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The pang, the curse, with which they died, 
Had never passed away: 
I could not draw my eyes from theirs, 
Nor turn them up to pray.

—The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, Samuel Taylor Coleridge1






Introduction

IMAGINE A HISTORY of the twentieth century in which the Holocaust is only a footnote to the Second World War. Where the encyclopedia entry for Auschwitz describes the flourishing chemical industry in the nearby town but omits the gas chambers. Where school textbooks describe Hitler as “gifted in a variety of ways” and limit the discussion of the mass murder he orchestrated to just forty-seven words, concluding that “no more than a hundred people knew about it.” This isn’t an abstract thought experiment. This was West Germany in the years following Hitler’s defeat, when the Holocaust was all but forgotten and the Allies sanctioned the return of millions of former Nazis to forge a new country to serve as a bulwark against Communism. It was time, in the words of West German chancellor Konrad Adenauer in 1949, to “let bygones be bygones.”1

This book is the story of Fritz Bauer, the remarkable Jewish prosecutor who with a small band of activists, lawyers, and survivors resolved that Germany and the world should not forget. This is also the story of Bauer’s battle against the West German state that sought to stop him, as represented by its head of intelligence, Reinhard Gehlen, and the chancellor’s right-hand man, Hans Globke, who both had their own reasons for covering up the past. Above all, this is the story of how the German people were made to face their complicity in the industrialized mass murder of Europe’s Jews, and how the Holocaust came to define our collective sense of humanity.




Note on Text

THIS IS A WORK OF NONFICTION.

In reconstructing Fritz Bauer’s life, I was privileged to interview many who knew him and to be granted access to unpublished family papers and correspondence. These sources, along with the thousands of pages of interviews, speeches, and journalistic and legal writings Bauer left behind, are the the basis for my descriptions of his thinking and many of his experiences. Scenes that it’s clear Bauer would have observed have been re-created from testimonies, memoirs, and newspapers. I additionally drew from more than five thousand sources taken from forty-nine archives in Austria, the Czech Republic, Denmark, Germany, Great Britain, Israel, Italy, Poland, Russia, Sweden, and the United States.

Sources appear in the endnotes in the order in which they appear in each paragraph. I have not provided sources for information that is widely available. Archival sources are cited in full in the endnotes; books, articles, and other secondary sources appear in full in the bibliography, along with URLs for online sources. Quotations have been edited for spelling and punctuation but otherwise remain unchanged. I avoid acronyms unless they are commonplace, such as the SS for Schutzstaffel. I also use SS as an umbrella term encompassing the Sicherheitsdienst. West Germany and the Federal Republic are used interchangeably. For place names, I have retained national usage except where there are common anglicized versions. I use the name Oświęcim for the town and Auschwitz for the camp but refer to other Nazi death camps in Poland by their common Polish names. I have also used national letters in most circumstances, an exception being the German Eszett, which I’ve replaced with “ss.”

All translations were carried out by my brilliant researche rs, Ingrid Pufahl, Harriet Phillips, Anna Schattschneider, Florine Miez, Sine Maria Vinther, Morten Baarvig Thomsen, Christian Kjellsson, Jonathan Cahana-Blum, and Katarzyna Chiżyńska, unless otherwise noted.




Prologue

Occupied Germany

Summer 1948

FRITZ BAUER GLANCED around the crowded carriage as the train reached the German border with Denmark near Flensburg. The painful dissonance of returning home as a German and a Jew—as though it were still possible to be both—pressed in on him as he showed his documents to a British guard. He was forty-five, a small man in a neatly tailored suit, his face prematurely lined and careworn. He had once been the youngest district judge in Germany, recognized as a rising voice in defense of the Weimar Republic, which claimed one of the most liberal constitutions in Europe. The Nazis had destroyed that vision when they seized control and enlisted the country in the industrialized mass murder of his people. Of the roughly half a million Jews who had lived in Germany in 1933, a third had been murdered and most of the remainder had fled. Bauer understood why many, including his surviving family, chose not to return to rebuild their shattered lives. Indeed, the World Jewish Congress had declared a few weeks earlier in June 1948 that it was “the determination of the Jewish people never again to settle on the bloodstained soil of Germany.”1

Looking at his fellow passengers, Bauer wondered who among them had joined the cheering crowds that greeted Hitler’s motorcade. Who had killed, or watched others kill? For Bauer, these were pressing questions not simply because of the danger he faced returning to a country where many might still wish him harm.2

They were questions he had to ask because he sought justice.

The anger that compelled him onto that train came from the knowledge that the Germans, the Allies—the world—seemed to think that justice had already been served. The Allies had made it clear at the International Military Tribunal in Nuremberg in 1945 that they considered the crimes of the Nazis to have been carried out by Hitler and his inner circle. Twenty-two Nazi leaders were convicted the next year and several thousand more senior officials in subsequent trials and military tribunals. It was the case that the Allies had attempted a broader scrutiny of German society through special denazification panels intended to bar incriminated individuals from employment. But the effort had largely petered out by 1948, as attention shifted to the Cold War.3

Bauer was staggered by the number of perpetrators who walked free. Among them were Adolf Eichmann, the man who had transported Europe’s Jews to the death camps; Josef Mengele, the SS doctor who had performed selections for the gas chambers on the ramp in Auschwitz; and Hans Globke, the bureaucrat who had helped create the legal framework for what was to become known as the Holocaust. But it wasn’t simply the architects and implementers of the genocide who remained at large. Hitler had enlisted the German people in a national effort to persecute, plunder, and finally kill the entirety of Europe’s Jews. Eight and a half million Germans had joined the Nazi Party. More than 250,000 had served in the SS, which had operated the death camps of Auschwitz, Majdanek, Treblinka, Bełżec, Chełmno, and Sobibór and staffed special murder squads known as Einsatzgruppen. Tens of thousands of soldiers had committed atrocities on the front lines. Countless civil servants had participated in the vast bureaucratic machinery of industrialized murder. And yet most of these people had simply slipped back into German society and resumed their lives as if nothing had happened.4

Bauer hoped to prosecute at least some of these men. He was returning to Germany for an interview to become attorney general in the city of Braunschweig. But even if he got the job, he faced a struggle. Braunschweig was a provincial backwater, and he’d only have a small team of prosecutors. He was painfully aware, too, that the courts were stacked with Nazi-era judges who had enforced Hitler’s racial laws, and that former SS men ran the police. In his optimistic moments, Bauer imagined provoking a wave of prosecutions that might ultimately bring thousands to justice. But even then, he knew that millions more who had aided and abetted Nazism would go free. His idea—incomplete and seemingly impossible—was to use the justice system to force a national reckoning. If he could compel his countrymen’s attention through enough prosecutions, he might succeed in forcing them to confront their own complicity in the Nazis’ crimes. Only then could Nazism be expunged from German culture, and his family and other survivors might begin to believe the horror would not be repeated.5

His train came to a halt in Flensburg. The city had escaped the worst of the bombing but not the postwar upheavals. The station was packed with passengers hauling bags or sitting on piles of luggage, wives in patched dresses searching for news of husbands missing since the war, runaway children, ticket touts, and the destitute begging. The humid air smelled of unwashed bodies and cigarette smoke. Half the country was still displaced, with tens of thousands of refugees from Soviet-occupied territory streaming to the West each month. Trains were overflowing with those desperate for passage, who clambered through carriage windows—even three years after the war, many still had no glass—or onto the roofs for more space.6

Bauer had no doubt seen images of Germany’s ruined cityscapes on newsreels, but he was shaken as they passed the still-charred remains of the Altona-Nord and St. Georg neighborhoods outside Hamburg. Gray puddles had formed in the craters between rain-slicked piles of rubble, overgrown in places by grass and weeds, and piles of meticulously cleaned and salvaged bricks. He would need to find allies in this wasteland—not only like-minded judges, prosecutors, and politicians, but also ordinary Germans who hadn’t succumbed to Nazism or abandoned their hope in the progressive promise of the Weimar years.7

His thoughts inevitably took him back to the country he had left more than a decade ago. He had believed in 1933 that he could rally the workers to resist Hitler in the name of a freer and more just Germany. He had nurtured this faith in his countrymen during his exile by banishing the memories of what they had done to him. But as the train carried him steadily back toward the scene of so much suffering, he knew that he, like his fellow Germans, needed to confront the past.8




Part I




1

Home

Ludwigsburg

February 1933

FRITZ BAUER KNEW the Nazis were watching them from the moment he and his fellow marchers unfurled their flags and stamped through the cold, shuttered streets of Ludwigsburg on Sunday, February 26, 1933. A week before, the new chancellor, Adolf Hitler, had called an election to gain a majority for the Nazi Party in the German parliament, the Reichstag. Bauer and his small band of sixty aging World War I veterans and factory workers had taken to the streets to rally support for the country’s democratic order they had sworn to protect as members of the Reichsbanner militia. Bauer did not know if Hitler would follow through on his threats to overturn the constitution to rid the country of Jews and socialists. But he didn’t doubt that if Hitler won, then the Nazis would pursue their enemies and that he, as a Jewish judge and outspoken critic, was surely one of them.1

The twenty-nine-year-old had already come to their attention after being appointed chairman of the Reichsbanner in the state of Württemberg and taking to the smoky auditoriums, men’s clubs, and beer halls of Stuttgart to rally against Hitler. “Bauer,” observed one Nazi informant, “[has] with genuine Jewish impudence agitated against the National Socialist movement at every opportunity. His weapons …: hatred, lies, and slander.”2

Bauer was certainly an impressive speaker. Away from a stage, he could be shy and diffident, a slim delicate man in a suit that seemed too big for him, his head invariably stuck in a book as he walked down the street dodging lampposts. Indeed, when Bauer had first offered to campaign for the Social Democrats, the main progressive party of the Weimar Republic, the local leader, Kurt Schumacher, noted Bauer’s law doctorate, soft jawline, and propensity to quote Goethe and declared: “Workers don’t like intellectuals.” But Bauer had persisted, and Schumacher, impressed by his quiet charisma and evident sensitivity to the plight of others, agreed to let him speak at a few rallies. He was surprised by the result: Placed before a crowd, Bauer grew fierce and impassioned; his transformation onstage was so surprising, recalled one contemporary, that his words felt like a jolt of electricity.3
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Fritz Bauer, c. 1920s
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Bauer sensed his men’s unease as he led them past the prim, swastika-lined shop windows in Ludwigsburg. Nazis were likely already watching them, noting who was there and mobilizing the local Brownshirts, Hitler’s paramilitary, to confront them. Bauer roused his men as best he could at rallies in the working-class districts of Pflugfelden, Eglosheim, Hoheneck, and finally Ossweil, where they chanted “Hail Freedom” and their breath rose in a cloud in the chill evening air. Defending the Weimar Republic, Bauer believed, was worth the risk. The republic’s constitution, established in the aftermath of World War I, had granted universal suffrage and rights to freedom of expression and assembly. Workers had gained protection for the eight-hour day and better access to healthcare, while the country’s gay rights movement was openly calling for the decriminalization of homosexuality.4

Yet the republic’s darker side was never far from Bauer’s mind. As a Jewish student in Munich in the early 1920s, he’d been barred from joining most fraternities. He’d watched his right-wing classmates flock to Hitler’s beer hall speeches and then spill out onto the streets looking for socialists and Jews to beat up. These experiences had pushed Bauer to find his political voice, first by rallying students on campus to embrace a “tolerant way of life” and then by joining the Social Democratic Party as his legal career began in Stuttgart and support for the Nazi party surged following the Great Depression of 1929.5

Night fell and the marchers made their way back through Nazi territory toward Ludwigsburg train station. Bauer registered the police as they passed the market square. Then he heard an angry cry and suddenly a red-faced, slick-haired gang of Brownshirts was upon them. Bauer was caught in a flailing press of bodies as the Nazis beat the Reichsbanner down the hill to the station, where the police finally blew their whistles to intervene.6

The next morning, a Monday, back in Stuttgart, Bauer shaved, brushed his hair, and got ready for court. He was lucky that he bore no marks from the confrontation, but that seemed a minor concern as he considered what would happen if the Nazis won the election. Was he prepared to keep fighting or even go to jail for his beliefs? His thoughts turned uncomfortably to the reasons why the Nazis would come for him. Political activism wasn’t a crime, at least not yet. His love life was a different matter. He didn’t think they knew he was gay—a secret he had shared with only a few friends—although he couldn’t be sure; the police regularly surveilled popular hookup spots in parks and public urinals.7

Bauer also worried about his parents, with whom he still lived in a generous apartment on Wiederholdstrasse. He’d tried to shield them from the Nazi vitriol he’d already attracted, both for their own sake and because his father, Ludwig, did not appreciate his son’s socialist convictions. Ludwig was a short man with a thrusting jaw, clipped mustache, and beady eyes who at age forty-five had volunteered for the front lines of the Great War. He was proud of the way Jews like himself had fought for Germany and made sure to pass on his faith in the fatherland and belief in duty and obedience to Bauer and his younger sister, Margot. As a child, Bauer had sat in dread at the dining room table, awaiting a thrashing for some transgression—a hand moving too soon or a word spoken out of turn. Ludwig, now sixty-three, disliked Hitler’s crude talk about the Volk and racial purity, and was offended by the Nazis’ refusal to acknowledge the sacrifices of Jewish soldiers. But he was skeptical of democracy—at least the Weimar kind—which he felt was an imposition of the Allies following the country’s defeat, and thoroughly un-German. Like many Jews, he was confident that the Nazis’ antisemitic fervor would pass, and broadly agreed with Hitler’s promise to end political factionalism and restore the glory of the Reich.8

[image: ]
Bauer with a friend, c. 1920s
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Ludwig’s values reflected the politics of an earlier generation that had come of age following German unification in 1871. Chancellor Otto von Bismarck had imposed an authoritarian style of government on an otherwise fractious array of German states and princely holdings and promoted the German language and culture as a unifying force. Jews were granted full legal equality, and families like the Bauers took advantage of rapid industrialization and the emergence of a mass society to grow their businesses. For Ludwig, Hitler represented the return of order.9
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Ludwig Bauer, c. 1920s
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Ella Bauer, c. 1920s
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Bauer was close to his mother, Ella, eleven years Ludwig’s junior, a quietly determined woman who comforted young Fritz after her husband’s rages. Ella came from a family of rabbis in Tübingen, and while she had allowed Ludwig’s secular views to prevail, her spiritualism filled the household. The family were members of the local synagogue and observed Passover and other high holidays; Bauer spoke regularly at a liberal Jewish organization and was treasurer of its youth group. Bauer felt that Ella trusted his judgment, and he shared with her most things, even his homosexuality.10

He often found Ella in the kitchen in the mornings with coffee ready, which he took with a cigarette by way of breakfast. Then he was off to work down the hill, past the family’s textile business on Seestrasse, and across Kriegsbergstrasse, the city’s main thoroughfare, to the Schlossgarten, an elegant park lined with poplars and plane trees. Stuttgart was the largest city in southwest Germany, provincial compared to Berlin, but no less transformed by the forces of modernity. The city had erected its first skyscraper, the sixteen-story Tagblatt Tower, with a high-speed elevator and viewing gallery where visitors could admire the panorama: the half-timbered buildings of the old town, the grand city hall, the gleaming glass edifice of the Jewish-owned Schocken department store, and the low hills on all sides, topped with vineyards and forests where Bauer liked to hike. Those who could afford distractions filled the cafés and restaurants under the linden trees or “briskly jazzed” at the Regina and Residenz Cafés.11
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Bauer and university friends, 1920s
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Most of Bauer’s colleagues in the staid sandstone courthouse on Archivstrasse were older than him and deeply conservative. Several of his superiors supported Nazism and as Hitler rose to prominence, they had sought to push Bauer out. Two years earlier, someone had leaked a story to the NS-Kurier, the local Nazi newspaper, that Bauer had passed on court details to a left-wing journalist. This in itself was not illegal, but the NS-Kurier had seized on the case as an example of perfidious Jewish infiltration of the judiciary. Bauer sued for libel and won, but he was still demoted to the civil courts and limited to handling minor offenses. He could have joined a lucrative private practice, but he felt that even in a lesser role inside the court he still had more value to the Left as a source of intelligence and counsel to activists targeted by the police.12

On this Monday, with the fate of the Republic in the balance, such incremental resistance seemed futile. Bauer hurried from the courthouse after work to join Schumacher at their usual spot in the crowded lobby of Hotel Zeppelin by the train station. Bauer looked to the thirty-seven-year-old Schumacher for political guidance and moral clarity. Like many Social Democrats in Stuttgart, Bauer was rather daunted by the Reichstag representative who had lost an arm in the war.13
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Schumacher “had a face like a shrivelled apple, lips as thin as if they had been cut into his face with a razor blade, and ice-cold green eyes,” noted one of Bauer’s political friends, Fred Uhlman. “You could feel his willpower and his unconditional belief in the absolute rightness of his cause …. I was afraid of him.”14

Schumacher had been among the most outspoken critics of the country’s rightward shift since the Nazis had become Germany’s largest party in 1932. For the first time in German history, he told the Reichstag, the Nazis had “managed to fully mobilize human stupidity.” But his words were no counter to Hitler’s evident appeal to the country. People across the political spectrum seemed to read into Hitler their own aspirations. Industrialists thought that behind his performative fury was someone who would protect their money. Socialist revolutionaries saw a firebrand prepared to confront the aristocracy. There was even the Association of German National Jews, which supported Hitler because they shared some of his animus toward Jewish immigrants from Eastern Europe. Schumacher had reluctantly come to see that Hitler’s rise to power was inevitable, but he hoped that because the Nazis lacked an outright majority their radicalism would be contained by more mainstream governing partners. He supported the decision of the Center Party of conservatives to form a coalition with the Nazis, which gave Hitler the chancellorship in January 1933. “We’ll box Hitler in,” Center Party leader Franz von Papen had promised. “In two months, we’ll have pushed Hitler so far into a corner that he’ll squeal.” Hitler immediately called an election for March 5 in a clear sign he meant to dispense with any constraints from his governing partners. And to Schumacher’s alarm, the Reich president Paul von Hindenburg and his fellow conservatives went along with Hitler’s desire to upend the democratic order.15

As Schumacher and Bauer met that evening of February 27, 1933, the news broke that someone had set fire to the Reichstag. Hitler, arriving at the flaming wreckage at 10:00 P.M., immediately blamed the Communists. There would be “no mercy now,” he declared. “Anyone who stands in our way will be cut down.” Dozens of leading Communist politicians were arrested in the early hours of the morning. The next day, Hindenburg granted Hitler emergency powers to suspend habeas corpus, freedom of the press, the right to public assembly, and the right to free association. The measures were meant to target the Communist Party, but it soon became clear that the Nazis would use these new powers to prevent a free and fair election. In Stuttgart, the police descended on left-wing rallies and seized socialist publications. Four Social Democrats burst into the recording studio of the city’s radio station to declare, “Down with Hitler! Long live freedom—vote for the SPD [Social Democrats]!” and were promptly arrested.16

Schumacher was not to be intimidated. So long as there was an election, there was a chance. He held a rally on Saturday, March 4, the eve of the vote. Fourteen thousand supporters crowded in front of the city hall beneath a poster of Karl Marx and joined in an old revolutionary song: “Black is the powder, red is the blood, golden flickers the flame.”17

That night, leading activists, some armed, gathered at the law offices of Bauer’s friend Uhlman near the courthouse. Bauer, in a wild mood, thought he should summon two thousand Reichsbanner men to take to the streets. Others suggested calling a strike or seizing the train station and bringing southern Germany’s railway to a halt. Schumacher, however, feared that any mass action would lead to clashes and perhaps even spark a civil war if socialists in other parts of the country did the same. He advised them to vote the next morning and trust that democracy would prevail.18

Results were announced on Monday, March 6. The Nazi Party won 43.9 percent of the vote, forty-two seats short of a majority. But Hitler still claimed he had a mandate to suspend the constitution entirely and henceforth rule by decree. The impending dictatorship scarcely seemed to register in the mainstream press, where editors chose to be cautiously optimistic. “Calm Election Process,” reported the Badische Presse. It was now time, ran its editorial, for the new government to bring the people together with “impartiality and justice.” The Nazi press, by contrast, was euphoric. “The chains have fallen, the people are free,” triumphed the NS-Kurier. Bauer was devastated; the democracy had all but collapsed.19

The Nazis moved to consolidate power and eliminate freedoms faster than Bauer had feared possible. Brownshirts took control of the city’s main radio station, the Süddeutsche Rundfunk AG, within hours of the election results being announced. They ordered the station’s employees to assemble in the courtyard of the building. One of the technicians, a short, heavyset man dressed in a balaclava and black leather trench coat, with a revolver, and a pair of binoculars around his neck, appeared at a balcony overlooking the courtyard and delivered a blazing speech about the dawn of a new era. Staff were ordered to greet one another with “Heil Hitler” and encouraged to apply for party membership.20

The next day, the Nazis installed a special state commissioner in Stuttgart, as they did in other regions, with the powers to bypass the municipal council. The new governor ordered the occupation of the police barracks and the seizure of weapons. Heavily armed Brownshirts were soon standing guard outside most government buildings, and a swastika flag hung from the city hall. By the end of the week, the Nazis had closed the city’s cabaret and the Schauspielhaus, where an operetta staged by a Jewish director had attracted their ire. Brownshirts also picketed the city’s three largest department stores, all owned by Jewish families, handing out flyers that read “Germans! Buy only in German shops.”21

Bauer was terrified by his countrymen’s apparent acquiescence. He continued to work in the courthouse but stayed at different friends’ houses most nights for his parents’ safety. It seemed only a matter of time before he would be arrested. On Friday, March 10, two hundred Communists were rounded up in Stuttgart and placed in “protective custody,” a Nazi euphemism for detainment without trial. Hundreds more were arrested over the following week, including the first Social Democrats. Stuttgart’s prisons couldn’t process the influx of so many prisoners, and rumors circulated that the Nazis were preparing a concentration camp outside the city. Bauer had heard of such camps: The British had used them during the Boer War, rounding up whole villages to stop them from supporting rebels, and the Soviets had built camps following the 1917 revolution in order to isolate political opponents. But he’d never imagined they would be used by Germany to imprison its own people.22
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Some activists fled to Switzerland and Czechoslovakia, but Schumacher made it clear that he intended to stay and urged Bauer and his comrades to do the same. They had a duty to resist.23

…

Bauer was in his office on March 23, a cloudy Thursday, when he heard a knock at the door. Several officers from Württemberg’s political police department entered, confirmed his identity, and declared him under arrest. His fellow judges watched silently as he was led down the corridor and out of the building to a waiting police van for the short drive to the prison on Büchsenstrasse, where he was crammed into a cell with ten inmates. Bauer had hardly settled when Dietrich von Jagow, the newly appointed Nazi police chief who had led the Brownshirts in Württemberg, opened the door. “We don’t just arrest small people,” he gloated. “We’ve also got district court judge Bauer with us.”24

Bauer understood that his arrest was part of a national campaign to crush the opposition and recognized others in his cell as left-wing activists and trade unionists. Indeed, that evening Hitler fulfilled his promise to suspend the constitution by forcing a so-called Enabling Act through the Reichstag that effectively granted him unlimited power. Nothing now held the Nazis back. Social Democratic members of the parliament who bravely voted against the measure were led away into waiting police vans. Tens of thousands of political opponents were seized over the following weeks and held in makeshift camps converted from restaurants, pubs, hotels, castles, and sports grounds, where violence and abuse were widespread.25

A few days after Bauer’s arrest, the guards loaded him and his cellmates onto a truck. They headed south on a road Bauer knew well—it passed Tübingen, where he had once played as a child amid the rolls of fabric in his grandfather’s textile shop. Then they began to climb steadily into the Swabian hills and finally arrived at a newly instituted concentration camp on the glittering icebound Heuberg plateau.26

The trucks pulled up to a row of a dozen three-story white buildings set sideways to the street and separated into pairs by rolls of barbed wire strung out on wooden posts. The buildings had served as a children’s recreation home, and some of the property, separated by a fence, was still in use; children could be seen playing nearby. A crowd of Brownshirts waited for the prisoners, several of whom knew of Bauer from street brawls with the Reichsbanner.27

Bauer was led to the commandant’s office, where he was stripped of his valuables and registered as a category III prisoner: an “irreconcilable” enemy of the regime. Max Kaufmann, the commandant, explained matter-of-factly that Bauer was unlikely ever to be released. The guards separated Bauer and the other category III prisoners and led them to block 19a, one of a pair of buildings for the irreconcilables set back from the street with a small courtyard between them that was enclosed by a fence. The first two floors of the building contained the prisoners’ rooms with thirty to forty men in each. The guards had a room to themselves next to the entrance.28

At some point that evening or the next, Bauer heard footsteps on the stairs. Guards burst in and dragged him upstairs to the building’s narrow attic, where he saw several other prisoners huddling on the floor. Wilfred Acker, a Communist, was the first to be savagely beaten by the guards. Bauer’s turn soon came. The only time he’d been assaulted like this had been in the schoolyard as a six-year-old when he’d made the mistake of answering a question a fellow student had gotten wrong. As his classmates had punched and kicked him, they’d shouted, “You and your family killed Jesus.”29
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Bauer awoke the next morning to another beating, and then another. He tried to keep track of time by the light from a small window. But when one of his cellmates was caught peering through to the courtyard, the head guard threatened to shoot them all and the window was painted over, leaving them in virtual darkness.30

After what Bauer guessed was several more days, he was released to join the other prisoners. Category I and II prisoners from the other blocks spent their days laboring around the camp, but Bauer and the other “irreconcilables” kept to their rooms—work could not redeem them, according to the commandant. Mealtimes were the only highlight, usually little more than a broth of cabbage and noodles with a lump of hard black sausage or cheese. On occasion they received soup with swastika-shaped pasta pieces, to “renew us … from the inside out,” noted one prisoner.31

Then, in early April, Bauer was summoned to the commandant’s office. He didn’t know whether to steel himself for more abuse or if some sort of ruling had been made in his case. Commandant Kaufmann was at his desk. A man in a suit, who introduced himself as Edmund Taylor, the Paris correspondent for the Chicago Tribune, sat before him. The Reich’s new propaganda minister, Joseph Goebbels, eager to ensure that Nazi rule was accepted across Europe and the United States, had invited journalists like Taylor to visit the new concentration camps on the assumption that some aspects of prisoner life—the roll calls and regular meals—would appear normal.32

“Do you know why you’re here?” Taylor asked.33

Bauer looked at him warily, suddenly conscious of his own appearance: thin, dirty, dressed in the same clothes he’d worn on the day of his arrest. He knew he shouldn’t say too much.

“Yes. I am a socialist and vice president of the Reichsbanner organization in Stuttgart.”34

“How are you treated?”35

“Humanely, and in a manner corresponding to the situation,” Bauer answered carefully. “Nothing more could be done for the prisoners under the present conditions.”36

“What’s the worst feature of prison life for you?” Taylor asked.37

Bauer said he missed his family and the monotony of prison was maddening.38

“But the worst,” he said, “is the feeling that my life has crumbled to pieces under me. I feel mentally crushed. I am beaten by my environment.”39

Taylor later described the camp in his story as “halfway between a health resort and Devil’s Island.” Bauer, he noted, looked like a “furtive-eyed piece of human wreckage … [who] wore the stamp of prison as if he had been serving for years.”40

…

Bauer tried to keep track of events outside the camp through the steady stream of new arrivals. Thus he learned that one of the Führer’s first measures was to ban Jews from the civil service and the judiciary, effectively ending Bauer’s hope of ever going back to work. The Social Democratic Party was outlawed in June. There was no word of any resistance and the surest sign of the Nazis’ growing sense of impunity was their ever harsher treatment of prisoners. A new commandant named Karl Buck, a committed Nazi with a toothbrush mustache and a peg leg, introduced a special ritual for new prisoners: The entire garrison assembled to form two rows between which the prisoners were forced to pass while the guards pushed, kicked, and spat on them. On the block, guards began lashing out at the smallest provocation and brutal little games developed: They chased prisoners on the way to the latrines or lined them up beside the block facing the building to have their faces smacked against the wall.41

One morning in late July, Bauer noticed the guards cutting swatches of stinging nettles beside the fence. He learned what they were for later that day when a truck pulled up with a batch of new prisoners. Kurt Schumacher got out and staggered down the line of guards as they whipped him with the nettles until he reached a waiting Commandant Buck.42

“Why are you here, Schumacher?” Buck asked.43

“Because I belong to the defeated party,” Schumacher replied.44

He was then pushed and harried toward Bauer’s block.45

“Why don’t you hang yourself? You’ll never get out of here!” a camp guard yelled at him.46

“No, you’ll have to take responsibility for that yourself,” said Schumacher, catching the eyes of his fellow prisoners.47

Bauer snatched a hurried reunion later. “I’ll be here until Nazism is gone,” Schumacher told him, “and Nazism won’t be gone until war breaks out, which it inevitably will. I reckon it will take ten, eleven years; that’s how long I’ll be here.” Bauer, who had been three months in the camp and just turned thirty, despaired at the prospect.48

The guards took a special pleasure in harassing Schumacher that sweltering summer and Bauer was also singled out for humiliating tasks like cleaning out the latrine. So far, he’d been targeted for his politics, but he noticed that guards had started to single out prisoners for their Jewishness. In September, a forty-five-year-old Jewish man named Simon Leibowitsch, who worked for the national railway, arrived in Heuberg and was beaten so badly that he had to be carried to his room in Bauer’s block. When the guards ordered the prisoners to fetch firewood that afternoon, Leibowitsch, still incapacitated, stayed in bed. Buck was summoned and ordered Leibowitsch brought to the water trough outside for a “washing.” Two guards proceeded to scrub Leibowitsch down with a rough brush while kicking him and repeatedly holding his head underwater. His shuddering screams between dunkings rang out over the square.49

“Don’t act like that, you filthy Jewish pig!” yelled one guard.50

“Jews have to be scrubbed so they don’t stink anymore,” cried the other.51

Leibowitsch, insensible, was finally released. But the next morning, the guards set on him again, dragging him down the stairs of the block so his head hit one step at a time. By the time they reached the bottom, Leibowitsch was dead.52

…

A few weeks later, as the autumn of 1933 began, Bauer and some other “irreconcilables” were transferred to a former garrison prison sixty miles away in the city of Ulm. He was given his own cell with a bed, a relief after the overcrowding of Heuberg. The prison jailer, Gotthilf Knäuer, a long-serving police officer and not a Nazi, called the prisoners “gentlemen,” gave Bauer a job in his office processing censored letters, and prevented nighttime harassment of the inmates by taking home the only key to their cells. The reason for Bauer’s move to Ulm soon became clear. While working in Knäuer’s office, Bauer learned that he and the other irreconcilables were to be released if they agreed to pledge loyalty to the regime.53

The news caused a sensation among the selected prisoners, many of whom had come to believe the commandant’s promise that they would be imprisoned for life. Bauer knew Schumacher wouldn’t condone renouncing their party or beliefs. But then again, he wasn’t a Jew. Bauer agreed to sign, as did many of the others. In advance of his release, the Nazis issued a press statement on October 22, 1933. Bauer was reported to be “joyful” at the opportunity for reconciliation with the Nazi regime and to now “stand unreservedly on the side of the Fatherland in the German struggle for honor and peace.”54
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Bauer’s passport, 1932

Courtesy of Marit Tiefenthal


The truth was that Bauer was shattered by his six months in the camp—just as the Nazis had intended. He still had the presence of mind to locate his prisoner file in the office, remove his passport, and slip it into an envelope addressed to his parents. But he looked a broken figure as he emerged from the prison gates on November 27 in his ragged suit, head freshly shaved in a final degrading act by the authorities to whom he would have to report regularly. His sister, Margot, and her husband, Walter, brought him home in their car.55

Bauer didn’t want to talk about the camp with his family, so they discussed the worsening situation instead. The Nazis had promulgated a disorientating array of anti-Jewish measures during his incarceration: The number of Jewish students at German schools and universities had been restricted; Jewish doctors were barred from practice and Jewish civilian workers fired from the army. In Stuttgart, the local Nazis had escalated their boycott of Jewish businesses into a citywide campaign that included painting the word Jude in red on shop windows. Dozens of Jewish families had already fled the city for life outside Germany. Indeed, Walter, a twenty-seven-year-old textile merchant and keen amateur photographer, was making plans to relocate to Copenhagen with Margot and their two young sons. Margot, usually high-spirited, seemed overwhelmed at the thought of breaking up the family. But Ludwig had no intention of leaving. He still believed Hitler when he said that Jewish veterans would not face persecution. Besides, his business was booming; Hitler’s drive to rearm the country meant Stuttgart’s factories had full order-books.56

The conversation turned to what Bauer would do for work now that he could no longer practice law. Bauer realized he had little choice but to agree to his father’s invitation to join him in the warehouse. He began filing paperwork and keeping accounts a few days later. Otherwise he was a virtual recluse, overwhelmed with guilt for his act of submission and almost paralyzed by fear of others. On his way to visit relatives, Bauer somehow slipped and fell, breaking a couple of ribs, which he put down to his enfeebled condition. “Released prisoners know,” Bauer would later write, “that punishment does not end at the prison or even the penitentiary gate.” He thought about leaving Germany, but he also couldn’t imagine a life in exile.57

Adding to his alienation, the city’s inhabitants seemed to carry on as if nothing had changed. As Christmas approached, the market square filled with stalls selling hutzelbrot and springerle cookies embossed with designs, string sausages, and peanuts. Girls from the newly renamed Adolf Hitler School sang carols. Bauer played a little with his sister’s children when they came over, performing an ironic show in which Ludwig the policeman arrested Bauer the criminal. “Very impressive was his face behind bars,” observed Margot.58

As the winter of 1933 deepened, Bauer forced himself to reach out to a few friends. One, Werner Fleischhauer, had joined the Nazi Party, having decided that liberalism was dead and the future lay with the Volk. An old intimate, Helmut Mielke, offered encouragement and possibly a more tender connection, but the thought of pursuing sexual encounters was far from Bauer’s mind. The Nazis had made it clear that gay men—like Jews, Roma, Sinti, and “asocial” types that included the homeless, sex workers, and pacifists—were to be especially targeted. In May, Brownshirts and far-right students in Berlin had attacked the Institute for Sexual Science set up by the gay rights pioneer Magnus Hirschfeld, burning its books and arresting staff. More reprisals were feared.59

Bauer felt sufficiently recovered as the weather warmed in 1934 to meet some youth activists from the now-outlawed Social Democratic Party. They went hiking outside the city and spoke of their disappointment with the older generation, whom they blamed for not doing more to stop Hitler’s rise to power. One young man, Hans Gasparitsch, said he had arranged for leaflets denouncing Hitler to be stashed in school toilets.60
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Bauer, c. 1934

Courtesy of Marit Tiefenthal


“Do you see the goal toward which Hitler is marching?” he wrote in one. “German youth, do you want war and Germany’s destruction?”61

Bauer thought they were taking dangerous risks. The country had increasingly come to resemble a police state. Heinrich Himmler, the head of Hitler’s personal protection squad, known as the Schutzstaffel or SS, had taken over the old political police of the Weimar Republic and was in the process of rebranding it the Geheime Staatspolizei—secret police—or Gestapo for short. Under his direction, the force had rapidly built up a network of informants. Every block and apartment building now had its spies. The summer months passed in a state of anxiety for Bauer. While the Nazis released many of those they had detained the year before, the Gestapo had begun a new wave of more targeted arrests. Several of the youth activists were detained during Christmas, ending even this limited underground work.62

That spring of 1935, Bauer’s thoughts turned to joining the thousands of Jews fleeing the country. Margot and Walter had managed to secure residency permits in Denmark and invited him to join them. Bauer still couldn’t fully imagine leaving Germany—even this Germany—for good. Instead, he booked an exploratory trip to Copenhagen, arriving in the Danish capital by train on the evening of June 1. Outside the main station, the northern sun was only just dipping, but the colorful lights of Tivoli, Copenhagen’s amusement park, were already lit. He felt a weight lift as he walked along Vesterbrogade to Rådhuspladsen, where the red bricks of the town hall glowed in the soft amber light, the neon advertising boards flicked on, and crowds of workers, shopgirls, and town officials queued for trams beside vendors selling sausages, cigarettes, and bunches of flowers. The first strains of jazz came from the bars and restaurants on Strøget. Copenhagen was a city of “some sad rectangular lakes with artificial bird islands, banal ugly bridges and screaming seagulls,” observed the left-wing writer Mogens Klitgaard, although he did concede it had a quiet and easy charm.63
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Walter and Margot Tiefenthal, c. 1930

Courtesy of Marit Tiefenthal


Indeed, the Copenhagen Bauer discovered was buzzing with the arrival of hundreds of German political refugees. Under the terms of their asylum, they were forbidden from speaking out publicly against the Nazi regime, but German activists prepared reports on conditions in Germany for dissemination in Britain and America without getting into trouble. Walter Hammer, a left-wing publisher, handed anti-Nazi flyers to surprised German tourists outside Tivoli. Bauer valued the general spirit of tolerance he found in Denmark toward Germans, even Jewish ones. He took a liking to one of the bars, Café Mokka, near Rådhuspladsen, that was popular with emigrés and played jazz until the early hours. Denmark seemed to Bauer everything that Nazi Germany was not: It had a Social Democratic government and minority rights, and sex between men over the age of eighteen was legal.64

He returned to Germany at the end of June 1935, hoping to convince his parents to move with him to Copenhagen. But Ludwig was determined to remain, even after Hitler announced at a party rally in Nuremberg in September that Jews were to be stripped of their citizenship, their right to vote, and most of their basic legal protections. A further decree outlawed sexual relations and marriage between Jews and people “of German or related blood.” Up until that point, anti-Jewish legislation had been piecemeal. But the Nuremberg Race Laws, as they became known, represented the Nazis’ first systematic attempt to isolate Jews from the rest of German society.65

Hitler’s decrees also overrode his earlier promise to protect Jewish veterans. And yet Ludwig still refused to leave, holding on to the increasingly flimsy excuse that he had his business to run. Bauer had made his mind up to go, but he hesitated at the thought of leaving without his parents. Then, in January 1936, he was picked up again by the police for a day of questioning about a soldier he’d met at the train station. The Gestapo suspected him of resistance work, which was lucky, because the real reason for the rendezvous was possibly sexual. Himmler had passed legislation that branded gay men “a danger to the national health” and made any suspicious contact between men punishable by five years’ hard labor. A further decree proposed forced sterilization and castration.66

Upon his release, Bauer hastily arranged his application for asylum in Denmark. He returned to a frigid Copenhagen on March 15, 1936, with several hundred reichsmarks from his father and plans to write for social democratic and Jewish newspapers. He found a comfortable ground-floor apartment in Amager, a short walk from his sister’s place and the beach. His political asylum application was sponsored by a left-wing organization, the Matteotti Committee, on condition he refrain from provocative statements.67

But now that he was free, a reckless mood had seized him. He wrote a scathing opinion piece on how the German national character had led to Nazism, but no papers would run it. Undeterred, he started work on a political satire of Germany provisionally titled “Dirt Shines When the Sun Shines.”68

One evening in April, Bauer finished up his drink at Café Mokka and walked the short distance down Strøget to Rådhuspladsen. It was cold and wet and the neon advertising billboards cast a sheen over the stones. Bauer felt a nervous thrill at the shape of the young man approaching him. He had a sly smile and big brown eyes that seemed to both mock Bauer and ask for his sympathy. His price was four kroner, around twenty dollars today.69

Bauer sought out the young man again a few nights later. He was hungry, so Bauer bought him something to eat and this time they talked. His name was Gordon Torp. He’d grown up poor, one of six, and been a sailor for a while, but now he was trying to make a living as a craftsman. Torp had been in prison for a few months for theft and prostitution. He wasn’t just interested in money, he suggested to Bauer, a little coyly perhaps.70

They met again on April 16. This time Bauer brought Torp back to his apartment. He knew he would be opening himself to blackmail—but he longed to lie with Torp in his own bed.71
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Gordon Torp, 1945

Poul Christensen / Danish National Archive


The yellow trams to Højdevej in Amager left Rådhuspladsen every fifteen minutes. It was then a short walk back to his apartment. Bauer led the way along the garden path to his door.72

He beckoned Torp inside. No one would be awake in the upstairs apartment. In the sudden stillness of the building, he could hear Torp breathing, as well as his own shallow breaths. Bauer brought Torp to his bedroom and began to undress, the younger man watching but not touching. Bauer turned off the light and in the darkness reached for Torp.73




2

Flight

BAUER TRIED TO settle into life in Denmark that summer of 1936 but was often frustrated. As a political refugee, he was unable to work officially and could earn only a pittance writing for newspapers and selling lace for his brother-in-law’s company. Despite his best efforts to learn the language and seek out friends among Danish Social Democrats, he was often made to feel unwelcome. Neighbors and local shopkeepers threw him suspicious glances on the street and the police hassled him constantly. Indeed, the day after bringing Gordon Torp home, he had been summoned to police headquarters for questioning. A police inspector, it emerged, had been watching him and Torp from the bushes of his garden. Bauer at first tried to claim that Torp was teaching him Danish but then openly admitted to being gay and having given Torp food and money. He knew they couldn’t arrest him for sleeping with a man, but that didn’t stop the police from hauling him in again after he moved in with another lover. This time his brother-in-law, Walter, was also summoned. A usually affable man, Walter stammered out that Bauer was a bookworm and a scholar of an impractical nature who wasn’t “interested in women and not at all in men.”1

Bauer tried to ignore the harassment as best he could, but he felt a deeper unease over the following months. Danish life was too insular and self-contented. The Danes “eat their Smørrebrød, drink their few bottles of beer with schnapps, skip no opportunity for coffee and cake in the afternoon and evening and at night [ask], ‘are we really doing so well?’” he observed. Meanwhile, thousands languished in German concentration camps and Hitler was openly preparing for war.2

Part of Bauer’s anger came from the powerlessness he felt at being unable to help his parents as Nazi terror increased. A Reich ministry official named Hans Globke had written a commentary for the Nuremberg Race Laws in November 1936 to guide the courts and the police as to who should be classed as a Jew. A raft of new measures to isolate, exploit, and persecute Jews had swiftly followed over the next year. Bauer’s parents were restricted to shopping in Jewish stores and barred from public parks and most clubs and societies. Under one Interior Ministry law written by Globke, Ludwig and Ella had to add Israel and Sara to their names to ensure they could not pass as “Aryan.” Then in October 1938, Ludwig’s textile business was “Aryanized”—that is, sold to ethnic Germans for next to nothing.3

Bauer was struck particularly hard by the news that the family had been forced to sell his grandfather’s textile shop in Tübingen. Bauer fondly remembered his grandfather, a rabbi with a bushy mustache and kindly manner who used to read him the Torah. The apartment had seemed “bathed in a mysterious dusky light.” He loved to nestle into the floral brocade of his grandparents’ sagging sofa and gaze at portraits of past generations. He remembered one book in particular, The Flowers of Jerusalem, which contained pressed blossoms from the Holy Land: olive, orange, and violets from Nazareth and Tiberias. Now this world was gone.4

Bauer feared it might be too late for his parents to escape to Denmark. Countries across Europe were closing their borders to Jews as thousands continued to flee each month. In July 1938, the League of Nations had hosted a summit in Évian, France, to discuss the plight of tens of thousands of refugees, mostly Jews, fleeing the Third Reich. Little was achieved. Sweden and Switzerland announced they would no longer accept being Jewish as a valid claim for asylum and agreed to a proposal from the Nazi Interior Ministry that German Jews were to have a red J stamped in their passports. The Danish government imposed its own restrictions, requiring Jews to show proof of their intention to return to Germany. Bauer hoped to make a case to the Danish authorities that his parents were being persecuted because of him and therefore should be considered political asylees. He had himself been stripped of his German citizenship that summer. He wasn’t sure how he felt about being stateless. If he wasn’t a German, then what was he? A Jew? He’d always resisted defining himself according to his Jewishness, but perhaps that had been naïve.5

Then disaster struck. On November 7, 1938, Herschel Grynszpan, a seventeen-year-old Polish-German Jew, shot a German embassy official in Paris, who died two days later. The Nazis used the killing as a pretext for a mass pogrom that started on the evening of November 9. In Stuttgart, the city’s fire chief broke into the main synagogue on Hospitalstrasse, doused the interior with benzine, and set the building ablaze. Crowds watched as gangs of Brownshirts in civilian clothes looted Jewish businesses on Königstrasse. The violence escalated over the next few days. Eight hundred Jewish men were dragged from their homes in the city, including Bauer’s uncles Arthur and Leopold Hirsch, for deportation to concentration camps. Bauer’s fourteen-year-old nephew, Erich, was attacked by a gang of Nazis in the Jewish orphanage where he lived while his mother worked. He managed to escape and ran ten miles through the driving rain to the Bauers’ apartment in Stuttgart.6

At least ninety-one Jews were killed and thirty thousand interned in the camps during the pogrom. Bauer wasn’t able to reach his parents, but he didn’t wait, and pushed for a meeting with the Danish justice minister, Karl Kristian Steincke, to arrange their visas. Steincke, a fellow Social Democrat, agreed to see him, only to issue a flat refusal. How could he make an exception for Bauer’s family, Steincke wanted to know, without opening the country to the whole of German Jewry?7

Then give my parents permission to go to Greenland, Bauer snapped. Denmark’s frozen territory might be inhospitable, but if his parents went there, at least “I would know that [they] are alive!”8

Steincke, perhaps startled by Bauer’s outrage, relented and agreed to authorize visas. Bauer knew that the politician might very well have saved Ludwig and Ella’s lives—still, the arbitrariness of the decision left him shaken.9

Walter telegrammed Ludwig and Ella the news, but by then the German government had imposed fresh restrictions. Fleeing Jews now had to surrender their savings, which for Ludwig included the proceeds from the sale of his company and the liquidation of the family’s securities. There were additional Reich flight taxes, an emigration tax, and an inspection of valuables by the City Pawn Office.10

Bauer waited for their paperwork to be approved and watched with growing unease as Hitler began to subjugate the continent. The Führer had annexed Austria and German-speaking parts of Czechoslovakia in 1938. He seized what remained of Czech territory in March 1939. Then, on September 1, he attacked Poland in the name of greater Lebensraum or “living space” for the German people. Britain and France declared war three days later, marking the start of World War II.11

As German forces smashed through Polish defenses, Hitler moved quickly to impose a brutal new racial hierarchy. Einsatzgruppen death squads followed regular German soldiers into the country to eliminate the educated classes. Fifty thousand Polish nationals were murdered within the first four months of the occupation. Ethnic Germans and settlers from the Third Reich were granted special privileges as the so-called master race. They seized the best homes, looted artwork from museums, and claimed exclusive access to parks, theaters, and cinemas. Ethnic Poles—the weaker Slavic race—were to serve as slave labor. Jews, considered a parasitic subspecies, were to be contained in newly constructed ghettos.12

Bauer could only glean a few of these details in the Danish press. But it was clear the outbreak of war had led to a new and more radical phase of the Nazi campaign against Jews. In Stuttgart, Ludwig and Ella received orders to evacuate their home in order to be rehoused in special apartment buildings, or “Judenhäuser.” Ella hastily sold the family china and cutlery, silver serving plates, bowls, her wristwatch, even her diamond wedding ring, saving only a photograph album, an inlaid box, and clothes as Ludwig desperately paid the ever increasing flight taxes. They finally secured second-class tickets for the train journey to Copenhagen on December 31, 1939, with three months of living expenses to their name. They were some of the last Jews allowed to leave.13

Bauer traveled to the border crossing at Padborg on New Year’s Day 1940 to meet them. He stood in the brutal cold—minus fifteen degrees Fahrenheit—as their train pulled in, still unsure if they had been allowed to board. He finally saw his father struggling through the crowd, head bowed and limping, startlingly unsure of himself. His mother had put on weight and looked unwell. Bauer shared a look with her as he helped them onto the next train. Ludwig had been wrong about many things, but now wasn’t the time to discuss their differences.14

…

Over the next few weeks, they settled into family life. Ludwig and Ella moved into the Tiefenthals’ apartment building in Maltagade. On Walter’s insistence they celebrated a belated Christmas in order to “fit in.” He had raised a goose in a neighboring yard for the occasion. Opa, as Ludwig was affectionately known to his two grandsons, was grumpier than ever; Ella worried about the children. Bauer moved into an apartment nearby and began work on a book about the Danish economy. It was a dry topic, but the Jewish newspaper he’d mainly been writing for in Berlin had closed and the alternative was working as a full-time lace salesman for Walter. At least they were safe.15

Then, on the morning of April 9, 1940, Bauer was awoken by a deep and steady rumble overhead that set the glassware clinking. He hastened onto the street with his neighbors to discover a vast phalanx of airplanes passing low in the direction of the airport. The swastikas on their tail fins were clearly visible. “Are the bombers coming now?” cried one woman as pale green flyers fluttered from the sky calling for calm in misspelled Danish. Nobody seemed sure whether to run or go about their day. But by the start of the morning commute, it was evident that Germany had invaded Denmark and seized Copenhagen with little resistance from the Danish authorities. A German troop transport docked at the harbor as if it were a regular tourist boat. By midmorning, the Danish king announced the country’s formal capitulation over the radio: “May God have mercy on you all.”16
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Bauer’s parents after their escape, c. 1940

Courtesy of Marit Tiefenthal


Bauer learned from a friend a few hours later that the Gestapo had raided the offices of the Danish Labor movement that morning looking for lists of German exiles in the country. He hurriedly packed his apartment, knowing they might come for him at any moment. There seemed little chance of escaping to Sweden or even getting out of Copenhagen with the Germans in control of the port and train stations. He simply needed to hide.17

It was growing dark by the time he made it onto the eerily deserted streets. The Germans had driven around the city with a loudspeaker announcing a 7:00 P.M. curfew. The streetlights were out, a sign that Copenhagen was now a target of Allied bombing. He decided to try Paul Wagner, an activist he had met at a workshop for Social Democratic youth. Bauer liked the tall, angular, and slyly humorous twenty-two-year-old; they had bonded over their shared idealism, Bauer enjoying the role of the older man, showing off his learning. Bauer wasn’t certain Wagner would risk hiding him, but he needn’t have worried. Wagner greeted him warmly, quickly grasped the situation, and said Bauer could stay in the living room of his one-bedroom apartment. There was a little patio hidden from view by raspberry bushes at the back where they smoked and listened out for trouble.18
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Paul Wagner, c. 1940

Courtesy of Helle Wagner


Copenhagen was quiet in the days after the invasion. Unlike in Poland, Hitler allowed the Danish authorities to stay in place, as he considered Danes to be of good Nordic blood and capable of following orders. The Danish government encouraged citizens to resume their lives and avoided persecuting domestic dissidents and the country’s seven-thousand-strong Jewish community. The SS, however, wanted German political refugees known to be troublemakers arrested for deportation. A Danish officer and a German soldier soon came knocking on Walter and Margot’s apartment door asking for Bauer. Their six-year-old son, Peter, blurted out in Danish, “I know where Uncle Fritz is!” But the men either didn’t hear or chose to ignore it.19

Bauer kept off the streets as much as possible, other than a brief visit back to his apartment to pick up the manuscript of his finance book. He lived in constant fear of arrest. But the risk of fleeing seemed greater that spring. Walter Hammer, the German anti-Nazi pamphleteer who’d become a friend of Bauer’s, was caught boarding a yacht for Sweden; he slashed his wrists in prison but upon recovery was deported to Germany. Even if Bauer could get out of Denmark, it wasn’t clear if anywhere in Europe was safe as Hitler moved rapidly to bring the continent under his control. German forces seized the Netherlands and Belgium in May 1940, and then broke through French lines the following month on their way to capturing Paris and routing the British at Dunkirk.20

Finally, Bauer could no longer stand the tension in Copenhagen. On September 11, he made a dash for Korsør, where the ferries left for the neighboring island of Fyn. The Danish police caught him almost immediately and brought him to Vestre Prison in Copenhagen. It was now only a matter of time before he was handed over to the Germans. At midnight, a guard opened the door of his narrow stone cell and offered him some food.21

“Do you want something to read?” the man asked, seemingly as an afterthought. Bauer said no. But the guard closed the cell door and stepped toward him. Bauer tensed for a blow, only for the man to tenderly embrace him.22

“I will think of you,” said the man, and then, just as inexplicably, left.23

On September 19, a Thursday, Bauer was transferred to a temporary internment camp outside the village of Horserød. He was registered and led to one of the two crowded, single-story wooden barracks, which smelled of mildew and sweat. The camp commandant, a Dane called Alfred Klaudius Bentzen—“a small arrogant psychopath, who acted like Mussolini in front of the inmates,” noted one prisoner—informed them that inmates were expected to cook, clean, and work on the barracks while they awaited their fate. Bauer’s only encouragement was that so long as he remained in Danish hands, his brother-in-law, Walter, might be able to secure his release.24

The following morning, Bauer wrote to Walter to alert him of his arrest and arrange a prison visit. Walter arrived with Bauer’s sister, Margot, for a supervised meeting a few days later. He agreed to contact various Danish Social Democrat politicians on Bauer’s behalf. Bauer asked the same of Paul Wagner when he visited the following week. Ludwig came, too, hobbling into the room alongside Margot, which touched Bauer. Several weeks passed with no word. Bauer distracted himself with wood carving.25
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Then one day, without warning, Bauer was released. His economist neighbor, Henry Grünbaum, had persuaded the president of Denmark’s National Bank that Bauer was an important thinker on the financial system who must be spared. The German authorities were prepared to make some concessions to the Danish government to maintain good relations. Bauer was free to return to his apartment to complete his book provided he reported weekly to the Danish police. It was a lucky escape. A week later, forty-nine of his fellow prisoners, mostly minor dissidents, were deported to Germany and almost certain death.26

…

Bauer tried to return to his earlier life, moving back in with Wagner, editing his book, and meeting his parents most days for lunch or a walk in the park. Sometimes he picked up his nephews from the nearby Montessori school for ice cream. The quirk
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[image: Ingeborg Jørgensen and another woman sit on the ground with a baby. They wear patterned dresses, and the baby wears a light-colored outfit while holding a flower. A brick house and a wooden fence stand in the background.] 






[image: A map of Denmark, Germany, and Sweden marks the Rørvig region and an escape route. It labels locations such as Copenhagen, Malmö, and Helsingborg. An inset details German guard posts, Rørvig Harbor, and escape routes.]
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Pickup beach, Rørvig
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