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Praise for The Ratline

‘A gripping adventure, an astounding journey of discovery and a terrifying and timely portrait of evil in all its complexity, banality, self-justification and madness. A stunning achievement’

Stephen Fry

‘Hypnotic, shocking and unputdownable’

John le Carré

‘A truly extraordinary book – a forensic yet deeply humane and measured exploration of the human capacity for self-deception and cruelty’

Henry Marsh

‘Diaries, encrypted letters and secret documents are dissected by a mastermind … A great achievement’

Cees Nooteboom

‘Remarkable … Sands’ untangling of the mysteries surrounding Otto von Wächter is masterfully done’

The Sunday Times

‘This is a taut and finely crafted factual thriller, reminiscent in density and pace of John le Carré … A feat of exhilarating storytelling – gripping, gratifying and morally robust’

Observer

‘Extraordinary. In fast-paced, John le Carré-like pages (spies, Nazi-hunters, dark Vatican forces) … The Ratline is an electrifying true crime’

Evening Standard

‘Fascinating … Switching between the distant and very recent past, the book is episodic in nature, but this only makes it more compelling. It combines a mystery with a straight retelling of history – shining a light into one of the less investigated corners of the Nazi era and its aftermath – and a thoughtful inquiry into how we reckon with it’

Mail on Sunday

‘The Ratline is a compelling piece of forensic historical research – one that is every bit as good as East West Street’

Telegraph

‘Breathtaking, gripping, and ultimately, shattering. Philippe Sands has done the unimaginable: look a butcher in the eye and tell his story without flinching’

Elif Shafak

‘A triumph of research and brilliant storytelling’

Antony Beevor

‘This is a burningly necessary book. Sands makes a gently unsparing dissection of deception, love, delusion and ineradicable evil. Elegant, painstaking, passionate and quietly enraging’

A.L. Kennedy

‘A formidable piece of historical sleuthing written with all the pace and suspense of a thriller, it is a timely reminder that crimes against humanity don’t occur only at the level of states and governments. They take place also in the more secret and less fathomable depths of people’s hearts and minds’

Financial Times

‘Has the illuminating brilliance of a magnesium flame and a pace worthy of John le Carré … The Ratline is a cunningly constructed courtroom drama in book form … It is detailed, it is damning – all the more so because of the author’s dispassionate decency’

Sunday Express, S Magazine

‘Vivid and complex … Sands has skilfully avoided the catalogue of inhumanity often detailed in books about the Nazis, preferring a low-key, gently poignant approach that makes the occasional intrusion of moments of horror all the more shocking’

Daily Express

‘Brilliant … Extraordinarily moving’

Daily Mirror

‘Sands is a terrier at research … The seething world of post-war Rome, with its senior fascists reprieved and returning to prominence, its war criminals lurking in hiding, its spies and secret services brokering deals and its adventurers and profiteers making fortunes, has seldom been more vividly described’

Spectator

‘A book of twists and intrigues as complex as any le Carré thriller … Like its predecessor, [it] is replete with vivid descriptions and Sands brings to it the same relentless narrative momentum’

Literary Review

‘Superbly researched and brilliantly told. East West Street was one of the outstanding books of the past decade … The Ratline – part history, part thriller – is a superb companion piece, shedding light on the astonishing cynicism of the early years of the Cold War, when Nazis, Americans and Catholic clergy made strange bedfellows. Both should be read together. They are a fascinating account of the war between law and barbarism’

New Statesman

‘A gripping tale, crammed with twists and turns … Enthralling’

History Today

‘It is this present-day drama, rather than the historical story, that makes this book so extraordinary. Readers will, much like the author, find themselves longing for Horst to open his eyes. That he finds this so difficult to do is simultaneously poignant and grotesque’

BBC History Magazine

‘The Ratline is tragic and unforgettable … Sands has the artfulness of a born storyteller, as well as deadly forensic skills and formidable patience at reaching his ends. He unwraps his evidence in spare, clear, convincing prose with a taut control that keeps one on tenterhooks’

Oldie

‘Damning and meticulously researched … A riveting and insightful historical page-turner that proves to be part History Channel, part W. G. Sebald’

Harper’s
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‘Their bows will slaughter the young men;

they will have no mercy on the fruit of the womb;

they will not look with pity on the children.’

Isaiah, 13:18

‘It is more important to understand the butcher than the victim.’

Javier Cercas



Note to the Reader

The story in this book takes place across a period of time in which boundaries, the exercise of power and names of places often changed. For example, through the nineteenth century, the city today known as Lviv was generally known as Lemberg, located on the eastern outskirts of the Austro-Hungarian empire. Soon after the First World War, it became part of newly independent Poland and was called Lwów until the outbreak of the Second World War, when it was occupied by the Soviets, who knew it as Lvov. In July 1941, the Germans unexpectedly conquered the city and made it the capital of Distrikt Galizien in the General Government, when it was known once more as Lemberg. After the Red Army vanquished the Nazis in the summer of 1944, it became part of Ukraine and was called Lviv, the name that is generally used today. Lemberg, Lviv, Lvov and Lwów are the same place.

What to call the city, and other places the names of which changed across the years, in the pages of this book posed a number of difficulties. I have generally sought to use the name by which the place was referred to by those who controlled it at the time of which I am writing.
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Rome, 13 July 1949

The condition of the man in bed nine was grave. An intense fever and acute liver condition meant he was unable to eat, or focus on the matters of ambition and desire that propelled him throughout his life.

The notes at the end of the bed offered scant information, and much of it was inaccurate. ‘On July 9th 1949 a patient by the name of Reinhardt was brought in.’ The date was right, the name was not. His real name was Wächter, but its use would alert the authorities that the patient was wanted for mass murder, a senior Nazi. He once served as a deputy to Hans Frank, Governor General of occupied Poland, hanged three years earlier in Nuremberg for the murder of four million human beings. Wächter too was indicted, for ‘mass murder’, the shooting and execution of over one hundred thousand people. The estimate was low.

‘Reinhardt’ was on the run in Rome. He believed himself to be hunted by Americans, Poles, Soviets and Jews, for ‘crimes against humanity’ and ‘genocide’. He hoped to get to South America.

His father was identified in the notes as ‘Josef’, which was correct. The space to record his Christian name was blank. ‘Reinhardt’ used the name Alfredo, but his real name was Otto.

The patient’s occupation was described as ‘writer’, which was not entirely wrong. Otto Wächter wrote letters to his wife and kept a diary, although the entries were few and, as I would learn, written in a shorthand or code that made them difficult to decipher. He also wrote poems and, more recently, to fill the empty hours of a man in need of distraction, one film script and a manifesto on the future of Germany. He gave it the title Quo Vadis Germania?

When he was powerful and free, the patient put his name to documents of a kind that would cause a man to be hunted. His name appeared at the bottom of important letters and decrees. In Vienna he ended the careers of thousands, including two of his university teachers. In Kraków he authorised the construction of a ghetto. In Lemberg, he prohibited Jews from work. It would be more accurate, therefore, to describe the patient’s occupation as a lawyer, a governor, an SS-Gruppenführer. For the last four years his main focus was survival, a man who hid and sought escape, and who believed he had succeeded.

The notes stated his age as forty-five. He was three years older, and had recently celebrated his birthday.

The notes described his marital status as single. Actually, he was married to Charlotte Bleckmann, identified as Lotte, or Lo, in his letters. She called him Hümmchen, or Hümmi, a term of endearment. They had six children, although it could have been more.

The notes offered no address in Rome. In fact, he lived secretly, in a monk’s cell on the top floor of the Vigna Pia monastery, on the outskirts of the city, tucked in a bend of the River Tiber. He liked to swim.

The notes did not mention that the patient was brought to the hospital by two monks who lived at Vigna Pia.

As to his condition, the notes stated:

The patient indicates that he has been unable to eat since July 1st; that he developed a high fever on July 2nd, and showed symptoms of jaundice on July 7th. The patient is diabetic, and the clinical examination revealed a liver condition: acute yellow liver atrophy (icterus gravis).

From other sources, we learn that ‘Reinhardt’ received three visitors during his stay at the Santo Spirito Hospital. One was a bishop, once close to Pope Pius XII. Another was a medical doctor who served at the German embassy in Rome, during the war. The third was a Prussian lady, married to an Italian academic, with whom she had two children. She visited him each day, once on Sunday, the day after he was admitted, twice on Monday, once on Tuesday.

This day, Wednesday, 13 July, was the fifth visit. Each time she brought a small gift, an item of fruit, or a little sugar, as the doctor suggested.

It was difficult for the Prussian lady to enter the Sala Baglivi, in which he lay. On the first visit she was questioned intently by a guard. ‘Not enough specifics,’ he told her. Be discreet, she has been warned, say only you are a friend of the church. She repeated the words, the guard relented, and now they recognised her.

The visitor was impressed by the scale of the Sala Baglivi. ‘Like a church’, she would tell the patient’s wife who, according to the notes, did not exist. She appreciated the coolness of the vast space, a refuge from the heat of the day, as she walked from her home, past the Piazza dei Quiriti and the fountain which caused Mussolini to declare that four naked women should never be present in a park.

She entered the Sala Baglivi, passed the small chapel, turned right, approached the patient’s bed, lingered. She greeted him, spoke a few words, cooled him with a damp cloth, changed his shirt. She took a little stool from under the bed and sat, to offer conversation and comfort. A new patient in the neighbouring bed meant less privacy, so she took care with her words.

The patient had little to say. He was on penicillin – intravenously – to treat the infection, and the drug lowered the fever but left him weak. He was told to consume little, coffee with milk, a few drops of orange juice, a tablespoon of dextrose. The doctors cautioned him to protect his stomach.

On each visit the lady noticed a change. On Monday he was weak and spoke little. On Tuesday he seemed fresher and more talkative. He enquired about letters he expected to receive, and shared the hope that his oldest child, also called Otto, might visit before the summer was over.

Today’s words were encouraging, even if the body seemed weaker. ‘It’s getting much, much better,’ the patient said. She fed him a teaspoon of orange juice. His mind was clear, his eyes luminous.

The patient managed a longer thought. ‘If Lo can’t come now, it doesn’t matter, because I felt so very close to her these past long nights, and I am happy that we are so closely united. She understands me fully and everything has been as it should be.’

Inside he burned, but felt no pain. He seemed calm, lay still, held the lady’s hand. She told him about her day, life in Rome, the children. Before she left she stroked his forehead, gently.

He spoke a few final words to her. ‘I am in good hands, I will see you tomorrow.’

At half past five the Prussian lady bade farewell to the patient known as ‘Reinhardt’. She knew the end was near.

Later that evening, the patient received the bishop. At the final moment, on the account of the bishop, in whose arms it was said he lay, the patient spoke his last words. He alleged that his condition was caused by a deliberate act, and identified the poisoner. Many years would pass before the words he was said to have spoken to the bishop, in the presence of no one else, would come to be known by others.

The patient did not see the next day.

A few days later the lady visitor wrote to Charlotte Wächter, the widow. Ten handwritten pages described how she met Wächter, a few weeks earlier, soon after he arrived in Rome. ‘From him I learned about you, the children, everything he held dear in life.’ ‘Reinhardt’ told the lady visitor about his work before and during the war, and in the years that followed, spent high in the mountains. The letter described a state of restlessness, and alluded to a weekend trip he made outside Rome. She did not share the name of the place he visited, or the person.

The letter ended with a few words about the diagnosis. The doctor believed death was caused by ‘acute liver atrophy’, a form of ‘internal poisoning’, possibly caused by food or water. The lady offered thoughts about the future, how Charlotte would miss her ‘optimistic, friendly comrade’. Think only of the children, she added, they needed a courageous, happy mother.

‘It is especially that brave cheerfulness, your two feet firmly on the ground, that your husband loved so much about you.’6 She ended the letter with those words, which passed in silence as to the true name of the patient.

The letter was dated 25 July 1949. It went from Rome to Salzburg, where it was delivered to the home of Charlotte Wächter and her six children.

Charlotte kept the letter for thirty-six years. Following her death, in 1985, it passed to her eldest child, Otto junior, with other personal papers. After Otto junior died in 1997, the letter passed to Horst, the fourth child. He inhabited a vast, dilapidated, empty, magnificent castle in the ancient Austrian village of Hagenberg, between Vienna and Brno, in the Czech Republic. For years the letter remained here in private obscurity.

Then, after two decades had passed, on an extraordinarily cold day, I visited Horst in the castle. Introduced to him a few years earlier, I was aware of the thousands of pages of his mother’s personal papers. At a certain point he asked if I would like to see the original of the Prussian lady’s letter. Yes. He left the kitchen, climbed the steep stone steps, entered his room and approached an old wooden cabinet with glass windows, near his bed, close to the photograph of his father in an SS uniform. He retrieved the letter, brought it down to the kitchen, placed it on the old wooden table, and started to read aloud.

His voice faltered, and, for a moment, he wept.

‘It’s not true’.

‘What’s not true?’

‘That my father died from an illness.’

The logs in the stove crackled. I watched the condensation of his breath.

I had known Horst for five years. He chose this moment to share a secret, a belief that his father was killed.

‘What is the truth?’

‘It is best to start at the beginning,’ Horst said.
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‘I never knew the old Vienna before the war, with its Strauss music, its glamour and easy charm …’

Graham Greene, The Third Man, 1949



1

2012, Hagenberg

The beginning was the visit to Horst Wächter, in the spring of 2012, when the fourth child of Otto and Charlotte Wächter first welcomed me to his home. I crossed a disused moat and passed through the large wooden doors of Schloss Hagenberg, to encounter a musty smell, the incense of burning wood that clung to Horst. We drank tea, I met his wife Jacqueline, he told me about his daughter Magdalena, his five brothers and sisters. I learned too about his mother’s papers, although many years would pass before I would see them all.

The visit was an accident. Eighteen months earlier, I travelled to the city of Lviv, in Ukraine, to deliver a lecture on ‘crimes against humanity’ and ‘genocide’. Ostensibly, I went to visit the law faculty, but the true reason for the journey was a desire to find the house where my grandfather was born. In 1904, Leon Buchholz’s city was known as Lemberg, a regional capital of the Austro-Hungarian empire.

I hoped to fill gaps in Leon’s life story, to discover what happened to his family, about which he maintained a discreet silence. I wanted to learn about his identity, and mine. I found Leon’s house, and discovered that the origins of ‘genocide’ and ‘crimes against humanity’, legal ideas invented in 1945, could be traced to the city of his birth. The journey caused me to write a book, East West Street, the story of four men: Leon, whose large family from Lemberg and its environs was obliterated in the Holocaust; Hersch Lauterpacht and Rafael Lemkin, also from the city, two jurists who put the terms ‘crimes against humanity’ and ‘genocide’ into the Nuremberg trials and international law; and Hans Frank, Governor General of German-occupied Poland, who arrived in Lemberg in August 1942 and gave a speech which was followed by the extermination of the Jews of the region known as Galicia. The victims of Frank’s actions, for which he was convicted and hanged at Nuremberg, were four million in number. They included the families of Leon, Lauterpacht and Lemkin.

In the course of the research I came across a remarkable book by Niklas Frank, entitled The Father, about Hans Frank. I sought out Niklas, and one day we met, on the terrace of a fine hotel near Hamburg. In the course of our conversation, knowing of my interest in Lemberg, he mentioned Otto Wächter. One of his father’s deputies, Wächter, served as Nazi governor in Lemberg from 1942 to 1944, and Niklas knew one of the children, Horst. As I was interested in the city, and as it was during Wächter’s time in Lemberg that Leon’s family perished, Niklas offered to make an introduction. It came with a mild warning: unlike Niklas, who harboured a negative view of his parent – ‘I am against the death penalty, except in the case of my father,’ he said within an hour of meeting – Horst embraced a more positive view of his father. ‘But you will like him,’ Niklas said, with a smile.

Horst responded positively to the introduction. I flew from London to Vienna, rented a car, headed north across the River Danube, past vineyards and hills, to the tiny, ancient village of Hagenberg. ‘I’ll dance with you in Vienna,’ the radio sang, ‘I’ll bury my soul in a scrapbook.’ During the journey I felt a sense of anxiety, as Otto Wächter most likely played a role in the fate of Leon’s relatives in and around Lemberg, all but one of whom perished during his rule. His name seemed to have been airbrushed out of the historical narrative for that period. I gleaned that he was Austrian, a husband and a father, a lawyer and a senior Nazi. In 1934 he was involved in the assassination of the Austrian chancellor, Engelbert Dollfuss. After the Nazis arrived in Austria in March 1938, following the Anschluss, he had a senior position in the new government in Vienna, where my grandparents lived. Later he was appointed governor of Nazi-occupied Kraków, and then, in 1942, governor of Lemberg. After the war, he disappeared off the face of the earth. I wanted to know what happened to him, whether justice was done. For that I would leave no stone unturned. The journey began.

I need not have worried about Horst. He greeted me with enthusiasm, a tall and attractive man, genial in a pink shirt and Birkenstocks, with a twinkle in his eyes, and an embracingly guttural, warm, hesitant, gentle voice. He was delighted I had travelled to the dilapidated baroque castle that was his home, constructed around an internal courtyard, imposing and square, four storeys high, with thick, stone walls and a moat covered in a vibrant undergrowth.

A famous actor just visited, he enthused, with an Italian director. ‘Two Oscar winners at my castle!’ They were filming The Best Offer, a tale of love and crime set across Europe, in Vienna, Trieste, Bolzano and Rome. Little did I know, back then, the relevance of these places to the Wächters.

Accompanied by a cat, we entered the schloss, a solid building that had seen better days. We walked past a workshop, filled with tools and other implements, drying fruit and potatoes and other vegetables, and met the dog. Horst found the building in the 1960s when it hosted a colony of artists. A place of ‘secret festivities’, he explained. Two decades later he bought it with a modest inheritance left to him after Charlotte’s death.

He shared the basics of his life. Born in Vienna on 14 April 1939, he was named after the ‘Horst Wessel Song’, a Nazi anthem. His parents chose Arthur as his middle name, in honour of Arthur Seyss-Inquart, his father’s comrade and friend, and Horst’s godfather. He was a lawyer with tortoiseshell spectacles who sat at Adolf Hitler’s top table, who served briefly as chancellor of Austria, after the Anschluss, and governor of Ostmark, as Austria was known in the Third Reich. Shortly after Horst’s birth, Seyss-Inquart was appointed minister without portfolio in Hitler’s cabinet, and soon after that given the task of governing occupied Holland. Hitler’s last will and testament, written in 1945, appointed Seyss-Inquart to be foreign minister of the Reich. Within a few months the lawyer and godfather was caught, tried at Nuremberg and hanged by the neck for the crimes he committed.

I was somewhat surprised, therefore, to see a small black and white photograph of Seyss-Inquart near Horst’s bed. It was tucked into the frame of a photograph of his father Otto, near an oil painting of his grandfather, General Josef Wächter, a military man who served in the imperial army during the First World War. A photo of Charlotte taken in 1942 hung on another wall of the bedroom. Horst slept close to the family.

Horst introduced me to his wife Jacqueline (Ollèn), who was Swedish. They occupied two cosy rooms on the ground floor of the castle, heated with a large wood-burning stove, although their relationship did not seem so tender. He made tea and talked more affectionately about his parents than did Jacqueline. It was immediately apparent that they continued to occupy a special place in his heart. He seemed especially close to his mother, for whom he cared during the last years of her life, a woman who, I would learn, loved him as her favourite. Charlotte’s relationship with Horst’s four sisters was more difficult, and when they grew up three of them moved abroad.

During that first visit, Horst impressed upon me that he hardly knew his father, who was often absent during the war years, in faraway places. With the family in Austria, he might be in Kraków, Lemberg or Italy, or in Berlin. I learned that he was a ‘lady’s man’, that he disappeared after the war, then died in Rome.

That was all Horst said on that first visit. Somehow, in an indirect way, he explained, the castle was a gift from Otto, a place of refuge and solace. ‘I dropped out of normality,’ he said, when he was in his thirties. He left behind a regular life, because of his father’s story, hoping to find an alternative way.

Normality ended for Horst in 1945, six years old when the war was lost. ‘I was raised like a young Nazi boy, then from one day to the next everything was gone.’ It was a trauma, national and personal, as the regime broke down and life around the family collapsed, a happy childhood punctured. He evoked a memory of his birthday party in April 1945, sitting outside the family home in Thumersbach, looking across Lake Zell. ‘I was alone and knew I should remember this moment for all my life.’ His soft voice cracked as he recalled British and American planes dropping unused bombs into the waters. ‘The house started to shiver, yes, I remember …’ His voice trailed off, his eyes moistened, I felt the shiver. He cried, softly, for a brief moment.

Later, Horst escorted me around the castle, a place of many rooms, large and small. We settled in his bedroom, on the first floor, under the gaze of Josef, Otto, Charlotte and godfather Arthur. He brought out Charlotte’s photo albums, we sat together, the images perched on our knees. He alluded to an extensive family archive, many letters between his parents, his mother’s diaries and reminiscences, written for the children, for posterity. I did not see these materials, that day, but they left a memory that intrigued.

I did see a few pages from one diary, from 1942, a tiny volume filled with his mother’s busy writing. I was interested in 1 August, the day Hans Frank visited the Wächters in Lemberg to announce the implementation of the Final Solution across the District of Galicia, a speech that offered a sentence of death for hundreds of thousands of human beings. The diary entry for that day told us that Frank played chess with Charlotte.
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We returned to the photographs from the albums, a story of family life, of children and grandparents, of celebrations and holidays in the mountains. The Wächters together, a contented family. There were lakes, and a photo of Otto swimming, the only one I would ever see. ‘My father loved to swim,’ Horst said. Over the page a man with a smile and a chisel carved a swastika into a wall, 1931. A man stood outside a building, greeted by a line of arms raised in Nazi salute. Dr Goebbels it said under the photograph. Three men in conversation, in a covered yard. Two letters under the photograph, A.H. This was Otto’s angular writing. Adolf Hitler with Heinrich Hoffmann, I would learn, his photographer, and a third man. ‘Not my father,’ Horst said. ‘Maybe Baldur von Schirach.’ This was a reference to the head of the Hitler Youth, also convicted at Nuremberg, whose grandson Ferdinand was a fine writer.
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We turned more pages. Vienna, autumn 1938, Otto in his office at the Hofburg Palace, in a distinct SS uniform. Poland, autumn 1939, a burnt-out building, refugees. A crowded street, people dressed against the cold, an old lady in a headscarf, a white armband. A Jew photographed by Charlotte, in the Warsaw ghetto. A photograph of Horst, with three of his four sisters. ‘March 1943, Lemberg’, Charlotte wrote underneath. A day of bright sun, with long shadows. A note from Horst to Otto. ‘Dear Papa, I’ve picked you some flowers, kisses, yours, Horsti-Borsti.’ He was five back then, in 1944.

We danced around more delicate subjects. He asked about my grandfather, listened in silence to the details. I enquired about his parents and their relationship. ‘My mother was convinced that my father was right, did the right things.’ She never spoke a bad word about him, not in Horst’s presence, but he came to recognise there was a dark side. ‘Of course, I felt guilty about my father.’ He knew about the ‘horrible things’ the regime had done, but it was only later that they intruded into daily life. The period after the war was a time of silence. No one in Austria wanted to talk about the events, not then, not now. He alluded to difficulties with the family, with his nephews and nieces, but no details were offered.

We passed to other matters. Charlotte wanted Horst to be a successful lawyer, like his father, but he chose another life. No more studies, he told Charlotte, he would disappear into the woods. ‘Bye-bye mother.’ She was deeply disappointed that he found his own path. In Vienna, in the early 1970s, he was introduced to a painter, Friedensreich Hundertwasser, and the two men connected. ‘I knew Hundertwasser would need me, we would get along, because he was a shy person, like me’. Horst worked as the artist’s assistant, sailed his boat, the Regentag – ‘rainy day’ – from Venice to New Zealand, accompanied by his new wife, Jacqueline. During that voyage their only child was born, a daughter, Magdalena. That was 1977.

‘Somehow, that Hundertwasser was Jewish was good for my feelings,’ Horst continued. ‘Perhaps also with you, Philippe, because you are Jewish, somehow this is attractive for me.’ The artist’s mother feared Horst. ‘She knew my father’s name, who he was, with her experiences in the war, running around with a Star of David …’ As he spoke his fingers danced across his arm, where an armband might have been.

Yet, he explained, the historical responsibility of his father was a complex matter. Otto was against the racial theories, didn’t see the Germans as supermen and all others as Untermenschen. ‘He wanted to do something good, to get things moving, to find a solution to the problems after the first war.’

That was Horst’s view. His father as a decent man, an optimist, who tried to do good but who got caught up in the horrors occasioned by others.

I listened patiently, not wanting to disturb the atmosphere of our first meeting.

A few days later, back in London, I received a message from Horst. ‘I appreciated your visit to Hagenberg, to learn of the tragic story of your grandfather’s family in Lemberg.’ He offered the address of a man from Lemberg whose life he said his father had saved, a Polish Jew. Back then, he added, the ‘deplorable situation of the Jews was generally accepted as “Schicksal”.’ The word meant fate.

As to his own situation, he said that his solitude had been relieved by my visit. Other members of the family did not wish to talk about the past, and were critical of his endeavours. They did not wish for a spotlight on the life of Otto von Wächter.

I left our first encounter curious and fascinated. I could not help but like Horst, gentle and open, seemingly with nothing to hide. He was a son who wanted to find the good in his father. At the same time, he was unwilling to countenance the idea that Otto Wächter bore any real responsibility for terrible events that occurred on the territory he ruled. I wanted to know more about his parents. Details matter.
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1901, Otto

Otto Gustav Wächter was born in Vienna on 8 July 1901. His father, Josef Wächter, was an ardent monarchist, an officer of Emperor Franz Joseph’s imperial Austro-Hungarian army. Of Czech origins but German-speaking, he came from the small Sudeten town of Havran, on the outskirts of the empire, north of Prague. He was also a nationalist and a virulent anti-Semite, and married Martha Pfob, from a wealthy family in Vienna, who had three children.
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Otto had two older sisters, Hertha born in 1898, Ilse in 1900, yet he was beloved as the only son, and the youngest child. An early image of the family was taken by an imperial and royal court photographer, when Otto was just a few months old. Martha with Josef in uniform and a striking moustache, who holds Otto gingerly, with pride. The portrait was formal, a mirror of a life devoted to monarchy and empire.

Otto spent his early years in Vienna, a city at the peak of its power, a time of wealth and intellectual creativity. Gustav Mahler directed the State Opera House, Sigmund Freud developed new ideas on psychoanalysis, Josef Hoffmann and Koloman Moser ran the Wiener Werkstätte, a progressive community of artists and designers. Mayor Karl Lueger ruled with an iron fist and a strong anti-Semitic authority. Otto attended the Volksschule, a local school on Albertgasse, in Vienna’s 8th district. Reports marked his academic progress as ‘very good’.

When he was seven the family moved to Trieste, on the Adriatic coast, where he enrolled at the Deutsche Volksschule, on Via della Fontana, near the central rail station. He learned Italian, developed a facility for languages and made ‘commendable’ progress, except for writing, which was only ‘satisfactory’. He took his first Holy Communion, entered high school and learned to swim at the Militärschwimmschule, the military swimming school. He was purposeful and confident, already comfortable in a uniform.
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The family was in Trieste when war broke out in the summer of 1914. As a major in the kaiserlich und königlich (k.u.k.) imperial army, Josef was posted to Galicia, and later promoted to command its 88th Infantry Regiment, near Lemberg. Otto moved with his mother and sisters to Budweis, in southern Bohemia, today in the Czech Republic, with a year spent in nearby Krumau. His history studies touched on Caesar and the Gallic wars, and lessons in physical education focused on the basics of armed and unarmed combat.

Emperor Franz-Joseph died in 1916, after a reign of nearly sixty-eight years. Two years later the war ended and four centuries of Habsburg reign came to a close, Austria reduced to a rump of its former glory. These were impoverished times for the Wächter family, which returned to Trieste. Josef had invested the family assets in government bonds, which lost all value in the financial collapse that followed the war. He had, however, been awarded the Order of Maria Theresa, for bravery, a presentation that was filmed for posterity and saved, which meant I could watch the moment he became a nobleman. This honour allowed him – and later Otto – to use the title of Freiherr, or baron. The Wächter men became von Wächters.

Otto graduated from high school in the summer of 1919. A leaving certificate allowed him to join the faculty of law at the University of Vienna, where he started on 18 October 1919, a time of unrest, stoked by the end of empire and the Russian Revolution. Among the refugees who streamed in from the lands of the former empire, in the east, was Hersch Lauterpacht from Lemberg, who enrolled with Otto at the law school and would, a quarter of a century later, come up with the legal concept of ‘crimes against humanity’ with which his fellow student would become embroiled.
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Otto’s student card portrayed a purposeful young man, the aquiline profile topped with a good head of hair above a large bow tie. He spent five years and nine semesters at the law faculty, studying with renowned professors, including Hans Kelsen, who offered classes in constitutional law, and Alexander Hold-Ferneck, a virulent nationalist who believed that a million years would pass before ‘international law proper’ would come into existence. Stephan Brassloff, specialist in Roman law, and Josef Hupka, expert in trade and exchanges, were among his Jewish teachers.

A fine athlete, Otto joined the Donauhort, the Vienna Rowing Club, on the Danube, and became a national champion of Austria, in an eight-man boat. In 2017 the club would publish a pamphlet to celebrate its 150th anniversary, which singled out Otto as a ‘very successful, very popular’ member. He was active in the mountains, climbing and spending weekends at a ski resort near Vienna. A large circle of friends surrounded him, including women who appreciated his energy and tactile sensitivities.

At law school Otto became politically engaged, encouraged by his father’s politics, a nationalism rooted in the German-speaking Sudetenland. Josef was an early member of the Deutsche Klub, a conservative all-male society whose members favoured pan-Germanism and opposed the influx of Jews and other refugees from the lands of the former empire. ‘Buy Only from Aryan Businesses!’ the Klub’s newsletter advised members.

In March 1921, shortly before his father was appointed minister of defence, Otto participated in a large anti-Jewish protest in central Vienna. Organised by the Antisemitenbund, founded two years earlier, 40,000 participants called for Jews to be stripped of basic rights of citizenship and property, and the expulsion of all who arrived after September 1914. Jewish shops and streetcar passengers were attacked. Otto was arrested, charged and tried at Vienna’s District Court, then convicted and sentenced to fourteen days in prison, suspended for a year. He was identified in the press as a ‘monarchist’. Not yet twenty, he crossed the line of criminality for the first time.

The experience fuelled a taste for politics. In an archive in Vienna I found a copy of his National Socialist Party of Austria membership card, from 1923. At twenty-two, he was an early supporter of Adolf Hitler, former resident of Vienna. Anti-Marxist, anti-Semitic and ambitious, the young law student joined the Austrian branch of a political party, a connection with Germany. A year later Otto graduated from the law faculty, impecunious but titled. With a visiting card that identified him as Dr Otto Freiherr von Wächter, he started traineeships at various courts, to hone courtroom and advocacy skills. In December 1925 the Vienna Court of Appeal certified his practical approach, legal knowledge and ‘impeccable behaviour’.

In 1926 his mother died unexpectedly, and he moved into a small apartment at number 3 Bräunerstrasse, near St Stephen’s Cathedral in the heart of Vienna. He got himself a new letterhead – a gilded ‘W’ topped with a Freiherren crown, an indication of nobility – and began a series of traineeships in commercial law. By the spring of 1929 he was working for a Dr Völkert in a nineteenth-century building in Vienna’s 4th district. On Saturday, 6 April, politically active and socially engaged, the national rowing champion-cum-trainee lawyer went to the Südbahnhof to spend a weekend skiing at the nearby Schneeberg. Accompanied by a man and a woman, he got on the train to Puchberg, entered a compartment and sat down. Seated opposite him was an attractive young woman with brunette hair.

The moment introduced him to a new world, of industry, money and even greater ambition.
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1908, Charlotte

The young woman with brunette hair was Charlotte Bleckmann, a twenty-year-old student of art recently returned from a year in England. She was on a weekend trip to the mountains, hoping to meet a suitor.

Seven years younger than Otto, Charlotte was born in 1908, in Mürzzuschlag, a hundred kilometres south-west of Vienna. A small town nestled in the lower Alps of Styria, in a valley coursed by the gentle River Mürz, it was renowned as the last stop on the Semmering railway line, the world’s first mountain railroad, opened in the mid-nineteenth century. Today the town is somewhat obscure, celebrated as the place where Johannes Brahms wrote his Fourth Symphony and the birthplace, after the war, of writer Elfriede Jelinek, winner of the Nobel Prize in Literature.

Charlotte was the fourth of the six children of Walther Bleckmann, a prosperous, evangelical Protestant, and Meta, his Catholic wife. The family owned a steel mill founded by Charlotte’s grandfather, celebrated for the quality of its product, used in the manufacture of fine blades and tools. The mill employed two thousand workers, a quarter of the town’s population.

A century later, almost no trace of the Bleckmanns remained. The steel mill was owned by others, and the Herrenhaus (the ‘manor house’), the fine villa and gardens at the entrance to the mill where Charlotte was born and lived with her five siblings, was long gone. Nearby Villa Luisa, where her cousins lived, was the site of a high school named in honour of Hertha Reich, one of the twenty-nine Jewish residents driven out of Mürzzuschlag after March 1938 when the Nazis took over. The photographs in Charlotte’s albums offered a sense of Charlotte’s world, and of what was lost: wood-panelled rooms, hand-crafted furniture, oil paintings, books, a wooden horse, and Charlotte’s immense doll’s house.

A photograph recorded the Bleckmann family in February 1914, after the birth of the sixth and final child. Charlotte, aged six, had the air of a confident child, one who looked into the camera. Upright and nonchalant, a flower tucked into her hair, she was adored by austere Walther and gentle Meta, and a strong-willed child. The Bleckmanns stood on the cusp of change and wealth, as war increased demand for steel for armaments and the manufacture of steam engines for the local lines. In 1916, the firm of Orenstein & Koppel built the Lotte, a locomotive in honour of Charlotte, to run on the narrow-gauge line between factories in Mürzzuschlag and Hönigsberg.
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The war ended in November 1918. Chancellor Karl Renner told the Austrian parliament that the Austro-Hungarian empire was prostrate, with national humiliation and economic distress pointing to a union with Germany, to avoid servitude to foreign capitalists. Instead, the treaty of Saint-Germain-en-Laye, signed in September 1919, imposed upon Austria an obligation of independence and immutable borders. Bolzano and south Tyrol were handed to Italy, the German Sudeten lands became part of Czechoslovakia, and large parts of Styria and Carinthia attached themselves to Yugoslavia. Mürzzuschlag found itself at the eastern end of tiny Austria, close to a new kingdom of Slovenes and Croats.
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Amid the political mayhem, daily life went on. On her thirteenth birthday, Aunt Auguste gave Charlotte a notebook, a Stammbuch, as she called it, the book of family and friends. She recorded daily happenings and kept it for the rest of her life, pages that gathered inscriptions, ditties and drawings, memories of family and friends. The entries reflected a world of plenty, divided between the large family apartment in Vienna, on Belvederegasse, and Mürzzuschlag, with frequent holidays across Europe. A friend of the family, a renowned radiologist, sketched an ink drawing of ‘Gala Peter’, the Swiss milk chocolate adored by the young girl. An English suitor offered a line by the poet Robert Browning (‘all’s love, yet all’s law’). One admirer sketched her in a bright-yellow dress, holding a delicate posy of deep-red flowers, another offered the prospect of a journey by train.

As a daughter of the steelworks, Charlotte enjoyed a happy, prosperous childhood, with parents who were strict but fair. Initially educated at home, by a private tutor, she later moved to a small Realgymnasium in Vienna, and then to the Catholic Realgymnasium on Wiedner Hauptstrasse. Shy but sociable, Charlotte was a fierce and loyal friend, and many whom she met in the early years would remain constant to the end of her life.

She was close to her maternal grandfather, August von Scheindler, a classical philologist and school inspector who wrote Latin textbooks, translated Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey into German, and enjoyed strolls with his granddaughter around the Belvedere gardens. ‘Yes, this tall, old man, already retired, with a slight stoop, hands behind his back, walked proudly with my grandmother … punctual like a clock,’ she recalled many years later. The gardens became a locale for meetings with young men.

At seventeen Charlotte moved in with Aunt Auguste, in Vienna, her parents hoping the classical singer would soften their daughter’s rebellious edges. She started a daily diary, a practice that would be maintained for the next quarter of a century after the first entry, on 1 January 1925, describing New Year’s Eve with her parents. She proceeded to record a life of school and luncheons, English lessons, hair appointments, piano, visits to the opera, travels around the countryside with friends like Vera and Pussi, holidays in Zell-am-See, sporting activities on the tennis court and in the mountains. A rich life meant that Charlotte was among the first women in Mürzzuschlag to drive an automobile.

In September 1925 she travelled to England, with her parents and brother Heini. The monotony of the ‘incredibly boring’ journey across Europe was broken by occasional flirtations. ‘Exchanged glances with a Jew who was quite dashing’, she recorded on the train between Nuremberg and Frankfurt. Her parents deposited her at Granville House in Eastbourne, a boarding school for young ladies. She spent the academic year in the sixth form, improving her English under the guidance of headmistress Mrs Ida Foley, the sister of Arthur Conan Doyle, inventor of Sherlock Holmes. Fido, as she called her, became a friend.

At Granville House, Charlotte played hockey and became an accomplished horse rider. Letters home described attendance at a local Catholic church, elocution lessons and trips to the theatre, including Julius Caesar (‘quite good, Brutus not so special’) and The Merchant of Venice (‘exciting’). She developed a passion for opera – Wagner and Tchaikovsky in particular – and appreciated the poetry of Rupert Brooke and William Wordsworth. Lessons in photography catalysed an interest in galleries and art, and she spent much of the Christmas holidays in London, visiting museums, like the National Portrait Gallery (‘wonderful’), the Tate (‘fabulous’), the National Gallery (‘I couldn’t see enough’). At the British Museum she adored the ground-floor library.

Charlotte was intensely social, a people-watcher (‘tea on the Strand, saw a fabulous man’) and wanderer of streets (‘wonderful’). She sought out hairdressers, attended balls (masked or not), went to the cinema, theatre and opera (Rosenkavalier, Carmen, The Flying Dutchman, Tristan and Isolde, all in a month). In the spring of 1926 she took a motoring holiday around southern England, with her friend Lieselotte Lorenz, unaccompanied by a male chaperone. She knew it would be refused, so didn’t ask permission of her parents. ‘I was a really terrible child,’ she confessed. The two drove to Dorchester, Exeter and Totnes, then Cornwall and back via Oxford. A second trip, to Paris, was cancelled because of the General Strike.

The names of many friends with English names were entered into the Stammbuch – Cynthia Cottrell, Joyce Smith, Bette Clarke, Ruth Bennett. There were a few German ones too, including Mizzi Getreuer, whose name I found on a list of those who perished at the Stutthof concentration camp in Poland, just two decades later.

At the end of July her time in England came to a close. She enjoyed a farewell lunch with Fido and took a boat to Denmark. She stood on the deck, ‘till my dearest England, the lights vanished’, feeling low. ‘I could have cried,’ she recorded, ‘but didn’t.’

In Vienna in the autumn, Charlotte returned to the family apartment on Belvederegasse and enrolled at the Wiener Frauenakademie und Schule für freie und angewandte Kunst (the Vienna Women’s Academy and School for Free and Applied Art), located on Siegelgasse, in the 3rd district. Along with three hundred fellow women pupils, she took courses in drawing and design offered by renowned artists, mostly men. Introduced to the designer Josef Hoffmann, of the Wiener Werkstätte, she developed a fine eye.

Out of school, she socialised, took walks around Vienna with her grandfather August, attended concerts at the Vienna Philharmonic, spent holidays in Mürzzuschlag, skied and climbed in the nearby mountains. In May 1927, at the Herrenhaus, the family celebrated the golden wedding anniversary of her maternal grandparents, the Scheindlers. The ceremony was blessed by a local dignitary, Bishop Ferdinand Pawlikowski, a powerful family friend with excellent connections to the Vatican.

Charlotte gave no hint of being politically engaged. She was, however, much occupied with the vital task of finding herself a decent husband.
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1929, Vienna

On the morning of Saturday, 6 April, Charlotte awoke in the family home on Belvederegasse. As the clock of the Catholic Church of St Elisabeth struck eight times, the telephone rang, a friend wondering if she’d like to spend a weekend on the Schneeberg, a nearby resort. An accomplished and competitive skier, she knew the mountain well, but the caller didn’t offer other attractions. Sensing her hesitation, he said they’d be joined by Herma Szabo, a world champion figure skater and Olympic gold medallist. Distantly related to Charlotte, Herma was always surrounded by attractive young men.

At the Südbahnhof, none of Herma’s eight male companions were of immediate interest to Charlotte, who decided to sit in a separate compartment of the train to Puchberg. Three good-looking young people entered, a girl and two men. ‘I particularly liked the tall, blond one,’ Charlotte recalled, but he was with a girl so she decided to ignore him. The tall, blond man was introduced to her as ‘Baron Wächter’, and she chatted amiably with Otto von Wächter, about matters of no importance.

By the time the train reached Puchberg, Charlotte learned the young woman was merely Otto’s sister Hertha, so she allowed an interest to be sparked. ‘My new “Baron” was tall, slender, athletic, with delicate features, very beautiful hands,’ she recorded. ‘He wore a diamond ring on the little finger of his right hand and had a noble appearance, one that any girl would notice.’ Charlotte ended up spending the weekend with the group, sharing a room with Hertha. They skied – she teased Otto when he waxed her skis, ‘what no gentleman had done before’ – and lunched at the Fischerhütte. With each hour Otto’s attractions grew.

They were joined by Emanuel – Manni – Braunegg, Otto’s closest friend at university, from whom she learned more about a national rowing champion who wanted to be an important lawyer. They returned together to Vienna. Otto promised to call, but as she didn’t trust him she took the precaution of obtaining his phone number. That evening, she wrote his name in her diary, and underlined it. Baron Wächter. Years later, she recalled, that was the day ‘I fell in love with good-looking, cheerful Otto’.
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She offered no details about their conversations. Whether they talked about her art studies, or his political activities, his criminal conviction or membership of the Nazi Party in 1923, is not known.

Two weeks passed without contact, then Charlotte had a run-in with a horse-drawn carriage. The need for a lawyer offered a pretext to contact Otto, and he visited her the next day, at art school, to offer advice. They saw each other three weeks later, after she returned from a holiday in Italy. From Rome, on 4 May, she sent him a postcard of Castel Sant’Angelo, with the dome of St Peter’s Basilica in the Vatican visible in the background near the Santo Spirito Hospital. ‘I always keep my promises’, she wrote, ‘back on Monday’, but did not share another concern. ‘Who knows which girl would seduce Otto in the meantime?’ she recorded privately. The fear would last for many years.

Two weeks later they went dancing. Otto drove her home and tried to kiss her. She did not object, but the next day he apologised and asked: ‘By the way, do you want to marry me?’ She laughed and declined, not sure if he was serious, but also committed to her art studies and with no desire to become a dull housewife. Secretly she was thrilled. ‘How beautiful was our young and blossoming love, how happy I felt.’

She learned more about ambitious, joyful, jokey, flirtatious Otto. He was proud of his father Josef, sad about the unexpected death of his mother, from the prosperous, Viennese Pfob family. The family money was lost when Josef invested in war bonds at the end of the war, he told her, ‘for love of country’. Otto might come with a title but there would be no dowry.

During that long, first summer they spoke often, took walks in the City Park, visited the Prater, sat on benches on the Heldenplatz, boated in Tulln. On his twenty-eighth birthday she watched the ‘rowing rascal’ compete on the Danube, a minor celebrity who won competitions. She said nothing of Otto to her parents, as he was surrounded by other women, often flirting with them in her presence. He was, she noticed, unusually tactile and liked to hug and touch those around him, acts which planted a seed of jealousy that left deep roots. She sulked when he gave a rose to her friend Anita, so she kept other options open, responding to invitations, like the one from a stranger she met on a train. She even allowed Viktor Klarwill, known as Ziebel, who she described as ein halb Juden (‘a half Jew’), to continue his futile pursuit of her.

That summer, she and her mother took a motoring holiday across Europe with Bishop Pawlikowski and his portly, middle-aged friend Monsignor Allmer, who liked to flirt with her. They drove across Switzerland, through France, to Spain. Lourdes left ‘a terrible impression’, hundreds of people on crutches in a procession to the main square. In Barcelona they attended the World Fair, drank moscato wines, enjoyed the Sagrada Familia, saw a bullfight at Lloret de Mar, and visited the ‘romantic rock’ of Montserrat. At Figueres, Monsignor Allmer’s silly jokes caused Charlotte to wet herself.

Charlotte and Otto, who was canoeing on the Rhône, exchanged postcards and letters, all of which were kept. At the end of the summer Otto visited Mürzzuschlag, but the relationship remained a secret. ‘I was in love with him, but couldn’t show my feelings to my parents.’ Mutti, as Charlotte referred to her mother, would have been bowled over by the idea of a dashing baron. In the autumn, when school resumed, Charlotte drove Otto – ‘Tschaps’, she called him, a form of the English word ‘chap’ – from one courtroom hearing to another. He had little interest in opera or concerts, so they went to the cinema. Charlotte marked a success in the bar exams with a vase fashioned in clay, engraved with images of their activities.

At Christmas Otto skied in Kitzbühel, without her. She begged to join him but her father refused permission, so she stayed home, ‘very sad’. They talked each day by phone, one call lasting an hour and nine minutes, at huge cost.

Otto blew hot and cold as 1930 brought new suitors buzzing around Charlotte. In January they attended a ball, she magnificent in a yellow evening dress, crepe de Chine with little volantes. They danced so late into the night that she permitted herself to be hopeful, but then silence for three days. Another ball, a trip to the Schneeberg, a ski competition in Altenmarkt. Otto turned his attentions towards Melita, a former flirt, and didn’t call Charlotte for days. ‘I never could be completely sure about him,’ Charlotte recalled. ‘His behaviour, hugging girls as soon as he met them, made me doubt again and again if he really was serious about me.’

In late spring things seemed to pick up. They took a hiking trip, up the mountain on foot, down with skis. One morning they left at four to climb to a mountain hut with memorable views over the Königsspitze. One avalanche after another, thundering noises, ‘unforgettable’, Charlotte recorded. Then up to the Schöntaufspitze, to 3,000 metres, where they hugged. Three hours up, ten minutes down, then to a castle with amazing views of Merano. An intimate night in Bolzano, but she did not give herself to him completely.
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As the relationship progressed, more slowly than she wanted, Charlotte’s career began to take off. She set up an atelier at the family home, and her fabric designs started to sell (‘1,350 schillings in the first year, a lot for a beginner’). She took trips to Dresden and Hanover armed with books of drawings, which brought sales and flirtations, but she remained faithful to Otto.

In the autumn they took a three-week trip to Italy, without telling her parents, accompanied by Manni Braunegg, boats, a squashy air mattress and three tents. In Verona they attended a performance of Modest Mussorgsky’s Boris Godunov, and on Lake Garda they slept in an olive grove near Sirmione. ‘Beautiful signorinas’ buzzed around Otto, causing her to wonder if she would ever get used to the attention he drew. In Venice they spent a night at a hotel on the Grand Canal, their skins so darkened by olive oil that someone described them as I Negri, ‘the Negroes’. ‘The best holiday of my life’, she recalled, ‘totally carefree and full of young love’.

In Vienna, Charlotte fell ill with jaundice. Otto visited; she hoped for a proposal of marriage but it didn’t come. No interest in marrying a rich girl, he told her. Christmas brought new hope. ‘I truly belonged to him, and loved him more than anything’, a man who could enforce his will on her. ‘I liked that’, and that he was right in everything he said.

It was around this time that Otto rejoined the Nazi Party. His membership number was 301,093.

The year 1931 was dominated by the death of Charlotte’s beloved grandfather, Dr Scheindler, the school inspector, from pneumonia. Only to him did she confide the secret of her love for Otto and the hope of marriage. ‘Marry and bear 10 children,’ her grandfather advised her.

Life fell into a routine. Art school, slalom competitions on the Schneeberg, evenings with old friends, encounters with new ones, like the Fischböcks, Hans and Trudl. Otto’s persistent interest in other women, like her wealthy cousin Paula – small, blonde, ‘nigger lips’, who would irritate Charlotte for another four decades – continued to jar. Charlotte got rid of Paula by outskiing her, and she outclimbed all the other competition, literally: on one occasion, she and Otto took four hours to reach the peak of the Zuckerhütl, 3,505 metres of sugarloaf, using only a rope and two pickaxes.

In March 1931, in keeping with the times and his interests, Charlotte offered Otto a gift, a copy of Adolf Hitler’s Mein Kampf. Black cover, no title, a gilded eagle astride a swastika. ‘Through struggle and love,’ she wrote on the flyleaf, ‘to the finish.’ Many years later, the book hid on a shelf in Horst’s castle, and I would pick it out at random. ‘I didn’t know I had that!’ Horst chuckled, excitedly. He had lost the copy given to him by his godfather, Arthur Seyss-Inquart.

Two months after the gift, Charlotte joined the party. That was 28 May 1931, member number 510,379. Her diary rarely referenced Otto’s political activities, and made no mention of his Nazi membership, or that he had risen to the upper echelons of its Viennese chapter. As district chief of the Nazi Party in Vienna, he followed his father into the Deutsche Klub, becoming a member of the board in January 1932. Here he met members who would play a significant role in his life, like the writer Franz Hieronymus Riedl, lawyers Hans Fischböck, Arthur Seyss-Inquart and Ernst Kaltenbrunner, and Hanns Blaschke, future mayor of Vienna. Wilhelm Höttl and Charlotte’s brother Heinrich Bleckmann also became members of the Klub, which offered lectures and concerts at its offices in the Hofburg. In January 1931, Hans Frank visited from Germany to deliver a special lecture, well attended because he worked as a lawyer for Adolf Hitler. The Klub became a hub for plotting and intrigue by Austrian Nazis.

That summer, Otto spent five weeks in Munich at the Reichsführerschule, a summer school for aspiring Nazis. ‘I’m ever so busy’, he wrote to Charlotte, ‘elected as the scribe’ to a group of ninety Nazis bonded by a ‘wonderful feeling of camaraderie’. The day was divided in military fashion – ‘waking, morning gymnastics, bathing, breakfast, lecture 1, lecture 2 etc., eating, etc.’ – with singing and games at night, exercises and marches during the day. ‘The whole thing is very interesting and informative – we’re listening to the big names in the party, even Hitler spoke to us, it was wonderful.’

He returned with photographs to be pasted into the family album, the one that Horst showed me on that first visit. The album did not, however, include a copy of a famous photograph, one that I came across elsewhere, of the participants at the summer school. Taken by Heinrich Hoffmann, Hitler’s photographer, Otto stood in the second row, just to the left of Hitler.

[image: image]

‘Tschapsli telephoned again after five weeks,’ Charlotte recorded in her diary, which also noted political developments: two weeks after he returned she scribbled ‘Heimwehr putsch’ into the diary, a reference to an abortive coup attempt by a nationalist group. Many of its members would, in due course, join Otto in the National Socialists.

In September she spent time in Mürzzuschlag, working on fabric designs, enjoying the mountains and receiving visitors. Everything was ‘so lovely’ away from Vienna, ‘all those Jews, wherever you go – they make me completely despair’. If her radicalism developed any further, she warned Otto, she’d ‘soon be going around with a dagger’. One visitor was Alfred Frauenfeld, recently appointed as Nazi Gauleiter in Vienna, who offered to introduce her to Hitler and accompany her on her travels. ‘You always say that England is very important
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