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Foreword

BY THE DUKE OF HAMILTON

At dusk on 10 May 1941 Hess parachuted on to a Scottish moor just south of Glasgow and was taken into custody. He gave a false name and said he had an important message for my father, whom he said he had seen at the Berlin Olympics in 1936, although they had never met. Early next morning, my father, who was on duty at RAF Turnhouse, was told that a German pilot had crashed and was asking for him by name. He went to see the prisoner who identified himself as Hess and said that he wished to meet the king and other British leaders, to make a peace overture on behalf of Hitler. The main proposal was that, in return for allowing Germany freedom of action in Europe and Russia, Britain would get a free hand in most of her Empire. Later that day my father flew south to report to Churchill.

Hess’s arrival aroused widespread speculation. Bizarre hypotheses abounded and within a year my father was obliged to bring a successful libel action against the general secretary of the British Communist Party. His death in 1973 diminished the inhibitions of the more fanciful theorists, since when there has been a marked increase in the number of imaginative theories published.

The authors of this book have drawn heavily on official documents in Germany, the USA and the Public Record Office at Kew. Early papers include a forty-page German report on Hess in the First World War, which gives precise details of his wounds and refers to his mental state. Later papers include those released in the 1990s by the Foreign Office, concerning the involvement of the SOE and MI5 in the affair. There is a detailed account of his preparations for the flight, as well as technical details of the aircraft modified for the purpose. There follows a vivid description of the flight, the efforts of the RAF to shoot him down and, not least, his difficulties in baling out of his aircraft. His life as a prisoner in British hands is covered, as is his trial at Nuremberg and long imprisonment at Spandau. Accounts of his various attempts at suicide are also given, including the final successful one at the age of 93. The book is annotated throughout with references and the narrative is accompanied by a series of remarkable photographs, some published for the first time.

The final chapter, ‘Some of the Myths’, tackles most of the outlandish interpretations of the Hess saga. Examples are those which claim that Hess was not the only person involved, that Hitler knew of or even authorized the flight, or that the man who arrived in Scotland was not Hess at all. There is also a frequently repeated contention that British military intelligence persuaded Hess to make his flight and another that my father was actively involved. Despite the authors’ earnest efforts to deal with at least the wilder theories, it seems inevitable that more will emerge and that the ‘Hess Conspiracy’ industry will remain in business for some time.

It is not easy to be scholarly and entertaining. Nesbit and Van Acker have managed to be both and wear their scholarship lightly. Their research has been exhaustive and their judgement is shrewd. They present technical details simply. Above all, they can tell a story. Theirs is a truth which may be stranger than fiction, but it is clear, concise and entertaining.


Introduction

The western world appears to be more interested in Rudolf Hess than in any other Nazi leader, with the exception of Adolf Hitler. His astonishing flight from Augsburg to Scotland on 10 May 1941, in an attempt to negotiate peace between Britain and Germany, has given rise to much curiosity and speculation. His long and mostly solitary incarceration in Spandau Prison, before his death on 17 August 1987 at the age of 93, has weighed heavily on the consciences of many observers and commentators.

Many books and articles have been written about Hess, describing his life in some detail from early childhood to death. In all these the main subject remains his daring and skilled flight. Some authors even go so far as to describe in detail every move that Hess made and his thoughts during this flight, as though they were looking over his shoulder at the time and were also able to read his mind. However, there are wide variations in these accounts, for they make different assumptions and then advance different theories.

Among the theories put forward by these authors can be found the following: there were two pilots and two aircraft involved; Hess made an intermediate landing at Schiphol airport; he took off from Calais airfield; he was lured to Britain by British military intelligence; the RAF anticipated his flight and allowed the aircraft to pass unhindered across Northumberland and Scotland; one of the drop-tanks from his aircraft was found in the Clyde; the pilot was not Hess but an imposter flying to Scotland for some unexplained reason; he did not commit suicide in Spandau prison but was murdered.

Most of these authors also try to prove their assumptions by using selective evidence, ignoring or dismissing facts which are readily available in British and German public records. The results are known as ‘conspiracy theories’ and we must advise the reader that none will be advanced in this book, although some will be examined and criticized.

The purpose of this book is to provide a straightforward account of Hess’s life and his flight to Scotland, using reliable sources of reference such as the Public Record Office in Kew, the Bayerisches Hauptstaatarchiv in Munich, Daimler-Benz Aerospace in Ottobrun, the National Archives and Records Administration in Washington DC, the Archives Division of the Smithsonian Institution in Washington DC, various other official sources and the accounts of several eye-witnesses to the events. We do not intend to advance further theories about Hess’s motives for his flight, although we have discovered a few additional facts which may prove useful to other researchers; in our opinion by far the most reliable account of his motives is presented in The Truth About Rudolf Hess by James Douglas-Hamilton, published in 1993 after the release of numerous documents relating to Hess by the Public Record Office.

We have concentrated on certain episodes in Hess’s life, such as those which show his ability as a pilot and his preparation for the flight, in order to demonstrate the inaccuracy of some of the conspiracy theories. We hope that our account, suitably annotated with references, will resolve many of the riddles which still bedevil this strange episode of the Second World War.


Roy Conyers Nesbit, Wiltshire, England, 2002

Georges Van Acker, Kontich, Belgium, 2002




CHAPTER ONE

Student, Soldier and Aviator

For several months in early 1941 Hess had been poring over maps of north-west Europe, the boundaries of the North Sea, the northern sector of Northumberland and the south of Scotland. He had been living in a world of aircraft instruments and piston pressures, cooling water temperatures and oxygen supplies, aircraft performance figures and synoptic charts – not to mention all the other details studied by aircrew preparatory to a long-distance flight. Now he was on his way at last, convinced that the most important mission of his life would succeed.

The German weather forecast was favourable, indicating a large anti-cyclone to the west of Britain, with light westerly winds over Germany and the Low Countries veering northerly over the North Sea. Cloud was scattered and visibility was good. Unknown to Hess, the British forecast indicated light variable winds over north-east England and south-west Scotland, where conditions were expected to be mainly cloudy with a few showers. Hess had chosen an excellent day.

Hess was justifiably proud of his skill in making the historic solo flight from Bavaria to Scotland. Some weeks later while in captivity, he wrote a long letter home to his son ‘Buz’, knowing that its contents would be read aloud to the boy by his wife Ilse, who might also pass the information on to those competent enough to understand his methods and admire his achievement. But even if Ilse kept the information to herself for the time being, Hess was recording his daring flight for posterity.

Rudolf Hess was kept incarcerated for another forty-six years, a hapless pawn in the relentless Cold War game of chess between East and West until, in 1987, he took his own life in Berlin’s Spandau prison. His body was eventually laid to rest in the family plot at Wunsiedel where the simple headstone bears the inscription ‘Ich Hab’s Gewagt’, which translated means ‘I dared’.

Rudolf Walter Richard Hess was born on 26 April 1894 in Ibrahimieh, an eastern suburb of Alexandria in Egypt. The villa was not far from Aboukir, the scene of Nelson’s victory over the French fleet on 1 August 1798 which established the Royal Navy’s domination of the Mediterranean. Rudolf’s father was Fritz Hess, a wealthy merchant who owned the trading firm of Hess & Co. This company had been established by Rudolf’s grandfather Christian Hess, who married Margarete Bühler and emigrated to Egypt in 1865 together with their son and two daughters.1 The Hess family originated from Wunsiedel, about 95 km north-west of Nuremberg, in the Fichtelgebirge. Fritz also owned a house in Reicholdsgrün, about 10 km north-west of Wunsiedel. His wife was Klara Münch, the daughter of a textile manufacturer. Rudolf was the eldest of their three children, his brother Alfred being born in 1897 and his sister Margarete in 1908.2

The family lived in a large and beautiful three-storey villa, surrounded by a magnificent garden. The desert stretched eastwards from the garden wall, while to the west was the fairy-tale city of Alexandria with its port, splendid buildings and bazaars. To the north, a golden beach fringed the turquoise waters of the Mediterranean. Life for the family was very comfortable and even idyllic in some respects. The parents gave parties from time to time, their guests usually being members of the German colony in Alexandria, but for the most part their private life was centred on their children.3

The two boys attended the German Protestant School in Alexandria, Rudolf from 1900 to 1906. From 1900 the family travelled to Germany every year during the summer, where they spent several weeks in their house in Reicholdsgrün. After initial schooling, the two brothers received private tuition from an Egyptian tutor, Abdul Aziz Effendi (Master), but they never learnt to speak Arabic. Much to the disappointment of their father, neither boy showed any interest in the family firm or any desire to take over its management. Rudolf was sent to Germany in 1908 and from 15 September of that year attended the Evangelical School in Bad Godesberg. Although his father still expected him to take over the family firm, he showed more interest in mathematics and science. This did not deter his father from sending him in 1911 to the Ecole Supérieur de Commerce at Neuchâtel in Switzerland. Rudolf left that school after a year and began an apprenticeship with a business firm in Hamburg.

By 1914 the population of the German Reich numbered 68 million, about 60 per cent more than when it was founded on 9 December 1870. Unemployment was low, there was little social need, and industries were thriving. Germany was becoming a very wealthy nation and in military terms was the most powerful in the world, with a large and well-equipped army as well as a modern navy which was regarded anxiously by both Britain and France, especially since Germany was casting covetous eyes on their overseas empires. The Triple Alliance of Germany, Austria-Hungary and Italy was confronted by the Triple Entente of Britain, France and Russia. Signs of an impending war were becoming more visible each day.

The event which sparked off the immense conflict was the assassination of the Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Habsburg-Este, heir to the throne of Austria-Hungary, and his consort Sophie Chotek, the duchess of Hohenburg, in Sarajevo in the morning of 28 June 1914.

The man who fired the revolver shots was Gavrilo Princip, a twenty-year-old member of a Serbian secret society known as the Black Hand which opposed the projected incorporation of Serbia into the Austro-Hungarian Empire.4 On 28 July Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia. Russia, which regarded Serbia as an ally, began to mobilize. Germany declared war on Russia on 1 August, and entered Luxembourg the following day to seize the railways needed for the passage of troops for an invasion of neutral Belgium. On 3 August Germany declared war on France and Britain declared war on Germany the following day. On 6 August Austria-Hungary was at war with Russia. The First World War had begun. Italy remained neutral at first but decided to come in on the side of the Triple Entente on 23 May 1915.

In August 1914 all the members of the Hess family were in their summer residence in Reicholdsgrün except the twenty-year-old Rudolf, who was still serving his apprenticeship in Hamburg. He left this position a few days later and joined his family. Against his father’s wishes, he then travelled to Munich to join the ranks as a volunteer and on 20 August 1914 enlisted in the 7th Bavarian Field Artillery Regiment. After some initial training Infanterist (Private) Rudolf Hess was posted on 18 September to the 3rd Supplementary Company, 1st Supplementary Battalion, 1st Infantry Regiment.5 This was stationed on the Western Front, opposite the British Expeditionary Force on the Somme.

Towards the end of October 1914 the Belgians had succeeded in inundating large areas on both sides of the River Ijzer (Yser), between Nieuwpoort and Bikschote. These defensive measures caused the Germans to withdraw from the region and the fighting came to a temporary halt. The Germans attacked again on 30 October, on a narrower front from the Messines Ridge to Gheluvelt, 5 miles east of Ieper (Ypres). It was here that Rudolf Hess received his baptism of fire against the seasoned soldiers of the British I Corps.

The German forces included numerous recruits who were the flower of the country’s youth, mostly students burning with zeal and patriotism. Waves after waves of these young men were thrown against British regular soldiers, who were trained in rapid fire with their bolt-action rifles. The young volunteers could be heard singing patriotic songs amid the din of fire from rifles, machine-guns and field guns, but they were mown down in their thousands. Nevertheless the Germans broke through at Gheluvelt and were only driven out by a fierce counter-attack from mixed battalions. They broke through again in places and the confused fighting continued for several days, with the outcome remaining in the balance until the attackers withdrew from exhaustion and enormous losses. The British lost about 50,000 men killed, wounded or missing in the battle, including a large part of their regular army. To their south the French lost a similar number. The German losses have never been released but must have been far greater. They described the battle as Der Kindermord von Ypern, which may be translated as ‘The Massacre of the Innocents at Ypres’.

Rudolf Hess survived this slaughter, although the experience must have left a deep and lasting impression on him. Another participant was Adolf Hitler, who had enlisted as a volunteer in the 16th Bavarian Infantry Regiment, although the two men did not meet at this stage. Hitler’s unit also suffered very severe casualties, and the future German Chancellor was recommended for the Iron Cross, Second Class, which was awarded to him on 2 November 1914, in the course of the fighting. The First Battle of Ypres ended the period of open warfare and the two sides dug into entrenched positions until the Germans made their final and unsuccessful push in 1918.

On 9 November 1914 Hess was transferred to the 1st Company of the 1st Infantry Regiment, which was stationed near Arras in the Artois province of France.6 He was promoted to Gefreiter (Corporal) on 21 April 1915 and six days later was awarded the Iron Cross, Second Class, for his bravery in the field. For six weeks from the end of August 1915 Hess underwent courses at the Army Training School at Munsterlager, where he attained the rank of Vizefeldwebel (Lance-Sergeant). On 22 October he received the M.V.K. (Militärisches Verdienst Kreuz, or Military Merit Cross) awarded by the Kingdom of Bavaria. Newly promoted and additionally decorated, he returned to his unit in the front line on 20 November, where he saw more action in the Artois sector. In early 1916 he participated in the battles for Neuville St Vaast, which was completely destroyed. Then a throat infection took him behind the lines on 20 February 1916 for more than two months. On 1 May he returned to his unit once more and took part in the gruesome Battle of Verdun.

The Germans had launched their offensive against the French lines in this sector on 21 February 1916. Their attacks had been successful at first, particularly in the area east of the River Maas, but the French resistance stiffened gradually and the battle became one of attrition, with terrible casualties on both sides. Towards the end of the month, the Germans captured the fort of Douaumont, which resembled a giant ruin when seen from the air. Nevertheless by April General Von Falkenhayn admitted that the German assault on Verdun was becoming a failure. In spite of this admission, he continued a series of pointless attacks.

On 12 June, while near Thiaumont village in the vicinity of Douaumont, Hess was wounded in the left hand and upper arm by splinters from an exploding shell, and sent to the Reserve Lazarett (reserve hospital) at Bad Homburg. He was transferred to the Reserve Lazarett at Ilsenburg on 28 June and remained there until 13 July, when he returned to his unit once more.7 Von Falkenhayn called off his offensive in mid July, by which time the losses of all ranks amounted to 362,000 German and 336,800 French.

On 25 December 1916 Hess was posted to the 18th Bavarian Reserve Infantry Regiment and was appointed a platoon leader of the 10th Company. This unit was stationed in Romania, which had declared war on the Central Powers on 27 August 1916 in the hope of territorial gain in Transylvania. The move proved unwise, for her poorly officered troops were held in check while a force of Germans, Bulgarians and Turks attacked from the south, gaining control of much of the country including the capital, Bucharest. Hess took part in the Battle of Rimnicu Sârat, a town some 120 km north-north-east of Bucharest. On 23 July 1917, while at the Oituz Pass, he was hit once more in the left arm by another shell splinter.8 On this occasion the wound was not considered serious enough to require hospital treatment. He remained with his unit, receiving treatment at a field dressing station. However, another wound he received on 8 August 1917 was far more serious and even life-threatening. At the storming of the Ungüreana, a small hill in the Carpathians near Focsani, 150 km north-north-east of Bucharest, he was shot through the body by a Romanian soldier.9

Hess arrived the following day at Kriegslazarett (Military Hospital) 21C at Bezdivasarhely in Hungary. On 11 August this hospital recorded that the bullet had entered the front of his chest near the left armpit, leaving a ‘pea-sized’ hole surrounded by puckered skin. It had passed through the lung and exited near the spinal column by the 4th vertebra, below the shoulder blade, leaving a ‘cherry stone-sized’ hole. The patient was spitting blood and there was some respiratory noise, but the wounds looked clean.

It is evident that Hess had been shot by a small calibre rifle bullet, probably while advancing in a crouched attitude. Luckily for him the bullet had passed through his body without piercing the heart or striking any bones. On 20 August the hospital recorded that the spitting of blood had ceased and that on the whole the situation looked good. Four days later his fever had subsided, he was almost free of sweating and had regained his strength. It was considered that he should go back to the Fatherland, but on 26 August he was taken to Kriegslazarett 21B at Sepsiszentgyörgy, also in Hungary, for further medical treatment. He continued to make progress, with no coughing, no excess saliva and no problems with his heart, but with rather shallow breathing. This hospital also confirmed that, since his convalescence would last more than six weeks, he should be sent back to the Fatherland.

On 11 September Hess began his journey to Germany in Hospital Train no. 9. From 17 September to 23 October he was a patient at the Reserve Lazarett Meissen, 20 km west-north-west of Dresden. During this period, on 8 October, he was commissioned as a Leutnant der Reserve, officially confirmed a fortnight later. He was also recommended for the Iron Cross, First Class, although he never received this decoration. His father Fritz Hess had written to Meissen on 30 September asking for his son to be transferred to the hospital at Alexandersbad, since it was nearer the family home at Reicholdsgrün. This request was granted and on 25 October Hess arrived at the Reserve Lazarett Alexandersbad, 48 km north of Bayreuth, where he was again medically examined while recuperating from his wound. He was found to be in generally good health, with a regular pulse and improved breathing, but he frequently complained about his health and was considered to have a tendency towards hypochrondria.

The medical officers decided that he could be discharged from hospital as a Kriegsverwendungsfähige (fit for active service) in the 1st Supplementary Infantry Leib Regiment, Munich. However, during his convalescence, on 29 November, he put in a formal application for transfer from this unit:

I request to be posted to pilot training after the end of my cure, which terminates on 15 December 1917. I should have been posted to the Air Service in August of this year if I had not been wounded at this time. According to my doctor, my wound has healed to the point where I am fit again for flying duties. According to the enclosed testimony from my Company Commander, my nerves are equal to all demands. Also my eyes are first class. With regard to my initial training, I am familiar with the engines of motor bicycles and motor cars. So far as possible, I have prepared myself by reading technical books about flying.10

We do not know Hess’s motives for pursuing this application for a transfer to the Air Service, but it is possible to make some informed guesses. He had spent three years in the infantry, much of this time in the front line, and had endured squalor, stench, poor food and constant shelling, while many of his comrades had been killed and he had been wounded three times. The expectation of life in the Air Service was even shorter, with heavy losses in combat and flying accidents, but there were some compensations. The men lived behind the lines in reasonably comfortable conditions and with better messing facilities. Military aviation was only a few years old, but its circumstances were fascinating, with the rapid advance of technology and the thrill of flying. All pilots were esteemed by the general public and fighter aces became popular heroes. There was still an element of chivalry in their operations. Although the general practice was to manoeuvre so as to shoot an opponent in the back, the pilots retained much respect for their enemies. It was even a common practice to drop messages on enemy airfields, giving news about those shot down behind their lines and asking for information of their own missing pilots.

Hess was granted convalescent leave on 11 December, which he spent at the family home in Reicholdsgrün until the last day of 1917. There was a strange coincidence in his life in January 1918, according to the woman he later married. While presumably on light duties following his return from convalescent leave, he was ordered to escort the List Regiment to the Western Front, where he reported to Oberstleutnant Anton, Freiherr von Tuboeuf. He noticed a Gefreiter standing near this officer. Although the two men did not speak to each other and Hess did not know the name of the corporal, he realized several years later that the man was Adolf Hitler.11

Meanwhile, on 6 April 1917 the USA had declared war on Germany, although American contingents did not reach the front line in France in any strength for over a year. Another event that was to have a major effect on the war was the Bolshevik Revolution in Russia in October 1917, which led to the Russo-German Armistice of 15 December and ultimately to a peace treaty that was ratified on 29 March 1918. Without her ally, Romania had to make peace with the Central Powers ten days later.

In January 1918 Hess went to Munich, where he passed the aptitude and medical tests for the Air Service, and on the 22nd of that month began a fortnight’s leave at home. On 15 March he began a three-month course which commenced with ground instruction at Fliegerschule 1 (Flying School 1) at Schleissheim, 12 km north of the centre of Munich. Such instruction normally included the theory of flight, the internal combustion engine, air navigation, aircraft armament, bombing procedures and meteorology. After a couple of months he began his ab initio flying training at Fliegerschule 4, based at Lager (Camp) Lechfeld, south of Augsburg. The type of elementary trainer he flew remains uncertain, but we know that it was a two-seater and that he crashed on his first solo cross-country flight, in a meadow near Ried am Ammersee, 35 km west-south-west of Munich. Much later, while in Spandau prison, he wrote a letter dated 20 September 1953 to his son Wolf Rüdiger which included the following: ‘Luckily such a trainer had the pilot’s seat at the back. If I had been sitting in the front seat it would have ended my career for this was rammed into the ground on impact.’ The aircraft was a total loss but Hess escaped without injury.12

After completion of this initial training, somewhat delayed as a result of his crash, Hess was posted on 1 October to a Luftpark (Aircraft Transit Camp) and then to more advanced training at Jagdstaffelschule 1 (Fighter Squadron School 1) at Valenciennes in France. By this time Germany’s massive offensive on the Western Front, which began on 21 March 1918 with armies reinforced by troops released from the Eastern Front, had been repelled by the British and French with the strong aid of the Americans. The Germans were in full retreat everywhere and Allied aircraft dominated the skies.

On 14 October 1918 Hess joined a Bavarian fighter squadron, Jagdstaffel 35b.13 This was based at Givry, north-east of Mons in Belgium, but on 29 October it moved to Gosselies, to the east of Charleroi. It was equipped with the Fokker D.VII, an aircraft which had begun to enter service in April 1918 and is generally accepted as Germany’s finest fighter of the war. Photographs exist showing Hess in the cockpit of one of these machines. Another photo shows him wearing the collar insignia of a lieutenant and posing in front of a Fokker Dr.1 triplane.

However, the newly qualified pilot had arrived too late to put his skills in combat to the test, for the war was reaching its inevitable end. In the last four months the Germans had lost 80,000 killed, 350,000 missing in action and 360,000 wounded. Even by the horrific standards of this war, such losses could not be sustained. The German military machine was broken, while at home civilians were nearing starvation from the effects of the Allied sea blockade. Negotiations between Allied and German delegates began on 8 November. An Armistice Treaty was signed and at 11.00 hours on 11 November 1918 the First World War finally came to an end.


CHAPTER TWO

Politician and Aviator

Hess’s fighter squadron was disbanded after the war, as were most of the others in the German Air Force. The units were ordered by the Allies to transfer their aircraft and equipment to designated assembly points. Some of the aircraft were cannibalized but most of them were left in the open to rot away.

On 27 November 1918 Hess went on leave to Reicholdsgrün, and his military career came to an end when he was discharged from the armed forces on 13 December 1918. It can be imagined that he was thoroughly depressed and troubled. The British had appropriated the family company in Alexandria, leaving his parents with severe problems. He was twenty-four years of age, without formal qualifications and with little experience of earning a living in civilian life. It was difficult for him to digest the terms of the Armistice Treaty. Long years of warfare, with continual carnage and the loss of many comrades, leave an indelible mark on any man. Memories of such a conflict remain in the consciousness for the rest of one’s life. Bitterness is lessened for the victors, but the defeated feel a deep sense of frustration and seek to find objects for their resentment. As a returned soldier and pilot, Hess had been moulded by warfare and fighting. In February 1919 he joined the Thule Society, which had been founded by Freiherr (Baron) Rudolf von Sebottendorff the previous year. This was a collection of fervent nationalist and anti-Semitic parties which were intent on overthrowing the Räterepublik – the Soviet Republic of Bavaria – which had been set up in that German state by the Spartakusbund (Spartacus League), a militant Communist organization engaged on attempts to take over the whole of Germany.

During violent skirmishes between the Spartakists and members of the Thule Society seven of the latter were captured, together with an innocent bystander, the Jewish Professor Berger, and taken hostage. On 30 April 1919 these eight hostages were summarily executed. As a result various troops entered Munich at the beginning of May to liberate the city from the grip of these ‘Red Guards’. During fierce street battles on 1 May Hess was wounded yet again, this time in the leg. On 7 May he joined the Freikorps, led by General Franz Xaver Ritter von Epp, and continued in this unit against the Spartakists until resigning his commission at the end of April 1920.

Hess also decided to resume his education, as a student at Munich University. Acceptance was straightforward since former soldiers were exempt from entrance examinations. Although he did not aim at taking his Abitur (final degree examinations), he read economics and history and came under the influence of Major-General Professor Karl Haushofer, the exponent of Geopolitics, who propounded the idea of Germany’s territorial expansion.1 He had already met Haushofer, for in the summer of 1919 one of his friends had taken him to dinner at the professor’s house. He became a close friend of the professor as well as one of his sons, Albrecht, who was to become a university lecturer and a highly respected exponent of social theories.

In April 1920 Ilse Pröhl, the daughter of Oberstabsarzt (Surgeon-Major) Dr Friedrich Pröhl, arrived in Munich by train from Berlin. After the death of her father, her mother and stepfather Carl Horn came to live near Lake Ammer, close to Munich. She was to take her Abitur at the university and had arranged to stay at a small boardinghouse run by Fraulein von Schildberg in Schwabing, the students’ quarter of Munich. Her room was not ready on her arrival and she sat for a while on a small landing, feeling a little tired after the long journey. She was slightly startled when a young man entered the house and began to leap up the stairs three at a time. He wore a field-grey uniform with the bronze lion of the Freikorps Epp on the left arm.2 On noticing the young woman he stopped suddenly, clicked his heels and bowed, and then continued leaping up the stairs. Ilse saw that he was quite tall (in fact 1.77 metres, about 5 ft 10 in), well built, and had a squarecut face, deep-set eyes and bushy eyebrows.

It turned out that Rudolf and Ilse occupied adjacent rooms but at first the young man remained aloof, for he was rather reserved and preferred not to mix with the other guests. However, one day he approached her in a state of excitement and asked her to accompany him in two days’ time to a beer tavern named Sterneckerbräu where, in a smoke-filled room, he had been listening to a speech by a man whose name he could not remember. Ilse liked the appearance and manner of this personable young man and accepted the invitation.3 It transpired that the meeting was held by the Deutsche Arbeiter Partei (German Workers’ Party, or DAP) and the speaker was a certain Adolf Hitler. To Hess, everything this man said was logical, clear, and unassailably correct, although Ilse remained somewhat sceptical.

Of course by this time Hitler had also left the army, having somehow survived four years of fighting in the front line, in the course of which he had been awarded the Iron Cross, First Class. Although his adult life before August 1914 had been shiftless and indolent, war service had exhilarated and moulded him. This mood had changed to one of black despair at the Armistice, when he was in hospital recovering from temporary blindness caused by a British gas attack. He emerged from the psychological shock with the irrational beliefs that Germany’s defeat was the fault of Jews and Bolsheviks and that he was the new Siegfried who would lead his country to vengeance on these enemies.

Normally nondescript and socially awkward, Hitler had the ability to deliver his views from the political platform with blazing force and powerful phrases. Nowadays, his speeches read as little more than hysterical ravings but there can be no doubt that at the time they drew on a wide and deep stream of opinion among audiences which consisted mainly of ex-servicemen burning with resentment at defeat and the reparations that Germany was expected to pay under the Treaty of Versailles which was being negotiated with the victorious Allies. These included the loss of territory to France, Poland and Belgium, partition of the African colonies, abolition of the High Seas Fleet and all warplanes, restriction of the army to 100,000 men, and the payment of immense amounts of gold and material wealth to the victors. Meanwhile, the Allies continued their blockade, to persuade Germany to accept the terms. Hitler, Hess and the majority of the audiences were Frontschweine, survivors of the ‘poor bloody infantry’ who had borne the brunt of the fighting and now formed a brotherhood of the trenches. These men felt that the sacrifices they and their comrades had made had been in vain and that they had been betrayed. Their country, so proud and confident before the war, had become impoverished and torn with ideological conflicts.

Certainly Hess was mesmerized by Hitler and in June 1920, a year after the Treaty of Versailles, he joined the Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei (National Socialist German Workers’ Party or NSDAP) as the DAP had become. After this, he spent an increasing amount of time with Hitler and became his most faithful acolyte. As the movement gained popularity, the meetings of the NSDAP were held in the Hofbräuhaus in Munich, which could hold a larger audience. Hess was a hesitant and ineffective orator on the political platform. He concentrated instead on collecting funds for the Party and talking to students, when he was at his best while extolling the achievements of German heroes. After Hitler gave a speech to the students, Hess formed a Nazi group at Munich University in February 1921. He was injured again when, on 4 November 1921, he was struck violently on the head while protecting Hitler during an attempt by Marxists to blow up the Hofbräuhaus. It was on this occasion that Hitler gave his group of Nazi thugs its name, Sturmabteilung (Stormtroopers or SA), later known as ‘Brown-shirts’.

By 1922 Hess himself had joined the SA, which was spreading all over Germany while the popularity of the Nazis was growing. The eleventh Nazi Student-Hundertschaft (Student-Hundred) was founded by Hess in November of that year.4 The strength of the SA increased to 2,000 members by the end of the year but Hitler was beginning to lose control of this organization, which was becoming more of a militia group than a political protection force.

On 11 January 1923 French and Belgian troops occupied the Ruhr, on the pretext that Germany had failed to meet its obligations with respect to the reparations. The loss of the industrial heartland was a great blow to the German economy, fuelling hyperinflation and creating massive unemployment. Hitler’s cause benefited from the unrest which followed. The first Party Day of the Nazis was held in Munich on 28 January, although it had been prohibited by the Bavarian Chief of Police. The SA held a parade the following day, also in defiance of an official ban. Four months later there was unrest when the French arrested Albert Leo Schlageter, a member of the Freikorps. He was charged with espionage and sabotage of the railway near Duisburg, and was executed on 26 May 1923 on Golzheimer Heath near Dusseldorf; eventually he was elevated to the status of a national hero.5

Towards the end of 1923 the Deutschmark had become worthless and the economy was in tatters. Hitler, believing his hour had come, attempted a coup d’état in Munich (the Putsch), in the hope that this would lead to control in Berlin. On 8 November he and his followers in the SA surrounded a meeting of local dignitaries in the Bürgerbraükeller. These included the State Commissioner, the Commander of the armed forces and the Chief of the Bavarian State Police, with about 3,000 people in the audience who were busy drinking ale from earthenware mugs. Suddenly Hitler burst in, together with Hess and the SA stormtroopers. He jumped on a chair, fired a revolver shot into the ceiling, and announced that a national revolution had begun.6 He then invited the audience to join him in the new government that he was forming with the renowned General Erich Ludendorff, and appeared to gain the support of officials, including the State Commissioner. Meanwhile Hess and some stormtroopers rounded up some of the notables as ‘enemies of the people’ and took them by car to a house near Lake Tegern, about 50 km south-south-east of Munich.

The next day brought disaster for the Nazis. A march by several thousand people through the streets of Munich was met with gunfire from the Bavarian State Police and sixteen men were killed; the rest scattered. Meanwhile Hess’s exploits ended in farce, for when he went outside to make a telephone call, his hostages persuaded the driver to take them back to Munich, leaving him stranded.7 He managed to contact Ilse Pröhl, who brought assistance in the form of a bicycle, and he took refuge with the Haushofers.8 Hitler was arrested at a friend’s house the following day and taken to Landsberg am Lech prison, about 50 km south-south-west of Munich. Both the SA and the NSDAP had been outlawed.

Hitler’s trial was held in Munich on 24 February 1924 and he was sentenced on 1 April to five years’ imprisonment, but with the recommendation of an early release after six months. Hess had fled to Austria, where he went into hiding, but he gave himself up on the advice of Karl Haushofer and was sentenced to 18 months’ imprisonment, with the promise of an early release. He joined Hitler and several others in the Landsberg prison. It was here that the majority of the work on Mein Kampf took place, with Hitler dictating to Hess, who edited the pages of the manuscript and checked them for errors, no doubt contributing some remarks of his own.

Hitler was released on 20 December 1924 and concentrated on building up his organization. Hess was released ten days afterwards and resumed his friendship with Karl Haushofer. On 26 February 1925 Hitler announced that the SA was to be re-founded and on the following day declared to a jubilant audience in the Bürgerbräukeller in Munich that the NSDAP was also to be re-founded. On the same day, Hess was appointed as his private secretary.

Mein Kampf was published in two parts, the first in July 1925 and the second in December 1926. Several years later the two parts were issued as a single book and eventually sold about 1½ million copies, principally after the Nazis came to power. Hitler had the benefit of royalties from this evil book while other financial support came from party members, industrialists and bankers. Hess accompanied his leader on many tours of Germany, becoming his closest confidant and preparing leaflets and posters.9 At this time, Hitler created the Schutzstaffel (Protection Squad or SS), whose black-shirted members swore a personal oath of loyalty to him as his bodyguard.

These were the years when Hess was able to resume his passion for aviation. On 20 and 21 May 1927 the American aviator Charles Lindberg made the first solo crossing of the Atlantic, flying non-stop in a single-engined Ryan NYP from Roosevelt Field in Long Island to Le Bourget near Paris and landing after a flight lasting thirty-three hours. At the time such feats were received with wild acclamation and Hess longed to cap the exploit by flying solo in the other direction, against the prevailing winds. He made extensive preparations for almost a year, seeking sponsorship from major industrial firms, but in the end his personal plans were defeated by financial difficulties.10 The first non-stop crossing did eventually take place, on 12 and 13 April 1928, when Junkers W33L Bremen, serial D-1167, was flown from Baldonnel in Ireland and force-landed on Greenly Island, Labrador. It was crewed by Ehrenfried Freiherr von Hünefeld, Hermann W. Köhl and the Irishman James C. Fitzmaurice, thus improving Germany’s international prestige.11

Hess’s marriage to Ilse Pröhl took place on 20 December 1927, it is said on the advice of Hitler, who acted as a witness, together with Karl Haushofer; their son Wolf Rüdiger Adolf Karl was born much later, on 18 November 1937. During the summer of 1928 Hess spent some time with Hitler at the latter’s rented villa.12 Although his political involvement took up much of his time, his enthusiasm for flying still continued. On 4 April 1929 he gained his private pilot’s licence at the Fliegerschule (Flying School) Fürth near Nuremberg. His flying instructor was Theo Croneiss, who later became a close collaborator of Willy Messerschmitt, the talented designer and aircraft manufacturer.

In July of the following year Hess became the proud owner of a two-seater monoplane, a BFW (Bayerische Flugzeugwerke AG) M23b, serial D-1920, works number 497, which was registered in his name. This light aircraft was donated by the Party newspaper Völkischer Beobachter, which had arranged for its name to be painted in large letters on the sides of the fuselage.13 Hess took great pleasure in flying this machine at very low level above the heads of rival political gatherings. For instance, on 10 August 1930 he spent about two hours circling above an open air meeting of Republicans, making it impossible for the indignant leftists to hear a speech from a visiting Reichstag deputy or to sing their fraternal songs.14 This resulted in a summons to appear before the Munich police on 23 September. Hess also acquired another BFW M23b, serial D-2043, in May 1931 and a BFW M23c, serial D-1890, the following August.15 He found time to build up many flying hours in his log book and became a very proficient pilot on light single-engined aircraft.

Meanwhile, in the elections of 1930 the NSDAP became the second strongest party in the Reichstag. Hitler, an Austrian by birth, acquired German citizenship on 24 February 1932 and the NSDAP continued its political progress in the same year. Hess was present at all stages of the party’s development and in December 1932 Hitler appointed him Political Central Commissioner of the NSDAP and a delegate to the Reichstag.

Hitler was appointed Chancellor on 30 January 1933 by the German President, Field Marshal Paul von Hindenburg. Hess’s devotion was rewarded on 21 April by an appointment as Hitler’s deputy. The decree was worded:

I appoint Party Member Rudolf Hess to be my Deputy, and bestow on him plenary powers to take decisions in my name on all matters affecting the leadership of the Party.16

This was followed in December by a further appointment as Minister without Portfolio in the Cabinet. Numerous departments came under his control, including Foreign Affairs (directed by Joachim von Ribbentrop), Press, Reconstruction, Finance, Law, Germans living abroad (directed by Ernst W. Bohle), Education, Building, Technical matters (directed by Fritz Todt), Health, Race, Art and Literature (directed by Philipp Bouhler). His chief of staff was the notorious Martin Bormann, who was also the Reichsleiter (leader) of the Nazi Party and eventually replaced him after the flight to Scotland, as director of the newly created Party Chancellery.

Hess’s main office was in the Nazi Headquarters of the Brown House in Munich but there was another bureau under his control in Berlin, known as the Verbindungstab (Liaison Staff). This coordinated the activities of the other ministries and was the main channel of communication between the Party and the loose collection of republican States and Provinces that made up the country of Germany. Hitler’s long-term strategy was to unify these into a single Fatherland and to achieve supremacy among the world powers, laying the foundation for a Third Reich which would last for a thousand years.

The persecution of the Jews began in April 1933 with the boycott of Jewish businesses and Jews in professional positions. Although Hess was partly responsible for implementing this policy, his attitude towards the Jews was far less virulent than Hitler’s. In one instance he ensured that the laws were not effective. Karl Haushofer had married Martha Mayor-Doss, who was half-Jewish, and their two sons Albrecht and Heinz were thus quarter-Jewish. Hess valued his friendship with the family and in June 1933 issued letters which ensured that the two sons came under his protection.17 In effect, they became ‘honorary Aryans’, of value to the State. It could be argued that Hess took this action because it suited his purpose, but it is more likely that he was one of the few men among the collection of paranoids and misfits within the Nazi hierarchy who felt some unease at Hitler’s extreme policy.

Subsequently, Albrecht became an important adviser to Hess, especially in matters concerning Britain. Born in Munich on 7 January 1903, he entered the city’s university at the age of seventeen and read history and geography. He attained his doctor’s degree summa cum laude four years later, and within the next year became the general secretary for the renowned Society for Geography in Berlin. His travels took him to every country in Europe, the Soviet Union, North and South America, the Near East and the Far East. Politically, he was a cross between a conservative and a liberal, with a hankering for a constitutional monarchy and an intense dislike of revolutionary movements.18 He loathed Nazism and never joined the NSDAP, and was thus viewed with mistrust and hostility by some members of that movement.

On 2 August 1934 Hindenburg died at the age of nearly eighty-seven, and it seemed from his will and testament that he regarded Hitler as his successor. A plebiscite held on 19 August 1934 resulted in an acceptance of Hitler by about 90 per cent of German voters. The country then began moving towards full dictatorship. During the last day of the 1934 Nuremberg rally, 10 September, Hess shouted to the enormous assembly: ‘The Party is Hitler! But Hitler is Germany and Germany is also Hitler! Heil Hitler! Sieg Heil!’

The crowd, in complete ecstasy, roared back its approval: ‘Sieg Heil!’

It was an awe-inspiring but terrible experience for those outsiders who witnessed this exhibition of mass hysteria.19

Hess’s political activities did not hinder his progress with flying. The first national air race, round the Zugspitze Mountain, was planned for 18 February 1934 and he was determined to participate. The contest was postponed twice owing to bad weather. On the second occasion, 10 March, the weather improved slightly but conditions were still variable. The race finally started at 13.30 hours when twelve light aircraft took off from Munich-Oberwiesenfeld airfield and headed for the mountain, 95 km away. Hess, flying a BFW M35, reached the mountain, and was the first to touch down again at the airfield, after a flight of 29 minutes.20 It was a popular win. On 24 April he was presented with the Zugspitz-Wanderpokal (challenge cup) by Reichsluftsportführer Bruno Loerzer, an official occasion in which he took immense pride.

The second Zugspitze race took place the following year, deferred by bad weather from 17 to 18 February. On this day the sky was brilliantly clear. Hess was one of the entrants, using the unoriginal pseudonym of Müller and flying a BFW M35b. His navigator was Georg von Wurmb, a flying instructor at the Deutsche Verkehrsfliegerschule GmBH (German Commercial Pilots’ School) who had been an adjutant for Jasta 12 in the First World War. On this occasion Hess was not among the winners but came a creditable 6th of the 29 entrants. He received a prize from BFW for the best achievement in flying one of the company’s products.21

On one occasion in 1936 Hess took off from Berlin’s Staaken airfield at the controls of a new Messerschmitt Bf108 Taifun (Typhoon) touring aircraft, which first made its appearance in 1934. He performed one manoeuvre after another, not knowing that aerobatics had been temporarily forbidden in this aircraft owing to certain weaknesses that had been discovered in the underside of the fuselage. Hess was informed about the possibility of structural failure after he landed back at the airfield, but his reaction was not recorded.22

Hitler’s aggressive policies began to alarm the world from 1934. The Saar, which had been lost with the Treaty of Versailles, was returned to Germany following a plebiscite in January 1935. Discontent among German nationals living outside the country was fomented by Hess’s department. These were the dark years when extreme nationalism and false rhetoric triumphed over reason and moderation in Germany, with the Nazis using murder and intimidation as their main weapons while Hess preached the gospel of blind obedience to the Führer. The leaders of the SA, which was considered a threat to Hitler’s authority, were rounded up and executed. The movement was suppressed and replaced by the SS, in which Hess had become an Obergruppenführer (General in the SS).23

Germany marched resolutely along a road which could only end in a Second World War. On 16 March 1935 military conscription was reintroduced. Jews were deprived of citizenship under laws passed the following September. German troops entered the demilitarized Rhineland in March 1936. The Axis of Germany and Italy was formed in October 1936, thus establishing the relationship with the dictator Benito Mussolini. Hitler overhauled the political and military organization of the country on 4 February 1938, forming the Geheimer Kabinettstrat (Secret Cabinet Council), of which Hess was made a member. Although Goering denied at the Nuremberg Trials that such a cabinet had even existed, it was established by Hitler to guide him in the conduct of foreign affairs.24

The unification with Austria, known as the Anschluss, took place in March 1938. Under the terms of the Munich Agreement signed by Hitler, Mussolini and the British and French Prime Ministers, the Sudetenland was ceded to Germany in the following September. During the same year, a wave of anti-semitism swept across Germany. On 7 November a Polish-Jewish youth, Herschel Grynszpan, entered the Germany Embassy in Paris with the intention of killing the Ambassador, Count von Welczek, in revenge for the deportation of his family from their home in Hannover. He was admitted into the office of the Third Secretary, Ernst vom Rath, drew a revolver and shot him. Vom Rath, who, ironically, opposed anti-semitism, died of his wounds two days later.25 When the news reached Hitler, he decided to initiate anti-Jewish ‘demonstrations’.

The night of 9/10 November was one of despair for Jews living in Germany, for the police remained passive during an orgy of destruction and horror. Jews were murdered or beaten and arrested, while their houses were burnt or their shops wrecked and the contents thrown on the streets. The broken glass in the streets gave rise to the name Kristallnacht (night of broken glass). Hess, less of a hard-liner on the subject of Jews, was appalled. He did not agree with ill-treatment or the plundering of businesses. His reaction came in the form of a notice sent from his office to all Gauleiters (provincial governors), requiring them to cease immediately ‘burning Jewish businesses and the like’26 (see Appendix A). Of course, the outside world decided that Germany had become a barbaric country. Some Germans were also outraged and Hess, who was especially dejected, asked Hitler to stop the pogrom.

In March 1939 German troops invaded Czechoslovakia in defiance of the Munich Agreement, and in the same month Memel in Lithuania was ceded to Germany. At the end of the month the British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain announced an Anglo-French guarantee of the boundaries of Poland in the event of German aggression; this vain attempt to thwart Hitler’s further ambitions increased dramatically the prospect of war. Germany signed a non-aggression pact with Russia in August 1939, to the dismay of the Western Powers.

Hess participated in all these events, although he was in the wings rather than on centre stage. He was sometimes known behind his back as the ‘brown mouse’. Nevertheless he was a popular figure among the German public, partly for his war record but primarily for his unquestioning loyalty to Hitler. He was portrayed as the ideal to which every citizen should aspire. Hess revelled in this popularity, but his world was soon to fall apart.

At 20.00 hours on Thursday 31 August 1939 SS-Sturmbahnführer (Major) Alfred Helmut Naujocks looked at his wristwatch, waiting for the moment. He and his small force were outside the German radio station at Gleiwitz in Upper Silesia, some 135 km east-south-east of Breslau. Clad in Polish uniforms, the SD-Sonderkommando (SD-Special Detachment) stormed inside, firing shots in the air. Those on duty were put under lock and key, guarded by one of the raiders. A German interpreter grabbed the microphone and shouted in Polish:

Attention! Attention! This is the Polish Freedom Committee. The radio station Gleiwitz is in our hands. The hour of freedom has arrived . . . the cities of Danzig and Breslau will be Polish again!

A few minutes later, the raiding party left the building and vanished. At 04.45 hours on 1 September 1939, Germany invaded Poland. Two days later, Britain and France were at war with Germany.
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