German Volk we shall have to develop a technique of depopulation. By which I mean the removal of entire racial units,’ as Hitler put it in one of his ‘Table Talks’. ‘If I can send the flower of the German Volk into the hell of war without the smallest pity for the spilling of precious German blood, then surely I have the right to remove millions of an inferior race that breeds like vermin!’ And this was in 1932, seven years before war was declared. But then war was already part of the plan, as stated in Mein Kampf, which refers not only to Hitler’s personal struggle for existence but the struggle of the entire German Aryan race.

The priest at Steinhöring didn’t expect the American soldiers to understand about the home. It was beyond comprehension really. He put them in touch with a local landowner, Freiherr Otto von Feury, who agreed to act as liaison with the locals, but wasn’t especially forthcoming about the mother and baby home. ‘It was run by the SS,’ he repeated, ‘not us.’ Apparently the nurses would go to the butcher to buy meat, to the baker for bread and the dairy for milk, then go straight back inside the home again. They hardly spoke to the villagers, who hardly spoke to them. Von Feury put C Company in touch with Johann Grander, who ran the local dairy and was a known anti-Nazi. Johann Grander was much more forthcoming. It was a home run by Reichsführer Heinrich Himmler’s SS, he told them, for making the Arische babies. A Lebensborn home.

[image: A black-and-white image of the exterior of an SS Lebensborn home.]


Expand / collapse Extended Description
A black-and-white photograph showing a nurse in uniform tending to two babies in prams. They are outdoors in a garden. Above them, an SS flag (with the runic ‘SS’ symbol) hangs from the building.


[image: A smiling nurse holding baby Renate, who is laughing.]


Expand / collapse Extended Description
A black-and-white photograph of a smiling nurse holding baby Renate up in the air.


Say again? The American GI recalling that moment fifty years later was still astonished by it, shocked.

Herr Grander’s English wasn’t great, but he tried again: ‘to make the Arische Rasse, wissen Sie, you know? Reichsführer-SS Heinrich Himmler’s Lebensborn homes for the Arische.’

‘Arische?’

One of the other Americans spoke some German. ‘Aryans,’ he said. ‘Master Race and all that baloney.’

The men of C Company couldn’t believe what they were hearing. ‘Where are the mothers?’

‘Oh, they don’t stay. They just come to have the child. A child for Hitler, wissen Sie.’

Well, C Company happened to know there were a few mothers left, some evidently pregnant. ‘Where are the staff?’

‘They ran. In the Alps now.’

‘Who are the fathers?’

‘SS officers. Arisch, natürlich, of course.’ Johann Grander laughed. Good joke, wasn’t it?

This was more than the men of C Company could take in. It was plain crazy.

They made Johann Grander the new mayor of Steinhöring and put Freiherr Otto von Feury in charge of the Hochland home. It was US Army regulations: in each town or village they occupied they had to find a responsible local man, preferably anti-Nazi though it was hard to tell, to act as liaison with the occupying forces. Also to get rid of the previous mayor and replace him with someone who had not been involved with the local Nazi Party. Then move on. C Company moved on, leaving Freiherr von Feury to sort out what should happen to the 200 babies and children abandoned in the Hochland home.

Freiherr von Feury turned out to be a man of some initiative. Before C Company left he did a deal with the American officers. He needed petrol and a pass to get about. He had a small car, but it was standing immobile and useless in the garage of his country house on the outskirts of Steinhöring. All the shops were shut, so he needed to get from farm to farm to buy the milk and bread, and with luck some sausages, to feed the children. And he needed to contact a doctor: Dr Kleinle in Wasserburg, twenty kilometres away – some of the women were about to give birth. One midwife had stayed, but they needed a doctor. The trouble was, the Americans had interned Dr Kleinle for suspected Nazi sympathies. Before C Company left they procured some petrol and a pass for von Feury, and informed him that the next wave of Americans would be occupying the area for the duration, so Steinhöring would come under their administration. He should refer the case of Dr Kleinle to them.

‘It is impossible now to understand how Himmler could do such things – could even think of them,’ Renate said years later. ‘And what about my father? What was he?’

Renate was a teacher, so she knew how to do her research. She started to read everything she could about Lebensborn e.V, hunting for clues. Apparently Himmler had founded the Ancestral Heritage Society in 1935, a year before he founded Lebensborn. Its purpose: to trace the origins of Nordic families and races, an ‘ancient, holy legacy’, older even than Greece or Rome. Special significance was given to ‘ancient’ runes, including the geometric S for his SS, which was a symbol for victory in ancient times, or so Himmler and his SS Race and Settlement experts believed. The pierced V, similarly ‘ancient’, representing life, became the symbol for Lebensborn. If Renate had looked closely at the gates of the Hochland home at Steinhöring she’d have seen both symbols worked into the wrought-iron pattern, like a secret code. Himmler was keen to change the names of the months back to ancient times – May to Wonnemond, the month of ecstasy, August to Heurent, the month of haymaking, and the like. But someone somewhere vetoed that. Enough was enough.

‘A marriage with few children is little more than an affair,’ stated Himmler at the start of Lebensborn. ‘I hope members of the SS, and especially its officers, will set a good example. Four children is the minimum necessary for a good and healthy marriage. In the event of childlessness it is the duty of every SS leader to adopt racially valuable children, free of hereditary illness. The Lebensborn organisation will aid SS men in the selection and adoption of racially valuable children.’ Girls were valuable as future racially pure mothers, but especially prized were the sons, who were destined to fight in the future war and die for the Führer if necessary. Thus four sons: two to die, two to live and procreate. Apparently the Reichsführer-SS quite forgot that he and his wife Marga only had one child, a girl named Gudrun.

But you didn’t have to be married to bear a child. It was how the Nazi system worked: disguise a racial law by making it sound like social progress. Lebensborn was described as being modern by rejecting the bourgeois stigma of the unmarried woman bearing an illegitimate child. But the real point was that woman and child had to be racially pure. There could be no interbreeding. Only ‘racially healthy’ children were produced. Aryan children. The Slav and the ‘Negro’ were racial sub-specimens. After them came the Jew, who was not only racially impure but ‘evil’.

Once in power, the Nazis’ racial laws came thick and fast. It started in June 1933 with the Committee of Experts for Population and Racial Policy, which included Himmler. By 1935 came the laws: the Law for the Protection of the Hereditary Health of the German Volk, requiring the ‘racially less valuable’ to be registered. And the Law for the Prevention of Offspring with Hereditary Diseases. And the Marriage Health Law requiring a Certificate of Fitness (Racial) to marry. And the Law for the Protection of German Blood and German Honour of 14 November 1935, which made it illegal for anyone who threatened the ‘purity of German blood’ to engage in a sexual act with a German.

This was first and foremost the Jews. But not only. It soon extended to those with physical deformities and the ‘generally feeble-minded’, including homosexuals, schizophrenics, manic depressives, epileptics, chronic alcoholics. Hereditary Health Courts were set up, using primitive intelligence tests to measure mental deficiencies, with a lawyer and two doctors making the decision in secret: whether to sterilise or not. Already in 1934, hardly a year after the Machtergreifung (seizure of power), there were 181 Hereditary Health Courts. The National Socialist League of German Physicians, set up in 1929 for the purpose of purifying the Vaterland, had 2,786 members in January 1933. By the end of the year the number had risen to 11,000. By 1943 it was 46,000. Naturally, none were Jews.

The problem was a pressing one, as stated in the preamble to the Hereditary Law: ‘Whereas hereditary healthy families have for the most part adopted a policy of having only one or two children, countless numbers of racial inferiors and those suffering from hereditary conditions are reproducing without restraint, allowing their sick and disadvantaged offspring to be a burden on the community.’ Later came castration for sex offenders and abortion for ‘unfit’ pregnant women. Later still, euthanasia. A great raft of ‘experts’ was needed to implement this branch of medicine and fill the new institutions conducting the research: biologists, racial hygienists, anthropologists, sociologists, historians of Germanic studies. If you didn’t want to lose your job, best keep your head down and do as you were told. Nazi Germany was soon filled with ‘beefsteaks’: people who were brown (Nazi) on the outside, pink inside.

Renate discovered that when she was three she’d been transferred to a Lebensborn home at Kohren, near Leipzig; who knows why? That’s where Tante (aunt) Hilde, as she learned to call her foster mother, arrived to choose a child to adopt sometime in 1944.

The site of the home had again been personally chosen by Himmler, who liked to reuse buildings which had previously been clinics or sanatoria owned by Jews. Busy as he was with the great matters of state and war, he nevertheless found time to concern himself with every last detail of his Lebensborn homes. The names should suggest beauty and calm and be built in the old Germanic farm style with pitched roofs and pretty window boxes, surrounded by gardens with vegetables and flowers and orchards. Blut und Boden. Blood and Soil. There should be large, sunny rooms on the ground floor with French windows leading into the garden where the children could play in sandpits or on the swings. If the weather was clement the children should run about naked, because sun and fresh air were essential for health. The babies should sleep in their cots under the apple and cherry trees. The furnishings came from looted Jewish properties and were thus of the very best quality. There was a special treat for babies born on 7 October, Himmler’s birthday: a candlestick made at Dachau concentration camp, plus a candle and one Reichsmark for every birthday till they were twenty-one, though that never materialised as the Nazi regime didn’t last that long. The hard labour building the homes was done by inmates from the local concentration camp, the heavy domestic work by women prisoners shipped in from Ravensbrück camp. Everything went pleasingly hand in hand. Give and take.

The health of the children was of the greatest concern to the Reichsführer-SS because they would one day inherit the Thousand-Year German Reich. As the original statutes of Lebensborn stated, the whole purpose was to support racial and genetically valuable families and to give pregnant women, whether married or not, a healthy place to bear their racially pure children. Along with all the other instructions to his Lebensborn SS administration, Himmler made precise lists of the children’s daily diet. Vegetables should always be steamed and potatoes served in their jackets. There should be plenty of fresh salads and fresh fruit and sunflower seeds and regular doses of castor oil. Wholemeal bread was advised, as was porridge for the children’s breakfast because he’d heard that the British aristocracy were keen on it, especially Lord Halifax. The British were Aryans, of course, just like the Germans, which was a serious factor, Himmler knew, when Hitler decided not to invade the British Isles in May 1940 after the victory at Dunkirk, turning away from the English Channel at the last moment to face east and conquer the racially subhuman Russians instead. His Wehrmacht – army – generals were appalled. They didn’t yet understand that this war was first and foremost a racial war. If they’d read Mein Kampf they might have understood: it was already there in 1924, in black and white. But who on earth could plough through all that?

Still. Had they read Mein Kampf the generals would have known that the Nazis’ racial theories were the key to everything else. Equally, they could have paid more attention to the racial laws, which came fast after the Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei ’s – NSDAP, Nazi Party – Machtergreifung in January 1933. Already in April, hardly two months later, came the Law for the Restoration of the Professional Civil Service, dismissing anyone politically or racially undesirable and barring Jews from being doctors, dentists, teachers and students. Dachau was opened the same month. Then came Gleichschaltung, whereby anyone not ‘politically aligned’ lost their job. From July doctors had to register each case of hereditary illness, except in women over forty-five who were past the age of childbearing. Doctors who didn’t do their duty would be fined. If Germany got a million racially healthy children a year, and removed 700,000 or 800,000 of the weakest people, the strength of the Vaterland would be accordingly increased, as Hitler announced at the 1929 Nuremberg Party Rally.

Racial theories were all the rage in the Western world in the nineteenth century and early years of the twentieth. Many books were written on anthropology and eugenics, with some arguing the case for sterilisation of the unfit. Anti-Semitism was widespread. The British Empire was a typical colonial society where the ‘pure’ Anglo-Saxon did not mix with the ‘native’ or the ‘half-breed’, and certainly never intermarried. But nowhere were these theories taken to their logical conclusion as in Nazi Germany: the extermination of the racially inferior. And nowhere did extermination go hand in hand with a programme to breed a racially superior Master Race. In other countries, those theories were a small part of a varied whole. In Nazi Germany, they were the whole. The basis of everything else.

The Nazis had not won the election in November 1932 – the last democratic election in Germany for twelve years. They’d only got their Machtergreifung in January 1933 because of a fateful coalition with the centre parties, who were more afraid of the Communists than they were of the Nazis. But once in power, there was no stopping them, especially in matters concerning race. The First Nuremberg Law of 1935 ‘to protect German Blood and Honour’ barred marriage and any sexual relations between Jews and non-Jews, punishable by time in a concentration camp, later by death. Jews were not allowed to employ German servants, and were not allowed to fly the German national flag. The same applied to Gypsies and ‘Negroes’. The Marriage Health Law stipulated that all couples had to undergo a medical examination to avoid ‘racial damage’. Either that or be sterilised. A German citizen was defined as being of German or related blood, who was willing and able faithfully to serve the German people and the Reich. The rest of the population was classified as residents, not citizens, so had no privileges. ‘When determining racial characteristics it is not enough to look at the external shape of the body,’ stated the Nation and Race Journal. ‘We must go beyond, to explore differences in the inner organs of the body, differences that may reflect deeper psychological differences between races. Best known of this area is “racial smell”.’

Presumably Tante Hilde and her husband, as members of the Nazi Party, knew some if not all of this as they joined other prospective parents going up and down a line-up of children at the Lebensborn home, inspecting and choosing a racially pure child. Did they want a boy? Did they want a girl? Did they prefer a baby or an older child? Was the child blond enough – a key question, because there were cases of parents giving back the children once they grew older and less blond. Perhaps Tante Hilde, filling in the forms, said she preferred a child, not a baby. And a girl. Her reasons, like so many details of Renate’s early life, are lost in the fog of time. She made her choice easily. Renate was a sturdy, striking child – fair hair done in stumpy pigtails, her eyes bright blue – the very image of the Nazis’ pure Aryan.

How could Renate know that this was a turning point in her life, mirroring in its own small way the turning point in Germany’s war? By mid-1944, shortly after the D-Day landings in Normandy, there was no doubt the Allies would win. They were only waiting for Hitler’s unconditional surrender, which he refused to concede, preferring to sacrifice another million lives till the inevitable end in May 1945. For now, there was chaos. When Renate was born in 1941 at the Steinhöring home it housed no more than 100 children and babies and was well staffed with nurses and doctors and an efficient administration, which occupied a large office on the first floor – all members of Himmler’s SS. But in this last year of the war, with an influx of children from other Lebensborn homes across the Reich fleeing the advancing Western Allies from one direction or the Russians from the other, it was mayhem in the remaining homes.

One day about a year later, after the Götterdämmerung of defeat, a woman arrived at the small house at Kohren where Renate was living with Tante Hilde. The woman was in her late thirties, and she came with her mother. It turned out they were Renate’s mother and grandmother. Most of the other mothers had abandoned their children in the Lebensborn homes, now ordinary children’s homes, preferring to forget they’d ever been prepared to bear a child for Hitler now that the dream of the Thousand-Year German Reich lay dead and buried. But Frau Röder, as Renate’s mother had been encouraged to call herself by Nazi law though she was not married, wanted her child back. In fact she’d managed, in spite of the war and the great distance from her home in Cologne, with all the train disruptions and the dangers of the bombing raids, to visit her child once or twice in the Lebensborn homes over the past four years, though Renate had virtually no recollection of it. So now here was Else Röder, come to collect her child and take her home. Perhaps Tante Hilde was only ever a foster mother, taking care of Renate till her real mother was able to look after her. Who knows? Renate often asked her mother about it in later years, but she never got a straight answer.

[image: Else Röder and a young Renate posing for a portrait.]
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A black-and-white photograph of a smiling Else posing with a young Renate. Else is wearing a dark top, and Renate, who has light-coloured hair, is wearing a patterned dress.


How was the child Renate to understand what was happening to her? How could any of the 11,000 children born in Heinrich Himmler’s Lebensborn homes know? Not even Renate’s mother Frau Röder really understood, though she’d been a willing, not to say keen, volunteer to produce a child for Hitler back in 1941. In fact, she’d been in love with Friedrich, the SS officer who was Renate’s father. The only trouble was that Friedrich was already married. With five children. And then he had one or two more, outside marriage, doing his bit to breed racially pure children for Lebensborn, as instructed by his chief, Reichsführer-SS Heinrich Himmler.

But Else Röder didn’t know that when the couple met, back in the summer of 1937. Renate thought it was at a hotel in the Black Forest and that Else had gone there for a holiday, on her own or possibly with a group from the Kraft durch Freude (Strength through Joy) organisation introduced by the Nazis. Else worked at a local savings bank in Cologne which gave their employees one week’s holiday a year. Perhaps she was sitting on the hotel terrace reading one of her books when an SS officer came to sit at the table next to her. However hard Renate tried to get the facts of that fateful meeting from her mother in later years, Else never did divulge them. Perhaps she didn’t want to share them with anyone, not even her daughter, Friedrich’s child. All she would say, repeating it again and again, eyes shining, was that he was tall and handsome, and that he smiled at her. And that she was quite taken aback, astonished that such a grand officer might want to talk to her. Else didn’t think of herself as very attractive: she was small and shy, with blue button eyes and wispy blond hair, and although she’d had some suitors over the years she was still unmarried, aged thirty-one.

After that they met from time to time, and each time Else couldn’t believe her luck. It was love at first sight for her. Who knows what it was for him?

Once or twice Friedrich, as he was called, even came to visit her at home in Cologne, bringing her Mutti flowers. When the rest of the family heard about those visits they were quite overcome. They didn’t know exactly what Friedrich did in the SS, but he was clearly high up, and they were willing accomplices in the relationship. Eventually Friedrich told Else what she’d already guessed: that he was married, with children. He didn’t mention that he’d been married before, to a half-Jewess he’d divorced early after the Nazi Machtergreifung, and that one of their children, the disabled one, had ‘disappeared’. But he went on to explain something important to Else: there was no reason why she shouldn’t have a child herself, if she wanted. All this bourgeois rubbish about illegitimate children – there was no need for it. Reichsführer-SS Heinrich Himmler said the most important people in the Reich today were the mothers, the ones who bore the children for the future Thousand-Year German Reich. It really didn’t matter whether they were married or not. In fact the Reichsführer-SS, whom he knew personally, was so keen on this that he’d founded a charity called Lebensborn consisting of mother and baby homes where the mothers could have their babies in the most healthy and beautiful places, with the very best care, whether married or not. Had she heard of Lebensborn? Else hadn’t. But she longed to have a child. His child.

He explained that she’d have to undergo the usual racial tests at RuSHA, the SS Race and Settlement Main Office, before she was accepted as a Lebensborn mother, to attest to her sound health, mental as well as physical, and her racial purity going back to her great-grandparents. Only half the women who applied were accepted, he explained, so stringent were the requirements of race. None of this presented a problem for Else, who really couldn’t wait to get pregnant. Of course Friedrich had already undergone all the racial tests or he couldn’t have been an SS officer in the first place. He was an early member of the Nazi Party and an early member of the SS. He had few educational qualifications, having only attended the local polytechnic, but the SS recruitment office wasn’t bothered about that. The key thing, as the Reichsführer-SS insisted, was that the recruits be Aryan, with a soldierly bearing. Friedrich certainly was both.

From Friedrich’s point of view, Else must have seemed the perfect choice: not only racially pure, but pure in other ways too – ways Lebensborn knew how to appreciate. As Dr Gregor Ebner, the Chief Medical Officer, wrote to Max Sollmann, running the Lebensborn head office in Munich: ‘As you know, the Reichsführer-SS is a strong opponent of excessive beauty care in our women. He considers it unworthy of the German woman to paint her lips, pluck her eyebrows and paint her nails. We hold to this very strongly in Lebensborn homes, and ensure the mothers do not start these unfortunate habits. Unfortunately I have noticed that women working at head office do indulge in these deplorable practices. Some of the mothers have noticed it and are somewhat confused about what the real attitude of the SS is in this respect. It would therefore be better if the women who work for Lebensborn set a proper example.’

Else was modest and attractive in a quiet, natural sort of way. Born in 1906, she had grown up during the hard years of the First World War, swiftly followed by the chaos of the Weimar Republic with its economic crises and virtual civil war between Fascists and Communists, fought out daily in violent street battles. They were harsh times, especially for ordinary people like her family. Her father worked in a market garden cultivating fruit and vegetables. Her mother ran the household. Then her father died, leaving the two women living alone, managing as best they could. Else was working at her local savings bank as a stenotypist in 1933 when Hitler and the Nazis came to power, promising to restore order and pride to the German nation and give the Jews what they had coming to them. Mother and daughter were not ardent Nazi supporters, but supporters nevertheless. After all, hadn’t the Führer saved the German Reich from ruin?

You only had to read the newspapers and listen to the wireless. Everything was on the up: unemployment solved, law and order restored, clean, safe streets, better conditions for the working man and, best of all, the Kraft durch Freude movement. Imagine: there were paid holidays now, and marvellous leisure opportunities for the workers – sports clubs, entertainments, many new feast days like the Führer’s birthday, and subsidised trips to beautiful parts of the Reich. ‘The popularity of these trips is having a great effect,’ went a secret SOPAD report in the summer of 1934:

Their cheapness is astonishing. Examples: visits to mountain villages. I met a couple from Cologne. For an eight-day stay in Frasdorf, including the journey there and back, plus costs and board, they paid 60 marks. Otherwise the journey alone with a holiday card would have cost 100 marks. In any case a worker earning 53 pfennigs an hour cannot manage it on his own. Again: 1,200 workers from Bavaria went to Spitsbergen. The trip lasted 10 days. Inclusive of board, the whole trip cost 76 marks per person. And another: 900 men from Munich, workers from BMW and other local firms, went on an eight-day trip to the Mosel. The trip cost 35 marks per person. The participants got a glass of wine with each midday meal. At one place on the Mosel there was a wine-tasting at a public spa, and the participants of the trip were allowed to drink to their hearts’ content. You can imagine how enthusiastic they were!

Not to mention the triumph of the 1936 Olympic Games, caught on film by the brilliant Leni Riefenstahl on the orders of her boss Joseph Goebbels at the Ministry of Propaganda and Enlightenment, when the whole world was in awe of Germany and the achievements of the Nazi Party. And not an unhappy Jew in sight.

‘Liebes Elsele! Dear little Else,’ went the first letter from Friedrich, dated 20 July 37, hardly two weeks after that first meeting on the hotel terrace in the Black Forest. Astonishingly it was headed Der Führer des SS-Oberabschnittes Mitte on the left, and Braunschweig, den Landtagsgebäude, the regional parliament, on the right. So he lived in Braunschweig and he was the Führer of the entire region.

[image: First page of a handwritten letter from Fried to Else in German.]
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The first page of a handwritten letter from Friedrich Jeckeln to Else Röder in German. The letterhead reads ‘Der Führer des SS-Oberabschnittes Mitte’ on the left and, den Landtagsgebäude’ with the date ‘20.7.37’ on the right. The handwriting is in cursive, typical of the era. The salutation is ‘Liebes Elsele!’.


[image: The second page of the handwritten letter from Fried to Else, in German.]


Expand / collapse Extended Description
The second page of the handwritten letter in German from the previous page. The text continues in cursive handwriting. It concludes with the closing ‘Heil Hitler! Dein Fried.’


‘I’ve been in my hunting hut for the last three days, so I’ve had the time, sitting here on my own, to think about the weeks of holiday. And I’m overcome with an inner feeling of gratitude towards you because it was only due to you that the last week of the holiday was so beautiful. Away from all the heavy concerns of my everyday life, free of any pressures and matters of etiquette, I was happy in the knowledge of your love. I have learnt to love and respect you. Your natural and direct character, and your deep understanding of people’s inner feelings, have restored my faith in womankind. And for that I am deeply grateful!’

When they met he’d felt a quickening of his heart, he wrote, and once he was back home he became aware of a loneliness. The weather was unfortunately not so good, always raining. But it was nice in the hut. His friend Struppi was arriving that afternoon and staying till Sunday. Monday it was back to work. ‘Well, kleines Mädelein, little girl, I think of you often and would like to see you again very soon. I could probably come and see you next Sunday afternoon, and stay till evening. Or we could meet wherever you prefer. Or we could spend the Saturday night and Sunday in my hut. You’d have to take the train to Hanover on the Saturday, and I’d pick you up in my car there. It goes without saying that I would pay your travel expenses. Please think this over quickly, so I can arrange matters accordingly. You can imagine how happy it makes me to think we’ll be seeing each other again soon. And now, little one, I embrace you tightly, and tell you how much I care for you. Heil Hitler! Your Fried.’

So Fried it was, from then on.

On 21 August 1937 he wrote again: ‘Mein liebes Mädelein! My dear little girl!’ He thanked her heartily for her letter. The work he was doing had to be seen through, and that increased his longing for Cologne. ‘I think of you often too, and have a great longing for you.’ Unfortunately he couldn’t see her again till 3 October, work was too pressing – other than 5 September, when he had to be on SS troop manoeuvres for several days in the Heide, but could take some time off during the first two days when his presence was not absolutely necessary. Or he could come to Cologne. But how to manage this? He asked her to suggest something quickly, so he could arrange matters. ‘Anyway, we must see one another, or it’s not much of a life.’ Otherwise things were going well. There had been a happy meeting with the Kamaraden. Struppi sent best wishes. Tomorrow was Sunday, but not for him, because he had a long meeting in Magdeburg. He had to give a speech at the Volksgemeinschaft-Wehrgemeinschaft exhibition, on Volk and defence, and he had no idea what he was going to say! ‘You are my dear, sweet little one. So we’ll meet, and I’m already looking forward to it very much. Stay healthy, and enjoy your day off. I embrace you heartily, your Fried.’

On 17 September 1937 he wrote again, to thank her for the ‘sweet photograph’. He thought of her often, and wished she was with him. He was very tired after a heavy day’s work. But work was going well. Nuremberg had been a success. On Friday he was having to go to Munich to greet Mussolini. So it was difficult to meet. Unless she took Saturday off work (he knew her chief was absent) and kept it free, in case he could get away. In which case she could take an omnibus to B, and they could spend the night together in the hotel. He would organise it. ‘I’m longing to see you because you’re a darling girl! I embrace you heartily, your Fried.’

On 28 September he wrote from Berlin, headed Reichstag, Abgeordneter, delegate. Evidently Friedrich liked to use official notepaper. He was already in his office at 6 a.m., he wrote, he had so much work. He never said what kind of work he did, there in Braunschweig. ‘I hope you enjoyed our time together. I am already looking forward to the next.’ He was too busy for a few days, but on Friday he was off to B with the Reichsführer-SS. They could try another Hanover plan – she should wait for him in the railway station waiting room, second-class, which was less obvious. He hoped to be there on time. ‘I’ll be in full uniform, so I’ll wait for you in the car at the back of the station. All the rest, overnight, travel to B, leave to me. I am thinking of you. I embrace you, your Fried.’

If ever Fried had a moment of guilt about Else it was quickly assuaged by his chief, Heinrich Himmler. As the Reichsführer-SS jokily put it in one of his interminable talks to his Gruppenführers earlier that year: ‘We are all men here, consequently it is safe to say – the moment you have to select a stenotypist and you have two candidates before you, one fearfully hideous fifty-year-old who does 300 words a minute, a sheer genius in this sphere, and another a racially good, pretty twenty-year-old who does a bare 150 words, you will, unless I completely misjusdge you – probably with the most serious air and with a thousand moral reasons – because the other is old and therefore could become ill more easily – I know, take the lovely young twenty-year-old, who does fewer words.’ What a wag, his SS officers said to one another, laughing heartily.

Another Fried letter came from the Reichstag on 18 October 1937 thanking Else for both her letters, which always gave balsam for his nerves. He was sorry he hadn’t written for so long. ‘But you’ll forgive me, I know. And that I feel warmly for you and often think of you, you already know! There is so much happening, I’ll tell you about it another time. The last ten days I have had to work late into the night. That’s why I’ve had to postpone our meeting. As soon as I’ve finished my SS work, I’ll probably be able to go to the hut for a few days. And then I want to see you as soon as possible. I embrace you heartily dear girl, your Fried.’

Why was Fried so busy that summer of 1937? To put it simply, he was carrying out Joseph Goebbels’s expressed intention, written in his private diary on 7 August 1936, anticipating the triumph of the Berlin Olympics: ‘After the Olympics we’ll get ruthless. Then there will be some shooting.’

Braunschweig had, from the earliest days of the Nazi Party, been a hotbed of Fascist violence, with Friedrich active there from the first, renowned for his brutality, hounding Communists and other opponents of the Nazi regime. Wolfenbüttel prison, a vast nineteenth-century building, was only seven kilometers south of Braunschweig. In 1937 the Reich Ministry of Justice decided to make it the main execution centre for northern Germany, in addition to its day-to-day work of imprisoning and torturing resisters of the Nazi regime. Now that the world was no longer watching, the Party Führers could get back to work, with thousands of arrests of Communists and Socialists, thousands of Jewish assets and properties ‘appropriated’ – the ‘Actions’ often going happily hand in hand: Communists and Jews, Jews and Communists – two birds with one stone.

In fact there was endless trouble to deal with throughout the Reich. You only had to read the police reports being sent to local Gestapo offices to see how powerful the opposition to the Nazi regime still was, in spite of the ‘Actions’.

‘Funeral of a Communist’ in Darmstadt was dated 21 April 1937: ‘Concerning a Communist demonstration on the occasion of the burial of Adam Schaefer who was a prisoner in protective custody in Dachau. The investigations into the above affair have so far discovered: On 24 March 1937 Adam Schaefer (born 25 August 1907 in Mainz-Kostheim and who was in the camp due to expressing anti-state opinions) was shot by an SS guard whom he attacked. About 800 people were present at the burial itself. Those present were almost exclusively opponents of the state. About 40 per cent were known former associates and members of the SPD Social Democrat Party and the centre parties; perhaps 60 per cent were former KPD Communists. Participants appeared from distant suburbs and even Mainz itself. The Communists stood together during the ceremony at the graveside …’

Sabotage was a perennial problem in the armaments factories: ‘There have been complaints for several months about inadequate work production at the armaments firm of Middle German Steelworks in Groeditz, district Grossenhain, which has a workforce of about 6,000 people,’ went another police report, this time in Dresden. ‘Absence from work and sickness is very high, up to 1,200 workers temporarily missing. In several cases damage to machinery caused suspicion of sabotage. Since October the Gestapo has become involved in about 50 cases.’

The Churches were another problem, especially the Catholic Church, roughly half their priests being arrested at one time or another. They were using feast days and pilgrimages as a cover for political action. Thus a police report about the night of 17 March 1937 from Cologne: ‘Pilgrims flocked to the meeting point for the procession’s 22.50 departure from the Hay Market and went on till shortly after midnight. It is estimated that 25,000 attended. Each parish group carried a large cross in front of it to the cathedral. The devotion was made by Archbishop Schulte. Politically it was noteworthy that the Catholic population of Cologne, in recent times, have banded together strongly. They are taking part in church celebrations and events in numbers of such size that have hardly been seen in previous years.’ This one was not unique: in Bamberg 60,000 people participated in its 700-year-old Dornweihe festival, and 800,000 travelled to Aachen for the Heiligtum Fest.

Yes, there was endless work for Friedrich – day work, night work, you-name-it work. His next letter to Else came from Braunschweig again, SS-Oberschnitte Mitte, on 25 October 1937. It was a strange letter. He thanked her very much for her letter, which always gave him joy. ‘I really need a bit of joy – I’ve been rather low-spirited lately, and try as I might, I can’t seem to get out of it. There is so much work and so many duties. My only respite is the hunting hut. But I feel lonely there whenever I’m alone.’ The day before, though, he’d been out hunting with friends. He went on to list his work days, saying he was free from the Friday. ‘So of course I want to be with you on Saturday evening and Sunday.’ He underlined the Sunday. He could meet her in Hanover or Frankfurt? He gave the times of the trains from Cologne as usual. His letters always ended with ‘Heil Hitler!’

The next letter, 13 November 1937, was written on five small sheets of paper from the hunting hut because he didn’t have anything else with him. It was a recuperation being there, he wrote, so he was able to find himself again, away from the Getrieb des Lebens, the whirlwind of life. Struppi was with him. ‘He’s a good fellow.’ He thought of her a lot, however much he liked to be alone. ‘It’s our secret.’ The weather was cold. The quiet was doing him good. He listed his work commitments in detail again for the coming days. ‘And how are you, little one? Do you think of me sometimes? As soon as I have a bit of time in the next weeks, we’ll see each other.’ Else thought of him all the time of course, as well he knew.

On 3 January 1938 he wrote from the Hotel Weisses Rössl in the Black Forest, where he was celebrating the New Year. Presumably he was there with his wife and children, but naturally he didn’t mention that. ‘Recuperating here for a week, and I really need it,’ he wrote. ‘I’m thinking of you, and want to wish you a Happy New Year. It comes a little late, I know, but nevertheless from the heart. I know I’ve upset you, and I know I’ve been unfair to you, but I don’t want to excuse myself. At least not in writing. It’s probably hard for you to understand me – I often can’t even do it myself. I torture myself with all sorts of thoughts … In addition, my work, with all its duties and responsibilities, is a burden. And in my low moods, alcohol has been my saviour.’ He was able to re-find himself in the beautiful winter landscape, he wrote. He’d been cross-country skiing that afternoon. There were some old couples staying in the hotel, celebrating New Year. He knew she often thought of him. As he did of her. How did she celebrate the New Year, he wondered. ‘I leave here on 9 January. It would please me to meet you then. You too? I arrive in Frankfurt at 20.25. You could take the 15.02 from Cologne … otherwise I can’t see how we can manage it. Please let me know by telegram. By Thursday if possible. Your Fried.’

By 22 February 1938 he was back in Brauschweig, back at work. ‘My dear little one!’ he wrote. ‘The photograph arrived yesterday! I like it very much, and I thank you for it dear girl, and will look at it often till our next meeting.’ He thanked her for her letter too, then moves on to a possible future meeting. ‘Your plan is a good one, but it can’t in fact happen in that way. The situation is: I received an invitation from the Führer yesterday to attend a gathering at his house in Munich on Friday. Of course I had to accept. And the Reichsführer-SS may need me on the Thursday. I could perhaps free myself on Sunday, but I’d have to be back in the office early Monday morning. As soon as I know the details I’ll let you know.’ He included the usual train timetables and the usual arrangement to meet in the station waiting room, second-class. ‘Let me know by return of post. Otherwise let me know at the Hotel Four Seasons in Munich. I write in haste …’

He wrote in haste because 1938 was a very busy time, planning the top-secret invasion of the Sudetenland and preparing all those lies for the Allies, especially those naive appeasers in London. Big lies, never little ones, as the Führer liked to say. And it was especially busy for Fried and the Führers of the future Einsatzgruppen troops, those SS units being formed to follow in the wake of the regular Wehrmacht in the planned war, exterminating any local resistance, mopping up.

But it didn’t stop Fried writing to Else, his ‘good’ little one. He wrote sporadically, as and when he could see a free night coming up which they could spend together. The letters all followed the same pattern: he thanked her for her letters, he missed her, he felt warmly about her, the weather was good/bad, he wanted to see her soon, she should take the train from Cologne station and get to Hanover station by such-and-such. Wait for him in the second-class waiting room, round the back. He was finding it harder to take time off to see her.

The problem was: Else wasn’t getting pregnant.

Once war broke out on 1 September 1939 with Germany’s invasion of Poland, the letters became even more sporadic. But he knew she would understand, he wrote.

On 28 October 1939 Himmler issued an SS Order headed ‘The Reichsführer-SS and Chief of the German Police in the Ministry of Interior, to the whole SS and police’. ‘Every war is a loss of the best blood,’ he wrote:

Many a military victory was at the same time an extinguishing defeat of the Volk’s life-force and blood. But the sadly unavoidable loss of our best men, tragic though it is, is not the worst of matters. Much worse is the lost breeding of children by those men, living but away at war, or then, after the war is over, by the men who died during it. The old wisdom that only the man who has borne sons and children can die at peace is once again true in this war for our men of the SS … Reaching beyond normal bourgeois laws and attitudes, it will be the highest duty for unmarried as well as married women and young girls of good blood to bear a child, not frivolously but in the deepest seriousness, with soldiers about to be sent to the Front, and of whom Fate alone can tell whether they will come home again or die in the field. For all legitimate and also illegitimate children of good Blood whose fathers fall in the war we take on, as personally ordered by myself, their guardianship in the name of the Reichsführer-SS. We will stand by the mothers, and will care for their offspring both in human and material terms till their coming of age, so the mothers and widows have no worries about need. The men and women who find their place remaining in the Heimat by order of the State, they too, men and women alike, have a duty to become fathers and mothers of (racially pure) children.

Over the next year Fried wrote when ‘work’ allowed, and they saw each other for a day/night here, a day/night there, as and when Fried had some leave from his mop-up duties. The Reichsführer-SS had posted him into an infantry division, he wrote on 25 February 1940, not the artillery, which he would have preferred. But he was in sehr frohe Stimmung, a very cheerful mood, looking forward to joining his troops. By 26 April he was writing that, unfortunately, there was absolutely no chance that they could meet at his hunting hut as planned. ‘I think of you often, dear girl, and wish I could be with you. Heartfelt greetings. Heil Hitler! Your Fried.’ By May he was in France. On 26 June he was back in the Heimat. His division had got as far as Lyons, he wrote. On the way home he travelled via Reims, Luxembourg, Trier, Cologne, then Braunschweig. Unfortunately Cologne was in the middle of the night, so he couldn’t visit her. But he thought about her often. On 2 July he wrote to say he was trying to get her tickets to the Reich’s Party Day. ‘I believe, anyway, this war will be over very soon!’ Seven days later he wrote again to tell her that the Reichsführer-SS had promoted him to Higher SS and Police Chief. He was probably being transferred to Norway. He thought he might manage a quick visit to Cologne. Then no letters for several weeks. He spent some time in Düsseldorf, not far from Cologne, so perhaps there were no letters because they were seeing each other. Who knows?

Then came the letter of 27 June 1941, with ‘Braunschweig’ already crossed out. ‘My dear girl!’ he wrote:

I’m writing you these lines just a few hours before my departure. I’ll set off tonight at 1 a.m. with my staff, and should be in Kraków by 15.00 hours. There I’ll meet up with my troops, and then it’s on to south Russia. More I do not know. I’ve talked to the Reichsführer-SS about our situation, and he also has a statement in writing about it, so everything is in order, just in case something bad happens to me. The Reichsführer was so nice about it, he gave me 2,000 marks to pay for everything. You can turn to him for help at any time. Your stay in the Lebensborn home at Steinhöring near Munich is fully arranged. You just have to make yourself known to them. You can go there two months before the big event. Meanwhile, I’m sending you 1,000 marks, and I’m putting a further 1,000 into your bank. You see, everything is perfectly organised.

During these last few days of preparation I’ve had to see to all sorts of difficult matters, so I’m feeling rather nervy. The vehicles for me and my personal staff stand ready at the back of the house, together with all sorts of weapons. Once I give the signal for departure I’ll feel more relaxed. I’m looking forward very much to the military engagement.

I hope you are well. Hold your head high, and feel happy about what is to come, even if it is sometimes difficult. I’ll write to you again soon.

Heartfelt greetings and a loving kiss, your Fried.

So Else was pregnant with Renate. And Fried was off to Ukraine. By 27 August he was the SS general in charge of the Einsatzgruppen at Kamianets-Podilskyi, exterminating the Jews – a mass-murder of 23,600 men, women and children. By 29 September he was in Babi Yar near Kiev overseeing the massacre of an estimated 33,770 Jews, shooting them into pits outside the town. By November 1941, at the time of Renate’s birth at the Lebensborn home at Steinhöring, he was in Riga, Latvia, continuing his work.

In a memo of 2 July from Reinhard Heydrich, Himmler’s right-hand man, to the four Höhere SS- und Polizeiführers, police chiefs, including Friedrich Jeckeln (to name him in full), he summarised the ‘basic instructions’ which he’d already issued to his Einsatzgruppen in anticipation of Germany’s invasion of Russia ten days earlier, on 21 June 1941:

EXECUTIONS. The following will be executed: all officials of the Comintern. Officials of senior and middle rank and ‘extremists’ in the party, the central committee, and the provincial and district committees. The People’s Commissars. Jews in the service of the Party or the State. Other extremist elements (saboteurs, propagandists, snipers, assassins, agitators etc.). No steps will be taken to interfere with any purges that may be initiated by anti-Communist or anti-Jewish elements in the newly occupied territories. On the contrary, they are to be secretly encouraged.

Those were the written instructions. In fact, the Einsatzgruppen had verbal orders to shoot all Jews. A report from Einsatzgruppe A on 15 October 1941 stated that security police were resolved ‘in accordance with instructions received, to solve the Jewish problem decisively and by all available means’. And again, at beginning of 1942: ‘Systematic cleansing operations are being carried out, in accordance with the principles laid down in orders concerning the relentless elimination of Judaism. Certain difficulties may be encountered in regard to the final and complete extermination of the Jews left in White Ruthenia after the German invasion.’ Some had to be spared for essential work, apparently, and severe frost had impeded ‘mass executions’. In spite of this, it had proved ‘possible to shoot some 41,000 Jews’.

On 12 September 1941 Fried found time to write to Else, thanking her for her two letters and telling her that he’d acknowledged paternity for Renate with the Reichsführer-SS. ‘You don’t need to give my name at the Lebensborn home, just say that the father is a Higher SS officer who is away at war, and that the Reichsführer-SS has the details, and the paternity document.’ He himself was in very good health, he wrote, though life was full of strife and difficulties. ‘Are you a little happy anticipating the great event? Be proud, because you’re giving your Volk the biggest and most valuable thing for its survival.’ He ended with a buoyant ‘Heil Hitler!’ But by 27 September his mood had changed and he only had time for a short note: ‘I feel het up, somehow, and sometimes everything gets a bit too much. I have two separate tasks to complete, one in Kiev and the other in Kriwoj-Raj. Along with my military and police duties, there are other tasks to complete. My health is good, but if this goes on much longer it’ll probably finish me. I fly to Kiev tomorrow. Kiev is a beautiful town, but very dangerous now …’

On 5 October came another short note thanking Else for the photographs and telling her ‘Stay brave, little one!’ By 1 December 1941 he was in Riga.

SS-Obergruppenführer und General der Polizei Ostland
Riga
1 December 1941

My dear girl! I’ve just come back to find your letter waiting in which you tell me that the stork brought baby Renate on 21 November. I am very happy, and congratulate you heartily, and hope that you managed everything successfully, and that you’re already feeling well again. How I’d love to come and visit, both you and the little one. No, it’s not at all the case that I’d prefer this not to have
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