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Preface

Reichsführer SS Heinrich Himmler’s suicide by cyanide poisoning while in British custody on 23 May 1945 has never before been subject to scrutiny. As shocked Allied troops discovered the countless victims of Himmler’s regime, none dissented from the unquestioning jubilation that met the demise of the architect of the Holocaust.

On 24 May 1945 the story of Himmler’s death was broadcast to the world. Australian War Correspondent Chester Wilmot interviewed British Army Colour Sergeant-Major Edwin Austin, fresh from the scene of the suicide of Lüneburg. Austin was a confident, down-to-earth interviewee who said exactly what a bluff NCO might have been expected to say. He was apparently guileless:

Before he arrived I didn’t know it was Himmler; I was only told there was an important person whom I was to guard. As he came into the room – not the arrogant figure which we all knew, but dressed in an Army shirt, a pair of underpants, with a blanket wrapped around him – I immediately recognised him as Himmler. Speaking to him in German and pointing to an empty couch, I said, ‘That’s your bed. Get undressed.’ He looked at me, then looked at an interpreter and said, ‘He doesn’t know who I am.’ I said, ‘Yes I do; you’re Himmler, but that’s still your bed. Get undressed.’ He tried to stare me out, but I stared at him back, and eventually he dropped his eyes and sat down on the bed.

Austin relished his bit-part in history. His robust account was to become the official version of events. It has been repeated by historians ever since, in spite of the hundred-year ban imposed by the British on key documentation relating to the suicide, which one might have expected to inspire greater curiosity. Austin’s version of events has remained unchallenged until now.

In order to understand events surrounding the death of the prisoner identified as Himmler it has been essential to obtain first-hand information from men who were there at the time. Other witnesses far more credible than Austin were present at the suicide. I was fortunate enough to start my investigation at a time when key people, including doctors and dentists, were still alive and able to pass me their recorded data. I discovered that Himmler was not just discreetly interred: in fact the British ordered a post-mortem. Then months after the body was buried on Lüneberg Heath, it was exhumed and a second post-mortem examination was conducted. Even after this second scrutiny, British inquiries into Himmler’s death continued. None of this has been reported before.

It became evident that interest in Himmler’s death was not just related to concerns about the suicide’s identity. Surprisingly, Kim Philby had set up a costly secret operation ‘to lay to rest the ghost of a live Himmler’. Other intelligence personnel and financiers revealed unsuspected intrigues and secret agreements, some seeming to suggest Himmler’s post-war influence. Through investigation, the circumstances and the exact scientific facts about the death are now known. At long last we can savour the uncertainty that plagued Philby in 1946.

Critical documents relating to negotiations with Himmler in Stockholm at the end of the war have already vanished from the British Public Record Office. When the ban is eventually lifted, the file on Himmler’s suicide is likely to be as empty as the grave on Lüneburg Heath. This book is for those who do not want to wait until 2045.
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Reincarnation and Exorcism

‘This whole case is regarded by the Allied Counterintelligence officers, and in particular by the British, as being the most important single case in the history of counterespionage.’

Unidentified officer, FBI files

In January 1946, in the fierce grip of winter, the defeated Reich had become a 143, 200-square-mile frozen madhouse. At the height of the Nazis’ power their empire stretched from the Atlantic coast of France to the outskirts of Moscow. Now Germany was half the size of France, with eight million refugees pouring in from the east to share the woes of 48 million citizens who were already confused, embittered and starving.

A proud empire lay dramatically humbled. Remnants of bridges were awash on her river banks. The stately Autobahns were pulverised by the treads of invading tanks. What little traffic there was picked its way laboriously along the smashed up roads, frequently stopping to let Allied convoys pass. Germany’s great cities reeked of sewage. Workmen toiled in tattered clothes while women formed endless chains to pass them bricks, working all day and through the icy night. As they struggled to restore some kind of order their children collapsed at school from malnutrition and cold.

At the centre of this devastation was Nuremberg: the scene of Hitler’s greatest triumphal rallies transformed into a grim stage for international retribution. The Albrecht Dürer Haus stood in glorious isolation amid the ruins. The bombed-out red shell, miraculously propped up by its central beam, presented a surreal landscape. As distinguished writer Rebecca West observed, Nuremberg in 1946 looked more like a woodcut by Dali than by Dürer. SS prisoners of war rebuilt the nearby Justizpalast at frantic speed. They continued to work throughout the marathon proceedings of the International Military Tribunal, which sat from November 1945 until mid-1948, looking for all the world like plaster-covered, maudlin clowns, wordless witnesses to their former leaders’ fates.

The Justizpalast had been adapted by the Nazis to achieve a level of efficiency that makes Henry Ford look prodigal. It housed twenty courtrooms; a penitentiary of meagre cells, each with a fifteen-inch window that denied any privacy; a prison yard, and a scaffold. In the glory days of the Third Reich, a man could be hauled in, charged, tried, convicted and hanged, all under one roof, before he had time to grow a six o’clock shadow.

In 1946 the Justizpalast was the showcase for a unique collection of Nazi nabobs. If it were possible to ignore the macabre nature of the proceedings, Nuremberg offered a great spectacle for the discerning viewer. British prosecuting counsel Lord Elwyn-Jones likened it to ‘a larger than life butterfly collection’.1 An imaginative court ruling that prisoners could choose their own clothing displayed the Third Reich’s ‘Superbia Germanorum’ in their finest colours. Every morning, fascinated American white-cap guards would assemble by the pear tree in the prison yard to watch the prisoners’ daily metamorphosis, emerging from their brown army-blankets to take their first hesitant steps along the 60-metre catwalk that led to the court. The blue admiral’s coat of Hitler’s chosen successor, Karl Dönitz, led the way, closely followed by former Minister-President Hermann Göring in dull cabbage-white leather. Then came Foreign Minister Konstantin von Neurath draped in full hunting furs, and Reich Youth Leader Baldur von Schirach in an expensive fur coat with a fetching sable collar. Grand Admiral Erich Räder swept behind them in a black, tightly-fitting, swallow-tailed Russian riding coat that his boyfriend had given him as he awaited trial in a Moscow dacha. Little wonder that a modestly dressed Albert Speer, who brought up the rear, hid under the hood of his anorak and was later to record his embarrassment.2 Each procession would climax in a flutter of activity as they hovered over individually named seats, before settling to bask under blazing lights on the squat rostrum in the middle of the court.

Anthony Marreco was to witness this ritual countless times.3 One of the British counsel for the prosecution, he was there to bring to justice members of allegedly criminal organisations, such as the Schutzstaffel (SS), the Sicherheitsdienst (SD), the Kriminalpolizei or Kripo, and the Geheime Staatspolizei (Secret State Police), unpopularly known as the Gestapo. Less openly, Marreco was also responsible for liaising between the Allied Secret Services and the judiciary. As the English and American intelligence agencies dominated proceedings to the exclusion of Russia and France, in effect he belonged to an exclusive Anglo-American club.

Marreco sensed the irony of seeing these men in the marble courtroom that had hosted the savage parodies of justice under National Socialism. How many helpless defendants had been condemned without pause by dour men in judicial robes tainted by swastika armbands? Now the Nuremberg trial judges sat before him, craning forward to avoid the freezing cold leather of their high-backed chairs. The emaciated figure of Chief Justice Robert H. Jackson, with his long, hairless head, hooded eyes and wrinkled neck, looked like a desiccated bald eagle perched in front of the stars and stripes of the American flag. In contrast stood German defending counsel Otto Kranzenbühler, an imposing man bolstered by self-importance and the ski suits under his robes.

Nobody had thought to restore the heating system; Nuremberg was a court sitting in refrigeration. People traipsed the aisles in ski boots. It looked as if everyone was talking animatedly; closer inspection revealed their soundless chatter resulted from the cold. Bulbs on the witness stand kept flashing yellow and red. Yellow meant ‘the interpreter is behind you, please slow down’, and red meant ‘stop’. As prisoners gave their evidence through clenched teeth, the constant interruptions led to the nickname ‘The Traffic Light Trial’.4

Marreco had taken the precaution of wearing not one, but two pairs of tights, as well as mittens. He clutched two files, each marked with red tabs that denoted ‘hands off – British interest’, as he sidled over to the window and pulled the brown curtain over his legs for extra warmth. He did not want to be distracted from the incredible impact that the subject of one of his files was making in the witness stand, a sight that would haunt him in later years.5 The high-ranking SS Brigadeführer spoke calmly and quietly, oozing a self-assurance that was as repelling as it was fascinating. He leant forward with straightened arms in a manner that transformed the forbidding rostrum into a pulpit of light and reason. Marreco later recalled how ‘the spectre of bestiality and the aura of evil that was my especial responsibility at Nuremberg seemed, in his hands, to become a frank talk by a guest speaker at a Women’s Institute’.6

The Brigadeführer’s perplexing confidence brought gasps from hardened newsmen. Lord Elwyn-Jones described this gentlemanly display as ‘obscene legal pat-a-cake’.7 Marreco’s first reaction was to open his thin file, which he searched in vain for an explanation. Surely this Brigadeführer knew his words condemned him as much as they did his former colleagues, however much he sought to exonerate himself. If a deal had been struck, the documents that identified this man to be of ‘British Special Interest’ gave no hint of it. Anthony Marreco was not alone in wondering whether the Brigadeführer had come to some secret arrangement with the Allies. In the closing days of December 1945 the same thought had seared the tortured mind of the huge figure that peered out of his Nuremberg cell through eyes that were filled with hatred.

Himmler’s deputy, Obergruppenführer Ernst Kaltenbrunner, had become a convenient focus of loathing for the world’s media. It was as if the evil of Nazism had been made flesh. When he sat in the dock he dwarfed his co-defendants. Kaltenbrunner’s disproportionately small hands were deeply nicotine-stained and armed with claw-like black finger nails that had made even Himmler cringe. A livid scar scored the left side of his white, pitted face, curling every attempted smile into a snarl. But the fear Kaltenbrunner’s appearance induced in others was nothing in comparison with the encroaching terror he felt as the trial proceeded.

When the Brigadeführer made his initial appearance at court in November 1945 he had expertly explained the structure and role of the SS, and his status within it, in a way that minimised their role in the holocaust and other atrocities. Impressed, initially Kaltenbrunner asked for him to be a witness for his defence. It was a grave error. For all the Brigadeführer’s fine words, it soon became apparent that he was no better than a covert witness for the prosecution, each delicate phrase another nail in Kaltenbrunner’s coffin. By the first week of January 1946 Kaltenbrunner suffered a fine tremor in his hands. We can only imagine how painfully they were clenched as he watched the Brigadeführer being inexplicably cosseted by the Allies. He was so depressed by the performance that he complained to Albert Speer that he would ‘only have needed a few seconds to wring the man’s scrawny neck’.8

A clue to the Brigadeführer’s special status was soon to come. It was still dark when Ralph Boursot, temporary legal clerk to the trial, began what he liked to call his early morning ‘paper round’. Every day he would check the details of new prisoners in the penitentiary.9 Boursot was up in time to watch two Queen Alexandra nurses tuck the Brigadeführer into a wheelchair and cover him with blankets. If that was not enough, he was wearing a black silk scarf and a long black Crombie coat bought at Savile Row in London before he came to Nuremberg. The legal clerk was not the only one watching this well-dressed man enjoy the touching solicitude of the British and Americans. Few prisoners truly slept at Nuremberg. Imagine how many suspicious eyes bored into the Brigadeführer’s back, wondering where he was going at such an early hour with the British Intelligence officer who never left his side. A groan of envy came from somewhere on the first floor as a large stone hot-water bottle wrapped in blankets was delicately placed in his lap.

The small party was ushered out of the penitentiary in style by Fielding, the noisy American white cap guard from the first division who amused himself by stomping around the echoing building in jack-booted fashion.10 Their departure did not even elicit comment from Göring in the cell opposite, who was known for his ready supply of sarcastic remarks.11 As several of the more perceptive Nazi leaders imprisoned at Nuremberg recognised, the ‘British Interest’ card was being brazenly played in the middle of an international tribunal that was supposed to be dispensing justice.12 Envy kept them silent.

In the early hours of that same morning Major Norman Whittaker was greeted by darkness and fine snow when he landed at Bückeburg airport. He arrived at a Hannover mess before the kitchens were opened and was driven off before breakfast by two corporals. Now he was waiting in the slanting light of Lüneburg forest. His meticulously neat moustache was half-frozen to give him a stiff upper lip that hardly reflected his earthy Lancastrian sentiments, as later related to a fellow intelligence officer at Monty’s select ‘C mess’ (the ‘Creully Club’, named after the site where the intelligence group landed in France).13 When a civilian finally appeared in his jeep, an hour late, Whittaker’s feet were numb. Such a predicament would normally guarantee an outburst. But Whittaker was unusually quiet – because he was unusually and acutely embarrassed.

He had felt smug when he left the War Ministry in London. After all, the details he had given on the map denoting Himmler’s grave ‘were perfectly adequate for a moron, let alone the Ministry’ to see at a glance exactly where the body was buried.14 Whittaker, who had been demobbed in August 1945, was secretly delighted to be involved in this hush-hush Himmler business again, but the cold made him regret his presence, unnecessary as it was. Not that his self-confidence was dented. Before the jeep arrived he had been lecturing his companions on the exact use of map co-ordinates and descriptions. As soon as he had led its occupants up the track he had found so easily, he realised just how misplaced his confidence had been. It should have been easy. Only seven months earlier he had been driving in a similar jeep, squashed against his bulky chain-smoking Colour Sergeant Major Edwin Austin, followed by a Bedford truck driven by Sergeant Ray Weston, with poor Sergeant Bill Ottery stuck in the back, gagging over a corpse.

Back in May they too had set off before sunrise on their secret mission to dispose of the body of Reichsführer SS Heinrich Himmler. With their lights dipped, they left the car park behind 31a Ülzenerstrasse, drove down the rear of the street, and turned right back into Ülzenerstrasse, passing the house they had just left. What was supposed to have been a quick, efficient disposal mission soon descended into farce. As Whittaker put it, ‘It was a hell of a job to find a lonely spot’.15 They drove south out of Lüneburg and into the heath along the main Ülzen road, but although it was strewn with abandoned vehicles and it was still early in the morning, there were too many people around for comfort. The convoy turned off on to a quieter road leading to the north-east. This was too exposed, so they continued until they reached another main road, which they followed for some time without finding the cover necessary for their task. It did not help matters that it was so dark they could not see beyond the side of the road. Worse still, they did not possess an accurate, large-scale map. Whoever had drawn the one they had appeared to have marked Lüneburg after a particularly heavy drinking session. They stopped twice to reconnoitre possible sites, but neither seemed safe from scrutiny. It was so frustrating that they had driven a good part of the way back to Lüneburg before they finally discovered a spot where an old farm track joined the road obliquely from a slight incline. At least here was an opportunity to park their vehicles out of sight. Whittaker and Ottery jumped out to see where the track led.

Back in May it had seemed the perfect spot. There was a copse of trees that would screen them from prying eyes and the ground there was uneven enough to mask the digging. They carried the body forty yards from the truck into the copse, stopping just before the trees thinned into a glade. However, as dawn broke they discovered it was not so sheltered after all. A bunch of inebriated Polish soldiers had to be shooed away. Nevertheless, at the time Whittaker thought it was good enough. Once Ottery and Weston had dug, with some difficulty, a trench four feet deep, Whittaker took the jeep and drove back to the mess for some beers; despite the cold, it was hot and thirsty work. By the time he returned the body was buried and they were obscuring the grave with leaves and sticks. Sergeant Weston drove his motorcycle back to the copse twice in the following week to check it had not been disturbed. That, thought Whittaker, should have been that.16

But now, seven months down the line, it was obvious to Whittaker, after half an hour’s search before ‘I found where I’d buried the damn thing’, that although covered by a thick layer of snow that drifted up against the trees, the site of the grave was distinctly vulnerable.17 His discomfort was not helped by the acid comments of the ‘bloody civilian’ and the smirks of the corporals who had endured his lecture on accuracy in map-reading. The unnamed civilian immediately took charge. He ordered Whittaker and his men to exhume the body, stipulating that the top surface should be kept separate, so they could slot it back in without it being obvious that the ground had been disturbed. Whittaker thought this was futile, and struggled to contain his scorn. It took a good hour’s digging through the frozen soil before they recovered the corpse.

When they were half-way through, a well-dressed German couple out walking their dog became curious, hovering in the nearby glade until one of the corporals was ‘nasty to the dog’ which ‘retired for a recount’.18 Perhaps fearing similar treatment, the couple hurried away. Just before midday another car pulled up. The civilian had obviously been expecting it and went with Whittaker to greet the newcomers. A languid man with a cut-glass accent got out and leant against the mud-spattered car to help himself from a hip flask, pointedly ignoring Whittaker and everybody else who was there for the military. This compounded Whittaker’s discomfiture. A Mancunian who only tolerated southerners at the best of times, he later recalled that this man ‘got on my nerves from 40 yards’.19

Matters did not improve for Whittaker when the body was uncovered and he was rudely dismissed. One of the corporals who had accompanied him from Hannover stood guard, while the other was asked to assist the party in the car. Whittaker could not understand why such a sensitive task was entrusted to a mere corporal, particularly this strangely silent one who ‘had less to say than any other corporal’ he had ever met.20 It would not be out of character for the British to have planted an intelligence officer to keep an eye on Whittaker. Whatever the truth, he was deeply offended that, although he had been considered trustworthy enough to bury the body, he was excluded from all discussion over the remains of what Whittaker considered his corpse.

The second man to emerge from the car had to be propped up with each shaky step. He was ‘bony, grey and ill looking and kept straightening his back as if in pain’.21 He wore a long, black Crombie coat and his cadaverous face was muffled by a black silk scarf. Whittaker wandered over to the car, hoping to ‘cadge a coffee’ as he had not eaten breakfast, and was surprised to find two Queen Alexandra nurses sitting there.22 Pretending he knew more than he did, it took no time to glean that the party had come from the British Military Headquarters at Bad Oeynhausen. The wraith-like creature they were nursing was a Nuremberg trial prisoner, the notorious Brigadeführer SS Walter Schellenberg, Himmler’s right-hand man. This strangely vulnerable man bore no resemblance to the bull-headed Prussian warrior of Whittaker’s imagination. There was a touch of vanity in the way his dark-brown quiff was carefully sculpted, a soft-focus frame for his liquid eyes. Set deep into his face, they were surrounded by dark circles that indicated the gravity of his illness. To many women at Nuremberg they seemed irresistibly careworn. There was a bluish tint to the edge of his lips, a hint of incipient decay that tinged every smile with a certain pathos.

Whittaker immediately realised that Schellenberg had been summoned to identify what remained of his master’s corpse. It was impossible for him to hear what was being said at the graveside, but he noted with grim satisfaction that the glum looks of the group suggested that the answers Schellenberg had given were not what they had hoped for. With his usual trenchant turn of phrase, Whittaker recorded, ‘at least somebody else wasn’t happy’. 23 This thought consoled him as, once the other party had departed, he grudgingly tidied up ‘his’ site. He helped the corporals load the corpse on to sacking in the back of the truck for the return journey to Hannover British Military Hospital, where it was to undergo its second postmortem. Back at the mess Whittaker watched in fascination as, a hand grenade’s throw away, an SS uniform, cut off at the knee, danced amid the dustbins. Its new owner, a young girl pop-eyed with hunger, was scavenging for food.24 It was strange how the costume of Aryan superiority could now inspire his pity.

Bomb damage had given the city a voice to lament its suffering. Wind tore through the creaking remains of its buildings with eerie reverberations that could wake the dead. Whittaker’s mess was no exception; he barely slept for the two nights he stayed there as capricious gusts turned the empty rooms into howling echo chambers. Preparing for his mid-morning flight back to England, he reflected bitterly on the injustice of it all. The powers that be had informed him that his evidence would not be required at the secret Board of Inquiry to be held on Himmler’s death. Still, he had done his duty. The body was recovered and he was assured that it was indeed Himmler. They could not take that away from him. Loyal silence on the subject would bring its own reward. He looked forward with some satisfaction to his new job with the War Crimes Commission, and the inevitable MBE.25 In January 1946 these benefits seemed sufficient compensation for his exclusion from the graveside and the Board of Inquiry; even for his annoyance at an earlier slight.

Back in May 1945 Whittaker had been the senior officer in charge of the secret burial. Yet his commanding officer, Colonel L. M. Murphy, chose another spokesman to announce Himmler’s demise. As popular belief has. it, if you want something done, a sergeant major can always be trusted. So it came to pass that Colour Sergeant Major Edwin Austin was to give the only official statement on the burial of Heinrich Himmler, arguably the most powerful Nazi leader. The short BBC broadcast, ‘The Death of Himmler’, went out at 8 p. m. on 24 May. Later augmented by his testimony of historian Willi Frischauer, Austin’s version of events became the accepted story of the Reichsführer’s death, a story that would endure for the rest of the twentieth century. CSM Austin became an instant celebrity thanks to his account:

I wrapped him in a couple of blankets, I put two of our army camouflage nets around him and tied him up with telephone wires. I put the parcel on the back of the lorry and drove off. I had to dig the grave myself. No one will ever know where he is buried.26

CSM Austin, a dustman’s mate, could not even drive.
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SS 1

The young boy’s eyes were wide with fear. Naked, he stared into the smiling face of the balding man who bent towards him, holding out a red balloon. As the boy reached up for it the hand that had been gently ruffling his hair grabbed his scrawny shoulder. The hefty metal syringe hit his chest, thrusting him into the arms of Stefan Baretzki, who tossed the twitching boy on to the growing pile of bodies that lay behind the green wooden screen with its cheery red dragons.1 Twenty-three agonising seconds later his suffering was over. A tiny speck of blood just below the left nipple was the only trace this casual murder had left.

This was just another ordinary day’s work under the regime controlled by Reichsführer SS Heinrich Himmler. Oswald ‘papa’ Kaduk was merely better at his job than most. As the Third Reich’s foremost Abspritzer (‘blow-away expert’) he had received a special commendation from Himmler for his contribution to cost-effective killing.2 He earned his nickname at the 1964 Auschwitz trial for his exceptional love of children. He certainly was an exceptional Papa – his work rate averaged at ten children per minute. Things were going well for Kaduk. Popular belief among his admirers held that the children ‘looked as if they had died in their sleep’.3 It is hard to imagine what nightmares could cause such tortured, gasping expressions as those worn by Kaduk’s children after a 5cc dose of concentrated phenol had been injected directly into their hearts. As far as Kaduk was concerned, with his red balloons and dragons, this work was fun. The festive atmosphere of his office was full of expectation as he awaited the promised consignment from Łódz.

Meanwhile, Chaim Rumkowski felt anything but excitement. Head of more than 320,000 Jews herded into the ghetto of Łódź, Rumkowski represented a people whose lives were soon to be exhausted by their forced labour at the new clothing factory. He was faced with the most brutal moral choice imaginable. Sadly, he was only one of many whose lives would be touched by the influence of Himmler, in his case directly, with such grave consequences. The chairman of the Council of Elders was waiting to hand over the sick, the elderly and the 24, 000 children of the ghetto who were taking up family time that could be more profitably used in service to the Reich. He had agreed with his elders, mostly tailors from Jacuba Street, that they should entrust their weaker kin to the care of the Nazis, voluntarily consigning them to Auschwitz. Nobody was under any illusions about what their fate there would be. He stood alone in the square awaiting the visiting dignitary whose slightest displeasure would spell death for all. Rumkowski’s entire being strained to make the right impression. He clutched a thin folder tightly at his side, full of data that would show the hard-won increase in their factory output, proof that those Jews still living were helping free up German workers to go to the Front.

Despair was something the inmates of Łódź were by now accustomed to. The previous winter they had been so cold that they had dismantled their own homes, stripping them of wood to burn. A contemporary observer described the destruction: ‘Like crows on a cadaver, like jackals on a carcass, they demolished, they axed, they sawed. Walls collapsed, beams flew, plaster buried people alive. But no one yielded his position.’4 This episode gives some measure of how the Jews at Lódź were progressively dehumanised by their deprivation. Viewed in this context, it becomes easier to understand how they could co-operate in the bizarre pretence of freely handing over their dependants to Heinrich Himmler.

Austrian photographer Walter Genewein recorded the visit on slides that came to light in 1987. It began on 5 June 1941 and was to last several days.5 These images of the day Heinrich Himmler came to town show with brutal clarity how the spirit of these people was extinguished. Starving children were frozen in time tiptoeing about in search of elusive scraps of food. Women look up from their workbenches and gaze vacantly into the camera; their pinched faces are almost hidden behind the huge mounds of clothing from their own dead. There is panic behind their eyes, uncertain of how to please this unwelcome guest. Then we see the Reichsführers dull-green BMW. It pulls into the square, dirty from the journey, and its pointed bonnet noses towards the assembled Jews like a dog scenting flesh. There is a shocking absence of ceremony, and few attendant guards. Heinrich Himmler does not need security. The man’s reputation inspired a fear that guaranteed his safety.

The waiting crowds have tensed visibly. The slides show senior SS officers pontificating over the correct way to present Himmler with their facts and figures. Gauleiter Greiser, the man in charge, spreads the blueprints of a future German city, Litzmannstadt, across the car’s bonnet. These documents set out to transform one of Poland’s proudest university towns into a power house to fuel the National Socialist dream, packed with Jews and Polish POWs to labour for the cause.6 Greiser proudly displays an array of due and necessary papers to show how this new Lódź has been cudgelled into a legal possibility. Himmler was always keen to have the paperwork to show proper Nazi respect for the law.

Finally Chaim Rumkowski is summoned to meet the Reichsführer. He is politely amazed at how well informed the Reichsführer is about the ghetto economy, and the hunger that is so damaging to their output. The day after Himmler’s visit ended the ghetto authorities announced that more food would be available – at least, for those that remained.7 The slides cannot adequately convey the horror inherent in such benevolence. Rations were not increased; there were simply fewer mouths to feed. The ignominy of the ghetto leaders’ choice is glossed over by the rational generosity that Himmler prided himself on.

Scenes such as those in the Lódź ghetto took place time and again in the Third Reich. The stark truth is that Heinrich Himmler inculcated such fear that, in this instance alone, 320, 000 Jews voluntarily agreed to sacrifice their children, their elderly and their infirm. Far from recognising the inhumanity of his demands, Himmler positively relished engaging victims such as Rumkowski in discussions about the morality and the spurious legality of the obscene decisions that were forced upon them. This pseudo-civilised veneer on inhuman savagery is totally in keeping with the character of the man. Ever concerned with the niceties of procedure and bureaucracy, Himmler’s meticulous appointments book reveals how the visit to Lódź is recorded with equal gravity as a visit from his secretary Erika Lorenz to discuss appropriate Christmas presents for Italian diplomats.8 Equal weight is given to mass murder and politic gifts. This man’s personality and his power to terrify is key to understanding some of the greatest excesses of the Nazi regime.

Even Himmler’s colleagues shared the awed horror felt by his victims. Walter Dornberger, who headed the Luftwaffe research station at Peenemünde that produced V2s, the most feared killing machines of the time, wrote of his fear and intense disquiet on meeting the Reichsführer SS in 1943, when Himmler’s power was at its zenith. He vividly records the sinister undertones of Himmler’s superficially innocuous appearance:

He looked to me like an intelligent elementary schoolteacher, certainly not a man of violence … Under a brow of average height, two grey-blue eyes looked at me, behind glittering pince-nez, with an air of peaceful interrogation. The trimmed moustache below the straight, well-shaped nose traced a dark line on his unhealthy, pale features. The lips were colourless and very thin. Only the conspicuous receding chin surprised me. The skin of his neck was flaccid and wrinkled. With a broadening of his constant set smile, faintly mocking and sometimes contemptuous about the corners of the mouth, two rows of excellent white teeth appeared between the thin lips. His slender, pale, almost girlishly soft hands, covered with veins, lay motionless on the table throughout our conversation.9

Two months later, on 29 June, they met again when Himmler came to talk with senior researchers at Peenemünde. Dornberger wrestled with the contradictions between Himmler’s manner and his policy:

Himmler possessed the rare gift of attentive listening. Sitting back with legs crossed, he wore throughout the same amiable expression. His questions showed that he unerringly grasped what the technicians told him out of the wealth of their knowledge. The talk turned to war and the important questions in all our minds. He answered calmly and candidly. It was only at rare moments that, sitting with his elbows resting on the arms of the chair, he emphasised his words by tapping the tips of his fingers together. He was a man of quiet unemotional gestures. A man without words.

Dornberger was as revolted as he was fascinated by the way Himmler expressed his aims, ‘so concisely, simply and naturally’. He extolled the methods of Genghis Khan, explaining why it was essential that they update Genghis’ approach to reduce the populations of Russia and Poland by some 30 million to enable German settlement (the key Nazi policy of Lebensraum). ‘I shuddered at the everyday manner in which the stuff was related,’ he recalled. ‘But even as I did so I admired Himmler’s gift for simplifying difficult problems in a few words that could be understood by anyone and went straight to the heart of the matter.’

It was this strange, logical reduction of evil into righteous legality that inspired Panzer General Heinz Guderian to call Himmler ‘a man from another planet’.10 What is most disturbing about the way Himmler and everyone surrounding him went about their business is their insistence on observing the niceties of bureaucracy. They routinely spent hours deliberating on the minutiae of their horrendous acts, creating endless forms, lists and files to impose civilised order on the business of mass murder. Polite and rigorous in their attention to detail, they exhibited a macabre obsession with procedure. Himmler consistently presented himself as a nice man. His efficiency and rectitude were key to the terror he could inspire. ‘Except for Hitler,’ wrote Goebbels’ assistant Rudolf Semmler, ‘no one is entirely without fear of Himmler. Goebbels considers that Himmler has built up the greatest power organisation imaginable.’11 However, because he was thoughtful and remarkably ordinary in his appearance, Himmler successfully deceived even those who should have known him best. When Head of the Abwehr Admiral Wilhelm Canaris was arrested for his part in the failed plot to assassinate Hitler of July 1944, he asked Walter Schellenberg to promise to arrange an interview with Himmler because ‘all the others are filthy butchers’.12

As the reasoned, responsible leader of the Nazi state, Himmler embodied the organised evil they propagated. The staff car that took him to Lódź proudly bore his personalised number plate, ‘SSI’. The runic script that rendered the Schutzstaffel’s acronym as a double lightning flash is a telling example of the terrifying symbolism that he held so dear. Such attention to detail, coupled with the skill with which Himmler built up his power base, present us with a puzzle when we come to consider the manner of his death. The exhumation of his body at Lüneburg, and the subsequent actions of Kim Philby, arguably Britain’s most effective, if treacherous, secret agent ever, pose a number of questions that this book will attempt to answer.


3

The Vengeful Chameleon


‘Nations as well as men almost always betray the most prominent features of their future destiny in their earliest years.’

De Tocqueville



A short account of Heinrich Himmler’s early years helps make sense of how he came to be one of the most feared men in Europe. He came into the world on 7 October 1900, the second of three sons born to Anna and Dr Gebhard Himmler. He grew up in a drab apartment block at 86 Amalienstrasse in Munich until 1913, when his father was appointed joint head teacher at the Gymnasium (grammar school) of Landshut, fifty miles north-east of Munich. Dominated by an ancient castle, this small town was at the heart of Bavaria, a conservative, Catholic region in southern Germany.

In Munich, the Himmler family lived in a modest second-floor flat, but this modesty did not extend to its inhabitants. Dr Himmler had once been tutor to Prince Heinrich of Bavaria, a member of the royal household of Wittelsbach. He named his second son after the Prince, who agreed to be the boy’s godfather, and lost no opportunity to impress on his children the importance of this royal connection, tenuous though it was. At bedtimes the children were told endless stories from German history that emphasised the distinction of the local royal family and the Himmler family’s status by association. (By contrast, his mother’s obscure origins, and suspiciously heavy features, were later to cause the Reichsführer some anxiety.) The children would say their prayers in front of an ivory figurine of Christ, in an Ahnenzimmer – literally, ancestors’ room – an extraordinary luxury in a two-bedroomed flat. Night after night, sitting on his father’s knee in a living room lined with heraldic plaques, young ‘Heini’ would soak up this well-intentioned propaganda; its long-term effect might have been to invest him with an entirely false sense of his own significance, a dangerous folie de grandeur.

Heinrich soon became convinced that he was born and bred to lead. Later in life he occasionally claimed that his actions were based on those of Heinrich I, King of Saxony and conqueror of the Slavs ad 876–936, who first united the lands that became the Reich. Although he was the middle child, he quickly assumed authority over his brothers. A tense, righteous ambience also governed the Himmler household. Something can be gleaned of how it must have been to grow up in that family from his wife’s observation about what must have been an intimidating duo, ‘I always have to take a deep breath when I think of your parents.’1

In his autobiographical novel, The Father of a Murderer, Alfred Andersch records his distressing experiences at the hands of Himmler’s father.2 The narrator, a young boy, is sitting in his Greek lesson:

Unexpectedly the headmaster Dr Himmler entered. A corpulent man, he wore a light grey suit with the jacket unbuttoned displaying a well-rounded paunch, a white shirt and an immaculate blue tie. His hair was smooth and white, his face surprisingly unlined for a man of sixty-three and lightly flushed. As the boys stood, his blue eyes inspected them benevolently from behind spectacles with a thin gold frame – the blue and the gold together gave somewhat of a twinkling lively appearance.

Dr Himmler calls the narrator to the blackboard and cruelly belittles him in front of his classmates. Following this humiliation, he brings out all the narrator’s and his younger brother’s grades. The real reason for Dr Himmler’s visit was to discuss, publicly, the boys’ father’s inability to pay their school fees. These would normally be waived when illness struck the family. In spite of Andersch’s father’s record as a highly decorated officer, and the support of other masters, both boys were summarily dismissed. Young Andersch and his brother learnt another lesson in the cruelty of human nature that day: Dr Himmler instructed their fellow pupils not to associate with such people, so after what was their final day at the Gymnasium they were forced to walk home alone. This episode illustrates the pettiness and tyranny propagated by Himmler senior, and the hidebound conservatism of a society that was not inclined to question authority.

Historian Georg Hallgarten records how Dr Himmler had become an embarrassing joke in Munich, where his fawning towards the upper classes was notorious. On one occasion, caught in the steam room at the Munich municipal baths by Hallgarten’s father, Dr Himmler grabbed a small flannel and, holding it in front of him with both hands, formally presented himself with a deep bow. Hallgarten senior laughingly recounted, ‘There the man stood as nature made him and he introduced himself to me with all his titles.’3 One can imagine how often this anecdote was recounted to the laughter of the men Dr Himmler craved to impress.

Hallgarten went to school with the future Reichsführer. For many years he failed to realise that the boy he knew as Himmler was the same man, so insignificant had he considered young Heini. It was not until 1949, when visiting Munich for the first time after the war, that he discovered it really was his old schoolmate who had become so infamous. He remembered him as

Of scarcely average height but downright podgy – with an uncommonly milk-white complexion, fairly short hair and already wearing gold-rimmed spectacles on his rather sharp nose; not infrequently he showed a half embarrassed, half sardonic smile – either to excuse his shortsightedness or to emphasise a certain superiority.4

Young Himmler’s conviction of his exalted station wrestled for many years with his physical deficiencies. He was weak, plump and shortsighted – no Aryan superman. School gym lessons were a terrifying ordeal; the rest of the class would hoot their mirth as he struggled with the horizontal bar. One can have some sympathy for him. At that time German society was aggressively masculine, and the Prussian ideals of the warrior-like male who lived in spartan simplicity, untrammelled by materialism, ruled over the imaginations of youth.

He soon began to develop ways to compensate for his corporeal shortcomings. Potential bullies were deflected by the fact that his father was headmaster. Popularity was never within his reach, but he began to defend himself with guile and insinuation. Probably for protection, he befriended the biggest boy in the class, Franz Müller, the son of a major-general, with whom he used to satisfy his sweet tooth, sitting by the river eating sandwiches and drinking chocolate. Few of his contemporaries from these early years can have been aware of what we now, with the benefit of hindsight, recognise as Himmler’s key trait – a fastidiousness verging on the obsessional. In 1910 he started keeping a diary. This incredibly detailed record echoes the pompous self-regard his father had down to a fine art; the pages pedantically note the correct tide of every adult referred to, and solemnly document each occasion their author had a bath or even combed his hair. Such attention to detail would seem odd enough in any young boy. Yet among the mundane minutiae of his daily life a darker strain appears. A series of entries document Himmler’s growing contempt for the lower classes, people of lower intelligence, foreigners and Jews – all popular prejudices of the day.

Despite the inherent advantage of his father being headmaster, Himmler never achieved much academically, even though his father employed a personal tutor. His phenomenal memory served him well in history and geography. However, he failed to get in the top third of his graduation class, and passed his much-deferred Abitur examination with just two days to spare before taking up his place at technical college. Nor did he shine in music. He started learning to play the piano, but had no real talent for it, and was eventually persuaded to give it up. When war broke out in 1914, Himmler became inflamed with the patriotic zeal of the times and two years later his father unsuccessfully attempted to get him a commission. His diaries are drenched in the sentiments of the Kaiser’s Intellectual Brigade of Guards, who believed in the intellectual superiority of the martial elite, and fervently expounded the concepts of the Pan-Germanic League that believed Germany should encompass all German-speaking nations. He also wanted a colonial navy, desiring to expand the empire.

Himmler was by no means alone in some of his more extreme beliefs. Romanticism was the dominant cultural trend and distortions of its most striking ideas permeated society. One of the most influential figures was nineteenth-century German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche, who championed the notion of the ‘superman’. Young Himmler appropriated this concept for his own ends, incorporating it into his creed of Aryan racial superiority; such usage was popular at the time. Albert Ploetz published his arguments for selective breeding in The Fitness of Our Race, featuring the obligatory quotation from Nietzsche: ‘Upwards leads our way from the Species into the Superspecies.’ The adolescent avidly absorbed this work, as he did Hans Günther’s The Knight, Death and the Devil, which he devoured in less than a week. Günther eulogises the ‘most beautiful and talented Nordic race’ with lip-smacking relish. His pages are populated with broad-shouldered, narrow-hipped men and their softer, charmingly slender female counterparts, aglow with ‘shining skin flushed with blood, clear, conquering eyes with the perfect movements of a perfect body – truly a royal species among men’.

Ten years after Himmler was steeping himself in such fantasy, a secret society called the Germanenorden, formed to foster the myth of German superiority, came to his attention. It was created in Berlin in 1912 and Masonic-style lodges convened throughout the country. Himmler was also impressed by the Thule Society, an offshoot of the Germanenorden. It took its name from ‘Ultima Thule’, the supposed birthplace of the Germanic race. (This concept overlooked the fact that at least 40 per cent of Berliners originated from Slavic races, as indeed did the majority of the population of the Brandenburg region.)

The Bavarian branch of the Thule was to shape the course of history. Most of its members derived from the aristocracy, the judiciary and the professions, and they would meet regularly in Munich’s Hotel Vierjahreszeiten. Himmler’s father was often to be seen hanging about their meetings. It supported its own secret army, the Freikorps Oberland, ran the Munich newspaper Völkischer Beobachter, and built up a sophisticated intelligence network that spanned Bavaria. This group spawned radical intellectual Anton Drexier, who was to draw an unemployed ex-soldier, Adolf Hitler, into politics. In the late nineteenth century Heinrich von Treitschke attracted thousands to rallies in Berlin. He whipped his audience into a frenzy of excitement about the glory of the ‘State at war’. Himmler’s diaries regurgitate Treitschke’s writings, undigested: war was the civilising factor that allowed the fit to rule over the unfit; it was the German’s god-given duty to purify other races.

Another frequently quoted source in Himmler’s early diaries was an Englishman, Houston Stewart Chamberlain. His writings were based on the simple but highly marketable premise that the Germans had been the unique creative force in European civilisation for the past 1500 years. More pernicious was his rabid anti-semitism. Chamberlain’s pamphlet, Race and Nation, excited Himmler to condemn ‘this atrocious Jewry’ in 1924. Such anti-semitism permeated the Bavaria of Himmler’s youth. He avidly read Theodor Fritsch’s Handbook of the Jewish Question – the 28th edition of a book that was published only four years earlier. Himmler’s diary recorded his reaction: ‘Even an initiate shudders when he reads all this with understanding.’5 Fritsch’s The False God engendered the view that ‘This frightful Jewish scourge is a danger which will throttle us’.6

At the same time he was reading with indignation Bolshevism from Moses to Lenin by Dietrich Eckhart. Himmler now knew with a dreadful certainty that the Germans needed a war, needed to rule and needed to weed out Bolsheviks and Jews. His further reading included the works of Admiral Alfred von Tirpitz, which complained about dismissive British attitudes to Germans, and the biography of the politician von Bülow; books filled with avenging fury against the non-Germanic races who humiliated Germany in the post-war Treaty of Versailles. These books gave no space to Germany’s responsibility for defeat and going to war in the first place. The stage was already set. Heinrich Himmler was one of the Halbgebildeten – the semi-educated – convinced of violently simplistic solutions for their world’s ills.

Himmler was a disappointment to his father, who was disturbed by early academic failures and then watched his son’s political fervour overtake his ambitions for a career. Yet by sheer force of character Heinrich established a dominant position within the family. His attitude to his younger brother Ernst, for instance, was as highhanded as if he had been the boy’s uncle. ‘Little Ernst,’ he wrote from college on 14 November 1920, ‘I am very pleased with your good report, but do not rest on your laurels. Moreover I expect you to do well in history. Do not become unbalanced, be a good brave boy and do not vex Daddy and Mummy.’7

Himmler was no less patronising to his elder brother Gebhard. In 1923 Gebhard became engaged to Paula Stölzle, daughter of a local banker. She was an attractive young woman with pretty legs. Unfortunately these qualities brought her a reputation for flirtatiousness. Heinrich was quick to disapprove. He wrote to her, unprompted, on 18 April that year with this advice:

If your union is to be a happy one for the two of you, and salutary for our people, the very foundation of which must be healthy, clean-living families, you will have to be ridden on a tight rein, and with the utmost severity. Since your own code of behaviour is not a strict one, and your future husband is too kind-hearted, someone else must perform this function. I feel it my duty to do so.8

His easygoing elder brother took a back seat. Paula was incensed. She took ten weeks to answer the letter, and mockingly, over-effusively thanked him for his concern. Not satisfied with her answer, nor her subsequent behaviour, Heinrich went to see his parents, demanding that they cut out Paula from their family and confront Gebhard about her unsuitability: Paula, who was visiting the Himmler family at the time, was sent to the next room to await her fate. She could clearly hear Heinrich inveighing against her.

Believing that in response Paula had had the temerity to complain to friends about the way he had treated her, Himmler wrote another, this time threatening letter. He would not rest until she had been ‘socially and morally deleted from the ranks of society’.9 He did not stop there. Max Blüml, a private detective from Munich, was appointed to confirm his suspicions that Paula had other boyfriends, including a teacher called Rieger. These investigations became so troublesome that Paula’s father wrote disapprovingly to the Himmlers. On 14 March 1924 Blüml reported back her innocence, but not before Heinrich had asked a civil servant colleague of Paula’s, Rössner, to verify that the warmth he had felt in her embrace was indeed unnatural. It was a typically naïve interpretation of what constituted sexual licence. Himmler got carried away with investigative zeal, pressing Rössner to turn agent: ‘May I request you to inform me by return, of all you know about Paula Stölzle and particularly about her relationship with your colleague Daffner?’10 Paula reproved Gebhard for allowing his younger brother to ‘educate me on your behalf according to his experience of life.’11 The situation had become intolerable: Gebhard broke off the engagement. Himmler’s priggish moral righteousness and prurience had won a memorable first battle.

The pattern of a lifetime was established. He was a man of no outstanding intellectual gifts other than his memory, and no physical attraction, who set out to dominate the lives and minds of others. He was goaded by an unpleasant combination of ambition and officiousness that he disguised as high moral purpose. That he succeeded so well, then in a modest way, but later on a scale which brought disaster to mankind, must be attributed partly to hereditary make-up, and partly to the indoctrination of his father, which left him with exaggerated ideas of his own importance. This episode shows an outstandingly pompous man, middle-aged at 24.

Heinrich’s primary career ambitions reflected his love for the martial ethos. He attempted to join the Eleventh Bavarian Infantry Regiment, something he assumed he would manage as a matter of course. He boasted in his diary on 17 June 1919, ‘Since I am transferring to the Reichswehr in a few days’ time.’12 The Reichswehr thought otherwise: they took one look and rejected him outright. On 13 October 1919 Himmler eventually graduated from Landshut Gymnasium, two years later than his father had anticipated. Two days later he took up a place to study agricultural chemistry, specialising in fertilisers, at the University of Munich Technical High School. Working on a farm near Ingolstadt for his practical qualification, on 4 December 1919 he fell ill with paratyphoid, and was advised by Doctor Grünstadt at the local hospital to give up farm work because his frail physique was not up to it.

It was not all gloom. Life became a frenetic whirl of social activity. Himmler was dazzled by the prospect of social success and determined that he should be in the first rank. In this he was hindered by shyness. Another person might have settled down to study hard. Himmler craved acceptance and went out of his way to achieve it. First he joined the Apollo Club, a hard-drinking set who reluctantly accepted his membership. It did not last. Himmler was ejected at the first opportunity, when they realised that he was only prepared to burp peppermint water during their sing-alongs, as alcohol was against his Catholic ideals. To their horror, their new member came to the first meeting asking
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