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Author’s Note


For those – and they must be very few by now – who need reminding, Raoul Wallenberg was a pseudo-diplomat who left the safety of neutral Sweden and went to Nazi-dominated Hungary in the summer of 1944 on a seemingly impossible mission. There, he managed, through a combination of courage, determination, guile and cunning, to rescue upwards of 20,000 Jews (some claim as many as 100,000) from the Nazi gas chambers. After that, he was taken prisoner by the advancing Red Army and was swallowed up in Stalin’s Gulag, never to emerge.

Together with Oskar Schindler, Wallenberg is the best known of that small band of Righteous Gentiles, as the Israelis call them, who stood up to Nazi barbarism and saved significant numbers of Jews from the death camps, thereby demonstrating that lone individuals can, indeed, make a difference.

It would be hard to imagine two individuals more different than Wallenberg and Schindler – the Swede quiet, serious and idealistic, the Sudeten German flashy, lecherous and opportunistic. Yet they had one very important attribute in common: a fundamental decency that made it impossible for them to stand by and let the Nazis get on unimpeded with the ghastly business of genocide. Remarkably, it was only many years after the end of World War II that the names of Wallenberg and Schindler came to the attention of the Western public. Schindler, of course, was made famous by Thomas Keneally’s Booker prize-winning novel* Schindler’s Ark (1983) and by Steven Spielberg’s memorable film Schindler’s List (1993), based on Keneally’s book.

In the case of Wallenberg, Righteous Gentile – and a television documentary I made on the same subject for the BBC – played a similar if somewhat less emphatic role. When I was researching the book and filming the documentary during 1979–80, Wallenberg’s name was virtually unknown, so far as the general public was concerned, outside his native Sweden. I myself had never heard of Wallenberg until, while working as a BBC correspondent in Israel, I chanced across a brief and intriguing reference to him in the Jerusalem Post in the summer of 1979.

The subsequent screening of the BBC film in a number of English-speaking countries in 1980 and the publication of the book in Britain and the United States the following year helped to make Wallenberg’s heroic deeds during the Holocaust, and his disappearance into the Soviet prison system, known throughout the world.

A closed-circuit showing of the BBC documentary to members of the US Congress in the spring of 1981 helped persuade an overwhelming majority in both the House of Representatives and the Senate to vote for a bill conferring honorary US citizenship on Wallenberg, the only foreigner apart from Sir Winston Churchill ever to receive it. That measure, signed into law by the newly elected president Ronald Reagan in a ceremony at the White House, had a more than symbolic purpose. Its sponsors hoped it would put some diplomatic muscle behind US efforts to get the Kremlin to disclose the truth about Wallenberg’s fate. They wanted to know not just the how, when and why of his purported death in Soviet captivity, but to test the possibility that he might still be alive somewhere in the Gulag, and if so to secure his release.

Compelling evidence led many people – including myself – to believe it just possible that Wallenberg could have survived three and a half decades of incarceration and that even in the intense Cold War atmosphere of the early 1980s it might be possible to rescue him, in however pitiable a condition, to spend his last years in freedom with friends and family.

Another fifteen years on, it is well-nigh impossible to hold on to that belief. After all, if still alive Wallenberg would be eighty-three, which is some ten years longer than the average life span of Western men, even under comfortable conditions. And the collapse of Soviet Communism, with the emptying of the prison camps and the admission by the Russians of crimes of far greater magnitude than the wrongful imprisonment of one individual, however noble, has failed to produce a clue to his whereabouts.

None the less, a small band of surviving siblings, old friends and colleagues, and younger admirers not only believe but declare their conviction that he has survived and is alive – perhaps under an imposed false identity – somewhere in the vastness of post-Communist Russia. Their fervour must be respected, even if it cannot be shared. Certainly, this tireless band of true believers deserves support and encouragement in its unremitting efforts to find out exactly what did happen to this remarkable man while in Soviet captivity. For the tantalizing fact remains that, so far, not one scrap of documentary evidence has surfaced to support the Russians’ official assurances that, regrettably, he died in custody during the bad old Stalinist days. Against this, a formidable body of circumstantial evidence exists to suggest that Wallenberg was alive, somewhere in the Gulag, well into the 1970s and perhaps beyond.

For reasons which remain obscure, the Soviet official file on Wallenberg was destroyed and all that remain, scattered here and there throughout the compendious but poorly organized Kremlin archives, opened to investigators since Gorbachev began the process of liberalization which culminated in the collapse of the Soviet Union, are tantalizing hints and ambiguous references.

In some dusty corner of those archives the definitive document may yet be found which discloses when, where, on whose orders and by what means Raoul Wallenberg, the saviour of so many, met his end. Meanwhile, his fate remains one of the most poignant and disturbing mysteries of the Cold War, just as his deeds during the Holocaust remain among the most inspiring achievements of the World War that preceded it.

Paphos, Cyprus.
 June 1995








PART ONE

Holocaust








Prologue

Early in March 1944, Obersturmbannführer Adolf Eichmann was supervising the construction of a hostel for Gestapo officers on a site some fifty miles from Berlin. The work was being carried out by a group of Jews brought in from the ‘model’ concentration camp at Theresienstadt, and Eichmann, who knew almost nothing of building or construction, had not much to do apart from keeping an overall eye on the work force and ensuring that the Jewish engineers and their labourers performed their task with appropriate zeal.

Eichmann was disgruntled. This was not the kind of work for which he had joined the SS and clambered up through the ranks to achieve the status of lieutenant-colonel in charge of Department IV-B-4 of the Reichssicherheitshauptampt (RSHA), better known as the Gestapo and SD. Nor was it the proper work of his department, which was responsible for ‘Jewish Affairs and Deportation,’ a euphemism for the concentration, deportation, and extermination of the Jews of occupied Europe and the satellites and allies of the Nazis. That task, however, was virtually completed and life had subsequently lost some of its sparkle for Adolf Eichmann. He had already, with great efficiency and dispatch, cleared as many Jews as could be found alive from Germany and Austria, from France, Belgium, Holland, and all the other countries Germany had overrun, and from the satellite and allied states such as Rumania and Bulgaria. To his chagrin he had been denied access to the areas of most densely concentrated Jewish population under Nazi rule – Poland and the occupied areas of the Soviet Union. And now, it seemed, there was nothing fulfilling for him to do.

However, there was still one country within the Nazi sphere of influence which had a substantial Jewish population. In Hungary, more than three-quarters of a million Jews still lived in comparative safety, thanks to the vacillation of the regent, Miklós Horthy. Though he had little love for them, Horthy could not quite bring himself to allow ‘his’ Jews to be subjected to Hitler’s Final Solution – especially since he now believed that his Nazi allies were bound to lose the war.

The secret instructions brought to Eichmann that day by his immediate boss, SS Gruppenführer Heinrich Müller, were to change all that. Bearing the signature of SS Reichsführer Heinrich Himmler himself, these instructions told him to leave the building site forthwith and ready himself and a Sondereinsatzkommando, a special action group, to leave for Hungary on short notice. That country was about to be taken over by the Germans to enforce the total obedience of Horthy, their increasingly reluctant ally. A matter of top priority was Horthy’s compliance with the demands for the Final Solution of the Jewish problem. Eichmann and the Kommando, which he would personally lead, were to organize the concentration and deportation of the Hungarian Jews in the quickest possible time.

Eichmann was elated. This was the ‘big job’ that would re-establish his reputation in the Nazi hierarchy as an organizational genius – perhaps bringing him his long-awaited promotion to the rank of full colonel, and a decoration besides. It would also give him a chance to outshine in speed and volume the achievement of his fellow-SS Obersturmbannführer, Hans Hoffle, who had organized the deportation to the death camps of Warsaw’s five hundred thousand Jews.

On a less exalted level, it would give him the opportunity for a brief reunion with his wife, Vera, and their three small sons – Klaus, Horst, and Dieter – for he had to proceed first to the Gestapo concentration camp at Mauthausen, not far from his home in Linz. Although relations with Vera were not good, mainly because of his relentless womanizing, Eichmann enjoyed the company of his two older boys. He could also look forward to the good fellowship of a big reunion with his departmental assistants, now dotted about Europe, who were all coming to Mauthausen to be briefed on the forthcoming operation in Hungary.

That spring of 1944, Raoul Gustav Wallenberg also felt discontent. At thirty-one, he had lost his way. A gifted descendant of a rich and influential dynasty, a man brought up in the assurance that he had the background and personal qualities to do great things, he nevertheless found himself focusing his considerable talents on the importation of goose breasts and pickled cucumbers and the exportation of smoked salmon and cods’ roes – this at a time when the Great Powers were locked in combat and events were unfolding that would shape the future for generations in Europe.

Spring came quite a bit later to Wallenberg in neutral Stockholm than it had come to Eichmann near Berlin, five hundred miles further south, and so did the call to Budapest. Walpurgis Night, 30 April, is traditionally the start of spring in Sweden – supposedly the end of seven cold, dark months, but all too often merely a continuation of seemingly endless winter. But in 1944 a warm spring arrived on schedule and Wallenberg and his friends – a charmed circle of privileged young people in a haven of neutrality – celebrated it that night.

The next day Wallenberg and his friend Magnus von Platen lunched al fresco with two pretty girls in Stockholm’s Djurgorden Park.

Jeanette von Heidenstam, Wallenberg’s girl friend at the time – later to become a celebrated Swedish television personality – recalls the relaxed mood of that day, the brass band playing Viennese waltzes, the students strolling by in their white caps, and blue and white anemones smothering the grass in the park. ‘It was a joyful day, everything just perfect – or so it seems to me looking back – a day of pure delight in an atmosphere of joy and youth, without a fear for the future.

‘We had a marvellous lunch, and then we lay in the grass, among the flowers, and talked and talked, and laughed a lot. I can’t remember what we talked about. All I can remember is that sense of bliss at the release from winter, and of delight in each other’s company.’

Jeanette von Heidenstam also remembers vividly the last day of that magical May, when she received her first proposal of marriage. It was from Wallenberg. He took her to Drottningholm, on the outskirts of Stockholm, where there is a superb theatre, rather like a miniature Versailles, set in a park. ‘We walked hand in hand for a while, then sat by the lake drinking coffee among the little white tables, and suddenly Raoul took my hand and said, “I would very much like you to marry me.”

‘I was confused. I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t exactly refuse him, but said something about being very young. I was only eighteen to his thirty-one, and I didn’t yet know what I wanted in life, except that I had ambitions to be an actress or something of the kind and was not at all ready for marriage. I liked him very much and felt tremendously flattered by his proposal, but somehow he didn’t overwhelm me, otherwise I might have said Yes. He never asked me again. Some time later he phoned me to say he was going to Budapest on a mission for the government. He didn’t say what kind of mission it was, though I remember him saying it might be very dangerous. He left shortly after that and I never saw him again.’

It was only a few days after Wallenberg proposed to Jeanette that he was unexpectedly given the chance he had perhaps been waiting for – the chance to do something more purposeful and worthy of his talents than dealing in delicatessen imports and exports. Would he be interested, he was asked, in going to Budapest to organize and run a humanitarian department at the Swedish legation? It was felt that this was a job that might best be done by someone who was not a professional diplomat, although he would be given full diplomatic status to carry out his mission.

The task of the new department would be to extend the protection of the Swedish crown to as many as possible of Hungary’s Jews, who were now in danger of falling victim to the same Nazi savagery that had engulfed their co-religionists elsewhere in Nazi-occupied Europe.

That neutral Sweden should feel compelled to act, however belatedly, on behalf of the Jews of Europe was a radical departure; that it should choose such an apparently unlikely agent for that purpose was exceptional. But from the moment Wallenberg was offered the job – though he was to question, argue, and haggle over the conditions under which he would take it on – he was committed to it and all thoughts of marriage were abandoned.

The man had met the mission and they were to prove perfectly matched, much more so than the mandarins of the Swedish Foreign Office could have imagined.







Chapter 1



On 12 March 1944 all the SS officers of Eichmann’s Department IV-B-4 were assembled at Mauthausen. There was no time to lose, Eichmann told them. Operation Margarethe, the German occupation of Hungary, was to be launched in seven days. It would be quick and, if at all possible, bloodless. The Eichmann Kommando would go in with the army and begin work immediately. Eichmann outlined a provisional programme for his subordinates. Hungary would be cleared province by province, from east to west, leaving Budapest to the last, and the whole operation would be completed in record time. ‘Now the turn of Hungary has come. It will be a deportation surpassing every preceding operation in magnitude.’ But he cautioned: ‘For the time being I just want to finish off the prominent Jews; but at the same time I want to make sure that the political and economic life of Hungary is not interfered with, because the Wehrmacht depends on the stability of these institutions.’

On 18 March Dieter Wisliceny and Hermann Krumey, Eichmann’s principal lieutenants, left Mauthausen at the head of a convoy of 30 vehicles to link up with the German invasion force. Eichmann stayed behind to celebrate his thirty-eighth birthday, 19 March, at home and then followed on at the head of a 120-vehicle convoy. This unit was integrated with the Wehrmacht’s columns for their show-of-force parade through Budapest.

Then Eichmann went to the five-star Hotel Majestic, which had been commandeered by the SS. For all his dedicated professionalism and devotion to duty, Eichmann was a man who liked his creature comforts. In addition to hard work, there would be the Hapsburg-style luxury of Budapest’s Majestic and its superb dining-room to look forward to. He would have his horses and his dogs. And there would be wine and women – the best that Europe had to offer.


The path which brought Adolf Eichmann to Budapest had begun when he joined the Austrian Nazi Party on 1 April 1932, at the age of twenty-six. The following year he quit his job as a sales representative for the Vacuum Oil Company of Vienna and joined the Austrian SS as a full-time member. His first big opportunity came after Hitler forcibly united his Austrian homeland with the Third Reich in early 1938. Eichmann came to the attention of Dr Hans Globke, one of the authors of the Nuremberg Laws, the series of statutes by which the Nazis gave legal substance to the brutally direct paragraph of their party programme that read: ‘Only a member of the Race can be a German subject. Only a person of Germanic blood can be a member of the Race, regardless of religion. Consequently, no Jew can be a member of the Race.’

In 1938 the Nuremberg Laws were also to be effected in Austria, and to expedite this process a ‘Central Office for Jewish Emigration’ was established in Vienna. Eichmann – who by diligent study had turned himself into an ‘expert’ on Jewish affairs – was appointed head of this bureau. A few months later he was promoted to the rank of SS Hauptsturmführer, or captain.

It was in this capacity that he set about the task of ridding Austria of its Jewish population – not, as in later years and in other countries, by extermination, but by enforced emigration. The Jews of Austria had already been thoroughly demoralized by a reign of terror. Now, from his office in the commandeered Rothschild family mansion in Prinz Eugen Street, Eichmann offered them a way out. Working through the leadership of the Jewish community, whom he bewildered and frightened with a mixture of crude threats and honeyed words, combined with a disconcerting display of knowledge about Jewish religious and cultural matters, he secured their cooperation in his ingenious emigration programme.


What it came down to was that well-to-do Jews were stripped of all their assets but left with enough to pay their way out of the country. It was up to them to find visas for themselves and their families, genuine or forged. But Eichmann could ‘help’ them with the problem of foreign currency, without which they would not be admitted to foreign countries. He arranged for the Reichsbank to make this currency available to them at exorbitantly high rates of exchange. Only the rich Jews could pay these amounts, and the enormous profits made on the exchange were used to buy foreign currency for their poorer brethren. Thus, the ingenious Eichmann used the rich Jews to finance the departure of the poor Jews without it costing the Reich a pfennig.

Eichmann also ordered the Jewish community leaders to create an emigration fund to help the poor Jews get out and sent Jewish fundraisers abroad to collect for it. They came back with almost $10 million, a very substantial sum in those days, and before long almost one hundred thousand Jews had left Austria ‘voluntarily’. Impressed, SS Chief Reinhard Heydrich came to Vienna to congratulate him personally. Other important officials came from Berlin to study his methods and went away as impressed as Heydrich. Eichmann’s modus operandi was to become a model for use elsewhere. His star was never to shine more brightly than during those days in Vienna.

Eichmann’s next assignment was in Prague, after the Nazis took over Czechoslovakia in March 1939, and there he had similar success in terrorizing the Jews and expelling them in large numbers. He was also given overall charge of a similar bureau in Berlin, but there he was not so successful. This was partly because, right at the seat of Nazi power, there were hordes of rival officials and partly because the leaders of the Berlin Jewish community seemed less cooperative* than their counterparts in Prague and Vienna.

With the outbreak of World War II, on Hitler’s invasion of Poland, the enforced emigration programme came to an abrupt end. From now on the fate of the Jews was to be physical destruction, though this would make no difference to Eichmann’s enthusiasm for his work. By their conquest of Poland the Germans eventually ‘acquired’ another three and a half million Jews, whose disposal Eichmann assumed would become his responsibility. When German military units began killing off large numbers of Polish Jews in a series of unconnected, localized atrocities, Eichmann felt, as did Heydrich, that this approach was inefficient and unprofessional. The time had not yet come, however, for the Final Solution and, meanwhile, there was another job to be done.

The triumphant Nazi leadership had decreed that the parts of Poland that bordered on the Reich were to be incorporated into it. Consequently, there would be a vast population exchange; the ethnic Germans of Poland were to be brought into the border regions, while the Jews living there, as well as most of the local Poles and all the Gipsies, would be moved eastwards. Eichmann was put in charge of this operation and soon hundreds of thousands of Poles, Jews, and Gipsies were moving eastwards under appalling conditions while the Volksdeutsche were transported in considerably more comfort from central Poland and the Baltic states to occupy the homes and farms Eichmann had emptied for them.

The Jews were concentrated into ghettos in central Poland to await their fate, but Hans Frank, the Reichsprotektor of this region (known as the General Government), did not want the SS meddling in his territory. He had no feelings of warmth for either Poles or Jews, but felt only contempt and dislike for Himmler and Heydrich; nor could he tolerate having their subordinate Eichmann interfering in his fiefdom. It took a long time, but Frank was persistent enough, clever enough, and close enough to Hitler to keep Heydrich and Eichmann at arm’s length and finally to get them off his back altogether. Thus was Eichmann cheated of the opportunity to dispatch the three and a half million Jews of Poland to the death camps when the gas chambers and crematoria were ready to receive them. That task was carried out by others.

But there were compensations for Eichmann. The Germans rapidly overran much of Europe until, taking into account satellites and allies, another three and a half million Jews came under their control. When the time was ripe, Eichmann was confident, his Department IV-B-4 would deliver them to their fate.

Meanwhile, the Nazis had also invaded the Soviet Union, and on the heels of the advancing Wehrmacht went a new instrument of warfare, the special units known as Einsatzgruppen, each of battalion strength, whose duty was to kill unarmed civilians – Jews and Soviet commissars – whom they found in the newly occupied areas. ‘The Jews of the East are the mainstay of Bolshevism and, therefore, according to the Führer’s wish, must be exterminated,’ the four Einsatzgruppen commanders were told.

Eichmann was not one of them. His special talents lay in the field of organization, administration, and logistics and, indeed, it is possible that he had no particular stomach for the actual killing. However, he did go to inspect the Einsatzgruppen at their grisly work, as they machine-gunned naked men, women, and children by the hundreds on the edge of burial pits. He did not make a habit of such visits, though, for he found the mass shooting a messy business. Years later, during his pre-trial interrogation in Jerusalem, he was to recall with real or feigned distaste: ‘I can still see a woman with a child. She was shot and then the baby in her arms. His brains splattered all around, also over my leather overcoat.’

The mass-shooting methods of the Einsatzgruppen had many drawbacks. Hardened and indoctrinated though they were, the troopers involved in this ghastly work had to take more and more alcohol to keep going, and some had even been known to go mad and turn their guns on their officers. ‘Look at the eyes of these men,’ SS General Erich von dem Bach-Zelewsky told visiting SS Reichsführer Himmler during one action. ‘Observe how shattered they are. These men’s nerves are ruined for the rest of their lives.’ Above all, this method was inefficient, untidy, and rather too public. ‘A more elegant method’ would have to be found, and again Eichmann was brought in.

He went to the Lublin district of Poland, where experiments were being carried out with gas. Jews were crammed into a sealed bus whose exhaust system emptied the carbon monoxide gas into the vehicle. The bus was driven for several minutes until enough gas had been pumped in, then stopped alongside a ditch. When the doors were opened, the dead and dying were shovelled out into the ditch. Effective, but not good enough. Rudolf Hoess, the commandant of Auschwitz, was also busy with experiments to find the best means of mass slaughter. Himmler sent Eichmann to liaise with Hoess, an old friend. Eichmann mentioned the mobile slaughterhouse he had seen at work in Poland, but they agreed it would be inadequate for the vast hordes Auschwitz would later have to cope with. Before Eichmann went back to his headquarters in Berlin, he said he would try to find a suitable gas.

At the end of November 1941 just such a gas was discovered, though not by Eichmann. The almost instantly lethal Zyklon B had been tried out with great effect on Russian prisoners of war. In addition to being quick-working, one of the great advantages of the gas was that it could be stored in dry, solid form in cans, the pellets turning to gas on exposure to the air. Zyklon B was soon being manufactured in great quantities.

More or less coincidentally with the discovery of Zyklon B’s properties, SS Reichsführer Heydrich summoned Eichmann, other SS and Gestapo men, and a number of senior officials of various ministries to a top-secret conference in the smart Berlin suburb of Wannsee. Meeting at Germany’s Interpol headquarters on 20 January 1942, they were told by Heydrich that Hitler had given the go-ahead for the Final Solution to the Jewish problem. Responsibility for carrying out this programme of mass extermination, regardless of geographical boundaries, lay with Heydrich himself.

Somewhat optimistically, Heydrich presented an estimate showing that the overall operation would involve 11 million Jews, including those of Britain and of neutral Ireland, Sweden, Switzerland, Spain, and Turkey – not to mention those in the unconquered parts of the Soviet Union. Europe was ‘to be combed from east to west’ for Jews, and in the execution of this vast operation Eichmann was to play an absolutely key role, answerable only to Heydrich himself. It was another of the peaks of his career, one of those times of great elation that he experienced whenever his formidable organizational skills were to be put to the test.

In the lively debate on ways and means to bring about the Final Solution, Eichmann played a prominent role. The delegates were especially interested in the fate of the part-Jews, or Mischlinge. What proportion of Jewish blood should properly qualify a person for extermination? The experts tried to devise means of calculating this with some precision. Eichmann was one of the hard-liners who thought it all foolishness: all Mischlinge should be dispatched as though they were full-blooded Jews, he argued. Eichmann was obviously not aware of the rumour, current only in the highest Nazi circles, that Heydrich himself had one Jewish grandmother. In any event, the matter was finally deferred for consideration at a later date.

The conference broke up in a good mood after drinks and dinner. Heydrich, Gestapo chief Müller, and Eichmann stayed behind for a fireside chat at which Heydrich confirmed that all organizational, technical, and material requirements for the Final Solution were to be Eichmann’s responsibility. Soon afterwards, Eichmann launched concentration and deportation actions throughout occupied and satellite Europe – though not in Poland, which had almost as many Jews as all the other countries put together. Despite Heydrich’s claim to complete responsibility, regardless of geography, Reichsprotektor Frank remained determined to keep him and his minions out of his bailiwick. Heydrich’s assassination in Prague, in June 1942, inadvertently set the seal on Frank’s victory in his private war with the SS and finally confirmed Eichmann’s exclusion from dealing with the Polish Jews.

He bore his disappointment as best he could, and despite his regret at Heydrich’s death (‘I never knew a cooler dog,’ he said admiringly), he was no doubt gratified that after the demise of his boss he became responsible directly to Himmler himself for his work on the Final Solution. He was like the head of some grotesque pan-European travel agency, dealing in one-way package tours to oblivion. From his office in Gestapo headquarters on Berlin’s Kurfürstendamm, Eichmann kept an overview of the work of the Kommando leaders he dispatched to the four corners of the Continent. From time to time he dashed off on an inspection visit to one of the capitals concerned and wherever and whenever he went, the pace of concentration and deportation quickened.

Despite his zeal and undoubted efficiency, the total of Eichmann’s deportations between the Wannsee Conference and March 1944 – in the region of three-quarters of a million – was not impressive compared with the targets the conference had set. Terrible though the figure seems, it was only a fraction of a total Eichmann was later to boast of to a friend: ‘I will jump into my grave laughing because the fact that I have the deaths of five million Jews on my conscience gives me extraordinary satisfaction.’ Eichmann’s victims numbered as follows:


• Belgium – 25,000. ‘It was a very meagre affair,’ Eichmann told a confidant after the war. The reason was partly the significant resistance of the Belgian population, which enabled many Jews to escape the dragnet, and partly the slackness of the German military authorities in registering Jews.


• Bulgaria – 12,000. An increasingly reluctant ally of the Nazis and with a strong liberal tradition, Bulgaria, stubbornly resisting the mass deportation of its Jews, proved to be another disappointment for Eichmann.

• Czechoslovakia – 120,000. The Nazi grip was almost total, especially in the savage repression which followed Heydrich’s murder in Prague.

• France – 65,000. Some 200,000 French Jews escaped the net. Some of the reasons for this were: the refusal of Vichy leader Marshal Henri Pétain to sign a deportation decree; the refusal of the authorities in the Italian zone of occupation to take part in the Final Solution; the rescue activities of the French maquis; and the growing disgust, even of French anti-Semites, with Nazi extermination methods.

• The Greater Reich: Germany – 180,000; Austria – 60,000. On his home ground Eichmann encountered no significant resistance to the deportation of the remnants of the two Jewish communities.

• Greece – 60,000. Most of the Jews were already concentrated in the port city of Salonika, where there had been a community for some 2500 years, and thus were easy to round up and deport.

• Holland – 120,000. The German hold on the Netherlands was total; virtually all Dutch Jews were deported.

• Italy – 10,000. Germany’s principal ally was uncooperative where the Jews were concerned, declining to let them be deported either from Italian soil or from those parts of France, Yugoslavia and Greece which Italy occupied. Things ‘improved’ only after the Nazis occupied northern Italy, following the Allied invasion of Italy and the fall of Mussolini.

• Poland. In the German zone, two big ghettos, Litzmannstadt (the German name of Lódź during World War II) and Bialystok, were not under the control of Hans Frank, Eichmann’s bête noire. But even here Eichmann was frustrated. With great effort, he deported no more than 10,000 Jews from Bialystok to Auschwitz because the local administration protested that they were needed for war-work. At Litzmannstadt, Eichmann ran up against even more powerful opposition from local officials who were making a vast profit out of the slave labour of the ghetto. Eventually, it was agreed that the ghetto would be ‘gradually reduced.’

• Rumania – 75,000. Of the large Jewish community, about half, 400,000, survived the war. Despite its earlier barbarities, even the rabidly anti-Semitic régime of Marshal Ion Antonescu, Hitler’s ally, balked at the Final Solution, in which tens of thousands of Jews were driven across the border and shot.

• Scandinavia: Denmark – 425; Norway – 700. The Jewish communities in these two countries were small and, in both, the non-Jewish population helped their Jewish compatriots to get away to neutral Sweden.

• Yugoslavia – 10,000. For ‘technical’ reasons, most of the Jews of Serbia and Croatia (the two main zones of a dismembered Yugoslavia) were shot or gassed on the spot rather than deported. However, many thousands managed to escape to the zone held by Tito and to join his partisans, and thousands more were given sanctuary by Hitler’s Italian allies.


If Eichmann fell far short of the quotas, he also fell short of his own exacting standards. As he told his friend Hoess during one of their boozy evening chats, he felt obliged to destroy every Jew he could lay his hands on. ‘Any compromise, even the slightest, will have to be paid for bitterly at a later date,’ said Eichmann.

Many top Nazis had ‘favourite’ Jews whom they helped to escape or for whom they secured better-than-average treatment. Many others allowed themselves to be bribed, or entered without qualms into official negotiations to sell Jews their freedom. Not so Eichmann. He was determined that there should be no exception for any reason, whether of sentiment, personal gain, or high policy. As Heinrich Karl Gruber, a German Protestant clergyman, recalled at Eichmann’s trial in Jerusalem, whenever he went to plead with him for an individual Jew, the answer was always negative. ‘He was like a piece of ice or marble,’ said Gruber. ‘Nothing ever touched his heart.’ Or his common sense, it would seem. Once one of his assistants urged that an exception be made for a Jew named Abraham Weiss. Weiss had invented an electric light that was invisible from the air and thus of great value during night-time bombing raids; such a fertile mind might be employed to produce more useful gadgets for the Reich; Weiss would be useful to the Nazi war effort. But Eichmann ruled that ‘as the patent has already been transferred to the Reich Patent Office, there is no further interest in the affair.’

Although disposing of the lives of hundreds of thousands, the omnipotent Eichmann’s eye was ‘on the sparrow.’ Thus when he heard that a French Jew named Max Gollub was about to obtain a South American passport, he ordered a special action to have Gollub picked up individually and sent to Auschwitz on the next transport.

Nothing better illustrates this meticulous attention to detail and determination to allow no individual to escape than the case of Jenni Cozzi, the Latvian-born Jewish widow of a senior Italian officer, who was caught in the net when the Nazis overran her native country. In Rome, comrades of her late husband urged the Italian Foreign Ministry to secure her release. The Italian Foreign Ministry referred the matter to the German Foreign Ministry, which passed the request on to Eichmann’s headquarters. They were rebuffed. The Italians tried again; it was, after all, a debt of honour to the memory of a distinguished officer to save his widow, herself an Italian citizen. Again, Eichmann refused. The request was ‘unjustifiable,’ he told his Foreign Ministry, asking them to urge the Italian ambassador to abandon his efforts on behalf of ‘the Jewess Cozzi.’ Still the Italians persisted and eventually Fascist Party headquarters in Rome wrote to Nazi Party headquarters in Berlin on behalf of the signora. Again Eichmann said No and the Italian officer’s widow never did emerge from the Riga concentration camp. As Eichmann once explained to a colleague, ‘Any exception will create a precedent which would impede the de-Judaization measures.’

Whether this single-minded and relentless pursuit of every last Jew arose from a personal hatred of the Jewish people, from a total acceptance of Nazi ideology, from a pathological obsession with efficiency for its own sake, or from all three is difficult to say. Some years later, while in hiding in Argentina, Eichmann would tell the Dutch Nazi journalist Willem Sassen: ‘Personally, I never had a bad experience with a Jew…The enemy was not persecuted individually. It was a matter of a political solution, and for this I worked one hundred percent.’ But like his boast of having sent 5 million Jews to their deaths, this may merely have been said for effect.

What seems certain, though, is that Eichmann’s dedication was painfully conscientious. What seems likely, therefore, is that he felt at least some sense of failure at the inability of his department to meet its target figures throughout Europe. Whether his superiors judged his efforts as harshly is unknown. It may be significant that Eichmann never did get a promotion beyond the rank of Obersturmbannführer – lieutenant-colonel – which he achieved in October 1941, and was not decorated until towards the end of 1944, when Himmler, with some show of irritation, pinned a medal on him. On the other hand, when the ‘big job’ came up – the destruction of Hungarian Jewry – Eichmann was entrusted with it, so it must be assumed that Himmler still had great confidence in him.

However that might be, Eichmann may well have felt the need to prove himself again, to both himself and his superiors, which would go a long way towards accounting for the maniacal zeal with which he met the challenge posed by the eight hundred thousand Jews of Hungary. His efforts to destroy them all would later be described by Winston Churchill as ‘probably the greatest and most horrible crime ever committed in the whole history of the world – done by scientific machinery by nominally civilized men in the name of a great state and one of the leading races of Europe.’*

But even at the zenith of his achievements, Eichmann was ultimately to be frustrated – and largely by the extraordinary efforts of the ‘Righteous Gentile,’ Raoul Wallenberg.







Chapter 2

Raoul Wallenberg’s father died eight months after his marriage to the beautiful and spirited Maj Wising and three months before the birth of their son. The child had been conceived before the first symptoms of cancer appeared. The illness ran its course with lightning speed, and Raoul Gustav Wallenberg died, in great pain, a week after his bride’s twenty-first birthday. He was twenty-three and had been an officer in the Swedish Navy, as were many men of the sprawling Wallenberg clan. Other Wallenbergs had been, and still are, bankers, diplomats, and bishops of the Lutheran Church. Wallenberg was, and still is, a highly regarded name in Sweden.

Maj Wising Wallenberg, daughter of Sweden’s first professor of neurology, Per Wising, was devastated by her bereavement and sustained only by the thought of the child in her womb. A few days after her husband’s death, in May 1912, she wrote to his parents, Ambassador and Mrs Gustav Wallenberg, at the Swedish embassy in Japan: ‘This horrible emptiness and sense of loss grows greater and greater. How is it ever going to end? I should have understood long ago that so great a happiness as I had been given could not last. Now I have to live on the happy memories that he gave me. Oh, Mother, how will it be with our little one? May God grant that my baby is well-formed and healthy…’

On 5 August 1912 Professor Wising wrote to Ambassador Wallenberg: ‘Our dear Maj was delivered yesterday morning of a boy, as she wished, whom she wants to call Raoul Gustav, a dear name. She is very well, although in the final months she was very tired and had moments of the deepest despair.’

Four days later Mrs Wising (Maj’s mother) wrote to the ambassador and his wife: ‘It is a beautiful, warm day, and Maj is lying in her bed at my side on the verandah and little Raoul is at her side, sleeping in his basket. She is very happy with her little son, but sorrow and loss overwhelm her now and then. It is very difficult to console her, but her own admirable self-control and the fear of causing harm to the little one helps her to get over these moments.’

By 28 August Maj was herself writing again to her in-laws: ‘I can’t describe how happy I feel with this child, a living memory of my happy marriage.’ Little more than three months later Maj wrote to Tokyo again – this time to tell the numbing news of her father’s sudden death from pneumonia, a week earlier: ‘I had no strength to write to you before. This blow is too hard, and it was all I could manage to keep myself composed so that my baby should not suffer.’

As Wallenberg’s half-sister, Nina Lagergren, was to put it a lifetime later: ‘All of a sudden, in that once-happy house, there were two widows and this baby boy.’ The two bereaved women focused all their love on the half-orphaned child who, says Nina Lagergren, ‘gave and received so much love that he grew up to be an unusually generous, loving, and compassionate person.’

Six years after her husband’s death, Maj Wallenberg remarried. Her second husband, Fredrik von Dardel, was as retiring as she was outgoing. He was a quiet, bookish young civil servant in the Health Ministry and rose to the post of administrator of Sweden’s largest hospital, the Karolinska. They had two children, Guy (who was to become one of Sweden’s leading nuclear physicists) and Nina. ‘We never thought of Raoul as being of a different father,’ says Nina. ‘He was completely of us and we of him, and my father adored him as much as the two of us.’

Nonetheless, Raoul was a Wallenberg, and his paternal grandfather, Ambassador Gustav Wallenberg, insisted on supervising his upbringing and education. He was determined that the boy should grow up with an enlightened, cosmopolitan outlook. After Raoul had graduated from high school and completed his compulsory nine months’ military service, Gustav sent him to France for a year to perfect his French. He was already proficient in English, German, and Russian.

After that Raoul went to the United States to study architecture. Although his grandfather wanted him eventually to follow one of the strands of family tradition and go into banking, Raoul had always been fascinated by building and architecture. As a small boy in Stockholm he haunted the major building sites and talked eagerly to the architects, builders, and engineers he found there. Grandfather Wallenberg agreed that Raoul could study architecture first, if he would then learn the ways of commerce and banking.

In 1931 Wallenberg went to Ann Arbor to take the University of Michigan’s architecture course. He was an outstanding student, completing the course, which normally took four and a half years, in three and a half and winning a medal that was awarded to one student out of each class of eleven hundred. Thirty-five years later Dr Jean Paul Slusser recalled at Ann Arbor: ‘He was one of the brightest and best students I think I had in my thirty-year experience as a professor of drawing and painting.’ Classmate Sol King remembered him as ‘a very talented yet modest person who showed great insight in finding simple solutions to complex problems. Neither his conduct nor his manner of dress gave anyone who knew him the slightest clue to his high station in life as a member of one of Sweden’s most distinguished families.’

In his English examination papers of the period Wallenberg revealed that although an idealist, he was by no means starry-eyed. Writing on the subject of European union, he observed: ‘Those who base their hope in union on an idealized conception of man are bound to be disappointed.’ Writing on ‘The Open Mind,’ he commented: ‘The open mindedness of humanity, even in our generation, is a myth. Maybe the individual is open-minded on one question, but on this question he generally belongs to the minority. In most other things he generally is extremely reactionary.’

During the summer vacation of 1933 Wallenberg worked in the Swedish pavilion at the Chicago World’s Fair, earning three dollars a day. Hitchhiking back to Ann Arbor, he was picked up by ‘a gentleman in a fine car,’ as he told his mother in a letter. ‘We were going along at about 70 miles an hour, when all of a sudden we saw a train crossing the highway about 150 yards ahead.’ The driver braked violently, went into a skid, and badly damaged his car, but he and Wallenberg emerged unhurt. After his benefactor had left in the tow truck, Wallenberg, laden down by two suitcases, tried to thumb another lift. It was some time before a car with four men in it picked him up.

‘They didn’t look at all nice,’ Wallenberg told his mother, ‘but by this time I was desperate so I got in with them. They began asking me about money and how much would it be worth to take me all the way to Ann Arbor. I told them I didn’t have any.’ After a while the car drove off the highway and along a side road into a wood. ‘I was told to get out of the car. One of them had a revolver, so I obeyed. They asked for money and I gave them what I had.’ The robbers dumped Wallenberg into a ditch, with his suitcases on top of him, he half expecting a bullet as a good-bye. It never came. When he had pulled himself out, Wallenberg made his way to a railway track, where he eventually flagged down a suburban train. ‘I will not give up hitchhiking because of this experience,’ he told his mother. ‘Instead, I will take less money with me and be more cautious.’

The following summer Wallenberg and a college friend drove to Mexico in a battered old Ford. He stayed for a few weeks with an aunt and uncle who lived on the outskirts of Mexico City. His cousin Birgitte Wallenberg, then eight years old, recalls his visit: ‘Mother adored him; he was her pet. I adored him, too. He was wonderful with me, playing with me and trying to teach me chess. He was so unlike most grown-ups; he actually took notice of me, a lonely only child. I remember that his specialty was imitating animal sounds. He was a marvellous mimic and could do twenty-five to thirty different animals. He was good at foreign accents, too, and used to keep us all in stitches. It was always fun being with Raoul.’

On his return to Stockholm with his diploma from Ann Arbor, Wallenberg entered a public competition for the design of a swimming-pool and recreation area in the gardens of one of the Swedish capital’s palaces. Scores of established architects submitted entries. Wallenberg came in second. But he had promised his loving
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