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Prologue

Innsbruck, Austria, 16 December 1944

‘Monika calling steamboat.’1

This cryptic announcement, broadcast to Austria over the Voice of America, was received with relief by the handful of people able to decipher it. The coded message signalled that the Allies were still trying to infiltrate agents into Innsbruck to make contact with members of the Austrian Resistance.

It was seven o’clock on a winter’s morning, the grey old city walled in by snow-covered mountains. A roof of dense cloud hung over the domes and spires, cutting out the sky and the summit of the Nordkette. Towering 7,000 feet above the city, the sheer face of the mountain rose like a wall, blocking the north end of the fine baroque streets. The illusion of being confined in a small space was maintained in the alleys and passageways in the medieval quarter. On a chill, gloomy day such as this, passing the tall, narrow-fronted Gothic houses, the sensation was of walking along the bottom of a ravine.

Thick wreaths of smoke spiralled beneath the clouds. The day before, American planes had bombed the city, killing 259 people.2 In Herzog-Friedrich-Strasse, a protective shroud covered the famous golden roof of the balcony, designed for Emperor Maximilian in 1500. Beneath the bombed-out buildings, parties of children, drafted in from the villages along the valley, worked to clear the rubble. They were watched by small groups of SS soldiers who stood on the street corners, guarding the defusing crews. Forcibly recruited from the nearby concentration camp at Reichenau, it was their job to deactivate the bombs that had failed to explode.

The Allies were now convinced that Innsbruck, rather than the Reich capital of Berlin, was where the war was likely to culminate.3 Recent intelligence reports indicated that Hitler was building an Alpenfestung – an Alpine fortress – in the mountains that encircled the city. Blueprints obtained by OSSfn1 operatives pointed to a chain of underground factories and armouries. It was to this remote, impregnable fortress that Hitler, and a coterie of his most fanatical supporters, intended to retreat when the Wehrmachtfn2 was beaten. From here, they would carry on the fight, defended by elite SS troops and sustained by huge stores of supplies that had been carefully stockpiled in bombproof caves.

With Hitler holding the high ground, Allied military commanders were predicting that the battle to take the fortress could extend the war by up to two years and exact more casualties than all the previous fighting on the Western Front.4

In these circumstances, intelligence from Innsbruck, the capital of the Alpenfestung, was suddenly at a premium.5 Allen Dulles, the OSS station chief in Switzerland, hoped to recruit a network of agents from within the city. Their job would be to supply hard military intelligence and assist the passage of US and British forces when they reached the western borders of Austria. But, as Dulles recognized, Innsbruck was not fertile ground. That autumn, the Gestapo had arrested all known anti-Nazis. Moving from house to house, the mopping-up operation signalled their determination to suppress all resistance operations in an area they looked upon as their last bastion.

Soon after midday on 16 December, the US Air Force returned to bomb the city for the fourth time that month.6 ‘A sharp left rally was executed immediately after bombs away and a course flown around Innsbruck,’ the pilot reported. ‘Due to undercast, no visual observations of results were possible.’

Some hours later, Frau Mutschlechner, a resident of forty-seven years, sat down to write her diary. ‘It is a black day for Innsbruck,’ she began.7 ‘The old city centre has been hit as well as the graveyard. Everyone feared there would be another raid and sure enough the enemy bombers came and wreaked their evil.’

There was no gas or water in the city and the cemetery was now closed for burials. In the flat, dingy light, the only colour was from the fires that had yet to be put out. ‘Fräulein Kummer’s photo studio is on fire,’ Frau Mutschlechner reported.8 ‘Warger’s paper warehouse, the stained-glass factory in Müllerstrasse, Café Paul in Maximilianstrasse and Hellenstainer’s Gasthaus are all burning … Showers of sparks and burning paper are falling from the warehouse. One would marvel at the eerie beauty of it were it not such a sad occasion.’

The raid marked a change of tactic.9 In addition to dropping 200 tons of bombs, the US planes had dropped thousands of propaganda leaflets. In the coming weeks, they would drop thousands more. These, and the messages broadcast on the BBC’s Austrian Service, urged the city’s inhabitants to rise up and prevent Hitler from making a last stand in the Tyrol: ‘Tyroleans, we know that you will not permit it.10 You will see to it that none of the Nazi leaders can hide. We know that already Tyroleans are fighting the Nazis everywhere … Even if the Nazis still feel secure in your country, we know better; you are on our side.’

But the vast majority of Tyroleans were not on the Allies’ side. In Innsbruck, the citizens were actively pro-Nazi. It was they who had informed on the burgeoning resistance networks. Protected as they were by the mountains, they did not fear the US raids. After the attack on 15 December, at the sound of four short blasts of a siren, they fled to the bombproof caves, deep beneath the Nordkette.
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One night that December, in the bitterest of weather, a car inched its way along Herrengasse, past the burnt-out shells of houses that belonged to Innsbruck’s wealthiest inhabitants.1 Sleek and black, with a long, low-slung bonnet, the number plate, and the blue glare from its headlamps, identified it as belonging to the Gestapo. At the corner with Rennweg, beneath a low arch, the car turned right, its wheels sliding on the snow.

At what hour precisely – even on which day – it is impossible to say. The official documents relating to the terrible purpose of its journey would be destroyed within months of its having taken place.

The car was heading east. Approaching the outskirts of the city, the driver, wearing the grey field uniform of the Waffen SS, took the Reichsstrasse 31, the main road up through the Inn Valley to the German border. So secret was his assignment, he had waited for darkness to fall before leaving the Gestapo’s headquarters. With a blackout in force, there was no danger of other drivers, or people he passed, seeing two of his passengers. They were so small, not even the tops of their heads were visible through the window.

Craning his neck, the driver could see the children in his rear mirror. The boys were seated next to an SS nurse, their escort for the journey. Aged two and four, they had blue eyes and fair hair, which fell in tumbles of long blond curls. Both boys were dressed in homemade woollen overcoats that were many sizes too big, as if someone was expecting them to grow into them.2

Leaving the city, on the long, straight road that ran through the centre of the valley, the car picked up speed. All around, the frozen landscape was visible, lit by the light from the moon on the snow. On either side, wide, flat fields stretched to the base of the mountains that rose thousands of feet above the valley. The road itself, a thin black stripe in the expanse of white, was clear of snow.3 After heavy falls, tractors and snowploughs were deployed to keep it open. Staff officers attached to the Wehrmacht’s High Command frequently used it. It was the quickest route from northern Italy, where the German Army had suffered a series of defeats, to Adolf Hitler’s headquarters at Berchtesgaden.

The two boys huddled in the back were brothers. Officially, they belonged to no one. Three months earlier, after forcibly wrenching them from their mother, the SS had altered their identities. On the orders of Heinrich Himmler, the Reichsführer SS, the Ministry of the Interior had supplied the necessary documents. New birth certificates, with false names, and invented dates and places of birth, had been issued, enabling the SS to act as the stolen children’s legal guardian. They were the ‘Vorhof’ brothers now. The ministry had named the elder boy ‘Conrad’; the baby was ‘Robert’.

Up ahead, strange snow-shrouded shapes loomed in the fields, caught in the blue glare of the car’s headlights. The railway line running parallel to the road was the main supply route to the German Army in Italy and the Americans had been bombing it for weeks. Wreckage from the raids was strewn across the fields. There were upturned train carriages, spilling their snow-covered contents; the wrecks of downed aircraft, identifiable by the tips of their propellers; and, in this thinly populated area, the sudden, stark interiors of houses that had lost a wall through shelling.

Earlier in the day, the order to pick up the children had been flashed through to the Gestapo. Marked top secret, it had come from the Reich Main Security Office, Himmler’s headquarters in Berlin. The boys were to be taken to a Nazi-run orphanage at Wiesenhof, a tiny hamlet high in the Alps above Innsbruck.

It was not far to go. Turning off the valley road at Hall, a prosperous medieval town some 8 miles from Innsbruck, the car headed up into the mountains. From here, it was a five-minute drive to the orphanage.

The road climbed steeply out of the town. On the right, behind a long wall, was a former monastery, now used as a psychiatric hospital. Within the grounds lay the recently dug graves of upwards of 200 victims of the Nazis’ euthanasia programme.4 Men, women and children aged from fourteen to ninety, they had been murdered by the Gestapo because they were mentally or physically disabled.

Higher up the mountain, clusters of farmhouses stood on either side of the road. This was the outskirts of Absam, a village of some 1,200 inhabitants, 98 per cent of whom belonged to the Nazi Party.5 The houses were prettily decorated in the Alpine style. Wooden carvings, a centuries-old tradition in the Tyrol, hung beneath the gables, and murals of religious scenes were painted on the walls. Some were of the patron saint Maria Schutz, protector of families; she was shown with her arms around the children who were sheltered under her long cloak. In the centre of the village, two lime trees had recently been planted outside the school.6 They were a reward from Franz Hofer, the Nazi Gauleiterfn1 of the Tyrol, for the community’s loyalty to the party. In the pagan mythology the Nazis embraced, the lime was a hallowed tree and a symbol of justice.7 Traditionally, judicial courts were held beneath its branches. It was believed that the tree would help unearth the truth.

Above Absam, the road wound up through a forest. Then, reaching a plateau of upland, where cattle were put out to grass in the summer, it narrowed to a single track. Here, the snow lay undisturbed in thick, undulating drifts formed by the wind blowing down the valley. On one side, sheer rock rose hundreds of feet to the summit of Mount Bettelwurf. The track twisted, following the contours of the rock until, rounding a bend – on which, in this isolated spot, someone had placed a shrine to the Virgin Mary – the orphanage lay directly ahead.

In the half-light of the moon, its silhouette was familiar to the Gestapo driver; he frequently delivered children after dark.8




2.

The house was in darkness, the windows blacked out; standing four storeys high, its Gothic turret could be glimpsed at the back.

Despite its pretensions to grandeur, it sat uneasily in its surroundings. Hemmed by the mountain that towered above it, and the forest that enclosed it on three sides, its long, narrow shape was unappealing. Large black crosses, made from timber, were stamped in a pattern along the white-painted exterior, and the roof, which was gabled, hung low over the upper floors, obscuring the windows and lending the house an air of menace. The front door, made of thick dark oak, was small in proportion to the rest of it. Stencilled in large Gothic script above the door was the name of the orphanage. Wiesenhof. Meadow Court.

To the locals living in the isolated villages and farmhouses along the plateau, it was a ‘cursed’ and ‘haunted house’, one that brought misfortune to anyone associated with it.1 Formerly a hunting lodge, it was built in the early 1800s by a wealthy aristocrat whose fortune came from the nearby salt mines.2 In 1878, his family sold it to a property developer, who wanted to create a luxury spa resort. After laying a pipe from the mines to provide salt-spring baths, he extended the Wiesenhof and built a second hotel in the grounds. But he ran out of money before he could complete the work and in 1899, when the bank called in his debts, he committed suicide.3

In the decade that followed, a succession of owners had tried – and failed – to resurrect the spa.4 Then, shortly before the First World War, it was sold to Siegmund Weiss, a wealthy Jewish businessman from Vienna, who leased it to the Viennese Anthroposophy Society, founded by the Austrian mystic and self-proclaimed clairvoyant Rudolf Steiner. Anthroposophy was a spiritual movement which sought to promote physical and mental well-being using natural means and, by the 1930s, the Wiesenhof had become one of the most fashionable resorts in Europe. Run by Steiner’s disciples, it offered a range of alternative medical treatments and therapies, and was visited by international celebrities, aristocrats and prominent members of the Nazi Party.

But the ‘curse’ of the Wiesenhof had struck again in 1938 after Germany invaded Austria. In the months following the Anschluss, thousands of Jews were rounded up in Vienna, where the Weiss family was living. On the night of 10 November alone, 8,000 were arrested.5 That same night, 680 others committed suicide or were murdered. Walther Eidlitz, the grandson of Siegmund Weiss, remembered how ‘the mobs came rolling in over all the bridges of the Danube, and how the men held up their clenched fists threateningly towards the dark walls of the houses and rhythmically shouted in chorus: “Death to Judah!6 Death to Judah!”’ Soon after, he fled the country. But his mother, whose childhood had been spent at the Wiesenhof, was arrested and sent to the concentration camp at Theresienstadt, where she died in 1941.7

In the absence of the spa’s Jewish owners, high-ranking Nazis and wealthy guests from all over Europe continued to enjoy its sybaritic routine. Yet, as the manager, Rudolf Hauschka, recalled, the annexation of Austria placed the resort in ‘serious danger’: ‘one was continually aware of living in an oasis which could at any moment be covered over with a sand storm.’8 He would turn out to be right.

An event which Hitler would come to regard as one of the worst personal blows of his life, and which his investigators linked back to the Wiesenhof, led to its transformation from a luxury spa to a Nazirun orphanage.

It began with the controversy surrounding the Anthroposophists’ tenancy after the Germans seized Austria.

Three years earlier, the anti-occult faction within the Sicherheitsdienst – the Nazi security service – had banned the Anthroposophy Society.9 Its opponents included Joseph Goebbels, Reich minister of propaganda; Gestapo chief Reinhard Heydrich; and Martin Bormann, the Führer’s private secretary. Branding the society a menacing, Jewish-controlled sect which, through its links to Communists and Freemasons, belonged to a shadowy international conspiracy that threatened the German people, they wanted to eliminate the movement entirely. But the Anthroposophy Society had equally powerful supporters within the Nazi Party – among them Rudolf Hess, Hitler’s deputy, and SS General Otto Ohlendorf.

Throughout the 1930s, both Hess and Ohlendorf – who would later stand trial at Nuremberg for the murder of 90,000 Jews – were regular guests at the Wiesenhof.10 Without formally endorsing Rudolf Steiner’s doctrines, both men considered aspects of anthroposophy to be compatible with National Socialist principles, particularly Steiner’s ideas on biodynamic farming.11 In the gardens and fields around the Wiesenhof, the land was cultivated using these methods. Sowing and harvesting were determined according to astrological principles and, as an alternative to fertilizers and pesticides, a variety of homeopathic treatments were used.

To Heydrich and Goebbels, this was ‘occultist quackery’.12 But as long as the Anthroposophy Society enjoyed Hess’s protection, they were unable to eliminate it. While continuing to peddle rumours of the ‘prominence of the Israelite element’, and ‘covert saboteurs and antagonists’, they instructed their agents to move cautiously.13 No action was to be taken against the Wiesenhof; instead, it was to be kept under close surveillance.14

In keeping watch, the Gestapo relied on locals employed at the house. A large number of the gardeners, maids and other staff necessary to maintain the luxurious standards at the spa came from Absam, the nearby village rewarded by the Gauleiter of the Tyrol for its loyalty to the Nazi Party. Based on the villagers’ reports, the Gestapo placed its own agents inside the clinic. ‘Despite the fact that we cultivated the best of relations with the neighbourhood, gossip continued,’ Rudolf Hauschka recalled.15 ‘We felt mistrust come crawling out of every corner, and we later heard that informers, passing themselves off as patients, were watching what we did.’

It was the villagers’ prejudice against the clinic’s Jewish owners, and their mistrust of the new-fangled ideas practised by the Anthroposophists, which led them to inform the Gestapo of the goings-on at the Wiesenhof.16 ‘Everything is wrong there,’ they muttered. ‘It does not belong to us.’ A community of devout Catholics, whose families had worked in the salt mines since the fifteenth century, the anti-Semitism embedded in their culture was reinforced by the Nazis’ propaganda. Every Sunday, at Mass, they were told that Jews had murdered their God. Across the valley, in the village of Rinn, the church was named after Anderl, a three-year-old boy ‘murdered’ by Jews in medieval times.17 His death, depicted in a gruesome painting that hung inside the church, was part of the folklore of the Tyrol. In the backward, inward-looking villages, many still believed the myth that the Jews had used the boy’s blood to make matzohs for Passover.

With the connivance of the villagers, the Gestapo’s final move against the Anthroposophy Society came in the spring of 1941.

On 18 April, Rudolph Hess arrived to spend the weekend at the Wiesenhof.18 In an attempt to evade the Gestapo, he had booked into the clinic under an assumed name. One night during his stay, Hess, who surrounded himself with astrologers and was interested in mysticism and the occult, convened a seance in his room. Conducted in the strictest secrecy, it was in direct contravention of Hitler’s ban on occult practices. ‘Mystically inclined occult investigators of the hereafter must not be tolerated,’ the Führer had pronounced in the autumn of 1938.19 ‘They are not National Socialists: they have nothing to do with us.’ Via their informants, the Gestapo learned what had occurred during the seance. According to their files, the participants had summoned the ghost of Bismarck – the Prussian statesman who had unified Germany and built a powerful empire in the last decades of the nineteenth century.20 They had asked his ghost how the war would end. His reply, ‘rapped out on the seance board’, was that Hitler would lose the war and go to ground, and that Germany would be plunged into dire misfortune.

Three weeks later, on 9 May, Hess flew alone and unannounced to Scotland on a quixotic mission to negotiate peace with Britain. His flight – just weeks in advance of Operation Barbarossa, the planned invasion of the Soviet Union – came at a sensitive time for the regime and, as soon as it became known, the search for a plausible and face-saving explanation began.21

The story, fuelled by the Gestapo’s reports of the seance at the Wiesenhof and Hitler’s shock at such a personal betrayal by one of his closest friends, centred on Hess’s susceptibility to occult doctrines and practices. Reich minister Hans Frank was present at the meeting convened on 13 May to discuss the crisis. ‘Hitler was evidently in torment.22 I had not seen him for some time and I was deeply shaken by his utter depression. In a very low voice, and hesitantly, he spoke to us … He described the flight as pure insanity, and believed an astrologer had put Hess up to it. “It is high time to destroy all this star-gazing nonsense,” he said.’

The following day, Hitler’s private secretary sent a telegram to Heydrich, the chief of the Gestapo: ‘The Führer wishes that the strongest measures be directed against occultists, astrologists, medical quacks, and the like, who lead the people astray into stupidity and superstition.’23 The result was Aktion Hess, a purge of so-called ‘practitioners of the occult’.24 Hundreds were arrested and interrogated – including faith healers, fortune-tellers, graphologists and Christian Scientists – and a ban placed on all ‘occult’ organizations, with special emphasis on the Anthroposophy Society.

On 9 June 1941, the Gestapo raided the Wiesenhof. ‘Suddenly, police cars appeared and, in no time at all, the sanatorium was surrounded by Gestapo officials,’ Rudolf Hauschka recalled.25 ‘A thorough search of the house began, with the contents of the library, office and book-keeping room being carried off in lorry loads. My scientific library, which included ordinary scientific works on chemistry, botany and anatomy, was also seized. When I asked why books that were not prohibited were being taken away from me, I received the answer: “Everything you read is suspect as far as we are concerned.”’

Later that day, Hauschka and his colleagues were arrested and taken to the Gestapo prison at Innsbruck.

Soon after, a notice was posted around the Wiesenhof estate: In Dem Deutschen Reich Einverleibt – ‘Incorporated into the German Reich’.26 Within months, the estate became an SS stronghold; a barrack was built in the forest below the house to accommodate thousands of SS mountain troops and, for the purposes of rewarding party cronies, a number of properties were seized.27 One farmhouse, with spectacular views over the Inn Valley, was given to Franziska Kinz, a film actress much admired by Hitler and Goebbels.

After lying vacant for eight months, the Wiesenhof itself was used to house senior SS officers serving at the new barrack until, in the autumn of 1942, it was transferred to the Nationalsozialistische Volkswohlfahrt (NSV) – the state organization for the people’s welfare.28

It was then that it became an orphanage for children aged between two and twelve.

Very little is known about the time when the Wiesenhof was a Nazirun home for children. The suggestion is that there were upwards of sixty children, a significant proportion of whom the SS had stolen and given false identities.29 The local families, whose loyalty the Gestapo had counted on during the years when the house and its estate was leased to the Anthroposophy Society, had continued to work there.30 When the war ended, the fear of punishment led these same families to kick over the traces of all that had occurred. They destroyed the records relating to the orphanage.

For the rest of their lives, the villagers employed at the Wiesenhof remained tight-lipped about how they treated the children and what conditions were like there.31 They never spoke about it. Nor did the inhabitants of the nearby villages, who, at the very least, would have known of its existence, ever speak about it. It is as if the place never existed. In the 1960s, the building was taken over by the Austrian state and turned into a police academy. Today, in this tiny hamlet, there are people – residents of thirty years or more – living just yards from the academy who know nothing of its former history. As one woman said, ‘No one ever told us it was an SS orphanage.32 We never knew it was there.’

But there is no doubt that many did know of its existence. In a number of the pretty, chalet-style houses dotted along the plateau beneath Mount Bettelwurf, and in the village of Absam, evidence of their knowledge can still be found. When the orphanage was closed down at the end of the war, the locals looted it. Some of their descendants still have the towels that were used to dry the children after their baths.33 Pale blue and pink in colour, they are inscribed with the initials ‘NKWD’ – the Nazi ministry that ran the Wiesenhof.

Just one glimpse of the interior remains. A local woman, who visited the house after the war, remembers seeing the beds the children had slept on.34 They were decorated with paintings of forests and flowers and arranged, dormitory-style, in the former dining salon at the back of the building. A large high-ceilinged room, with five bays of windows, it was here that the Wiesenhof’s infamous guests, Hess and SS General Ohlendorf – the murderer of 90,000 Jews – had dined before the Gestapo closed the spa.

The names of the children who slept, night after night, in the rows of painted beds are lost. Their captors destroyed the files that contained their details – their ages, their SS aliases and their individual characteristics – because they wanted their stories to be forgotten.

The ‘Vorhof’ brothers are the one exception. In the face of the deliberate, collective amnesia that descended over this remote part of the Tyrol after the war ended, a fragment of memory survives. It comes from Frau Buri, who was the head nurse at the orphanage when the Gestapo delivered the boys.

In the weeks after their arrival, Frau Buri kept a close eye on the ‘Vorhof’ brothers.35

Conrad, the four-year-old, she noted, was shy and rather nervous and always cried when he was put to bed.36 Whereas Robert, the two-year-old, seemed to adjust to the home with much less difficulty and after a while began to play happily with the other children. She and the other staff were impressed at how Conrad protected and looked after his little brother. In the mornings, he would help Robert dress, even tying his shoelaces for him.

Their angelic looks and impeccable manners marked them out from the other children.37 They always said ‘please’ and ‘thank you’. As the weeks passed, Frau Buri grew more and more curious. She wondered who the boys could be. The entry in the register, filled in the night they arrived, simply said ‘Vorhof brothers, Conrad and Robert: mother arrested’. She knew that ‘Vorhof’ was an alias; the SS always changed the smaller children’s names and never gave any information about who they were or why they were being held. But she and the other staff found it hard to believe the mother was an ordinary criminal, since the boys had told them they lived in a ‘big house’ and had horses.

One day, she overheard the brothers chatting to each other.38 To her amazement, they seemed to switch effortlessly between three different languages – German, English and Italian. She had assumed German was their mother tongue; the boys spoke it fluently with no trace of an accent. It was possible, of course, that one of their parents was English or Italian, but to hear them speaking in three different languages was puzzling. There was one other thing: the boys’ overcoats, which had obviously been remade from an adult’s coat, struck her as most unusual. The fabric, which was a distinctive, deep Prussian blue, was of the same colour and texture as the greatcoats worn by officers in the German Navy.

She tried questioning the boys.39 What were their names? she asked. ‘Robert’ told her his name was Robertino; but Conrad said he had forgotten his. She did not believe him. Any four-year-old boy would know his name. ‘Conrad’, she concluded, was concealing the brothers’ true identity. It was not that he had forgotten. He simply was not prepared to say.
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‘Secret. AHQ DAF proceed Castello di Brazzà 15:00 hrs.1 5 miles NNE Udine. Ref C.3427.’

Above the noise of the engine, and the bangs and creaks of the jeep’s suspension as it moved at speed along the unmetalled road, came the crackle of static, punctuated by bursts of voices, mostly unintelligible.

Robert Foster, Air Officer Commanding, Desert Air Force (DAF), was travelling in the lead vehicle. Following behind was a convoy of some fifteen lorries, escorted by motorcycle outriders.

They were heading north, towards the Alps. The road stretched ahead, white and straight, bordered on either side by low mulberry trees clipped in a fan shape. On the near horizon, the ridge of mountains, their peaks still covered in snow, stood up into the sky, rising out of the flat country like a great wave about to break.

It was 12 May 1945. Five days previously, when the Germans capitulated and the ceasefire was signalled, Foster’s Advanced HQ had been halfway up the main road from Venice to Treviso side by side with General Army HQ.2 Now they were on their way to Udine, a medieval city in the province of Friuli, close to Italy’s border with Yugoslavia.

The day had been still and warm and the heat rose off the dusty road. With the cooling evening air came the scent of wild thyme growing in the fields and of condensation forming on the dry earth.

Foster leaned back and breathed it in. This was the fourth time his Advanced HQ had moved in a month.3 But this time, the war in Europe was over.

His war had ended on a high. Six weeks earlier, he had overseen Operation Bowler, one of the most sensitive bombing missions of the Italian campaign. The target was a convoy of German shipping lying at anchor in the Venice lagoon. He himself had come up with the codename for the operation.4 Resigned to the high probability of failure, and prompted by a dark sense of humour, he had called it Bowler because he knew that if any part of Venice was damaged other than the harbour where the ships were docked, he would be ‘given his bowler hat’ – a popular euphemism for an ignominious return to civilian life.

At forty-seven, his career in the RAF had been long and distinguished.5 He had joined as a fighter pilot in the First World War, winning a DFC at the age of twenty after destroying five enemy aircraft. At the outbreak of the Second World War, he had been appointed station commander at RAF Wyton, where he had served during the Battle of Britain. Senior posts in the Mediterranean Command had followed, culminating in his appointment as AOC, Desert Air Force. His return to Italy had been something of a homecoming; though he had been educated at Winchester and the Royal Military College at Sandhurst, he had grown up in San Remo on the north-west coast of Italy, where his father, a doctor, had treated expatriates living in the fashionable resort.

Foster had spent weeks planning Operation Bowler. The question was, how to bomb Venice. While the Allies balked at such a drastic solution, the harbour had become a focal point for enemy traffic.6 The destruction of the road and rail network in the north of Italy meant that the Germans had resorted to transporting desperately needed supplies by ship to Venice. These were then transferred to barges for onward distribution via the canal and river network. The major difficulty was that the docks were located in the south-west corner of the island, 300 yards from the Grand Canal.7 Residential districts, and myriad important historic buildings and cultural monuments, lay close by. Somehow – if they were to be spared – a plan had to be devised whereby the bombs would land directly on the harbour, an area that was just 650 by 950 yards.

The planes took off on the afternoon of 21 March at 14:30 hours.8 The striking force consisted of forty-eight Mustangs and Kittyhawks, with a Spitfire squadron providing an escort. Once over the target, the bombers dived almost vertically from 10,000 feet, dropping their bombs at the last minute. The dramatic dive, followed by the low release, was the only way of ensuring that the bombs fell directly on the target. Four waves of planes flew over the city. So accurate were the pilots that crowds of Italians gathered on the roofs of the palaces along the Grand Canal to wave and cheer them on.9

In London and Washington, the operation was hailed as a spectacular success. None of the city’s historic buildings had been damaged, and the harbour had been completely destroyed, preventing the Germans from using it. A flood of telegrams had come in congratulating Foster. One was from the Air Chief Marshal, who had taken the unusual step of circulating a brochure of the ‘neat little operation’ to other military commanders in Whitehall.10

Up ahead, the outriders were flagging the convoy to slow down. With the precision of a salute, their arms moved in unison, signalling to the right. Further on, set back from the road, an imposing arch loomed.

Foster peered through the clouds of dust churned up by the motorcycles, keen to get a glimpse of the castle that a month before he had made a split-second decision not to bomb.11 He remembered its footprint from the aerial reconnaissance photographs; the ruins of what appeared to be an old fortress, and the substantial house to one side. The barns and cottages, standing a little way off, and the sequestered position of the place – set amidst acres of woods and arable land – indicated a large country estate. It was evidently a grand establishment; landscaped paths, radiating from a lake cut in the shape of a shamrock, ran through the extensive gardens. He had even spotted a swimming pool in the grounds.

For an instant, he was back in the Operations Room outside Bologna, a fuggy, windowless room, thick with tension and cigarette smoke. In the last days of the Italian campaign (which began on 9 April when the Allies had launched their final offensive), DAF had flown a record 21,215 sorties.12 It was on one of those days – now merged into a blur – that an adjutant had shown him the photographs of the castle. Its name was Brazzà and a spotter plane had identified it as the HQ of a battalion of German troops. Seeing the photographs, something about the castle had captured Foster’s imagination; if the German retreat continued, it was possible that DAF could take it over.13 On a whim, he told his adjutant to take it off the target list, earmarking it as a potential Advance HQ on the move north to Austria.

The road leading up to the castle was over a mile long. It was impossible to see where it was leading; the overhanging boughs of the trees bordering the track lent the sensation of travelling through a long tunnel. As they progressed along it, Foster found it incredible to think that the castle was about to become his headquarters. Back in April, if someone had told him that he would be occupying it within a month, he would not have believed them.14 The speed of the German collapse had taken everyone by surprise. Just 30 miles away, up on the mountain passes leading into Austria, tens of thousands of Wehrmacht troops were being held in pens by the Allies.

A set of gates, surmounted by a pair of stone ball finials, marked the entrance to the castle. On rounding a line of ilex trees, a substantial villa, built in the Palladian style, came into view. Along the balconies and terraces, classical urns stood out white against the pale flint grey of the house and the deep greens of the trees around it. The castle itself, which dated from the Middle Ages, rose behind the villa and was considerably more ruinous than it had looked in the reconnaissance photographs. There were breaches in the high walls of the keep, and most of the fortified tower had crumbled away. Trails of ivy and wild clematis hung from the broken stonework, and in the gardens around the castle a profusion of roses – pale yellow, apricot and crimson in colour – were in flower.

Seeing it all, Foster could not help but smile.15 It was the nicest place imaginable. Once again, the advantages of air reconnaissance meant they had trumped General Army HQ in finding the best headquarters in the neighbourhood.

An hour or two of light remained. Leaving the officer in charge of the move to supervise the unloading of the vehicles, he set off to explore the castle and its grounds.

Walking briskly, keen to stretch his legs after the long car journey, Foster headed in the direction of the Home Farm. There was not a soul about. The whole place, with its barns and outbuildings, taking up some 100 acres – the size of a small village – had an empty, dilapidated air about it. Approaching the buildings, he could see they were in a poor state of repair; there were tiles missing from the roofs and broken panes of glass in the windows. Here and there, discarded farm machinery lay rusting in a corner. The place seemed long abandoned.

Yet, as he walked on through the courtyards and narrow passageways that connected the buildings, he had the uncomfortable sensation that there were people around.16 The doors to a number of the barns were open; farm tools stood propped up against the walls – scythes and hoes with gleaming blades, as if someone had just cleaned them. A row of chairs, sometimes a single chair, had been placed outside, indicating that a group of people or a single person had recently been sitting there. Passing a row of farm-workers’ cottages, he noticed there were plants and kitchen utensils on the windowsills.

The ghostly presence of people he could not see unnerved him. Could they see him? Was he being watched? The situation was not one he had encountered before. He and his staff had occupied a number of large country houses as DAF had advanced through Italy. They had been made to feel welcome. Usually the owner of the property or a member of his family had shown them around. So where were the castle’s owners? The odd emptiness and the dilapidation of the estate hinted at dark events in the recent past.

Retracing his route, Foster returned to the main house. As he passed the crescent-shaped flower bed that stood in the centre of the courtyard, he noticed that someone had driven through it.17 The imprints of the tyres were fresh, and the flowers lay crushed in the tread marks. He presumed the Germans had reversed their trucks up to the entrance of the house to load them as they were leaving.

The front door was ajar. Pushing it open, he found himself in a great hall. Hand-drawn maps dating from the sixteenth century, silver plate and the stuffed heads of spiral-horned antelopes adorned the walls. In one corner, approached through an arch, a stone staircase led up to the piano nobile, the principal floor.

The steps – a single flight – were wide and shallow. On the narrow landing at the top was a thick panelled door, its surround decorated with filigree stencil work. Foster expected the door to be locked, but it opened into a series of interconnecting rooms stretching the length of the villa. The first, he noted, was a perfect square. Yet, while it was well appointed, commanding views over the garden on three sides, it was sparsely furnished. The one significant item was a fine glass-fronted cabinet, the sort used to display porcelain and silver. Crossing over to it, he could see from the rings in the dust that the shelves had been emptied recently. By the Germans, looting the owners’ possessions? he wondered. Or the owners themselves, anxious to remove their valuables? Pictures were also missing from the walls, the blank spaces suggesting where landscapes and family portraits had once hung.

The other rooms were all of large proportions, with polished wooden floors and magnificently carved chimneypieces. The walls were limewashed in bright colours – ochre, aquamarine and pistachio green. But there were no personal belongings of any kind; nothing to indicate who owned the house or what sort of life they lived. The silence of the place – almost reverential – and the perfunctory arrangement of the few items of furniture had the deadness of a museum.

Then, as Foster was passing along the gallery which connected the two wings of the house, a sudden noise startled him. A grating, scraping sound, it was coming from the floor above. A narrow staircase led off to the right and, as he climbed the stairs, the noise grew louder. He could not think what it was. The only time he had heard anything like it was in Africa; it reminded him of the sound of a carpet being brushed on the lawn after a sandstorm.18

The stairs opened directly into a vast room. It was 200 feet long, taking up the entire area of the second floor. Immediately, the origin of the sound was apparent. With upwards of twenty tables positioned across it, the room had been turned into a makeshift silk factory and thousands of silkworms were feeding on mulberry leaves. Some of the cocoons had hatched and on the tables by the windows the moths fluttered against the lower panes, drawn by the light. Evidently, someone was feeding them; but again, there was no sign of their presence.

Inching his way around the tables, Foster went over to a window. The mountains were now blue, shot with gold from the last rays of sun. To the south, on the horizon, was the sea – the lagoons east of Venice. Looking over towards Tarcento, the bell towers of numerous hilltop villages were visible. Closer – about a mile off – a line of poplar trees marked the main road from Udine. Between the gaps in the trees, he could see the traffic moving. All the traffic was going from east to west.

Earlier that afternoon, he had passed along the road. The progress of the convoy had been slowed by a line of carts, piled high with furniture and grain sacks stuffed to overflowing with the possessions of the families following behind. There had been mothers carrying babies in their arms, and groups of tired children and elderly relatives, some laid out on beds on the carts or propped up in chairs. The carts had been of all shapes and sizes; pony traps and shooting brakes – even old wooden-wheeled barouches and curricles.

Foster had seen the situation reports compiled by General Army HQ. The families were fleeing their homes in the east of the province. A no man’s land inhabited by both Italians and Slovenes, it was disputed territory granted to Italy by the Allies as a reward for switching sides during the First World War. Following years of persecution under Mussolini’s Fascists, the Slovenes were calling for all Italians living in the disputed area to be denounced as Fascists, and for the land to become part of Yugoslavia.19

Already, Yugoslav troops, commanded by Marshal Tito, had crossed the border and were terrorizing towns and villages.20 More than 1,000 Italians had disappeared without trace and hundreds had been arrested and deported to concentration camps that had been formerly run by the Fascists. In some towns, army patrols had rounded up almost the entire population. They were holding them in makeshift prisons where men between eighteen and fifty-six years of age were being systematically starved until they agreed to volunteer for Tito’s army.

From where he was standing, Foster had a view over the landscaped gardens stretching up to the road. The beauty and tranquillity of it all was a world away from the horrors faced by the people passing beyond the line of poplar trees, and the spate of murders sweeping the north of Italy.
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There had been no let-up in the volume of top-secret telegrams flooding into Desert Air Force headquarters in the ten days since the Germans had surrendered. The recriminations following the defeat of Fascism had brought Italy close to civil war. Liberation had brought widespread killings, leaving hundreds dead on the streets of cities and towns throughout the north. ‘Total of unidentified bodies at the mortuary since the liberation of Milan now amounts to over 400,’ reported the British Ambassador in a telegram to the Foreign Office.1 ‘The sinister feature of these killings is that all identification marks have been carefully removed before shooting. It is therefore difficult to say whether the victims are Fascists executed by Partisans, or Partisans executed by Fascists, or just victims of personal vendetta.’

In the province of Friuli, the situation was particularly acute. In the space of ten days, hundreds of Italians had been killed by other Italians, adding to the tally of atrocities committed by Tito’s forces. At Ziracco, a small town on the plain 12 miles east of the castle, there had been a dozen murders.2 Further south, in the Manzano area, one partisan commander was reported to have killed forty-three people.

On the way through Udine that afternoon, Foster had attended an intelligence briefing at the regional headquarters of AMG,fn1 the interim organization set up by the Allies to govern Italy. The Coolant Mission – the SOEfn2 unit operating in the area – was reporting the discovery of another mass grave in Drenchia, close to Italy’s border with Yugoslavia. The bodies were found in ‘a ditch containing 30 corpses alleged to be Italians shot by the Slovenes’.3 Coolant’s intelligence indicated that the Communist Garibaldi partisans, of which there were 4,000 in the Udine area, were about to join forces with the Yugoslavs to launch a Communist coup. The unit had learned that Mario Lizzero, ‘perhaps the most dangerous of the Garibaldi leaders’, was directing the operation: ‘He is intelligent and unscrupulous and has complete control of the Communist Party.4 His present activity is to manoeuvre the penetration of all Municipal and Provincial offices, in and outside Udine, by Communist elements.’ Coolant was also warning that a ‘big net of Communist agents, lavishly supplied with funds’ was active throughout the province. Their orders were to ‘penetrate to Treviso and Venice to build up Communist centres’. While the Allies could count on the loyalty of the anti-Slav partisans, a force of some 8,000 men, their hatred of Communism had further escalated tension in the region.

In Udine itself, which was just 5 miles from the castle, the situation was becoming ugly. Garibaldi commanders, operating from secret hideouts around the city, were compiling lists of individuals whom they regarded as weak and fearful, and whom they believed could be bribed to join their units with gifts of money and food.5 Local girls were being told not to associate with Allied troops. Many had received anonymous letters warning that those caught doing so would have their heads shaved. In some districts, the Communists had daubed graffiti on the walls of the houses: ‘Zivio [Long live] Tito’, ‘Zivio Stalin’, ‘Tukay je Jugoslavia’ (This is Yugoslavia).6

During the briefing, a leaflet had been circulated. It was one of hundreds that had dropped from the skies over Udine on 2 May, the day peace was declared. With the ceasefire in operation, the Yugoslavs, who had fought on the side of the Allies, had stopped bombing the city; but their planes had returned to deliver a chilling message:


Citizens of Udine, Today you receive our visiting card: Terror accompanies our victorious march.7 Weep over the ruins of your homes and meditate upon your sins, you who in the secrecy of your hearts await the ENGLISH, the protectors of the Bourgeois and the well-to-do. Be it said once and for all, so that afterwards it may not seem strange to you: FRIULI BELONGS TO THE BOLSHEVIK ZONE OF INFLUENCE and consequently the patriots whom you must support are the communist patriots of the Garibaldi. IF YOU ARE NOT WILLING TO DO IT FOR LOVE, YOU WILL DO IT BY COMPULSION.



Over the previous twenty-four hours, 200 Yugoslav troops had marched into the city. Simultaneously, 500 men from Gorizia, fleeing to avoid Slovene conscription, had arrived and were clamouring to be enrolled in the anti-Slav partisan brigades. Peace in Europe had lasted eleven days. The intensity with which the crisis had blown up, fanned by Tito’s threat to seize the strategic port of Trieste, meant that the talk at the briefing was of one last battle or – if the Communists pressed their plans to seize the region – the first of a Third World War.

In this ‘witches’ cauldron of conflicting politics and nationalities’ – as one army officer described the situation – Foster’s Desert Air Force had a significant role.8 Besides flying sorties over the Alps to monitor the tens of thousands of Wehrmacht troops corralled on the main passes, the squadrons were to hunt down the SS stay-behind units that were hiding out in the mountains; further, they were to determine the strength and disposition of Yugoslav forces to the east of Udine, and pinpoint the positions of the Garibaldi partisan units that had retreated to the mountains with their weapons to prepare for a Communist coup.9

A soft evening light flooded the house. Foster stood on the gravel drive outside the west wing, looking up. There were still a number of rooms that he had not seen, but he could not work out how to get to them.

He could see the windows. But inside, when he had tried the door leading into the wing, it had been locked. With operations resuming early the next morning, he wanted to see the rooms while he had time.
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The entrance to the wing was reached from the garden along a white stone path, bordered by low, tightly clipped hedges.

Stepping through the door, Foster entered a small hallway. Immediately, he was struck by the contrast to the empty rooms in the rest of the house. Along one side of it, outdoor garments were crammed on a coat rack and on the floor below was a row of riding boots. Beside them, sun hats of various shapes and sizes had been piled on the head of a marble bust. On the hall table, strewn around a pair of Chinese vases, were all sorts of items, among them bunches of keys, a dog lead, packets of seeds and rolls of gardening twine.

Despite the clutter, the room had a sense of order. The riding boots stood in a neat line, arranged according to size. The effect was curiously poignant. At the far end of the row, there were two tiny pairs of jodhpur boots. One looked as if it belonged to a child of four or five; the other was even smaller.1

The passage beyond the hall was in semi-darkness. Stopping at the entrance to it, he switched on a light. Straight away, his attention was drawn to a small card pinned to the door on his right.2 A gold crown was embossed on the thick white paper; below it, written in black ink in a curlicued script, were the words: ‘Camera del Victor Emmanuel III, S.M Il Re d’Italia’.

The bedroom of Victor Emmanuel III, His Majesty the King of Italy.

It was a startling discovery. For an instant, all Foster could think was that the king owned the castle. But then if it belonged to him, why had it been necessary to pin a note to the door to signal that this was his bedroom? Rather, the presence of the card suggested that the king’s stay at the castle had been a sudden, temporary arrangement. So what had brought him to this remote part of his country? Had he used the castle as a hideout earlier in the war? An unpopular figure, tainted by his support for Mussolini’s regime, the king had been Italy’s commander-in-chief until the autumn of 1943 when he had negotiated an armistice with the Allies. Nicknamed Il Re Soldato (the Soldier King) by the Italians or, more unfavourably, Sciaboletta (Little Sabre) – due to the fact he was only 5 feet tall – he had spent the remainder of the war under armed guard in a castle on the Amalfi Coast.3

To Foster’s surprise, the door was not locked. Pushing it open, he went inside, expecting to see a large room that was sumptuously furnished befitting a king.4 But the room, which was of modest size and plainly decorated, was unremarkable – except that it looked as if someone had lived in it recently. The card on the door was misleading; it was not a bedroom, but a sitting room. Books, with markers in them, were stacked on the tables and bundles of letters, which had been sorted, as if someone intended to file them, lay in piles on the floor. A jug of water and a glass, half full, stood on one of the side tables, and a well-worn cardigan hung over a chair.

By the window there was a large round table covered with a velvet cloth. Crossing over to it, Foster stopped in front of the photographs. Upwards of thirty were arranged on the table; photographs both large and small, all in silver frames. He could see they were family portraits as the same faces featured, though at different ages, and in different settings. One face drew his eye.5 It was that of a tall, middle-aged man with an aquiline profile and a neat moustache. He had two duelling scars on his left cheek. In one of the photographs, he was engrossed in conversation with Adolf Hitler; in another, he was shaking hands with Benito Mussolini.

There were other pictures of Hitler, taken in different locations. Always, the same tall man was discernible in the background, standing at a discreet distance, just a few steps behind the Führer. His close proximity to Hitler suggested he was a trusted adviser. But who was he? He was not dressed in uniform. Was he a diplomat, or a civil servant? Foster wondered. And was he the owner of the castle?

He picked up the photographs carefully and examined them, one by one. There were no inscriptions of any kind; nothing to say where or when they had been taken. There were just two informal portraits of the man. One was in a family group. He and his wife and their four children – two sons and two daughters – were posing for the camera on top of a mountain. In the second, he was standing on a jetty by a lake; wearing a pair of swimming trunks, he had his arms around a young girl, aged about twelve, and his head was tilted back, laughing. From the family portrait, Foster could see the girl was his daughter.

Then he turned to the other photographs. They were mostly of two young boys. There were pictures of them as babies, lying cradled in the arms of a pretty, fair-haired woman, and later, when they were a little older, of the boys together. They were angelic-looking, with long blond curls and bright, smiling eyes. In one photograph, they were sitting happily on the laps of two German soldiers. Foster recognized the setting: the picture had been taken on the bench in the walled garden outside. Curious, he spent some minutes trying to decipher the family relationships. The boys’ mother – ten or so years on – was the young girl who featured in the photograph taken on the jetty by the lake. In which case, her father – the man with Hitler – was the boys’ grandfather. The girl had married a dashing-looking Italian officer. In the photograph taken at their wedding, his distinctive hat, adorned with plumes and cockades, indicated that he was an officer in one of the smart cavalry regiments. Oddly, there were no photographs of the boys with their father.

Foster went over to the door, which connected to another room. It led into a nursery. It had two beds and a cot in it and he assumed it was where the two boys in the photographs had slept. Paper mobiles, decorated with baby elephants, hung from the ceiling. On one of the beds, a teddy bear lay, propped up on a pillow; the beads of its eyes were missing and it had a flattened, bedraggled look about it.

After a quick glance round, he went back into the main room. Among the hundreds of books lining its walls, he spotted a copy of Hitler’s Mein Kampf.6 Taking it down off the shelf, he was surprised to see the pages were unread. He was also surprised to discover that many of the books were in English. There were volumes of Hansard and numerous editions of Strand magazine, one of which contained a prescient article by Winston Churchill, entitled ‘The Truth About Hitler’, published in 1935.

As Foster was leafing through a guidebook of historic towns in Germany – towns the British had obliterated – he heard a sound outside.7 Going over to the window, he saw a man working in the garden. He was getting on in years and wore mechanic’s overalls which were blue and smeared with grease. He had a proprietorial air about him and was busy cutting back the ivy that had enveloped a wall of the house.

Straight away, Foster put the book aside and went out to talk to him. At last, here was someone who might be able to tell him about the castle’s invisible inhabitants.
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The man introduced himself as Nonino. He came from a nearby village, he said, and he had been the butler at the castle for fifty-seven years.1 The old countess had taken him on when he was eleven years old. He had started out as a coachman, riding on the footplate of the family’s Landau carriage.2 Then, in the 1880s, he had become head of the household. It was a time when many guests had stayed at the castle. Back then, he told Foster, his duties had included looking after the horses and the carriages, polishing the great Venetian chandeliers and, in the evening, after dinner, if there were no musicians to play from the battlements of the castle, he led a choir, singing old Friuli songs.

He announced proudly that he had served three generations of the family. His first name was Giuseppe, but the family called him by his surname. They said it was easier to pronounce and sounded more friendly. Foster was hoping this would lead to stories about the current generation, but the old man shied away from the present and returned to a yet more remote past. The family’s name was Pirzio-Biroli, he said, and they were descended from the Savorgnans, one of the most powerful aristocratic families in northern Italy. After settling at the castle in the 1200s, they had ruled over Friuli for centuries, siding with the Venetian Republic against the Austrian Empire. They had owned many properties. The fortresses from which they had defended the region stretched in a 60-mile line, all the way to Venice. Then there were the palaces, where he had served as a young man. The Palazzo Savorgnan, overlooking the Cannaregio Canal in Venice; the Palazzo Brazzà in Udine; and another, a few steps from the Trevi Fountain, in Rome.

He stopped talking for a moment and looked up at the Union Jack flying above the ruins of the castle. Then, shaking his head, he said he was sorry to say that all sorts of flags had flown there in his time.3 In the last war, the Austrian Army had occupied the castle, which had been disastrous for the family. One night in the winter of 1917, after helping himself to the wine cellar, one of the officers had fallen asleep leaving a brazier burning and the house had burned to the ground.4 The Royal Standard of the House of Savoy had also flown above the castle. This was in 1941, when the King of Italy had briefly used Brazzà as a military headquarters. After that, the Germans had arrived and hoisted the swastika. But the old Countess Cora di Brazzà Slocomb had always flown the Stars and Stripes. She was American – a wealthy heiress from New Orleans. Gesturing towards the house, he said it was her money that had paid for the new villa after the old one had been destroyed in the fire.

An American countess?5 Foster was taken aback by this unexpected piece of information. Immediately, he wanted to know what her relationship was to the man he had seen in the photographs with Hitler and Mussolini. Had she betrayed her country by siding with the Fascists? But he did not want to quiz the old man. It would be inappropriate to ask awkward questions. Intelligence personnel from the War Crimes Branch of the US Army were already in the area and it was their job to investigate suspected war criminals and collaborators.

‘Where is the family now?’ he asked instead.

The old man looked away. A long silence followed before he answered. Then, quietly, his voice trembling, he said they were all gone now; that in recent years, a series of tragedies had befallen the family.6 Briefly, he told Foster what had happened. The old countess, who had taken him on when he was a boy, was dead. She had died the year before in a lunatic asylum in Rome. Her only daughter was also dead – from heart failure at the age of fifty. Count Detalmo, who had inherited Brazzà from his mother, had vanished in the autumn of 1943 when the German troops had occupied the castle. Then, on 27 September 1944, a date he would never forget, the Gestapo had arrested the count’s wife and their two sons aged two and four.

He pointed to a window behind them and said it was where the countess and the children had been living when they were taken away. Then he beckoned Foster to follow him.

Crossing
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