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      To step into the cockpit of history is to leave the comfort of hindsight behind. In writing The Deputy’s Delusion, my goal was to drag the past out of dusty archives and let you breathe the cold, pressurized air of Rudolf Hess’s Messerschmitt as it roared toward the Scottish coast.

      If this journey through the shadows of the Third Reich gripped you, challenged what you thought you knew, or gave you that rare thrill of historical discovery, I have a small favor to ask. Independent historical research relies entirely on word of mouth to survive in a crowded digital landscape. Please consider taking a single minute to leave a five-star rating and an honest review on the platform where you purchased this book. Your review feeds the algorithm, helping push this hidden history into the hands of fellow truth-seekers who want to experience the past, not just read about it.

      Thank you for your vital support. And as a gentle reminder for the collectors of fine volumes, The Deputy’s Delusion is also available in a beautiful paperback edition at Barnes & Noble and independent bookstores everywhere.

      — Winston Maddox
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      There is a peculiar temptation, when historians approach Rudolf Hess, to reach first for the language of psychiatry rather than the language of history — to file him away as a footnote in eccentricity, a supporting player whose one moment of true agency was also his one moment of apparent madness. This temptation should be resisted, or at least examined before it is indulged. Because to understand why a man who stood, on paper, as the second most powerful human being in the Third Reich would climb into the cockpit of a modified fighter plane on a spring evening in 1941 and fly alone into hostile skies toward a country with which his nation was at war, one must first understand what kind of man he had spent his entire adult life becoming. And that man was not, in the conventional sense, a politician at all. He was something closer to an acolyte — a figure whose entire identity had been constructed around proximity to a source of meaning he believed to be almost sacred, and whose interior life ran on a current of mysticism that his more hard-headed colleagues in the Nazi hierarchy either found useful, faintly embarrassing, or, in the case of at least one rival, deeply exploitable.

      The Cult of Devotion

      To walk the corridors of the Reich Chancellery in the years before the war was to move through a gallery of men whose relationships to Adolf Hitler were fundamentally transactional, even when they wore the mask of loyalty. Hermann Göring wanted spectacle, medals, and the material trappings of a Renaissance prince reborn in jackboots. Joseph Goebbels wanted the intoxicating power of narrative control, the ability to bend a nation's perception of reality through radio and film and the printed word. Heinrich Himmler wanted an empire of terror built on a pseudo-scientific racial theology he could administer with the cold efficiency of a bureaucrat who genuinely believed his own filing systems were instruments of destiny. Each of these men, in his own register, was a pragmatist. Each understood power as a thing to be accumulated, deployed, and defended.

      Rudolf Hess understood power differently, or perhaps did not think of it as power at all. What he wanted from Hitler was not office, not wealth, not even the particular thrill of cruelty that animated so many of his colleagues. What he wanted was proximity to a man he had come to regard, with an intensity that unsettled even some of his fellow true believers, as something more than human — a vessel, a vehicle, an instrument through which the German nation's suffering might be redeemed and its destiny fulfilled. This was not metaphorical religious language layered onto Hess after the fact by historians looking for a tidy narrative. It was, by every account of those who knew him, the literal architecture of his inner world. He referred to Hitler in terms borrowed from theology. He experienced the Führer's presence, according to those who observed him in private settings, with something closer to the reverence of a supplicant in the presence of a relic than the deference of a subordinate toward a superior.

      This quality of devotion did not emerge from nothing. It was cultivated across two decades, beginning in the chaotic, violent, ideologically feverish atmosphere of postwar Munich, a city that in 1918 and 1919 had become one of the great incubators of the völkisch and occult nationalist currents that would later feed into National Socialism. Munich in those years was a city in the grip of a peculiar hysteria — a defeated empire, a humiliated officer corps, a middle class terrified of Bolshevism after having watched a Soviet-style republic briefly seize control of Bavaria itself, and a proliferation of secret societies, study circles, and paramilitary brotherhoods that promised, in one form or another, to restore what had been lost through some combination of racial purification, mystical renewal, and violent counterrevolution. It was into this atmosphere that the young Hess, a decorated infantryman and aspiring aviator freshly returned from the trenches, entered as a student at the University of Munich, and it was here that he encountered the two forces that would shape the entire remaining arc of his life: the Thule Society, and the geopolitics professor Karl Haushofer.

      The Thule Society deserves more careful treatment than the sensationalist literature on Nazi occultism typically affords it. It is fashionable, in certain strains of popular history, to portray the Thule Society as a kind of shadowy puppet-master pulling the strings behind the entire Nazi movement, complete with claims of secret technology, hidden Tibetan monks, and mystical blood rites. Serious historians have rightly pushed back against this maximalist reading. Nicholas Goodrick-Clarke, whose scholarship remains the most rigorous English-language treatment of the völkisch occult milieu, has described many of the more extravagant claims about Thule's membership rolls as fanciful, noting that figures like Dietrich Eckart, Gottfried Feder, and Alfred Rosenberg were, at most, occasional guests at Thule gatherings rather than committed initiates. But Goodrick-Clarke's skepticism about the Society's membership does not extend to Hess. On the contrary, the scholarly consensus is unusually firm on this one point: Hess and the future Nazi jurist Hans Frank were genuine members of the Thule Society before either man rose to prominence in the Nazi Party.

      More striking still is the depth and duration of that membership. Where other early associates drifted away from the Society once its usefulness as a recruiting ground was exhausted, Hess appears to have remained genuinely engaged. He was introduced to the Thule Society by a friend named Hofweber, who had also helped secure him employment, and it was within the Society's rooms that Hess found an intoxicating blend of anti-communist paramilitary activity and occult lecture that opened an entirely new world to him. During the brief and bloody interlude of the Bavarian Soviet Republic, when the Thule Society's members organized clandestine resistance against the revolutionary government, Hess led the group's counterfeiting operation, forging travel documents to smuggle endangered members and informants out of Munich — a detail that reveals something important about the young man's character even before his political convictions had fully crystallized. He was not merely a passive absorber of esoteric doctrine. He was willing to take operational risks in service of a cause he had already begun to experience as sacred. Scholarship examining the Society's afterlife within the Nazi Party has gone so far as to identify Hess as the only major Nazi figure who maintained a genuinely long-lasting connection to the Thule Society, continuing to visit its rooms as late as 1934, long after the organization's political relevance had faded — an extraordinary loyalty to an organization whose official function had long since been subsumed into the machinery of the state Hess now helped to run.

      It was also within this milieu that Hess's lifelong fascination with astrology took root, a fascination that historians have too often treated as a charming personal quirk rather than what it actually was: a load-bearing element of his entire epistemology, the lens through which he interpreted the movements of nations as inseparable from the movements of planets. This was not a private eccentricity kept carefully hidden from public view. Albert Speer, who observed Hess at close quarters for years, would later describe him as a man given over to homeopathic remedies, divining rods, and what Speer characterized, not unkindly, as a collection of "screwy but interesting" acquaintances drawn from the fringes of German esoteric culture. Speer's private assessment of Hess as "too sensitive, too receptive, too unstable" reads, in retrospect, less like a casual character sketch and more like a diagnosis of the very qualities that would eventually propel Hess toward the most consequential and least explicable decision of his life. A man who nightly waved a divining rod beneath his bed before sleeping was not a man for whom the boundary between the mystical and the political had ever been especially firm.

      What makes Hess's case genuinely fascinating, rather than merely eccentric, is the way this mystical sensibility fused so completely with his political devotion to Hitler. For Hess, the Führer was not simply a leader to be served through conventional political loyalty. He was, in some inarticulate but deeply felt sense, the fulfillment of a mystical destiny that Hess had first glimpsed in the lecture rooms and back rooms of postwar Munich — a city where the humiliation of a defeated empire had curdled, for men like Hess, into a longing for a redeemer figure who could restore not merely German territory but German meaning. This is why Hess's devotion never curdled into the cynicism that characterized so many of his colleagues' relationships with Hitler. Göring could indulge his own vanity even while serving the regime. Himmler could nurse his private obsessions with the SS's mythic Aryan lineage while running an apparatus of industrialized murder with cold bureaucratic detachment. But Hess's loyalty to Hitler was never instrumental. It was devotional, in something close to the theological sense of that word, and it is impossible to understand his later flight to Scotland without first understanding that for Hess, saving Hitler from what he perceived as a coming catastrophe was not a political calculation. It was closer to an act of religious duty.

      The Twilight of Influence

      If devotion was the emotional engine driving Hess forward, desperation was the fuel that finally ignited it, and the desperation had a very specific and very human origin: the slow, systematic, and ultimately humiliating erosion of his position within the Nazi hierarchy at the hands of a rival who understood the mechanics of bureaucratic power far better than Hess ever would.

      Martin Bormann is one of the most underappreciated villains of the Nazi story, largely because his particular talent — the patient, unglamorous accumulation of administrative control — does not lend itself to the same cinematic treatment as the more theatrical cruelties of Himmler or Heydrich. But by the late 1930s, Bormann had positioned himself, through his role as chief of staff within the Office of the Deputy Führer, as the indispensable gatekeeper controlling access to Hitler himself. Every appointment request, every piece of correspondence, every decision that required the Führer's personal attention now passed, in practice, through Bormann's hands before it ever reached Hess's desk, let alone Hitler's. Bormann had made himself the filter through which reality reached the top of the Reich, and in doing so he had begun, methodically and almost invisibly, to hollow out the very office Hess nominally controlled.
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