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PENGUIN BOOKS

I You We Them

‘Not since Gitta Sereny’s vast script of Into That Darkness arrived on my desk have I read anything so disturbing as Dan Gretton’s book … I was shaken to the core by his brilliant treatment of the Wannsee meeting … I’m certainly grateful for having been given the chance to read this amazing work.’
Diana Athill, author of Somewhere Towards the End

‘A complex and exceptional book … very well written and extraordinarily powerful … Gretton’s determination to bear witness so long after the events themselves does not diminish the power of his story. On the contrary his decision to make it personal intensifies the impact … John Berger observed that “the role of capitalism is to destroy history … to orientate all effort and imagination to that which is about to occur”. Dan Gretton’s profound moral effort in this book is a massive bulwark against that possibility and a guarantee that the truth will be heard.’
New Statesman

‘The writing has the power at times to mesmerise … Gretton is a brave man to have stared so long and intently at the subject.’ Ian Thomson, Evening Standard ‘This remarkably powerful book entails a dogged and worldwide pursuit of “the desk-killer”, the government functionary or business executive whose decisions so often cost human lives. The model of this remote-control assassin is Hitler’s architect Albert Speer, but the German story is subsumed in a far more compelling and modern investigation of the collective amnesia which so often operates in the telling of national histories, including our own.’
Mark Cocker, Spectator, Books of the Year

‘Meticulous, clinical, and sobering, a shockingly important and incisive book. It is a timely reminder that crimes against humanity are committed not by monsters but by ordinary men.’ David Olusoga, author of Black and British: A Forgotten History ‘I You We Them is much more than a history of bureaucratic crime. Rather, Gretton has written himself deeply and intimately into the work … Perhaps the most urgent point that he seeks to make, and the one that elevates his book from a work of history and memoir to a manifesto, is that the example of desk killers in the Holocaust must be seen as a moral caution against complacency and complicity in our own lives and our own times.’
Jonathan Kirsch, Washington Post

‘Gretton raises profoundly unsettling questions about the capacity for doing evil that exists within all of us, and the ways in which the distancing effect of technology allows perpetrators to avoid thinking about the consequences of their actions.’
Hugh Linehan, Irish Times

‘A testament both mighty and meticulous, a devastating case for the prosecution, against which there is no defence. This book should be compulsory reading.’
Jay Griffiths, author of Wild: An Elemental Journey

‘I don’t think I’ve ever said this before but: Everybody, everybody should read this book – Dan Gretton’s astonishing and beautiful and gut-wrenching I You We Them. About the ‘desk killers’ – people who kill by policy, signing sheets of paper, running drones, and more. Devastating.’
Conner Habib, Against Everyone with Conner Habib podcast

‘I You We Them is an indispensable study of desk killers in history and today. It is already, and will remain, the classic book on the subject. Scrupulously researched and beautifully written, it recalls the words of Beethoven written on the title page of his monumental Missa Solemnis: “from the heart may it go to the heart” … Gretton structures his book subtly and poignantly, as it were leading us by the hand through a landscape that appears to be a distraction, and then, with a brilliant sleight of hand, lands us, without our being aware, at the heart of the matter … This is writing of the highest order.’
Peter Pelz, Race and Class

‘I You We Them is a book that should be required reading for all CEOs and heads of governments in their decision making process – and for everyone who truly cares about how we live and interact in our world today. This work has a place on the list of great books of the century.’
Maria Saro-Wiwa

‘Dan Gretton’s magisterial work looks at corporate collusion with the Holocaust, how white-collar workers at desks in well-lit offices commit evil, and how “violence bleeds from paper”.’
David Gorin, New Frame

‘Dan Gretton’s book [is] a courageous and mammoth effort of the imagination … There are so many lessons in this book that we can apply to understanding those responsible for Ecocide.’
Professor Paul Hoggett, Climate Psychology Alliance

‘I You We Them by Dan Gretton I cannot recommend highly enough … it is so powerful, so fascinating, so illuminating.’
Nihal Arthanayake, BBC Radio 5 Live




For Corinne and Mark,

who gave us the most vivid maps,

and opened up limitless worlds of imagination.



For J. – who has walked this landscape with me.




‘Once we accept, for a single hour or in a single exceptional case,1 that there can be something more important than sympathy for others, there is no crime against humanity that we cannot commit with a clear conscience … I was thinking about all those men – the superintendent, the convoy soldiers and all the others … most of them nice, kind individuals, who have turned into bad people only because of their official positions … These people … terrify me. And indeed they are terrifying people – more terrifying than any marauding gangster. He might feel some pity, but not these men: they’ve taken out insurance against pity …



Imagine a problem in psychology: to find a way of getting people in our day and age – Christians, humanitarians, nice, kind people – to commit the most heinous crimes without any feeling of guilt. There is only one solution – doing just what we do now: you make them governors, superintendents, officers or policemen, a process which, first of all … allows people to be treated like inanimate objects, precluding any humane or brotherly relationships, and, secondly, ensures that people working … must be so interdependent that responsibility for the way they treat people never devolves on any one of them individually. Without these preconditions it would be impossible in our day and age to carry out atrocities like the things I have witnessed today.’

Nekhlyudov’s reflections, in Resurrection by Leo Tolstoy




‘In a dark time, the eye begins to see…’1

Theodore Roethke




Author’s Note

I You We Them: Revealing the ‘desk killers’, perpetrators of crimes against humanity is the first part of an ongoing exploration investigating the phenomenon of the ‘desk killer’ both in history and in our world today – the people who kill without ever leaving their offices, who rarely see the faces of their victims. This work is structured in two volumes: volume one, which you are holding in your hands, and volume two, which will be published in the near future. Each volume contains two books.

The four books were written and revised in four locations, beginning in 2006. Each place, by the sea, exerted its own influence on the writing, and, by chance not design, the beginning of each new writing phase, and each part, took place not only in a different location, but in a different season:

Volume One

Book One (Winter): East (Suffolk coast)

Book Two (Spring): West-south-west (Pembrokeshire)

Volume Two

Book Three (Summer): West-north-west (Traeth Bach)

Book Four (Autumn): West, west-north-west (Pen Llŷn)

When I refer to historical figures in the text, or those who are dead, I only use real names. When I refer to corporations, government agencies or other organisations, I also only use actual names. When I refer to living people – in certain cases – for ethical, or sometimes more personal reasons – the names and identifying features of individuals described in the text have been changed.

I would also like to clarify my position in relation to the study of history, and indeed other academic disciplines. Although I come from a family of academics, and have a certain regard for those who spend their lives working within their specialist fields, this approach is not mine. I would never claim to be a historian, or a psychologist for that matter (though both these subjects fascinate me), and I have deliberately written this work in a non-academic style. This does not mean that I have not tried to be as rigorous as possible in my research – although inevitably in a work of this length and scope, there will be inadvertent errors which can be corrected for future editions.

I also want to be clear about my wider intent in writing this book in the way that I have. This is because what interests me most is how different fields, by their very nature, overlap and cross-fertilise; I find literature, politics, ethics, music, philosophy, activism and the natural world just as compelling as history and psychology – and see all of these subjects intertwined as part of a single ecology. To that extent, I have some sympathy with Robert Harris’ contention that ‘history is too important to be left to the historians’, but I would go further, and argue that our world today is crying out like never before for narratives which take us beyond the conventional boundaries of specialists and specialisations; indeed there is a strong argument to be made that it is precisely such compartmentalised thinking which has brought us to the ecological and political crisis we’re now facing. I hope this work, in however small a way, makes a contribution to moving away from such thinking, and towards a greater acceptance of the need for hybridisation – in our culture, in our thought and in our own lives.




BOOK ONE



JOURNEYS INTO THE WORLD OF THE DESK KILLERS




Preface

First Day, White Page

January 2006, Suffolk



Why are we drawn back to particular places?



Since I was a boy I have been returning here. To this unremarkable stretch of shingle on the Suffolk coast – vast grey skies, the sea, usually a darker shade of grey. And undulating waves of pebbles, interrupted only by tussocks of coarse grass, somehow holding on against the bullying winds. We came here to fly kites once, but the wind defeated us, twisting the string into a dozen knots. I’ve brought many friends to this place over the years, trying not to build up expectations, wanting the peculiar force of the landscape to work on them wordlessly.



The twisting road that leads here is part of it. Arriving at night, as I did yesterday, it is like sinking into the beginning of a story, the story that captivated you as a child, that you would read again and again, because the absorption into that world was so entire that, momentarily, all else would fall away. Off the motorway. Over the estuary. Round the town that wants to be a city, with its scatterings of drive-through burger bars and superstores off the ring road. Onto a main road. The white lines finally fade. A long, straight stretch through woods of pine and silver birch. Through a last village. And then the little road, barely signed at all. The road where you never meet another vehicle. Driving in a trance now, slowing to twenty, fifteen miles per hour. A tunnel of trees. The right-angle bend sweeps round. The telegraph pole where the barn owl was. To the left, a final sway the other way, out into the open again, over a small, white bridge. Tall reeds now on both sides. And finally the road becomes a track, and the track ends at the blackness of the sea. As the engine fades the certainty of that soft roar of sea and wind. And a flickering understanding that the end and the beginning are the same.



*



I am sitting in the window of a small cottage that feels more like the cabin of a boat. In front of me a January sea, two upturned dinghies, a flock of birds I cannot identify flitting in crazed gusts, a red and white plastic bag cartwheeling just too fast for me to read the writing on it. Only two figures seen all day – a bearded man walking his dog, and now a distant figure, or rather a head and shoulders above the line of shingle, flying a huge, modern kite, purple and blue, that resembles a parachute. Having more success than we ever did.



And the paradox that despite the buffeting of the winds on all sides, I feel a sense of stillness for the first time in months. I always knew that the writing could only start here, and probably only at this time of year – the emptiness of January. Looking to the east, beyond the grey strip of the North Sea, which used to be known as ‘the German Ocean’. And, in that sea, there still exist, in minuscule particles, the pulverised stones of Spandau prison dumped into these waters after its last prisoner died. All this time trying to understand violence, and its relationship to those who work at their desks, at their computers. Them. Us. You. Me. I reflect on the last decade of journeying and attempting to grapple with this subject. Ten years of visiting archives, walking through sites of extermination, reading interviews with survivors and perpetrators, and thousands of pages of testimony. And yet, as I begin to write, my screen is frozen. A white page. I’m rapidly trying to scan the multiplicity of images and sounds which inhabit me, searching for a way to begin. These understandings and experiences which have haunted me for years … Voices, places, walks and faces jostle for attention as I write these words on a bitingly cold January day:


- ‘It’s hard to recognise, but it was here. They burned people here.’

- Zdzisław in his hut at Chełmno, fighting his personal battle against forgetting with the aid of handwritten pages that few will ever read.

- The minutes of the Wannsee Conference, the miraculous, single surviving document – one copy out of thirty.

- The killing of Ken Saro-Wiwa. The plumes of fire and smoke that have choked a land for over forty years. And we have all let this continue.

- Maria Saro-Wiwa singing the Ogoni anthem, in a broken voice, to a small crowd gathered by the Thames to remember her husband who died trying to save his land and people from being destroyed by oil.

- Saurer’s corporate communications director protesting from her comfortable office, ‘But we have nothing to do with that company now.’

- Talking to Gitta Sereny about Albert Speer, and that single line: ‘I loved machines more than people.’

- Walking from Goethe’s house, out of Weimar, over the Ettersberg and into the beech forest. ‘Buchen-wald’. You can walk it in an hour and a half.

- And Walter Stier, the railway official who timetabled the trains to Treblinka insists again, ‘I just sat at my desk … I was just a desk man.’1

- Our fingers freezing in the snows of Monowice, trying to read Levi’s words in the dying light.



All of these dancing in my head, defying me to begin without them.




[image: ]
Part One



MAPPING THE PAST




1

Explorations: Maps and the Curiosity of a Child’s Mind

A summer’s evening, I’m five or six years old. It’s terrible to have to go to bed when it’s still light outside. Even more terrible when I can hear waves of music, laughter, the clink of wine glasses and the excited chatter of my parents and their friends, lapping up to the bedroom from below …



I can hold out no longer. I get out of bed, tiptoe out of the room I share with my brother, and go to the top of the stairs, which curve away to the sitting room downstairs. Through the bannisters I can see my father balancing a glass in one hand and a cigarette in the other, talking to two colleagues from the university – I notice the woman is wearing a long, swirly, purple and black dress, and she’s smiling and smoking too, nodding vigorously. My mother is on the other side of the room, in her summery dress, light greens and blues that shimmer like water, she’s slipping a record out of a paper sleeve, and lowering the needle. More music. This time, a thunderous bass, and drums, reverberating around the room, then African singers chanting. The one we love to dance to. I creep down five stairs, to the little landing. I now can see my glamorous London aunt is here too, and her American husband, pouring drinks. I didn’t even know they were coming tonight. This gives me a chance … if I can just make her see me. But now she’s sitting on the bottom stair, facing away from me, talking to somebody I don’t know, and all I can see is the back of her head, and two, huge circles of silver earrings, which dance as she talks. I bump down the remaining stairs and tap her on the shoulder. I can still see her smile and surprise as she turns, ‘Hello, little one! Up a bit late, aren’t you?’, but it’s spoken softly, almost conspiratorially. ‘I can’t sleep, and … and I, I heard the music and …’ But all of this is unnecessary with my aunt. She still remembers the unfairness of childhood, the restrictions, and she’s always liked breaking the rules. I don’t have to explain anything to her, I don’t have to spell it out.



Curiosity. The intense absorption that children often have, quite instinctively. The fascination in the sensual world all around, the total concentration when playing. Didn’t a philosopher once say that ‘man is most nearly himself when he achieves the seriousness of a child at play’?1 And this seriousness seems inextricably linked to creativity, that intensity of concentration, an immersion in the present moment, which we all possessed as children, but which gets increasingly rare as we get older? This is not to see childhood as some kind of dreamland; we probably experience more shock and trauma in these years than in the rest of our lives put together. But there is a quality of seeing, a vivid intensity of living, which comes with being a child. And this is at the core, the origin, of who we are. The unfiltered mind. The lack of self-consciousness. And, at moments in our lives, we realise we can touch an energy that’s still there, however deeply it’s been buried.



*



From as far back as I can remember walking has captivated me – walking up mountains as a child, finding lakes, looking at maps, predicting what landscapes lie ahead; walking through forests, walking past skyscrapers, glimpsing oceans, dodging downpours; watching peregrine falcons electrify the skies, and foxes run the city streets at night. In the parched heat of an African summer or the raving winds of a Welsh winter, the action is the same. One foot in front of the other. Never knowing where you’ll end up.



Most of my life I’ve lived in cities. There’s something curious about the act of walking in cities – you don’t really seem to notice the distance covered, at least not in the same way. This seems to be the inverse of the experience of walking in the countryside. I think it may be connected to how far ahead it’s possible to see. When I was a child I knew it was exactly a mile and a half from the farmhouse in the bend of the river where I grew up to the nearest village, and I knew that it would take half an hour to walk. The walk was mainly downhill, across arable fields, and the church spire of the village acted like a lodestone, drawing you closer and closer, visibly reducing that mile and a half all the time, reeling you in. Walking in a city like London you can rarely see more than a few hundred yards ahead, so talk of miles becomes irrelevant, everything is about the marker points – the junctions where you turn, the shop you’re heading to, the corner of the park. And, in this way, if you ever stop to calculate it, you’ll find that in the course of a normal day you might have walked four or five miles without really noticing.



Walking in the countryside somehow seems a more self-conscious act. The very idea of ‘going for a walk’ is associated far more with the country than the city. I see people in Hackney taking their dogs for a walk in Victoria Park, but other people walking in the city nearly always appear to be on their way somewhere; it’s functional walking, not walking for its own sake. Whereas to ‘go for a walk’ in the countryside seems eminently understandable. Yet rural walking comes with its challenges, the echoes of feudalism and privilege in the omnipresent signs, ‘Private – Keep Out’, ‘Trespassers Will Be Prosecuted’ – the kind of notices which so incensed the young poet John Clare when the early-nineteenth-century Enclosure Acts began to privatise the common land of his beloved Northamptonshire countryside. His freedom to walk ‘free as spring clouds and wild as summer flowers, / Is faded all’. He complains that ‘Fence now meets fence in owners’ little bounds / Of field and meadow, large as garden grounds, / In little parcels little minds to please / With men and flocks imprisoned, ill at ease’. The paths he’d walked since childhood are blocked – ‘Each little tyrant with his little sign / Shows where man claims, earth glows no more divine. / On paths to freedom and to childhood dear / A board sticks up to notice “no road here”.’



It seems a curious anachronism that such signs, such patterns of land ownership, such remnants of authoritarian bossiness have survived in a society that now considers itself less deferential, more free. Perhaps that’s why so many of us are drawn to the mountains and the coast – instinctively, so we may think, but there may be deeper impulses at work. Yes, an urge to have our horizons released by water or sky, but also a feeling that no individual there can really own the rocks or the earth we walk on. As another fine poet observed in Assynt: ‘Who possesses this landscape? / The man who bought it or / I who am possessed by it? … this landscape is masterless …’4



In the city there are far fewer no-go areas, so to the curious walker or explorer the vast lattice of streets, roads, lanes, mews and alleys are a continuous source of new fascinations. An immense democracy of discoveries. A spare twenty minutes in an unfamiliar part of London, even for someone who’s lived there all their life, can reveal astonishing things. Last week I turned a corner in Kensington, not somewhere I often find myself, and an anonymous street emerged into a fine square of six-storey Victorian redbrick houses, like winter castles glowing, and at one end of the square I found a small, white Armenian church, which looked as if it had been airlifted from Yerevan and dropped there, almost by chance.



But it’s our animal tracks in the cities that most fascinate me as I get older. In the countryside our walking is often determined by the route of a path, or the line of a lane, but in the city our choices are multiple and continuous. In one of the most vivid dreams I’ve ever had, I dreamt of recovering from a serious accident, and, in this liminal state between consciousness and unconsciousness, suddenly presented before me, superimposed on a vast map of London, were lines traced in pulsing multicoloured neon, of every single street I’d ever walked down. An explosion of wild colours triggering amazement and memories … How I’d love to see that map once again. And afterwards I thought about how miraculous it would be to see others’ tracks of London. And then to colour-code these by time, so that you might realise that, eleven years before you met, you and your future lover happened to be walking down Charing Cross Road on precisely the same afternoon in February, separated by only a matter of yards. You both pause to look in bookshop windows, and then, most remarkably, both of you turn into St Martin’s Lane, and, separated by less than a minute, take a shortcut through Goodwin’s Court towards Covent Garden, before going your different ways and being swallowed up again by the city.



We all make our own paths in utterly various, and unpredictably anarchic, ways. If you asked a hundred people to walk across Soho from, say, Cambridge Circus to Oxford Circus, you would, in all likelihood, end up with dozens of different routes. And these choices would be as diverse as the human beings who made them – nostalgia to see the old café in Greek Street, a passion for vinyl leading to a Berwick Street record-shop diversion, a nervous visitor sticking to the safety of Shaftesbury Avenue, then up Regent Street … After a while, though, we begin to develop tracks, as surely as any fox does. We evolve our own favoured routes. Overleaf is one of mine – across Soho from a different direction – one that has been in my life for the last twenty-three years:
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I first walked this particular zigzag in my mid twenties when I was sharing a flat in Charlotte Street with my Russian partner and a friend of mine (and later on, also with this friend’s Czech partner). It was, technically, a one-bedroom flat, but at certain stages of life we seem able to be more flexible. We had the tiny bedroom at the back, with a window that looked towards Percy Street, and my friend had a futon in the small sitting room, which you had to walk through to get to the kitchen. The challenges of space and privacy were offset by being able to walk into Soho in three minutes, and to the British Museum in four.



We became very popular for those two and a half years, with friends dropping by unannounced (that far-off era before mobile phones), for spontaneous gatherings, fuelled with takeaway retsina from the Venus Kebab House below – sometimes moving up onto the roof on summer evenings, which we made into a simple garden with a couple of trips to Columbia Road flower market. Chatter of voices and the scent of roasting meat and garlic floating up in waves from the streets below. And in the winter we had snowball fights high above Charlotte Street from our kitchen with the girls working in the offices of the sexual health clinic opposite.



At this time, Platform – the arts organisation I had started with a close friend some years before – hadn’t yet established itself, and as there was only limited funding, I started teaching part-time at an adult education college in Soho to supplement my income. The students came from all corners of the world, some of them refugees, nearly all of them working (mostly in low-paid jobs) in London. I soon fell in love with teaching, which was relatively well paid in those days, and also the ethos of the place – because it was a state college the students got highly subsidised courses taught by extremely committed and well-qualified teachers (some of them also writers, musicians, journalists in their other lives). It was also a novelty to live so close to your workplace; when I started I realised the zigzag above was the most direct way there, and timed the walk at just under seven and a half minutes. This meant that if my afternoon class started at four o’clock, I could leave at ten to four, and just have time to do my photocopying before making my entrance, sweeping into the classroom with a theatrical flourish, already speaking to my gathered students as I was crossing the threshold … The classes soon developed a special energy, becoming much more than just a place of learning, rather an animated space where all of us shared our experiences, our political views, our memories – a place of real transformations and friendships.



More than twenty years on, so much in life has changed. Partners, friends, homes. Today I live in east London, in Hackney – a place that in my central London days I would have regarded with incomprehension, but which is now simply where I feel I belong. Platform has grown into a respected organisation of researchers, educationalists and activists, and has gained support for work examining the impacts of corporate power. And although I don’t actually need to teach any more, I find it hard to stop altogether – it’s a rather mysterious kind of addiction. And so, from time to time, I can still be seen making my darting fox-track through the city, though now it starts by emerging from the Central Line at Tottenham Court Road, fighting my way down Oxford Street for 300 yards before reconnecting with my zigzag route from over twenty years before … A very alert observer, positioned high in Soho Square, for the last twenty years, might have seen the same figure, walking very fast, cutting the corners off the square, almost every Tuesday and Thursday evening, before disappearing up Carlisle Street, and zigzagging into St Anne’s Court … Walking from youth to middle age. Different coats over the years but the leather rucksack still the same, with the umbrella handle poking out the top.



To understand such continuity is simultaneously reassuring and disturbing. In many ways I feel the same as I always did, yet somehow the city confronts you – the same pubs, the same doorways, the same streets you first saw with the searching eyes of youth. Now these places are thick with memories and associations – not a street here or a pub that doesn’t contain a past story. And catching a glimpsed reflection in a window I see reflected back a face I recognise, though more furrowed than I remember. The hardness of stone and steel in the city, its unforgiving fixity. The softness of a face, how quickly it can bruise, or crumple with a smile. And all of these people, rushing past me tonight with such animation, will be gone, like me, so quickly, in the vertigo of time. So a need to stop sometimes, to slow down, to look at things we never normally make time to look at. To raise eyes above, or below, the level of the street. To look back at ourselves from that reflection and ask about the things that get lost in the day-to-dayness of life.



Only a couple of days ago, coming up the steps from the Central Line platform at Tottenham Court Road, I saw something I’d never really looked at before. I paused, recognising the name of the little town stamped into the steel reinforcers on the edges of the steps. It was only a few miles from the house where I grew up:



FERALUN-BOWES-SCOTT & WESTERN, HALSTEAD, ESSEX



Curious to have the name of a company marked permanently on the fabric of the city – hubris surely, with capitalism’s continual process of extinction and reinvention? Then my eye caught another name, this time with a phone number, but it must be from many years ago because I noticed there was a digit missing in the code.



AATI LTD TEL. (0376) 346278



Some strange impulse makes me want to ring that number. Maybe for the simple reason that it exists. But also because hundreds of millions of eyes must have passed over this tiny corner of our city, yet I doubt if anybody has ever actually written down this number and phoned it. I have a feeling that a voice at the other end of the line might have something quite significant to communicate, perhaps a message from a different kind of underworld? Though, on reflection, the result would probably be far more banal, a recorded voice explaining to the caller that the number was no longer available …



A kind of assault.



That’s the only way I can describe it.



A moment that changes the trajectory of your life.



It happened in a cinema in London, long ago. I was twenty-two years old. Watching one of the longest films ever made, certainly one of the most unforgettable – Shoah, a nine-and-a-half-hour examination of how the Holocaust was organised.



One section of the film disturbed me in a way I could not immediately understand. A voice was reading out an office memorandum, written by one bureaucrat to another. It slowly became apparent that the letter was explaining how a mobile gas chamber could be modified into a more effective killing machine. This was part of the document, as it was read out by the director, Claude Lanzmann, in the film:


Since December 1941 97,000 have been processed by the three vehicles in service with no major incidents. However, in the light of observations, the following technical changes are needed:

1. The normal load is nine per square metre. In Saurerfn1 vehicles, which are very spacious, maximum use of space is impossible. Not because of any overload but because loading to full capacity would affect the vehicle’s stability.

A reduction in capacity seems necessary. It must be reduced by one metre instead of attempting to solve the problem, as hitherto, by reducing the number of items loaded. That also extends the operating time, as the void must be filled with carbon monoxide. On the other hand, if the load space is reduced and the vehicle is packed solid, operating time can be shortened considerably. The manufacturers told us in discussion that reducing the length of the vehicle would unbalance it. They claim the front axle would be overloaded. But, in fact, the balance is automatically restored because the merchandise during the operation displays a natural tendency to push to the rear doors and is mainly found lying there at the end of the operation. So the front axle is not overloaded.



I did not know what to do with what I saw. I still don’t really know. But the knowledge that a human being in an office somewhere wrote this to another human being in an office somewhere else terrified me. But more disturbing was the fact that memos like this are still being written in our world. The methods of killing may have changed, but the desk killers are still here – in fact they’re flourishing, they’re all around us. ‘They’, I say instinctively, because ‘we’ is too upsetting.



The comforting dividing line between those two small words …
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How to explain the fascination of the London A–Z for me as a young child growing up in the middle of Suffolk? More than fascination, more like an obsession. How I’d take the paperback, with its jaunty red, white and blue cover, from its place on the landing, and leaf through the cheap black and white pages almost furtively. Tracing with my finger the spaces between the football grounds that I recognised, and the very few parts of London that were known to me. So going from Uncle Ian’s near Newington Green, across Petherton Road, up an alleyway, out at Highbury Hill, and then down to the Arsenal stadium. Arsenal, strange name, it didn’t really seem to be a place. ‘Tott-en-ham Hot-spur’, I’d whisper the name to myself, full of something exotic, that curious second part – ‘Hotspur’! No other team in the world could claim that … and their ground, ‘White Hart Lane’. Look that up at the back. Page 52, square E5. My finger negotiating the grids. There it is! Let’s see if I could get from Highbury to there. I wonder how far it is? And what are the Seven Sisters? God, to have seven sisters – one is surely enough … And then I’d suddenly be in central London, and lost entirely. Bewildered by the dipping and curving of the River Thames, and unable to find the place we reached on the boat to Greenwich … my finger tracing north again, ‘Kingsway’ (but a long way from Buckingham Palace; strange name again), the British Museum – where we went to the Tutankhamen exhibition and had to queue for hours. University College, that’s where Mark works, so what’s his nearest Tube station? ‘Euston Square’. Weird word, wonder how you say that? Ee-u-ston? Oo-ston?



And coming up to London in holidays, or at half-terms. Wired. Gripped. Greedily staring at everything, everyone, but trying not to show my fascination (which would mark me out as a visitor). My older brother was almost exactly the opposite; he seemed to turn a shade of sickly grey-green on his occasional excursions to the city, and visibly relaxed only when we were leaving. The train (change at Marks Tey for London) seemed to take for ever. ‘Is it the next stop?’ I’d ask Corinne, my long-suffering mother, again and again. But it was usually Shenfield or Ingatestone or Romford or Ilford … Eventually those deep tunnels of brick arrived (with mysterious doors embedded in them, doors which I never saw a single person enter or emerge from). The darkness of ‘Liverpool Street station’ – again, what an odd name, hundreds of miles away from Liverpool, and not even facing in the right direction! Curious dark metal walkways over the platforms, then down a kind of tunnel, then right, past a war memorial built into the wall, blinking out into daylight, black taxi cabs with orange lights. We’d walk over to a smaller, older building, steps up to Broad Street station and the beginning of the line that took us round to Uncle Ian’s (near Canonbury station). That was three, or maybe four stops round, in the trains with the heavy doors that made a reassuring sound when they swung shut, a kind of ‘thunk’. But if you stayed on you could go all the way to Kew Gardens. That was where Borka ended; Borka: The Adventures of a Goose with No Feathers. My favourite book as a young boy, what a subconscious impact it must have made on me! The sadness of being born with no feathers, of being teased by other geese. And then eventually, after all the other geese had left him behind when they migrated for the winter, he finds his happiness in London, with the other exotic birds living in Kew Gardens, including his special new friend Ferdinand. And how I loved to move from the purplish-browns of the Essex marshes and that sense of abandonment to the warmth of belonging, the burnt golds and rusty oranges of the city, repeating the story to myself. And vowing that one day I’d find my own Kew Gardens and my own Ferdinand …



It wasn’t just the A–Z that captivated me. There was the shelf of books, halfway up the stairs on the landing, with gold and silver writing in capital letters on their spines that opened up worlds in my head. I would brush my hand over these spines as I’d go up the stairs, perhaps hoping that the mystical names would somehow penetrate the skin of my fingers and become a part of me. All these years later I can still see these books in my mind’s eye: Freya Stark, Beyond Euphrates and A Winter in Arabia; Gavin Maxwell, Lords of the Atlas; Arthur Grimble, A Pattern of Islands; Elspeth Huxley, The Flame Trees of Thika; and Gerald Brenan, South from Granada. At the end of the shelf, as if keeping all the others upright, were the two green volumes of Seven Pillars of Wisdom, T. E. Lawrence – who, as I later found out, became better known as Lawrence of Arabia.



Like many children, I guess, I was mesmerised by maps – drawing them, creating imaginary islands, poring over the worlds conjured up by the black and white maps in Swallows and Amazons or The Hobbit, and then going back to the episode in the book and trying to reconcile the narrative with the distance and contours of the map. Occasionally I would find a discrepancy (‘They couldn’t possibly have sailed round that side of the island without being seen by the pirates!’) and try to discuss this with my brother or sister, but neither of them seemed to be as bothered as I was by the lack of cartographic accuracy. The book that most bewitched me, though, was The Ship That Flew by Hilda Lewis. It had been my father’s, and had his name, Mark Gretton, written inside in pencil, his handwriting barely recognisable, his familiar italics then only partly formed in that seven-year-old boy’s hand.



Inside the front cover (terracotta, cloth) was a different kind of map, of a seaside town, not exactly bird’s eye, but seen from above, at an angle: Radcliff-on-Sea. Everything was drawn in blue and white – the bandstand, the Marina Hotel and the cliffs beyond the town, and, beyond those, the house where the children in the story lived. Four of them, two girls, two boys (the eldest one Peter), and as the book opens all of them are gloomy. Their mother is seriously ill – a diabolically clever way to engage the child reader’s heart – and Peter’s father takes him aside to tell him that he needs to be very grown up, and not let on to his siblings the full extent of her sickness. And he wouldn’t be able to take him to the dentist today, so here was two shillings and sixpence (the book was published in 1939, before the advent of the welfare state), he should go by himself, and with the shilling or so left over he could buy an ice cream, and still have money for his bus fare home.



Peter takes this, together with sixpence that he’s saved up. So into Westhill he goes, to the dentist (the perfectly named Mr Frinton). He’s brave, and feels quite grown up as he leaves, liberated by not being with his younger siblings for a change. This puts him in a more reflective mood than normal, more grown up, even the buildings of the little town seem subtly different. And then it happens – the moment of inexplicability. On his way down to the seafront to get his ice cream, he takes a ‘narrow little street and rather dark, with old houses set close together. Peter was rather surprised. He didn’t remember this street.’ And I walked down this street with Peter so many times, thrilled at his perplexity in the face of this unfamiliar lane. He stops outside an old shop with a bay window, and his heart suddenly skips a beat – he’s seen a beautiful ship, carved in wood, about as long as his hand. In the shop an ancient man with an eyepatch appears eventually, and, in response to Peter’s enquiry about the carved ship, tells him that ‘It would cost you all the money you have in the world – and a bit over.’ Peter fishes in his pocket and takes out the shilling for his ice cream and bus fare home and his own sixpence. The ship is his. It doesn’t matter about the ice cream or the bus fare, he’s just so happy to have the boat, to feel it in his pocket. He decides to walk home along the shore, but has miscalculated the incoming tide. With growing horror he realises he’s about to drown, and the water is licking at his feet, when suddenly as he says aloud ‘I wish I could get home!’ the boat reveals its true nature, and rapidly grows into a ship, big enough to step into. And soon he’s flying, Radcliff behind him – the view inside the front cover of the book! And we’re off …



That potent idea of the little street you’ve never noticed before – and will never be able to find again. And that the habitual could be transcended by taking a different turning. An astonishing moment for the child reading this. Of course, later when Peter tries to go back to the shop, to return the ship to the man – because clearly he can’t have known about its magical properties – he’s unable to find the little, winding street again. The imaginary Radcliff became more loved, more real, for me than any place I’d ever known. And I’d repeatedly follow Peter down the hill from the dentist, through those blue and white streets, imagining that winding lane appearing …



But there was one other map which intrigued me in a different way. This one was even less comprehensible than the A–Z, partly because it was hundreds of years old. And, unlike the map in The Ship That Flew, it was real. It was a map of Suffolk from the seventeenth century, drawn by a man with the evocative name of Abel Swale. It hung in a dark cloakroom near the front door of our house. And I kept looking at it, as if it would possibly reveal its secrets if I scrutinised it carefully enough. And maybe, in a way, it did. There were two places on this map that I was drawn to – the first, not surprisingly, was the place where we lived, the area around which had been shaded a faded yellow: Cow’s Ford, the place where the animals used to cross the river, and the name that became so associated with my grandmother when we were growing up. The second place was far more mysterious. It was over on the coast – another country in my child’s mind – and it was an extraordinary bent finger of land that was as close to being an island as it’s possible to get.
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I’d read the names of the nearby villages over and over again, repeating them as if to summon spirits. ‘Ald-bor-ough’ at the top, ‘Or-ford’ halfway down. And ‘Bawdsey’. Over this area were the strange words ‘Plomesgate Hun’ – hun? Connected to hundred? But a hundred what? I would follow my finger down the sensuous curve of the River Alde, and then reach the most glorious point where the river was finally released into the sea. And how I wanted to be there, at that place! Even to a child’s wild imagination the course of this snaking river seemed simply impossible. Surely the water would have broken through at some point? The narrowness of the land’s neck was absurd. But the map was a map. It must be true. And I repeatedly traced my finger down that curve for years, and knew that one day it would be explored. Just as surely as finding my own Kew Gardens. And now, by this eastern shingle, I am here – the place where I’m starting to write this book.




2

Gitta Sereny, Albert Speer and the Desk Killer

Gitta Sereny. A name we will return to in the pages that follow. A name that you may already know. A writer who, perhaps more than any other, attempted to grapple with the concept that is usually, and lazily, reduced to the single word ‘evil’. Virtually all of her work centres on the human necessity to understand how people can carry out appalling acts (they may not even see themselves as committing crimes), and can continue to live with themselves. And how they subsequently try to make sense of what they have done, and how it has shaped their lives, and the lives of others. Franz Stangl, the commandant of the Treblinka extermination camp; Albert Speer, Hitler’s architect and subsequently minister of war production. Both responsible, directly or indirectly, for the deaths of hundreds of thousands of people. Sereny spends weeks, months, sometimes years, with her subjects. She goes through what happened, how it happened, why it happened. She’s both extraordinarily patient and mercilessly relentless. She is more interested in understanding than judging. She rarely becomes angry. She leaves judgement up to her subject, when she senses the time is right for him or her to face their responsibility. And of course we as readers can ultimately judge as well, but only when we’ve come through a process of what I now think of as ‘Serenisation’ – the understanding that’s achieved through lengthy and empathetic exploration of a person – when a ‘subject’ stops being an object of condemnation and becomes a human being again.



I met her only once, in October 2004. We had a long conversation over coffee, in a break during a conference on ‘The Psychology of Extermination’, taking place at a college in Regent’s Park organised by the psychotherapist Anthony Stadlen. I had made a contribution in which I described the research1fn1 I had started into the figure of the ‘Schreibtischtaeter’ – that almost untranslatable German concept.fn1 I wondered if she’d considered why this concept had never found an English translation, ‘desk killer’ perhaps being the closest we could get to a synonym. And to what extent did she view Speer’s fatal technocracy as falling into this category? Or did the process of psychological ‘splitting’, which she’d described so vividly in her book on him, actually hold the key to understanding the way the mind of the Schreibtischtaeter works – the way Speer seemed able to compartmentalise his work and ethics into different boxes? The session was coming to an end, she attempted an answer, but then rather generously said, ‘But I don’t think I’ve begun to answer your question, maybe we can continue our conversation in the break?’



She was shorter than I’d imagined, with the most expressive eyes, something birdlike in her manner, though not in the sense of fragile. A quick, darting intelligence, reflective, full of questions. She had little small talk, dived in straight away, wanting to know as much as possible about my research. We had an absorbing conversation, picking up references and shared understandings rapidly. At the end of our conversation she gave me her card and said, ‘Well, you must come to supper. We’ve got a lot to talk about!’



I rang her the next day, and we had a longer talk. She agreed with my view that Speer sought safety in abstraction – systems, statistics, problems. And that although he was personable, even charming, this disguised an essential lacuna in him – an inability to fully understand the emotions of others, or indeed himself. And when confronted with the reality of pain or love he seemed to panic. There was an inability to face the human being. We talked about the moment in late 1943 when he visited the Dora weapons plant inside the Harz mountains, a place of utter degradation, where life expectancy for the slave labourers was often a matter of only days or weeks. Yes, you’re right, it’s extraordinarily significant, she said – it’s one of the very few times in the war when he was directly confronted with the human cost of his directives from Berlin. And he could not look into the eyes of the slave labourers – his slave labourers. For this would mean acknowledging their humanity, and his own responsibility for their condition. The Schreibtischtaeter was out of his safe world of figures and abstractions, and suddenly that Olympian self-confidence was drained. He did not know where to look.



All of this horror is not so far away from our own times as we may like to think. The oil-company executives who rarely leave the cities, their carpeted, isolated existence which muffles any unwanted sounds or voices. The consultants who advise on ‘restructurings’ from their virtual worlds, who will never see the communities hundreds of miles away, devastated by their reports, for which they are richly remunerated. I asked Gitta her view about the psychological processes necessary to enable perpetrators like Speer, or our corporate executives today, to continue with their work. She was hesitant, and then wondered whether a lot is to do with seeing behaviour accepted by those around you. Think about how important it was for Stangl that some senior Catholics supported the supposed ‘mercy killings’ of Hitler’s euthanasia programme. Yes, absolutely, and I then added the example of Eichmann at the Wannsee Conference, who, as we learn from Hannah Arendt, felt ‘free of all guilt’ because he’d heard senior figures in the Nazi government and civil service agree on the need for ‘the final solution of the Jewish question’ – as he put it, ‘the most prominent people had spoken, the Popes of the Third Reich’.fn2



I told her about a piece of research I’d long wanted to carry out: to work together with an organisational psychologist to look at exactly this question, and to interview senior executives, perhaps from the oil industry or pharmaceutical companies or arms manufacturers, and ask them to reflect on how they are able to maintain their own values while continuing with their work (if indeed they have been able to). She seemed to be intrigued by this idea, but I also sensed a discomfort at moving from the historical examples we’d been discussing into our contemporary world. My thoughts triggered another memory for her, and she mentioned a speech she gave in Cheltenham some years ago, when she was pretty sure she addressed the question of how these conflicting forces interacted in Speer’s career. She’d try to dig out her notes on this for when we met. We fixed a date for supper at her house in Warwick Avenue a few weeks later, in November.



Regrets, I’ve had a few. But this one still niggles away. She rang me a couple of days before we were going to have supper to say that she was in quite a lot of pain due to a medical condition, so could we rearrange our meeting? Of course, no problem. But then I was in America for two weeks with a colleague from Platform, giving the keynote lecture at a conference in Pittsburgh. And when I returned we had to deal immediately with a backlog of work, so anything non-urgent got pushed back to the new year … Before I knew it, months had passed, and the supper was not rescheduled. A couple of years later I saw her interviewed for a documentary about Diana Athill, who had been Gitta’s editor (a brilliant one by all accounts), on her riveting and terrifying book about Franz Stangl (Into That Darkness). She looked much older and frailer, and again I thought about getting back in touch, but didn’t. It seemed that too much time had passed. Never mind, I’d send her a copy of my book when it was finally published.



Then, one day in June 2012, reading the Guardian, I turned a page and, with a stab of sadness, saw that she had died, Sadness that her fertile and remarkable mind was no longer in our world, but also a keen sense of loss at a conversation between us that had started, and now would never be finished. The obituary described her ‘extraordinarily intense process of writing and researching’ and her ‘passion to understand and … intense moral commitment’ which helped her to become such a formidable expert on the psychology of the Third Reich. But, however praising of her work, I didn’t feel this account quite reflected the enormous influence that her books on Stangl and Speer have had. I’ve lost count of the number of people I’ve spoken to about these works, and how profoundly they have shaped their ways of thinking. They are some of the very few books that you could say are absolutely essential to our world; they should be required reading not only for all politicians, but for anyone seeking to understand power of any kind.



Yet, perhaps important conversations find their ways of continuing, even after death. More than twenty years since first reading her book on Speer, I still sense her, here at my shoulder, a companion in spirit on this journey.



*



There is a word, a German compound noun, which has been at the heart of my thinking and research over the last twenty years: ‘Schreibtischtaeter’.


‘Schreib’ (rhymes with ‘scribe’) means to write.

‘Tisch’ (rhymes with ‘dish’) is a table.

So ‘Schreibtisch’ is a table that you write at, or work at – we could call it a desk.

‘Taeter’ (rhymes with ‘later’ or ‘dictator’) comes from the root ‘tun’, to do, so a ‘Taeter’ is a doer.



But the actions of a ‘Taeter’ are not neutral – in fact, the way this word is used in Germany is nearly always pejorative. A ‘Taeter’ does things that are either criminal – stealing cars, dealing drugs, etc.– (for instance, ‘sex offender’ in German is Triebtaeter) – or seriously disapproved of by many in society – killing animals, bullying people, extreme antisocial behaviour. Therefore, the closest translation we can get to this in English, I would say, is ‘perpetrator’. So, if we put all this together:


Schreibtisch + Taeter is a ‘desk perpetrator’ – i.e. a bureaucratic criminal.



However, this still doesn’t quite convey the seriousness or weight of the word. The clear implication of ‘Schreibtischtaeter’ from its early usage was somebody who killed from their desk – the figure who, by giving orders, uses paper or a phone or a computer to kill, instead of a gun. So, the term I will use in this work is ‘desk killer’.fn3



It is extremely hard to pinpoint in history the exact first use of the term ‘Schreibtischtaeter’ in German (or indeed ‘desk murderer’ or ‘desk killer’ in English), but the concept certainly gained widespread currency around the time of Adolf Eichmann’s trial in Jerusalem in 1961. The word is often associated with Hannah Arendt’s work, and her widely misquoted, and poorly understood, concept of ‘the banality of evil’, but, curiously, although she writes extensively about the concept behind ‘killing from a desk’, the phrases ‘desk killer’ or ‘desk murderer’ themselves do not appear anywhere in Eichmann in Jerusalem, published in 1963, two years after the trial. Arendt first uses ‘desk murderer’ in 1966, in the introduction she writes for Bernd Naumann’s book on the Auschwitz trials in Frankfurt. And then, almost as if to make up for lost time, she uses the phrases ‘desk murderer’ and ‘desk murder’ no fewer than eight times in twenty pages. So it is clear that in the years between the Eichmann trial in 1961 and the publication of Naumann’s book Auschwitz five years later, this phrase had become well known, and didn’t require clarification in Arendt’s introduction. To understand how much the concept had entered popular culture by this time, you only need to listen to Dylan singing ‘Masters of War’ in 1963 – ‘Come, you masters of war, / You that build the big guns … You that hide behind walls, / You that hide behind desks.’



If there is a single individual responsible for inventing this term – or at least the concept behind the term – then I think it is Gideon Hausner, the leading prosecuting counsel in the Eichmann trial. Hausner, whatever his intellectual limitations and weakness for courtroom theatrics, made a remarkable speech, opening the prosecution on 17 April 1961, including these reflections on the changing nature of the figure of the ‘killer’ in society, and how the judicial process would also need to change to reflect these new developments: ‘In this trial, we shall also encounter a new kind of killer,2 the kind that exercises his bloody craft behind a desk.’ He then goes on to describe the power of Eichmann, the epitome of the desk killer, the bureaucrat who has no need to get his own hands dirty because, as he explains:


it was his word that put gas chambers into action; he lifted the telephone, and railway trains left for the extermination centres; his signature it was that sealed the doom of tens of thousands … We shall find Eichmann describing himself as a fastidious person, a ‘white-collar’ worker … yet he was the one who planned, initiated and organized, who instructed others to spill this ocean of blood, and to use all the means of murder, theft, and torture …

His accomplices in the crime were neither gangsters nor men of the underworld, but the leaders of the nation – including professors and scholars, robed dignitaries with academic degrees, educated persons, the ‘intelligentsia’. We shall encounter them – the doctors and lawyers, scholars, bankers and economists – in those councils which resolved to exterminate the Jews.



I also think it’s possible that Hausner himself was influenced by an earlier piece of writing – which I first came across many years ago, at the very beginning of this research. It was written by C. S. Lewis during the war – The Screwtape Letters (first published in February 1942), a meditation on the nature of evil, conducted as a playful exchange of letters between a senior devil and a junior accomplice. Lewis writes this in the preface:


I live in the Managerial Age, in a world of ‘Admin’. The greatest evil is not now done in those sordid ‘dens of crime’ that Dickens loved to paint. It is not done even in concentration camps and labour camps. In those we see its final result. But it is conceived and ordered (moved, seconded, carried, and minuted) in clean, carpeted, warmed and well-lighted offices, by quiet men with white collars and cut fingernails and smooth-shaven cheeks who do not need to raise their voices.



Lewis’s prescience is chilling. It is extraordinary to realise that at exactly the same moment that the printing presses were rolling with this book in January 1942, Eichmann and fourteen other men – the educated elite of the German civil service and security services – were meeting in an elegant mansion in Wannsee, Berlin, to co-ordinate ‘the final solution of the Jewish question’ – calmly organising genocide around a table in a pretty lakeside villa.fn4



But the reason I have been haunted by this concept for most of my adult life is not primarily because of events that happened sixty or seventy years ago – it is because the desk killers have always been with us, and today are more numerous than ever. I’ve known one or two in my time, you might have met more. You can find people killing from their desks and their computers in the military, but also in the civil service. They might be in the oil industry, armaments, pharmaceuticals, but you can also find them in finance, insurance, politics or law. They rarely intend to kill, or injure, but their actions, combined with the vast and diffuse reach of government and contemporary corporate power, result in hundreds of thousands of deaths and devastated lives. And, as we race forward with ever more highly advanced technologies, it is inevitable that desk killing will become still more commonplace, because so many of the technologies now being developed only aid the process of what I would call ‘distanced killing’.



Let me give you a single example of what I’m talking about. Unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs), commonly known as ‘drones’, are now a central part of many countries’ military and security forces; seventy-six nations around the world now have some type of UAV capacity. The market in drones is expected to rise from $5.9 billion to $11.3 billion in the next five years. This development has fundamentally altered the way wars are now being fought across the globe. Killers now do not even have to be on the same continent as those they kill. Most of the armed drones being used every day in Afghanistan and Pakistan are co-ordinated and flown from operators watching computer screens 8,000 miles away in the Nevada desert. Originally the vast majority of the drone operators were air force pilots, who may at least have had some experience of the reality of combat, but this is beginning to change as the technical demands alter, and younger operators are sought, the so-called ‘PlayStation generation’. The terrifying extent of the desensitisation to killing can be seen in a recent advertising recruitment campaign for drone operators in the UAE:


Executive Solutions ME are currently recruiting UAE National UAV Operators for an aerospace development project based in Abu Dhabi.3



This is an exciting opportunity to learn how to fly UAVs (Unmanned Arial [sic] Vehicles)



And what was the very first question for potential applicants who were going to be learning how to kill human beings from thousands of miles away?

‘Do you enjoy playing computer games?’



*



In all of our lives over the last decades, just think about the staggering pace of technological change. So many rapid developments, so many aspects that are liberating. Just in the years since I began researching this work in the 1990s, I think back to the enormously time-consuming nature of having to physically travel to archives all over Europe, having to spend days
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