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He led me back and forth among them, and I saw a great many bones on the floor of the valley, bones that were very dry. Ezekiel 37:2
Nuremberg, Germany
November 1946
The wind had picked up, joining the misty rain. A perfect night for an execution, Petersen thought as he peered out the window of the guards’ day room. It was just like one of those Hollywood pictures: the dark, stormy night, the guards sitting around waiting, the chaplain in the corner saying prayers. Of course this time, there would be no midnight call from the governor’s office staying the sentences. And, truth be told, Chaplain Gerrity wasn’t praying. He was still fiddling with the radio, trying stubbornly to pick up stray radio waves from Saint Louis, where his beloved Cardinals were battling the Red Sox in Game 7 of the World Series. Colonel Gaffner, in a rare concession, had allowed one phone call into the prison at the end of each inning. After seven innings, the Cardinals were up 3-1 and Gerrity was happy. He was swapping jibes with Sergeant Gamble, a rabid Boston fan. The phone rang and Gerrity pounced on it. He jotted some notes on a piece of paper on the table. When he hung up, he was frowning. ‘Well, damn!’ he said to no one in particular, assiduously avoiding Gamble’s face. ‘Two pinch hits! Two! What are the odds of that?’ He tossed the pencil down in irritation.
‘What’s the scoop chaplain?’ Gamble asked hopefully. Gerrity related that the Sox, after two pinch hits to lead off the eighth, had made two outs. Then, Dom DiMaggio had laced a double off the right field wall of Sportsman’s Park to score two runs. Going into the bottom of the eighth, the game was tied at 3 all. ‘How I hate to go on duty!’ Gamble groused picking up his helmet liner and slapping it down on his head. ‘I’m gonna be down there looking through a door watching a guy sleep and you’re gonna be up here twiddling the dials on that radio. I bet you pick it up as soon as I leave. Let me know when you get the next call, will ya chaplain?’ Gamble pleaded. He left the dayroom and headed down the spiral stairs to take up his post in front of Goering’s cell. It was 2200 hours.
Petersen was reading the Saturday Evening Post. Actually, he was holding the Saturday Evening Post; he hadn’t read a word in several minutes. His eyes were fixed on an article about Broadway’s resurgence following the end of the war, but he could not focus. He glanced again at the wall clock. Two minutes had passed since his last look. Half of him wanted the clock to move faster, to get this night over with. The other half wanted to avoid looking into the eyes of Goering and the others as they marched to the gallows. The ringing telephone startled him. Gerrity grabbed it. ‘Yes,’ he shouted into the handset, ‘go ahead.’ The chaplain scribbled a note. ‘Praise God!’ he said. ‘Yes, thanks!’ he hung up. ‘Well, well, well,’ he said gleefully, ‘I must go inform Sergeant Gamble that the mighty Cardinals now own a one run lead going into the ninth!’ Gerrity reported that the Card’s Enos Slaughter had scored from first base on a Harry Walker double to left. According to his report, the ball had come back in to Sox shortstop Johnny Pesky, but Pesky held the ball, thinking that Slaughter had stopped at third. ‘OK if I break the news to Gamble?’ Gerrity asked Petersen.
‘OK, sir,’ Petersen agreed, ‘but keep quiet out there. And chaplain,’ Petersen added with a smile, ‘be gentle.’ Gerrity chuckled and headed toward the door, but he stopped, a puzzled expression on his face. Then Petersen heard it: running footsteps clattering on the metal stairs followed by shouts. It was Gamble, charging up the spiral steps and yelling. ‘LT Petersen! Something’s wrong! Something’s wrong with Goering!’ Petersen was on his feet, dashing for the door, where he collided with Gerrity, who had stopped short, and Gamble who had barged in. Petersen pushed Gerrity out of the way and spun Gamble around.
‘Go!’ he shouted. Together, the two thundered down the stairs toward the cell block where the highest ranking survivors of Hitler’s Third Reich sat awaiting their executions.
Chapter 1
John Petersen looked up at the Palace of Justice, the most imposing structure left in the city of Nuremberg. Halfway between Nuremberg’s rail yards and the Pegnitz River, just west of the old city, the Palace was both large and largely undamaged after six years of war, making it an oddity in Nuremberg. Most of the sprawling city lay in ruins with thousands of decaying bodies still buried beneath the rubble. Standing five stories tall, the building was capped with a steeply sloping, red tile roof and was protected by a low brick wall topped with wrought iron pickets. At the corner of Fuertherstrasse, an armored car covered the west approach to the building. Just off the courtyard, outside the fence, a Sherman tank stood guard. In front of the Palace, jeeps, staff cars and the occasional Volkswagen waited in parallel rows. A warm sun filtered through the trees, leaving a mottled pattern of sun and shade on the dusty brick of the courtyard. A hint of a breeze rustled the leaves and carried a sickly sweet odor of decay from the river just north of the Palace complex.
Petersen stepped through the iron gate, gripping his bag in his left hand. He returned the salute of a soldier, standing in front of his striped sentry box, and entered the building. As his eyes adjusted to the dim hallway, Petersen spotted a building directory posted on the wall to his right. His destination, the Internal Security Detachment, was on the second floor, up two flights of stairs and down the right hand corridor.
Petersen paused outside the detachment office, took a deep breath and opened the outer door. Two Army sergeants glanced up then immediately resumed their work, one pecking out a report on a battered typewriter, the other fiddling with the dials of a radio that was filling the office with static. The room was brighter by far than the hallway, with haze filtered sunlight streaming in through two large windows. Blue ribbons of smoke curled toward the ceiling from unfinished cigarettes. ‘Be right with you lieutenant,’ said a thin, dark haired corporal, pouring a cup of coffee into a mug. Petersen watched as the corporal dumped a spoon full of sugar, a true luxury in Germany, into the coffee. Holding the mug carefully, the corporal took it to a side office, knocked, entered and pulled the door closed. Within seconds, he reappeared and walked back to his desk. ‘Now sir, what can we do for you?’ the corporal smiled.
‘I’m 1LT Petersen, reporting for duty,’ Petersen replied.
‘Oh, yes sir. Corporal Wilson, sir. May I get you a cup of coffee?’
‘No thanks,’ Petersen answered.
‘Sir, if you will have a seat, I will let the colonel know you’re here. Do you have your personnel folder?’ Wilson continued. Petersen handed over the Army’s official record of his existence. Wilson obviously knew the routine and Petersen wondered how many lieutenants he had ushered in and out of this place since the war ended.
Petersen sat down in a wooden chair as Wilson knocked on the office door he had exited only a few moments earlier. Again, Wilson disappeared inside. Petersen ran his fingers through his short cropped brown hair. At 5 feet, 10 inches, he was slightly taller than average with a lean build. He considered himself in good health despite having spent five months on the front lines as the war in Europe came to a lumbering close. As he waited, his eyes drifted over the small sitting area of the Internal Security Detachment office. Four wooden chairs surrounded a low table covered with old issues of Look magazine and more recent editions of Stars & Stripes. Three ash trays, all at capacity, and a tired looking floor lamp with a split shade, completed the furnishings. Petersen’s fingers migrated to the short scar above his right eye, an old wound from another place and time. His middle finger traced the scar as he waited. A clock on the plastered wall showed the time as 1100 hours. Petersen was figuring what time it would be in Texas when Wilson returned. ‘Lt Petersen, if you please, the colonel will see you now,’ he said. Actually it didn’t matter in the least if it pleased Petersen or not, as they both knew. His orders had been specific and succinct: report for duty to the Internal Security Detachment, Nuremberg no later than 1 August 1945. No further explanation had been given, nor would Petersen have expected any. The Army did what it did without explanation and most often, it seemed, without reason. Petersen straightened his tie and his green Army blouse, squared his shoulders and proceeded to the inner office door, the two sergeants oblivious to his presence. He knocked on the door and heard a muffled voice from inside, which he took as permission to enter. He pushed open the door and stepped into a large office, quickly noting the location of the heavy, ornate wooden desk and the colonel seated behind it. Petersen stopped short of the desk, snapped to attention, saluted and said, ‘1LT Petersen reports for duty, sir.’ Colonel Douglas Gaffner returned the salute and, standing, extended his hand. ‘Welcome to Nuremberg LT Petersen!’ he smiled. Gaffner’s voice was loud, almost a shout, but his smile seemed genuine. Shaking hands, Gaffner steered Petersen to one of two large armchairs standing next to a small side table. ‘Have a seat.’ Douglas Gaffner was a stocky man of about 5 feet, 8 inches, weighing nearly 200 pounds. His shoulders were broad and if his gut seemed to lap slightly over his belt, he still appeared more muscle than fat. His leonine head was covered with short, wiry gray hair. He looked tough, battle-hardened, with a creased forehead and squint lines around his eyes. As he sat down, Petersen sneaked a quick look at the uniform blouse hanging over the back of his dark leather desk chair. Gaffner’s ribbons included a Purple Heart and Bronze Star. ‘So, you were with the 84th Division? I see from your file that you have been in theater for about 10 months,’ prompted the colonel, looking up from the file spread across his lap.
‘Yes sir. I was part of the division’s original complement. We got to France on 1 November and went right on up to the front. We saw some action around Geilenkirchen and then we were pulled off the line for a few days right before the Bulge.’
‘And then you went right back into the lines, didn’t you?’ the colonel suggested.
‘Yes sir,’ Petersen replied. ‘That’s the coldest I ever was.’
Gaffner chuckled, ‘Those were desperate days.’ He leaned forward, set the file on the side table and adopted a more formal tone. ‘Lt Petersen,’ the colonel jabbed a thick finger in Petersen’s direction, ‘the work we are doing here is important, not just to the victims of the Nazis or the folks back home, but to posterity, if you know what I mean. The International Military Tribunal has an opportunity to write a new chapter in world history—a chapter that says national leaders are responsible for what they do. I take this opportunity seriously and I expect my officers and men to do so as well. To me, that means a high level of professionalism in everything we do. As staff of the Tribunal, everything we do must be beyond reproach. No impropriety--hell, not even a hint of impropriety,’ Gaffner spoke in machine gun like bursts, leaning forward like a sprinter in the blocks. ‘Our job is to ensure that these criminal bastards get a fair trial before they’re hanged. And I don’t mean a trial that just looks fair, I mean one that is fair. You’re going to be one of the officers in charge of the cell block. We’re going to have VIPs and press in here all the time, not to mention the Red Cross and family members and lawyers. Now, I don’t mind the Red Cross and I must confess I am a little curious about what kind of families these monsters may have, but I cannot abide lawyers and I don’t trust the press!’ Gaffner waved his hand as if swatting away an annoying insect. ‘At any rate, the cell block must be maintained in a high state of police at all times. Prisoners must be monitored and protected, fed, bathed, exercised, medicated, supervised, moved to and from the court room and under our control every minute of every day. That’s where you come in.’
‘Yes sir,’ answered Petersen as soon as the colonel drew a breath.
‘You will work in the prison facility and will report directly to Captain Stevens. Any questions?’
‘No Sir.’
‘Eager to get started are you?’
‘Yes sir.’
‘Now listen son,’ Gaffner said as he leaned forward, fixing Petersen with a penetrating stare, ‘I am dead serious that we do our part in this deal. No crap Lieutenant. The whole world is going to be watching what goes on here, even the Japanese, ‘cause their turn is coming next. We are not going to foul this up. Got it?’
‘Yes sir!’
‘Good man,’ exclaimed Gaffner, slapping his hands on his knees and standing. Petersen sprang up as well. ‘Welcome aboard young man,’ said Gaffner, smiling and again extending his hand.
‘Thank you sir,’ said Petersen, as the colonel guided him out of the room.
As the door closed behind him, Corporal Wilson was on his feet. ‘LT Petersen, may I give you a hand with your bag?’ he said picking up the gray over and under bag Petersen had left in the small waiting area. ‘I‘ll take you to meet Captain Stevens.’
Wilson led Petersen out the rear of the Palace, across Behrenstrasse to a complex of sturdy looking three story buildings with tiny windows. The buildings radiated away from the Palace of Justice like spokes from the hub of a bicycle wheel, forming a semi circle on the north side of the building. The whole complex was surrounded by fencing, topped with rolled barbed wire. Wilson headed toward the building on the far right. ‘Captain Stevens will be in the cell block sir. He’s been working over here most of the last week trying to get it ready,’ Wilson explained. Ready for what? Petersen wondered. How much work do you have to do to get a jail cell ready?
As they approached the building, Petersen saw ‘C Wing’ stenciled above the door in black paint. Above that, a security light on a metal arm stuck out over a small concrete landing. Petersen stepped inside, his eyes adjusting from the bright sunlight to the dimmer light of the cell block. The oppressiveness of confinement dampened his spirit. He looked up to see three levels of cells surrounding an inner courtyard. Spiral metal staircases at each end of the cell blocks provided access to the different levels. A four foot wide walkway stretched the length of each row of cells. Affixed to the walkways’ heavy iron rail was thick gauge chicken wire. The wire reached from one level to the next level and from there to the next level as well. The wire completely enclosed each block of cells, adding to what looked like already formidable security. In addition, the wire fencing formed a metal canopy, hanging above the courtyard, stretching between each level’s facing cell blocks. The only passageways through the fencing were the spiral stairs. Though not given to claustrophobia, prisons made Petersen decidedly uncomfortable.
‘Go ahead and get started on the numbering,’ said a tall, thin man wearing an olive drab coverall to a young buck sergeant. ‘We can move the furnishings in after we’ve inspected them again.’ The man turned toward Wilson and Petersen whose approach he had observed. ‘Good morning,’ he smiled in greeting. ‘Good morning sir,’ replied Corporal Wilson offering a salute. Petersen quickly followed with a salute of his own. ‘Captain Stevens, this is 1LT Petersen. The colonel sent him over.’
‘Thanks Corporal Wilson,’ Stevens said returning the salutes. ‘I’ll take him from here. Tom Stevens,’ said the captain gripping Petersen’s hand with a hard, strong hand. ‘Where you from?’
‘Texas, sir,’ answered Petersen.
‘No foolin’?’ asked Stevens. ‘I had a platoon sergeant from Texas. What part?’
‘Quitman, sir.’
‘Never heard of it.’
‘There ain’t a whole lot to it, sir. A couple of stores, two, three dozen churches.’
‘Bible belt, huh?’ laughed Stevens.
‘Yes sir,’ grinned Petersen.
‘Well LT Petersen, you sure as hell ain’t in the Bible belt anymore,’ Stevens said looking up toward the higher levels of the prison. ‘But I think we’re gonna need all the divine intervention we can get. Come on down to the office and let’s get you settled in.’
The prison office was a converted cell closest to the ground level entrance Petersen had just used. Stevens walked around behind a metal desk, picked up the telephone and called the billeting office. Stevens seemed the opposite of the colonel. He had dark brown hair and dark eyes. He was taller than Gaffner but Petersen judged he weighed twenty to thirty pounds less. He seemed casual, almost easy-going when compared to Gaffner’s intensity. ‘I’ll get one of the men to show you the way,’ Stevens said. ‘Get settled in. Learn your way around and report back here at 2000 hours. There’s still a lot of work to be done before our guests arrive and we’re already getting the men used to working in shifts.’
After a stop at the billeting office, Petersen caught a ride in the back of a jeep to the Grand Hotel where he would be quartered until more permanent accommodations were located. The hotel was less than 4 kilometers from the Palace of Justice, but it might have been in another world. Nuremberg’s desolation dwarfed in scale anything Petersen had previously witnessed. In village after village, his infantry company had not only witnessed devastation, but had contributed to it. As the Allies had slowly pushed the German defenders back beyond the Rhine, American industrial capacity had made it far more desirable to fire tank and artillery shells into suspected enemy strong points than to risk the lives of American boys. The result was town after town with few intact structures. Here was Nuremberg, the destruction multiplied a thousand times. The jeep cruised down Fuertherstrasse, the main east-west route through the city. Petersen felt the warm sun on his face as he watched the roofless, wall-less ruins pass by. The road was partially blocked in several spots by small mountains of brick and rubble, causing the driver to pull over to allow oncoming traffic to pass. All of the motor vehicles on the road were military, though there were still plenty of horse, mule and even ox drawn wagons and carts plying the streets. A long line of ragged people, many of them German soldiers still in uniform, trudged in both directions along the side of the road. Some carried backpacks laden with belongings. Others pushed small carts. The line seemed endless, stretching both east and west, each weary walker struggling along a never ending road to someplace better. Dust from the rubble swirled in the draft of every passing truck, coating vehicles and people with a fine film of white.
The Grand Hotel had indeed been grand. Located a little more than 100 meters from the Hauptbahnhof, or main train station, tucked in among the old city, the hotel had been the most luxurious in Nuremberg, featuring fine accommodations and an attentive, discrete staff. It had survived the Allied bomber offensive, but just barely. Parts of the building were still roofless and large chunks of masonry were missing from the exterior. Wooden scaffolding climbed the wall above the main entrance. The Army’s billeting office had quickly commandeered the building in anticipation of the needs of first the civil affairs staff and then the International Military Tribunal. As a result, the hotel enjoyed a high priority for repairs. The building and its adjacent alleys were teaming with workers trying to fix the most obvious damage. Petersen was assigned a small room at the end of the third floor corridor on the Hopfenstrasse side of the hotel, about as far away from the lobby as one could get and still be under the same roof. To get to his room, he had to walk over wooden planks stretched across gaping holes in the passageways, some of which plunged three full stories. The room was comfortable, but dingy, the result of years of war and several weeks of Army use. The only light came from the window, as electricity had not yet been restored to this wing of the hotel. Still, all Petersen really needed was a place to unpack and sleep and the privacy and relative quiet beat the hell out of the accommodations Petersen had so far enjoyed in Germany.
Chapter 2
After a short nap, a look around the hotel and a quick bite to eat in the officers’ mess in the hotel’s basement, Petersen hitched a ride back to the prison complex. Captain Stevens was still working, reviewing requisition forms with an NCO. Stevens quickly introduced Petersen to staff sergeant Hottle, then got back to business. ‘LT Petersen will be officer in charge on our evening tour of duty,’ the captain explained to Hottle. Turning to Petersen, he elaborated, ‘I want you and Sergeant Hottle here to inventory all the furnishings going into the cells. Once you have accounted for all of it, tables, chairs, bunks, mattresses, I want you to inspect it.’
‘To make sure it’s clean, sir?’ asked Petersen.
‘Yes and for anything else you can think of too. Look for anything that could be used as a weapon or a signaling device. Anything that doesn’t belong doesn’t go in. Keep a list of the ‘anythings’ that you find and we’ll go over it in the morning. If you need me tonight, Sergeant Hottle knows how to get in touch with me. Any questions?’
‘No sir. We’ll take care of it.’
Stevens said good night and left for his quarters, a private home commandeered some weeks earlier by the Army. Petersen and Hottle began their task by taking the requisition forms and counting item by item the furnishings stacked in the wide corridor between the cell blocks. The cells were small, smelling of fresh paint and lit by a single overhead fixture. Each cell would get an iron cot with a mattress, small table to be used as a desk and a chair. Thick, wooden doors sealed each cell from the corridor. The door was equipped with a round peephole as well as a one foot square service panel which folded out toward the cellblock. The opening behind this service panel, cut into the door at chest height, was itself covered with a heavy metal grate. Opposite the door, on the long axis of the cell, was a barred window, which in the daytime allowed a clear view of the prison yards. Nestled into the corner immediately to the right of the door, was the toilet, the only part of the cell that could not be observed from outside the door.
Petersen and Hottle pulled out three cots and two chairs as unserviceable because the legs were of different lengths, causing each to wobble. Two of the mattresses were covered with mold. These were also set aside. By midnight, they had accounted for and carefully inspected each piece of furniture.
Petersen took a break, walking up the spiral steps to the day room on the third level where sandwiches and coffee were available to personnel on the night shift. Climbing the steps he saw guards on duty outside the cells on level 2, where some prisoners were already in residence. Even in the middle of the night, guards rotated among 4 cells each, on a constant watch of their prisoners. No more than 30 seconds were to elapse before a guard peered in to observe his assigned prisoners. Grabbing a ham and cheese sandwich and cup of black coffee, Petersen sat down and watched off duty guards engaged in a card game.
‘Good morning.’ Petersen looked up to see a round-faced man of about 22 peering down at him. He was wearing a first lieutenant’s silver bar on his collar.
‘Howdy,’ Petersen said, standing and introducing himself.
‘Pleased to meet you John. I’m Robert Bentley Simmons. I’m on Colonel Amen’s interrogation staff. You are new here, are you not?’ Robert Bentley Simmons asked.
‘That’s right,’ replied Petersen. ‘How about you?’
‘Indeed not,’ Simmons said. Simmons had lively blue eyes and full lips framing a perpetual grin. He was slightly shorter than Petersen, but heavier with an almost cherubic appearance. ‘I have been here for 2 months already. The Allies knew a couple of years ago that we were going to prosecute the top Nazis and they had all of this,’ he waved his arm in a sweeping gesture that took in the prison and the adjacent Palace, ‘in the works for months. As soon as the Krauts surrendered and we settled on Nuremberg as the site for the trials, our interrogation team moved in,’ Simmons explained, his clipped words reminding Petersen of some of the New Englanders he had served with in the 84th.
‘How come you’re out here in the middle of the night?’ asked Petersen.
‘Well, Col. Amen gives us broad latitude in questioning the prisoners. Since none of them has been formally indicted yet, most of them talk pretty freely. There are a couple of them that prefer late night hours.’
‘I haven’t even seen a prisoner yet,’ said Petersen, ‘much less talked to one.’
‘Well, a couple of them are pretty bizarre,’ said Simmons, straddling the back of a chair and leaning in close to Petersen. ‘There’s Ilsa Koch, she was the wife of the commandant at Buchenwald, one of the camps. She is indescribably strange! If a prisoner had a tattoo, she would have him skinned and lampshades made from the tattooed skin.’
‘You’re kidding me.’ Petersen stopped eating his sandwich.
‘I kid you not. You wouldn’t believe the stuff these characters did. The amazing thing is they admit to it!’
Petersen shook his head. ‘When do the big shots get here? We’re fixing up the ground floor cell block for the VIPs.’
‘I don’t know,’ said Simmons. ‘It’s a big secret. Gaffner and General Watson, the Nuremberg CO, are afraid there might be some big attempt to break them out of here if the Germans know when they’re arriving.’
‘What do you think?’ asked Petersen.
‘Well John, you’ve seen Nuremberg and you’ve seen the people out on the streets. They don’t look all that menacing to me.’
‘Yeah,’ Petersen said. ‘But it’s the ones you don’t see that you have to worry about.’
‘Spoken like a combat soldier!’ Simmons laughed, pushing the chair back. ‘You’ve got me on that. The closest I came to combat was when this French whore threw a beer bottle at my head. Back to work for me. I’ll see you around, John.’
Petersen spent the rest of the night talking to the soldiers on guard duty. He questioned them about their routine, about maintaining constant vigilance over what could be painfully boring two hour shifts. Following their two hours, they were off four and could sleep, lounge or play cards, billiards or ping pong in the day room. The worked 24 hours on and 24 hours off and nobody much liked the job. The monotony of watching caged men and women move about in a 10 foot by 12 foot cell was exceeded only by the mind-numbing tedium of watching them sleep. Still, Colonel Gaffner had directed that no prisoner was to go unobserved for more than 30 seconds, day or night, and the men were doing their best to carry out their orders. Some of the men were put off by the colonel’s ‘spit and polish’ approach, especially the few remaining combat veterans. These soldiers felt they had endured enough misery for one lifetime and while the quarters, chow, showers and comforts of their current assignment far exceeded those that had been available in combat, they felt they had won the war, done their duty and should be sent home at President Truman’s earliest convenience.
Following his shift, Petersen hitched a ride back to the Grand Hotel. He washed his face, stripped down to a t-shirt and boxer shorts and climbed into bed. It was lumpy, but still the most comfortable bed he’d slept in since leaving England. Although the city was now awake and in the routine of another post-war day, the traffic and construction noises were not enough to delay Petersen’s slumber. He fell asleep rapidly and slept deeply. And he dreamed. He dreamed of his mother, May, and the small east Texas farm where he had grown up. He smelled the aroma of apple pie baking and felt the sweltering heat in the tiny kitchen. Through the open window he saw clothes hanging limply on the line. He watched from behind as his mother worked, her right arm bent at an odd angle. She was always working: cooking, cleaning, washing, watching over him.
Chapter 3
John was asleep, snuggled beneath a warm, wool blanket. He was dreaming of chasing a rabbit. Every time he seemed close enough to reach it, to grab it, the rabbit darted off in a new direction. The screech of the screen door at the back of the little farm house intruded on his chase. Dim light from the kitchen outlined the closed door of his small bedroom. As his mind awakened, he heard the heavy tread of his father’s boots across the kitchen’s wooden floor, heard one of the wooden kitchen chairs shoved roughly out of the big man’s path. John heard his father’s deep voice, muffled through the door, slurred by drink. Quietly, he pulled the covers back and eased his bare feet down onto the floor. John crept to the door and listened. Now he could hear his mother’s voice, soft and plaintive. His father sounded angry, his words coming more quickly with an accusatory tone. John put his small hand on the cold metal door knob and listened, trying to work up the courage to confront his father and defend his mother.
The voices grew louder. John heard the sound of a slap and his mother’s sob. He stood still, hand on the knob, listening, trying to decide what to do. He needed to pee, but he was afraid to venture out of his room, afraid his father would shout at him, or worse. He crossed his legs. The only way to get to the privy was through the kitchen. The only way through the kitchen was past his drunken father. When he could finally hold it no more, John crept to the corner and peed there. He was afraid his parents would hear the splattering of his urine, but they were distracted by an argument of increasing intensity. John climbed back into his bed, the smell of his shame chasing him back beneath the covers.
Chapter 4
Over the next week, the work to bring the Palace and the prison to a state of readiness and presentability continued. Captain Gifford was in charge of repairing and even rebuilding parts of the Palace in preparation for the world-wide attention expected to be focused on the war crimes trials. Courtroom 600, on the top floor of the Palace of Justice, had been chosen as the main courtroom for the trials, but it was judged too small. Gifford’s crew labored tirelessly doubling the size of Room 600, even to the point of raising its ceiling. In addition to the judges’ bench and the defendants dock, a large gallery for the expected visitors and a 250 seat press section were constructed. In concert with Gifford’s reconstruction team, Stevens, Petersen and their men worked daily, and nightly, to complete plastering, painting, repairs, wiring and the myriad of other tasks related to making the ground floor cell blocks suitable for the remaining ‘big fish’ of the Nazi regime. Like Hitler, Himmler and Goebbels had committed suicide rather than surrender. But other Nazi chieftains had survived the war and been captured either by the Western Allies or the Russians. They currently were imprisoned at Mondorf, an Army stockade in Luxemburg, but their move to Nuremberg seemed imminent given the level of activity at the prison. The Allies wanted the prisoners and their lawyers in Nuremberg with sufficient time to develop a legal defense strategy prior to the beginning of the trials scheduled for early autumn.
Lieutenant Simmons was busy, interviewing potential witnesses to assist the prosecutors in the preparations of their formal indictments. Even so, he quickly fell into the routine of dropping by for an evening, or, depending on his duty schedule, early morning visit.
‘Good evening John. How is life at the Ritz?’ he asked on his Friday night visit.
‘Robert,’ Petersen acknowledged with a nod between sips of his Coca-Cola. ‘How’s the Clarence Darrow of Nuremberg?’
‘Not the Darrow my friend, as I am no lawyer, but rather the artiste that makes the lawyer’s perceived brilliance possible.’ Simmons’ eyes twinkled, ‘Why without my skillful interrogation, without my keen ear and comprehensive knowledge of this harsh language, without my uncanny ability to weigh the tone and nuance of each witness’s answers, the lawyer is merely a performer without a script.’
‘So you’re doing OK?’
‘Yeah, not bad,’ said Simmons reverting to a conversational tone and pulling up a chair beside Petersen. ‘Any idea yet when the bad guys get here?’ he asked.
‘You mean the badder guys,’ Petersen laughed. ‘No, but it’s got to be pretty soon because everything’s ready.’
‘And the Army always stays on schedule. Ah John, you have so much to learn! Seriously, my friend, I too have reason to believe they are coming soon, very soon. We received new duty schedules today. As of Monday, we revert to a mostly 8 am to 6 pm work schedule. That’s 0800 to 1800 to you,’ Simmons teased.
‘Interesting,’ Petersen nodded.
‘Simple really,’ Simmons continued the joke, ‘you see, John, the military uses what is commonly known as a 24 hour clock. Once we get to 12 PM, we just keep going so that 1 PM is really 1300 hours and so forth.’
‘Did I mention that I’m an infantry officer, trained to kill with my bare hands?’
‘Actually, I didn’t come simply to pass the time, or to explain it for that matter. I visited the billeting office today and collected a couple of favors,’ Simmons briefly looked away smiling, then shifted his attention back to Petersen. ‘You, sir, are about to receive a new quarters assignment to # 22 Gartenstrasse where you will find the accommodations far beyond your present, and, truth be told, previous standards. Not to mention that your housemate will be cultured, intelligent, entertaining and delightful beyond your loftiest expectations.’
‘Rita Hayworth is in Nuremberg?’
‘No, you dunce! The housemate I refer to is yours truly. Look at this as a God-given, once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for intellectual, cultural and, dare I say it, social growth that, when concluded will make you unrecognizable to other infantry officers—not to mention Texans.’
‘Terrific!’ Petersen responded with genuine enthusiasm. ‘Really. That sounds great, Robert.’
‘Don’t get maudlin on me boy,’ Simmons scolded. ‘I may, in the future, have need of your unique skills and abilities,’ Simmons continued. ‘But that will have to be the subject of future discussions as I am late for my next appointment. Good evening to you John.’ And with that, Simmons stood, flipped a casual salute and strode from the room, leaving Petersen slowly shaking his head.
Chapter 5
On Sunday morning, following the completion of his Saturday night shift, Petersen attended Protestant chapel held in a makeshift sanctuary in the basement of the Grand Hotel. Six rows of chairs were split by a center aisle. A wooden lectern stood in front of the chairs, most of which were occupied by Army officers. An occasional civilian suit stood out in the small, olive assembly. Chaplain Gerrity, a Lutheran from Minnesota, had led his congregation through the first two stanzas of ‘Blessed Assurance’ when the officer next to Petersen passed him a folded note. Petersen quickly opened the paper and read ‘LT P report to duty immediately.’ It was signed by Captain Stevens. Petersen placed the worn hymnal on his wooden chair and slipped up the side aisle and out the back of the room as the last notes of the hymn faded away.
With little traffic on the Sunday morning streets, Petersen covered the distance to the prison in just minutes. He entered C Wing and reported to Stevens in the office. ‘Good morning LT Petersen,’ Stevens said.
‘Sir.’
‘Sorry to drag you back so quickly, but the colonel just informed me that the shipment we have been expecting is coming in early this afternoon,’ Stevens explained.
‘Yes sir,’ Petersen acknowledged the import of the statement as his mind raced ahead to the procedures which had been drawn up for the arrival of the VIP prisoners.
‘Colonel Gaffner will be here in 15 minutes to personally brief the men. Sergeant Hottle will be your sergeant of the guard. He is assembling the sentinels right now.’
Petersen took his leave and found Hottle counting heads and checking uniforms. Petersen’s platoon formed up in the wide corridor between the ground floor cell blocks and stood at ease awaiting the colonel’s arrival. Petersen stood front and center, facing the platoon, but with one eye focused on the entrance through which he expected Gaffner to arrive. Precisely at 1000 hours, the door flew open and Gaffner entered like a bull headed for the matador’s cape. His uniform was immaculate, with sharp creases and every ribbon in place. On his head sat a green lacquered helmet liner with the silver eagle insignia neatly centered. In his left hand, he clutched a leather riding crop. Petersen called the platoon to attention in his most authoritative command voice and executed a precise about face. As Gaffner reached the front of his formation, Petersen snapped a perfect salute and announced, ‘Guard platoon ready for inspection, sir.’ Gaffner returned the salute and barked, ‘At ease! Listen up men. This afternoon, a convoy will arrive here containing the prisoners for whom you, and indeed the whole world, have been waiting. These are the worst criminals mankind has ever seen. They have perpetrated crimes which have brought untold misery on tens of millions of people. They have destroyed whole countries, including their own. They have murdered. They have stolen. And now, they will be here under our guard and care until they can receive a fair trial.’ Gaffner was wound up, his eyes flashing. As he continued shouting, he began to strut back and forth, slapping his thigh with the riding crop, his face flushing, his eyes darting from one GI face to the next. ‘These criminals are scum and they are to be treated as just that. These are not prisoners of war. They are the instigators of war. As such, there will be no exchange of military courtesy, no salutes, no titles or ranks. They are not to speak to you or to each other unless in answer to a question you have directed them to answer. They are not to touch each other. They are not to touch you. Our job is to keep these men alive and well until the court renders its verdicts and its sentences are carried out.’ Gaffner paused, seemed to relax for a moment and continued in a more casual tone of voice, ‘Now men, you’ve been reading Stars & Stripes. You know how big these trials are and how the whole world is watching what we do here. This is a chance to show why the United States of America is different and by-God better than any other country in the world. We came over here, we kicked ass and we won this damn war and this time we’re going to make sure it stays won by taking the bad guys all the way out. I know each one of you men will do your duty to the best of your ability. You have good officers and NCOs here to lead you. Be professional. Be on your toes. Lord knows these Hun bastards aren’t going to give up without a fight. Do your best men! Not for me, not for the Army, but for the good folks back home and for the United States of America!’ Gaffner paused, switched his intense focus to Petersen and said in a lower voice, ‘That’s all LT Petersen. Time to get to work.’
‘Yes sir,’ Petersen answered and then ordered, ‘Platoon, attention!’ Petersen’s crisp salute was returned by the colonel who turned on his heel and marched back out the door.
After Petersen turned the platoon over to Sergeant Hottle, he met with Stevens in the office. Cells were assigned. A white strip of paper was stenciled with each prisoner’s last name and taped to the door of his cell. Guard rosters were double checked. ‘John,’ began Captain Stevens, ‘I’m moving you back to days. Most of the activity, once the prisoners arrive, will take place during the daytime. We will be moving them back and forth for meals, showers, meetings with their lawyers and so forth. As officer in charge of the cell block, it makes more sense that you should be here during the day.’
‘Understood sir,’ Petersen replied with no hint of fatigue in his voice. Despite having completed a full overnight shift and having returned to the compound directly from chapel, Petersen’s excitement at knowing the prisoners would soon arrive was all the motivation he needed.
‘Here,’ said the captain, handing Petersen a safety razor. ‘There’s soap in the latrine. Scrape your chin off before the shipment gets here.’
The sentinels, as Colonel Gaffner liked to call them, put on their duty uniforms: jacket, shirt, tie, bloused trousers, helmet liners, web belts and gloves. Sergeant Hottle, meanwhile repeated the cell block standing procedures to the men, peppering them with questions to ensure their understanding of the colonel’s orders. Hottle stood the guards at rest in a loose formation inside the ground floor cell block, out of the light drizzle that had begun to fall. Then, they waited.
Shortly after 1430 hours, a convoy of two jeeps flanking three Army deuce and a half trucks, rolled through the vehicle gate and into the prison compound, leaving tracks in the mud. At its appearance, Hottle called the sentinel platoon to order. The convoy stopped just short of C Wing and an Army major climbed out of the front jeep as several military policemen emerged from the rear jeep and the back of each truck. The MPs quickly formed a cordon around the convoy, their backs to the vehicles, their eyes searching the area for anyone or anything that might pose a threat. Colonel Gaffner stepped outside followed by Captain Stevens and LT Petersen. The major saluted and handed Gaffner a clipboard on which was a cargo manifest. Gaffner looked the list over and nodded. ‘Alright major,’ he said, ‘Let’s get this done.’ The major barked orders and the MPs moved quickly. Their mission was almost complete and they were eager to finish it and make the most famous prisoners in the world someone else’s worry. A pair of MPs lowered the tailgate of each truck and pulled back the rear curtain. Then, they began to assist the mostly elderly men down to the ground. The prisoners stood in loose groups, stretching and looking around at their new surroundings, while their eyes adjusted to the daylight. To a casual observer, the group would have appeared unremarkable. They were, most of them, well beyond middle age, haggard from imprisonment, gaunt from stress and fatigue. Their clothing was shabby and ill fitting, as most had lost weight during their incarcerations. Three of the men stood stiffly, with their hands at their sides and their chins up. They wore the remnants of German Wehrmacht and Kriegsmarine uniforms, from which all insignia of rank and office had been unceremoniously removed. Petersen felt a mixture of awe and anger as he looked at the prisoners. They now seemed so ordinary, yet they had wielded nearly absolute power, had guided the German nation on its suicidal folly, had bled that nation white until it lay utterly defeated and exhausted before its conquerors. These ordinary, old men had destroyed not only their country, but millions of lives. Those who had not been killed outright had lost loved ones and had often been forced to live like hunted animals, foraging for food and fleeing from danger. Like so many other young Americans, the arc of Petersen’s own life had been deflected by these men. Here he stood, on a wet August Sunday afternoon, a soldier in a conquered land about to inherit responsibility for the perpetrators of the greatest tragedy in history.
The last prisoner to climb down from the truck looked around with a smile on his thin lips. Reichsmarschall Hermann Goering, one time head of the Luftwaffe, chief of the Nazi economy and Hitler’s number 2 man, looked around and nodded to the prisoners who had ridden on the other two trucks. He dusted off the light blue trousers of his uniform. When captured by the Americans in southern Bavaria, Goering had tipped the scales at a portly 264 pounds. At Mondorf, he had been placed on a strict diet and his nearly 20,000 paracodeine pills had been confiscated. Under the watchful eyes of the stockade staff and an elderly German physician, Herr Doktor Schuster, Goering had kicked his drug habit, regained energy and trimmed down to 199 pounds packed onto his 5 foot 6 inch frame. ‘Show them your dignity!’ Goering bellowed to his fellow inmates, startling them. ‘We are the leaders of the German Reich!’ His pale blue eyes ranged from face to face, nodding, smiling, lifting their spirits. Immediately, the military prisoners, Doenitz, Keitel and Jodl, braced to attention. The civilian prisoners stopped milling about and stared at the Reichsmarschall as if awaiting further direction. It came quickly, but from another source.
‘Quiet there!’ Gaffner’s voice boomed. Handing the clipboard to Captain Stevens, Gaffner strode forward and ordered the prisoners into two ranks. The military policemen began to step back as Hottle and his men moved forward. Hottle directed his sentinels to form a large rectangle around the newly arrived prisoners. By the trucks, additional men, under the direction of LT Rose, the personal property officer, assisted the MPs with the unloading of the prisoners’ luggage. Gaffner faced the Germans. ‘You are now prisoners of the International Military Tribunal. You will be imprisoned here pending the completion of your trials and the execution of your sentences.’ Gaffner scanned the rows of infamous faces before him, his lips pressed grimly together. ‘You are not prisoners of war. You are criminals. As such, you have no rights. You will not speak unless you are spoken to. You will not speak to each other. You will do as you are told, when you are told and without hesitation. That is all.’ With that, Gaffner stepped back and turned the formation over to Petersen.
The prisoners were marched inside and into the basement of the cell block. There, they stripped and were herded into cold showers. While they showered, their clothes were searched. Before they were allowed to put their clothes back on, the prisoners were lined up against the wall, told to turn around and lean forward. An Army doctor, accompanied by Dr. Schuster, checked each prisoner’s rectum to ensure that nothing was being secreted into the prison. The Allies had learned from hard experience: once in captivity, Himmler had killed himself with a hidden cyanide capsule. Following the medical check, the prisoners trooped up stairs and into their assigned cells. The heavy oak doors were swung into place and bolted. The first watch of guards took up their positions, one sentinel for every four cells. After weeks of preparation, C Wings’ guests had finally checked in.
Chapter 6
Petersen was back in C Wing by 0630 the next morning. He intended to make sure that the prisoners’ first day went smoothly, according to the routine dictated by Colonel Gaffner. He checked in with Hottle, the sergeant of the guard, who reported an uneventful night. Next, Petersen descended into the basement where the prisoners’ mess hall had been set up, the aroma of sausages and potatoes rising up to meet him. Goodman, the mess sergeant, was busily supervising his staff of cooks, but not too busy to grab a white mug and fill it with hot, black coffee for his lieutenant. ‘Thanks Sergeant Goodman,’ Petersen said. ‘Ready for some customers?’
‘Ever ready, sir,’ Goodman replied with a wink. ‘We’ll feed ‘em better than the rest of their countrymen are eatin’ right now, that’s for sure.’
At 0700, Sergeant Hottle sent two of his men through the cell block banging on cooking pots. This crude, but effective alarm clock woke those prisoners still asleep, calling them to breakfast. Each guard lined up his four prisoners and marched them down the stairs into the dimly lit basement. They were met by the pleasant aroma of food. They proceeded down a single serving line while white-jacketed mess attendants dished steaming helpings of sausage, eggs, fried potatoes and toast onto their plates. Black coffee and water were the only beverage options. The prisoners sat on wooden benches flanking two long wooden tables. Guards stood behind them, still vigilant, watching for any unusual movements and discouraging conversation. Petersen, coffee in hand, stood off to the side, observing the prisoners and his guard detail. For the most part, the meal proceeded in silence. Except for Goering. The Reichsmarschall was animated, almost jovial and despite orders to ‘knock it off’ from his guard, kept up a running monologue. Petersen watched and after a few moments moved forward to assist his sentinel. ‘Quiet sir. No talking.’
‘Ah good morning lieutenant,’ Goering twisted around to face Petersen and smiled. ‘I am sorry if I violated the rules. I am simply enjoying this excellent breakfast. My compliments to the chef!’
‘Yes sir,’ Petersen said, considering the absurdity of an Army first lieutenant telling Adolf Hitler’s chief deputy not to talk with his mouth full. ‘But no more talking.’
‘Of course,’ Goering beamed. He held a fat finger up to his thin lips, ‘Not another word. Mum’s the word. That’s the right expression isn’t it?’ His blue eyes danced.
‘Yes sir, that’s fine,’ Petersen replied, turning away as he stifled a grin.
Goering turned back to his food, raising his eyebrows and grinning across the table at Keitel and Jodl.
‘He likes the food,’ Petersen told Sergeant Goodman.
‘Course he does sir,’ Goodman responded, lifting his chin. ‘Best Army mess in Europe.’
While the prisoners breakfasted in the basement, Sergeant Hottle and the oncoming shift of guards were inspecting the cells on the floor above. As a general rule, the cells were to be inspected whenever their occupants were absent. Guards searched for contraband of any kind, particularly anything that could be fashioned into a weapon or any drugs. Colonel Gaffner had made it clear to his officers and men that their duty was to safeguard the prisoners, from external forces which might try to assist their escape as well as from themselves.
At 0735, the prisoners were escorted back to their cells. Each was given a mop and a bucket of cold water with which to swab out his cubicle. PFC Skip Seleck, of Rowley, Massachusetts, had arrived in France in late April, reaching the 1st Infantry Division on May 9, the day after the German surrender. Two months later, he had been assigned to the Internal Security Detachment as one of Gaffner’s sentinels. Seleck, at 19 years of age, was typical of the soldiers assigned to guard detail. More and more of the combat veterans had already accumulated the service points needed to return home, leaving the younger soldiers in their place. As Seleck handed the mop to Goering, the Reichsmarschall slapped it away. Confused, the young soldier bent down, picked the mop up and again held it out to his prisoner. Goering stepped toward Seleck with his jaw clenched, his fists tightened. ‘I am Marschall of the Third Reich,’ he bellowed, ‘not a scullery maid.’ His face contorted and red with fury, Goering continued to browbeat the soldier, ‘You clean it!’ Switching to German and shouting ferociously, Goering launched invectives at the hapless guard, who backed away from the doorway and into the corridor, as Goering continued to close the distance between them. By now, the racket had attracted other guards and prisoners who had stopped their labors to stare open-mouthed at Goering’s brashness. Petersen and Hottle were trotting toward the commotion when they saw Goering stop suddenly, gag and fall to the floor.
‘Fetch the doctor,’ shouted Petersen as he reached the now prone prisoner. Hottle reversed direction toward the prison infirmary. Petersen rolled Goering over on his back. The Reichsmarschall was conscious, but not lucid, his eyes rolling wildly from side-to-side. He was breathing heavily and was flushed and clammy. Within moments, Dr. Schuster had arrived from his basement infirmary, black bag in hand. Schuster was well into his 70’s, tall and dignified in his worn black suit. He had attended the prisoners at Mondorf, earning their confidence, and had accompanied his most famous patients to Nuremberg. Schuster quickly took Goering’s wrist and checked the Reichsmarschall’s pulse. ‘His heart is racing,’ Schuster said to Petersen. ‘It is over 200 beats per minute. He must have a sedative immediately or he could suffer heart failure!’ The doctor reached into his bag and pulled out a small vial of medicine and a syringe. With skill borne of decades of practice, the doctor administered the drug. Schuster and Petersen watched anxiously as Goering slowly began to relax. With his fingers pressed to Goering’s throat, Schuster looked at Petersen and nodded. ‘His pulse is slowing. Help me get him to his bed.’
‘PFC Seleck, lend a hand here,’ Petersen directed the bewildered soldier. The three of them half carried, half dragged Goering to his bed. Schuster laid Goering’s head on his pillow and covered him with his blanket.
At the first alert of trouble from the jail’s office, Colonel Gaffner had sprinted from his office, across the street and into C Wing, Captain Stevens right on his heels.
‘What in T-total hell is going on here!’ demanded Gaffner, skidding to such a quick halt in the cell’s open doorway that Captain Stevens nearly ran into his back. Petersen jumped to his feet as Seleck tried to melt into the wall. Schuster remained calmly beside his patient.
‘LT Petersen?’ Gaffner barked.
‘Well sir,’ Petersen began, ‘the Reichsmarschall…’
‘Stop right there young man,’ Gaffner snapped, red faced. ‘There is no ‘Reichsmarschall’ here. No generals, no admirals, no deputy assistant Nazi ass wipes! You got that lieutenant?!’
Petersen sprang to attention, his face flushing under the colonel’s lashing and looking straight ahead answered, ‘Yes sir!’
‘Now tell me what the hell happened!’ shouted Gaffner, his eyes blazing, his full fury focused on Petersen.
Petersen recounted the incident. Gaffner’s stare shifted between Petersen, Seleck, who could only nod, and Goering, who moaned occasionally.
‘By God!’ shouted Gaffner, slapping his left thigh with his ever present riding crop and shaking his head angrily. ‘Damnation!’
Fortunately for Petersen, Schuster cleared his throat, shifted his focus away from Goering and spoke. ‘I believe colonel that your lieutenant acted appropriately given the medical situation. The Reichs… Herr Goering could have suffered a heart attack if not for the immediate attention LT Petersen ordered. If I may request some cool, damp towels for Herr Goering’s forehead.’
Gaffner looked at Seleck, snapped his fingers and jerked his thumb toward the cell door. ‘Get them.’ Seleck, eager to escape, dashed out of the cell.
Gaffner’s eyes moved slowly around the cell. ‘LT Petersen, assign a man to clean this cell. Doctor, I’d like a full report on this prisoner’s condition as soon as he is stable.’ Gaffner spun around to leave, bumping into Stevens, who was too slow to jump out of his way. Guards and prisoners alike who had drifted toward the uproar now parted to let the seething colonel pass. ‘Back to your duties,’ he snapped.
‘Thank you doctor,’ Petersen said once they were alone with Goering.
‘You did the right thing lieutenant,’ the old doctor nodded. ‘Your colonel is high strung, no?’
‘Yes sir,’ Petersen sighed.
That afternoon, Petersen received his new billeting assignment. The Grand Hotel was slated to be used for the Tribunal staff, the international press corps and the expected VIP visitors. As such, the Army was moving its personnel out of the hotel as suitable quarters were found on the local economy. Petersen was directed to clear his quarters in the hotel and take up residence at #22 Gartenstrasse, a more convenient address only three blocks south of the Palace. At 1930 hours, having thoroughly briefed his relief and the overnight sergeant of the guard, Petersen stopped by Captain Stevens’ office. Steven’s was still there, going over papers on his desk. ‘Tough day lieutenant?’ Stevens asked noting the hang dog look on Petersen’s face.
‘You could say that sir. I almost lost our most notorious prisoner and then got reamed out by the colonel in front of the whole company. Not one of my better days, sir.’
‘I won’t apologize for the colonel,’ Stevens replied. ‘But keep in mind that he’s career Army. He’s responsible for keeping these guys alive long enough for us to hang them and he’s feeling the pressure. One of these guys croaks and a whole lot of shit is going to rain down on his head.’
‘Yes sir, I guess so,’ Petersen responded looking down at the floor. ‘I just wish he realized that I’m on his team, that’s all.’
‘Well,’ sighed Stevens, ‘chalk it up to experience. Then, put it behind you. He doesn’t expect perfection. He just expects you to learn and move on. Kind of like in combat. Dwell on your mistakes and you lose your ability to make decisions. Besides, from what Schuster said, you made the right call and you made it quickly.’
‘Yes sir. Well, I’m on my way to clear out of the hotel. My new quarters are on Gartenstrasse. I gave the address to the duty officer in case you need me. Good night sir.’
‘Good night LT Petersen. See you in the morning,’ Stevens said as Petersen stepped into the hallway and headed toward the exit.
Chapter 7
A row of small houses lined Gartenstrasse. Some were moderately damaged; others appeared to be in relatively sound condition. Fortunately for Petersen, # 22 fit into the latter category. Petersen walked up the two front steps and rapped loudly on the door. Within seconds, it swung open to reveal the round face of Robert Bentley Simmons. Simmons face split into a wide grin as he reached out to take Petersen’s bag.
‘Welcome to Shangri La!’ Simmons exclaimed. ‘The most complete accommodations offered by the great city of Nuremberg. Frau Kohl, bitte, ein mehr für das Abendessen!’ he said switching effortlessly to German and calling to a short, squat woman in the small kitchen. ‘Come in, come in John.’
Petersen removed his cap and stepped farther into the main room of the house.
‘This is Frau Kohl. She cooks and cleans for us.’ Turning to the woman, Simmons said, ‘Erlauben Sie mir, Leutnant Petersen zu präsentieren.’
Frau Kohl offered a shallow curtsy and a gap toothed smile. She was a thickly built woman of short stature. Her hands were strong and her shoulders broad. She reminded Petersen of his mother, a woman hardened by a life of constant labor and few rewards. ‘Ich bin zufrieden, Sie zu treffen,’ Frau Kohl said, bobbing her head.
‘Ah!’ said Simmons. ‘Off to a good start! She says she is happy to meet you.’
Petersen, smiling, nodded his head and said, ‘Likewise.’ Apparently, this needed no translation as Frau Kohl beamed and then, chattering away, scurried back to the wood stove where supper was already cooking.
‘A delightful woman, John,’ Simmons effused. ‘Lives just out of town on a farm. Walks into the city every day. An excellent, if basic cook. Plus she keeps the place clean.’
‘How much do we pay her?’ Petersen asked.
‘Peanuts, John, peanuts. I have taken care of the financial arrangements so worry not.’
Over an excellent, if basic, supper, the two lieutenants shared the details of their days. Simmons was eager to hear about Petersen’s encounter with Goering, whom he had yet to see. He guffawed at Petersen’s retelling of Gaffner’s explosive visit, absorbing every detail. ‘How I would have loved to see him run into Stevens!’ Simmons laughed, his tie loosened and his shirt sleeves turned up. ‘Next time you plan fireworks, be a good sport and give me advance notice.’
‘Hopefully there won’t be a next time,’ Petersen answered. ‘I think I went straight to the top of Gaffner’s shit list—do not pass go, do not collect $200.’
‘Gaffner’s a strutting martinet,’ scoffed Simmons. ‘Who else would march around an administrative headquarters with a riding crop and a helmet liner?’
‘Maybe so,’ said Petersen tentatively, ‘but he controls my immediate future and if he thinks I’m a screw up, I might just as well be one.’
‘John, my friend,’ Simmons responded, feigning alarm and cocking his head to the side. ‘Do I detect the sentiments of a lifer?’
‘Robert, I don’t come from much. It’s just me and my mother on a 15 acre patch of east Texas. The Army‘s been a pretty good deal for me.’
‘Except for the combat part?’ interjected Simmons.
‘Well, that seems to be pretty much over, don’t it,’ Petersen rationalized.
‘John, John, John,’ Simmons shook his head. ‘I’m just glad I got to you in time. You do realize the purpose of an army, do you not? Its job is to kill people. In the course of said job, members of said army are also inevitably killed. This is not the most promising future for one of your skills and abilities.’
‘Look,’ Petersen responded, ‘the war is over. We dropped two bombs on Japan and wiped out two whole cities. No other country is going to mess with us now.’
‘Listen to me, John, seriously. People are already talking about an inevitable confrontation between us and the Russians.’ Simmons lowered his voice, leaning forward and staring intensely at Petersen. ‘They are as bad as the Nazis. If you don’t believe me, ask the Polish officers on the Tribunal staff. This war may be over, but there will be another one. Think about that before you commit to wearing olive drab for the rest of your life.’
Frau Kohl left at 2100 hours for her walk home. She would be out of the city before the sun set and well before the 2230 curfew. Darkness in Nuremberg, with its northern latitude, would not fall until nearly 10 pm. Simmons and Petersen sat at the wooden dining table drinking two warm beers. There was, at present, no electricity in the house and no need to light a lantern. The house was small, but comfortable. It contained two bedrooms separated by a large open room containing a stove and wash basin, table with chairs and a small sitting area with an old, battered cloth-covered sofa. Not much, Petersen thought, but it was a nicer home than most Nurembergers had at the moment.
‘Tell me about your home,’ Simmons said between sips of his beer.
Petersen leaned back in his chair, resting his beer on his thigh. ‘Quitman? A little crossroads market town in northeast Texas. We, my mother and me, we lived on a little farm a couple of miles east of town. We had a few cows and chickens. We had a garden for vegetables. Mother took in washing to raise spending money for the things we couldn’t barter for. I haven’t seen her in over two years.
‘What about your old man?’ Simmons probed, ‘If you don’t mind me asking.’
‘Gone. Long gone. He left when I was maybe six. Just took off,’ Petersen lied, remembering the times when his father had come home drunk, smelling like hell and acting worse. ‘Since then, it’s just been the two of us.’
‘How has your mother handled your separation?’ Simmons asked gently.
‘Oh, OK I guess. What choice did she really have. That’s the way it is with mothers isn’t it? Work their fingers to the bone for their children and then the children leave.’
‘I suppose so,’ Simmons nodded. He drained his beer and set the bottle on the table. ‘All done for me. You take that room,’ he said pointing past the stove to a small room on the left end of the house. ‘I’m in the master suite.’ He jerked his thumb over his shoulder to the equally small room on the right front side of the house. ‘Good night John,’ Simmons said, standing. He stuck out his hand. ‘I’m glad you’re here. We’ll liven this place up a bit.’ Petersen shook his hand, gathered up his things and walked into the bedroom.
Chapter 8
Despite the first morning’s outburst by Goering and the subsequent drama, the prison and its occupants quickly adapted to a routine. Goering continued to talk, continued to receive reprimands and continued to shrug them off. After breakfast each morning, the prisoners continued to clean their cells, except for Goering, whose cell was cleaned for him by a German prisoner from D Wing.
On the first Thursday of the prisoners’ residence at Nuremberg, LT Petersen was summoned to Captain Stevens’ office. ‘The colonel has a project for you,’ Stevens informed him. ‘Don’t worry lieutenant,’ Stevens said when he saw the concern on Petersen’s face. ‘It’s nothing bad. He just wants us to provide the prisoners with a library.’
‘A library, sir?’
‘It’s a place with books, lieutenant. You borrow the books, read them, then put them back,’ Stevens replied, grinning.
‘Got it sir,’ Petersen smiled, hiding his annoyance at being made the butt of the joke.
Petersen entered the same office to which he had originally reported upon his arrival in Nuremberg two weeks earlier. Corporal Wilson looked up from his desk and said, ‘Good morning, sir. I’ll let the colonel know you’re here.’ Wilson disappeared into the colonel’s office, but was back a moment later. ‘Sir,’ he motioned Petersen toward the colonel’s office. ‘The colonel is ready for you.’ Petersen muttered ‘Thanks,’ then knocked and entered. He strode purposefully to the desk behind which Gaffner was at work. He came to attention, saluted and said, ‘Sir, Lieutenant Petersen reports.’
‘At ease, lieutenant,’ ordered Gaffner, offering none of the hospitality Petersen had received on his only other visit to this office. Gaffner, his personal appearance impeccable as always, leaned back in his chair and locked his blue eyes onto Petersen’s. ‘My prison staff includes a psychologist, Dr. Richards. He has recommended that the mental state of our prisoners will be improved and their morale maintained by providing them with a library. Put one together. Any questions?’ Gaffner was curt, as though he had more on his mind than books.
‘How big a library sir?’
‘Let’s say two or three hundred books. Get it done by tomorrow,’ Gaffner said, leaning forward and returning his attention to the papers strewn about the top of his desk. ‘That’s all lieutenant.’
Petersen saluted, turned about and left the office.
Fearing that his limited linguistic skills were inadequate to the task of stocking a prison library, Petersen convinced Simmons to assist him. They requisitioned a jeep and ¼ ton trailer from the motor pool and, following directions provided by a member of the Grand Hotel’s concierge staff, set off through the rubble strewn streets in search of the old city library. The city smelled of sewage and decay. After a dusty hour long drive through winding streets, detouring around downed bridges and bombed out blocks, they finally parked in front of a square red brick building near Zeppelin Field. The words ‘Stadt Bibliothek’ were carved in marble above large, twin wooden doors. From the parking area, Petersen could see that the building was disheveled, the back left corner had collapsed and areas of the roof were covered with canvas tarpaulins. Several windows had been replaced with wood or cardboard and where glass was still in place, it was without exception cracked and broken.
The two officers strode up the steps and entered the building. From the spacious foyer of the library, Petersen could see shafts of sunlight piercing the broken ceiling at odd intervals, bathing shelves of books in pools of yellow, dusty light. Petersen and Simmons marched straight ahead to the main desk. At the approach of the American soldiers, a small bespectacled man in a threadbare suit stood nervously and bowed slightly. ‘Guten Tag,’ he said, adjusting the knot of his neck tie.
‘Tell him we need some books,’ Petersen said to Simmons who translated without preliminaries.
‘He says you don’t have a library card,’ Simmons relayed after the little man spoke.
Petersen glanced at Simmons and back to the clerk. ‘Tell him I have a .45 and I know how to use it.’
Again Simmons rapidly translated as the clerk’s eyes darted back and forth between the two soldiers. ‘He says go ahead and shoot him. He’d rather die for the Fatherland than entrust a barbarian like you with the priceless treasures of his library.’
Petersen turned to Simmons as the uncomprehending clerk watched. ‘Like me? What about you? Aren’t you one of the conquering barbarians as well?’
‘You forget my friend that I am a cultured officer and gentlemen, schooled at the finest university of our homeland, specially trained in the high art of civil affairs and that I, sir, unlike you, speak his native tongue with some skill.’
Petersen shook his head and gesturing back at the confused clerk said, ‘Tell him we need 300 books, preferably classics, Goethe, Schiller, stuff like that.’
Simmons again relayed the message. ‘He says all of these books are classics, personally approved by the Fuehrer. The rest have been burned.’
Petersen ignored Simmons and wondered if bringing him along had been such a good idea. ‘Tell him that we are willing to sign for them, but that we will not pay for them and that we want them within the next 5 minutes.’
The clerk, unaccustomed to arguing with authority figures, immediately summoned two other staff members, one man and one woman, and set about the task. Working diligently, the library staff assembled double the requested number of books in only half an hour. Petersen had Simmons review each title for suitability before it was packed in a box to be removed.
‘Victory In the Great War, Escape from Alcatraz, Fun With the Fuhrer: Hitler’s Wild Side. These should be very well received,’ cracked Simmons, stuffing volume after volume into pasteboard boxes. By now, several more Germans were assisting the library staff, hoping to hasten the soldiers’ departure.
As the last of the boxes was loaded into the trailer, Petersen turned once more to the clerk. ‘These books will be returned to your facility when we are finished with them. Thank you for your assistance. Danke.’
As Simmons translated, the little man gave a curt bow, turned, went back up the steps and disappeared into the building.
‘Danke?’ said Simmons with raised eye brows. ‘I didn’t realize you had such a comprehensive grasp of the German language.’
‘Oh sure, I learned a lot of it in combat. Hande hoch, nicht shiessen, stuff like that. I could have assaulted this place without you, but I didn’t know how to check out a book. I was afraid there for a minute that you were going to get that poor little guy shot,’ Petersen laughed, ‘Thanks for coming with me. I would have had a hell of a time explaining what I wanted. I probably would have scared ‘em all to death and then come away with 300 autographed copies of Mein Kampf.’
With Petersen at the wheel, they covered the distance back to the prison in half the time of their outbound trip. They pulled into the compound through the vehicle gate and parked next to the main ground floor entrance to C Wing. Simmons departed for duty in the Palace and Petersen headed inside to find men to unload the boxes. ‘Mission accomplished sir,’ he reported to Captain Stevens. ‘I think the colonel will be pleased.’
Chapter 9
Pleased he was. The following day, Gaffner toured the new library, established on the third floor in an empty cell. Doctors Schuster and Richards had arranged the borrowed books into some semblance of order and set up a lined paper tablet to record which prisoner had which book. The prisoners too seemed pleased. They could now read during the dreary hours between their meals and their infrequent visitors. ‘Well done LT Petersen,’ said Gaffner softly with a satisfied look on his face. His riding crop and a pair of leather gloves were squeezed into his left hand, his helmet liner held in the crook of his left arm. ‘Gentlemen,’ Gaffner spoke more loudly now, directing his comments to a small group of correspondents he was guiding through the prison, ‘you can clearly see that we are operating a humane facility here, concerned not only with the physical safety and security of our charges, but also with their mental well-being. We have established this library of several hundred volumes for the prisoners’ use so they will have productive and edifying ways to occupy their time.’
‘Very impressive Colonel Gaffner,’ said a correspondent from United Press browsing through the titles. ‘How are the living conditions for the inmates?’
‘You will see for yourself in a few minutes. I will show you the cell block where the chief Nazis are held.’
“Colonel Gaffner?’ asked a reporter from the Herald Tribune, ‘What type of physical fitness activities have you arranged for the prisoners?’
Gaffner turned toward his questioner and hesitated. ‘Physical fitness? Yes, of course,’ he delayed. ‘Sound mind, sound body.’ He looked around and the first person he saw was Petersen. ‘LT Petersen here is the facility’s physical training officer. Lieutenant, why don’t you brief these gentlemen on your program.’
‘That son of a bitch!’ howled Simmons over supper. He was laughing so hard no sound was coming forth except a labored wheeze.
‘So I said, “Gentlemen, we exercise the prisoners in the yard 20 minutes daily depending on their visitors and appointments. We also carefully regulate caloric intake and the prisoners receive daily medical attention,” just making this up out of thin air, trying to think of something off the top of my head that would sound like a real program,’ Petersen explained.
Simmons gasped for breath. ‘And they bought it?’ he asked.
‘They bought it! I was a little nervous when they went downstairs though. I was afraid that one of them would ask Goering or Speer or one of the others about the exercise “program” and ruin Gaffner’s parade. Fortunately no one asked.’
‘Audacious!’ Simmons sighed. ‘And the colonel, he was properly appreciative of your marvelous ability to ad lib for the gentlemen of the fourth estate?’
‘Well, he winked at me as they headed downstairs. I guess that’s a good sign.’
‘Or maybe the strain of command has simply become too much for him and he is developing nervous ticks!’ said Simmons.
Frau Kohl had departed at 2000 hours and the two lieutenants had finished their meal of schnitzel, beets and potatoes. Simmons started laughing again, which made Petersen chuckle.
‘OK, Robert Bentley Simmons,’ Petersen began. ‘Why three names?’
‘Most people have three names,’ Simmons answered, cocking his head to the right. ‘Why I dare say you have three names, do you not?’
‘Yes, but I don’t go around introducing myself as John Adam Petersen.’
‘I can’t say I blame you with such common material with which to work,’ Simmons gibed.
‘C’mon. Aren’t you sort of pompous using three names when two suit most folks just fine?’
‘It has nothing to do with pomposity, my friend. It has to do with heritage and pride of family. You see,’ Simmons explained, ‘both branches of my family have been prominent in New York for generations. Banking, business, higher education, even the occasional foray into government service. Using three names allows me to honor both the Bentley side of our clan as well as the Simmons branch of the family.’
‘Well, it seems a little high-brow to me,’ Petersen chuckled, pushing back from the table.
After dinner, Petersen replayed the events of the day. He assumed he was back in the colonel’s good graces after snatching the fat out of the fire over exercise routines. Still, he was less than certain. He had seen men like Gaffner before, seen them blow both hot and cold, depending upon whose favor they were attempting to curry at a particular moment. He would be careful to keep his guard up in Gaffner’s presence.
Chapter 10
John heard his father cursing and shouting, heard glass breaking. When he heard his mother cry out, he flung off his wool blanket, jumped from his bed, threw open his bedroom door and ran straight into the back of his father. His father’s drinking had led to a rather large belly, but Tom Petersen was still strong and even in his inebriated condition was quicker than 10 year old John. He slapped the boy on the side of his head, spinning him away and sending a harsh ringing through John’s reddened ear. Tom turned back toward his wife, who was cowering behind the square kitchen table. Already John could see the welt under his mother’s left eye. It would turn an ugly blue-black, keeping her on the farm and away from town, even church, for two weeks. John sprang again at his father’s back, grabbing a fist full of brown hair with his left hand and flailing at his father’s face with his right. Tom Petersen reached across his right shoulder with his powerful left hand and yanked John forward flinging him against the corner of the stove. The impact snapped John’s right collar bone and split the skin just above his right eye. John’s mother cried out and moved toward her whimpering son. A hard back hand to her jaw stopped her. Tom grabbed her by her hair and twisted her arm behind her back. ‘Now you just be still missy,’ he slurred. He gave her a hard shove and she toppled into the corner of the kitchen, crying, her lip bleeding and her face red and puffy. Then, Tom lost interest. He picked up his deputy’s hat, pushed open the door and staggered out into the darkness as John watched helplessly.
Chapter 11
Since the arrival of the prisoners, Petersen’s routine did not vary on the weekends. Although the legal and interrogation staffs tended to observe a more regular work week, he reported for duty no later than 0700 on Saturday and Sunday, just as he did the rest of the week. As August gave way to September, the days grew cooler. The inmates seemed particularly to enjoy their daily exercise sessions in the yard between C Wing and the gymnasium. Although the prisoners were still technically forbidden to talk and were instructed to remain thirty feet apart, their walks in the yard provided a limited opportunity to communicate with each other. Generally, the military men, Doenitz, Keitel and Jodl remained apart from the political men.
As he did at meals, Goering frequently flaunted the no talking rules, laughing, joking, cajoling, sometimes scolding, but generally working to improve his colleagues’ morale and retain his position of preeminence among them. One morning, during the first week of September, Petersen accompanied the prisoners to the exercise yard.
‘Good morning lieutenant,’ Goering sang out. ‘It is good to see you out in the fresh air!’
‘Good morning Reichsmarschall,’ Petersen replied, glancing around apprehensively, hoping no other officers were in the area.
‘I failed to thank you properly for helping when I fell ill the other day,’ Goering smiled. ‘Dr. Schuster tells me that you may have saved my life.’
‘Oh I doubt that sir. The doctor is giving me credit he deserves himself.’
Goering stopped walking and stared at Petersen. His eyes twinkled. ‘You are a combat soldier aren’t you? I can always tell,’ he continued without waiting for an answer. He resumed his stroll around the yard, ‘I was once a combat soldier, in the first war. I was an infantry officer like you. Then I became a pilot, an ace,’ he smiled at the recollection. ‘How are your living arrangements LT Petersen? Better than mine I imagine.’
Petersen laughed. ‘Yes sir. I am billeted in a small house just south of here. It is quite comfortable.’
Goering nodded, ‘Nuremberg is a beautiful city. It is famous for its toys, did you know this? You should find some Nuremberg toys for your children.’
‘I’m not married Reichsmarschall. No children.’
‘Keine Kinder!’ Goering clucked his tongue. ‘A strapping soldier like you? Well, something to look forward to. I have a daughter, Edda. She is eight. A real beauty, like her mother.’
They walked on a little ways, Goering unusually quiet. As they reached the end of their circuit of the yard, Goering reached into the pocket of his light blue marshal’s uniform. ‘Here lieutenant. A small token of my appreciation and of my respect. Soldier to soldier.’ He held out a black fountain pen trimmed in gold.
‘I really can’t sir,’ Petersen shook his head.
‘Of course you can. It is of little use to me now,’ Goering said, continuing to hold the pen out.
Rather than provoke a scene by refusing the gift or prolong the risk of being seen accepting it, Petersen quickly pocketed the pen. ‘Thank you Reichsmarschall,’ he said.
Goering smiled, ‘We, you and I, we can at least be civil, yes?’
As the days grew both cooler and shorter, activity in the Palace of Justice intensified. Supreme Court justice Robert Jackson and his staff were working with counterparts from Great Britain, Russia and France to prepare indictments of the prisoners. Judges from the four conquering powers crafted the rules of procedure for the trials. This required interrogations, interviews, interpreters, clerks, typists, secretaries and others and the International Military Tribunal’s staff continued to grow. With its growth, Nuremberg, or at least the Army community in Nuremberg, began to take on a life beyond the Palace and the prison. Clubs were opened for the enlisted personnel. Sporting events were scheduled between Army units. And a thriving black market offered a variety of goods and services for the right price.
Chapter 12
As Petersen approached # 22 Gartenstrasse on a mid-September evening, he heard, or at least thought he heard music. The cool evening air seemed to carry a melody along on a gentle breeze blowing toward the river. Opening the door, Petersen was flabbergasted to hear Glenn Miller’s orchestra playing ‘Chattanooga Choo-Choo’ and to see Simmons busily winding the handle on a record player.
‘Good evening John!’ Simmons shouted gleefully over Miller’s trombone. ‘What do you think?’
‘Great!’ Petersen shouted in return. ‘Where’d you get that?’ He pointed at the player, a German model made by Siemens.
‘You just have to know where to shop,’ teased Simmons, lifting the needle arm off the record.
‘Seriously Robert, where’d you get it?’ Petersen persisted.
‘John, there are certain things that you should know about me,’ Simmons explained. ‘One is that I believe in living life to its fullest and that means having things around that make life more pleasant, such as exhibit A here,’ he patted the turntable lovingly. ‘The other thing you need to know is that I am an unapologetic, patriotic American capitalist. We fought the war and whipped the fascists to spread democracy of course, but also to open new markets, to create international commerce and to improve the standard of living of peoples around the world—beginning of course with us! Beer?’ he asked offering a warm bottle.
‘Where’s Frau Kohl?’ Petersen asked, noticing with mild disappointment that there was nothing on the stove and no fire glowing within it.
‘I don’t know,’ replied Robert glancing toward the kitchen. ‘Apparently she has been absent all day. Nothing was disturbed between the time I left this morning and the time I got back.’
‘Maybe she just got sick or something and couldn’t make the walk,’ Petersen surmised.
‘Say John,’ Simmons began, ‘what say we go to market this evening since we obviously aren’t going to get any decent dinner here.’
‘To market?’ John asked perplexed.
‘Yes,’ Simmons nodded. ‘You know, a little horse trading, bartering, transacting, etc., etc.’
‘Where does one go to do that?’ Petersen affected his best imitation of Simmons’ clipped, upper crust New York accent.
‘I know just the place!’ Simmons answered reaching for his jacket.
Just two blocks north of their house, Petersen and Simmons turned onto Am Plaerrer, a broad avenue forming the northern border of an open plaza. Simmons carried a small black satchel tucked securely under his right arm. Although darkness was beginning to fall, it was still relatively early and well before curfew. Around the plaza, people lingered in small groups. With fraternization restrictions relaxed by General Eisenhower, soldiers were now permitted to converse with German adults in public places. Here and there, Petersen saw GIs chatting up younger German women. In other spots groups of men stood talking and gesturing.
Simmons and Petersen entered the plaza, pausing by a low, partially demolished wall. Here, though none of the surrounding structures was whole, the local populace had cleared away much of the rubble. A few yards away was a neat stack of bricks, matching those remaining in the wall.
‘So, what’s in the bag?’ Petersen asked.
‘Gold, my boy, gold,’ Simmons answered. He pulled a pack of Lucky Strikes out of his pants pocket, stuck one in his mouth and lit it with a gold lighter. ‘Watch and learn, my friend. Here is American capitalism at work.’
Within a few moments, Petersen noticed a man in tattered clothes walking toward them from across the plaza. As he approached, he glanced around, though Petersen could not tell what he was looking for. Petersen nudged Simmons with his elbow and nodded in the direction of the walking man. Simmons took a drag on his cigarette, dropped it and ground it out with his heel. He exhaled a small cloud of blue smoke and said, ‘Watch.’
The man had short gray hair and a deeply lined, care worn face. His eyes were dark, his coat a shabby Wehrmacht great coat, ripped at one shoulder and badly stained. He nodded in greeting to Robert and spoke softly and quickly. Robert listened and then answered quietly, shaking his head from side-to-side. Petersen couldn’t follow the rapid flow of German passing between the two men, but he clearly perceived Robert was bargaining, either trying to lower the price or increase the quantity of whatever he wanted to obtain. Petersen continued to glance around the plaza, keeping a watchful eye out for MPs. Finally, Robert nodded and said, ‘Ja, alles klar.’ He handed the satchel to the man who opened it for a cursory inspection. The man nodded, turned and retraced his steps back across the plaza.
‘That’s it?’ asked Petersen.
‘Of course not,’ answered Simmons with a hint of impatience. ‘A transaction must be mutually beneficial or there is no point in continued commerce.’
‘So, maybe I’m missing something here, Robert, but you didn’t seem to get anything back from Mr. Personality there,’ Petersen gestured toward the man as he disappeared into a park on the other side of the boulevard.
‘Ah, but I will,’ said Simmons knowingly.
‘Why do you think so?’
‘Because I have before,’ he answered.
When he arrived home the following night, a little later than usual and after dark, Petersen discovered that Simmons did, indeed, know the ropes. He found Robert sitting beside the little table at which they shared their meals—or had shared their meals before Frau Kohl went AWOL. Sitting beside the little stove, cold for yet another night, was a case of Russian vodka. ‘Where did that come from?’ Petersen asked.
‘My friend from last night.’
‘Wow. What kind of ‘gold’ did that cost you?’ Petersen inquired.
‘Ten cartons of cigarettes,’ Simmons replied calmly.
‘Where’d you get 10 cartons of cigarettes?’ asked an incredulous Petersen.
‘Let’s just say I have my sources.’
‘C’mon, you gotta do better than that Robert,’ Petersen stood with his hands on his hips clearly expecting a straight answer.
‘Calm down,’ Simmons said. He looked his housemate squarely in the eye. ‘Are you sure, John, that you really want to get into this?’
‘Robert, I was there with you. I’m already into this and I think we’re close enough that you can trust me with the truth.’
‘It’s not a matter of trust John,’ Simmons explained. ‘It’s a matter of protecting you, of whom I have become quite fond. If I tell you how I do what I do, you become an accomplice after the fact.’
Petersen shook his head and stared at the bare wooden floor. When he looked back up he said, ‘Robert, I’m no lawyer, but believe it or not, I know a little something about the law. I’m already an accomplice and before, during or after the fact don’t make a hell of a lot of difference if we get nailed by the MPs or CID.’
‘Very well,’ Robert sighed. ‘I have a contact in the quartermaster’s depot. We have a neat arrangement. I make the deals, he supplies the capital, we share the proceeds. He will, for example, end up very shortly with half a case of vodka. Satisfied?’
‘Robert,’ Petersen began sternly, ‘you’re my friend. You’re the only person on this side of the Atlantic I can share things with. I wouldn’t be living here except for your generous hospitality. But you’re playing with fire, boy!’
‘And you sir do not realize what a hypocrite you sound like,’ Robert snapped, his voice rising in volume and pitch. ‘Do you think two lieutenants rate quarters like this with all the brass moving into this city? Do you realize how many generals there are around here? Not to mention colonels. Do you understand that there is an associate justice of the United States Supreme Court here? That majors and captains are waiting for months to get out of that moldy, falling down hotel and into quarters like ours? Don’t you see John that you are the beneficiary of my commercial activities, just as surely as I am? You have no idea just how many transactions it took to put the two of us in here.’ Robert relaxed a little and in a more conversational tone continued, ‘C’mon John, we’re Americans. This is what we do.’
Petersen pursed his lips and waited before responding. ‘You’re my good friend, Robert. I work every day in a prison and I understand better than you can possibly know the life a prisoner leads. I don’t wish that life on anyone, especially you.’ He turned and walked into his bedroom slamming the door closed behind him.
Chapter 13
Petersen moved from sentinel to sentinel, making his rounds through the cell block. Most of the men appreciated working for Petersen. He was even tempered and kept the Army bullshit to a minimum. He made sure the chow was good and that the guards’ day room was stocked with the latest editions of stateside magazines, many not more than six weeks old. The men knew what to expect from LT Petersen and they liked knowing what to expect. Sentinel duty was dull, the celebrity of their prisoners having worn off after only a couple of days. Most of the men wondered what the hell they were still doing in Germany with the war nearly five months over. Alternating peaks into four cells every two minutes made their legs sore even as it dulled their minds.
Petersen was speaking with PFC Rogers when he heard a metal pail drop and the sound of booted feet running along the third floor gangway. He patted Rogers reassuringly on the shoulder and headed up the spiral stairs at the north end of the building. He reached cell 62 in time to see a sentinel retching into a bucket, probably the same one that had been dropped. LT Langley, officer in charge of the third floor block was standing in the door way, muttering and shaking his head in disgust. Below, Petersen could see Captain Stevens making his way up the stairs, taking them two at a time and pulling on the railing with both arms. Petersen looked past Langley into the cell to see the lifeless form of Leonardo Conti hanging just inches off the floor. Conti, though not a big enough fish for the Petersen’s cell block, was no minnow, having served as director of health of the SS. Petersen stepped aside as Stevens entered the cell, saw Conti’s body and stopped. Stevens looked at Conti, then at Langley. ‘Report lieutenant,’ he demanded.
‘Suicide sir.’
‘Brilliant deduction Holmes,’ Stevens snapped rolling his eyes.
‘Sorry sir,’ Langley regrouped. ‘He seems to have fashioned a noose from his towel, tied it to the bars on the window and jumped off his chair.’
‘Who’s the sentinel?’ Stevens inquired.
‘Him,’ Langley pointed to the soldier with his head in the bucket.
‘Alright,’ said Stevens, resigning himself to the loss of the prisoner and the hell that would have to be paid, ‘get your other guards back on their posts and then you and ‘him,’’ he pointed to the clammy faced guard on his knees, ‘report to my office. I’m going to inform the colonel.’
Gaffner swept into C Wing like a whirlwind, Stevens in his wake. He bounded up the stairs to the third floor and into cell 62. With help from off duty sentinels, Dr. Schuster had stretched Conti’s body out on the floor. ‘He is, sadly, quite dead, colonel.’ Gaffner had seen enough dead men to concur without making his own close examination.
‘Get him out of here,’ Gaffner directed. ‘Take him to the infirmary and fill out the paperwork. You,’ he pointed at Stevens, ‘Come with me.’
Gaffner stomped back down the stairs and entered Stevens’ office. Langley and the guard leapt to attention. Stevens closed the door. For the next 15 minutes, sentinels throughout C Wing had an even harder time than usual concentrating on their duties. Gaffner’s bellowing reverberated off the office walls like thunder, at times leaking out into the cell blocks. Unidentified voices mumbled unintelligible words and were interrupted by Gaffner’s explosions of angry questions and accusatory charges. Finally, the door jerked open and with it, every head whipped back toward its assigned cells. Gaffner, red faced, riding crop in hand and helmet liner jammed down to his nose, charged out of the building mumbling and slamming the door as he exited to the yard.
Stevens called together the three lieutenants in charge of the cell blocks. ‘Gentlemen,’ he began, ‘Colonel Gaffner is reporting to General Watson the death of prisoner Conti.’ Although the Internal Security Detachment supported the International Military Tribunal, Watson, the Army commander in Nuremberg, was technically Gaffner’s superior officer. ‘The colonel has issued new guidelines for the sentinels which are to take immediate effect,’ continued Captain Stevens. He pulled out a lined pad and began to tick off the new rules. ‘One, all prisoners will be removed from their cells taken to the shower room in the basement and strip searched,’ Stevens looked up, ‘including a rectal check. Two, while in the shower room, all cells will be thoroughly searched. Three, following the search, all prisoners will be reassigned to a different cell, within the same cell block. Four, chairs will be removed daily from all cells between 1900 hours and 0800 hours. Five, Captain Gifford’s construction crew will begin making architectural changes to the cells ASAP. Said changes will involve the removal of bars and windows and the replacement with cello-glass. Now hear this clearly gentlemen: we are not going to lose another prisoner.’ The lieutenants glanced nervously at each other. ‘Gentlemen, I needn’t tell you that not a word of this is to leave the building. No comments to friends or colleagues and no statements to the correspondents. If you get an inquiry from a member of the press, refer them to Colonel Gaffner’s office. I better not hear a word. Understand?’ The three lieutenants nodded. ‘Questions?’ Stevens asked. The three lieutenants shook their heads.
The other prisoners quickly learned what the officers would not tell them. The disruption of the routine upon which all armies thrive was their first clue that something unusual had happened. As they were marched downstairs to the basement shower room, they surreptitiously spoke amongst themselves, trying to piece together the third floor event which had caused the commotion. While the prisoners were physically inspected downstairs, their cells were being combed through above them. Guards checked furniture for loose pieces and hiding places. They checked the toilets, invisible from the guard ports in the cell doors. They inspected mattresses, looking for tears in the covers which might lead to secreted contraband. The few personal items the prisoners were allowed in their cells, books, family photographs and letters, were scrutinized. The thorough search turned up one nail, a small file and a piece of a broken razor blade. And, in Goering’s cell, one more item of interest.
‘Hey lieutenant!’ shouted Private McKeown from Goering’s cell. ‘I think I found something here.’ He had combed through the personal items on the small writing table against the left wall and found nothing. He had carefully inspected the toilet and its plumbing, running his hand up under the rim of the bowl, then standing on the seat to view the inside of the wall mounted tank. Again, nothing. As he picked up Goering’s blue uniform tunic and started turning the pockets out, he heard a small ‘clink.’ McKeown knelt down and picked up what appeared to be a glass capsule, too large to swallow, but still quite small, only about an inch and a half long.
‘What you got Private McKeown?’ Petersen asked entering the cell. McKeown handed him the capsule. ‘Have you finished checking in here?’
‘Still the bed to check sir,’ McKeown answered and began stripping the mattress. Petersen pulled an envelope from his pocket and wrote on it where, when, how and by whom the vial had been found. He placed the capsule in the envelope, sealed it and signed his name across the flap. When McKeown finished inspecting the bedding, Petersen had him sign his name across the flap as well.
‘Take this to Dr. Schuster in the infirmary. Have him sign for it,’ Petersen directed McKeown.
By now, the searches in Petersen’s cell block were completed. Petersen reported the results of the search to Captain Stevens.
‘And where is this capsule now?’ Stevens asked.
‘I sent it to the doctor sir.’
‘Could you tell what it was?’
‘No sir,’ said Petersen, ‘but I guess it’s some kind of poison. The capsule was too big to swallow. It was big enough to choke a man.’
‘Anything else of consequence?’ Stevens inquired.
‘No sir, just some little odds and ends. Moving the prisoners to different cells should prevent them from making use of anything we might have missed,’ Petersen said, immediately regretting his choice of words.
But Stevens seemed preoccupied and let the slip go unchallenged. ‘Go ahead with the cell reassignments. I’ll brief the colonel,’ he said, grabbing his cap off the rack by the office door. ‘And be ready for Captain Gifford’s men to start work shortly.’
By the time the prisoners returned from the basement, they had figured out that Conti had killed himself. They weren’t sure how, but most of them didn’t care. What mattered was that one of their number had given up hope and without hope, had given up life. Goering seemed particularly addled. ‘What a fool!’ he exclaimed as he and the others waited to be directed to their new cells. ‘In fifty years, there will be statues of us all over Germany. We will be revered for standing up and building our country into a world power.’
‘Can it fatso,’ one of the guards ordered, causing Goering’s face to flush. Petersen kept an eye on the Reichsmarschall, eager to avoid another seizure. Goering felt Petersen’s gaze and turned toward him. ‘Can you at least tell us what is going on lieutenant,’ he asked beseechingly.
‘Sorry Reichsmarschall,’ Petersen replied. ‘Orders are that no information is to be given out except by the colonel.’
Goering smiled and gave a little nod. ‘A soldier must always follow orders.’
Gifford’s men spent the rest of the day ripping out the iron bars and windows in each occupied cell. The resulting racket and dust created an uncomfortable environment for prisoners and guards alike. When the work crew entered a cell, the prisoner and his guard had to wait in the corridor between the cell blocks. The work could take as long as an hour, during which both guard and prisoner stood impatiently waiting. Once the demolition was completed and the new cello-glass window was installed, the prisoner was allowed to return to an environment which was dramatically different. Where once there had been a glass window, albeit barred, allowing a clear view out and the sunlight to come in, now there was a semi-transparent rectangle yielding only a blurred view of the outside and reducing the amount of natural light entering the cell.
At 1900 hours, all cell doors were opened and all chairs removed for the night. By 2000 hours, some sense of normalcy had been reestablished in the cell blocks. Gaffner had blown through and pronounced himself pleased with the steps that had been implemented. Dr. Schuster had reported to him that the capsule confiscated from Goering’s cell had contained cyanide, a fast acting and deadly poison. ‘Good work finding that poison, LT Petersen,’ Gaffner commented once he, Petersen and Stevens had completed their walk through the block.
‘Thank you sir. Private McKeown made a thorough search. Nothing else was found.’
‘That’s what worries me,’ Gaffner said, rubbing his chin with his right knuckles. ‘If he had that, what else are these clowns hiding? Now listen men,’ Gaffner continued, his blue eyes shifting between Stevens and Petersen. ‘This place has got to be suicide proof. Everyone here is to be on a high state of alert at all times, 24 hours a day. They eat, we watch. They exercise, we watch. They sleep, we watch. Got it?’
‘Yes sir,’ Stevens and Petersen answered in unison.
‘I had a most unpleasant experience this morning informing General Watson of Conti’s death. I don’t want to have to go through that again. I especially don’t want to have to inform the general if one of these big shots kicks the bucket. Conti we can hide. You let one of these other bastards kill himself,’ he wagged his thick finger at Petersen, ‘and there will be all kinds of hell to pay. And I don’t want to be the guy writing the check, if you know what I mean.’ He paused waiting for a reply.
‘Yes sir!’ Stevens and Petersen again spoke together.
‘100% alert, 100% of the time gentlemen. Make sure your soldiers get the message and make sure they do their duty.’ With that, Gaffner donned his helmet liner and disappeared out the door.
‘Sir,’ Petersen turned to Stevens, ‘how in the world am I supposed to maintain ‘100% alert, 100% of the time’?’
‘You heard the man lieutenant. Orders are orders.’
Chapter 14
Within a couple of weeks, the bruises had faded from May Petersen’s face. John’s collar bone took a little longer to heal, but the painful memories of that night dimmed with the coming of the warmer, longer days of spring. Dogwoods and apple trees bloomed and flowers sprouted. Tom Petersen never acknowledged his drunken rampage or the pain it had caused. John couldn’t tell if he even remembered it and no way was he going to bring it up. The fact that he had his arm in a sling for four weeks never drew notice from his old man who seemed more concerned in maintaining law and order in Wood County than in his own house.
‘Mother, why is Daddy so mean sometimes?’ John had finally worked up the courage to ask one day when they were alone in the yard. His mother was bent over the wash tub, working on a load of laundry for Mrs. Wilder from town. May looked up and with the back of her hand brushed a strand of brown hair out of her face.
She looked at the boy thoughtfully. ‘Well, now son, he don’t mean nothing by it. It’s just the drink gets into him. Best not worry about it. He’s trying to lay off it anyhow.’ She went back to her washing and never mentioned the conversation again.
Chapter 15
Petersen and Simmons had hardly spoken since their argument over Simmons’ extracurricular activities. Petersen had made a point of departing their shared quarters early in the morning before Simmons was awake, an arrangement simplified by their offset duty schedules. Simmons, for his part, was rarely home in the evenings any more, since Frau Kohl had never returned and neither lieutenant had much interest in cooking.
So it was that Petersen was mildly surprised one mid-October evening to find Simmons at home and in a gregarious mood. As he mounted the steps to their shared abode, Petersen heard Harry James blasting away on the record player. Entering the house, Petersen immediately noticed the presence of a young woman and the welcome aroma of food cooking. ‘Hello John!’ called Simmons from the table where he sat browsing through a month-old Saturday Evening Post. He grinned and stood and pointed to the woman in the kitchen. ‘Come meet Frau Bichler!’
Frau Bichler was much younger and smaller than her predecessor. She was perhaps 30 years of age and she wore a heavy cotton apron over her blouse and skirt, her shoes were old and in disrepair. Her face was lined, with small crow’s feet around her pale blue eyes and dark, half moon shadows below them. She was thin, about 5 feet, 2 inches tall. Her hair was a dirty blonde and was tied back with dark blue scarf. She smiled as Robert introduced her and, like Frau Kohl before her, offered a curtsy to John. John nodded back and said ‘Pleased to meet you. Do you speak English?’
‘Some few words,’ she smiled.
‘Good,’ John smiled in return, ‘because my German is very limited.’
‘Some few words,’ she repeated, holding her smile.
Robert intervened and sent Frau Bichler back to her cooking.
‘Where’d you find Frau Bichler,’ John asked as he sat on the small sofa opposite the table, ‘the civilian personnel office?’
‘Something like that,’ Robert winked. ‘Listen John, I’m sorry I lost my temper with you the other day. I know I was condescending and, well, I’m sorry.’
‘Me too,’ John replied. ‘I really appreciate all you’ve done to make my time here in paradise more enjoyable,’ he chuckled. ‘Now, tell me about Frau Bichler.’
‘Same arrangement as before,’ Robert said. ‘I’ve taken care of all the details.’
‘Sure,’ John nodded, ‘but how did you find her?’
‘She comes highly recommended by some of my, well, let’s just say some of my friends. Her husband was a Luftwaffe pilot who didn’t return from a mission one day. She lived here in Nuremberg with her husband’s family, but they left during the bombings and she stayed. Hasn’t heard from them since.’
Frau Bichler turned out to be an excellent cook. Thick slices of pork loin were accompanied by roasted potatoes and asparagus, all nicely seasoned and served hot. ‘Terrific,’ John said as he finally pushed away from the table. ‘Frau Bichler,’ he called to the cook, ‘es schmeckt gut!’ This brought another smile and curtsy from Frau Bichler and a laugh from Robert.
‘I see your German is getting better,’ he commented.
‘Yes, I know four phrases now,’ John replied. ‘Don’t shoot, hands up, where is the train station and it tastes good.’
It was already dark by the time the two lieutenants bade good night to Frau Bichler. Robert was not engaged in commercial activities on this night and the two young men, friends again, shared a couple of beers and talked.
‘Have you thought any more about what you are going to do after this idyllic chapter of your life comes to a close John?’ Robert asked.
‘No. I’m not real sure how I got here and I’m not sure what happens next. I like to lead men, Robert, but I’m beginning to see a side to the Army that was absent in combat.’
‘Yes, like warm, dry quarters, someone to do your cooking and cleaning—she will also do our laundry—‘ John’s mind flashed back to his mother, ‘a challenging job in which you meet interesting people who don’t shoot at you, an erudite house mate… I could go on and on,’ Robert went on and on.
John smiled. The apologies and the good meal had put him in a better mood than he had experienced in weeks--so good that the suicide had slipped from his mind.
‘Do you think,’ Robert began, ‘that you would have an interest in the legal profession, or perhaps in the corrections business, given your experience here?’
‘No way,’ John replied sitting up a little straighter and peeling the label off his bottle. ‘No, no prisons for me.’
‘Tell me about your education, John. We’ve never really talked about that. There may be some clues there as to what you might pursue professionally. For starters, where did you go to school?’ It was a question John always dreaded, but one he had never had to answer until he was commissioned.
‘Gatesville State, in Texas,’ he gave his rehearsed answer.
‘Where, pray tell, is Gatesville State?’ Robert continued his questioning with a light laugh.
‘Gatesville.’
‘Oh never mind,’ Robert moved on. ‘In what field of study did you major?’
‘Most of my work was in agriculture,’ John prevaricated.
‘John, my family does a lot of business in agriculture. My uncle sits on the board of the Chicago Mercantile Exchange. My father has business connections with some of the larger farming concerns in the Midwest. We might be able to open some doors for you. Hell, maybe even find something appropriate back in Texas if you want to be near your mother,’ Robert offered.
John took a last long pull from his bottle and set it down on the floor with a thud. He was eager to change the subject. ‘Thanks. What about you Robert. What will you do once you hang up your uniform?’
‘I lack just two courses to graduate from Yale,’ Robert answered. ‘I’ll take a little time to relax, maybe sit by a cool lake for awhile next summer and then go back in the fall and finish. Then, find something interesting in the family business, banking, trading, I don’t know. Maybe reopen commercial contacts here in Europe. This is going to be a great market once it gets back on its feet.’
‘You think the trial will be over by next summer?’ Petersen asked.
‘That seems to be the prevailing opinion,’ Simmons said. ‘It’s not like we don’t know how it’s all going to turn out.’
Petersen and Simmons talked on until nearly midnight, catching up on what was happening in the Palace and in the prison. Petersen swore Simmons to secrecy and told him about Conti’s suicide and the changes in the jail. Simmons shared the rumor that the formal indictments were soon to be presented to the prisoners. Neither mentioned the black market.
Chapter 16
Simmons’ rumor proved correct. On Friday, October 19, a British major, Airey Neave, delivered the formal indictments throughout the cell block. Neave had been selected for two reasons. First, he was a highly decorated, German-speaking, genuine war hero. Captured in France in 1940, Neave had escaped from the Germans only to be recaptured and turned over to the Gestapo. The Gestapo had worked Neave over and then imprisoned him in the escape proof Colditz Castle, from which Neave escaped in 1942, making his way back to England. He had spent the remainder of the war providing planning, coordination and supplies to the French Resistance. The second reason, and the more important of the two, was that having a British officer deliver the indictments would remove from the International Military Tribunal the ‘all American’ appearance that had so far prevailed in the press.
Neave, accompanied by a captain from the prosecutorial staff and an orderly pushing a cart loaded with official looking papers, reported to the prison office. Captain Stevens received the visitors, gave them mugs of coffee and briefed them on the security that would accompany them on their mission. Stevens appointed LT Petersen and two guards to assist Neave’s party. After introductions were made and the small talk was out of the way, Neave set his mug down with a noticeably shaky hand. Although he had faced down the Gestapo and twice escaped from captivity deep within enemy territory, Neave admitted, ‘I’m a bit edgy this morning. This is one of those historic days you know. Nothing quite like this has been done before.’
‘Yes sir,’ Petersen agreed as they stepped into the cell block, the cart following just behind. The indictments covered four fundamental charges: conspiracy to wage aggressive war, crimes against peace, war crimes and crimes against humanity. Not all the prisoners were charged with all crimes. Rudolf Hess, for example, who made his infamous flight to Scotland in 1941 ostensibly on a self-appointed peace mission, was charged only with conspiracy to wage aggressive war and crimes against peace. Others, like Goering, Keitel, Jodl, Rosenberg and von Ribbentrop were indicted on all four counts. Neave began on the west side of the cell block visiting one cell then the next. At each, Neave introduced himself to the occupant and handed him the appropriate formal notice of indictment, which the prisoner signed. Neave also advised each of the now accused men of their right to obtain counsel.
Goering was waiting when the party arrived at his cell, having watched and listened as far as was possible as his colleagues had been formally served. The Reichsmarschall stood by his door, chest thrust out, chin up. ‘Good morning gentlemen,’ he smiled in greeting. ‘What jollies do you bring on your trolley?’ he laughed at his joke. Neave repeated his carefully rehearsed speech, presenting Goering with an indictment charging him on all four counts. Goering hastily scribbled his signature on the document and handed it back to Neave.
‘I am to inform you that you have the right to counsel,’ Neave stated.
‘You find one for me,’ Goering retorted with a wave of dismissal. ‘It is always the same,’ he continued, his face growing redder by the moment, his nostrils flaring. ‘The victor will always be the judge and the vanquished the accused. We are here for one reason and for only one reason: we lost.’
Petersen, sensed another outburst might be brewing, a possibility he was eager to avoid for his sake if not for Neave’s and Goering’s.
‘Thank you Reichsmarschall,’ Petersen said, touching Neave lightly on the back of his sleeve as a signal to move along.
‘Ah, LT Petersen,’ said Goering frowning and acknowledging his presence for the first time. ‘I am sorry to see you involved in this farce. There will be no justice here. I will not be judged by military men or by my peers. This will be what you Americans call a ‘kangaroo court’ I am quite certain.’
‘I don’t think so Reichsmarschall,’ Petersen replied as gently as he knew how.
‘A debate for another day perhaps,’ Goering replied his eyes never leaving Petersen’s. Then he laughed again, the ‘good’ Hermann reappearing, ‘Good day to you Major, Lieutenant.’
As they backed out of the cell and the door closed behind them, Major Neave turned to Petersen. ‘Blimey! That’s something I’ll never forget. How do you get used to being in here with these scoundrels?’
‘Sir, I never get used to being in here,’ Petersen replied.
The mood in the prison changed with the handing down of the indictments. The prisoners were now officially defendants and felt that events were moving forward, toward an end they could not foretell. And they realized their ability to influence that end was waning.
Chapter 17
For once, Petersen arrived at the house on Gartenstrasse before Simmons. There was no music blaring, but Frau Bichler was cooking. From the aroma, Petersen guessed the meal would be delicious. ‘Guten abend, Herr Leuntnant,’ Frau Bichler greeted Petersen. She smiled and Petersen noticed the shadows beneath her blue eyes were nearly gone. In one hand she held a wooden spoon, in the other, a tattered copy of Look magazine, folded in half.
‘Reading?’ Petersen asked, pointing at the magazine.
‘Some few words,’ Frau Bichler laughed. ‘I see pictures,’ she said pointing with the spoon to an advertisement of a well-dressed woman smoking a Lucky Strike. Petersen nodded and as she turned back toward the stove noticed that she looked less tired than when she had first arrived at # 22.
He took off his jacket and tie and hung them across the chair in his bed room. He took off his uniform shirt and rolled it up, stuffing it in his laundry bag. Frau Bichler would see to that tomorrow, he thought. Petersen picked up a torn and faded sweater. The little stove did a good job of heating the area in its immediate vicinity, but October brought with it shorter days and cooler, wetter weather and to remain comfortable in the little house, a sweater, sometimes even an overcoat, was called for. As he pulled the sweater on and emerged through the bedroom door back into the center of the house, he caught Frau Bichler staring at him. She quickly dropped her eyes back to the stove and continued cooking. The front door burst open and Simmons entered surveying the interior like a feudal lord.
‘Good evening John!’ he hailed. ‘Guten abend, Frau Bichler! I’m not interrupting anything am I?’ he teased with raised eyebrows.
‘Hello Robert. I can’t believe how late you’ve been working!’ Petersen glanced at his wrist watch, returning the gibe. ‘Tell me about your exciting day at the worldwide center of justice.’
Robert slid a chair up to the table, loosening the knot in his tie and shedding his jacket, which he casually tossed on the small sofa. ‘The Indians are restless, my friend,’ Robert began. ‘The indictments put them in a whole new class of humanity: criminal defendants. Dregs of the earth. Meal ticket for the despised defense lawyer. They now have a whole new world of worries, not the least of which is finding competent legal counsel in this barren land. Things on our side should really begin to pick up speed now,’ he continued.
‘By our side, you mean the American side?’ John asked.
‘Well, actually no. I meant the more professional Palace side as opposed to your more, what’s the word, ‘common’ prison side,’ Robert laughed.
The two lieutenants settled into their routine of recounting the day’s events. Frau Bichler moved back and forth between the stove and the table, serving up fried duck and potato dumplings along with a large portion of some kind of greens that John merely pushed around his plate. Robert attacked his food with gusto, chasing it with a bottle of cold beer. One of the benefits of the change of seasons had been lowering the temperature of the beer, which Robert kept beneath the small back stoop in perpetual shade.
‘Justice Jackson’s bunch wants to start the trial early in November,’ Robert told John in between bites. ‘The Russians are dragging their feet because they aren’t sure their cases will be ready that soon. You know those SOBs aren’t used to trying people. They usually just line them up and shoot. That’s what Morgenthau wanted to do here,’ said Simmons in reference to the Secretary of the Treasury who advocated summary executions of the Nazi leaders. ‘Wiser heads prevailed, I guess.’
‘I guess,’ John nodded.
Frau Bichler stepped over to clear away the dishes. Seeing that John had barely touched his greens, she placed her hands on her hips and stretched on her tiptoes to a towering and glowering 5 feet, 2 inches. ‘Was ist das Problem hier? Mein Kochen gefallt Ihnen nicht?’ she asked, her blues eyes flashing, a strand of blond hair peaking from beneath her scarf.
John looked down at his plate, the tips of his ears beginning to burn. He had never liked greens; mustard, turnip, collard. He just didn’t like them, even when his mother had cooked them with a slab of fat back. He looked back up at Frau Bichler’s pouting lips. Slowly, he took a forkful of greens and stuffed them in his mouth. He chewed and swallowed. Frau Bichler stood her ground, maintaining her fierce countenance. John took a second, then a third bite, finally making a noticeable dent in the mountainous helping of greens. Frau Bichler relaxed her stance, gave a single nod of her head and walked back toward the sink.
‘I think she likes you,’ Robert said, stifling a laugh.
‘I hope she likes me better than I like this stuff,’ John grimaced. ‘She seems to be pretty comfortable around here. I mean she’s a very good cook, keeps the house and our laundry clean.’
‘Oh, I’m sure she likes it here if that’s what you mean, old sport. This is a very good deal for a German woman right now, especially one with no family nearby. We, actually I, pay her a pittance equal on the local economy to a small fortune. Plus, I supplement her income with occasional gifts from the commissary. Have you noticed she’s gained weight since she came to work for us?’
‘Careful friend,’ John warned. ‘If you get caught supplying groceries to a German citizen your ass will be sitting across from Hermann’s!’
‘Don’t worry. I won’t get caught,’ Robert grinned.
‘Are you really making so much money that it’s worth the risk you’re taking?’ asked John.
‘Absolutely. I’m sending home more money than a colonel makes and I’m living off of my salary, which is the same as yours. The finance corps boobs haven’t figured out the game. If I made a million dollars, I could send it all home, no questions asked.’ Robert said.
‘Surely they’ll wise up,’ said John.
‘Don’t call me Shirley,’ Robert cracked, chuckling. ‘John, this is the Army. The turnover here right now is over 100% a year in officers and probably three or four times that high among enlisted men. Nobody’s going to be in his job long enough to figure this scam out. The only things these guys are counting are their service points to see how soon they can go home. In the meantime, I’m counting up dollars. Do you know how much a Russian soldier here will pay for good booze?’
‘No.’
‘Me neither! I haven’t reached the top of the market yet!’ Robert enthused. ‘These poor slobs love it here. They get paid in script. Unlike us, they can’t send any of it home and they can’t take it with them when they get shipped back. Their only option is to spend it. They will buy anything and everything and they will pay ungodly prices. This is a seller’s heaven!’
‘OK Rockefeller. When they bring you over to the big house, I’ll make sure we have a comfortable room for you,’ John tossed back his beer.
‘I won’t get caught,’ Robert repeated.
Chapter 18
It had been a long time, in fact, John had nearly forgotten about it. He still had the scar over his eye, cutting a narrow furrow through his eyebrow, but his collar bone had healed. He had gotten bigger. The daily chores around the farm and helping his mother pick up and deliver washing were hardening his young muscles. He’d gotten taller too. And though he didn’t have time for organized sports, he was in good condition with the hand-eye coordination of an athlete. He would throw rocks at coyotes who ventured too close to the pasture. He had once zinged a stone 20 yards, nailing a coyote in full flight. He’d also become a fair shot with an old .22 caliber rifle his father had given him. Like a thousand other kids, he honed his skill shooting at tin cans, moved on to birds and then small game. Rabbits helped supplement the family diet.
After listening to Jack Benny on NBC, John had picked up a book and headed toward his corner bedroom. His mother came in to kiss him goodnight and he settled in with Tom Swift until sleep over took him. He didn’t know what woke him, but he sat up in bed, alert. He saw the light from the kitchen leaking under his bedroom door. Listening intently, his heart threatening to bust right out of his chest, he heard a sharp pop and a muffled scream. He heard sobbing and recognized his mother’s voice. Then he heard a low angry voice. John swung his legs over the side of his bed and dropped to his knees. He reached under the bed and grabbed the barrel of his .22. Quietly, he pulled it close enough to lift up. He walked on tiptoe to the door, listening, breathing softly so as not to alert whoever was in the kitchen. He cracked open the door. He could see his mother, her face pressed down on the table, held in place by his father’s strong right hand. A glass of milk had spilled across the table and was dripping onto the floor. Holding the rifle in his right hand, he pulled the door open. ‘Stop it Daddy,’ the boy said. Tom Petersen looked around through unfocused eyes. He reeked of cheap liquor. ‘Boy, you get back in your room and don’t come out unless I call you.’ May was crying softly.
‘No sir. Now you let go of mother and you back on out of the way,’ John tried to keep his voice from wavering.
Tom pressed down harder on the back of May’s head, causing her to moan. John could see his mother’s right arm, broken and hanging at an odd angle. She continued to cry, but made no sound.
‘Stop it!’ John shouted.
With unexpected quickness, Tom lunged at his son. The speed of his movement caught the boy by surprise. Before John could react, Tom had wrenched the rifle loose from his hands and whacked him on the shoulder with its butt. John fell back, rolling. Tom lurched forward, unsteadily, the rifle still in his grasp. John stuck his leg out and kicked, catching Tom at the ankles and bringing him down. John rolled away and jumped on the back of his prone father. He began pummeling Tom’s head and shoulders with both fists. Tom swung the rifle backwards wildly, catching John on the mouth with the barrel and splitting his lip. The coppery taste of blood filled John’s mouth as he grabbed the barrel and jammed it under his right arm. Using both hands, he wrenched the weapon away from the drunken grip of his father. Tom rolled slightly to the left and then came back full force to the right, unseating John. As Tom came up on his hands and knees, John swung the rifle. The stock landed a glancing blow on Tom’s forehead, stunning the big man. He wobbled on hands and knees, dazed. John swung again, this time connecting squarely against his father’s temple.
Chapter 19
A loud pounding gradually broke through the haze of sleep surrounding Petersen. He opened his eyes trying to place the noise within some context. The pounding sound came again and this time Petersen realized it was someone beating on the front door of the house. As the pounding continued, Petersen swung out of bed, grabbed a robe and padded across the cold floor on his bare feet. Opening the door, he was greeted by the sight of the very wet Sergeant Newberry. A moderate rain was falling and water was dripping from Newberry’s overcoat and cap.
‘Captain Stevens’ compliments, sir,’ Newberry announced with a soggy salute.
‘Step inside Sergeant,’ Petersen said, pulling Newberry by his arm into the house. ‘What’s going on that they had to send you out in the rain in the middle of the night?’
‘Another suicide, sir,’ Newberry replied. ‘The defendant Ley killed hisself a little bit ago. I don’t know how he done it, but the captain tol’ me to come fetch you back.’ Robert Ley had been the head of the German Labor Front and had crushed the trade union movement within the Third Reich. Upon receiving his indictment, he had been despondent.
Petersen thought for a moment. ‘Alright Sergeant. You sit down and give me a minute to dress and we’ll head back over together.’
Within 20 minutes Petersen, now wet himself, was back at the prison, crowded in front of Captain Stevens’ desk with lieutenants Langley and Rose, the other cell block officers-in-charge. Rose had been on duty at the time the suicide was discovered, but Langley, like Petersen, had been tumbled out of the sack by a messenger.
‘Here’s what we know,’ Captain Stevens began. ‘Ley somehow tied a strip of his towel around the water pipe supplying his toilet. He sat down on the toilet and tied the other end of the towel around his neck. Then he jammed his underwear as far down his throat as he could. From there, we think he simply leaned forward until he strangled himself.’
Rose piped up, mainly for the benefit of the other two lieutenants. ‘Private Harris was on duty. He got suspicious when Ley went to take a shit and then didn’t move for awhile. That’s when he called me over and we went in.’ The toilet was the only part of the cell not visible from the door. It was set in a tiny alcove in the corner of the cell just to the right of the door. All Harris had been able to observe were Ley’s feet sticking out of the corner.
‘The colonel is over at headquarters briefing General Watson,’ Stevens picked up the conversation. ‘I expect he will come here when he is done. I don’t expect him to be in a very good mood.’
Nor did the three lieutenants.
Shortly after midnight, Gaffner stormed into C Wing and into Stevens’ office. The four waiting officers had been alerted to his arrival by the slamming of the door and the rapid tread of the colonel’s boots echoing through the otherwise quiet cell block. They were standing when he entered, water dripping off of his helmet liner and overcoat, his boots wet and soiled.
‘Sit!’ he commanded without greeting.
He removed his helmet liner and coat and set them on a small table in the corner. His face was sprinkled with grey stubble, one side of his collar sticking up, as though he, like the others, had dressed hurriedly. ‘This shit stops tonight!’ His red-rimmed blue eyes moved from face-to-face, burning the message into the minds of his prison officers. ‘We will not lose another prisoner,’ he continued, his voice rising in both pitch and volume. ‘Is that clear to you LT Rose?’
‘Yes sir!’
‘LT Langley?’
‘Yes sir!’
‘LT Petersen?’
‘Yes sir!’
‘I just got my ass reamed out by a general officer because I had to call on him in the middle of the damn night to tell him that my command had fouled up again and lost another prisoner,’ Gaffner’s voice was rising again. ‘I don’t like getting reamed, gentlemen! And it ain’t gonna happen again!’ Gaffner paused, catching his breath. His face was now bright red, his blue eyes a sharp contrast. ‘It’s time for you guys to get off your candy asses and start watching these bastards so this kind of crap doesn’t happen. Get it? I am going to make this place suicide proof and you boys are going to execute my plans without hesitation and with better results than you have heretofore delivered,’ he jabbed a thick finger at the lieutenants. ‘If you can’t do as you’re ordered, if you can’t do a relatively simple job, I’m gonna run your asses out of here. Think of this as a combat zone from now on boys,’ Gaffner paused for a breath. ‘Now I’ve had some time to think, between my visit to General Watson and here. Effective in the morning, one sentinel per cell, every minute of every day.’
Petersen cleared his throat and asked, ‘Sir, will we get additional men?’
‘No lieutenant! You will not get additional men!’ Gaffner snapped angrily, his red face shaking from side to side. ‘This is not about the comfort of your men! You’re not here to enjoy civilian working hours! We’ve got a mission to accomplish here gentlemen,’ Gaffner’s eyes finally moved off of Petersen’s stricken face and around to the others. ‘You are officers in the United States Army, the greatest fighting force the world has ever known. Not only the greatest, but the most innovative. Figure it out. One man on each cell all the time! Make it work. I will not lose another prisoner. Now get the lead out and get busy setting up new duty schedules that comply with my orders. Go!’ Gaffner shouted.
Rose and Langley escaped the office and their furious commander quickly. Petersen headed for the door right behind them, but was frozen in his tracks by Gaffner. ‘LT Petersen, a moment of your time,’ he said with a touch of sarcasm in his voice. ‘Now you listen to me son,’ Gaffner moved in so close that Petersen could smell his breath. Jabbing his stubby finger into Petersen’s chest he said, ‘I will not accept insubordination from any man under my command, is that clear.’
‘Sir, I meant no disre…’
‘Is that clear?’ Gaffner shouted, spit flying, his eyes bulging.
‘Crystal clear, sir!’ Petersen responded sharply.
‘Good,’ Gaffner said, lowering his voice. He stood for another moment, as if trying to burn a hole through Petersen with his stare. Then he grabbed his helmet liner and overcoat and stalked out of the office.
‘Shit!’ Petersen clamped his jaws tightly and glanced at Stevens. ‘What did I do to deserve that sir?’ he asked angrily.
‘Don’t take it personally, John,’ Stevens said calling him by his given name for the first time.
‘I don’t know any other way to take it. One more question, sir,’ Petersen plunged ahead. ‘Does the colonel always drink at night?’
The three lieutenants spent most of the rest of the night reworking the guard scheme. By 0900, they had put together a schedule with four men standing guard where the previous night one man had worked alone. At 0930, Gaffner returned to the prison to address the prisoners. They were assembled in the basement mess hall. The military defendants sat together at one table, the civilians were scattered among several tables. While the prisoners were downstairs, guards, under the able direction of Sergeant Hottle, were searching every cell, combing for any type of contraband.
‘It is my duty to inform you,’ Gaffner addressed the prisoners, ‘that the defendant Robert Ley took his own life last night.’
‘What a coward,’ Goering stated loudly enough for the prisoners to hear.
‘Silence!’ Gaffner barked, glaring at Goering. ‘For this reason,’ the colonel continued, ‘there will now be one guard on your cell at all times. The guard will observe you at all times you are present in the cell, waking or sleeping. His orders are to be obeyed immediately and without question,’ Gaffner stared at Goering, who smiled and nodded. ‘All other standing orders remain in effect. That is all.’ Gaffner turned and walked up the steps.
That afternoon, the colonel was back. His eyes were red and puffy, suggesting that he had enjoyed no more sleep than the rest of the prison’s officers. But, his uniform was crisp, sharply pressed and everything in its place. His helmet liner was polished and he carried his gloves and riding crop in his left hand. The reason for his attire, in fact for his presence at all, came through the door shortly after 1500 hours. It was the colonel’s public affairs officer with a retinue of correspondents.
‘Gentlemen,’ Gaffner said hospitably, ‘Welcome to C Wing.’
With that, Gaffner gave the newsmen a short briefing on security in the prison. He carefully pointed out that there was now a sentinel on each cell, constantly vigilant. He pointed out the wire mesh strung throughout the cell blocks in order to discourage any prisoner who might contemplate leaping to a premature death. ‘These measures,’ Gaffner postured, ‘now make this prison suicide proof.’ As they walked through the first floor block, Petersen’s eyes followed the group warily. Gaffner stopped from time to time to point something out. As he did, Petersen saw a dozen pencils scribbling furiously on the pressmen’s ubiquitous pads. At some cells, Gaffner would speak to the guards, the kindly commander checking on the welfare of his men. At others, he called in to the prisoner, showing the humane side of the dedicated prison warden. When finally the cell block tour seemed completed, Gaffner led the correspondents toward the door. Petersen turned away to head downstairs in order to inspect preparations for the defendants’ evening meal in the basement mess hall. Before he had made it two steps, he heard Gaffner call his name. Petersen reversed course quickly, stopping just in front of the colonel and bracing to attention.
‘LT Petersen,’ said Gaffner in a voice calculated to be just loud enough for the newsmen behind him to hear. ‘Look after the appearance of your men, lieutenant. Several have sloppy uniforms.’ Gaffner’s eyes left Petersen’s and looked up and down the young lieutenant’s own uniform which he had now been wearing for more than 15 straight hours. ‘While you’re at it,’ he said locking his eyes on Petersen’s once more, ‘your own uniform could use a little attention.’
‘Yes sir,’ Petersen said, feeling his face and ears burn. Two of the closer cell guards hazarded a quick look in Petersen’s direction. Gaffner’s lips straightened into a barely perceptible grin. He turned toward the door, ‘Gentlemen, if you will follow me,’ he called to the reporters, guiding them out of the building.
As soon as the prisoners were back in their cells following their evening meal, Petersen checked out at the prison office and headed to his quarters. He was dog tired, with just a couple of hours of sleep during the previous day and a half. Upon reaching the house, he was pleased to hear the phonograph playing, though he did not recognize the music. Frau Bichler was sitting in one of the kitchen chairs with her bare feet propped up in another, looking at a copy of Stars & Stripes. She had small feet; almost delicate if not for the rough calluses. At Petersen’s entrance, she bolted to her feet, tossing the newspaper aside. ‘Guten abend, Herr Leuntnant!’ she smiled happily.
‘Good evening, Frau Bichler,’ he replied unenthusiastically.
Frau Bichler, cocked her head to the side and raised her eye brows. ‘You bad day?’ she asked haltingly.
Petersen offered a tired smile. ‘Yes. Long day. Very long.’
‘Lisbeth make good,’ she smiled, her blues sparkling. She quickly brought Petersen a cold beer from under the back porch and some black bread with sliced cheese. Setting the food on the table in front of him, she smiled again and said, ‘Good, ja?’
‘Good, ja!’ Petersen smiled taking a bite. ‘Danke.’
Chapter 20
Tom Petersen lingered in a coma for three days before he died. The Wood County coroner listed the cause of death as a skull fracture. The district attorney labeled it homicide. Young John was taken into custody over the heartbroken cries of his mother, her right arm in a white plaster cast. John was driven the two miles into Quitman in the back of a Ford pick-up truck. A deputy in a uniform like the one his father had worn, rode with him, leaning against the back of the cab. The cold wind on his face stung, but all he could do was try to shift one way and then another, his manacled hands prevented him from turning up the collar on his denim jacket.
The courthouse in the center of Quitman was the largest building in the county. Three floors were above ground, one below. The red brick building was fronted by four white columns, beneath which a pair of double doors led to the sheriff’s office. John was photographed and fingerprinted. His belt was taken from him along with his pocket knife. Owing to his age, John was placed in a cell by himself. At just a little past his 13th birthday, John was the youngest county prisoner most folks could remember. The jail was cold, but the jailer gave John an extra wool blanket and if he pulled one over his head, he could stay warm.
On his second day in jail, he received three visitors: his mother, Reverend Smith from the church and Kane Anderson, one of Quitman’s two lawyers. His mother and Reverend Smith had just come from the funeral, his mother’s white cast a grotesque contrast to her black mourning dress.
‘Are you alright son?’ May asked.
‘Yes ma’am. I’m awful sorry,’ he said and he began to cry.
‘Shhh now, it’s alright,’ she replied her red-rimmed eyes overflowing with tears. John looked at his mother, tears running down through the deep bruises under her eyes, her broken arm propped on the divided table in the interview room. He felt sorry for her. He knew he had evolved from her chief source of joy, to her chief source of sorrow.
Reverend Smith led the quartet in a prayer seeking God’s forgiveness. He told John that he and his congregation would continue to pray for him and that Jesus’ love would assure his eternal destiny. His duty done, the reverend left May and lawyer Anderson to tend to John’s earthly destiny.
‘Now John, as I understand what happened,’ Anderson began, ‘you were attacked by your father. Is that correct?’ he asked in a flat, east Texas drawl.
‘Well, no sir, he attacked Mother. You can see what happened yourself,’ John said nodding toward May.
‘John, it’s important that you listen very closely to me,’ Anderson leaned forward, peering at John through his round-lensed glasses. May nodded at John as the lawyer spoke. ‘Now, you were attacked by your father, isn’t that right?’
John hesitated and then slowly understood. ‘Yes sir, that’s right. Daddy charged at me and threw me on the ground. He busted my lip,’ John pointed with his cuffed hands to his still swollen lip.
‘And he scared you didn’t he John?’ Anderson continued.
‘He did. I thought he was going to beat me. He’d already beat up mother.’
‘So when you hit him, you were just trying to protect yourself, to defend yourself, weren’t you John?’
‘Yes sir. I was. I was defending mother and me.’
Anderson looked at May and smiled.
Chapter 21
As ordered, there were now sentinels on every door, every minute of the day. As a result, guards were now standing watch more frequently and with less rest during their 24 hours of duty. The hours on their feet and the added pressure the guards now felt weakened morale. Returning home was the one thought foremost on the men’s minds. Their boredom and fatigue caused shorter tempers, particularly with the prisoners. It was a commonplace occurrence to hear the GI guards shouting and even cursing at the highest ranking surviving military and civilian officials of the Third Reich. The prisoners too were growing impatient. The prison routine was wearisome as was their continued separation from their families, unchanged by the ending of the war.
With the indictments delivered, the prisoners were now formally defendants in criminal proceedings of an unprecedented nature. As such, they had the right to competent legal counsel. The week after the indictments were delivered by Major Neave, the defendants began meeting with lawyers and struggling to mount a defense against damning evidence. On the last Friday in October, Goering’s attorney, Dr. Otto Stahmer and his associate Herr Greinke, arrived to meet with their client. Petersen and PFC Seleck escorted Goering to the interview room which had been set aside for the prisoners and their counselors.
‘Good day to you LT Petersen!’ Goering boomed as his cell door was pulled open. Seleck shrank back a step when Goering made eye contact with him. ‘I am off to see my barrister, yes?’ Goering asked.
‘Yes Reichsmarschall,’ Petersen replied with a smile, ‘except that we Americans call them lawyers among other names I will not repeat.’
Goering laughed loudly. ‘Excellent! I love to joke and laugh. There is not enough of that around this dreadful place. You see,’ he said looking at Petersen as they walked down the steps to the basement, ‘too many of my colleagues here have already given up,’ Goering lapsed into a sorrowful, mocking voice. ‘They have decided what they did was wrong. But I tell you in fifty years the German people will revere us for the way we rebuilt Germany from nothing!’ He pounded his right fist into his left hand.
Petersen thought about how Goering had helped reduce Germany back to nothing, but fortunately they arrived at the interview room before he could give voice to his thoughts.
Stahmer and Greinke had already arrived. Goering greeted them like long lost friends and quickly introduced Petersen. ‘This is my friend LT Petersen, from Texas.’ Petersen shook hands with the German lawyers, and quickly briefed them on the interview room rules. There would be no direct contact between the prisoner and his attorneys. If something needed to be handed to one from the other, a guard would inspect the item and hand it to the recipient. The guard would stand at a discrete distance; far enough away so as not to eavesdrop, close enough to respond quickly to any breach of procedures. Petersen asked Goering if he understood the rules. ‘Quite clear, lieutenant,’ he smiled. Petersen directed him to be seated on one side of the interview table. Seleck took up a position several feet behind the Reichsmarschall. ‘Gentlemen,’ Petersen turned to the attorneys, ‘do you have any questions about the regulations we have discussed?’
‘I do not,’ replied Stahmer in heavily accented English. Stahmer was in his 70’s, sturdily built with a florid complexion and white hair. He wore a well tailored three piece suit and carried an expensive looking briefcase.
Greinke turned to Petersen and asked, ‘To clarify a point lieutenant: if I need to hand the Reichsmarschall a piece of paper, must you still inspect it?’ Greinke’s English was polished, with very little accent. He was slightly taller than his elderly colleague and appeared to be around 30 years of age. Petersen wondered what he had been doing for the last six years.
‘Yes Herr Greinke. We must inspect anything passed between you and the Reichsmarschall. Neither PFC Seleck or I read German, so we won’t divulge any information which might be written on the paper.’
‘Thank you lieutenant. That is quite thorough.’
With that, Petersen withdrew to the area behind the attorneys and watched as they conversed with Goering. The two sides of the table were separated by a large glass window framed by wooden sides extending up perpendicularly from the center of the table surface. The frame had wire mesh built into it so the parties on either side of the table could communicate. Twice during the session, Greinke asked Petersen to inspect and then pass to Goering a sheet of paper. Although he could understand nothing of what was passing between the attorneys and their client, Petersen could see that Goering was alternately confident and uncertain, arrogant and receptive. His blue eyes danced from Stahmer to Greinke and back. He was quick to smile and equally quick to bluster. At times, he gestured dramatically, raising his voice to almost a shout. At times, he spoke quietly and without emotion. Finally, after a monotonous 90 minutes of doing mostly nothing, Petersen was relieved to see the session draw to a close.
‘Thank you LT Petersen,’ said Greinke standing and latching his leather briefcase. Petersen shook hands with the two lawyers, then he and Seleck, keeping a safe distance back, escorted Goering back to the steps leading up to the cell block.
‘Did things go well Reichsmarschall?’ Petersen asked as they climbed the stairs.
Goering looked at Petersen and then back at the steps. ‘Ja, as well as can be expected. The Russians, the English, the French, they have already made up their minds you know. Only the Americans would give me a fair trial. But even a country so great as yours cannot stand against its united allies. You must be careful of the Russians. They are barbarians. They fought without decency. Soldiers, civilians, women, even children,’ Goering waved his hand side-to-side, ‘all the same to them. They will wait until you go home and then they intend to rule Europe.’ Goering paused as they reached his cell. ‘I must ask you something. Your comrades, they treat us like criminals, but you do not. Why is this?’
Petersen hesitated, his hand ready to push the heavy door closed. ‘Being a prisoner is tough enough without the chickenshit.’
Goering stared at Petersen as the heavy door was closed and bolted.
Chapter 22
John Petersen’s case had been the talk of Quitman, and indeed most of Wood County, for several weeks. The story of what had happened at the Petersen home that night had spread around the county like weeds, fertilized with exaggeration and embellishment. The case had been page one news and most folks knew someone who knew someone with inside knowledge about it. That Tom Petersen had been a deputy sheriff heightened the fascination for many people who were tired of reading about the county’s 13% unemployment rate or the growing tensions in Europe.
In Wood County, juvenile court was heard by the district court judge, Matthew Crawford, who normally presided over these cases in his chambers. Juvenile proceedings were less formal than in open court, though a stenographer transcribed the sessions. Judge Crawford was in his late 60’s. He had a stooped posture and thinning white hair. He had two suits. One, made of navy died wool, he wore in the winter. In the summer, he wore a blue-striped seersucker with frayed cuffs. With both suits, he wore a string tie. His heavy-lidded eyes suggested that he was in a constant state of drowsiness, but his quick mind and quicker temper had disabused many lawyers of that notion. The district attorney was Theodore Werner, an ambitious young man of 35, who had his sights set on higher office. He was cunning, aggressive and publicity conscious. He had recently assured his reelection by securing the death penalty in the case of a Mexican migrant worker who had robbed and killed the farmer for whom he’d been working.
John, May and lawyer Anderson stood as Judge Crawford entered, wearing his navy blue suit. They had been seated together on a leather sofa to the front right of the judge’s large wooden desk. Across from them, to the front left of the desk, stood Theodore Werner and an assistant from his office.
‘Please everyone have a seat,’ said the judge, sucking on a peppermint and settling into his large leather chair behind the desk. The top of his desk had been cleared of everything except his fountain pen, telephone, a legal pad and the case file. Judge Crawford cleared his throat and nodded at the stenographer. ‘This is Wood County versus John Petersen. Let the record show those in attendance,’ the judge directed the stenographer. ‘Now, lady and gentlemen, this court, in a juvenile matter such as is before us today, has great leeway in determining how formal we need to be. I want these proceedings to be understood by all present, especially young Mr. Petersen, as what we do here will decide his immediate future. The objective of this court is to serve the county and to do what is in the best interest in the long term for Mr. Petersen.’ The judge paused and popped another peppermint into his mouth. ‘The district attorney, Mr. Werner,’ explained the judge looking at John, ‘will present the charges and give us a summary of the case.’
Werner stood and buttoned his suit coat. His hair was black, combed back with a part on the left side. He had dark eyes and full lips, which some of the local ladies found appealing, if rumor was to be believed. He also had a keen mind. ‘If it please the court,’ Werner began, ‘the county will show that the juvenile defendant, John Adam Petersen, willfully struck in the head and caused the death of Thomas Houston Petersen, a serving law enforcement officer of this county.’
‘Thank you Mr. Werner,’ the judge responded. Then, turning to Anderson he said, ‘And now, Mr. Anderson, please present your opening remarks.’
‘Thank you your honor,’ Anderson said rising to his feet. ‘We will demonstrate using the testimony of the only witnesses to this tragedy that John Petersen acted in self defense.’ Anderson nodded to the judge and sat back down.
‘Very well Mr. Werner, please present your case,’ instructed Judge Crawford.
‘Your honor, the file before you contains the coroner’s report listing the cause of death as one or more blows to the head of the victim with a blunt object. This blow or blows caused multiple skull fractures and significant…’
‘We get the picture Mr. Werner,’ interrupted Judge Crawford. ‘Let’s move along.’
‘Yes sir. At the scene, Sheriff Cochrane and Detective Wells interviewed the defendant and Mrs. Petersen. Both admitted that the boy,’ Werner pointed to John, causing him to sit back slightly on the sofa, ‘beat his father to death with the butt end of a .22 caliber rifle. Both also admitted that the rifle, in fact, belonged to the boy. Your honor, the district attorney concedes that there were mitigating circumstances in this case. The victim was abusive, particularly to his wife. For that reason, we have charged Mr. Petersen with manslaughter and not murder. But your honor, that in no way justifies the taking of the victim’s life. In keeping with the informal nature of this hearing your honor, the county will rest subject to your questions and discretion.’
‘Thank you Mr. Werner,’ the judge nodded. ‘Mr. Anderson.’
Kane Anderson nodded to John. ‘Your honor,’ he said, ‘I would like to place John under oath so that we may hear firsthand how this dreadful event took place.’
‘John,’ Judge Crawford said, motioning him to come forward. ‘Do you swear before God that you will tell the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth?’
‘Yes sir.’
‘Good. Now come and sit here in this chair by my desk,’ the judge said waving John to a straight-backed wooden chair sitting to his right. Once the boy was seated, Judge Crawford explained, ‘John, Mr. Anderson is going to ask you some questions, which you have promised to answer truthfully. Once he’s done, Mr. Werner has the right to ask you questions as well. Shoot,’ the judge said smiling, ‘I may even ask one or two questions myself. Just answer the questions as best as you can, son.’ The judge nodded at Anderson.
‘John, tell us what happened the night your father was killed.’
John recounted how he had gone to bed and then been awakened; how he had retrieved his rifle from under the bed and confronted his father. He recalled that his mother’s arm had been broken and that her face was red and swollen from having been punched. He told about the fight and the fatal blows. The recollections were painful to both John and his mother. May sat quietly, listening, tears streaking what little makeup she wore. John had to stop several times to blink back tears and regain his composure. Finally, Anderson finished his questions. ‘That’s all your honor,’ he said.
Theodore Werner stood again and tugging at his cuffed sleeves, walked over to John. ‘Now John,’ he started, ‘I want to ask you for a few details about what happened. You said you heard noises and that you immediately thought your father was beating up your mother. Is that correct?’
‘Yes sir.’
‘Had this ever happened before?’
‘Yes sir.’
‘When?’
‘About two or three years ago. Daddy beat up mother pretty good and he threw me across the kitchen and broke my collar bone.’
‘Was your Mom hurt badly that time?’ Werner asked.
‘Yes sir. She couldn’t go to church for two or three Sundays because she was embarrassed about her black eyes,’ John said, walking right into Werner’s trap.
‘She was embarrassed?’ Werner probed.
‘Yes sir.’
‘How did that make you feel?’
‘Well,’ John began, ‘I felt bad because of my collar bone, but I felt worse ‘cause of the way he’d made Mother feel.’
‘Did you do anything about it?’ Werner asked casually.
‘I promised I wouldn’t let it happen again,’ John admitted.
‘Your honor!’ interrupted Anderson, springing up from the sofa.
‘No, Mr. Anderson,’ the judge intervened, waving him back to his seat, ‘this is a fair line of questions.’
‘John,’ resumed Werner, ‘when you heard the ruckus in the kitchen, you said you came out of your bedroom with your rifle. Was it loaded?’
‘Yes sir.’
‘What were you planning to do with a loaded gun?’
‘I planned to stop him.’ John answered as Anderson looked on helplessly. ‘I just wanted to protect Mother, that’s all.’
‘And you were going to shoot your Daddy if that’s what it took?’
John looked down at his hands. He looked at his Mother’s streaked face. ‘If that’s what it took,’ he said quietly.
‘So, you came out of that bedroom armed and ready to shoot didn’t you John? The only reason your Daddy didn’t die of a gunshot is that his training as a deputy sheriff kicked in and he was quicker than you expected.’
John sat still, his ears burning. He couldn’t look at his Mother.
After a short recess, Judge Crawford turned to his court reporter and said, ‘Back on the record. John, you and your Mama and Mr. Anderson please stand and face me.’ The judge looked down at the file in front of him and then at his hands folded in his lap. He looked up and fixed John with a firm, though not unkind stare. ‘In the State of Texas, adjudication of delinquent conduct is not the same as conviction of a crime. My responsibility here, as I said earlier, is to act in the best interests of the juvenile and to serve this county. As Mr. Werner has ably pointed out, there are unusual circumstances in this situation which argue for leniency. I concur with this view. I also agree that the infliction of bruises and broken bones, though reprehensible, is not fairly balanced by the taking of a man’s life.’ Judge Crawford paused and again looked down at his folded hands, a weariness weighing on the features of his craggy face. ‘John, I am sending you to Gatesville State School for Boys down in Coryell County. You will remain there until you reach the age of 18 years, at which time you may, depending on your record there, be released.’ May was sobbing loudly now. Anderson was pale, a stunned look on his face. John simply nodded.
Chapter 23
Al Jolson greeted Petersen as he stepped inside the little house on Gartenstrasse. Jolson was warbling about his ‘mammy,’ Robert stretched out on the sofa, reading a book. A half empty beer bottle stood just below his right hand. Frau Bichler, as usual, was busy in the kitchen.
‘Hello Robert! Frau Bichler!’ John called out. Both turned to greet him, Robert with a wave, Frau Bichler flashing a smile.
This evening’s fare was sausage and potatoes, with peas on the side. John ate everything on his plate, which Frau Bichler appreciated. ‘You like? Was gut?’ she asked placing her hand on John’s shoulder as he sat at the table.
‘Ja, es schmeckt gut!’ John laughed, enjoying her blue eyes and her attention. Frau Bichler’s English had nearly caught up with John’s German, making it possible for them to make themselves understood to each other most of the time. Of course, Robert was still there to help with any involved conversations.
‘So Robert, how’s business?’ John asked.
‘Business is good,’ he replied glancing up from his own plate as Frau Bichler cleared away John’s. Stuffing another fat chunk of sausage in his mouth, Robert said, ‘We’ve developed quite a network. I have a couple of limeys and a couple of frogs working with me now, as well as a couple of Russians. The Brits and the French are pretty resourceful. The Russians are pretty stupid, but they’ve got a lot more disposable income and they make very willing customers.’
‘What are the hot items?’ John was curious.
‘Booze is always good. And of course cigarettes are nearly the currency of the realm. We are beginning to move some medicines. The Germans are good customers for that and they pay in farm fresh food, which is otherwise pretty hard to come by,’ Robert reported.
‘It sounds like you are developing quite the commercial empire. Watch your back, buddy. If the CID gets hold of you, you may never see the States again.’
‘You worry too much,’ Robert said.
‘I’d just hate to see you living next door to Goering.’
‘Hey, I almost forgot,’ Robert stood up from the table and stepped over to the phonograph. ‘I got a new album for you today. You like Glenn Miller, right?’ he asked.
‘Yep,’ John said.
Within in a minute, Jolson had been replaced with ‘Pennsylvania 6-5000.’ Robert started dancing, crossing to the kitchen and pulling Frau Bichler out into the middle of the room. She giggled, then laughed as Robert spun her around the floor, fairly lifting her at times to avoid mashing her feet into the floor. John stood watching, tapping time with his foot. Robert and Frau Bichler continued around the imaginary dance floor. As the song ended, Robert spun Frau Bichler right into John. Startled, John looked down at her. She smiled and held up her hands, ‘Tanzen?’
John grinned and took her hands in his, trying not to step on her tiny feet. They worked their way through ‘Little Brown Jug’ and partway through ‘Moonlight Serenade’ before they got hopelessly entangled. Laughing, John let go and facing Lisbeth, bowed lowly. She blew a strand of damp hair out of her eyes and curtsied, smiling. Lisbeth blushed and turned away, grabbing Robert’s plate from the table and hurrying back to the sink. John’s gaze followed her.
‘Careful, boy,’ Robert said softly from over his shoulder. ‘Good help is so hard to find.’
Chapter 24
On November 1, Captain Stevens called Petersen into his office. ‘Special assignment for you today LT Petersen.’
‘Yes sir,’ Petersen answered, suddenly on edge.
‘You have been requested to give a VIP tour of your cell block.’
Great, just what I need, Petersen thought. ‘Who’s the VIP, sir?’
‘General Donovan. Know him?’ Stevens asked.
‘I know of him sir.’ Bill Donovan had been a highly decorated soldier in the first war when he commanded a battalion of the famous ‘Fighting 69th’ of the New York National Guard in France. A wealthy attorney, he had served as a successful prosecutor after the war. Even though he was a prominent Republican--he had stood as his party’s candidate for governor attempting to succeed Franklin Roosevelt in 1932--Donovan had been tapped by President Roosevelt to form the Office of Strategic Services once war broke out. After President Truman dissolved the OSS following the surrender of the Japanese, Donovan had come to Nuremberg to assist Justice Jackson’s prosecution team in preparing the case against the remaining Nazi bigwigs.
Petersen scrutinized his uniform. He wanted everything to be right, from his tie to his boots and all the way through the cell block. General officers made him nervous. Encounters with them were fraught with peril. There was no upside to a general’s visit. He never came to tell you what a good job you were doing. The best you could hope for was to be no worse off after he left.
General Donovan arrived alone and on schedule at 1000 hours. He was tall, with strong features and piercing blue eyes. He was powerfully built, like an aging athlete. He had a winning smile and an easy manner.
‘LT Petersen,’ he said extending his right hand and catching John off guard, ‘I’m Bill Donovan.’ Petersen snapped to attention and saluted. Donovan stood with his hand outstretched. Confused, Petersen dropped his salute and shook Donovan’s hand. Only then did Donovan return the salute. Off to a great start John, Petersen thought to himself.
He guided the general through the cell block, describing standing procedures and answering questions. The general asked about his men and about the prisoners. He asked Petersen about his training and particularly about his service in the 84th Division.
‘Which cell is Reichsmarschall Goering’s,’ Donovan asked.
‘Just here on the right sir,’ Petersen answered pointing two doors ahead and noting that Donovan had referred to his old adversary by his rank. Donovan peered into the cell. Goering, who had been seated at the writing table, looked up. He stood up and faced the door, hands on his hips, feet spread apart: a defiant pose. Donovan held eye contact for a moment then turned away. Petersen led him downstairs where he toured the infirmary, mess hall and interview rooms. Back up on the ground floor, Donovan thanked Petersen for the tour.
‘I know you have plenty to do to stay busy and VIP tours can be a pain in the ass,’ the general grinned. ‘Thank you for your time. If I can ever be of help to you, please let me know.’ Donovan again extended his hand. This time, Petersen shook it first and then offered a crisp salute, which the general returned in kind. ‘Good luck to you lieutenant!’ Donovan called as he headed out the door and across the yard, back toward the palace.
Chapter 25
After months of preparation, the International Military Tribunal scheduled the trial to begin on Tuesday, November 20. That morning, the defendants were awakened as usual and marched to breakfast. Following their meal, they were allowed to put on their best clothes, then each defendant was handcuffed to a guard. The prisoners filed out of C Wing through a covered walk way, their guards walking beside them on the right. They descended a flight of steps into the basement of the Palace of Justice. In the basement, handcuffs were removed and the defendants were escorted, three at a time, up to Courtroom 600 using a small elevator.
Colonel Gaffner had mandated a new courtroom uniform for his guard force. White helmet liners and white web belts made the guards both conspicuous and authoritative. Boots were bloused and white gloves were worn. In addition, a white nightstick hung from each guard’s belt, just in case there was a problem.
The defendants were seated in the dock, separated from the rest of the courtroom by a low wooden knee wall. They sat in two rows of wooden chairs facing the judges’ bench, with the prosecuting attorneys sitting at tables to their right and their own defense attorneys seated at tables in front of the dock. The interpreters, using technology developed for the Tribunal by IBM, sat just behind and to the left of the dock. A witness stand, to the left of the dock, about halfway between the defendants and the judges’ bench, completed the arrangements in the courtroom.
Goering sat in the end chair on the front row of the dock, from which he had the best view of the courtroom—and the courtroom had the best view of him. As he looked around, he kept a self satisfied smile in place.
The judges, two from each of the four conquering powers filed in as everyone in the courtroom stood. The four flags of the victorious nations stood as silent sentinels behind the judges. The French, British and American judges wore robes, the Russians uniforms. The judges sat behind their high bench and the president of the court, Lord Justice Sir Geoffrey Lawrence of Great Britain, picked up his ordinary gavel to call this most extraordinary court into session. ‘The Trial which is now about to begin is unique in the history of the jurisprudence of the world and it is of supreme importance to millions of people all over the globe,’ Sir Geoffrey began. ‘For these reasons, there is laid upon everybody who takes any part in this Trial a solemn responsibility to discharge their duties without fear or favor, in accordance with the sacred principles of law and justice.’ He then directed the prosecuting attorneys to read the indictments. Each nation’s prosecutors took one portion of the charges, entering them in to the record of the trial. The pace was tedious, as the speakers had been advised to speak no faster than 60 words per minute in order for the interpreters to keep up. Simultaneous translation was provided in three languages, transmitted around the courtroom through more than 500 pairs of headsets connected to the IBM system.
When Sir Geoffrey adjourned the court for lunch, Gaffner realized he had made no plans for the defendants to eat. Already on edge by the slow pace of the proceedings and the warmth in the courtroom, Gaffner grabbed Stevens by the arm and motioning for Petersen to follow, guided them outside the courtroom into the corridor. ‘The prisoners must be fed,’ he said to them. ‘What arrangements have you made?’ He looked from one to the other.
Stevens spoke first, ‘Sir, we can move them back to their mess below C Wing.’
‘No captain, we cannot move them back to their mess below C Wing,’ Gaffner responded in a mocking voice. ‘We don’t have time to take them down in that little elevator. It would require too many trips and I’m not about to march this bunch through the hallways with all these reporters and strap hangers around.’
‘Sir,’ Petersen offered. ‘What if we get some sandwiches brought up here? We could just feed them in place and we wouldn’t have to move them at all.’
Gaffner rubbed his jaw as he considered the idea. ‘Right,’ he decided. ‘Get to it. Make haste lieutenant, the clock is already ticking.’
By the time Sergeant Goodman delivered sandwiches and coffee to the courtroom, the defendants were already making the most of their predicament. They had left the dock and were lounging in the chairs at the defense tables, visiting and talking with each other as they were never allowed to do in the prison. Goering was ever the leader, moving among the defendants, telling jokes, slapping backs and offering encouragement.
The refuse from the improvised lunch had been cleared away and the prisoners were once again seated in the dock by the time the court reconvened for its afternoon session. Petersen felt he had again rescued Gaffner, just as he had done by ad libbing a physical fitness program that day for the reporters. Still, he felt a deep animosity for the way Gaffner sometimes treated him, particularly when the colonel had been drinking.
Robert was waiting when John returned that evening to Gartenstrasse. He had a bottle of French champagne and three glasses. ‘What’s all this for?’ John asked.
‘This? Why this is to mark the historic occasion of the opening day of the International Military Tribunal!’ Robert said, pouring champagne into each glass. He handed the first glass to Frau Bichler, who took it, seeming uncertain as to the cause of the celebration. He handed a glass to John and took the last for himself. ‘This ah is not the end, ah,’ Robert raised his glass, doing his best imitation of Winston Churchill, ‘it is not even the beginning of the end ah. But it is the end of the beginning! Cheers!’ This, even Frau Bichler understood. She drained her glass as John and Robert watched, then held it out for a refill.
‘My heavens,’ Robert said, grabbing the bottle and pouring. With a wink to John he said, ‘Dynamite in a small package.’
Roasted hare with peas and potatoes au gratin was the dinner menu. By the time dinner was ready, Frau Bichler was on her fifth glass of champagne. Once she served the two lieutenants, she pulled up a chair and sat down at the table with them. John and Robert looked at each other quizzically, then back at Frau Bichler. Her blue eyes flashed and she reached for the bottle, tipping it up and watching the last trickle of champagne flow into her glass. She raised the glass solemnly. ‘Deutschland!’ she said. She downed the drink and brought the glass back down to the table with a loud ‘smack,’ whereupon she promptly slid out of the chair and onto the floor.
Robert immediately started to laugh, and doing so choked on a bite of rabbit. John had started from his chair to assist Frau Bichler, but now turned to Robert who was starting to turn red. John thumped Robert on the back and the bite was dislodged. Robert coughed and cursed and laughed and coughed. John leaned down over Frau Bichler. She appeared to be sleeping, but with a slight grin stuck on her face. She looked completely contented. John had never seen her when she wasn’t busy, in constant motion, cooking or cleaning. Now, asleep, she seemed much smaller. John knelt down and carefully picked her up. He carried her across to the sofa and laid her on it. Next, he strode across the room and disappeared into his bedroom, returning a moment later with a blanket. He covered her up and went back to his supper.
‘I’m afraid you’ve been bitten, my friend,’ Robert said eyebrows arched.
‘Eat your peas.’
Chapter 26
The reading of the indictments dragged on through Wednesday morning until finally, the Russian prosecutor finished reading the last of the charges. At this point, Sir Geoffrey Lawrence called upon the defendants to enter their pleas. Goering was called first. A sentinel, holding a microphone attached to a pole approached Goering who stood and began, ’Before I answer the question of the Tribunal whether or not I am guilty . . .’
Lawrence rapped on the microphone before him with his pencil, his gavel having been liberated by a souvenir seeker after the opening day’s session. ‘Defendants are not entitled to make a statement. You must plead guilty or not guilty.’
Goering, glowered, pouting, then said, ‘I declare myself in the sense of the Indictment not guilty.’
Lawrence proceeded down the dock, calling on defendant after defendant. Hans Fritzsche, a relatively minor official from Goebbel’s Propaganda Ministry who seemed out of place among the high ranking Nazis in the dock, was the last to enter his plea: not guilty.
At this point, Goering stood again. ‘I do not recognize the jurisdiction of…’
Lawrence was quick to interrupt. ‘You are not entitled to address the Tribunal except through your counsel.’
Petersen, from his post by the elevator door, marveled at Goering’s brashness. Even though he had been hastily rebuked by the president of the court, Petersen felt the defendants straighten up and sit taller in their seats after Goering’s attempt to deflect the proceedings.
The privilege of opening the case against the accused had fallen to the lead American prosecutor, Supreme Court Associate Justice Robert Jackson. Recognized by Sir Geoffrey, Jackson stood, pulled down on the hem of his formal morning coat and stepped to the podium. He arranged his notes and began, ‘The wrongs which we seek to condemn and punish have been so calculated, so malignant, and so devastating, that civilization cannot tolerate their being ignored, because it cannot survive their being repeated. That four great nations, flushed with victory and stung with injury stay the hand of vengeance and voluntarily submit their captive enemies to the judgment of the law is one of the most significant tributes that power has ever paid to reason.’ Petersen glanced at the press gallery where more than 200 correspondents, literally from around the world, headsets on heads, were bent over scratching notes on their pads. Jackson was a dignified presence compared to the men in the dock. He was at once solemn and articulate, projecting an aura of fairness and justice. So great was his belief in the cause of the Tribunal, that he had taken leave from his seat on the Supreme Court to lead the United States’ prosecution effort.
‘Either the victors must judge the vanquished or we must leave the defeated to judge themselves. After the first World War, we learned the futility of the latter course,’ Jackson continued, rarely glancing at his notes.
Petersen, like the rest of the courtroom, even the defendants, was enthralled by the measured cadence of Jackson’s voice, his high ideals and his eloquence. Petersen listened, absorbed, as Jackson distinguished between the accused in the dock and their countrymen. Jackson laid out with precision how the national leaders of the Third Reich would be held accountable for their misdeeds; how in this war, the leaders would not escape the hand of justice.
On the ride down in the elevator following the day’s session, Goering was silent.
‘Did you hear the news?’ Robert asked over their supper.
‘Hear it? I saw it!’ John replied. ‘Jackson was terrific. He had the attention of everybody in the courtroom, even crazy Hess.’
‘Yes, yes,’ Robert muttered, his mouth full of potatoes and waving his fork in front of him. ‘But that’s not the news to which I refer.’
‘Okay, what news?’ John decided to go along, realizing whatever the news was, it would come out sooner and with less embellishment if he just asked.
‘Jackson fired Donovan.’
‘You’re kidding?’ John stopped eating and placed his fork on his plate. This prompted a glance from Lisbeth who was already washing dishes.
‘I am not,’ Robert said as he continued to chew.
‘What happened?’
Robert swallowed and looked at John, leaning in a little closer. ‘Did you ever wonder what the chief of the OSS was doing here? I mean this isn’t exactly spy stuff. It’s a trial! The scuttlebutt I’m picking up is that Donovan was here to cut a deal with one of the defendants, you know, try and get one of these guys to testify against the others and blow a hole in the defense strategy.’
‘What kind of deal?’ John asked.
‘Well, that was the interesting thing,’ Robert smiled and John could see he enjoyed dishing the inside scoop. ‘Usually you think about a lighter sentence: you cooperate with me and you won’t do hard time—or maybe you won’t do as much. But, my sources tell me that it wasn’t about that. It was about the means of execution. The military defendants in particular are afraid they are going to be hanged. They’d prefer a firing squad, if you can believe that. I don’t see how it makes any difference. The end result is pretty much the same.’
‘Yeh, I guess so,’ John nodded, remembering the strong impression Donovan made on him. ‘How’d that get him fired?’ John asked.
‘You’ve seen how Jackson is: The Law as a lofty ideal. What my guys tell me is that Jackson refused to deal with any of the Nazis. He told Donovan that cutting deals was all right for the kind of criminal prosecutions Donovan was used to but that higher principles were in play here. Next day, Jackson sends him a note saying their philosophies are too far apart for him to be useful here.’
‘I’ll bet a major general’s not used to getting brushed off like that,’ John replied. ‘Who are these sources of yours anyway?’
‘Ah, ah, ah,’ Robert smiled, wagging a finger at John. ‘Confidential, my friend, confidential. Knowledge is power.’
‘I thought cigarettes were power,’ John teased.
‘No, no,’ Robert laughed, ‘cigarettes are gold!’
Chapter 27
The eloquence of Jackson’s opening statement quickly faded away as the prosecutors introduced reams of documents seeking to prove that Hitler and the Nazi Party had conspired between 1933 and 1939 to plan for, prepare for and then wage ‘aggressive war.’ Following presentation of documentary evidence concerning the annexation of Austria, during which prosecutors had read transcripts of Goering’s telephone calls to Ribbentrop in Vienna, the prosecution abruptly switched tactics.
From his post near the elevator, Petersen watched as technicians set up a motion picture projector and screen. Thomas Dodd of the prosecution staff requested the court’s permission to present a documentary film on the Nazi concentration camps. ‘This film represents in a brief and unforgettable form an explanation of what the words "concentration camp" imply,’ explained Dodd. ‘We intend to prove that each of these defendants knew of the existence of these concentration camps; that fear and terror and nameless horror of the concentration camps were instruments by which the defendants retained power and suppressed opposition to their policies, including their plans for aggressive war.’
With Sir Geoffrey’s permission, the lights in the courtroom were dimmed and the whirring projector shot a beam of light onto the screen. A macabre dance of images reflected off of the screen and seared the minds of spectators. Skin-covered skeletons heaped in great piles; lifeless eyes searching the heavens. Gas chambers. Crematoria. Staggering, emaciated prisoners, leaning on one another in a desperate effort to remain upright. A small mountain of naked corpses shoved by a bulldozer into a mass grave.
Some gasped; others hurriedly left the room. When the screen finally went black after close to an hour of the most hideous photographic evidence of the Nazi’s bestiality, the mood in the dock ranged from anger to outrage to shame. Frank, Funk and Fritszche wept. Schacht and Doenitz turned their backs to the court, indignant that they were accused of such inhumanity. Ribbentrop appeared shaken. Even Goering, who had quite enjoyed the earlier recounting of his role in the Anschluss, was disturbed. ‘That film spoiled everything,’ he muttered in the elevator after the day’s session concluded. Petersen was silent. He had experienced the chaos of combat. He had witnessed cruelty by both friend and foe. Yet in the death and destruction of war, he never encountered such ruthless, institutionalized horror. Petersen had been stunned by this monstrous side of the Germans and of Goering. The ride to the basement seemed much longer than normal. Petersen could not comprehend how the man beside him, who seemed to so enjoy life, could have been so callous, so evil, to have perpetrated such cruelty and misery. When the elevator door finally slid open, Goering stepped silently off, his eyes cast downward.
Chapter 28
John was silent. He did not speak from Quitman all the way to Gatesville, except in response to the deputy’s instructions. Deputy Woodring was not a talkative person. He was quiet, considered less than bright by the sheriff and most of his colleagues. That’s why he was frequently dispatched with one of the county’s patrol cars to deliver or pick up prisoners. It was judged to be a simple task and simple seemed right up Woodring’s alley.
Leaving his Mother was the most painful event John had experienced. It was even worse than the death of his father or the hearing with Judge Crawford. Sheriff Cochrane stepped out of the small interview room on the ground floor of the courthouse to let John say goodbye in private. The sheriff waited just outside the door with Woodring.
John meant to look her in the eye, but he couldn’t. Her eyes were already full of tears and he knew in a moment he would start to cry. ‘Mother,’ he started, ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to…’ His body was racked with sobs, tears rolled down making tracks through the light fuzz on his cheeks. May pulled him close with her left arm, making shushing sounds. The lump in her throat kept her from speaking above a whisper.
‘I know son, I know,’ she said stroking the back of his head with her left hand. ‘It’s gonna be alright,’ she said, sounding less than certain. He hugged her back, careful not to squeeze too hard. Then Cochrane rapped on the door with his knuckles.
The trip to Gatesville covered more than 170 miles on two lane asphalt roads. The sun was nearly down by the time Woodring wheeled the Ford past the fence and into the grounds of the Gatesville State School for Boys. They got out of the car and walked across the dusty parking lot to the office, a cold wind blowing from the west, carrying dirt and leaves toward Waco.
Once inside, Woodring pushed John down onto a hard wooden bench sitting in the corridor. ‘Now sit and don’t wander,’ the deputy said entering the office.
Within a few minutes, Woodring returned with another man. ‘That’s him,’ Woodring said, nodding at John and handing a clipboard to the other man.
‘All right, then,’ the man said, quickly signing a form and handing the clipboard back to Woodring. The deputy pulled a carbon copy of the form off the clipboard and handed it to the man.
‘Merry Christmas Petersen,’ he called as he left the building.
Chapter 29
The trial lumbered along with little break in the prisoners’ routine. Daily, they were marched, handcuffed to guards, to the basement of the Palace. Up in the little elevator they went three-by-three to the courtroom. There they sat as tens of thousands of words were uttered into the official record, each translated into three other languages. Day after day, the prosecutors presented their cases, against Hitler’s cabinet, the Nazi Party, the SS, Gestapo, General Staff and High Command of the German Armed Forces. At last, at the end of the day on Thursday, December 20, Sir Geoffrey Lawrence adjourned the tribunal until after the New Year.
That evening, Colonel Gaffner hosted a Christmas party at his quarters, a comfortable house about 2 miles east of the prison. Gaffner and his housemate, Colonel Thomas, who worked in the Nuremberg headquarters as one of General Watson’s department chiefs, laid out an impressive spread of food and beverages. Officers and civilians from the Tribunal, supporting Army units and Colonel Thomas’ colleagues from Watson’s headquarters were in attendance. The civilians included a number of pretty, young women who had come to Nuremberg in support of the work of the Tribunal. The clerical work of a trial prosecuting more than 20 defendants for crimes committed over a period of a dozen years and conducted in four languages was overwhelming and would have been a hopeless task if not for the capable and dedicated assistance of the secretaries, most of whom lived together in a housing complex known as ‘Girls’ Town.’ A blue haze of cigarette smoke hung below the ceiling, but didn’t dampen the moods within the house. Months of hard work had been required to get the trial started. The long hours had continued once the court sessions had begun. Finally, the revelers had a chance to relax, if only for a couple of weeks. Gaffner was in an expansive, jovial mood, feeling the reduction of some of the pressures of his command, now that the day-to-day stress of the trial was on hiatus. He moved almost gracefully through the crowd, a drink in one hand, a cigar in the other. ‘Hello Wally!’ he shouted across the buzzing room to an acquaintance. He grinned and waved to a pretty woman with bright red lipstick standing by an empty bookcase. She smiled back and winked. LT Petersen was standing in a corner, holding his drink, listening to a handsome young captain relate his exploits during the Battle of the Bulge to three lovely ladies, each captivated by the tale of his bravery and the flash of his blue eyes. Petersen’s attention wandered from the captain and his ladies to Gaffner, looking now more like a politician on campaign than the dour commander Petersen knew. As if he felt Petersen’s stare, Gaffner turned in his direction, smiled and nodded. Petersen offered a nod and raised his glass in salute. He was disappointed when Gaffner headed toward him.
‘Good evening LT Petersen,’ the colonel said with his smile still in place. ‘Glad you could make it. Are you having a good time?’
‘Yes sir!’ Petersen answered, then added ‘Thank you very much for the invitation, sir.’
‘Of course. You need a break from the stress of responsibility every now and then, eh,’ Gaffner said leaning close to be heard over the hum in the room. ‘A little holiday cheer is just the thing,’ he said with a wink, clinking his glass to Petersen’s. ‘Just you watch out for the ladies now young man. They go nuts for real combat soldiers,’ he jerked his head toward the loquacious captain, ‘like you and me!’ He slapped Petersen on the back and leaned in again, his breath tinged with the scent of drink, ‘Have some fun and Merry Christmas!’
‘Thank you sir. Merry Christmas!’ Petersen replied. With that, Gaffner resumed his circuit, shaking hands, slapping backs and flirting with the girls. Petersen excused himself from the captain’s small group, but no one noticed. He moved around the outside of the room, eager to leave now that his attendance had been duly noted by his host. He was moving to his left, looking to his right when he bumped into a man in a cheaply cut blue serge suit. The contact sloshed Petersen’s drink over the back of his hand and onto his tunic. ‘Damn it,’ Petersen muttered, looking up to see with whom he had collided. ‘Sorry, sir,’ he said to the man.
‘Hey, don’t sweat it, lieutenant,’ the man said. ‘I’m Dan Nealy, CID,’ he said extending his hand. ‘I work out of the Provost Marshall’s office in General Watson’s headquarters.’ The CID, or Criminal Investigation Division, was the Army’s detective agency. CID agents, they never identified themselves by rank, were authorized to investigate crimes committed under Army jurisdiction.
‘Nice to meet you sir,’ Petersen said. He introduced himself, wished Nealy a Merry Christmas and resumed his search for a back door, the front being too conspicuous for such an early exit. Gaffner’s house was much larger than the one he shared with Simmons, with plenty of doors off a long hallway. Disoriented by the noise, the smoke and the jostling bodies, Petersen decided to take a chance on the last door on the right. He cracked it open and stepped inside. Immediately, he realized he had made a mistake. Ten feet away he saw the silhouette of a man’s back and heard the sound of heavy breathing and the rustle of clothing. He stood still, silently figuring a way out without interrupting the amorous scene upon which he’d blundered. The man’s arms were around a woman, her skirt pushed up around her hips.
‘Stop!’ For a split second, he thought he had been discovered, then realized the woman had spoken, but not to him.
‘Let’s just have a little fun,’ the woman said.
‘Oh c’mon doll,’ Petersen heard Gaffner’s voice pleading, ‘this will be fun.’
‘I said “Stop!”’ the voice said again, louder this time and more emphatic.
‘Give in, will you. It’s Christmas for chrissakes!’ Gaffner said, frustration in his voice. Petersen was frozen, afraid to stay, afraid to go, afraid to breathe.
‘Ouch,’ the woman cried, bringing up her hand and slapping Gaffner hard on his face.
Petersen felt this was his chance. He grabbed the door handle and cracked the door slightly opened.
‘Ow! You little bitch!’ Gaffner growled. Petersen slipped through the cracked door and into the hallway. He quickly retreated toward the living area and the crowd. He reached the front door, knowing Gaffner was in no position to notice, or even care about his departure. Looking back, he saw the pretty young woman with the bright red lipstick emerge from the hallway, straightening her skirt and looking to see if anyone noticed.
Chapter 30
Colonel Gaffner had determined that Christmas would be a typical day at the prison. There would be no special meals and no gifts. The only concessions he made to the holiday were for religious services, both Protestant and Catholic.
So it was that Petersen accompanied thirteen of the Protestant defendants to a Christmas Eve service in the basement mess hall of the prison. Chaplain Gerrity, in his basic German, read the Christmas story from the Gospel of Luke. The prisoners, sitting around four tables, listened attentively, occasionally nodding. Following the reading, Gerrity prayed. ‘Almighty God, creator and sustainer of the universe, we beseech Thee to look upon us, to move us in this time and at this place toward a fuller reconciliation with Thee and with our fellow men. Grant that the spirit of Bethlehem be felt here in Nuremberg, indeed across this shattered continent and to the far corners of Your Earth. Grant that the spirit incarnate in our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ be felt in the hearts of all men and that this Christmastime herald a new age of peace on Earth and goodwill to men. For it is in the name of that Babe in the manger that we pray, Amen.’
Petersen noticed tears in the eyes of several of the defendants and even a couple of the guards. Next, Gerrity led his small congregation in a hymn. Most of the men sang along, albeit reservedly. Except for Goering. The Reichsmarschall, who sat on the front bench of the front table, belted out the hymn with the gusto with which he once sang the ‘Horst Wessel Lied.’
After Chaplain Gerrity’s benediction and dismissal, the prisoners began their march back up the stairs, the spirit of the holiday diminishing with each step toward their cells. These men would not enjoy the home fires, nor would they receive family visits. For them, Christmas, the first peaceful one since 1938, would be a long day of reflection.
Goering drew even with Petersen as they reached the cell block. ‘Merry Christmas to you LT Petersen,’ he said with the familiar twinkle in his blue eyes and a contented smile on his lips.
‘Merry Christmas to you Reichsmarschall,’ Petersen responded as they reached Goering’s cell.
‘Here,’ Goering said, holding out his closed fist. He opened it to reveal a small gold pocket watch. ‘A small Christmas present from an old soldier.’
Petersen took the watch and turned it over in his hands. On the back was inscribed ‘HWG.’ ‘Thank you Reichsmarschall. This is very nice. I am afraid wishing you a Merry Christmas may sound a little hollow.’ Petersen hesitated, searching for the right words. ‘I wish circumstances were different.’
Goering thrust out his hand and Petersen took it. ‘As do I lieutenant; as do I.’ Goering dropped his gaze, turned and entered his cell. The door was closed and the bolt slid home.
For the Christmas Eve meal at 22 Gartenstrasse, Simmons had acquired a goose. It was too large for the small stove, but Frau Bichler was nothing if not resourceful. She had trimmed the bird to make it fit and its delicious aroma, combined with the heat of the stove, created a wonderful Christmas atmosphere in the little house. Simmons had also provisioned the house with a supply of egg nog, which he and Frau Bichler were already well into by the time Petersen arrived home.
‘Ho, Ho, Ho!’ John called as he entered. ‘Boy, it smells good in here!’ he said making eye contact with Frau Bichler.
The three of them sat down to dinner together, a habit they had gradually fallen into since the night of the champagne. Frau Bichler continued to function as their paid servant, but the lieutenants had come to enjoy the company of this pretty, diminutive woman, never more so than during the holiday season.
Over the excellent goose and its trimmings, John described the worship service. Robert offered brief translations, so that Lisbeth could participate in the conversation. John told of the scripture reading and Gerrity’s heartfelt prayer. When he described Goering’s singing, the others laughed. When he pulled out the watch, they gasped. With wide eyes, Robert and then Lisbeth held the watch, turning it over in their hands, tracing the inscription with their fingers. Lisbeth’s eyes moistened as she held the watch. She was uncharacteristically quiet and still. When she sensed the others watching her, she attempted a smile and handed the watch back to John. She spoke and Robert translated.
‘She says that her husband thought of Goering as a hero and a great man,’ Robert relayed. ‘Now look at what has happened to him. Look at what has happened to all of us.’
With that, she stood up from the table and began to clear away the dishes. The two lieutenants sat silently for a moment, the difference between the victors and the vanquished as stark, if only for a moment, as on the field of battle. Then they stood and began to help Lisbeth clean up.
‘Tell her we’ll finish, Robert. Tell her to go home now before it gets any later,’ John said. Robert dutifully translated and within a few minutes Lisbeth was bundled up at the door ready to walk home.
‘Before you go,’ Robert said and reached under the table. He pulled out a breadbox-sized package wrapped in plain brown paper and handed it to Lisbeth. Robert and John had put together a package of canned ham, a couple of cartons of cigarettes and some Scotch Whiskey, along with some chewing gum and Hershey bars. And one pair of nylons. ‘Merry Christmas.’
For the second time, Lisbeth’s eyes filled with tears. ‘Fröhliches Weihnachten,’ she said. Stretching up on her tiptoes, she kissed Robert on his cheek. She placed her hand on John’s forearm and kissed him on the cheek as well. She stepped out the door and disappeared into the cold night.
John and Robert sat at the kitchen table munching on the remains of their dinner, each nursing a cold beer. ‘I almost forgot,’ John said, standing. He went into his bedroom and Robert heard him opening drawers. He reappeared in a minute with a small bundle in his hand. ‘I didn’t wrap it,’ John said, ‘but I thought you’d like it.’ He handed over an object wrapped in an old shirt.
The object was heavy. Robert unwound the shirt to find himself holding a Luger pistol. He turned it over carefully in his hands, rubbing his fingers along its smooth barrel and breathing in its oily scent. ‘Wow, John,’ he stammered. ‘This is …’ for once, Robert Bentley Simmons was at a loss for words.
‘Merry Christmas, roomie,’ John said giving his friend a squeeze on the shoulder. ‘Not many Yalies will have a Luger in their dorm room,’ he smiled, satisfied that his gift was both unexpected and prized.
‘Thanks John,’ Robert replied weighing the pistol’s heft in his right hand. ‘This is the most fantastic present I’ve ever gotten. Wow!’ he repeated to himself. ‘Hey, you wait right here,’ Robert said excitedly. ‘I didn’t wrap your present either, so close your eyes.’ Robert crossed the room, glancing back to ensure John’s eyes were closed. ‘No peeking, now,’ he warned. He entered his bedroom. ‘Keep ‘em closed,’ he called coming back toward the kitchen.
John heard a ‘thunk’ and opened his eyes to find Robert standing with one hand resting on the top of a handsome mantel clock. It was about 2 feet long and 10 inches high with a round, champagne colored face defined by black hands and black Roman numerals.
‘Robert, it’s beautiful,’ John said when he opened his eyes. He moved around his chair and ran his hand along the curved wooden sides of the clock. He gently lifted it, feeling the weight of its movement.
‘It’s Swiss,’ Robert beamed, proud that his present seemed so pleasing to his friend.
‘It’s really nice,’ John said with a devilish twinkle in his eye. Then turning back toward Robert added, ‘but I’ve already got a watch.’
Robert’s eyes widened and his mouth started to form words, but John couldn’t keep a straight face and burst out laughing.
‘I should have known better than to get you something nice,’ Robert feigned disgust. ‘Now you’ll forever be asking me to tell you what time it is when the big hand is on the XII and the little hand is on the V!’
John wound his new clock and he and Robert carefully lifted it to the mantel over the small fireplace. Even with their bedroom doors closed, John and Robert could hear its steady tick-tock, tick-tock.
Chapter 31
The routine at Gatesville didn’t change much over the holidays. The boys did not work on Christmas Day, which was traditionally set aside for family visits. Some of the boys, non-violent offenders with track records of good behavior, were granted furloughs for the holidays and were actually able to hitch hike home for three days. Boys exhibiting behavior problems or deviancies spent the holidays just like every other day, on closely supervised work details or in class. It was the same with new boys.
The boys were separated by age group. Boys up to the age of 13 were housed together in one two-story, open-bay barracks. They slept on bunk beds, a footlocker on either end containing each boy’s coveralls, underwear, socks, school books and a Bible issued by the State of Texas. Their day began at 6 a. m. when the trustees moved through the barracks shouting, blowing their whistles and banging on trash cans and bunks with their sticks. The boys were marched to breakfast in their coveralls and school issue boots where they were served eggs, grits, biscuits, molasses and milk, much of which was produced on the school’s farm. Maintenance period followed breakfast. During this hour, the boys mopped, cleaned, painted and repaired their barracks under the supervision of the trustees. Next, they marched to chapel, where the superintendent, Mr. Wallace, led them in the pledge of allegiance and the Lord’s Prayer, before he presented a daily devotional. Chapel was also the time for administrative announcements, like the infrequent changes to the schedule or the anticipated arrival of a visiting politician. After chapel, the boys separated into their work groups. Here, the boys were mixed with all ages working together, the idea being that a work group of only younger boys would not be as capable as one which contained at least a cadre of older boys. The boys were marched to lunch at noon and then spent the next three hours in class. Academics were basic, focusing on reading, writing and arithmetic. An athletic period spanned the time between the end of classes and the start of the evening meal. Supper was served at 6 p. m. The boys studied until 9:30, then the doors were closed, the gates locked and the lights turned out until the whole cycle started again the next morning. This was the routine six days a week. Only on Sunday did the boys get a break from the routine, and then only after church service and lunch. Sunday afternoons they could visit the small library, play ball on the athletic field or in the gym and, on special occasions, listen to the radio over the loudspeakers in the auditorium.
By Christmas Day, John had been a ward of the State of Texas for only nine days--the longest nine days of his young life. He was used to life on the farm, to the open air, the sky above and the freedom of working on his own. He had spent most days outside, exploring or hunting. He had his chores to be sure, but had plenty of time after they were completed to venture out. Now, his every movement was watched, supervised, regulated. The food was dismal. The work was endless, the academics unchallenging. But the nights were the worst. Instead of the warm kitchen and his mother’s home cooking, instead of Fibber McGee or Gangbusters on the radio, he dined on the school’s starchy institutional diet and fell asleep in a long open bay listening to the sounds of snoring and sobbing boys.
Christmas Day wasn’t too bad, falling on a Sunday. The boys were allowed to sleep until 7. Church service was Protestant and started at 9, after a typical breakfast. Church consisted of Bible study, singing, praying and a sermon, presented by one of several visiting preachers. On Christmas, the preacher was a special guest minister brought in from the Baptist college in Waco, some 35 miles away. He delivered a message filled with the love of God for wayward mankind, a love so great He had sent His only Son to deliver us from ourselves. Halfway through the sermon, Burrel Earle leaned over to John and whispered, ‘I bet not even Jesus Christ himself loves Peavey.’ John reckoned that Burrel, a 13-year-old from Galveston, was wiser than he had previously realized.
Shadrach Peavey was about the vilest human being with whom John had ever come in contact. Peavey was one of the trustees, at the moment the closest trustee, sitting on the end of the row, just five boys distant from where John sat. As the preacher droned on and John’s butt numbed, he stole an occasional glance at Peavey, who seemed to be completely under the minister’s spell. Peavey had a beak of a nose, stringy, greasy hair and a face pock-marked with pink scars. His eyes were watery and blood-shot. But his most defining features were his teeth: crooked and brown from the ever present wad of tobacco he kept in his bulging jaw. Even in church, Peavey carried his spit can, making surreptitious deposits at frequent intervals.
Peavey’s physical repulsiveness, which included a pungent personal scent, was complemented by his sarcastic personality. He was uniformly loathed by the boys over whom he flaunted his authority. He was quick to embarrass, humiliate and even beat them, as John had already observed. That he was humorless and ignorant, a sycophant and a bully only added to their disdain.
Monday, December 26, was a work day at Gatesville. Boys who had been granted furloughs had until 6 p. m. to sign in at the superintendent’s office, thinning the ranks of the work groups that went out that morning. Peavey and Masters, a particularly dim-witted trustee, supervised a group of ten boys, which included both John and Burrell. It was a gray, cold day in central Texas and the boys were wearing their blue jackets and caps over the coveralls. Their task this particular morning was to repair a livestock pen on the school’s farm.
They marched the half mile to the farm, carrying a set of post-hole diggers, wire cutters, heavy staples, hammers and a roll of barbed wire. Every few steps, Peavey let fly a stream of thick, brown spit, leaving a trail of liquid tobacco in the wake of the small procession. ‘Come on me lads,’ he drawled between spits, ‘pick up the pace. You ain’t got all day’ which was technically true. But, since classes had been suspended until after New Year’s they certainly had most of it. ‘Earle,’ Peavey barked, ‘put your hat on your head straight-like, like you s’posed to!’ Burrell quickly righted his cap and said, ‘Yes sir, boss.’
The pen was located just outside a small barn and was used to collect the school’s milk cows before they were ushered in for their twice daily milkings. This morning’s task was to replace the wire along the western side of the pen. It was badly rusted with one of the strands broken. ‘Awright, you boys,’ Peavey pointed to John and Burrell, ‘get about taking off the old wire. The rest of you start laying out the new wire.’ As he watched his crew begin its job, Peavey reached into his mouth and pulled out what looked like a small turd, absently hurling it off to his left.
‘Hey!’ shouted Timmy Moore, the back of whose head stopped the brown lump in mid-flight. Timmy whirled around, ‘What the hell do you…’ he stopped in mid-sentence when he realized it was Peavey who had launched the missile.
‘What’s a matter with you boy?’ Peavey snapped, stepping toward Timmy aggressively, his hand already reaching for the switch at his belt. ‘You got somethin’ to say?’ Peavey’s rheumy eyes gleamed with malevolence, his lips pulling back to reveal his evil, brown grin.
‘No sir, boss,’ Timmy said timidly, turning back toward his task. But, it was too late. Peavey swung his switch, catching Timmy across his right shoulder. ‘Don’t you give me no damn lip, boy. You just do your work. Yo’ mama ain’t here to cuddle you up and I ain’t either. Now get to work!’
Timmy choked back his sobs and began rolling out the barbed wire, holding the roll on a small dowel and stepping backwards as another boy held the wire’s end.
‘Mr. Peavey, sir,’ John spoke up attempting to deflect Peavey’s attention away from Timmy.
‘What is it boy?’ Peavey turned, his face a red mask of anger.
‘Sir, a couple of these posts are rotted and need to be replaced.’
Peavey looked at the posts in question and, agreeing, sent two of the boys to the wood shop to fetch new ones. On alert now, the other boys worked diligently, pulling out the old staples and laying the new wire along the fence line. John and Burrell began rocking the rotted posts back and forth to loosen them. In the process, one of the posts snapped into. John lost his balance and fell backwards, prompting peals of laughter from Peavey and Masters. John got up, dusted himself off and removed his jacket. He picked up a shovel to dig around the base of the stubborn post.
‘Now wait a minute me lad,’ Peavey chuckled. ‘I don’t recall giving permission to ground your jacket,’ he snarled.
‘Mr. Peavey, sir,’ John stammered hoping to get away with his mistake, ‘if you please sir, may I remove my jacket?’
‘Why that’s real sweet of you to ask Mr. Petersen,’ Peavey began with mock tenderness. ‘Now you put that damn jacket right back on and don’t presume no liberties with me again, lest you want to take it up with this here switch o’ mine,’ Peavey replied belligerently, shaking the switch in John’s face.
‘Yes sir, boss,’ John said, pulling his jacket back on.
‘I dee-clare,’ Peavey ruminated to Masters running a dirty hand through his stringy hair, ‘I don’t know what’s come over these lads. You’d think it was Christmas or the like.’ This brought another brown toothed grin from Peavey, pleased by his own wit, and another loud laugh from Masters, who was just happy to be part of the fun.
By the time the two boys returned with the new posts, the entire work crew was on edge, eager to be done with their task and be on their way back to the barracks.
The posts were seated in the newly dug holes and the dirt packed back tightly around them. The wire was stapled into place and the boys set about cleaning up their work site, picking up their tools, the old rusted wire and the remnants of the replaced posts.
‘Now just a minute here lads,’ Peavey began, with a wink toward Masters. ‘Seems to me that wire ain’t very tight.’ The boys all looked back at the wire, which did sag a bit, but which still looked more than equal to the task of containing placid milk cows. ‘I think you all had better try again, only this time, stretch that wire before you nail it in place.’
‘Mr. Peavey, sir,’ Burrell replied before John could stop him, ‘stretch it with what? We ain’t got no come along and we ain’t got no work gloves.’
‘Well my lad,’ Peavey leered, ‘guess you’ll just have to use your hands now won’t ye?’
The boys looked at each other. Burrell turned to John with wide eyes and a worried expression. ‘Go on,’ John whispered from the side of his mouth opposite Peavey. ‘You get one end and I’ll take the other. And good luck.’ John directed two of the boys to remove the new staples and divided the rest of the crew in half. ‘Now be careful of the barbs,’ he warned. ‘Get a good grip.’
The boys, arrayed on either side of the strand of wire, pulled against each other like competitors in a cruel tug of war. ‘Jerry,’ John called out to the boy with the hammer, ‘nail it up! Quick.’ Before Jerry could nail the wire in place, the inevitable happened. One of the younger boys lost his footing, falling into the boy behind him. The result resembled a row of dominos, except that this row was still clutching a wire adorned with razor-like barbs. As the barbs tore through the boys’ unprotected hands, a collective wail went up. John, the anchor at his end of the line, escaped with minor scratches. The boys in between him and Burrell had nastier wounds, ranging from deep scratches to wide slashes across their palms and fingers.
‘Shit!’ John cried, once again pulling off his jacket. He quickly wound it around Timmy Moore’s ripped, bleeding hands as an improvised bandage.
‘Stop boy!’ Peavey shouted, charging forward. ‘I done tol’ you once: now put your damn coat back on!’
John’s anger overcame his better judgment and he whipped his head toward Peavey, keeping the jacket firmly wrapped around the bawling Timmy’s hands. ‘You idiot,’ John cried, ‘how could you be so stupid that you didn’t see this coming. Shut up and go get help!’
Peavey stared at John dumbfounded, a thin trickle of tobacco juice leaking from the corner of his mouth. He stood still as a statue for a moment, the color deserting his face, his eyes staring as if in a trance. Then in a flash, he raised the switch in his left hand and brought it crashing down across John’s neck and shoulders. A second blow caught John on the side of his head, making his ears ring and his eyes water. Peavey reared back a third time as John fell, writhing in the dirt. As Peavey swung, Masters stepped in front of him and arrested the downward arc of the switch.
‘Enough,’ Masters said as Peavey’s wild eyes came back into focus.
Chapter 32
Three days after Christmas it snowed. Roads, upon which there had been little traffic before, except for the endless stream of refugees and displaced persons, were impassible while the snow continued to fall. Frau Bichler nevertheless trudged daily through the snow to attend to the cooking, cleaning and laundry at 22 Gartenstrasse. She usually arrived around 0800 and began cleaning and washing. In the early afternoon, she walked to the market district, buying for herself a simple lunch and procuring the food and other supplies that would be needed for the lieutenants’ supper and her duties for the following day. Upon returning to the house, Frau Bichler would get to work preparing the main evening meal, the only one which she prepared every day, both lieutenants having breakfasted before her morning arrival.
Things had been slow both at the prison and in the palace. Much of the Tribunal staff had taken a few days off to travel to Paris, Rome or other cities better supplied than Nuremberg. Still others had managed to finagle a trip back to the States. Lieutenants generally did not have access to such luxuries as travel to exotic capitals, so Petersen and Simmons simply enjoyed Frau Bichler’s cooking, not exotic, but far better than either of them would have been able to produce on his own. The three of them had fallen into the habit of eating together in the evening, although except for the night of the champagne, Frau Bichler did not linger at the table for the after supper drinks. On this night, the menu was hard rolls, sausages, potatoes and mustard.
Frau Bichler was not her normal, vivacious self. She was quiet, responding only when addressed and then seemingly without giving it her full attention. John thought she was withdrawn. Robert too noticed a difference.
‘Ist alles OK?’ Robert asked after she had put the meal on the table and assumed her seat.
She looked up and focused on Robert, ‘Oh, doch, ja.’
The two lieutenants exchanged brief glances and then began to eat. Frau Bichler sat quietly, taking an occasional, if tiny bite of food. Her face was blotched and flushed. She was detached, the usual twinkle missing from her blue eyes.
She put the back of her hand to her forehead and, for a moment seemed to lose balance. John started and reached out to steady her. ‘No, no,’ she mumbled. John took her hand. He looked at Robert. ‘She’s on fire,’ he said, a note of worry in his voice. Robert stood up and laid the palm of his hand on her forehead. He looked at John and nodded in agreement. Speaking gently to Frau Bichler, Robert led her to the sofa. John brought a wool blanket from his bedroom. Frau Bichler kicked off her shoes and stretched out, pulling the blanket up to her chin as she gave a little shiver.
John found some aspirin and poured some water into a glass. She took the pills and washed them down, nodded her thanks and closed her eyes.
By the next evening, Lisbeth was no better. She was still feverish and had developed dark circles under her eyes. She could not, or would not sit up and she had no appetite, even when John brewed some tea borrowed from Major Neave.
‘I’m a little worried about her,’ John said as he and Robert sat across the room at the table. They were munching on sandwiches. Neither had the will to cook while Lisbeth lay sick. ‘Can you get her some medicine through your contacts?’
‘I can, as you know, get anything we might need, short of Doris Day’s phone number,’ Robert answered. ‘But, truthfully John, getting medicine would take a couple of days, even if I knew the right medicine to acquire.’
John rubbed his temples with the fingertips of each hand. ‘I’ve got an idea,’ he said.
‘Good evening, sir,’ Sergeant Hottle greeted LT Petersen when he walked back into C Wing. ‘What brings you back to the Waldorf on such a cold and snowy evening?’
‘Actually,’ Petersen began, ‘I’m looking for the doctor.’
Hottle checked his wrist watch. ‘Let’s see, yes sir, he should be done with his evening rounds. He’s probably back in the infirmary by now.’
Dr. Schuster checked each prisoner nightly, administering sleeping pills to those who needed them. As Sergeant Hottle had guessed, he was already back in his infirmary by the time Petersen reached the basement.
‘Ah, a pleasant surprise,’ the old doctor said with a smile as Petersen knocked on his open door. The doctor had taken off his coat and was seated at his desk putting away the supplies left over from his day’s activities.
‘Herr Doctor,’ Petersen began plaintively, seizing Schuster’s attention, ‘I need to ask a favor; a favor of some discretion.’ Schuster smiled benignly. His mind pictured several scenarios in which a young officer might need discrete medical attention, each of which might provide a delightful distraction from his current routine. The doctor turned in his chair to face the young lieutenant.
‘How can I assist you?’ he asked in his most dignified, professional manner.
Robert was still seated at the table when John arrived back at the house with Dr. Schuster in tow. He had been keeping watch over Lisbeth, who had been sleeping fitfully. John introduced Robert and the doctor, then led Schuster over to the sofa. The doctor quickly shed his scarf and overcoat, handing them to Robert who laid them across the back of a chair. John pulled another chair over for the doctor to sit on.
‘Please get me a glass of water,’ Schuster said. He opened his black bag and took out a thermometer, which he gave three quick and vigorous shakes. He gently woke Lisbeth and spoke to her in their shared tongue.
He glanced back over his shoulder and said, ‘Gentlemen, if you will excuse us, please.’ The two lieutenants recognized immediately that this was not a request. They removed themselves to Robert’s bedroom and closed the door.
Schuster read the thermometer. He pulled his stethoscope out of the bag and unbuttoned the top buttons of Lisbeth’s blouse. She looked into his lined face as he listened to the sounds of her breathing and her heart. He gave her the glass of water and commanded that she drink it. He used a small penlight to check her eyes, ears and throat. He asked her questions to which her inflamed throat croaked out answers.
Dr. Schuster rummaged around in his bag looking for the right medicine. He pulled out a small bottle of clear liquid and from it filled a syringe. He helped Lisbeth remove her blouse and gave her an injection in her upper arm. He patted her on the shoulder, pulled the blanket up to her chin and told her to go back to sleep.
‘Danke Herr Doktor,’ she whispered.
‘Once again, LT Petersen, you have summoned my help at the right moment,’ the doctor reported as Petersen walked him back through the frigid darkness to the prison. They crunched along on the frozen snow, their steps crackling, their breath billowing as white fog. ‘I believe your friend has strep throat. Careful that you do not contract it yourself as it is contagious, especially,’ he raised an eyebrow, looking sideways at Petersen, ‘among people living in close contact.’
‘She’s our haus frau, Herr Doktor,’ Petersen corrected.
‘Of course. At any rate, within a few days she should be much better. I have given her a new drug that your Army uses to treat infections. It is a real life saver I am told. It should be more than enough to help your frie… haus frau back to health.’
‘I cannot thank you enough for helping us, Dr. Schuster,’ Petersen said. ‘She takes very good care of LT Simmons and me. I’m not sure how we would get by without her. She has no family around here and she has no one to look after her.’
The old doctor stopped in the snow and turned toward Petersen. He smiled his gentle smile and said, ‘Of course she does, LT Petersen. She has you.’
Chapter 33
Slowly but steadily Lisbeth’s health improved. Within a couple of days of Dr. Schuster’s nocturnal visit, she was back on her feet, the dark crescents beneath her eyes fading away. As she felt better, her happy personality returned and her energy level improved noticeably.
Daily, Petersen would stop by the doctor’s prison infirmary and give a brief report on her progress. The old doctor would nod and, satisfied that she was recovering, would advise Petersen to ensure she continued to rest and drink water.
As an added bonus, electricity was restored to the block during the last week of the year. No longer did the household have to function by lamp light.
At night, John and Robert would take turns serving Lisbeth who would do her best to eat whatever they had overcooked. By the end of the week following Schuster’s visit, Lisbeth was back to normal, cleaning, shopping and cooking.
John arrived at the house at 1900 hours on Thursday. The New Year had started, and with it the familiar routine of the prison and the trial were back. The weather was still very cold, but had been clear for two days. The warmth of the sun was melting snow, only to have it refreeze overnight. The results were slick roads and walkways and a civilian population even more miserable and at risk of disease for lack of adequate housing and heating.
John hung up his overcoat and went into his bedroom where he unlaced his boots. He slipped a pair of old sandals on over his wool socks, giving his feet a chance to breathe. Lisbeth stopped her work in the kitchen and knocked on the frame of John’s open door.
‘Hello Lisbeth,’ John said, looking up with a smile.
‘Guten Abend Herr John,’ she said. She stood leaning against the door frame. She was slimmer than the last time John had noticed her figure. Probably due to not eating for a week, he told himself. Her blue eyes looked away for a moment, as if she was trying to decide something. Having apparently made her decision, she looked John in the eyes and said, ‘I thank you for to call the doctor for my sick.’
‘You are welcome,’ John said, suppressing a smile. He was amused by her English and touched by her thanks. ‘I am glad you feel besser, ja?’ he smiled.
‘Ja, besser,’ Lisbeth beamed.
The front door crashed open, startling them both. Robert staggered in, struggling under the weight of a large brown package.
‘Hello John! Hello Lisbeth!’ he called out, wrestling his load over to the table. ‘Come and look at this!’ He looked up and saw John standing in his bedroom, just beyond Lisbeth. Lisbeth, who still had one hand resting on the door frame, had turned to watch Robert. ‘Oh,’ Robert stammered, ‘I’m sorry! Jeez, I’ll just…’
‘Robert it’s OK,’ John said blushing. ‘Lisbeth was just thanking us for getting Dr. Schuster to come.’
‘Oh, of course, of course. Look, look at this beauty,’ Robert returned his attention to the oversized package. He gently began to peel away the brown paper wrapping to reveal a Blaupunkt radio.
‘Whoa!’ whistled John. ‘Very nice! Where did you…’ he stopped.
Robert’s eyes were glowing with pride. ‘One of my better deals John, one of my better deals. Watches John. You have no idea how these tiny time pieces appeal to the Slavic races!’
John and Lisbeth had both come over to the table and were inspecting the dials and cabinet of the radio set.
‘What’s the big deal about a watch?’ John asked, peering at the tuning dial.
‘It’s not a watch,’ said Robert.
‘You just said you got this for a watch,’ John reminded his friend, glancing at Robert.
‘It’s not a watch,’ Robert repeated. ‘It’s a status symbol! These Russians are all peasants. Peasants don’t wear watches; they tell time from the position of the sun. They don’t need watches. Hell, half of them have never even seen a clock, much less one they can wear on their wrist!’ Robert was on a roll. ‘They have no middle class, only the rulers and the workers. They have this huge army over here and they’re all getting paid with the occupation currency the Russians print. They’ve got more money than they know what to do with and they have to spend it here. They aren’t allowed to take it home. So these poor slobs see watches and feel the cash in their pockets and presto: a bull market in chronological apparatuses.’ He paused for breath, eyes twinkling, a wide smile splitting his moon-shaped face. ‘If I just had a Mickey Mouse watch,’ he dreamed aloud, ‘I could trade it for a life time’s supply of beluga caviar!’
‘A supply of what?’
‘Fish eggs, John, fish eggs.’
‘But why would you want…’
‘Never mind, my friend,’ Robert waved the question away. ‘Grab that end.’ Together, John and Robert lifted the radio off the table and set it down gently on a small chest of drawers pushed against the wall. Robert plugged the set in and turned it on, waiting impatiently for it to warm up. Lisbeth seemed as interested as the two lieutenants. She stood beside John, her hand resting casually on his shoulder, as he leaned over and adjusted the tuning. After a couple of minutes, the trio began to hear static, an occasional whistle and pop. Then, John detected a signal. It was the AFN station broadcasting big band music from the Grand Hotel.
‘Ah,’ Lisbeth smiled, clapping her hands. She grabbed Robert’s hands, pulling him to the middle of the room and they began to dance to a polka. When the music paused, she switched partners, coaxing a protesting John out onto their private dance floor. The music resumed and Doris Day began to sing ‘Sentimental Journey.’ As the tempo slowed, John pulled Lisbeth closer, until their bodies brushed against each other. She looked up to discover he was looking at her. She tried to smile, but found herself looking down, and then resting her head against his shoulder.
Chapter 34
The trial droned on with a cadre of prosecutors continuing the cases against the various organizations of the Nazi machinery. Daily, the defendants were handcuffed to a guard, marched to the Palace, uncuffed, stuffed into the elevator and hoisted to Courtroom 600. There they sat day-after-day as American, British, French and Russian prosecutors submitted document-after-document into the trial’s record. The documents, which had been translated from German into French, Russian and English, painted a damning picture of the organizations, and their many members, the more prominent of whom now sat in the dock.
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