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The gymnasium of Nuremberg Prison smelled of sawdust and rope. It was just past midnight on October 16, 1946, and the business of justice, or something that wore justice's face, was already well underway. Six Nazi war criminals had been walked through that door before him, had climbed those thirteen steps, and had disappeared behind the black curtain without ceremony. The Allied guards had grown practiced at it by now. Efficient. Clinical. Julius Streicher would not make it easy for them. When the white-helmeted guards came to his cell, they found him exactly as he wished to be found, lying on his cot in his pajamas, a book open across his chest, performing indifference with the theatrical flair of a man who had spent his entire life commanding an audience. He would not dress, he announced. If they wanted him somewhere, they were welcome to carry him. They did exactly that.

Two muscular guards snapped handcuffs onto his wrists, hauled him bodily upright, and forced him into his court clothes with the impersonal efficiency of men dressing a large and uncooperative child. From the adjacent cell, Rudolf Hess heard the scuffling and the curses and roared his approval through the wall: "Bravo, Streicher!" It was, in its grotesque way, a fitting farewell between two true believers. At the foot of the gallows, the American colonel in charge asked for his name, a formality, a procedural requirement, a last small acknowledgment that the man standing before him was a human being with an identity. Streicher looked at him with contempt. "You know it already," he said. Then he raised his voice so that every witness in that gymnasium could hear him, and he shouted it twice into the silence:

"Heil Hitler! Heil Hitler!"

He was the only condemned man at Nuremberg to do so. Ten other defendants had walked to the same gallows that night or would follow him. None of them, not the architects of invasion, not the administrators of genocide, not the men who had signed the orders, had summoned the ghost of their dead Führer in those final seconds. Only Streicher. It told you everything about the man, and nothing you could easily explain. The prison chaplain pressed close, his voice urgent with mercy: "For the love of God, Julius, just tell them your name. Get it over with." Streicher ignored him. He mounted the thirteen steps slowly, and with purpose. Halfway up, he turned to the witnesses assembled below and delivered his last performance, a line that landed somewhere between desperate irony and genuine menace: "Purim Festival, 1946!"

The reference was deliberate, and it was not lost on those who recognized it. In the ancient Book of Esther, the Persian official Haman builds a gallows intended for the mass execution of the Jews living in exile, and is hanged upon it himself when his plot is exposed. Streicher was casting himself as Haman, framing his execution as an act of Jewish revenge rather than Allied justice. Even now, even here, at the very threshold of death, his mind ran in the same poisoned grooves it always had. At the top of the stairs, he spat at the executioner, Master Sergeant John C. Woods of the United States Army, and delivered what might have been a warning, or a wish:

"The Bolsheviks will hang you one day."

As the black hood was lowered over his head, he murmured something that seemed almost tender, almost human, before it swallowed his face entirely: "I am now by God my Father." And then, muffled through the cloth, barely audible to those closest to the scaffold: 

"Adele, my dear wife."

The lever fell. The floor gave way. The black curtain swallowed him. For a long moment, the gymnasium was silent except for the slow, rhythmic creaking of the rope. Then, from behind the curtain, came something that made the forty witnesses shift uncomfortably, a low, persistent moan, neither quite human nor quite mechanical, that went on far longer than it should have.

Master Sergeant Woods descended the steps and disappeared behind the curtain. The moaning stopped. At 2:14 in the morning, four Allied doctors signed their names to a document confirming what everyone already knew. Julius Streicher was dead. History has never quite known what to do with Julius Streicher. The easiest verdict, and by far the most common one, is to dismiss him: a foul-mouthed anti-Semitic pornographer, a sadist, a crude embarrassment whose crude personality repelled even hardened Nazis and who was held in
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