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      To my readers, who have journeyed into the dark, chaotic workshops of history with me: writing this history of desperation, genius, and delusion has been an immense labor of archival detective work. If this exploration of the Reich’s final, eccentric bids for survival has gripped your imagination, deepened your understanding, or simply left you awed by the bizarre realities of the past, I humbly ask for your support.

      Please take just a brief moment to leave a five-star rating and an honest review on the platform where you acquired this book. In today’s digital age, your reviews are the lifeforce that drives independent historical work up into the algorithms, ensuring these forgotten voices and strange histories are not lost to time.

      Additionally, a gentle reminder that The Kaiser’s Ghost and the Rocket Men is also available in a beautiful, high-quality paperback edition at Barnes & Noble and fine bookstores everywhere—perfect for your personal library or as a gift for the history lover in your life. Thank you for reading, and for keeping history alive.

      — Winston Maddox
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            THE HANGOVER OF 1918

          

        

      

    

    
      There is a particular kind of grief that does not announce itself as grief. It arrives instead as obsession, as displaced energy, as a compulsive tinkering that looks, from the outside, like ambition or even genius, but which is, underneath, the psychological residue of humiliation searching for an outlet. This is the grief that settled over the defeated officer corps and engineering class of the German Empire in the winter of 1918 and 1919, as the armistice terms hardened into the punitive architecture of the Treaty of Versailles, and it is the grief from which the entire, doomed edifice of the Third Reich's late-war superweapon programs would eventually rise. To understand the plywood interceptors and coal-burning delta wings and vertically launched rocket coffins that occupy the later chapters of this book, one must first understand the wound from which they grew, because these were not simply engineering failures born of wartime desperation. They were the final, fevered expression of a national trauma that had been incubating for a quarter century, passed down from a defeated Kaiserreich to a vengeful Reich through the unbroken lineage of men who had watched their nation's military machine be dismantled clause by clause, article by article, and who had spent the intervening decades looking for the loophole that would let them build it back.

      The Treaty of Versailles, signed in the Hall of Mirrors on June 28, 1919, was designed by its Allied architects as an instrument of permanent disarmament. Its military clauses read like an autopsy performed on a still-living patient: the German army was capped at one hundred thousand men, the general staff was abolished outright, tanks and military aircraft were forbidden entirely, and the navy was reduced to a coastal defense force with a hard ceiling on displacement tonnage. Heavy artillery, the kind that had turned the fields of Flanders and the Somme into lunar wastelands, was restricted with almost obsessive specificity, down to caliber limits on individual gun barrels. The treaty's authors, men like Georges Clemenceau and the military planners who advised him, had fought the war that had just ended, and so they legislated against the war that had just ended. They wrote a peace treaty engineered to prevent a rematch of 1914, with its cavalry charges giving way to machine guns, its fixed fortifications, its enormous static artillery duels. What they did not anticipate, what indeed lay almost entirely outside the conceptual universe of Great War planners, was that the next war might be fought by machines that did not yet meaningfully exist: self-propelled projectiles that required no barrel at all.

      This is the detail that historians of German rearmament return to again and again, because it functions almost as a founding myth for the entire trajectory this book will trace: the treaty's framers, in their meticulous effort to strip Germany of every conventional means of waging war, simply forgot about rockets. In the 1930s, the German Army became interested in rockets for long-range artillery as a replacement for the Paris Gun, which had been specifically banned under the Versailles Treaty, and this interest eventually led to the V-2 rocket used in World War II. The oversight was not a conspiracy or a hidden concession; it was simply a failure of imagination, the kind of blind spot that afflicts every treaty ever written to refight the last war rather than anticipate the next one. But blind spots in international law have a way of becoming corridors for those determined enough to walk through them, and the German military establishment, chafing under restrictions that had reduced their once-formidable army to a gendarmerie, noticed the gap almost immediately. Walter Dornberger, who would go on to head the German army's rocket development program from its inception, later argued in his own writings that the absence of rockets from the Versailles Treaty's prohibitions was a central motivation for the army's interest in the technology, though scholars such as Michael Neufeld have since complicated this account, suggesting that the treaty's restriction on conventional heavy artillery, rather than the rocket loophole specifically, may have been the more immediate driver of army interest, and that Colonel Karl Becker's fascination with using rocket-delivered chemical munitions, itself forbidden under Versailles, indicates that the officers involved were not especially scrupulous about which prohibitions they intended to honor in spirit versus merely in letter.

      Whatever the precise weighting of motives, the practical result is not in dispute. In the years immediately following the treaty's imposition, a generation of German engineers, drawn overwhelmingly from the same educated middle class that had produced the officer corps of the defeated Kaiserheer, began gravitating toward amateur rocketry with an intensity that goes well beyond ordinary scientific curiosity. This is worth pausing on, because it is easy, reading backward from the horrors of the Second World War, to assume that German rocket enthusiasm in the 1920s was already a covert military project, cynically disguised as civilian hobbyism. The reality is more interesting and considerably sadder. The founding members of what would become the Verein für Raumschiffahrt, the Society for Space Travel, were not soldiers in mufti. The organization traced its intellectual roots to the June 1923 publication of Hermann Oberth's book on rocketry into planetary space and his expanded 1929 work on the pathways to spaceflight, and it was formally founded in 1927 by Johannes Winkler, working alongside Max Valier and Willy Ley, several of whom had first collaborated as technical advisers on Fritz Lang's early science fiction film about a voyage to the moon. These were dreamers, in the most literal sense: men captivated by the possibility of leaving the Earth entirely, of building on Konstantin Tsiolkovsky's theoretical work and pushing German engineering toward the stars rather than toward the trenches. Willy Ley, who would later flee Nazi Germany altogether and become one of America's most beloved popularizers of spaceflight, embodied this idealism as clearly as anyone in the group.

      And yet the society's utopian ambitions existed from the very beginning in an uneasy, symbiotic relationship with a defeated nation's wounded military establishment, because rocketry, whatever its dreamers imagined, was also artillery that did not require a Versailles-regulated gun barrel. By 1932, the Reichswehr, Germany's treaty-limited military, had taken formal notice of the VfR's experiments with liquid-fueled rockets, recognizing their potential as long-range artillery, and a team led by Captain Walter Dornberger was shown a test vehicle designed and launched by a twenty-year-old engineering student named Wernher von Braun, whose charisma, technical brilliance, and complete indifference to the political implications of his patronage would make him the single most consequential figure in this entire story, and whose career trajectory alone tells you almost everything you need to know about the moral compromises that would define German rocketry for the next two decades. Von Braun did not join the army out of ideological conviction. He had joined the VfR at seventeen years old, drawn by pure technical fascination, conducting crude experiments with liquid-fueled rockets at an abandoned ammunition depot outside Berlin alongside Oberth himself, and it was the noise and visible ambition of these experiments, rather than any deliberate approach by the young men involved, that first attracted the attention of the German military.

      There is something almost unbearably poignant in this origin story, something that deserves to be dwelt on rather than rushed past, because it establishes a pattern that will recur throughout the darker chapters of this book. Time and again, we will encounter brilliant, often genuinely visionary engineers, men who wanted nothing more than to solve an interesting technical problem, who found themselves drawn by degrees, funding round by funding round, into the orbit of a military and later a totalitarian state that had no interest whatsoever in their dreams of spaceflight and every interest in their capacity to deliver high explosives across international borders. Von Braun's amateur ammunition-depot experiments, born of a teenager's fascination with the cosmos, would end their trajectory in the concrete tunnels of Mittelwerk, where concentration camp prisoners, worked to death in conditions of almost unimaginable cruelty, assembled the V-2 rockets that were the direct descendants of those early Raketenflugplatz tests. The line from Oberth's theoretical treatise on interplanetary rockets to the slave-labor factories beneath the Kohnstein mountain is a continuous one, and it runs directly through the wound Versailles inflicted on the German national psyche in 1919.

      This is the deeper argument this chapter wants to make, and one this book will return to across its full arc: national humiliation, when it is not permitted any legitimate outlet, does not simply dissipate. It metastasizes. It goes underground, quite literally in the case of the German rocketeers, who conducted their early tests at abandoned military sites and disused ammunition depots, hidden from the Allied Control Commission's inspectors, operating in a liminal space between civilian hobby and covert rearmament that nobody involved could have precisely defined even if asked under oath. The psychological mechanism at work here is not unique to Germany, and it is worth naming plainly, because it will recur in different forms throughout this book: a defeated people, stripped of the conventional symbols and instruments of national power, will very often redirect that thwarted energy into whatever channels remain open to them, and if those channels happen to involve genuinely novel technology, the resulting fusion of wounded pride and technical innovation can produce both remarkable scientific advancement and catastrophic moral blindness in more or less equal measure. The VfR's members were, by most surviving accounts, decent men pursuing a genuinely idealistic vision of human spaceflight. That this vision could be so seamlessly absorbed into the machinery of German rearmament, with barely a change in the actual engineering being performed, only underscores how thin the membrane was between scientific idealism and military utility in Weimar Germany, and how readily that membrane could be dissolved once a sufficiently determined and sufficiently amoral political movement arrived to dissolve it.

      It is also worth noting, because it complicates any tidy narrative of victimhood, that the German army's interest in the VfR's work was not merely opportunistic but in some respects predatory from the outset. When Dornberger and his superiors offered the society a formal development contract in the spring of 1932, following their observation of a failed public launch attempt, von Braun himself favored accepting the arrangement, but the broader VfR membership initially rejected the proposal, and the resulting internal dissension effectively fractured the civilian organization, with its most talented engineer, von Braun, ultimately choosing to continue his rocketry work under direct army sponsorship at the Kummersdorf proving grounds rather than remain within an underfunded civilian society increasingly unable to sustain its own ambitions. This is not a story of innocent civilians being conscripted against their will into a military project; it is a story of a gifted, ambitious young engineer recognizing, correctly, that state patronage offered him resources and opportunities that amateur rocketry never could, and choosing that path with his eyes at least partially open, whatever his later protestations of naivety before Allied interrogators would claim. The moral complexity here deserves to sit uncomfortably with the reader rather than be resolved too quickly in either direction, because it is precisely this complexity, this blend of genuine scientific idealism and genuine moral compromise, that will define nearly every figure examined in the chapters that follow.

      The broader context in which this occurred cannot be separated from the economic and psychological devastation the Versailles settlement inflicted on Germany more generally. The treaty did not confine itself to military restrictions; it imposed reparations of a scale that contributed directly to the hyperinflation crisis of 1923, in which German currency became so worthless that it was, according to the well-worn but essentially accurate anecdotes of the period, more economical to burn banknotes for heat than to purchase firewood with them. A generation of Germans who had grown up believing in the invincibility of German arms, who had watched newsreels of the Kaiser's armies marching through Belgium in 1914 with what they believed was unstoppable momentum, found themselves within a single decade reduced to a nation whose currency was a punchline, whose army was a token force smaller than that of Poland or Czechoslovakia, and whose engineers were legally forbidden from designing military aircraft, tanks, submarines, or heavy artillery. It is against this backdrop of comprehensive national emasculation, to use a word that captures something of the gendered rhetoric the Nazis themselves would later deploy in describing Versailles, that the disproportionate cultural energy directed toward rocketry in Weimar Germany becomes legible not merely as scientific enthusiasm but as a coping mechanism for an entire defeated society.

      The rocket, in this reading, becomes something more than a piece of hardware. It becomes a symbol, freighted with meanings its inventors could not fully control, of a return to potency that had nothing to do with the actual physics of reaction propulsion and everything to do with the psychology of a humiliated nation searching for a technology that had not been explicitly forbidden to it. Fritz Lang's 1929 film about a voyage to the moon, which had employed Hermann Oberth as a technical consultant and had briefly funded his early rocket experiments as a publicity stunt tied to the film's premiere, captured something of this cultural moment perfectly: a nation stripped of conventional military glory turning instead toward the stars, toward a frontier so vast and so unregulated by any Allied treaty commission that it offered, at least in fantasy, an escape from the humiliations of the present. That this cinematic and scientific fantasy would, within little more than a decade, be conscripted wholesale into the machinery of a genocidal regime and redirected from the moon back down toward the civilian populations of London and Antwerp is one of the great, terrible ironies of twentieth-century technological history, and it is the ironic engine that drives the entire narrative arc of this book.

      The Ghost of the Kaiser's Artillery

      If the Versailles restrictions on rocketry created an unintended corridor through which German military ambition could flow, the treaty's more explicit prohibitions on heavy artillery reveal something equally important about the deeper psychological and doctrinal inheritance that would shape German weapons development for the next quarter century: an institutional obsession, dating back to the Kaiser's own war, with the idea that a single, spectacular technological achievement might substitute for the grinding attritional realities of industrial-scale conflict. This obsession has a name, or at least a physical embodiment, and it sat for decades in the collective memory of the German military and engineering establishment as both a source of national pride and a cautionary tale that, tragically, very few of the men who inherited its legacy seemed willing to actually heed as a caution. That embodiment was the Paris Gun, and its story deserves to be told in some detail here, because it establishes, almost a full generation before the Reich's collapse, the exact psychological template that would reproduce itself in the desperate wonder-weapon programs of 1944 and 1945.

      The Paris Gun was, by any reasonable engineering standard, one of the most extraordinary artillery pieces ever constructed, and also, by any reasonable strategic standard, one of the most spectacular failures of resource allocation in the history of industrial warfare. Designed by the engineer Fritz Rausenberger at the Krupp works, the weapon emerged from a proposal to build an artillery piece capable of striking Paris from a distance no conventional gun had ever approached. Rausenberger presented German high command with a proposal for an ultra-long-range gun capable of firing shells over one hundred kilometers, and the plan received swift approval from Field Marshal Paul von Hindenburg and his deputy Erich Ludendorff, with a working prototype successfully test-fired for the first time in November of 1917. What followed was an engineering achievement so ambitious that its basic specifications still startle readers a century later. The final weapon employed repurposed naval gun barrels fitted with innovative rifled liners and extended smoothbore sections, firing shells weighing over one hundred kilograms at a muzzle velocity of roughly sixteen hundred meters per second, sufficient to strike targets more than one hundred kilometers distant, with a total barrel length of approximately thirty-four meters. The shells, in fact, traveled so high during their trajectory that they became, however briefly and however incidentally, the first man-made objects in history to reach the stratosphere, a fact that lends the entire episode an unsettling quality of technological prophecy: a weapon designed purely to terrorize a civilian population turns out, almost as an afterthought, to have opened a door onto the beginnings of the space age.
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