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Introduction

The robbery of the German Reichsbank, the State Bank of the Third Reich, in 1945 was not only the biggest robbery in history but for many years the least known to the world at large.

The Nazi era inspired almost as many myths of gold and treasure as the buccaneer days of the Spanish Main – myths of SS loot at the bottom of Alpine lakes, of sunken U-boats stuffed with jewels, of Rommel’s gold buried beneath the Libyan sands. A few of these legends have a basis in fact – as, for example, those surrounding Lake Toplitz in Austria. Millions in counterfeit English pound notes were recovered from this deep lake in the Tyrol some years ago, and at the time of writing more mysterious treasure chests have been sighted on the lake bed, lying beside the wreckage of a German aircraft, whose pilot has remained perfectly preserved in the highly saline water. Probably it is to Lake Toplitz that most people’s minds turn at the mention of Nazi treasure. But Nazi Gold is about a very different kind of treasure, and its subject is a story which has lingered for years in the half-light of rumour and speculation – the disappearance of millions of dollars’ worth of gold and currency from the Reichsbank reserves buried somewhere in the mountains of Bavaria.

In the chaos of the German collapse at the end of the Second World War, and in the administrative confusion of the American occupation that followed, such facts as were known about the loss of part of the Reichsbank reserves were largely ignored, and belated efforts by the American military and German civil authorities to put two and two together in the post-war years were dogged by ignorance of what had gone missing, by lack of co-ordination between investigative agencies, and by the total disappearance of key witnesses from the scene.

The first public utterance on the subject of Reichsbank treasure seems to have been an article by Henriette von Schirach (the wife of Hitler’s former Youth Leader) entitled ‘What Happened To The Reichsbank Gold?’, which appeared in the now defunct picture magazine, Wochenend, in 1950. This article at least posed the right questions, even if it did not actually answer them, and it seems to have provoked the Munich CID of the Bavarian Police to carry out their own investigation into certain aspects of the case. But even they had only limited facts at their disposal, and they were unable to bring any prosecutions and never made their report public.

While the CID investigation was in progress, the story was taken up again by a German journalist, Ottmar Katz, in an article – ‘Where is the Gold from the Walchensee?’ – which appeared in Quick magazine in 1952. Before long this came to the attention of an English writer, William (Billy) Stanley Moss, who began his own private investigation into the Reichsbank robbery and its aftermath. The resulting book, Gold Is Where You Hide It, was published in London in 1956. It was incomplete and in parts misleading. But it was the first attempt at a coherent account of the Reichsbank affair and the first to appear outside of Germany. Indirectly it was to lead to this present more definitive history.

Billy Moss, author of a bestselling war adventure, Ill Met By Moonlight (an account of his part in the daring kidnapping of the commander of the German Forces in Crete), first stumbled on the Reichsbank robbery through an intermediary – a Polish-born, naturalised Briton by the name of Andrew Kennedy. During the war Andrew Kennedy had served as the head of an escape organisation in Hungary, and later as a member of the British resistance organisation, SOE. After the war he lived and worked as a businessman in Germany, forming a wide circle of friends, which included not only Billy Moss but two inhabitants of the Bavarian mountain resort of Garmisch-Partenkirchen – Gusti Stinnes and her English husband Eric Knight. It was from Eric and Gusti Knight that Kennedy and Moss first got wind of the story of the Reichsbank treasure.

Billy Moss laboured under several disadvantages. He was not in the best of health, nor did his financial resources stretch as far as a project of this scope required. Above all, he was denied any kind of co-operation from the United States authorities, whose various archives it was thought might contain vital information about the Reichsbank robbery. Indeed, the US government denied, and have continued to deny, that such a robbery ever took place or that any US Army personnel had any part in it or the events that followed. The archives, the government maintained, possessed no records that bore on such a case. Denied the crucial documentation the investigation needed, Moss’s book was inevitably somewhat skimpy and speculative. Nevertheless, it got commendably near to the heart of the matter, and for nearly thirty years it was to remain the best attempt at a solution to the mystery of what happened to the Reichsbank treasure.

Soon afterwards the Guinness Book of Records picked up a Reuter message on the story in the Press Association-Reuter files in London and recorded it in earlier editions under the heading ‘Robbery: Biggest Unsolved’. The entry accused officers of both the American Army and the former German Army of taking part in the theft and rightly pointed out that no one had ever been charged with it, though its inventory of what had been taken was wide of the mark. The entry was reprinted in the Guinness book in various forms in every subsequent year (except one), and it was there that the present authors, independently of one another, first came across the spoor of the remarkable events which form the subject of Nazi Gold.

Douglas Botting, a writer and traveller, first noticed the Guinness entry in 1969 following a visit to Brazil in which he believed that he had discovered the whereabouts of Hitler’s missing Party Secretary, Martin Bormann. Like Moss, Botting got nowhere with the US archives, came to the conclusion (wrongly, it turned out) that the Reichsbank robbery was the product of anti-American propaganda by the Soviet-controlled East German press – an entry to that effect was carried in the 1970 edition of the Guinness book and turned his attention to other themes in immediate post-war Germany.

Five years later, just before Christmas 1974, Ian Sayer, a transport executive who was born in the year of the Reichsbank robbery, bought his first copy of the Guinness book. His interest was immediately stirred and, with the help of a colleague, Harry Seaman, he immediately embarked on a private investigation of the Reichsbank case – a project which soon became a compulsive quest to find out the truth once and for all. This was easier said than done. Sayer started from zero. He did not even have Billy Moss’s advantage of personal contact with some of the dramatis personae in the Reichsbank affair. He knew none of the real names of the people involved and nothing of the techniques of historical and criminal research, the means of tracing foreign nationals in faraway countries or of extracting sensitive records from military and police departments in such places as Washington, Berlin and Buenos Aires. But he was hooked, and he persevered.

At first it was a thankless task, days of dour foot-slogging through the Public Records Office and Colindale Newspaper Library, endless hours poring through the international telephone directories. Many people had died in the intervening years, including Billy Moss. But, although he was not aware of this for some while, history proved to be on Sayer’s side. The débâcle of Richard Nixon’s second Presidency and the wreckage of the Watergate cover-up presented Sayer with the first chink in the door, for it led indirectly to the Freedom of Information Act, which provided for a virtual open-sesame to the archives of the US government and to the various departments and agencies of state.

This was the first breakthrough. With infinite gradualness over a period of months and years, the archives began to yield up their secrets. Though the Department of the Army in Washington continued to deny that the Reichsbank robbery had ever taken place or that American soldiers played any part in the events described in the book, one document led to another, one name led to five more names, until Sayer began to build up a growing dossier of crime, corruption and cover-up in American-occupied Germany after World War Two. In 1976, in order to make a personal search of the National and Military archives in Washington and neighbouring Maryland and Virginia, Sayer set sail for America on the QE2 (he prefers not to fly). He found himself in curious situations that he had not envisaged before – inside the Pentagon, ringing up the CIA, knocking on the doors of the Secret Service, Military Intelligence and a host of other US government and military agencies. The documentation led off on many murky tangents. Often it was heavily sanitised. In certain areas where the records had been deliberately destroyed it dried up all together. This was balanced by Sayer’s discovery of the Defense Department’s computer – the basic means of tracing individuals across a gulf in time.

Back in England the transatlantic telephone became the medium of contact. The scores of former American Army personnel from the old Bavarian days were located in this way, in places as far apart as Locust Valley in Long Island, Anchorage in Alaska, Concrete in Washington State, Drake Falls in Virginia, Liberty Lake, Hollywood, New York, El Paso, St Petersburg, Fort Worth, and Palm Springs. Almost without exception individual Americans (like US government agencies) were unflaggingly courteous and co-operative. More than thirty years on some could remember little, others were gifted with almost total recall. Most were astonished that the case had been resurrected after so long. All were even more astonished that it should be resurrected by an Englishman. This was tolerantly viewed as a typical example of British eccentricity.

Ian Sayer’s breakthrough in America was paralleled by a similar breakthrough in Europe. This was made possible by establishing contact (through the goodwill of Billy Moss’s running-mate, Andrew Kennedy) with a former Pole, Ivar Buxell, who was close to the action in post-war Bavaria and had subsequently emigrated to Venezuela. Buxell had remained in touch with old friends from his German past, the hub of a wheel from which radiated many spokes. He was to prove a tireless and unfailingly helpful source of information for many of the events described in this book. From men with a sense of history like Buxell, or William C. Wilson (a former agent in the US Army CID with a remarkable and astonishingly accurate memory of events and personnel) or Tom Agoston (an English newspaperman who first broke the story of the Garmisch affair and led Sayer to the memoranda and correspondence of Guenther Reinhardt, a crucial figure in the later stages of this story), it proved possible to fill in some of the gaps in the official archives and to enliven the historical documentation with more human and anecdotal material than might otherwise have been salvaged from the past.

The net extended to four continents and to places as widely dispersed as Caracas and Buenos Aires, Harare in Zimbabwe, Rome and Livigno in Italy, Graz and Innsbruck in Austria, and Garmisch and Mittenwald in Bavaria. But it was not all plain sailing. There were times when the project seemed to have run into a brick wall, when months passed without progress and no way forward could be found. As a private individual it was difficult for Sayer to probe official institutions and reconstruct events which had been the subject of a cover-up several decades before. Certain people, not unnaturally, objected to enquiries into their past, and one or two caused difficulties which were potentially embarrassing in the extreme. In March 1981, for example, following a meeting in Innsbruck with a German journalist to discuss aspects of Nazi Gold, Ian Sayer’s name was given to the London Daily Mail by a person or persons unknown as someone who could help the police enquiries into the disappearance and suspected kidnapping of an Englishwoman, Jeanette May, in Italy during the preceding winter.

Mrs May, whose first marriage had been to a member of the Rothschild family, had disappeared with a woman friend while driving through the remote mountain region of Italy in a blizzard in the winter of 1980. Needless to say, Sayer had absolutely nothing to do with Mrs May’s disappearance, nor did he know who had given his name to the Daily Mail, though he had his suspicions. In July 1981 he was interviewed for the first time by two members of the Caribinieri from Italy and two members of the Serious Crimes Squad from London. There the matter rested until the remains of the two women were discovered in the mountains in January 1982. A year later the Italian police reopened the case as one of suspected murder. In March 1983 Sayer was summoned to Scotland Yard for interrogation by representatives of the Italian police, and he was implicated by the Italian press not only in the death of Jeanette May but even in the death of the Italian banker, Roberto Calvi, and the activities of P2 (Propaganda 2), a right-wing Masonic lodge, in articles which would have been hilarious had they not been so blatantly untrue and appallingly defamatory.

Though Sayer had no difficulty in establishing his innocence with the Italian police, he was left in little doubt that all this had occurred as a result of his involvement with the Nazi Gold project – as a warning, perhaps, not to probe deeper into the affairs of the past.

In the beginning Ian Sayer had had no thought of producing a book out of his investigations. He had been motivated purely by a spirit of adventure, the thrill of the chase, and a desire to discover the real truth about an episode which, with its dope-peddling, corruption, murder and ‘Third Man’ atmosphere, seemed to contain all the elements of fiction and modern myth. But as the files of archive documents, interview transcripts, court-martial and investigative records and eyewitness correspondence grew until they occupied forty feet of shelving space and over one hundred hours of tape time, it became obvious that they contained historical material of interest to a wider audience and that it should ideally be organised into book form.

Slowly this material was arranged into a rough narrative line. Early efforts to produce a book proved abortive. Then one summer, at Agatha’s waterfront taverna in Nissaki, a small village on the remoter north-east coast of the Greek island of Corfu, Ian Sayer struck up an acquaintanceship with Douglas Botting, whose earlier efforts to crack the Reichsbank mystery were already known to him, and the present collaboration was born. The research had taken eight years. The writing of the book – a task of considerable complexity and magnitude – was now to take two more years. While the resulting work can reasonably claim to be the most definitive study of this remarkable case to date, it is not an exhaustive one. The story of the Reichsbank mystery remains in part a mystery. No one was charged with complicity in the robbery and few have volunteered to confess. There are gaps in the evidence. Some archival material has been destroyed, some has proved extremely difficult to locate, some could not be printed because of the laws of libel.

The research behind this book had begun as an attempt to discover the truth about the world’s greatest robbery. It was never envisaged that it would eventually reveal a story of corruption in the American occupation of Germany and of deliberate cover-up by the US European Command in Berlin and the Department of the Army in Washington. The authors had never set out to indict American military government in Germany after the war. Both authors were fully aware of the huge contribution made by the government and people of the United States to the defeat of Nazism in World War Two and the salvation of western Europe in the years that followed. They were also aware of the sincere and dedicated efforts made by a great many Americans working in military government towards the restoration of order, decency and hope in the American Zone of Germany in the period of havoc and penury immediately after the war. Nevertheless the evidence that emerged revealed much that was wrong with the US Occupation and a degree of corruption on the part of a portion of American military government personnel that was highly relevant to the story of Nazi Gold and could hardly be overlooked. Some American readers of this book may perhaps feel as a consequence that the book is anti-American in tone. The authors contend that this is not so. It simply attempts to tell the truth as clearly as the complex and often opaque raw material will allow and in the process sheds new light on a little-known byway of modern history.

From conception to publication Nazi Gold has taken ten years in the making. That it ever reached completion at all is due largely to the help of a great many people, whose names are listed in the Acknowledgements, and whose contributions are gratefully acknowledged here. Particular thanks are due to Mary Sayer, for her steadfast encouragement and active support of the project throughout all its stages; to Melanie Bryan, who kept the complex mass of research material from ever lapsing into chaos and anarchy and typed thousands of pages of research notes and draft versions of the book; to Gail Lynch and Pamela Shaw, who fished so patiently and to such excellent effect in the Washington archives; to Alastair Brett of the Sunday Times, who through thick and thin continued to have faith in the book and was an unfailing source of strength; to Antony Terry, who lent the great weight of his experience and expertise as the former Sunday Times correspondent in Germany and who conducted interviews and undertook research for the project in Europe; to Andrew Thompson, the Sunday Times man in Buenos Aires, who courageously persevered with his delicate and difficult lines of inquiry in spite of the adverse working climate brought about by the Falklands conflict; and to Katy and Anna Botting for finding the gold-holes of the Walchensee treasure and for their enthusiasm and good cheer when the going was rough.

Since this book was completed in 1983 there have been many new revelations regarding Nazi gold, This revised edition embraces all the major developments which have occurred since then including the continuation of the US government’s conspiracy to suppress the truth surrounding the disappearance of large quantities of missing Nazi treasure from the former US occupation zone in Germany.

18 September 1998

Ian Sayer
Douglas Botting


Authors’ Note

The Reichsbank robbery was not a single robbery headed by a single mastermind but a series of separate incidents involving different portions of the Reichsbank gold and currency reserves between May 1945 and March 1947. It might help the reader to envisage the Reichsbank treasure as a dead whale attacked by sharks. There are big sharks and little sharks and they take big bites and little bites. They are all devouring the same carcass at about the same time but they are acting independently, not in collusion.

To help the reader comprehend the magnitude of the sums of gold and currency mentioned in this book we have given both the 1945 values and their corresponding 1998 values. We have calculated that the purchasing power of the £1 sterling is approximately 21 times greater in 1998 than it was in 1945. Similarly, the 1998 value of $1 is 8.9 times greater. The prevailing rate for gold (in September 1998) was $295 per ounce or 8.4 times the 1945 value, although the relative purchasing power is considerably higher. To simplify the figures in this story the value of all other foreign currencies has been converted to its 1945 US $ equivalent.


Acknowledgements

The authors are profoundly grateful to many people and institutions in a number of countries throughout the world who unstintingly gave up a great deal of their time and energy to answering – by letter, telephone and personal interview – a remorseless stream of questions about complicated events of many years ago. To all of these people – and especially to those who on occasion ungrudgingly allowed their privacy to be invaded – the authors extend their very genuinely felt gratitude and appreciation. In addition to those mentioned in the Introduction thanks are due to the following:

PRIVATE INDIVIDUALS

UK: Mike Bennett, Michael Cuddy, David Fowell, Roy Furness, Brig Sir James Gault (deceased), Gene Gutowski, Sir Frank McFadzean, Norris McWhirter, Andrew Mollo, Fred Nolan, Winston Ramsey, Mrs T. Reedy, Eric Runacres, Keith Salter (deceased), Harry Seaman, Colin Simpson, Anthony Smith, Dr D.A. Spencer, Peter Pringle, Lorana Sullivan, Franklin Wood

USA: Robert M. Allgeier, Ward S. Atherton, Theodore H. Ball, Jack Bennett James S. Billups, Edward E. Bird, Vernon J. Blondell, Charles I. Bradley (deceased), William G. Brey, Earl S. Browning, Paul O. Bruehl, Ralph Carlin, Lawrence Carls, Lucius D. Clay (deceased), Pat Conger, Harry Cottingham, Henry D. Cragon (deceased), John M. Curran, H.A. Deck, Walter R. Dee, Alan Dinehart Jr, Werner C. Duke, William E. Eckles, Hal Faust, H.H. Frey, Frank C. Gabell, David A. Gallant, Frank Gammache, Dale M. Garvey, Hobert R. Gay, Mrs H.R. Gay, Alfred Geiffert III, Hon William Geiler, Gordon Gray, Louis Graziano, John E. Grindell, Alphonse Hartl (deceased), Edwin Hartrich, Thomas Hasler, Charles R. Hayes, James H. Hea, Joseph W. Hensel, Robert R. Hensley, Arthur Horn, Walter N. Israel, Edward A. Jesser, William A. Karp, E.P. Keller, Jack Ketcham, Leo de Gar Kulka, Thomas M. Lancer, Morton K. Lange, Anthony W. Lobb, Russell R. Lord (deceased), Gail Lynch, Milton S. Marcus, Max L. Marshall, Paul H. Marvin, F.J. McDonnell, Bernice McIntyre, Werner Michel, Charles B. Milliken, William J. Moran, Thomas V. Mullen, Robin E. Mullins, Woodrow L. Nelson, Lester M. Nichols, Melvin W. Nitz, Eli Nobleman, Albert ‘Nick’ Nokutis, Charles M. O’Donnell, Harry J. Painter, Oliver S. Patton, Rev G. Hurst Paul, Mrs Alice Pcccarelli, Frank Purcell, Roger Rawley, Tom Rccdy, Jonathan B. Rintels, Mrs Kenneth C. Royall, Fred Schnackenderg (deceased), Val Seeger III, George M. Seignous, Pamela Shaw, Robert B. Shawe, John W. Sheffield, Raymond T. Shelby, George C. Sheldon, Bruce B. Simmons, Albert Singleton, Leonard H. Smith, Herbert L. Snapp, Charles W. Snedeker, Sidney N. Steinbach, Arthur C. Timbo, Frank L. Tracy, Ed Valens, Murray Van Waggoner, Hans von Euen, Clarence J. Wardle, Arnold H. Weiss, William C. Wilson, Clifton H. Young, Thomas H. Young, Leon Zackrewski, Lester C. Zucker.

GERMANY: Tom Agoston, Chrisd Belwe, Eugene K. Bird, Don Brooks, Karl Dönitz, Dr Sieglinde Ehard (née Odorfer), Barbara Freem, Willie Gerl, Leo M. Goodman, Klothilde Hallmann, Dr Robert M.W. Kempner, Andrew Kennedy, Eric Knight, Ernest Langendorf, Hans Neuhauser, Dr Maximilian Ott, Gunter Peis, Franz Pfeiffer, Josef Pinzl, Michael Pössinger, Elmer G. Pralle, Ardo Rousselle, Robert R. Seeger, Albert Speer, Jakob ‘Jaky’ Stubel, Kenneth G. Van Buskirk, Hubert von Blücher, Henriette von Schirach, Armin Walter

AUSTRIA: Hans Fischer, Fritz Rauch, Dr Phillip Schenk, James W. Shea, Josef Veit, Simon Wiesenthal

ITALY: Walter (Mucki) Clausing

SPAIN: Mrs Chiquita Sitwell

MEXICO: Juan A.A. Sedillo

SOUTH AFRICA: Lüder von Blücher

SWITZERLAND: Terence Taylor

ZIMBABWE: Don and Susan Miller, Andrew Searle, Lizbeth Searle, Brigadier M.H.F. Waring (deceased)

VENEZUELA: Ivar Buxell

ORGANISATIONS

USA

DEPARTMENT OF THE ARMY: US Army Criminal Investigation Command, Falls Church, Virginia; Major Brigham S. Shuler, Chief of Public Affairs; Captain Terry McCann; Major Harlan J. Lenius, Chief of Public Affairs; Major John E. Taylor, Chief of Public Affairs; Russell A. Powell, Chief, Release of Information Division; Leonard F. Gunn, Acting Chief, Release of Information Division, G.M. Anderson, Chief, Release of Information Division; US Army Judiciary, Falls Church, Virginia; James D. Kemper Jr, Clerk of Court; Mary B. Dennis, Deputy Clerk of Court; Office of the General Counsel; Bland West, Deputy General Counsel (Military and Civil Affairs); Office of the Adjutant General and the Adjutant General Center; Col Rome D. Smyth, Director, Administration Management; US Army Military History Institute, Carlisle Barracks, Pennsylvania; Joyce L. Eakin, Assistant, Director for Library Services; John J. Slonaker, Chief, Historical Reference Section; Office of the Chief of Information, Public Information Division; Lt-Col Hugh G. Waite, Chief, News Branch; US Army Intelligence Agency, US Army Intelligence and Security Command, Fort George G. Meade, Maryland; Thomas F. Conley, Chief, Freedom of Information Center; James L. Selechta, Chief, Freedom of Information Division

DEPARTMENT OF DEFENSE: Naval Investigative Service, Alexandria, Virginia; Captain L. E. Connell, Director, NIS; Department of the Air Force, HQ Air Force Office of Special Investigations, Washington, DC; Rudolph M. Schellhammer, Director of Plans, Programs and Resources; Lt-Col Thomas M. Slawson, Deputy Director of Plans, Programs and Resources; Robert T. Walker, Information Release Division. Director of Plans, Programs and Resources

GENERAL SERVICES ADMINISTRATION: National Archives and Records Service, Washington, DC; James J. Hastings, General Archives Division; William H. Cunliffe, Assistant Chief, Modern Military Branch, Military Archives Division; George G. Chalou, Assistant Chief, Reference Branch, General Archives Division; Frederick W. Pernell, Reference Branch, General Archives Division; William G. Lewis, Reference Branch, General Archives Division; Jance L. Hargett, Chief, Research Branch, General Archives Division; Steve Bern

DEPARTMENT OF THE TREASURY: Office of the Secretary of the Treasury, Washington, DC; Dennis M. O’Connell, Acting Chief Counsel, Office of Foreign Assets Control; J. Robert McBrien, Special Assistant, Special Legislation and Projects, Office of Enforcement; Stanley L. Sommerfield, Acting Director, Office of Foreign Assets Control, Robert W. Vayda, Assistant to the Director (Legislative Programs); Henry C. De Seguirant, Assistant Director of Personnel (Executive Manpower and Employment); US Secret Service, Office of the Director Thomas A. Troubly, Freedom of Information and Private Acts Officer

DEPARTMENT OF STATE: Department of State, Washington, DC; Ely Maurer, Assistant Legal Adviser; Homer R. Nue, Records Specialist, Office of Management, Bureau of Personnel

US DEPARTMENT OF JUSTICE: Federal Bureau of Investigation, Washington, DC; Clarence M. Kelley, Director; E.L. Grimsley; Allen M. McCreight, Chief, Freedom of Information, Privacy Acts Branch, Records Management Division; CIA, Washington, DC; Gene F. Wilson, Information and Privacy Co-ordinator; George W. Owens, Information and Privacy Co-ordinator; Alien Property Unit, John R. Franklin, Chief

MISCELLANEOUS: Immigration and Naturalization Service, Milwaukee, Wisconsin; National Personnel Records Center (Civilian Personnel Records), St Louis, Missouri; State of California, Department of Health Services, Office of the State Registrar of Vital Statistics; National Personnel Records Center (Military Personnel Records), St Louis, Missouri; Mission of the United States, Berlin Document Center, Berlin, Germany; Daniel P. Simon, Director Veterans Administration, Milwaukee, Wisconsin, B.E. Pile, Veterans Services Officer; Federal Reserve Bank of New York, New York; Carl Backlund, Chief, Correspondence Files Division; Library of Congress, Washington DC; Military Bookman, New York

EUROPE

Embassy of the USA, Bonn, Germany, W.D. Frank, Personnel Officer; E.M. Kelly, Curator, Bank of England, Administration Department, Museum and Historical Research Section; Paul D. Mortimer-Lee, Bank of England, Economics Intelligence Department; Metropolitan Police Office, New Scotland Yard; Public Records Office, Kew, Surrey; Landeszentralbank in Bayern, Munich; Deutsche Bundesbank, Frankfurt; Deutsche Dienststelle (WAST), Berlin; Bundesarchiv, Aachen; Auswärtiges Amt, Bonn; Wiener Library, London; Imperial War Museum Library, London; British Museum Library, London; British Museum Newspaper Library, London; City Business Library, London; Westminster Central Reference Library, London; Ministry of Defence Library, London; US Army Library, Heidelberg, Germany; Stars and Stripes Library, Darmstadt, Germany; Feltham Public Lending Library, Feltham, Middx; History Bookshop, London

ILLUSTRATIONS

The photographs are from Ian Sayer’s collection. Thanks are due to the following for providing photographic prints: US Army Signal Corps (for photos of the Merkers Mine); US Army Intelligence Agency (for photo of Dr Walther Funk); Berlin Document Center (for photo of Brig-Gen Josef Spacil, Lt-Col Friedrich (Fritz) Rauch, Helmut Groeger, Hubert von Blücher); Albert Singleton (for photos of Displaced persons in Mittenwald, Three ex-officers recovering weapons, Three ex-officers bringing down the weapons); Ottmar Katz (for photo of Tree stump which marked one of the secret treasure caches); Rolf Höhne (for photo of The main gold hole on the Steinriegel); Alfred Geiffert III (for photo of Major William Geiler, Capt. George Garwood and Capt. Walter Dee and of American soldiers on the forestry track beside the gold hole); Francis White (for photo of Helmut Schreiber); Col Charles M. O’Donnell (for photo of Col Russell Lord with Brig-Gen Muller); Col Robert M. Allgeier (for photo of himself); Garmisch Police (for photo of Zenta Hausner); After the Battle magazine (for photos of Haus Hohe Halde and the apartment where Zenta Hausner was found dead); Frank Purcell (for photo of The boys from the CID at a wedding); William C. Wilson (for photos of Philip Benzell and Walter Snyder); Lt-Col Frank Tracy (for photo of Brig-Gen Muller presiding over a meeting)


Part One: The Robbery
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1. The Destruction of the Reichsbank

On the morning of 3 February 1945, an anonymous young American air force bombardier in the plexiglass nose of a B-17 Flying Fortress crossing Berlin on a course parallel to and a little south of the city’s most fashionable boulevard, the Unter den Linden, depressed his salvo-release bomb switch and, with the traditional bombardier’s cry – ‘Bombs away! Doors closing! Let’s get the hell out of here!’ – unwittingly set in motion the greatest robbery in history, and a mystery and a cover-up which threatened to involve the United States Army in Germany, and the Pentagon and the Department of the Army in Washington, in a scandal that predated Watergate by nearly 30 years.

Until that fateful morning there had been no major air raid on the German capital for nearly two months. For much of the winter continuous cloud had covered the city for days on end and the British and American heavy bomber groups had turned their attention to easier targets nearer to home, leaving the Berliners free to concentrate their anxieties on the Russian armies, then pushing rapidly and with overwhelming force towards the banks of the River Oder, only 55 miles to the east. Unfortunately for the Berliners the arrival of the Red Army on the Oder coincided more or less exactly with a break in the weather over Berlin, and for the morning of 3 February the weather forecast was clear skies followed by intermittent cloud and rain later – conditions good enough to permit a massive daylight air strike against the city in support of the Russian push. By destroying military installations, government buildings and transportation centres – especially the Tempelhof marshalling yards – the Allies aimed to bring about a complete disruption of German preparations for a counter-attack against the Russian positions. To achieve this the 9th US Army Air Force launched the first 1,000-bomber raid ever to be directed on Berlin in daylight.

Though 3 February was a Saturday it was still a working day in the German capital. Shops, banks, offices and ministries were open for business and the streets were crowded with office workers and bewildered German refugees who had fled to the capital from the advancing Russians in the cast. The Berliners’ first intimation of danger was an announcement on the radio. It took the usual form: ‘Attention! Heavy formations of enemy aircraft approaching from the area Hanover-Brunswick.’ Later, as the bombers drew nearer, the ominous wail of the air raid sirens announced the first public warning, followed in a short while by the general warning. The railways and tram cars stopped. The office workers tumbled down into their cellars. The refugees ran aimlessly from street to street in a vain search for shelter. The crews of the flak batteries elevated their guns, warmed up their radar sets and fused their shells. At the Zoo the sound-detecting devices on the huge flak towers began to swing round like giant cars. Hospitals, fire services, civil defence and police were put on alert. Hot soup and shrouds were sorted in readiness and emergency mortuaries prepared. As the leading bombers appeared over a seemingly lifeless city towards ten the guns began almost as one.

Nine hundred and fifty Flying Fortress bombers with an escort of 575 Mustang fighters roared over Berlin that morning. One thousand and three had taken off for Berlin from their bases in England, but 25 had had to divert to targets of opportunity and 28 turned back. (On the same morning 362 B-24s of the 8th USAAF had come in the same bomber stream but stopped short at Magdeburg, where they bombed the synthetic oil installations.) They came in at 26,600 feet, so high above the ground that they looked at first like tiny glistening points of light, in formations like perfect triangles, tiny clear-cut patterns, remote and unattainable, vapour trails streaming behind them from all four engines. Steadily they droned on high above the city in an endless stream that stretched back in a line across almost the whole of Western Europe to the Zuider Zee, and small sooty smudges erupted in their midst and blossomed into tiny round black clouds of flak as the 1,200 anti-aircraft guns, pounding away all over the city, tried to get their range and height. In intensity and accuracy this was the most fearful flak concentration yet encountered by the 8th Air Force and as the raid developed one or two planes in each formation were hit and seen to fall. Now and again the planes dropped white markers and what looked from the ground like tiny marbles – high explosive bombs, fragmentation bombs, incendiary bombs, incendiary clusters and mines.

Berlin was a bomb-aimer’s delight. A very broad artery 15 miles long known as the East-West Axis, rebuilt by Hitler in 1938 for his victory marches in the early months of the war, led straight as a die to the very heart of the city, the Brandenburg Gate, clearly visible because of its conspicuous position even from 20,000 or 30,000 feet up. In this central area of the city the key buildings stood out prominently because of their size – the Reichstag, the Reich Chancellery, Goering’s huge Air Ministry, the Propaganda Ministry and other principal government ministries on the Wilhelmstrasse. Eastwards from the Brandenburg Gate ran the Unter den Linden, which was virtually an extension of the East-West Axis. Four blocks to the south of this avenue another prominent edifice stood out clearly – the Reichsbank, the heart of Nazi Germany’s banking system, the citadel of its national treasure, and a tempting target to any plane which had completed half its run across Berlin and not yet dropped its bomb load. Bombing visually in good conditions with the city centre laid out sharp and clear as a map beneath them, the Americans dropped 2,265 tons of bombs in the heaviest bombardment Berlin had experienced in the war to date.

The city was ravaged. Houses were sliced through like a knife through a layer cake, whole blocks reduced to a pile of bricks no higher than a man, whole streets turned to rubble from which came the cries of the trapped and the dying in cellars blocked by mounds of immovable concrete. The bombing had been so intense that railway locomotives weighing 200 tons had been lifted bodily off the rails and the air was full of charred paper from eviscerated offices to a height of 1,000 feet. Roads were blocked by collapsed buildings and yawning bomb craters, severed water mains gushing like geysers and rescue teams everywhere digging frantically through hot masonry. The fires burned so fiercely that bodies were glued to the surface of the streets by tile heat, white hot sparks shot hundreds of feet into the sky, rivets exploded like bullets and brandy detonated in the cellars with the force of a Panzerfaust. There was the smell of air raid everywhere – an overpowering unmistakable stench of compacted earth, thick smoke, acrid brick dust, charred wood, spent cordite, burst sewers, musty cellars and escaping gas. When the steel doors of the bunkers were unlocked the survivors emerged blinking to a vision of Armageddon, a medieval picture of hell fire. A thick pall of smoke hung over the city to a height of 20,000 feet. Blue-black columns of smoke, lit by flickering tongues of orange-yellow flame, obscured visibility to a few yards ahead. Olive-green dust and whitish plaster-rubble covered the streets several feet deep and when it started to rain this turned to a sticky paste.

It was so dark in the centre of the city that no one noticed when evening fell. Photographs taken during the day look as though they had been taken in the middle of the night – the steel-helmeted fire-fighters of the Luftschutzpolizei silhouetted against the flames consuming the smoking ruins in the Alexanderplatz; the dome of the French Church streaming with fire and smoke like a gigantic Olympic torch; above the unscathed Kaiser Friedrich Museum a dust cloud towering as monstrous as a Saharan sand-storm. A Swedish journalist filed the first press report of the raid:


Indescribable scenes occurred in Berlin on Saturday [he wrote] when American bombers launched the heaviest attack of the entire war. When the attack came – at a time when the Russians were advancing into areas where many Berliners had their weekend cottages before the war – it quickly became apparent that the ARP was seriously disorganised and short of staff. Only a very few fighters went up. The undermanned fire brigade had great difficulty in fighting the gigantic fires. Many Berliners were so shocked by this last visitation that they refused to emerge from their shelters.



Two thousand Berliners died in the great raid of 3 February – almost one for every ton of bombs – and 120,000 were made homeless. At least one returning bomber crew expressed anxiety about the civilian casualties they had inflicted, writing in their log book: ‘Berlin, Saturday, barrage flak, weakening as each group went over. No damage to ship. Visual! 5 x 1,000 pounders. Shacked women and children.’ Whole districts were flattened, and the bombs had scored several notable hits. One was the Gestapo headquarters in the Prinz Albrcchstrassc, which was set on fire. Another was the People’s Court, where the Court’s President, the infamous Nazi jurist Dr Roland Freisler, was killed. Freisler was the man who had tried and sentenced to death hundreds of suspects accused of complicity in the 20 July plot on Hitler’s life the previous year. That cataclysmic morning of 3 February he was crushed to death by collapsing beams in the air raid shelter beneath the courtroom, still clutching the file of one of the plotters, Fabian von Schlabrendorff, whom he had been about to cross-examine before the air raid suddenly interrupted the court proceedings.

Hitler’s Chancellery did not escape unscathed. The morning after the raid Martin Bormann, the Party Secretary and ‘Hitler’s Mephistopheles’, wrote to his wife in Berchtesgaden describing the damage:


I have just this minute taken refuge in my secretary’s office, which is the only room in the place that has some temporary windows. Yesterday’s raid was very heavy. The Reich Chancellery garden is an amazing sight – deep craters, fallen trees, and the paths obliterated by a mass of rubble and rubbish. The Führer’s residence was badly hit several times. The new Reich Chancellery was also hit several times and is not usable for the time being. The Party Chancellery buildings, too, are a sorry sight. Telephone communications are still very inadequate, and the Führer’s residence and the Party Chancellery still have no connection with the outside world. To crown everything, in this so-called Government Quarter, the light, power and water supply is still lacking! We have a water cart standing before the Reich Chancellery, and that is our only supply for cooking and washing up! And the worst thing of all is the water closets. These Commando pigs use them constantly, and not one of them even thinks of taking a bucket of water with him to flush the place.

From this evening I am apparently to have a room in the bunker in which to work and sleep . . .



The greatest damage in Berlin was caused in the area around the Tempelhof railway station, but other important targets were hit, among them – a fact of great significance in the story of the Great Reichsbank Robbery – the Berlin headquarters of the Reichsbank itself.

The Reichsbank was a solid, grandiose, turn-of-the-century edifice, as big as the Old Chancellery and almost as big as the Reichstag, and it took twenty-one direct hits to demolish it on the morning of 3 February. It is not clear whether the entire bomb load of one B-17 fell on the headquarters of the Third Reich’s banking and financial interest – Flying Fortress bombardiers claimed they could ‘drop bombs into a pickle barrel from four miles up’ using their advanced Norden bombsights – or whether the building succumbed to a series of hits from a number of different bombers during the course of the raid. What is certain is that to the 5,000 employees of the bank huddled in the basement bunker where they had taken shelter it seemed that the end of the world had indeed arrived. The walls of the cement cavern in which they were entombed wobbled like cardboard, a choking cloud of white dust fell from the ceiling, the lights went out and women screamed with terror or wept continuously as the bombs exploded directly on top of them and walls and floors collapsed on to the basement roof. Amazingly no one was killed when the bank was hit, though the Reichsbank’s President, Dr Walther Funk, was to admit afterwards: ‘It was only by a miracle that I was able to reach the surface from this deep cellar together with 5,000 other people.’

After the raid the bank building itself presented the same dismally shattered aspect as much of the rest of the smoking city: pyramids of rubble, exposed offices, broken furniture, wash basins hanging by their pipes, windows without glass in leaning walls, smouldering door frames, charred papers smoking in the drizzle. As bank workers picked over the remnants of files and archives, the bank directors considered their unprecedented predicament. The presses used for printing German bank-notes had been destroyed. Worse, with the walls of the temple, as it were, rent asunder, the treasure of Hitler’s Reich, the wealth of the nation, the assets, deposits, reserves, gold and precious metals, cash, currency and bonds which Germany required to continue the war and to survive the peace, lay vulnerable and exposed. The raid of 3 February had left the Reichsbank’s vaults and strongrooms and their priceless contents intact. But it would only require one more raid and a few more bombs for a large part of the concentrated wealth of Nazi Germany to go up, literally, in a puff of smoke and be lost for good.

As the State’s own bank, the Reichsbank was the leading bank of Germany and one of the great banks of the world, resembling in certain respects its larger and more august peer, the Bank of England. Like the Bank of England, it involved itself in a curious mixture of governmental and private financial affairs. It handled Reich financial transactions on a worldwide basis, carried out large-scale manoeuvres such as foreign exchange control, manipulated exchange rates and tariffs and provided the finance for the government ministries. Like the Bank of England, the Reichsbank was obliged to buy gold at a fixed minimum price and declare its rates in gold; and it acted as the keeper of the country’s gold reserves and lender of last resort. Unlike the Bank of England, however, the Reichsbank also operated as a High Street clearing bank for ordinary German citizens, providing a banking service for private depositors at 100 main banks and more than 4,000 smaller banks throughout the country.

In 1939 a State decree placed the Reichsbank directly under the control of Adolf Hitler. Soon afterwards the President of the Reichsbank, Dr Hjalmar Schacht, and most of his fellow directors lost their jobs in an argument with Hitler over the financing of the German war programme. Hitler replaced Schacht with a more compliant economist, Dr Walther Funk, who became both Reich Minister of Economics and President of the Reichsbank, Funk’s first job was to sack most of the remaining top executives of the bank, except for the Senior Vice-President, Emil Puhl. Puhl was a banker of the old school; he stood for good order and had long been convinced that the war was lost and the regime doomed – but refused to do anything about it out of loyalty to the ‘Herr Minister’. Puhl became Funk’s acting deputy and the man who actually ran the Reichsbank, for Funk himself knew next to nothing about banking and achieved the distinction of having never attended a single meeting of the Bank’s Board of Directors.

It was Puhl who, as the war progressed, extended the functions of the Reichsbank to embrace activities organised along peculiarly Nazi lines, including the acquisition of monetary loot from conquered nations and from exterminated persons. Soon after the outbreak of the war the German national gold reserves, already substantially increased by the acquisition of Austrian gold holdings following the Anschluss, were significantly augmented by forcible acquisitions from abroad. The Nazis took $2,596,608 of gold from the gold reserves of the Czech National Bank, and $32,200,000 from the National Bank of Hungary. They looted part of the gold reserves of Albania, Holland, the USSR and other countries overrun by the victorious Wehrmacht, and after the conquest of France they stole $225,900,000 worth of gold, comprising part of the Belgian national gold reserves, which had been deposited in the Banque de France for safekeeping by the Belgian government. The Belgian gold was taken to the Reichsbank in Berlin and resmelted. Each bar was then stamped with the letters RB (for Reichsbank), the German eagle, the retrospective date 1938, and its weight to three points of decimals. Later, when the Germans were forced to withdraw from southern Italy in the face of the advancing Anglo-American forces, they took with them $100,000,000 in Italian gold, which also ended up in the Reichsbank’s reserves. At the height of the Nazi conquest of Europe the gold reserves held by the Reichsbank were estimated to total as much as $772,636,253 – by today’s values the equivalent of $6,490,144,525 – much of it looted from the subject nations of Europe, though the exact figure was never known for sure. (For these and other relative values see the Authors’ Note on p.15.) Not all of this gold was kept in the headquarters bank in Berlin, for part of the gold reserves had been distributed to various Reichsbank branches (known as special storage points) throughout central and southern Germany in 1943. But Berlin remained the main holding branch for Reichsbank bullion.

The Berlin headquarters were also the principal repository for deposits of currency, gold and other valuables belonging to the German Army (Wehrmacht), the Military Intelligence Service (Abwehr), the Foreign Office, and other affiliated bodies, as well as providing a uniquely macabre banking service for the SS. Early in the war Reichsbank Deputy President Puhl had worked out an arrangement with his near namesake, General (Obergruppenführer) Dr Oswald Pohl, Head of the Economic and Administrative Department of the SS, the department responsible for administering the concentration camps. By this arrangement the Reichsbank would receive and dispose of bank-notes, securities, gold teeth, jewellery and other SS loot shipped from Auschwitz and other extermination camps and the SS would be credited with the proceeds. In 1943 the SS carried out an operation known as ‘Aktion Reinhardt’. They systematically stripped concentration camp inmates of currency, gold coins, jewellery and clothing, and as a result were able to add a total of RM 100,047,000 in foreign exchange (worth $40,357,805) to the SS deposits held in Berlin. Emil Puhl was aided in this patriotic task by being, in addition to the active head of the Reichsbank, a German director of a private international bank in Switzerland – the Bank for International Settlements based at Basle. This gave him the ideal opportunity to act as a fence in disposing of concentration camp gold after it had been melted down into monetary gold bars by the Reichsbank.

Following the bombing of the Reichsbank headquarters in Berlin, it was on Funk that the decision to authorise the removal of the Reichsbank reserves (and personnel) from Berlin to a place of safety fell, and on his deputy, Puhl, the task of implementing it. The decision was made quickly, even while the smoke hung over the rooftops and the firemen were still dousing the fires. Officials from the most important departments in Berlin would be evacuated to Weimar and Erfurt and run the Reichsbank from there, while the Third Reich’s gold and dollar reserves would be shipped to a new site for safekeeping – a very deep and a very extensive potassium mine at Merkers, in Thuringia, some 200 miles to the south-west of Berlin, and 30 miles south of Mühlhausen, the nearest sizeable town.

Less than a week after the raid arrangements for the docketing, packaging and transportation of the German State reserves held in the strongrooms of the ruined Reichsbank in Berlin were sufficiently advanced for the first consignment – the currency reserves, totalling a thousand million paper Reichsmarks bundled in a thousand sacks, and a considerable quantity of foreign currency, including over $4,000,000 in US dollar notes – to be despatched to Merkers on 9 February. Three days later the bulk of the gold reserves followed. They were worth over $200,000,000, weighed around 100 tons, needed 13 railway flat cars to transport them and 72 hours to unload them and transfer them, in twenty 10-ton trucks, to a special vault designated at Room No 8 deep inside the Kaiseroda Mine. By 18 February the transfer was completed. For the next seven weeks, while the Anglo-American bomber fleets inflicted even more devastating and ever more frequent air attacks on Berlin and the Russian hordes smashed their way towards the eastern suburbs of the capital, the bulk of Germany’s wealth remained securely entombed in a cold cavern hewn out of salt rock half a mile below the Thuringian plain.

Any sense of security the leaders of the Reich might have felt for the safekeeping of the State reserves soon proved false when the German front in the west began to collapse. On 22 March units of the Third US Army under its charismatic but controversial commander, Lieutenant-General George S. Patton, crossed the Rhine, Germany’s last natural defensive barrier in the west, in a surprise attack at Ludwigshafen. Slicing through weakening German resistance, Patton’s army raced eastwards and on 4 April broke into the Thuringian plain and advanced on Gotha. The Nazi leadership reacted very belatedly to the threat the American advance posed to the State reserves at Merkers. At the last minute Reichsbank officials began a frantic race to remove the entire reserves back to Berlin, but they were handicapped by the speed of the American advance and the partial shutdown of the German railway system due to the Easter holidays. Even by the standards of Nazi administration at the time this was bizarre. When Goebbels heard the news he exploded: ‘One could tear one’s hair when one thinks that the Reichsbahn is having an Easter holiday while the enemy is looting our entire stocks of gold.’ The bank officials soon gave up all hope of moving the gold and concentrated on the paper currency, especially the Reichsmarks, which were in short supply in Germany because of the destruction of the printing presses in the 3 February raid. Four hundred and fifty of the 1,000 sacks of the paper marks in the mine were got away safely, but there was no time to remove the other 550 before the Americans arrived and they were abandoned at the bottom of the main shaft while the Reichsbank officials attempted to make good their escape.

Merkers fell to the 90th Division at 11 o’clock on the morning of 4 April. It was not a place that meant anything at all to anyone in Third Army, and in the normal course of events it could have been a long while before the Americans undertook any systematic search of the mines there. But a day or two later a chance encounter by two American military policemen in Merkers village led to the accidental discovery of the mine and its fabulous contents.

One of the first things the Americans did in Merkers was to establish a curfew and restrict the movement of civilians in the area. On the morning of 6 April two military policemen, Privates First Class Clyde Harmon and Anthony Kline, were driving round Merkers on a routine jeep patrol intended to enforce army orders against civilian circulation when they overtook two women on a road outside the town. Since both women were French displaced persons, and one of them was pregnant, the MPs decided to give them a lift. The women were first taken to the command post for questioning, then driven back into Merkers by a Private Mootz. On the way they passed one of the entrances to the Kaiseroda mine and one of the women exclaimed: ‘That’s the mine where the gold bullion is kept.’ So the story came out. By noon the news had passed all the way up to the Chief of Staff and within a few hours had been confirmed by other displaced persons and a British sergeant – one of 200 prisoners of war from the 51st Highland Division employed in the mine – who had helped unload the gold when it first arrived. When it was learnt that ‘reportedly the entire reserves of the Reichsbank in Berlin’ were hidden in the Kaiseroda Mine, immediate steps were taken to secure the 30 miles of galleries and the five entrances to the mines. The 712th Tank Battalion was detailed to guard the entrance at Merkers and the whole of the 357th Infantry Regiment, comprising some 600 to 700 men, covered the other four.

The Americans went into the mine on 7 April. In the space of a minute a double-tier lift took a party of 90th Division’s headquarter officers, accompanied by German mining officials, to the bottom of the main shaft, 2,100 feet – the best part of half a mile – beneath the surface. Rarely in history could an invading army have stumbled on an Aladdin’s Cave of treasure comparable to this one. Stacked against the walls of the main passageway lay huge piles of sacks – 550 in all – containing German paper currency totalling the best part of a billion Reichsmarks. Moving down the tunnel the inspection party came to the main vault. The vault was blocked off by a brick wall three feet thick with a heavy steel door set in the middle of it. Army engineers were summoned and with a modest half-stick of dynamite blasted a hole through the brick wall to the other side. The party then climbed through the hole, entered so-called Room No 8 and peered about them.

They found they were in a great cavern hewn out of dry salt rock 150 feet long, 75 feet wide and 12 feet high. The floor of the cavern was covered knee-high with over 7,000 numbered bags, laid out in rows. The Americans counted 20 rows in all, some of them two or three sacks high, stretching right to the back of the cavern. Inside each bag were gold coins or gold bars, weighing between 55 and 81 lb to the bag. There were over 8,527 gold bars altogether, weighing 100,352 kilos (98.76 tons) and valued at more than $112,000,000. The minted gold coins – later officially valued at more than $126,000,000 – included a million Swiss francs, a billion French francs and 711 bags of US $20 gold pieces, $25,000 to a bag. Altogether the gold bars and coin weighed 250 tons. Baled paper money was stacked against one wall, and at the back, crammed into suitcases, trunks and boxes, was a large quantity of gold and silver plate looted from private homes and institutions all over Europe. All the articles had been flattened with hammers to save storage space, then tossed into the containers until an opportunity came to melt them down into gold and silver bars. There were sacks of gold teeth fillings and gold dental bridges and suitcases crammed with diamonds and pearls and other gems ripped from the victims of the SS death camps, as well as looted eye glasses, spectacles, watches, wedding rings and cigarette cases.

A senior Reichsbank official captured by the Americans, a Dr Werner Veick, estimated that the total currency reserves captured in the Merkers mine amounted to:


2,700,000,000 Marks in paper money worth over $1089,148,850

2,000,000 US dollars

98,000,000 French francs

£110,000 in British money

4,000,000 Norwegian crowns

and smaller amounts of Turkish pounds, Spanish peseras and Portuguese cscudos.



A tentative American estimate at the time put the value of the entire hoard at about $315,000,000 – which made it one of the greatest deposits in the world. A more systematic count later put the value of the gold alone at $238,490,000.

The reserves were not the only treasures the Americans seized that day in the Kaiseroda Mine. An enormous number of paintings and other pieces of art, 400 tons in all, were stored in one of the other tunnels, some of them wrapped in paper and burlap, others simply stacked together like sheets of plywood. The paintings had been collected from 15 German museums and included works by Rembrandt, Titian, Van Dyck, Raphael, Dürer and Renoir. The entire collection was beyond price, but the most priceless of all the items was not a painting but a diminutive 3,000-year-old ancient Egyptian statuette representing Queen Nefertiti, the single most precious art object in Germany. Other finds were made in neighbouring mines in the Merkers area, including 400 tons of records from the Reich Patent Office, sufficient to fill 30 railroad cars and potentially as valuable as the gold, along with German Army High Command records, two million books from Berlin, the Goethe collection from Weimar and much else.

The discovery of the gold and monetary reserves of the Third Reich – or a substantial part of them – was sufficiently important for the Supreme Commander of the Allied Expeditionary Forces, General Eisenhower, and his two senior generals, General Omar N. Bradley (commanding the US 12th Army Group) and General Patton, to take time off from the war to have a look for themselves. They were met at the mine head by two more generals, Generals Eddy and Weyland, and also a Colonel Bernstein from the Finance Section of SHAEF (Supreme Headquarters Allied Expeditionary Force). Patton’s ADC, Colonel Charles R. Codman, recalled the nightmare descent:


The party was ushered into a primitive freight hoist [he wrote to his wife], operated by an unprepossessing German civilian. General Patton began counting the stars on the shoulders of those about him as the jittery elevator rattled with ever-accelerating speed down the two thousand feet of pitch-black shaft. He glanced up at the single cable now barely visible against the diminishing patch of sky.

‘If that clothesline should part,’ he observed thoughtfully, ‘promotions in the United States Army would be considerably stimulated.’

A voice from the darkness, that of General Eisenhower, ‘OK George, that’s enough. No more cracks until we are above ground again.’



When the five generals stepped out into the dimly lit tunnel at the foot of the shaft, the GI on guard took one look at the inordinately heavy concentration of top brass in front of him, saluted, and in the subterranean silence was heard by all to mutter: ‘Jesus Christ!’

The party moved on down the tunnel into a high vaulted cavern full of art treasures. Patton cast a bored glance at a few paintings. ‘The ones I saw were worth, in my opinion, $2.50,’ he was to recall in his memoirs, ‘and were the type normally seen in bars in America.’

Pointing to a dozen large bales of Reichsmarks in a corner by themselves, Eisenhower demanded: ‘What are those?’

A German mine official explained that they were earmarked to meet future German Army payrolls.

‘I doubt,’ interjected General Bradley, ‘the German Army will be meeting payrolls much longer.’

The generals entered Room No 8 and looked around in awe at the captured gold from the Reichsbank reserves that filled the vault. ‘If these were the old freebooting days, when a soldier kept his loot,’ Bradley quipped to Patton, ‘you’d be the richest man in the world.’ And later, back on the surface, Bradley leaned across to Patton and asked him, half seriously: ‘George, what would you do with all that money?’ Patton chuckled. Half his men wanted the gold made into medallions, he said – ‘One for every sonuvabitch in Third Army.’ Eisenhower laughed at that, never dreaming how oddly prophetic Patton’s remark would turn out to be, or just how much of the Reichsbank reserves would finally adhere to the exceptionally sticky fingers of a few of his Third Army comrades-in-arms.

It was clear that the treasure could not stay in the caves at Merkers indefinitely. Patton insisted that Eisenhower send someone up to take responsibility for the vault. Guarding it was tying up a whole regiment, he said, and knocking hell out of one of his divisions. It was decided that the entire hoard should be transferred immediately to a place of safety, and the Reichsbank building in Frankfurt, which had fallen to the Americans on 26 March, was chosen for that purpose. At 9 o’clock on the morning of 14 April the move began, under conditions of rigid security. Down in the mine, jeeps with trailers hauled the treasure from the vault to the shaft, where the loaded trailers were put on board the lifts and brought to the surface. Working non-stop for 20 hours American troops brought the entire contents of the mine to the surface – gold, currency, works of art, in a total of 11,750 containers – inventoried them and loaded them on to thirty-two 10-ton trucks. The next morning the convoy set off for Frankfurt escorted by five platoons of infantry, two machine-gun platoons, ten mobile anti-aircraft guns and an air cover of spotter planes and Mustang fighter bombers. In Frankfurt two infantry companies cordoned off the Reichsbank while each item was unloaded, checked off and moved down into the vaults of the bank. The operation was completed during the night of 15 April. In spite of the extraordinarily heavy guard, the rumour persisted for years afterwards that one truckload of gold or works of art vanished in transit to Frankfurt. But it was the gold and currency reserves still in German hands that were to suffer this kind of indignity. These surviving reserves now became the subject of considerable concern to both Americans and Nazis alike.

The Americans expressed grave doubts that the Merkers hoard represented the entire German gold and currency reserves in existence and these doubts were confirmed after the interrogation of the Reichsbank officials captured at Merkers. A special team of US Treasury and Bank of England experts under Colonel Bernard Bernstein raced up to Frankfurt and from there fanned out into occupied Germany in an urgent quest for other hoards. The Gold Rush, as they termed it, was on.
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