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Preface

World War II—the cataclysmic event of the Twentieth Century—has been documented in fact and fiction by writers working in a variety of media. From great battles to fascinating personalities to the horrors of the concentration camps, the war of all wars has been covered on all fronts.

In the past few years, a growing number of authors have focused on the material plunder of the war in Europe: Most recently, Holocaust-era assets and reparations payments to survivors of Hitler’s death camps have occupied the front pages of the world’s newspapers. Ken Alford’s Great Treasure Stories of World War II continues this fascinating investigation and offers incisive looks at not only the Nazi looting of German-occupied countries, but also American involvement in the looting of treasures our soldiers were entrusted to safeguard. This book provides eye-opening accounts of villains and heroes in these underhanded scenarios, proving all too clearly that once again where there is gold (and other riches) there is bound to be greed—even among normally upright, law-abiding men and women.

Great Treasure Stories of World War II makes for entertaining, illuminating reading and is popular history that touches upon the tragic, the loathsome, and at times, the comic, while at the same time meshing smoothly into the mainstream of World War II movements and events. It  does not attempt to cover the subject completely (an impossible task in even the thickest of books) but, rather, through individual examples and tales of lust and greed and criminality, adds to our understanding of the atmosphere and motives of those last days of the greatest conflict.

It is engrossing reading, and a valuable contribution to our understanding about those dark days.

 

 

 

Larry C. Bush 
Pensacola Junior College, Milton Campus






Introduction

World War II was the most devastating conflict in human history. The sheer scope of devastation wrought by the global conflict, coupled with the material loss and displacement of millions of people, was simply staggering. The nature of the aggressive war waged by Germany, which overran much of Europe and western Russia, led to the plundering of many countries. Germany’s rapacious acquisition of valuables was not an aberration of human greed, but merely a continuation of the practice from previous secular and religious crusades during other periods of hostilities. What set apart the years 1939-1945 was its exceptional scale and well ordered ruthlessness.

Between September 1939 and May 1945, German armed forces roamed from Dunkirk to Stalingrad, and from Spitzbergen to Athens, plundering gold, silver, currency, paintings and other works of art, coins, religious artifacts, and millions of books and other documents. The value of these items, many of which were one-of-a-kind priceless pieces, can be estimated in billions of dollars. The artwork alone, for example, looted under Adolf Hitler’s direction, exceeded the collections amassed by the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, the British Museum in London, the Louvre in Paris, and the Tretiaskov Gallery in Moscow.  After the end of the war, reparations for these cultural losses were demanded from Germany by a host of nations and individuals.

Until recently, American involvement in the acquisition of these treasures has largely remained obscure and misunderstood. The sad and embarrassing fact, however, is that many Americans participated in widespread theft in the weeks and months following the end of the war. Much of this activity was sanctioned by the United States government. In just the art domain alone, American soldiers snatched thousands of paintings, sculptures, and drawings, as well as tons of valuable photographs and negatives. Huge numbers of books, documents, and other manuscript collections, courtesy of the U.S. Army, reside today in the Library of Congress in Washington, D.C. American officials even authorized the removal of Europe’s best horses to the New World.

Although Congress has passed legislation authorizing the return to Germany of much of this material—supported by federal court rulings—the large bulk of valuables carried to our shores remains in American archives and in private collections. There have been few if any real attempts to return the war booty. United States officials recently announced that two tons of Nazi gold is stored at the Federal Reserve Bank in New York City. This statement was released only after prodding by Senator Alfonse M. D’Amato during his investigation of the Nazi gold deposited in Swiss banks during World War II.

Recently, the New York Times and other distinguished periodicals have featured stories about Russian treasures taken from Germany during the closing days of the war. According to these articles, both the Hermitage Museum in St. Petersburg and the Pushkin Museum in Moscow hold immense numbers of paintings seized from the Germans, who had earlier plundered these items from other countries and private collections. The Russians were not the only ones engaged in this unseemly behavior. While Moscow was packing and shipping art and other items of value for its journey eastward, the United States was orchestrating its own version of postwar pillaging. Under the direction of U.S. Army officer Gordon Gilkey, for example, approximately 11,000 paintings were transported to Washington, D.C. in 1947, where they were placed in “permanent retention” in the Pentagon. The most valuable of these are today stored in an underground vault at the U.S. Center of Military History in our nation’s capital. The official looters ranged from  government officials to private individuals, many of whom went on to prominent positions in government and private industry.

One case of ransacking even involved former President Herbert Hoover. After the cessation of hostilities, Hoover toured the globe in President Harry Truman’s airplane, affectionately named “Faithful Cow.” Hoover’s irreproachable objective during this trip was to address the threat of hunger by finding a method to feed the starving children of the world. While Hoover was on this noble mission, his staff was in Germany collecting thousands of articles for the Hoover War Library at Stanford University. One of the items taken was German Propaganda Minister Joseph Goebbels’s 7,000-page typed diary. One of Hoover’s aides, Frank E. Mason, negotiated a $400,000 agreement with Doubleday for a partial publication of the diary. The money might have been better used to help feed the starving children. The Goebbels Diaries, with an introduction by war correspondent Louis P. Lochner, was published in 1948. The original diary is still in the Hoover War Library at Stanford University.1 In addition to Goebbels’s diaries, the Hoover Institute acquired a collection of his personal papers dating from 1931 to 1945. The former president’s agents also acquired large collections of paper items that once belonged to Heinrich Himmler and the Nazi Party; even manuscripts relating Aryan folklore ended up at Stanford University.

Numerous accounts have now surfaced establishing government-sanctioned plundering and an extensive disregard for cultural objects by individual soldiers and civilians. However well intentioned some officers and departments might have been, however, it was simply impossible to prevent widespread looting during the period of enormous disorder that followed World War II. Command and troop relocations made it impossible to effectively safeguard the many important museums and repositories sprinkled across Europe. German citizens, staggered by the consequences of war, could not protect the cultural objects in their homes, castles, and museums, from which they were often evicted by American military personnel. While acquiring the “spoils of war” may have been widespread and common, the fact remains that looting by U.S. troops was illegal. Certainly some soldiers were ignorant of this fact, but many others knowingly and willingly grabbed what they could, tempted by the glitter of so much priceless treasure strewn about them.

The plight of these celebrated works of art and other vanished treasures during the closing days of World War II is a remarkable tale of greed, lust, fraud, deceit, and treachery. Much of this story is found in Great Treasure Stories of World War II.

And so much is still waiting to be written.
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Chapter One

The Allied Capture of Nazi Gold

In 1933, Adolf Hitler became Chancellor of Germany. It had been a long and arduous climb to power. The son of a civil servant and future Führer of the Third Reich was born in Austria in 1889. After failing to acquire a seat in the Vienna Fine Arts and Academy in 1907 and again in 1908, Hitler spent time in Vienna until the outbreak of World War I, when he joined the army and was sent to the Western Front. He served honorably and bravely throughout the war, was wounded twice, and awarded the Iron Cross, First Class. The defeat of Germany in 1918 devastated Hitler, who thereafter aligned himself with the right-wing radicals of the German Worker’s Party—the genesis of the Nazi Party.

By 1924, Hitler had emerged from a stint in prison for his radical activities and began transforming the National Socialist German Worker’s Party (NSDAP) into a national organization. It garnered some six million votes and seated 107 members in the Reichstag in the 1930 elections. Seeing the future, industrialists and others with political interests and money began donating to Hitler’s party. By 1933, Hitler and his associates scored an impressive 52 percent of the vote. Now, as Chancellor of Germany, Hitler moved quickly to solidify his power and revive the German military and war industry. With anti-Semitism as the keystone of politics, he transformed the Nazi party into a tyrannical mass movement.

The Führer of Germany carried out his plans with breathtaking speed. Within six years he had moved troops into the Rhineland (a violation of the Versailles Treaty), altered the terms of a naval treaty with Great Britain, annexed Austria, and occupied the Sudetenland. The Germany army, or Wehrmacht, and air force, or Luftwaffe, swelled in size and strength. Perhaps most ominously, Hitler executed a non-aggression treaty with the Soviet Union, which freed Hitler to operate elsewhere in Europe without having to worry about the Bolshevik menace to the east.

Hitler invaded Poland in September 1939, triggering World War II well ahead of his own schedule when Great Britain, followed by France, declared war on Germany. The Poles were quickly overpowered, but the British and French allies offered little more than threatening words in response. In the spring of 1940, Hitler’s forces overran Denmark and Norway, and a few weeks later marched into the Netherlands, Belgium—and France. The Battle of Britain followed, and although it was a close affair, Hitler was unable to force an English capitulation. Driven by a hatred of Bolshevism, Hitler turned his attention to his erstwhile ally, the Soviet Union. The massive June 1941 invasion carried the victorious German armies to the suburbs of Moscow, but stout Russian opposition and an early winter stopped Hitler’s panzers and foot soldiers shy of the decisive victory they were seeking. While Hitler’s troops were freezing and dying in Russia, the Japanese sallied out and struck the United States at Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941. In perhaps his most serious strategic blunder, Hitler declared war on America, ensuring Yankee support for embattled Britain and the Soviet Union.

Thereafter, Germany’s fortunes took a decided turn for the worse. An entire German Army was gobbled up at Stalingrad on the Eastern Front, and Field Marshal Erwin Rommel’s Afrika Korps was defeated in North Africa. German cities felt the routine sting of bombs dropped by American, Canadian, and English planes. Equally devastating was the loss of the critically important Battle of the Atlantic—Hitler’s attempt to cut off supplies flowing to and from his allies with his vaunted U-boats. By the time the Allies invaded France at Normandy on June 6, 1944, it was obvious that Germany could not win the war. Less than one year later, with the Russians fighting in the streets of Berlin, Hitler killed himself in his bunker on April 30, 1945, along with his long-time mistress Eva Braun, whom he had married one day earlier.

History’s most devastating war was over. Tens of millions of soldiers and civilians were dead, millions more were displaced, and Europe’s Jewish population had been largely wiped out in the “Final Solution.” In addition to this human devastation, Hitler’s attempt to dominate and control Europe and the Soviet Union had resulted in the Nazi confiscation of much of Europe’s priceless artwork, precious metals, jewels, and other valuables.

[image: 002]

[image: 003]

In early 1945, three million Allied soldiers smashed the Siegfried line and broke into Hitler’s “Inner Fortress”—Germany. During this massive offensive, General George Patton’s Third Army dashed through Thuringia Province and discovered the largest single cache of treasure of World War II.

Located within the Kaiseroda Mine at the village of Merkers in Thuringia was the most valuable prize of World War II—the main cache of Germany’s gold reserves removed from Berlin because of Allied bombing. In addition, millions of Reichsmarks, U.S. dollars, and other paper money had found its way to Merkers during the early months of 1945.

After the capture of Merkers, the Allies began hearing rumors of recent movements of gold from the German Reichsbank in Berlin to the Kaiseroda Mine. The rumors persisted, but no eyewitnesses were located  until the morning of April 6, 1945. Two military policemen, Privates Clyde Harmon and Anthony Kline, stopped two displaced French women from Thionville who were violating an order prohibiting civilians from moving around the 90th Division command post at Keiselbach. One of the women was pregnant and was being accompanied by her friend in a search of medical assistance. After questioning by the military police at their headquarters, the women returned the two miles to Merkers, accompanied by an army private.

When he got to Merkers, the private saw the large buildings and the tops of the elevator lifts at the Kaiseroda Mine. A simple inquiry into the nature of the facility prompted the women to reveal that the mine was where the Germans had deposited their gold reserves and valuable property of the National Art Museum of Berlin. The gold, they continued, was stored 1,600 feet deep, and local civilians and displaced persons had been pressed into service unloading and storing it and currency as well. They did not know the quantity or value of the cache, but it took a crew of   men three days to unload and store it. The stunned private reported this conversation to Lieutenant Colonel William A. Russell, Military Government Officer for the 90th Infantry Division. Russell proceeded immediately to the Kaiseroda mine and interviewed displaced persons living in the area. The remarkable story as relayed by the French women was true.
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The entrances to the Kaiseroda Mine were covered by several large, five-story brick buildings housing electrical coal-fired generators. These generators produced electricity for lights, ventilation fans, and power for the large elevators used in the mineshafts.

Realizing the importance of this discovery, and with the war still raging in Germany, Lieutenant Colonel Russell requested the 712th Tank Battalion to proceed to Merkers to guard the mine entrance. The mine, Russell soon learned, was honeycombed with 35 miles of tunnels and boasted five entrances. The entire U.S. 357th Infantry Regiment was dispatched to guard it. Within days, the Kaiseroda mine was secured by reinforced rifle companies, antiaircraft guns, tanks, tank destroyers, and jeeps mounted with .50-caliber machine guns.

On Saturday, April 7, members of the 80th Division decided to examine the contents of the tunnels. After entering the mine, Lieutenant Colonel Russell made several attempts to open the vault door with a set of keys. Unsuccessful, Russell tried to knock down the door with brute force, which simply resulted in shearing off the door handles. Frustrated, Russell suggested digging through the masonry vault wall, but it was determined that blasting an entrance in the vault wall the following morning would be easier. Russell and his party moved on to examine an extensive collection of art found in various tunnels. The next day, a Sunday, Russell and General Herbert L. Earnest, Commander of the 90th Division, reentered the Kaiseroda Mine. This time Russell’s efforts would not be denied: accompanying him were men of the First Battalion, 357th Combat Engineers.

The engineers at first attempted to dig a hole through the masonry vault wall, quickly discovered the barrier impregnable to shovels and picks. Explosive charges were set. While the men sat on stacks of currency stored outside the vault, the explosives detonated, blasting an entrance approximately four by eight feet. The vault itself was 75’ by 150’, with a 12’ ceiling. Although well lighted, it was not ventilated. What the men saw astonished them: they had just uncovered 285 tons of gold bars and gold coins, and $519,805,802 in cash.1

In the Versailles Palace outside Paris on Sunday, April 8, 1945, Colonel Bernard Bernstein, who was on General Eisenhower’s SHAEF  staff, was enjoying a late breakfast at the officers’ mess before heading over to his office with a copy of the military newspaper Stars and Stripes tucked under his arm. Before starting work, Bernstein glanced at the front-page and saw the story about American troops and the gold cache stored in a salt mine at Merkers, Germany. Shortly thereafter, Bernstein’s telephone rang. It was General Frank J. McSherry from SHAEF’s headquarters at Rheims, France. General George Patton, McSherry explained, had asked General Eisenhower to take over the responsibility of handling and safeguarding the Merkers treasure. That afternoon Bernstein was on a small plane flying to Rheims to help arrange the  takeover of the treasure in the name of the commanding general, European Theater of Operations, United States Army.
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The treasure recovered by the U.S. Army was stacked in long single rows with a two-and-a-half-foot separation between the rows of bagged gold coins and bars. Hundreds of valises, heaped in the back of the vault, contained gold and silver jewelry, priceless church ornaments, table and silverware, and bales of currency. A narrow-gauge railroad track ran through the center of the vault.

Bags of gold coins were opened and examined. In order to examine the contents of the bags, the Americans had to break open the seals. At one point, a bag of gold coins was opened and poured into a steel helmet, photographed, and returned to the bag. Each bag of gold coins weighed 81 pounds.
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One of Bernstein’s tasks was to find a suitable place to store the gold, art, and currency. He decided the Reichsbank building in Frankfort would be an excellent repository. That same day, April 10, Colonel Bernstein drove the 85 miles to Merkers and reported to the 357th Infantry Regiment. After making a preliminary inspection of the Kaiseroda Mine and its contents, he left instructions with the officers to call his hand-picked men and assign them the task of auditing the valuables in the mine.

The indefatigable colonel next traveled to Patton’s Third Army command post, located near Merkers, to explain to the general that the valuables must be moved to Frankfurt as quickly as possible. Patton, however, opposed the idea. “There is no chance the Germans can push me out of this area,” explained the general. “It is safe to leave the gold and other treasures down in that mine.”

Bernstein, however, did not back down. “I don’t for a minute question the correctness of your statement, but under the Big Three arrangement, this part of Germany will be taken over by the Russians after the fighting ends and we certainly want to get all of this out of here before the Russians get here.”

Patton was astonished by Bernstein’s statement. “I didn’t know that at all,” he said, “but I will do everything possible to facilitate your mission.”2 At this stage of the war, it seems incredible that Patton was not aware of the four-zone division of Germany by the Allies.
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Colonel Bernard Bernstein, the Director of the U.S. Military Government Finance Division, being awarded a French military decoration.

On April 11, Bernstein set up a command post in Merkers. The necessary office equipment, mess, billeting and other facilities were brought forward to the area. Bernstein wasted little time getting down into the mine for a look around. Years later he explained, “Because of my background with the Treasury Department and working for a large law firm that provided attorneys for the old Farmers Loan and Trust Company in New York, the first thing you do is, you want to know what you have got. Make sure that you are accounting for it properly.”3 His inspection included the examination of a number of art treasures from the Berlin Museums, with Dr. Paul W. Rave, Curator of the Berlin Museum, present to furnish information concerning the pieces. A number of cases were sitting in a pool of water, and Bernstein arranged for these to be moved to higher ground within the chamber. When he returned to his quarters that night, a message from General Patton was waiting for him. It instructed Bernstein to be at the entrance of the mine the following morning at 9:00 a.m.

Colonel Bernstein and his staff were at the mine long before the appointed hour to continue the inventory. At 9:00 a.m., the colonel took  the elevator up to the entrance, but no one had yet arrived. Suddenly, the front end of a jeep bearing a plaque with five gold stars in a circle drove up the entrance. Colonel Bernstein automatically straightened up. He knew there was only one person entitled to that designation in this theater. As he offered a crisp salute, he found himself looking into the faces of General Dwight D. Eisenhower, General George Patton, and General Omar N. Bradley—the three highest-ranking American officers in Europe, all in one jeep.

General Manton S. Eddy joined the group as they approached the elevator to descend into the mine. The elevator that would carry them into the mine was suspended by cables within a 1,600-foot shaft. Colonel   Bernstein, however, had not been informed that he would be meeting a collection of the top-ranking generals that morning. As a result, he had not replaced the German elevator operator. Standing on the wooden elevator platform, Bernstein reflected to himself: “We were fourteen stars and just a colonel in the hands of a German who could have really upset the whole plan at that point. If that German running the elevator had been a fanatic, you never know what might have happened.”4 Fortunately, the operator guided the group safely into the mine. As they stepped out of the elevator at the bottom of the shaft, the U.S. Army guard saluted the top brass and was heard by all to mutter, “Jesus Christ.”
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Generals George Patton (left), Dwight Eisenhower (examining chest), and Omar Bradley (right) inspect the main vault. A dark shadow was cast over their exhilarating find when it was discovered that 207 boxes and valises contained thousands of gold and silver dental crowns, bridges, plates, silver tableware, watch cases, eyeglasses, gold wedding rings, pearls, precious stones, and assorted currency—the economic remnants of Nazi atrocities.

The generals looked at the artwork, which was later ascertained to constitute about 25 percent of the contents of the vast Berlin Art Museums. They also examined the plates used by the Reichsbank for printing currency. As they made their way through other tunnels, Colonel   Bernstein explained the plan for the inventory and removal of the treasure from the Kaiseroda Mine. The tour lasted over an hour. At one point Eisenhower noticed some writing on the wall. It was in German, and he asked Bernstein to translate. Although Bernstein didn’t know German, he knew enough Yiddish to read it: “The state is everything and the individual is nothing.” “What an appalling doctrine,” Eisenhower’s reply.
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General Eisenhower was particularly interested in learning about the contents of the mine. He sat on a large stack of currency smoking a cigarette as Bernstein told the generals about the gold, currency, and valises filled with loot from concentration camp victims. General Eisenhower looked through a number of valises; one ladies’ small traveling bag still had the fresh aroma of perfume inside.
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General Eisenhower (front), with Generals Patton (center) and Bradley (left), examining pieces of art that Patton later described as “the type normally seen in bars in America.”

Patton was not impressed by the artwork. He later wrote in his diary, “The ones I saw were worth, in my opinion, about $2.50, and were of the type normally seen in bars in America.”5 The general was referring to hundreds of the world’s greatest paintings.

On the afternoon of April 12, 1945, Bernstein telephoned Captain Henry Morgenthau III, the son of the secretary of the treasury and a  member of Patton’s staff. Bernstein wanted to discuss with him the treasure found at Merkers, but Morgenthau was not available. Bernstein retired for the evening around midnight, but a short time later a soldier entered and informed him that Captain Morgenthau had returned his call. The voice on the phone shook Bernstein wide awake. “I suppose you are calling me about what you heard over the radio,” asked Morgenthau. When Bernstein replied that he had not been listening to the radio, Morgenthau interrupted him: “President Roosevelt died.” Bernstein remembers hanging up and returning to bed. Unable to fall asleep, he spent the night tossing and turning, lamenting the president’s death.6

On April 14, ten days after the Kaiseroda Mine discovery, the treasure was ready to be removed. The first of the two elevator shafts was designated to lift currency and other miscellaneous items to the surface. Shaft two (which broke down and was repaired by engineers stationed nearby) was earmarked to haul the gold. Thirty ten-ton trucks pulled up to the mine at 7:30 a.m. Large tarpaulins were spread out in the back of each, and after they were loaded, folded over to conceal the gold from view. Security was doubled around the salt mine.
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An American soldier counting Reichsmarks currency.
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During 1945 the Foreign Exchange Depository, located in the Reichsbank building in Frankfurt, accepted 78 shipments of gold and had stored in its spacious vaults 387,536 pounds of gold bars and 313,411 pounds of gold coins. Colonel Bernstein (hatless, right) and members of his staff examine gold bars stored in one of the 18 separate compartments inside that facility.

Loading continued throughout the night. Each truck was filled over capacity to carry the huge load away. As the laborious process dragged on, the drivers and assistants took the opportunity to grab some sleep in the cabs. The loading was finally completed at 7:45 a.m. Three of the trucks were jammed with artwork; the remaining 27 contained gold and currency. Bernstein was understandably nervous about the safety of the shipment. First, he insisted that a military guard ride up front with the two drivers. Still not satisfied with the arrangements, he asked Lieutenant Colonel John H. Mason, commander of the 357th Infantry Regiment, to post one of his soldiers on the back of each truck to prevent the possibility of German citizens jumping on board and stealing some of the gold or currency. “I think we can take our chances with the Germans,” explained Mason. “These are very tough soldiers.”7 He was right. With all the roads  and intersections blocked to other traffic along the 85-mile route to Frankfurt, the convoy made it to the Reichsbank at 3:45 p.m. without incident.

The guards stationed at the Reichsbank were reinforced by the soldiers accompanying the convoy. Eight M8 tanks and ten antiaircraft guns were added to the existing security already in place. Now, over 700 combat troops were guarding the Merkers gold. Unloading began immediately with the help of 150 U.S. Army Engineers, and continued throughout the night and into the next day. The U.S. Army had seized 235 tons of treasure from the designated Russian occupation zone—the largest gold appropriation in military history. This constituted only the first deposit—569,726 pounds of gold—made to the “Allied Gold Pot.” The Reichsbank was surrounded with barbed wire placed under constant surveillance by guards in watchtowers. At night, floodlights illuminated the building.

General Walter Bedell Smith, Eisenhower’s chief of staff, asked Colonel Bernstein to furnish him with five gold coins to make medals for   President Harry Truman, Prime Minister Churchill, General Marshall, Field Marshall Montgomery, and General Eisenhower. The request took Bernstein by surprise. The army and the American government, he replied, had a fiduciary responsibility for the gold. General Eisenhower might be subject to criticism for taking gold coins, he added. The colonel was trying, as diplomatically as possible, to tell the general “no.” Not to be denied, General Smith asked General McSherry to ride with him from the supreme headquarters building to the Reichsbank; he would get the coins himself. As they were driving toward the bank, McSherry advised Smith that Colonel Bernstein had set up tight security around the building, and that it was unlikely they would be allowed to enter. Disgusted, Smith ordered his driver to turn around and return to headquarters.8
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An American soldier stands guard as a two-and-a-half ton truck is loaded with gold to be returned to France. This gold would greatly aid France in overcoming her post-war financial difficulties.
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Dutch gold consisting of 209 boxes of gold bars and 223 boxes of gold coins is being loaded into trucks provided by the Dutch Army. Colonel Van Limberg, general inspector of the Netherlands Army, and his dog, were in command of the move.

Bernstein’s concern for the safety of the shipment proved well founded. Although he had done everything he could, $12,470 in U.S. currency disappeared from the Merkers mine. During the transfer from Merkers to the Reichsbank in Frankfurt, a large number of Dutch gold coins and 468,800 Reichsmarks ($46,880) were also stolen. In spite of an investigation by the commanding officer, European Civil Affairs Currency Section, the currency and gold coins were never recovered.9

The bulk of gold seized by the U.S. Army and stored in the Reichbank at Frankfurt was eventually distributed to various Allied  nations. After the transfers were completed, 108,952 pounds of gold (1947 value $45,759,840) remained in Allied Gold Pot. This author filed a civil action suit to attempt to obtain information as to the final disposition of the remaining gold. These records, however, are still classified “Secret” under FOIA Exemption (b) (1), and Presidential Executive Order 12356. Former Senator Alfonse M. D’Amato (R-NY) recently addressed the fate of the gold during his investigation of wartime Swiss bank and Nazi gold transactions. (See Appendix A for the author’s spreadsheet analysis of German gold activity.)

In addition to the Kaiseroda mine, there were dozens of other mines in the immediate area containing over 800 miles of tunnels that were also examined for hidden treasure. One of the more interesting was the Ransbach salt mine. The main chamber of the mine was 2,500 feet below the surface. Inside was an estimated two million books from the Berlin Library. The first shipment of books arrived in the middle of 1944. By 1945, 200 loaded railroad cars of books had been jammed into the mine. The volumes were primarily reference and reading books, categorized as old, rare, or valuable. Some contained reference maps, others theatrical and operatic manuscripts, and musical scores from the State Theater. In addition to the books, the mine held 45 cases of art containing approximately 500 paintings of international reputation and high value. The mine also housed 200,000 theatrical costumes hanging from long poles suspended from the ceiling.10
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The surface building and elevator of the Ransbach salt mine.





Chapter Two

The Plundering of Munich

On May 1, 1945, after completion of the initial phase of the battle for Munich by the U.S. 3rd Infantry Division, the city was assigned to the highly secretive Task Force (T Force) of the Sixth Army Group. T Force had been organized in the early stages of the war to recover German technology, including patents and blueprints for heat-seeking missiles, jet aircraft, rockets, and other modern weapons of mass destruction.

T Force targets included the Führerbau, and the Verwaltungsbau (Administrative Building). These twin buildings served as headquarters for the Nazi Party and were located on the reconstructed Königsplatz. To the rear of the Führerbau was an older building known as the Braunes Haus, the birthplace of the Nazi Party. The structure had served as the original Nazi Party headquarters until the party grew too large to be housed within its walls. These three large buildings were connected by a vast system of tunnels complete with underground kitchens, dining rooms, communications centers, and storerooms. The complex contained vast quantities of Nazi memorabilia and was described by an army captain as “so goddamn much you could never go through it unless you made it a definite target to exploit at great length.”1

By war’s end the Braunes Haus, or at least that portion above ground, had been destroyed, but the other two buildings were largely undamaged  except for broken windows. Considerable looting by the retreating German army had already taken place by the time American forces captured these buildings. Papers, personal effects, photographs, and a large collection of miscellaneous items were found scattered on the floors.

[image: 016]

Due to the complexity of the Königsplatz, members of T Force obtained this postcard and wrote in the locations of the buildings.

The 1269th Combat Engineer Battalion followed the 3rd Infantry Division into Munich, and was also assigned to T Force. The 1269th was responsible for blowing open any safes found in the captured complex. The engineers also strung communications wire from the buildings to the T Force Command Post, and served as guards in and about the network of structures. The men of the 1269th had no idea just how fortunate their new posting would prove to be: the tunnels honeycombing the three-building complex were crammed with valuable paintings, party records, silverware, and many other valuable items gathered by the Nazi Party.

In addition to the 1269th Combat Engineer Battalion, various units of the 45th Infantry Division and 163rd Combat Engineer Battalion also jointly guarded the buildings. Pvt. Theodore J. Polski and Pvt. John A. Fraser walked into the Führerbau and discovered several enlisted men, together with officers from the 45th Infantry Division, pocketing silverware for souvenirs. The guard on duty at the time did not seem to care, and two more captains, a pair of colonels, and a nurse corps WAC  captain joined the growing group of souvenir hunters. Polski joined in, picking out a set of silverware. Each piece had the initials “A.H.” and a swastika. Fraser took eight sets of knives, forks and spoons. During the excitement of removing this vast collection of silverware, soldiers from the 1269th loaded several trucks with large quantities of silverware and other souvenirs.

Both Polski and Fraser returned to the their headquarters and showed their booty to their commanding officer, Captain Sterling F. McKee. The privates carefully wrapped their silver in a box and had Captain McKee write “Censored by Captain McKee” on the outside of the packages. Polski mailed the 80-piece set of silverware to his wife in St. Paul, Minnesota, while Fraser also mailed his booty home.2
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This is how the basement of the Verwaltungsbau (Administrative Building) looked when the U.S. Military Government took over its control.

In the waterlogged basement of Führerbau, an unidentified American sergeant was rummaging through the heaps of paper and personal items when he discovered a box. Inside were some of Adolf Hitler’s most personal belongings, including his gold plated pistol. The container also housed Hitler’s swastika ring, a tiny oil painted portrait of his mother, a framed photo of his German Shephard, Blondi, the swastika blood flag belonging to the unit of a comrade killed in the Munich Putsch of 1923, and numerous pieces of silverware with the initials A.H. These items turned up in a private collection in 1981.

The lucrative looting of the Führerbau, the Verwaltungsbau, and the Braunes Haus continued unabated until June 10, when the complex was taken over by a military detachment. The Property Control Officer ordered the complex ringed with barbed wire and guard stations. This put a stop to the pillaging by German civilians, but American soldiers and displaced persons climbed through windows and helped themselves to a wide array of valuable souvenirs.
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Sergeant Arthur Peters relaxing on Hitler’s bed. Peters took the lamp (seen on the small table in the upper right hand portion of the photo) home. After his death his wife sold the lamp to a private collector.
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Flag and China taken from the Führerbau or Party Headquarters in Munich.
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Hitler’s gold pistol (above) was valued at more than a million dollars. It was donated to the West Point Museum, where it can be seen today.

(Right): Hitler and his beloved dog, Blondi.
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(Above) Hitler’s silver tea service.

(Below) Linen with his initials A. H.
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(Above) Princess Margarethe,
the Landgrafin of Hesse and
Granddavghter  of  Queen
Victoria of England. (Below)

Princess Sophia of Hanover,
daughter of the King of Greece.

“The jewels pictured on this page were.
stolen by Major David Watson,
Colonel Jack Durant, and his lover
Copuin Kuthleen  Nash.  The
diamonds, ~ emeralds, ~pearls, and
sapphires were removed from their
settings, and the gold was sold in

vizerland.  The  larger gems.
disappeared from a parcel checkroom
in the La Salle Train Station in
Chicago, and have never been
recovered.

Princess Mafalda, daughter of the King and
Queen of Iuly. She was sent to
Buchenvald Concentration Camp and
forced into prostitution. Used s a human
shield, chained 10 a nearby defense factory,
her am was severed by Allied bom
and she bled to death.






OEBPS/kenn_9780306820908_oeb_017_r1.jpg





OEBPS/kenn_9780306820908_oeb_070_r1.jpg





OEBPS/kenn_9780306820908_oeb_152_r1.jpg





OEBPS/kenn_9780306820908_oeb_100_r1.jpg





OEBPS/kenn_9780306820908_oeb_135_r1.jpg





OEBPS/kenn_9780306820908_oeb_064_r1.jpg





OEBPS/kenn_9780306820908_oeb_173_r1.gif
oot Pl
e

snlod
i (sso-b i
e

— vt





OEBPS/kenn_9780306820908_oeb_058_r1.jpg





OEBPS/kenn_9780306820908_oeb_081_r1.jpg





OEBPS/kenn_9780306820908_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
NAZI PLUNDER

GREAT TREASURE STORIES
OF WORLD WAR I1

ETH D. ALFORI





OEBPS/kenn_9780306820908_oeb_075_r1.jpg
A close-up view the sword presented
to Goring by Mussolini.

The Roman Gladius-style sword
found in Géring’s pool (left) was
probably originally pilfered from a
French  museum by  the
Reichsmarschall.
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(Above) The Sword of Saint
Stephen symbolized the king’s
authority as supreme warlord. It
was a straight sword, double-
edged, with a regular taper. It was
sheath-lined with red velvet and
kept in a leather box.

(Below) The fourteenth-century
orb, a hollowed sphere of silver
gilt with a dual cross-mounted on
top and two coats-of-arms
engraved in its sides representing
the Hungarian Kingdom and the
French-Italian dynasty. The orb,
which symbolized kingly power
and justice, and was kept in a
velvet-lined wooden box.
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