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PROLOGUE

The black-and-white photograph is crossed with lines from two days of folding and unfolding. It has turned gray around the edges from the perspiration on the hands of the vendors who looked at it. Dozens grasped the picture, pulled it closer to examine the face of the middle-aged European man staring into the camera with a hint of a smile. The photograph so far has earned mostly puzzled looks and the same probing question. “Why,” they ask, pointing at the enlargement of an old passport picture, “why are you looking for him?”

No one on the streets of Cairo recognized him, but Egyptians love a good story almost as much as they love a good joke. They have long exported their soap operas around the Middle East and beyond because they know a good adventure, romance, or mystery when they see one. Maybe, they say, it is a search for a lost father or more likely someone who has failed to pay a debt. Perhaps it is even trouble with the law. This is Cairo in 2008, and there are plainclothes security officers on most every block.

The picture came with a tip, to look for a hotel in the neighborhood of al-Azhar, but at a dozen small hotels managers and clerks give the same answer. “We don’t know him.” Finally, one man, after a question or two, has an idea. “There is a place that used to be a hotel that sometimes put up foreigners. It’s on Port Said Street, not far from the overpass.”

The neighborhood is named after al-Azhar mosque, built in the tenth century and one of the preeminent centers of Islamic learning in the world. With its five minarets the mosque may reflect the glories of heaven, but the air on Port Said Street is acrid from burning garbage and the tangy scent of meat hung a little too long in front of butcher shops. A postwar block of concrete rises nine stories, a dull tan color except for green or blue shutters dotting it here and there, failing entirely to cheer up its appearance. Though no longer in business, the Kasr el-Madina Hotel still announces itself with large letters, but one arm of the K in “Kasr” has broken off, as has half of the H in “Hotel.”

Two men in the dark former lobby are deep in conversation, but they stop to answer the stranger’s question. One of them, Abu Ahmad, says he knows the owners of the hotel. “I have been here for many years and used to help out in the hotel from time to time,” he says. He takes the black-and-white portrait. “I know this man,” he says. Tears start to fill his eyes. “This is the foreigner who used to live upstairs. This is Mr. Tarek,” he says. “Tarek Hussein Farid.”

Abu Ahmad gladly tells what he knows of the foreigner’s story but insists that Mahmoud Doma, the son of the hotel’s former proprietor, knows far more. After a quick series of calls he has Doma’s number. “Hello?” a deep voice answers the phone. “I am Mahmoud, yes. What do you want?” he asks. When he hears the name Tarek Hussein Farid, he says, “Amu,” Arabic for uncle.

A few days later, the incessant noise of Cairo traffic infiltrates a women’s clothing shop run by the Doma family. Mahmoud Doma’s brother opens up an old attaché case. The leather of the briefcase is coated with dust. The clasps are rusted almost completely shut. It is stuffed full of documents, some important records and others just the magazine clippings of an avid reader. There are letters in German, English, and French written in blue ink on yellowish paper. There are applications for residency in Egypt and transfer slips from the National Bank of Egypt. There is also a copy of a last will and testament dividing property between two sons.

Many of the news clips are about Hitler and Nazism, as well as a great deal on Israel. Near the bottom of the case are several copies of a photograph showing rows and rows of white crosses outside a concentration camp. Impassioned handwritten pages describe and then refute accusations of the most brutal crimes committed at the camp, claims of execution, vivisection, and decapitation. Several names are mentioned again and again: Kaufmann, Sommer, Lotter, Kohl, and Simon Wiesenthal, who gained fame in the 1960s for his pursuit of Nazi war criminals.

A Ferdinand Heim or an Aribert Ferdinand Heim has signed much of the correspondence. It is this name, Aribert Ferdinand Heim, that resonates in much of the world as Tarek Hussein Farid does not. Aribert Heim is not just the name of a convert to Islam living out his days quietly in an inexpensive hotel, playing games with children, reading books, and taking long walks around the city. Heim was a physician with Hitler’s elite Waffen-SS, a concentration camp doctor, and an accused murderer. He is a phantom, a man sought by investigators for war crimes since 1946.

At the close of the war, investigators barely knew who Aribert Heim was. At most he was considered a small fish, not one of the architects of the Holocaust like Adolf Eichmann or a leading practitioner of deadly Nazi pseudoscience like Josef Mengele, just one of tens of thousands who worked in the concentration camps and death camps overseen by the SS. Yet somehow over the course of decades, as those men went to the gallows, repented, or died undiscovered, Heim grew in stature, at last becoming the world’s most wanted Nazi war criminal.

Heim was an Olympic-caliber athlete, a former member of Austria’s national ice hockey team. He was a physician, one of the legions of SS doctors who perverted the science of healing into the science of death. In one of the only two photographs investigators had of Heim, the handsome doctor was wearing a tuxedo. His last known residence was the sparkling casino town of Baden-Baden, where he lived in a magnificent white villa. Law enforcement discovered that he had left behind a fortune worth more than $1 million in a bank account in Berlin.

In 2007 a retired colonel of the Israel Defense Forces, Danny Baz, claimed to have been a member of a secret cell of Nazi hunters known as the Owl that tracked down the elusive Heim, who, he claimed, was the leader of a shadowy, powerful organization of former SS officers. After a firefight in upstate New York, Baz said, he recovered a waterproof briefcase containing guns, banknotes, diamonds, and fake passports. “In the inner compartment, a splendid Luger; the grip is made of ivory and the middle, encrusted with gold and silver, is engraved with a swastika with, underneath it, the name of the gun’s owner: Aribert Heim.”

This tall tale of Nazi hunting was eventually proved untrue. But stories like these helped make Heim into a powerful symbol whose pursuit was a matter of principle, a debt to six million victims, object of the rallying cry “They’re still out there.” Germany is often lauded as unique among countries for the way it has dealt with its violent past. Its dedication to accepting responsibility for past wrongs, paying compensation, and prosecuting war criminals up to the present day has been held up as an example to other nations from Japan to Turkey to Rwanda. The pursuit of Nazi war criminals helped lay the groundwork for the ongoing experiment of the International Criminal Court.

Yet Germany’s path was neither linear nor inevitable. In the postwar years the search for war criminals was left to the occupying Allied forces, whom the local public accused of implementing an arbitrary and punitive form of victors’ justice. Then the Allies’ focus shifted from the punishment of Germans to the escalating tensions between the United States and the Soviet Union. The Americans, more focused on the next conflict than the last, employed former Nazis to spy on the Soviets.

If the Americans were willing to ignore the past, the Germans were happy to oblige. During the period of rapid rebuilding in the 1950s known as the economic miracle, most Germans simply wanted to forget what had happened under the Nazi regime. The burden of grappling with the country’s history fell on the shoulders of a small number of men and women: police officers, prosecutors, and politicians with a conscience and a sense of duty to the victims. For years their pursuit of justice earned them not plaudits but insults. They were taunted as traitors. Criminal cases were ignored, sidetracked, and even sabotaged by former Nazis in high positions in law enforcement and the courts and all the way up to the chancellery in Bonn.

Even decades later, after the mood in Germany shifted toward penitence for the crimes of the Holocaust, society often diffused responsibility into a broad collective guilt rather than individual culpability. Nazi Germany had committed heinous acts, the thinking went, but fathers, sons, brothers, and friends were only following orders. So many murderers went unpunished that any prosecution could seem arbitrary, especially when it was directed decades after the war against seemingly model citizens. In the popular imagination, groups of former Nazis such as the infamous Odessa financed life on the run for comrades-in-arms. Instead of shadowy organizations, it was the support of family and friends that made it possible for people like Heim to elude justice for so long.

The last papers found in the briefcase are in the painstaking handwriting of children. There are drawings of tanks and soldiers, promises of kisses, and announcements of good grades. In one letter, a boy named Rü describes his recent bicycle accident. It is written on a stained piece of graph paper, folded many more times than the copy of the photograph of his father that led to the discovery of the briefcase. He was riding with a friend when their bicycles collided, sending Rü sprawling to the ground, cut and bleeding. “The scars have once again healed well. But during these incidents one notices indeed how much we miss you,” he writes to his father. The family thinks about him daily and hopes to see him soon.

“And then at last we will have peace,” writes his son. “So we will not despair but instead just wait a bit.”


CHAPTER 1

They called it zero hour. Six years of conflict culminated with incendiary bombing raids, artillery shelling, tanks rolling through the countryside. Cities were reduced to rubble. The death and destruction Nazi Germany had visited upon the rest of Europe came home to the Reich with a vengeance. The Allies had won, but the Continent was near chaos. Europe was full of desperate souls on the move. There were caravans of displaced persons clogging the roads in every direction: forced laborers returning to Poland; prisoners of war returning to France and Britain; nearly twelve million ethnic Germans expelled from Poland, Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia, and elsewhere, seeking refuge in Germany and Austria. Most haunting by far were the survivors of the concentration camps, who emerged from their imprisonment like walking skeletons. Soon the world realized that the crimes committed in the name of Nazi Germany went far beyond ordinary violations of the rules of war.

The Supreme Headquarters, Allied Expeditionary Force, prepared a comprehensive list of suspected war criminals. It was known as the Central Registry of War Criminals and Security Suspects, or CROWCASS. The first version of the list contained 70,000 names. By some estimates 160,000 people should have been included. The question facing the Allies was how to find and punish even those 70,000 perpetrators in the chaos of the months after Nazi capitulation. The Americans alone had to deal with some 7.7 million German military personnel in custody, including regular Wehrmacht soldiers; members of the paramilitary wing of the Nazi Party, the Sturmabteilung, or SA, which had played a key role in Hitler’s rise to power; high members of government who had enacted deadly policies; and members of Hitler’s dreaded vanguard, the Schutzstaffel, better known as the SS. Separating them proved difficult.

One clue as to who was who came from a mandatory blood-type tattoo under the left arm of all SS members. Captured soldiers were lined up and inspected for the telltale mark. But the method was not always effective. Two of the most notorious Nazi war criminals, Adolf Eichmann and Josef Mengele, were not detected. Seventeen people named Josef Mengele served in the German armed forces, and when captured, the Auschwitz doctor gave his last name as Memling, a famous Bavarian painter. He did not have the SS tattoo and claimed to be a regular doctor with the Wehrmacht. He ultimately fled custody, as did Eichmann. Neither was forced to stand in the dock for the postwar trials that began in Nuremberg.

The pursuit of war criminals was just one of the Allies’ responsibilities and not necessarily the most urgent. Germany was reeling from a total defeat rather than a negotiated surrender. People were starving, crops needed harvesting, and millions of POWs without jobs were released within months. The U.S. Third Army had released more than half a million prisoners by June 8; the Twelfth Army group freed an average of 30,000 prisoners a day. Meanwhile, the British sent home some 300,000 Germans as part of Operation Barleycorn, specifically so that they could save the harvest. That number grew to more than a million by August 1945 so that former soldiers could also work in mining and transport. There were untold tons of rubble to clear, bridges to rebuild, unexploded bombs to remove. The telecommunication network, postal service, highways, railways, and even local public transport systems had to be rebuilt.

On June 29, 1945, the Allied Supreme Headquarters issued Disbandment Directive No. 5, which authorized a general discharge of German prisoners not in “automatic arrest categories” such as SS members and war criminals. Captured soldiers were simply looked over by a doctor and given a questionnaire to fill out. Interviews were brief. If a soldier was discharged, he received half a loaf of black bread and roughly a pound of lard as rations for the journey home. With such speed and great numbers it was unavoidable that some war criminals would be among those set free.

One of the men kept in custody was Hauptsturmführer Aribert Ferdinand Heim, an Austrian doctor with the Waffen-SS, the military wing of the SS that had grown into a parallel German army. Though a prisoner, he continued to serve as a doctor, treating wounded Germans at the 8279th General Hospital, near Carentan, France, about twenty miles away from Normandy’s Omaha Beach. The hospital was actually a giant tent complex, previously an American field hospital before the United States handed it over to the Germans. When the Red Cross visited in May 1945, there were 1,417 wounded or sick soldiers there. The Red Cross inspector found the conditions to be “excellent” and said that German soldiers had even volunteered that the treatment there was better than it had been on the German side in the last few years of the war.

The tents could be hot during the day and frigid at night, but there were operating rooms, X-ray machines, and a laboratory. The facility was well stocked with surgical equipment and medicine, according to the Red Cross observer. In essence, the German doctors themselves ran the hospital, with four American officers overseeing their work. “On a professional level,” the Red Cross assessor wrote, “the cooperation between the American and the German doctors is good.” That included Heim. His American superiors were impressed with his skill and dependability. In a recommendation, the American captain Edward S. Jones wrote that Heim’s work in the surgical section “had been excellent and essential for the care of the POW patients.”

Heim struck up friendly acquaintanceships with fellow doctors and even a German pastor, Werner Ernst Linz. The pastor observed how Heim “practiced his medicinal arts in a very responsible manner for the well-being of the soldiers entrusted to him.” Dr. Heim was particularly “self-sacrificing” in treating sexually transmitted diseases, doing everything he could to help his patients, Linz wrote in a letter of recommendation.

Though he traveled widely during the war, Heim ended up right where he had begun, in France. After Germany annexed Austria in 1938, Austrians had the same duty to serve as their new compatriots. Heim insisted under questioning that he had been drafted into the Waffen-SS against his will. His first assignment after earning his medical degree in Vienna at the age of twenty-five had been as a driver during the German invasion of France in 1940. Heim assisted in the resettlement of ethnic Germans in Yugoslavia and worked on earthquake relief in Romania. He had served at the frigid northern reaches of the eastern front in Norway and Finland and been wounded in action.

Just eight days after the first American soldier crossed the Rhine on March 7, 1945, Heim’s unit was captured at Buchholz in western Germany. Heim was fortunate to find himself a prisoner of war on the American side, rather than facing a trip to Siberia courtesy of the Soviets. He was sent to the prisoner-of-war camp in France.

He was not on the CROWCASS list of wanted war criminals, but as a former member of the Waffen-SS he was in the Allied automatic arrest category, and it was not easy to secure release. Arrest and prosecution would have been certain but for an omission. For all the places Heim went over the course of the war, one post was missing from his file—through oversight or intentional removal, it was unclear—a small town in Austria called Mauthausen.


CHAPTER 2

Less than nine months after he was liberated from six years in concentration camps in Germany and Austria, Dr. Arthur A. Becker was in Vienna working as a special investigator for the U.S. Army’s War Crimes Investigating Team 6836. He was a slender, brown-eyed fifty-five-year-old, with noticeable gaps between his teeth, born in the northern German town of Prenzlau. A writer by profession, Becker had studied pharmacology and had been living in Stuttgart when he was arrested. During his incarceration he wore the green triangle of the common criminal, but as he told the American authorities once he was freed, one of his grandfathers was Jewish. He had been arrested for making critical statements about the SS after Kristallnacht.

American war-crimes investigators struggled to build their cases quickly for trials they planned throughout their zones of occupation; they were drastically understaffed. Manpower was shifted first to the Pacific theater, where the United States was still fighting the Japanese. After the Japanese surrender, GIs were sent home as quickly as possible. Those soldiers kept to investigate war crimes were “mostly shell-shocked tank officers who were sent to this new unit as a form of recreation and rehabilitation,” one prosecutor recalled. “They sat around with no idea what to do.” The enormity of the task, as well as the language barrier, required the help of locals, and the ranks of former inmates provided enthusiastic volunteers like Becker.

On the morning of Friday, January 18, 1946, Becker had appointments in Vienna to interview other former inmates—a man named Josef Kohl in the morning and one named August Kamhuber in the afternoon—about the killings of Allied military personnel in violation of the Geneva Convention. Like Berlin, the Austrian capital was a divided city at the time, occupied by British, French, American, and Soviet troops, all with their own zones plus a jointly administered international zone in the first district. The investigative team Becker worked for was headquartered in Salzburg, but even the simple task of bringing witnesses from the Soviet sector required a special settlement between the increasingly mistrustful wartime allies. The Russians deemed the movement of witnesses from their zone to be “kidnapping.”

Much of Vienna’s former grandeur was still obscured by wartime damage. Between the bombing raids and the final Red Army offensive to take the city, large swaths of the old first district had been demolished. In all, some eighty thousand homes had been destroyed or damaged. Displaced persons from all over Europe, including camp survivors and former slave laborers, sought refuge, adding to the housing crisis. Gas, electricity, and telephone services were disrupted, and the Viennese received permission from their occupiers to chop down many of the trees lining the city’s once-lovely boulevards to fend off the cold of the hard postwar winter.

The shortages and rationing were nothing out of the ordinary for Josef Kohl, who had grown up poor and often gone hungry as a child. As an adult, he was bald with a tight-lipped, self-conscious smile, possibly to hide his large and slightly crooked teeth. The Austrian Communist looked more like the trained accountant he was than the street fighter he had become. Kohl took to the barricades in 1934 to fight for the Austrian republic against the fascist takeover and was shot in the chest, the bullet passing through his lung. After the Nazis absorbed Austria into the growing Third Reich, the Gestapo arrested Kohl. Following several months in the Gestapo jail at Morzinplatz in downtown Vienna, he was transferred to the infamous Dachau concentration camp on the outskirts of Munich.

One year later, in September 1939, Kohl was transferred again, this time to a year-old camp in Upper Austria. Heinrich Himmler chose the site for economic exploitation so that inmates could be used as slave labor to cut granite from the Wiener Graben stone quarry. The camp was named for the nearby town of Mauthausen. The inmates at the camp were forced, under threat of violence and even summary execution, to carry heavy stones up 186 steep stone steps carved into the hillside. Many simply died from the exertion. The inmates eventually built their own prison, unique in appearance among the concentration camps with its high stone wall and guard towers, giving their camp the look of a medieval castle.

Before the Nazis opened extermination camps in Poland, Mauthausen stood as the only Class III concentration camp in a three-tiered system. That meant that, according to the Nazis’ own rating, it was the harshest in the whole network of camps, even worse than Dachau, Buchenwald, or Auschwitz, designed for “Vernichtung durch Arbeit,” or extermination through work. That year more than half of the nearly sixteen thousand inmates at Mauthausen died or were killed. Kohl remained there for the entire war, almost six years in all, until liberation came in the waning days of the conflict. Now he was free, living again with his wife, Agnes, and working as the head of the branch of Volkssolidarität, or the People’s Solidarity, an organization of former camp inmates.

Becker’s interview with Kohl began at 10:55 a.m., with the witness giving his biographical information, his address on Endergasse in the Hetzendorf neighborhood south of the city center in Vienna, and his account of how he came to be held at Mauthausen. These formalities taken care of, Becker asked, “What do you know about the abuse and murder of English or alternatively Anglo-American prisoners of war?”

“The first English prisoners, who jumped with parachutes into France and there procured civilian clothes for themselves, were brought to Mauthausen in 1940 and there were shot as spies,” Kohl answered. How did Kohl know that they were English? Kohl explained that he spoke English and had talked to the men before they were executed. He went on to describe the mistreatment of the Allied pilots in July 1944, the kicks, the heads slammed against walls, and he named the members of the SS responsible.

Becker wanted to know what Kohl could tell him about the mistreatment and killing of prisoners. “I was a clerk in the sick quarters from April 1940 to June 1941,” Kohl said. “As a result I was present as an eyewitness at the first killings by syringe injections.”

“What sorts of prisoners were killed?” Becker asked.

“First and foremost it was those unfit for work, the weak, and the sick.”

“Are you aware of any other atrocities committed by SS camp doctors?” Becker asked.

“Yes. Camp physician Dr. Heim had the habit of looking in the mouths of inmates to determine whether their teeth were in flawless condition. If this was the case, then he would kill the inmate by injection, cut off the head, and let it cook for hours in the crematorium until the naked skull was bared of all flesh and this skull prepared for him or his friends as decoration for their desks.”

“What else can you say about this Dr. Heim?” Becker asked.

“If he selected an inmate for his experiments, he took care first to question him thoroughly, in particular about the state of his family, whether they were provided for in the event that he was gone. Once he had established that, he performed operations on healthy people. He convinced them through figures of speech that it was just a small, harmless operation and that once they were recovered they would immediately be let go. Then he performed the most difficult, complicated operations such as stomach, liver—even heart operations—on these people that had to lead to their deaths. These people were entirely healthy human beings, and the operations were for experimental purposes,” Kohl concluded.

“Do you know whether Dr. Heim is still alive?” Becker asked.

“I cannot provide any specific information about that,” Kohl said. “It cannot be ruled out that he is in hiding.”


CHAPTER 3

A new sign hung over the entryway at the brick barracks at Dachau, reading, “War Crimes Branch, Judge Advocate Sections, H.Q. Third United States Army.” Where SS power had once been absolute, uniformed American military officers now sat in judgment, a giant Stars and Stripes hanging behind them. On March 29, 1946, American MPs escorted sixty-one defendants from the Mauthausen concentration camp into the courtroom. Originally, it was supposed to be sixty, but one of the most murderous guards from the stone quarry, Hans Spatzenegger, had his name added into the typed indictment by hand.

By the end of the war, the camp headquarters alone employed more than 350 people. Mauthausen and its forty-nine sub-camps strewn across the Austrian countryside combined had nearly ten thousand guards. There were also more than fifty SS doctors. U.S. v. Hans Altfuldisch et al. was the first important trial of Mauthausen personnel. The defendants ranged from Nazi Party leaders to simple guards. One U.S. intelligence officer criticized the inclusion of certain individuals among the sixty-one as “a throw of the dice or a spin of the roulette wheel.”

The men on trial were not chosen at random, but neither were they selected because they had committed the most serious crimes. The lead prosecutor, Lieutenant Colonel William Denson, wanted to establish precedents that would make convictions in subsequent trials easier to achieve. He wanted as broad a cross section of camp life as possible. Ultimately, Denson chose defendants who “ranged in age from twenty-one to sixty-two, and included forty-two Germans, twelve Austrians, three Czechs, two Yugoslavians, one Romanian, and one Hungarian,” and who had “served at more than fifteen sub-camps, as well as the Hartheim euthanasia facility.” There was a civilian employee of the SS firm that ran the quarries. A total of eight of those indicted were medical personnel.

On the second day of the trial, the director of the Innsbruck gasworks, Ernst Martin, took the stand. During his time as inmate number 3148 at Mauthausen, Martin seemed a disinterested paper pusher, a model prisoner-clerk. When he was ordered in April 1945 to burn all the documents in the office of the chief physician concerning the prisoners as well as those dealing with SS personnel, he set about incinerating papers, a process that took more than a week. “The material was so large because it concerned approximately 72,000 deaths and you had a single file for each one that we were burning without interruption for eight days,” Martin told the court. “And because it was such a long procedure, there was such a tremendous amount, and it took such a long time, I was able to save and hide these death books.”

Martin was concealing the most incriminating materials in the basement of the prisoners’ sick quarters, in a cupboard filled with old surgical equipment. If the SS had realized what he was doing, they would have executed him on the spot. The books comprised thirteen heavy volumes registering the 71,856 official deaths at the camp. Martin testified that the causes of death were routinely falsified and that many of those killed by lethal injection were not included at all.

He had also preserved the operation book, Prosecution’s Exhibit 15, which recorded the surgical procedures at the camp. Under the surgeries from the fall of 1941, the name Heim was scrawled along the margin of the page. The H was written with a distinctive double loop that looked almost like an infinity symbol tilted at an angle. Officially—for much happened off the books at Mauthausen—Heim had operated 263 times while he was at the camp. All eleven of the Jewish inmates he operated on were listed as having died within a few weeks. But Heim was not seated in the five rows of defendants listening to the testimony against them.

Mauthausen’s former chief physician, Dr. Eduard Krebsbach, was among those who did stand trial. He had admitted to selecting roughly two hundred tuberculosis patients for lethal injections and later, on orders of the camp commandant, choosing another two thousand prisoners for the gas chamber. At his trial, under intense questioning, Dr. Krebsbach maintained that he was only following orders in euthanizing the “hopelessly ill,” referring to the Nazi doctrine that sanctioned such killings. “It is the same with people as it is with animals,” Dr. Krebsbach said. “Animals that come into the world crippled or otherwise nonviable are killed immediately after birth … It is the right of every state to defend itself against asocial elements, and that also includes those unfit to live.”

The most detailed information about the medical murders came from several Czech physicians held as inmates and forced to assist the SS doctors. Dr. Josef Podlaha stated that he had reported almost immediately to the American Counter Intelligence Corps (known as the CIC) on what he called the SS doctors’ “degenerate and perverse practices.” Podlaha also testified about being forced by one of the defendants, Dr. Hans Richter, to help him operate on living people “for different diseases which they were not suffering from, for instance, stomach ulcers, stomach resections, gallbladders, kidneys, and also brain operations,” all so Richter could improve his skills as a surgeon.

Another witness was Josef Kohl, who returned to the concentration camp at Dachau, where he had once been imprisoned, to confront his former captors. Kohl testified against a capo who beat prisoners, pointing him out from among the defendants sitting in the dock. The capo had a piece of paper hanging around his neck with the number 21 printed in black on it. Kohl picked out another guard as number 29 and a functionary from the political department as number 37. But the prosecutor asked Kohl no questions about Dr. Heim, nor was the doctor sitting among the accused, waiting to be identified. There was no sign of the man alleged to have murdered prisoners to take skulls as trophies. Nor had Heim’s name been on the list of around one hundred SS officers, guards, and others provided to the Americans by camp survivors shortly after liberation. The verdicts in the Mauthausen trial were read on May 13, 1946. All sixty-one defendants were convicted, and of them all but three were sentenced to death by hanging. Although Heim was not among them, neither was he forgotten.

Three days later, a little over a hundred miles away across the Austrian border in Salzburg, a new play about the concentration camp, written by one of its inmates, made its debut at the State Theater. For The Road into Life, the playwright, Arthur Becker, drew not only on his own experiences but also on the testimony he gathered as a war-crimes investigator from other survivors, including Josef Kohl. “Officially, there is no murder here,” says one of the characters in the play, Hermann, a capo described as a “small-time crook but otherwise a good person.” Hermann continues, “One dies from pneumonia, weakness, or some other harmless illness, and the crematorium makes sure that no one discovers your cause of death.

“We have a doctor—doctor?—no, a headhunter,” Hermann says. “Do you know how many people, healthy people, with sets of teeth in flawless condition he has killed because their prepared skulls made wonderful desk ornaments for him and these SS bandits?” The SS Obersturmführer insinuates that Heim will decapitate a new inmate. “Someone should introduce him to the camp doctor. Perhaps he has a use for his skull!” The SS officer yells to an underling, “Speak with Dr. Heim. He should see him, and today.”


CHAPTER 4

The Jewish Historical Documentation Center in Linz was a tiny office filled with underpaid workers. They scribbled down notes about some of the worst crimes humanity had witnessed onto tiny index cards in the belief that the little pieces of evidence would be assembled over time into a larger picture. Thirty volunteers, most of them fed and sheltered in displaced-persons camps like the one in Bindermichl, collected testimony about Nazi war criminals from their surviving victims. The rent and basic expenses of the office at Goethestrasse 63 came to about $50 a month and were paid by Abraham Silberschein, an affluent Jew and former Polish parliamentarian living in Geneva. But the whole operation would never have existed were it not for the determination and tenacity of the center’s mastermind, Simon Wiesenthal.

In 1947, Wiesenthal was thirty-eight years old, reunited with his wife, Cyla, and living with their baby daughter, born just the year before. Wiesenthal had studied architectural engineering and might have made a good middle-class existence for himself whether there in Austria, in the United States, where some family members urged him to emigrate, or in Palestine, where many survivors were moving in the hopes of founding a Jewish state. After the chaotic life he had experienced even before the camps, it would have been more than understandable for him to want to leave Europe behind. Instead, he had founded the documentation center.

Wiesenthal was born on New Year’s Eve in 1908 in Buczacz, which was then part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. His father died in 1915 fighting in World War I. Young Simon himself barely survived a pogrom by Cossacks. His homeland ended up as part of the Second Polish Republic. He studied architectural engineering first in Prague and then in Lvov, where he settled with his wife. Under the 1939 Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, in which Hitler and Stalin agreed to divide Poland between them, Wiesenthal found himself a citizen of the Soviet Union. Less than two years later Hitler broke the deal, and Wiesenthal, like the majority of European Jewry, found himself at the mercy of the Nazis. He secured false papers for Cyla that spared her from the death camps but could not escape himself.

Four years later he emerged from Mauthausen weighing less than a hundred pounds. He had fended off consignment to the gas chambers. He narrowly escaped execution on numerous occasions and finally, barely surviving the death marches of prisoners as the Nazis retreated, ended up in a Mauthausen barrack reserved chiefly for the dead and the dying. When the U.S. Army liberated the camp, Wiesenthal had no interest in a long convalescence. He wanted those responsible brought to account. Less than three weeks after being rescued, he addressed a letter to Colonel Richard Seibel, the American officer in charge of the camp, offering his services in hunting for war criminals. In addition to a curriculum vitae he provided a list of ninety-one Nazis, describing in the most detail he could their crimes and physical appearances. The Americans accepted his letter and told him to come back when he had regained some fraction of his strength.

Wiesenthal kept coming back, and his persistence soon paid off. He began working for the War Crimes Unit of the American Counter Intelligence Corps. He was so weak when he went to make his first solo arrest that he barely made it up the stairs to the ex-Nazi’s apartment. He was so light-headed on the way back down that the man he apprehended had to help him down the stairs to the waiting jeep.

At first Wiesenthal lived in a displaced-persons camp set up at the local school in Leonding near Linz, where as a boy Adolf Hitler attended primary school. Wiesenthal could look out the window and see the small house where Hitler’s parents had lived, and he knew they were buried in the nearby cemetery. He quickly moved to Landstrasse 40 in Linz. There, Wiesenthal lived just a few doors down from the father and stepmother of Adolf Eichmann. As Hungarian survivors told him about Eichmann and his meticulous orchestration of the mass deportations in Hungary, finding the man responsible for so much slaughter became an obsession for Wiesenthal. In the meantime, he worked with the Briha, which funneled survivors to Palestine. Some forty thousand of the nearly quarter million displaced Jews lived in Austria. Wiesenthal helped refugees make contact with living family members or, more often, find out how they died.

At that point he still believed his own wife had been killed in Warsaw during the war. In fact she had been forced to work in an ammunition factory in Germany. Cyla in turn believed Simon was dead. By coincidence she met a common acquaintance in Krakow who had just received a letter from Wiesenthal, and they were reunited. By Wiesenthal’s count a combined eighty-nine members of his family and his wife’s family had been killed in the Holocaust. On September 5, 1946, Simon and Cyla added to their depleted ranks with the birth of their daughter, Pauline Rosa.

The public in Germany and the United States was absorbed by the Nuremberg Major War Criminals Trial, which played out between November 20, 1945, and October 1, 1946, in the city’s Palace of Justice before the International Military Tribunal. Many German citizens, struggling with deprivation and occupation, blamed the upper echelon of the Nazi leadership for their own suffering at the end of the war and were happy to see them brought to account. Others grumbled about victors’ justice, a complaint that would grow with each new trial.

The desire to hunt down war criminals was quickly fading on the Allied side. The soldiers who had witnessed the inhumanities at the liberated concentration camps rotated back home. Wiesenthal perceived a lack of drive among many of the U.S. officers. There were a few anti-Semitic comments that rang in the Holocaust survivor’s ears, making it that much harder to deal with the growing apathy on the part of his associates.

The focus of American enmity was rapidly shifting away from the defeated Nazis and toward the Soviets and Joseph Stalin’s rising ambitions in Europe. The division of the Continent deepened, with Eastern Europe slipping into the Communist camp and Western Europe gravitating toward the Americans. The rivalry between the United States and the Soviet Union, former allies and budding superpowers, meant that both sides hoped to win the gathering battle for German public opinion. The defeated power in the heart of Europe could prove decisive in a struggle between east and west. The German people might have tolerated seeing Nazi leadership in the dock, but they wanted their privates, sergeants, and lieutenants home, whether they served in the Wehrmacht or the Waffen-SS.

Wiesenthal wanted to keep looking for perpetrators but decided he was better going out on his own than working with the increasingly distracted Americans. Wiesenthal started the Jewish Historical Documentation Center in 1947 with the help of like-minded survivors, whom he called fellow “desperadoes.”

Any refugee was a witness. Name, appearance, age, where did he work? What was his rank? What had he—or she—done? Before computers Wiesenthal had to meticulously organize by card file the perpetrators, the witnesses, and the locations of the crimes. He was not the only one assembling evidence. In Vienna another survivor, named Tuviah Friedman, had set up his own Jewish Historical Documentation Center and worked for the Haganah, the paramilitary group that would become the Israel Defense Forces.

Friedman was an avenger with a relish for brutal retaliation. He was from Radom, Poland, and only he and his sister survived the Holocaust out of his immediate family. He escaped one camp just before the inmates were sent to Auschwitz. He was recaptured but got hold of a bayonet, crept up to his sleeping guard, and felt “the sensation of ripping his flesh” as he “plunged the bayonet into his neck.” In the immediate postwar days Friedman quite literally hunted Nazis “with burning enthusiasm” and, when he caught them, by his own account, whipped, tortured, and even killed them.

Friedman and Wiesenthal exchanged nearly two hundred letters in 1947, swapping information about war criminals and survivor testimony from their files. It felt at times like a losing battle. More and more of the refugees received emigration visas or left the displaced-persons camps and restarted their lives. The Allies had other priorities, and the German and Austrian authorities, to the extent that they wanted to deal with Nazi crimes at all, focused on the regime’s persecution of its own people or the euthanasia program, the systematic murder of mentally and physically disabled Germans, not the mechanized slaughter of Jews in the east.

In 1947, Wiesenthal published a book about the Grand Mufti of Jerusalem, Haj Amin al-Husseini, who had worked with the Nazis and even visited concentration camps. Wiesenthal was interested in the collaboration between the Nazis and their Arab allies. But his real passion was Eichmann, who as a member of the Reich Security Central Office played a fundamental role in the attempted extermination of the European Jews. Wiesenthal had found purpose after the war in part by focusing on the killers, listening to the stories of refugees in the faint hope that someday they would aid in bringing men like Heim to justice. The nightmare was over, and most people went back to the closest thing they could find to their old lives. Wiesenthal could not let go, could not forget.


CHAPTER 5

Alfred Aedtner never had any intention of hunting Nazi war criminals for a living. Then again, the young Wehrmacht veteran did not have any real plans for the future after the war ended. If there was any group for whom the rapid collapse of the Thousand-Year Reich was particularly difficult to comprehend, it was young men like Aedtner. Born in 1925, he was barely seven years old when Adolf Hitler came to power in 1933. Nazi propaganda served as the foundation of his schooling.

He was born in Alt-Seidenberg in Silesia, at the old Three Kings’ Corner, where the Austro-Hungarian Empire, Prussia, and Saxony once met. Like the other boys, young Fredi, as he was known, wore the brown shirt and black shorts of the Hitler Youth, a dagger in his belt and a swastika armband on his upper arm. He was good-looking, a bit vain about his clothes, always wanting to be perfectly dressed, but a well-behaved teenager. He led the younger boys in their calisthenic exercises, serving as a Fähnleinführer, little flag leader, a position of responsibility in the top-to-bottom hierarchy of the Reich.

Growing up in a newly built settlement on the edge of town, Aedtner did not want to go to the town’s largest employer, the Seidenberger Tonwerke, the factory where his father worked and, when Fredi was just sixteen, died of a heart attack. Fredi was a cadet at a military school. With his military haircut buzzed short on the sides, his ears stuck out, making him look younger than his years, but he still kept his cadet’s cap tilted just so. He looked forward to a career as an army officer. While many were drafted, Aedtner volunteered for the Wehrmacht on January 3, 1944, shortly after his eighteenth birthday. A private in a grenadier regiment, he was stationed on the western front.

The fact that Nazi Germany was going to lose the war had been apparent to many Germans for some time, from the high command down to the gossips on the street. The information machine so carefully tended by Minister of Public Enlightenment and Propaganda Joseph Goebbels could not explain away the costly defeat at Stalingrad. The letters announcing the deaths of sons, husbands, and brothers added up to a different narrative from the official version of events, one that could be no more easily ignored than the nearing echo of booming artillery just on the other side of the Rhine or the streams of refugees fleeing the Red Army from the east.

Aedtner continued to believe what his superiors told him. During what would be his final visit home in the autumn of that year, he told the family friends and next-door neighbors, the Montags, that the Endsieg, the final victory promised by the Führer, was coming. “We won’t lose the war,” he told them. “Whoever believes that has a loose screw.”

Aedtner returned to the front and in December 1944 faced French forces near Cernay, where an Allied offensive aimed to retake the town. They retook Thann, just to the west, on December 10. They seized Aspach-le-Bas and Aspach-le-Haut to the south on December 11, soldiers from the 6e Régiment de Chasseurs d’Afrique destroying a machine-gun position and capturing twenty German soldiers. The following day the French pressed to gain control of Cernay, but German troops had dug in at an SS training facility and fought back. A grenade exploded, wounding Private Aedtner and killing the man beside him. Aedtner had shrapnel in his right eye. He was carried from a first-aid station to a field hospital before eventually landing in a military hospital in Singen, a peaceful corner of Germany near Lake Constance, not far from the border with Switzerland.

At the hospital Aedtner made friends with another wounded veteran his age named Fritz Haag. Both wore the gray uniform of the Wehrmacht as eighteen-year-olds, and both had been wounded less than a year into their military service, suffering shrapnel injuries to the face. Haag, from the southwest region of Baden, had been in combat on the eastern front, near Minsk. Though an avid athlete, in a black-and-white photograph young Haag hardly looked big enough to carry the oversized pack strapped to his back. He still managed to win an Iron Cross, First Class, for bravery. A shell had exploded near him, severing an artery in his neck and nearly killing him. He survived the explosion but lost both of his eyes.

When he was physically strong enough, with Aedtner’s help, at least he got to go home. Aedtner had been declared fit for military service again, but rather than returning to the front, he first escorted his friend home. They traveled together from Singen almost a hundred miles through the Black Forest. Haag was born and raised on the edge of the famous woods, in Oberschopfheim, a village between the foothills of the mountainous forest and the flat valley of the Rhine River, not far from Strasbourg and the region known as Alsace. The territory had traded hands between Germany and France several times, a violent process playing out once again at that very moment.

It was February 1945, and the war was nearly over. These two blond, baby-faced young veterans moved through a landscape of defeat. Fate had proved capricious in its treatment of the towns and cities along their way; one stood pristine, untouched by conflict, while the next lay in smoking ruins from the Allied air raids. Often the only difference was a railway switching station or a small factory producing ball bearings, the sort needed for armaments.

Haag’s hometown of Oberschopfheim was one of the lucky places that were spared the aerial bombardment. Landmarks like the church tower, the local inn, the Gasthaus zur Linde, the stately older houses with the wooden beams, and even the Haag family home on Meiersmattstrasse were still standing. It was still more than a month before French forces took the town in April 1945.

It was a dangerous time for Aedtner, fit for military service but not with a combat unit. Overzealous SS officers summarily executed deserters with growing frequency as the certainty of defeat loomed larger. Some twenty-two thousand German soldiers were killed in all. It was not just soldiers but the boys drafted to fire the antiaircraft guns, the so-called Flakhelfer, and the middle-aged men of the Volkssturm auxiliary forces charged with defending their cities, towns, and villages to their last breaths. Bodies hung from lampposts in the final spasm of violence that was the bloody end of a murderous regime.

In Oberschopfheim the local residents knew that defending their homes was best accomplished by surrendering before they were destroyed by Allied artillery. When French forces arrived outside neighboring Niederschopfheim that April, a few men from the local Volkssturm took down the defensive barricades in the dark of night. Residents hung white sheets out the windows, and children waved white handkerchiefs as French soldiers, many of them Moroccans from the North African protectorate, marched into town. The German surrender followed the next month, on May 7, 1945.

With the capitulation, everything young men like Alfred Aedtner knew was gone. Adolf Hitler had been not just the chancellor or the president but the Führer, the totalitarian leader in every way. He had led Germans not into lasting victory and world domination but into total defeat. When Hitler committed suicide in his bunker in Berlin, his entire worldview died with him.

Even after the war ended, Aedtner still could not go home. The Soviets controlled his family home in Seidenberg. For a German Wehrmacht veteran to travel into the Soviet zone would mean risking detention by the Red Army and deportation to a prisoner-of-war camp in Siberia. Aedtner had no work, nothing to do but hang around in the front yard of the Haag house, gently kicking a soccer ball back and forth with Fritz. He was like a sleepwalker awakened from a dream that had lasted a dozen years.

One of the punishments the victors inflicted was a loss of territory, a border redrawn on a map for most but a very personal loss for Aedtner. Stalin claimed Polish territory in the east for the Soviet Union and compensated Poland with German lands in the west, including Aedtner’s home in Seidenberg. Görlitz, about a half hour’s drive away, was divided into two parts, a German city on the west bank and a Polish city on the east. In Oberschopfheim, almost at the French border, Aedtner was about as far from home as he could get and still be in Germany.

Aedtner continued to help Haag, taking his friend to doctors’ appointments. They went to the eye clinic in Freiburg and to training courses to help Haag learn braille and make other practical adjustments to the loss of his sight. Haag wore a yellow armband with black dots to alert drivers and passersby to the presence of a blind person. Aedtner kept busy doing odd jobs
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