
[image: couverture]



[image: pagetitre]


Our catalogue is available at
wwweditionsarchipel.com

     

    Original title: Peur sur le Vatican,

    published by editions de L’Archipel, Paris, 2014.

     

    EAN 9782809816327

    Copyright ©  L’Archipel, 2014, all rights reserved.






Prologue
Rome, Piazza del Fico
Monday, December 11, 2007, 8 p.m.
Otto Vorwitzig was getting ready to close up his antique shop. It had been a good day. Two buyers interested in some small Guardi pieces had come in. He would probably get a good price for them, at least 500,000 euros. Enough to afford a well-deserved vacation. He was thinking that he might visit Egypt. The weather was nice that time of year but not too hot, especially in the south. He really needed the break. Over the last few weeks life had become rather unsettled, ever since a certain Herbie Walldorf had contacted him on behalf of some former SS buddies, part of an association called the Brotherhood.
He went out to close the storefront shutters. All day long the Eternal City had been besieged by a nasty drizzle; worse yet, it was cold. In short, he certainly didn’t want to linger.
One last peek around his store and he could go upstairs to the cozy apartment waiting above. He turned around and headed back to close the door.
There were two figures inside. He hadn’t noticed them come in, but they were blocking his path. Tall men, both in their thirties, and unmistakably German. They were obviously not customers, and they definitely didn’t look friendly.
“We’re closed,” said Otto Vorwitzig. “If there is something you want to see, come back tomorrow.”
“But, Herr Vorwitzig, we came to see you,” one of them said. “I am Hans Vermeer, and this is my associate, Franz Dredich. We have been sent by our colleagues in the Brotherhood. You have heard of us, haven’t you, Herr Hauptsturm?”
Otto Vorwitzig was stunned. How did they know who he was? This didn’t bode well.
“And how exactly might I interest you? Since you seem so well-informed, you’ll know I haven’t had any ties to Germany for decades.”
“Yes, we know.”
“So what do you want?”
“Not long ago, you were asked to examine a painting. That painting contained information that’s extremely valuable to us. We traveled here to get that information,” said the man who called himself Hans. “Don’t tell us we came all this way for nothing.”
“I have nothing to say about the matter,” Vorwitzig responded sharply. “You should leave at once.”
“We rather expected that you wouldn’t give us the information just like that,” Hans replied coldly. “You may want to keep it to yourself, but our mission is to bring it back with us to Germany for our friends in the Brotherhood.”
“Get out of here or I’ll call the police,” Vorwitzig threatened, moving toward the phone.
With two quick movements, Hans and Franz had taken the phone and surrounded the now struggling old man.
“Help! Someone help!”
“Close the door,” Hans ordered Franz. “The shutters too. This time of day, no one would think twice about a closed shop.”
“Take him into the back room, it’ll be a little easier to interrogate him there,” Franz answered while shutting the door.
Vorwitzig continued to thrash and kick, but he no longer had the strength of his younger self, when he was the one conducting “strong-arm” questioning sessions. Little by little, he surrendered and found himself tied to an armchair in the middle of his storeroom.
“Could we have some light in here?” Hans asked. And then, turning to Vorwitzig, he said: “Alright, so this is it. Either you give us the coordinates for the treasure, or you are going to have a very unpleasant time, especially given your age.”
“I don’t know what you are talking about and I will tell you nothing!” Otto Vorwitzig blurted.
In spite of his age, Otto had remained a real diehard underneath, and wouldn’t be pushed around like some kid. Plus, the two had failed to show him the least bit of respect. He braced himself for the pain.
“Fine. Go to it, Franz.”
With one hard punch from Franz Dredich, square in the face, Otto’s nose burst.
“Careful, you’ll get blood everywhere!” Hans joked, jabbing him in the stomach.
“It’d be best if you started talking,” Franz threatened. “I am in pretty good shape and so is Hans. And you know eventually everybody talks… don’t you, Herr Hauptsturmführer!”
“Go to hell,” Vorwitzig answered in a weak voice.
“You’re tough, but it’s only a matter of time,” Franz assured him, crushing his fist where Otto’s nose used to be.
They took turns pummeling the old man. But Vorwitzig wasn’t moving anymore.
“You didn’t kill him, did you?” Hans asked Franz.
“Either way, he won’t be answering any more questions. Perhaps we went a little overboard… Go get some water. Let’s see if we can snap him out of it,” Franz responded.
There was a blue-enameled jug next to a dirty sink. Hans filled it with water, then splashed it onto Otto’s face. No response.
“He’s out cold. I can still feel his pulse, but it’s very weak.”
“Alright, we won’t be getting anything out of him. Let’s leave him in the street out back. The cops will think it was the work of some street thugs. He won’t be spotted right away in this weather either.”
Hans and Franz carried Otto Vorwitzig’s fading body, dropping it between some trashcans in the alley behind his shop. Then they calmly tidied up their mess, removing every last sign of their little visit. After discreetly closing the door behind them, they walked to the Via del Corso, and each took separate taxis to the airport. The next day, they were on the first Lufthansa flight to Frankfurt.
Garbage collectors found Otto Vorwitzig’s body. He was taken to the hospital in a coma, and never regained consciousness.
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Berlin, Heinrich Himmler’s office
Wednesday, April 18, 1945, 9 a.m.
The sky over Berlin was lovely that day in April 1945, with the sycamores and linden trees budding. Soviet artillery finally stopped their shelling. They would certainly start again, but it was a welcome respite. You couldn’t see or hear any bombers over the city. Their last campaign had been at 6:30, when they continued to grind the capital into dust, further laying waste to the Chancellery building. The splendid marble hall was made nothing more than a heap of rubble, and all public services had been moved to the New Chancellery a hundred yards from the old one. On the corner of Prinz Albrechtstrasse and Wilhelmstrasse, the main Gestapo building still stood, although the upper levels had been destroyed. Workers were confined to the second or third sub-levels. The guards on duty looked pallid, almost ghostly, despite the fact that the three youngest men were only sixteen. Their faces reflected none of the warmth of the spring day.
Within this retelling of Dante’s Inferno, the master of the complex sat in an office on the first sub-level: Reichsführer Heinrich Himmler, also Interior Minister and commander of the Wehrmacht Reserve army. He had rings around his eyes.
The news was dire. Soviet forces from the 1st Belorussian Front, under the command of General Georgy Konstantinovich Joukov, were making life very difficult for General Heinrici’s soldiers on the Seelow Heights. Berlin would fall within a number of days. Nestled in his bunker, the Führer strayed further from reality each day, believing Berlin could hold back any invasion, while in fact the end was very near. Once Berlin fell, all hope was lost.
After the fall of Stalingrad, the ever-loyal Heinrich lost faith in the Third Reich’s triumph. His intelligence services had painted a depressing picture of the forces that the Soviets, English and Americans would deploy against the German army.
There was nothing more he could do. He had been holding on to the faint hope of succeeding Hitler, if that decorated cur named Goering didn’t become leader of the Reich first, a succession decreed on June 29, 1941. Himmler’s mouth twitched.
That morning, he had another matter to worry about. He needed to secure a place to hide the unofficial treasure from the Kristallnacht of 1938, the Night of Broken Glass, when they had confiscated the belongings of Jews, first in Germany and later in occupied countries like France. The raids were initially carried out by specialized squads called the DSK, or Devisenschutzkommandos, who had unlimited powers bestowed directly by Hitler. The DSK pried open safes, plundered savings banks and jewelry shops, stealing from even the wealthiest citizens. Gains from these raids went directly to the Deutsche Bank to fund munitions for the German forces.
The SS, the Schützstaffel, hadn’t missed out on the plundering, either. They, too, had helped themselves to the spoils of the vanquished. The lines between what each organization had seized weren’t always clearly drawn.
Thus, Himmler held the keys to a treasure hoard independent of the Deutsche Bank and subject to his authority alone. The war chest not only contained US dollars and British pounds, but also gold and silver ingots. It had amassed a mountain of them over the years from melted down coins, jewels, chains, wedding bands and even gold teeth plucked from corpses at the camps. Many came from those thousands executed as part of operation Nacht und Nebel, Night and Fog, when the SS eliminated potential enemies without recourse to trial or imprisonment, sometimes to avenge officers who had been killed by dissidents. Some of the treasure had gone to Swiss banks, of course, but much of it still remained in Berlin. After the contents were tallied up, the total came to 8,645 gold bars, weighing a couple pounds each, along with some 5,000 silver ones and many gemstone-filled purses.
It would be impossible to slip the hoard into the Deutsche Bank. He would need to have it quickly transported out of the capital. But where? With a flash of inspiration, Himmler summoned Dr. Ernst Kaltenbrunner, successor to Heydrich as the head of the SD – the Sicherheitsdienst or General Security for the Reich – and solicited his opinion.
The respective heads of the Third Reich’s concentration camps and the SS were face to face. Himmler’s weak chin made him look like a bespectacled badger. Kaltenbrunner wore the ravaged, stubbly face of a sad Great Dane. Despite their appearances, they had the presence of two stripped wild beasts circling each other.
“It seems to me that one of the most secure regions,” Kaltenbrunner began in response to Himmler’s question, “would naturally be the Austrian Alps. In Alt Aussee, near Salzburg, there are vast, ancient salt mines tucked away. Incidentally, that’s where the Führer and Reichsmarschall Goering have their art collections stored.”
The thought of placing his own treasure in the repository used by Goering for his collections immediately repulsed Himmler. He suddenly imagined Goering’s underlings helping themselves to his stores of gold ingots.
Seeing Himmler’s face, Kaltenbrunner knew this proposal didn’t appeal to him in the slightest.
He continued, “You are aware, Herr Reichsführer, that the largest portion of the empire’s gold reserves are stored in Merkers.”
Himmler nodded. The village was located between Berlin and Frankfurt.
“Salt mines there as well.”
“They are very well protected, Herr Reichsführer. There are at least 220 tons of gold there.”
Himmler hadn’t known the amount – he gulped. And here he was worrying about a paltry 8 tons!
“Kaltenbrunner, it’s never good to put all of one’s eggs in the same basket. In any case, Merkers is out of reach at the moment. I would like you to think of a location that’s still accessible yet that no one else would consider.”
After a brief silence, Kaltenbrunner uttered the mysterious phrase:
“The lakes.”
“The lakes?”
“There are numerous lakes in the Alps.”
A short silence.
“One of them has already been used by a certain someone,” Kaltenbrunner added.
Himmler didn’t bat an eyelid.
“The area is reserved.”
“Spit it out or don’t say anything.”
Kaltenbrunner sighed:
“The Führer’s personal secretary.”
Martin Bormann, then. Although Himmler was used to hearing every story in the book about the Reichsleiter, he raised his eyebrows. Where had Bormann managed to find such reserves? And why were they hidden so far away from the rest?
“He had a large number of cases submerged in Toplitz Lake, in the Austrian Alps.”
“He doesn’t trust the mines in Merkers?”
“These cases don’t have gold in them, or not just gold. They also contain documents.”
So, Bormann knew that the game was lost as well.
“There’s also a lake near Alt Aussee.”
“How deep?”
“Over three hundred feet. The cases would be completely secure there.”
Clearly Kaltenbrunner had thought of everything. Could it be that he had treasure of his own at the bottom of the lake? He seemed to read Himmler’s mind, saying:
“I haven’t left anything in the lake, Herr Reichsführer, but I have given it some thought. Residents in the area are already accustomed to seeing nightly convoys on the road. Another convoy wouldn’t seem out of the ordinary. Also, I own a small house off of that lake. Perhaps I could be of use to you.”
It was a very tempting offer.
“I accept your proposal.”
Himmler thanked his visitor. Kaltenbrunner stood, and they exchanged the obligatory “Heil Hitler!” before he left. Himmler then summoned Obersturmführer Herbert Steiner.
 
Steiner was an exemplary citizen. He wasn’t hot-headed or a Draufgänger, he was the picture of composure. Only in his thirties and already with a solid record to his name. In 1939, as a lowly foot soldier, he was a member of the SS kommando led by Alfred Naujocks. He had mounted a false flag attack on the Gleiwitz radio station at the Polish border, which served as the pretext to invade Poland. After joining the Leibstandarte Adolf Hitler as a bodyguard to the Führer, he received an honor from Otto Skorzeny, Himmler’s own star recruit, for his role in Operation Eichenholz, Operation Oak. It had been one the finest missions the SS undertook; they had freed Mussolini from Gran Sasso, in Abruzzo, on September 12, 1943. Distantly related to the SS general Felix Steiner, constituting a recommendation in itself, Herbert had moved his way up the ranks. His most recent feat had been in December 1944, when he helped Skorzeny plant fake GIs in Allied territory during the Battle of the Ardennes. The “GIs” went unnoticed, committing various acts of sabotage, and making endless trouble for the Americans when they altered essential guide-posts. It was a huge success.
With a London-born mother, Steiner spoke fluent English, and he knew French thanks to his Parisian wife, whom he married before the war and had three children with. This made him the ideal recruit for Himmler’s planned mission.
Nevertheless, Himmler also had little choice. Very few men in Berlin weren’t already under the command of General Wenck, General Busse, or General Steiner, the distant relation. Even teenage boys filled the ranks of those in charge of air-defense cannons in the flak tower by the Berlin Zoo.
Steiner came into his office. Finally, an SS officer with a fresh face! Himmler shot him a big smile, apparently unaware this expression would produce the opposite of the intended effect. Gleaming on Steiner’s chest was the Iron Cross awarded to him by the Führer himself. Himmler held out his hand.
“Obersturmführer Steiner, please sit. Coffee?”
Coffee was a rare luxury, practically unheard of in Berlin, and it showed the Gestapo chief’s favorable attitude. What was he after? Steiner nodded. Himmler gave the command to a nearby wizened guard, whose only battles now were waged against his aching joints.
“Steiner, my boy, this meeting must be kept secret. I have a mission for you. This task can only be carried out by a man with complete loyalty to the Führer and myself. A man who’s able to think on his feet. A man like you, Obersturmführer Steiner.”
There was a long silence. Steiner maintained it like the robot he was reputed to be.
“At your command, Herr Reichsführer.”
“The military situation is desperate. We have powerful enemies. But that doesn’t mean the fight ends when we lay down our arms. It will continue on other fields of battle. That also means we’ll need money, and lots of it. Since we planned for this, the money is already there. It only needs to be made secure. That is the task I’m assigning to you.”
The door opened. The guard brought in a cup of coffee on a platter, placed it on a small table next to Steiner, and left. Coffee! Steiner smiled. He quickly tasted the coffee while it was still hot. Yes, it was coffee! No sugar, of course.
“I’m going to entrust part of this treasure to you – to be precise, 8,645 gold ingots, about two pounds each, and 5,020 silver ingots of the same weight. The cases holding them are currently in the basement of the Tiergarten Flakturm. Your mission will be to transport them safely to the location indicated to you within the next few hours. To complete the mission you will have six trucks, eight drivers and an escort of twelve SS officers.
“I am grateful to the Reichsführer for his trust.”
“You will be provided with any required authorizations, as well as a document allowing you to requisition whatever reserve army soldier you may need.”
Steiner nodded, not raising the point that few men still remained of the reserve army he alluded to.
“We will need men for the operation, Herr Reichsführer.”
“I considered that. Obviously you won’t be able to use soldiers. Instead I’ll supply you with twenty-five prisoners of war.”
“Do they know German?”
“They are Ukrainian, so your orders will be translated by Oberst Vassil Mikkelich, who knows the language. It’s a bit like Russian.”
Steiner was skeptical about the laborers offered by Himmler. Everyone was well aware of the physical condition of concentration camp prisoners.
“Forgive me, Herr Reichsführer, but this work will be quite physically demanding. Do you believe these men will be up to the task?”
“I commend you for your attention to detail, Steiner. Very good. They will indeed be capable. These prisoners were captured a mere twenty days ago.”
“My apologies again, Herr Reichsführer. For the security of the operation, I think we should have only German drivers.”
“I understand. Then it’s done. Please return here at 4 p.m. for your instructions. You leave tomorrow morning. I believe you’ll reach your destination within three days.”
“One last word, Obersturmführer,” Himmler said in his softest voice. “Needless to say, your family will be under our protection for the entirety of the mission. They already are, in fact. I’m sure everything will go well, but I tend to be overly cautious.”
Steiner knew exactly what that meant. If he didn’t bring the mission to a satisfactory end, his family would be executed. As an insider, he knew the SS well enough to still have doubts about this. Of course it gave him no pleasure, but he knew the rules of the game. He had been determined to carry out Himmler’s wishes from the start, but this was another strong incentive.
“Thank you for your concern, Herr Reichsführer,” he muttered.
“There will be another reward to show how highly I regard you. If all goes as planned, which I don’t doubt, you and your family will be authorized to leave Berlin for Obersalzberg, where it’s safer. While there, I’m sure you will once again help defend the Vaterland.”
Steiner stood.
“Thank you, Herr Reichsführer. Heil Hitler.”
“Heil Hitler.”
A few minutes later, Steiner was walking on Wilhelmstrasse. The Soviet shelling had begun again. But the young soldier’s eyes were full of a hopeful joy as he imagined the familiar sights of the Bavarian Alps, and running along the mountainsides with his wife and children.
He would be far away from this new circle of hell!
 
Once Steiner had left, Himmler got up and paced across the room.
Indeed, they would continue fighting even after Berlin fell. Their followers were scattered throughout the mountains, ready to retake the land around Berchtesgaden, up to Salzburg, Linz, perhaps Vienna in the east, Munich in the west, even beyond that. Neither the Americans nor the English, and the Soviets even less so, were aware of the hidden arsenals in the surrounding areas or how fiercely troops would defend their soil against invaders. It would take no more than a few weeks to make things unbearable for them. And yet he still needed to determine the Führer’s plans. Surely they would have to evacuate the capital within several days – but where would they be heading?
He could always come up with some excuse to visit his master in the bunker at the Chancellery, a short walk from his office. But Hitler’s mood had become strangely unpredictable in recent days. At noon he would contradict what he had said that morning, when that same morning he had already contradicted his opinion from the day before. Only one person was privy to the Führer’s deepest thoughts when he wasn’t actively dictating them. Martin Bormann, his right-hand man, was also secretary of the Chancellery and de facto head of the Party, no doubt the most powerful person in the Reich in these dark times.
The telephone network in Berlin was dead, and a message sent by teleprinter would be seen by too many. Himmler suddenly remembered that Hitler would turn fifty-six in two days, and they had always celebrated his birthday. He sat down at his desk to write a note that said: “What are we planning to do for our beloved Führer’s birthday?” He tasked the guard with bringing his message to the Reichsleiter. Bormann was far too perceptive to think that Himmler cared so deeply about Hitler’s birthday. He would guess that the true concern was something else entirely.
Sure enough, a little before noon the guard announced that Reichsleiter Bormann had arrived. He seized any opportunity to leave the bunker, which consisted of about five sub-levels of 15-square-meter, poorly ventilated, stifling cellars. Everywhere in Berlin was stifling, but the open air did him good.
Bormann came in stomping his feet, and gave Himmler a sharp, probing glance. Without a word, he dropped into the armchair at the front of the office.
“Welcome, Herr Reichsleiter.”
“What do you need to know, Herr Reichsführer?”
“Will we be celebrating our Führer’s birthday in Berlin or in Obersalzberg?”
“He’d talked about going to Berchtesgaden, but he hasn’t said anything since. If we do celebrate it, I think it will be in Berlin. He hasn’t left the bunker since January 16th, and he doesn’t seem inclined to leave any time soon. I sometimes wonder if he’ll get out of there still breathing. He’s in a bad way.”
Himmler’s face was frozen. There was a heavy silence for several long seconds.
“Why does it concern you?” Bormann asked.
“I must plan for contingencies. We need to prepare for when the Soviets enter the city. There was talk of a potential resistance movement in the south. We’ll need to have weapons and ammunition transported, along with funds. Whether or not these plans are successful clearly depends on what the Führer intends to do and if he’s actively in the region.”
Bormann gave no response, and simply lifted his head to meet Himmler’s. His nervous tension and sallow face were accentuated by an overwhelming sense of weariness.
“Preparations can always be made,” he finally offered. “Is that what Steiner is taking care of for you?”
Himmler’s face twitched involuntarily – had Steiner already revealed his secret? And so quickly? Bormann could see the paranoia written on his face.
“I saw him leave here a while ago. Having funds transported, are we?”
It was unwise to play games with Bormann. Himmler confirmed with a nod.
“To Merkers?”
“No. Even he doesn’t know where yet.”
“Not in Alt Aussee, I hope? That’s where the Reichsmarschall placed his collections…”
“Are you afraid he’s dipping into the Reich’s reserves?” Himmler inquired, somewhat ironically.
Bormann shrugged. Insiders knew all about his distaste for Reichsmarschall Goering.
“In the water, then?”
A thin smile appeared on Himmler’s face. It certainly wasn’t easy keeping a secret in Berlin!
“That’s the solution I went with. I just hope we’ll have time to fish it all out,” Bormann sighed.
Those weren’t the words of encouragement he had wanted.
“Herr Reichsleiter, I’ll need you to sign several requisitions for drivers, trucks and gasoline vouchers for the trip. In exchange, of course, I’ll tell you exactly where the reserves have been deposited.”
Bormann nodded in agreement.
“Are they ready?”
“They will be very soon.”
Himmler called over his secretary and ordered her to draft the necessary vouchers. Meanwhile, he asked:
“By the way, where is Goering at the moment?”
“Still in Bavaria, waltzing back and forth between his cottage in Obersalzberg and the Louis II castles where his famous collections are. But he’ll certainly be in attendance for the Führer’s birthday. Come to think of it…” he trailed off.
It didn’t take a mind-reader to know what he was thinking. The decree of 1941 stated that if anything should befall Hitler, Goering would succeed him.
His secretary returned with the required documents. Bormann signed them before the secretary held out the stamp for Himmler to make them official.
“I’m suffocating in here, how can you breathe with all this dust?” Bormann exclaimed as he got up. “Anything else?”
“No, Herr Reichsleiter, thank you for your visit.”
Bormann gave a curt nod and left the room. Himmler went over to the geological survey map hanging on the wall next to his office. He examined it closely and nodded. Then he sat down again. Bormann’s words echoed in his mind: I just hope we’ll have time to fish it all out.
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The road to Dresden, near Baruth
Saturday, April 21, 8:15 a.m.
Finally settled into the passenger seat in the first of the two armored cars that were to lead the convoy, Steiner let himself relax. The previous two days and nights had been as grueling as spending them out on the front. After his meeting with Reichsführer Himmler, he had wasted no time in making a formal request to secure the six trucks that Himmler wanted, and to have them fueled. What an assignment! First, two of the trucks were missing from the depot, having been requisitioned instead by the OKW, the Oberkommando der Wehrmacht, the military’s high command, and so two others had to be located. Once found, the two vehicles had to be inspected to determine whether they were in good working order. Next, of the eight assigned drivers, Steiner had some serious concerns about three of them: two were so young – one was only fifteen and the other sixteen – that there was every reason to wonder whether they would even be able to operate a Mercedes-Benz L-series over 560 miles or so of war-torn roadways; as for the third, he was of a sufficiently ripe old age to cast doubt on whether he could see well enough, especially at dusk and dawn. Not to mention change a tire in case of a flat. So three other, somewhat more reliable drivers, had to be found.
The arrival of the prisoners, under the supervision of Oberst Mikkelich, had not been very reassuring either. Neither Mikkelich, affable as an Easter Island moai, nor the disoriented and sickly Ukrainian prisoners, helped bolster morale. In short, the illusion that this would be some sort of carefree picnic in the countryside had long since died.
So the 20th – the Führer’s birthday – came and went without an eighth driver being found. Steiner began to doubt Reichsführer Himmler’s legendary organizational skills; he’d seen better. That evening, he contemplated beginning the loading process without the eighth man and having Mikkelich drive. But then the sirens began to wail, signaling an air raid, and no one was going to have anything to do with loading cargo coming from the cellars of the Flakturm, the flak tower. The tower stood in the middle of the Berlin Zoo and had two anti-aircraft guns installed on the roof by the DCA. By order of the OKW, the doors had to be shut tight during an air raid, as there were explosive munitions inside that had to be shielded from incendiary bombs at all costs. And so Steiner and his men had to wait out the alert under cover in the zoo’s thickets, not far from the empty tigers’ cage amid the din of falling bombs and the roar of the anti-aircraft guns, beneath a sky criss-crossed with lightning. Not to mention the screams heard off in the distance, and the fear that a stray bomb might explode nearby.
When the sirens finally sounded the all-clear, around 1 in the morning, Steiner went back to the flak tower, where the guards re-opened the cellar doors. Alas! The electrical system had been damaged and it would be impossible to go down three flights of stairs, with or without flashlights, and come back up with the dozens of 44-lb. crates. The electrician on duty wouldn’t arrive until dawn on the 21st, at which point the power was restored and the loading operation finally underway.
Once everything had been loaded, amounting to a little more than two tons per vehicle, the drivers approached Steiner.
“Take a look, Herr Hauptsturmführer.”
The trucks were obviously not new, they had indeed seen better days. Their springs were giving way under the weight. The exhaust pipes looked like they would fall off on a bumpy road.
“At the first big rut, we might tip right over.”
A nightmare scenario ran through Steiner’s brain: the trucks’ doors might give way, having been rammed over and over by the shifting cargo… the crates would break loose and gold and silver ingots would pour over the road!
The very thought made him shiver. God alone knew how his men would behave when they realized that, instead of munitions as they were told, they were carrying tons of silver and gold.
Attempting to travel 560 miles with worn out springs was out of the question: they needed at least three more trucks. The 21st had already been spent looking for trip-worthy vehicles – there weren’t many left. Civilians, fleeing north and south, had taken most of the motorized vehicles, and even those drawn by horses. The need to resupply troops defending Berlin had mobilized those that remained.
And at the same time, they would have to find three more drivers.
He eventually came up with everything with only three hours to go. He then distributed the weight evenly over the entire fleet, and they got underway. Only two days behind schedule. Their average speed had been set at 40 mph. The chosen route passed through Dresden, Prague, Linz and Bad Ischl, since the English and American forces were already advancing along roads to the west.
As for the return trip… He didn’t think about it. No one, in fact, even mentioned it.
He felt his unshaven face in the palm of his hand – God, he would have given a kingdom just to take a hot shower. But he had no kingdom to give.
 
Steiner glanced out over the woods and meadows along the road, as if in search of some source of comfort. He was more than a little apprehensive of what awaited him at his final destination.
They were nearing Dresden. Or rather what had once been Dresden, that sumptuous capital of Saxon kings. Nothing, or nearly nothing, remained. Last February, the bomb-happy English had all but wiped the city off the map. Why? It had never been of strategic importance. Several shadows seemed to wander through the ruins, doubtless looters or survivors who had lost their minds along with everything else.
Instinctively, the driver stepped on the gas.
Steiner fell asleep. He was awakened by the screech of the vehicle’s brakes as it came to an abrupt stop. He had slept for a while, dusk was now falling. Soldiers surrounded the vehicle, 30 feet or so from the bridge that crossed the Vltava. They asked to speak to the person in charge of the convoy.
“Papers authorizing travel in occupied land!”
Steiner showed them the papers signed by Himmler and Bormann. One of the soldiers looked them over, then glared at Steiner.
“The headlight of the truck following you isn’t up to code: it has no blue filters. Where are you going? What are you carrying?”
“Oberleutnant, I am not authorized to tell you. Moreover, any attempt to impede a mission ordered by the Reichsführer Himmler could be deemed a serious offense. What is your name?”
“I did not…”
“Your name!”
The man pulled his military card from his pea jacket and Steiner looked it over.
“Oberleutnant Arminius Tellvarek, please step aside. We’ll be on our way.”
The Oberleutnant stepped back, signaling his soldiers to clear the way. Steiner told the driver to push on. The incident had unnerved him. That Tellvarek fellow had seemed just a little too interested in the convoy – why?
They arrived in Prague after nightfall. They couldn’t help but notice that the capital had been cloaked in darkness to avoid detection by bombers. Storefronts and windows were covered with black fabric and the few vehicles still on the road had blue filters over their headlights. They had to drive slowly to avoid hitting pedestrians crossing the city’s streets.
“Let’s stop here,” Steiner said.
He had learned you couldn’t push human machines too hard. In any case, a few hours would hardly compromise the mission’s success. His men needed the break and were hungry, having consumed nothing but snacks, a little bread and sausage, and water up to that point. And the journey was far from over. The driver spotted an empty field large enough for all the vehicles. The night was filled with the sound of squealing brakes and then the sputter of engines as they came to a stop. Then silence. They all got out to stretch their legs and taste the serenity of the night. Steiner indicated that he would go in search of a brasserie, and he and the driver disappeared into the night. After walking a few minutes, a door opened, revealing the inside of a tavern near the docks.
“Go tell the others,” Steiner told the driver. “Only half of them can come, the others must remain under the supervision of Oberst Mikkelich and stand guard around the convoy. When we’ve finished, we’ll trade places with them.”
He waited in front of the tavern. He could hear laughter inside. Laughter! His thoughts turned to his wife and children. How good it would have been to have them here with him… Half of the men from the convoy arrived and went into the tavern. The laughter stopped. They ordered dinner: cold cuts, goulash and beer. There was even bread, good bread. They filled their thermos bottles with chicory coffee.
After paying, Steiner advised the innkeeper:
“Keep your doors open, as others are on their way.”
The innkeeper and his wife looked dismayed. Steiner left a generous tip.
When he reached the vehicles, he went over to Mikkelich.
“Oberst, these men must be fed or they will have no strength left. Do you have some money?”
Mikkelich nodded.
When everyone had eaten and regrouped near the vehicles, it was past midnight. Steiner told them that they could have a short nap before setting out again at dawn. Selecting four German sentries to keep watch, he then got into the car and dozed off. Just before falling asleep, the image of countless ingots popped into his head. He reckoned that in the present circumstances they would be better off transporting crates full of sausage!
As dawn broke on the morning of April 22, after a few sips of lukewarm chicory, they got back underway. Next destination: Linz. And another SS roadblock requesting a travel permit.
“What are you transporting?”
It seemed everyone wanted to know.
“I am not authorized to tell you,” Steiner replied, pointing to Himmler’s signature.
Once again, the officer in charge fell silent when faced with his supreme commander’s name. With a flick of his hand, he waved them on.
These incidents aside, the nearer they drew to the Danube, the more they began to feel that the war had been nothing but a dream. The sky was void of planes, and there were no tanks to be seen, just a few armored vehicles from time to time. The war? What war?
Steiner heaved a sigh. That very night, his mission would come to an end at the lake of Alt Aussee. He would finally be able to send Himmler the agreed-upon message, a single word signaling that the operation had been a success: Sonne – “Sun.” His wife and children would then be given the promised safe conduct passes, enabling them to come join him.
An all-but-invisible smile spread across his face.
 
Escorted by two helmeted motorcyclists, the eight-cylinder Horsch, painted in gray-green feldgrau, sped along the road to Salzburg by twilight. In the back seat was the imposing silhouette of Reichsmarschall Hermann Goering, wrapped in a fur-lined greatcoat that could have enveloped a horse, and crowned by a head no less massive, evoking a jack-o’-lantern. With his booted legs resting on a folding seat in front of him, he appeared asleep, but the unremitting rictus across his face was not really the expression of serenity. Rather, it was more the by-product of his insides hard at work – either within his skull or churning away in his enormous belly, but perhaps both.
Lunch in Regensburg had indeed been filling. But the real reason for his indigestion was yesterday’s news: the impending fall of Berlin. In fact it was only days away – very few days at that. On top of it, Hitler’s birthday party had been disquieting. The Führer looked pale and at times distraught; he had poor control of his right arm, injured during the July 20, 1944 assassination attempt, and he periodically trembled.
“Does the Führer not think that mountain air would do him some good?” he asked, after the customary exchange of courtesies.
“The hour for thinking about mountain air has indeed come, Hermann!”
“In addition,” insisted Goering, “from there the Führer could begin planning the resistance’s second front.”
“What second front? Who will provide the armored vehicles? Who will provide the tanks? And who will provide the planes? Certainly not you!”
Cut to the quick and fearing another angry outburst, Goering held his tongue. As luck would have it, Goebbels diverted Hitler’s attention and Goering took the opportunity to beat a hasty retreat.
The logical conclusion was that Hitler would never leave the bunker. He would be taken prisoner by the Soviets. Or he would commit suicide. The Third Reich would then be without its legendary leader. At that point Goering himself would automatically become its new leader, as had been set forth by decree on June 19, 1941.
He raised his head, the driver slowed as they entered Altötting to make a right turn onto the road to Berchtesgaden. As the day’s last light shimmered in the sky, painting a splendid landscape – one worthy of brush strokes from the likes of Caspar David Friedrich – the Horsch stopped in front of the Reichsmarschall’s mountain chalet. The blue lanterns hanging above the terrace gently rocked in the breeze. The gardener had not been remiss: the beds were already in flower. The driver opened the door. Goering got out and began squinting to have a better look at the other chalets off in the distance, all reserved for party leaders and those close to Hitler. Only one seemed occupied, the one belonging to the Obersturmbannführer Frank. So everyone had remained in Berlin, wanting to be close to the Führer.
Then he went up the wooden steps and into his chalet. His wife, a Swedish woman, née von Focke, came running to greet him and alerted him to a visitor waiting for him in the living room. He pushed open the door with his gloved fist and recognized a familiar face, Oberst Hannes von Mallesdorf, the leader – albeit unofficially – of the information network that Goering had set up in the region, from Munich to Salzburg. It was in this region, in fact, that he had stored a large part of his collections, most notably in the castles of Neuschwanstein and Herrenchiemsee, and he expected to be informed as quickly as possible of any suspicious goings-on that might pose a risk to them.
As the marshal walked in, the colonel stood, clicking his heels and saluting.
“At ease, Hannes,” said Goering. “And stop clicking your heels like that,” he added with a smirk. “The country’s new occupants might not appreciate such protocol. Have you been offered a drink?”
“I was waiting for you to get here, Herr Reichsmarschall.”
Goering, to no one in particular, ordered two beers.
“Help me out of my coat. So, what happy occasion brings you here?”
Von Mallesdorf rushed to oblige and the enormous greatcoat was soon resting on a seat made of sculpted ebony.
“While in Berlin, did you organize the transfer of works of art into this area?” Mallesdorf asked.
“No. Why?”
“Three of our sentinels notified me of the passage of a convoy from Berlin consisting of ten trucks and apparently heading toward these parts. At last report, they were rolling through Bad Ischl, a little over an hour ago.”
The Reichsmarschall sensed in his gut that something was up.
“Did anyone ask what they were hauling?”
“Yes. But the convoy leader refused to answer. Could the Führer be behind the organization of this convoy?”
“I strongly doubt it.”
“The permits were signed by Himmler and Reichsleiter Bormann.”
This sent the Reichsmarschall’s mind into high alert. From what he had been told, the convoy had been organized by two of his worst enemies. What was it carrying? The thought that it may, in fact, contain nothing at all suddenly ran through his mind.
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