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Dedication

This book is dedicated to the memory of those who

suffered and died under fascism and to the future generations who

must stand vigilant against its resurgences.





Epigraph


For every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction.

—Newton’s Third Law of Motion

It is the very error of the moon.

She comes more nearer earth than she was wont

    And makes men mad.

    —William Shakespeare, Othello: Act 5, Scene 2
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Note to a Reluctant Reader

If you’ve picked up this book, chances are you’ve heard of the space race. Maybe you were intrigued by the words “hidden history” on the cover. Or maybe you’ve already learned about it in history textbooks and think it’s “old news.”

I thought I knew the story, too. But what the textbooks never told me was that the greatest, most visible race humankind has ever undertaken was won in the shadows by a former Nazi and a Russian who was jailed for crimes against his country. The story begins at the end of World War II with these two brilliant but controversial men. Wernher von Braun was a German Nazi officer, engineer, and eventual immigrant to the United States who came to America (under questionable circumstances, as you will see) to teach the US Army how to build rockets. Sergei Korolev was a celebrated Russian engineer in his own right, who was once imprisoned as a traitor to his country. By 1957, Korolev and von Braun were on opposite sides of the space race. This world-changing contest would bring stunning victories and tragic losses to both sides as Korolev and von Braun fought to be the first to reach the moon. They were strangers who never met, but their rivalry would alter the contours of science, politics, warfare, and space travel. However, despite their importance to one of the most astounding achievements in human history, crucial details of their lives and work were deliberately hidden from the public for decades.

So what does any of this have to do with you? The space race is over. The United States won when Apollo 11 landed on the moon in July 1969. Surely that’s the end of the story, right? In a way, it’s just the beginning, because von Braun’s and Korolev’s influence is all around us today. The rockets they perfected as spaceships were also intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs)—weapons of mass destruction that can carry nuclear warheads thousands of miles and threaten every life on this planet, including yours.

The tensions at the heart of the space race between the United States and Russia (then known as the Soviet Union) reverberate in the twenty-first century. As I write this book, media headlines from around the world read like a spy thriller. Russia hacked America’s presidential election in 2016 in an attempt to undermine democracy. The American president has been accused of colluding with the Russians to win that election illegally. All the while, 250 miles above Earth, aboard the International Space Station (ISS), American astronauts and Russian cosmonauts routinely cooperate in the name of science. Cooperation between the two countries expanded when the US ended its space shuttle program in 2011. For nine years, the US paid the Russians to carry American astronauts to the ISS aboard their Soyuz rocket, a vehicle originally developed under Sergei Korolev’s leadership in the 1960s. America’s triumphant return to crewed spaceflight from US soil came in May 2020, when the SpaceX Falcon 9 rocket and its Crew Dragon spacecraft launched NASA astronauts Douglas Hurley and Robert Behnken safely to the ISS.

Against this backdrop, the United States has set its sights on a return to the moon and a crewed landing on the surface of Mars by the 2030s. As humankind prepares to take the next “giant leap” deeper into the cosmos, now is the perfect moment to look back at the once-hidden history of the space race for clues about how to face the future. A new countdown is about to begin. This time, you’ll be there to witness it. How will you record its history?





Stage I

The Quest for Rockets
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Chapter 1

The Osenberg List

When the Polish lab technician plunged his hand into the toilet bowl of a University of Bonn bathroom to retrieve a bundle of half-flushed papers, he couldn’t have known he held a clue to one of Hitler’s darkest secrets.

It was late March 1945. Adolf Hitler’s reign of terror was finally drawing to a close, and British intelligence officers had received an important lead on Nazi activity in Bonn, Germany. Communication reports suggested that the University of Bonn’s faculty could be burning evidence that linked them to war crimes. After the Allies overtook the university, the lab technician came forward with the mysterious papers. He told a British soldier that he had discovered them shoved into a toilet bowl, as if someone had tried to flush them. He had a hunch the documents might be important to the Allies. After all, why would someone try to flush ordinary documents down a toilet?

The lab technician was right to be suspicious. This “toilet paper” was part of a larger file that would come to be known as the Osenberg1 List, a classified roster of Hitler’s most notable—and notorious—scientists and engineers, some of whom had been building a lethal arsenal for the Nazis, like stockpiles of biological weapons capable of infecting and killing an entire population. Others were doctors who had conducted unspeakable experiments on concentration camp prisoners, and engineers who designed Hitler’s high-tech mechanical weapons. If the Allies could locate these valuable military assets and interrogate their inventors, they could use the information to better protect their troops from Nazi attacks and learn their secrets as well. One engineer in particular was of great interest to the American army, and among the most wanted men in the world: Dr. Wernher von Braun. As the Nazis’ genius rocket designer, he had invented the A-4 rocket, one of the deadliest weapons in Hitler’s arsenal of Wunderwaffen, or “wonder weapons.” The vehicle was renamed to match the terror it inspired. They called it the V-2.

The V stood for vengeance.

At almost four stories tall, this marvel of aeronautical engineering was the world’s first ballistic missile. It was loaded with explosives and launched into a vertical arc, or trajectory, its powerful engine thrusting the rocket to an altitude of fifty miles—the edge of outer space—making it the first man-made object to reach such an altitude. After its fuel reserves were exhausted, the rocket turned and plummeted back toward the Earth, propelled by gravity at more than five times the speed of sound, too fast to be detected or stopped.

[image: image]

A V-2 rocket launches from the Peenemünde Army Research Center, around 1937.

The Germans had used the V-2 missiles, each one capped with a one-ton warhead, to bombard Paris, London, and Antwerp, Belgium, since early September 1944. The constant threat of deadly V-2 attacks terrorized Western Europe. The British government ordered mass evacuations of its cities and issued millions of gas masks to civilians. People lived in a state of fear. But as deadly and destructive as the bombings were to populated cities, the V-2 had been deployed too late in the war to help Hitler defeat the Allies. Their persistent bombing campaigns from traditional aircraft were already overwhelming the Germans.

Von Braun’s technology was years ahead of that of any other country in the world, and the American government had no intention of allowing it to be seized by the other Allied nations, especially the Soviet Union. The US-Soviet alliance against Hitler had been temporary as they fought to defeat their common enemy. The United States and the USSR knew that the deep philosophical differences between them would continue to divide the two countries after the war ended. The Soviet Union was a communist country intent on spreading its communist ideals to other nations. In contrast, the US wanted to contain communism at any cost in order to ensure the advancement of American capitalism around the world. This fundamental disagreement was positioned as freedom and democracy versus communism. But that was propaganda. In truth, it was communism versus capitalism.

Securing the V-2 for the US was crucial for another reason: military power. If the rocket could be paired with America’s new nuclear weapon, the United States would become the greatest military force in the world. But where were the weapons manufactured? How many V-2s did Germany have?

And most important: Where was the V-2’s inventor, Dr. Wernher von Braun?


    CLASSIFIED INTELLIGENCE DOSSIER
TOP SECRET
DO NOT COPY!
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Von Braun, 1930s.

    Subject: DR. WERNHER VON BRAUN

    Status: Wanted by governments of the Allies as the mastermind of the Nazis’ V-2 weapon.

    Date and Place of Birth: March 23, 1912, Wirsitz, Germany

    Occupation: Technical director of the Nazis’ Peenemünde Army Research Center

    Family: The middle child in an aristocratic German landholding family. Parents are Emmy von Braun and Magnus von Braun Sr. He has two siblings: Magnus von Braun Jr. and Sigismund von Braun.

    Education: Earned a PhD in physics from the University of Berlin by the age of twenty-two. His dissertation on liquid-fuel rockets was considered so sensitive to national interests that the German army code-named and classified it.

    Party Affiliation: Member of the National Socialist German Workers’ Party (aka the Nazi Party) since 1937.

    Other Affiliations: SS-Sturmbannführer (major) in the SS (Schutzstaffel, or Protection Squad); Originally established as Adolf Hitler’s personal bodyguard unit, it would later become both the elite guard of the Nazi Reich and Hitler’s executive force, prepared to “carry out all security-related duties, without regard for legal restraint.”

    Special Skills: Experienced pilot; avid horseman; sailor

    Location: Unknown . . .
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Chapter 2

The Honored Nazi

THREE MONTHS EARLIER . . .

NORTHWESTERN GERMANY, NEAR THE VILLAGE OF OSTERWICK

From the outside, eight-hundred-year-old Castle Varlar looked like it belonged in a fairy tale. As the well-dressed guests arrived on the night of December 9, 1944, they admired its grand medieval architecture. The rolling, snow-covered grounds had once been home to a monastery, a holy place of worship. But inside the castle, the idyllic setting crumbled into a sinister reality. Red-black-and-white Nazi flags covered the walls. No detail had been spared, down to the eagle-and-swastika emblem on each china place setting around the lavish banquet table. The formal affair at the castle would be a night to remember, filled with food, drink, and, later, fireworks.2

The Nazis were celebrating. Four of Hitler’s best technical minds, including his star rocket engineer, Dr. Wernher von Braun, were receiving the Knight’s Cross of the War Service Cross, one of Hitler’s highest noncombat honors. With wavy blond hair, blue eyes, and an athletic build, the thirty-two-year-old von Braun looked more like a movie star than an intellectual that night. He came from a wealthy German pedigree, embodying Hitler’s twisted ideal of a white master race.

Also among the honorees was von Braun’s boss and mentor, Walter Dornberger, an engineer and general in the German army. He invented a mobile launchpad for the V-2, a revolutionary contribution that made it possible to fire the weapon quickly and from almost any location. Dornberger had recruited von Braun at the age of nineteen to work for the German army. The skilled soldier and operative taught his brilliant but idealistic protégé how to navigate the complexities of working within the Nazi regime.

Wernher von Braun’s trademark confidence and charm would have been on full display during the party. He reveled in the spotlight and lavished attention on others, making a person feel as if they were the only one in the room who mattered. When crossing paths with fellow SS officers, he would have raised his right hand in the Nazi salute and said, “Heil Hitler,” in his distinctly nasal voice, a sound mismatched to his broad, six-foot frame.

The partygoers assembled and the ceremony began. After the first of the four medals was awarded, the hall was abruptly plunged into darkness. The diners watched as the drapes of a large nearby window were whisked open, as if to reveal a stage. Outside, a mobile launchpad with its V-2 rocket had been moved into full view of the captivated spectators. Its liquid fuel ignited, and “the room was suddenly lit with the flickering light of the rocket’s exhaust,” Walter Dornberger recalled. As the V-2 roared upward and disappeared into the sky, the reverberations from the missile’s engine shook the old castle’s walls. After each of the three remaining Knight’s Cross medals was awarded, the scene was repeated, and another V-2 was launched in honor of the recipient.

The rockets that launched from Castle Varlar that night were more than elaborate special effects, however. They were weapons of mass destruction, targeting the city of Antwerp, Belgium, in order to weaken its port, a crucial asset of the Allies.

The City of Sudden Death

The V-2s launched from Castle Varlar would reach Antwerp in a matter of minutes. Just 137 miles away, eighteen-year-old Charles Ostyn worked in the city as a drafting apprentice. “It was like a streak from a comet,” he said of witnessing the V-2 in flight. “As fast as a shooting star.”

Fast and deadly. In contrast to Ostyn’s poetic description of the V-2’s flight, its impact was a sickening spectacle of crumbled buildings and wailing sirens. Emergency vehicles raced to the scene, and medical personnel scrambled to bandage the bleeding. The dead were hauled out of the rubble as scraps of clothing, metal, and glass debris rained down on the devastation. There had been no warning, no time for an alarm, because the rocket traveled faster than the speed of sound. In a cruel twist of the laws of physics, the whine of the V-2’s approach was heard too late to serve as a warning; the sound arrived after the missile had already exploded.

V-2s also rained fire on London and Paris during the war. But because of its strategic importance to the Allies, Antwerp endured the worst of Hitler’s V-2 attacks—and was hit with nearly two thousand vengeance weapons. Some 3,700 civilians were killed. Belgians nicknamed it the “City of Sudden Death,” since the bombings happened frequently and without warning. Life in Antwerp left people like Ostyn terrified, without any hope that the relentless bombings would end.

Back at Castle Varlar, though, the awestruck party guests had no idea that von Braun was privately conspiring to betray Hitler. He and a handful of loyal coconspirators planned to abandon Germany and surrender to the United States. The decision had been made almost a year earlier, in January 1944, when von Braun convened a secret meeting of his most trusted associates to discuss the future of the V-2 rocket. Two things had become clear to them. First, Germany was going to lose the war. Hitler had initially doubted the V-2’s capacity to turn the tide in his favor and delayed its deployment. By the time he was convinced of the rocket’s potential, his empire known as the Third Reich was in tatters, barely holding its own against the Allies.

Second, the group agreed that no matter what happened in the final months of the war, von Braun’s visionary rocket development work must not be destroyed when Germany fell. They were secret partners in a dream to use the V-2 for something more inspiring than warfare. Because of its ability to climb to the edge of outer space, the V-2 was the world’s first glimpse of interplanetary travel. This weapon of mass destruction also had the potential to be a humanitarian tool of scientific discovery. It was a bold and ambitious dream with world-changing possibilities—and life-and-death stakes. If anyone found out what they were plotting, the conspirators could be accused of treason, arrested, and executed.

By studying applications of the V-2 technology for interplanetary travel, they were disobeying Hitler’s decree that every German, including women and children, devote everything—even their lives—to defeating the Allies. Von Braun was well aware of the precarious nature of his group’s position. If they were caught, they risked the wrath of Heinrich Himmler, the fanatical head of Hitler’s elite SS guard. Himmler was the key senior Nazi official responsible for the planning and implementation of the “Final Solution,” the Nazi genocide of the Jews of Europe, and he had already jailed von Braun once before.

The story goes that von Braun drank too much alcohol at a party and someone overheard him talking about using the V-2 as a spaceship. His drunken, treasonous remarks eventually reached Himmler, who had the rocket engineer arrested by the SS. Von Braun wasn’t just any prisoner, and Himmler knew it. He was protected by his privileged position within the Nazi establishment as the V-2 inventor—prestige that ensured that von Braun was not harmed while in custody. It didn’t hurt that von Braun also had friends in very high places, who were leveraging their influence on his behalf. After just two weeks of relatively comfortable confinement, his mentor, Walter Dornberger, and Albert Speer, Hitler’s minister of armaments and war production, succeeded. Von Braun was released, but he knew that privilege and powerful contacts wouldn’t save him a second time if Himmler found out he and his associates were planning to betray the Nazis. The group’s only hope for a future in rocketry was to escape Germany and surrender to the Americans. Von Braun believed the United States had enough money to support and sustain a space exploration program. He was risking his team’s lives and his own in trusting that America would make his dream come true.
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Chapter 3

Rise of the Rocket Fanatic

Since childhood, von Braun had dreamed of building a rocket to reach outer space. His obsession ignited on March 23, 1925, when his mother, an intellectual with an interest in science, gave him a small telescope for his thirteenth birthday. His observations of the moon and stars captivated the youngster. But viewing the heavens through a telescope would never be enough. Von Braun wanted to build a rocket, climb aboard, and use it to travel to the moon.

Blessed with an agile mind and insatiable curiosity, von Braun enjoyed the study of foreign languages and the arts. He excelled as a musician, playing both the piano and cello. For a time, he considered becoming a composer. In school, von Braun preferred the role of class clown to teacher’s pet, and his grades, especially those in mathematics, suffered. He simply refused to focus on subjects that did not interest him. He preferred reading the imaginative science-fiction tales of Jules Verne and H. G. Wells. Homework was a bore. He wanted to work with his hands. Inspired by Henry Ford, the American automobile inventor, von Braun’s favorite pastime was rebuilding an old car in the family garage.

At age sixteen, he powered a wooden children’s wagon with a crude engine made entirely of fireworks. When it took off, the contraption streaked down the family’s Berlin street. “It swerved this way and that, zigzagging through groups,” von Braun recalled years later. “I yelled a warning and men and women fled in all directions. I was ecstatic. The wagon was wholly out of control and trailing a comet’s tail of fire.”

The police arrived and von Braun’s displeased father grounded him for a day, but his mother confessed that it was impossible to stay angry with him for long. “Whenever I tried, he would put on his most cherubic smile and talk about something else,” she said. “He had no problem learning good manners, and he usually practiced them. When he did not, it was just a brief spell of naughtiness, or simply his own way of expressing an exuberant joy of life.” Von Braun was less exuberant in his schoolwork, and his grades reflected the lack of effort. The school notified his parents that their son would have to repeat the eighth grade. The von Brauns refused to hold him back. Instead, he was transferred to a boarding school to complete grades eight through ten. It was here, during his first term, that his interest in space travel took off.

Putting him into Ettersburg School, 124 miles southwest of Berlin, the von Brauns hoped their son would finally transform into an accomplished student, but despite their worried pleas, von Braun would not apply himself to schoolwork. One afternoon in his room, he picked up a magazine. As he flipped through its pages, an advertisement for a book caught his eye: Die Rakete zu den Planetenräumen (The Rocket into Interplanetary Space) by Hermann Oberth. Rockets! Now there was a subject he could get excited about. He ordered a copy.

When it finally arrived in his school mailbox, von Braun raced to his room, eager to explore Oberth’s theories. But when he opened the book, it was undecipherable. “I was appalled by the fact that it was filled with mathematical equations,” he said years later. To his dismay, Oberth had written his book in two of the languages von Braun had failed to learn: mathematics and physics. Terrified of never being able to comprehend the book and desperate for help, von Braun rushed to his teachers. “What can I do to understand this book?” he demanded. They told him that in order to understand Oberth’s work, he would have to master his two worst subjects. It was a defining moment in his life. Almost overnight, von Braun became a model student. His grades in math and science improved dramatically. Soon after, he began writing a physics textbook and sketched illustrations of a future spaceship.
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Von Braun’s illustration of his future spaceship.

After finishing tenth grade at Ettersburg, von Braun enrolled in the Lietz School in northwestern Germany to complete his secondary schooling and prepare for college. It stood on the remote island of Spiekeroog, in the North Sea. While his friends attended parties and dated, von Braun’s studies intensified. His newly directed intellect and drive to succeed were a relief to his parents and an asset to his teachers and fellow students. He worked as a tutor, helping classmates with their schoolwork. When an instructor fell ill, he stepped in as a faculty substitute—despite the fact that the course was above his grade level. “By day I taught. By night I tutored,” he said. “Between times I studied my own lessons.”

By the time von Braun graduated in April 1930—a full year ahead of schedule—he had outgrown his reputation as a class clown and emerged as a disciplined academic who knew his life’s purpose. Wernher von Braun had evolved into a full-blown rocket fanatic.
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Von Braun, (second row far right) as an eighteen-year-old rocket enthusiast attending a launch in July 1930.

He was not alone in his enthusiasm for technology. Europe in the 1930s was gripped by a rocket craze. Science-fiction films like Metropolis and Woman in the Moon by the famous director Fritz Lang inspired amateur rocketeers to invent their own fantastic vehicles. Von Braun watched as real-life daredevils in leather jackets, helmets, and goggles climbed aboard fast and dangerous rocket-powered cars, racing around tracks and roaring down city streets.

These amateur rocket designers dreamed of their inventions reaching outer space, but defying the laws of nature was expensive, and their only capital was creativity. To succeed, they needed money to pay for parts and fuel. For most people in 1932, rocket building probably looked like an exciting but weird hobby that could blow up in your face. For von Braun, who was now studying mechanical engineering at the Charlottenburg Institute of Technology, the rocket enthusiasts were a like-minded community of people who shared his obsession. He joined forces with a group of headstrong rocket builders headquartered in an abandoned munitions dump in Berlin, known as the Raketenflugplatz (Rocketport). Von Braun became a prominent member of the group and was instrumental in the successful launch of their first homemade liquid-fueled rocket. Powerful people began to take notice.

Since the end of World War I in 1918, the Germans had been desperate to rebuild their military. The conflict began when Germany invaded Belgium on August 4, 1914. Belgium’s ally, Great Britain, responded by declaring war on Germany, sparking a bloody four-year war involving ten countries, which ravaged Europe, killing an estimated forty million people.


ROCKET CRAZE

Today it’s difficult to imagine a time without rockets, but in the 1930s, they were still highly experimental. World governments had not yet discovered how to effectively apply rocket technology to warfare, let alone use rockets to travel into space.



The Treaty of Versailles ended the war and outlined the penalties Germany had to pay for starting the conflict. Among other restrictions, the treaty forbade the German military from rebuilding its weapons arsenal by manufacturing tanks, submarines, airplanes, and other armaments. The treaty, however, held no provision against rocket development. The technology was still in its infancy, but if this new invention could be produced affordably and deployed as a weapon, Germany would gain a secret military advantage. Among the amateur rocketeers, few were as eager to prove themselves as the ambitious Wernher von Braun.

An Irresistible Offer

It was a spring day in 1932 when German Army captain Walter Dornberger arrived in a black car in front of the Raketenflugplatz headquarters. The German army had been keeping tabs on the young band of rocket fanatics, and von Braun stood out from the others. Dornberger recalled being impressed with his energetic work ethic and “astonishing theoretical knowledge.” The army offered to fund the group’s experimental rocket work. The only condition was that their experiments be carried out under the utmost secrecy on the secure grounds of an army post.

Twenty-year-old von Braun was elated. It was a generous offer, and experimenting with rockets for the army in exchange for funding seemed reasonable. The potential military applications of the technology were not entirely unknown to him at the time. His hero, Hermann Oberth, had suggested as much in his writings, but it remained only a theoretical possibility. The German army wanted von Braun to develop rockets for defense, but von Braun would later say that he hadn’t cared what the army’s motives were. He and his fellow Raketenflugplatz members needed money, and the army was willing to give it to them. In 1932, the Nazis had not yet come to power. It was peacetime. Von Braun wasn’t worried about the possible future applications of his rockets as weapons. He was obsessed with space exploration. “To me, the Army’s money was the only hope for big progress toward space travel,” he later said. The possibility that one of his inventions could be deployed as a weapon, or what it could one day destroy, did not figure into the calculus of his moral code. The rocket itself was all that mattered to him.

Within four years, von Braun’s relationship with the German army had expanded beyond his wildest dreams. The Germans had such confidence in his abilities and the future applications of his technology that they planned to build a top secret, state-of-the-art rocket manufacturing facility. The Peenemünde Army Research Center would be the first of its kind in the world. If von Braun—then only twenty-four years old—had any doubts about his growing importance to the German military, they were soon dispelled by his new role as the research center’s technical director.

The construction site was the tiny fishing village of Peenemünde (pronounced pay-neh-moon-duh), located in a remote section of northern Germany on the Baltic Sea. Von Braun’s mother, Emmy, suggested the site, reminding her son of the area’s natural isolation and how much their family had loved visiting there to vacation and hunt. Peenemünde, with its tall pine trees, marshes, and abundant wildlife, was largely undeveloped, with fewer than five hundred residents. Its only structures were ninety-six houses and a single school.

To clear the path for construction of the highly classified facility, local residents were forced from their land but were at least paid fairly for it. Before long, the tiny seaside village had vanished and Peenemünde’s technological transformation was underway.

By May 1937, the first manufacturing plants had been completed and rocket tests began. Von Braun proved himself a hands-on leader with a remarkable talent for keeping track of the growing manufacturing enterprise and its workers. The people who worked for von Braun held their leader in the highest regard because he rarely lost his cool when things went wrong. Once, an engineer confessed to a mistake that caused a rocket to fly off course, and von Braun rewarded his honesty with a bottle of champagne. He wanted his team to trust him, especially when they fell short of his expectations, because it was the only way to ensure the error wasn’t repeated on future tests.

While von Braun was honing his people skills and building a career with the German army, Adolf Hitler came to power. In November 1937, von Braun was invited to join the Nazi Party, and he accepted. His pivotal role in the German national defense and his dependence on powerful political connections within the Nazi Party made it difficult for him to refuse. The degree to which he may have been coerced is unclear, but a statement he made years later sheds light on his decision. “My refusal to join the party would have meant that I would have to abandon the work of my life. Therefore I decided to join. My membership did not involve any political activity.” Von Braun may have claimed little interest in the details of day-to-day politics, but his rocket work was inseparable from the evil actions of the Nazi regime that paid his salary and funded his research.

On September 1, 1939, Hitler invaded Poland, and World War II erupted. As the war raged for six years, the Nazis murdered six million Jews for failing to meet Hitler’s cruel criteria for creating a perfect master race. Others, too, were targeted by the regime, including anti-Hitler German politicians and resistance activists, Soviet civilians and prisoners of war, non-Jewish Polish civilians, Serbs, Roma, and homosexuals. The physically disabled and mentally ill were also executed. All told, as many as sixty million soldiers and civilians perished in the conflict. These crimes and casualties are among the worst and most well-known facts defining World War II in history books. However, these often-repeated statistics are so overwhelming in scale that they helped conceal a lesser-known story buried deep inside a mountain cave in central Germany, near the small town of Nordhausen. It was here that von Braun’s connection to Hitler’s crimes was hidden.
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Chapter 4

Camp Dora

APRIL 11, 1945

CENTRAL GERMANY

By the spring of 1945, Army private John Galione felt grateful to have survived the war thus far, but it was the mission, not good fortune, that was now driving Galione and the soldiers of the US Army’s 104th Army Infantry Division, known as the Timberwolves. The soldiers were to assist in the liberation of the Mittelbau-Dora concentration camp (also known as Camp Dora) outside the city of Nordhausen in central Germany. But nothing the battle-weary Galione had witnessed in the war prepared him and his fellow soldiers for what they found that early spring day.

The corpses of approximately five thousand starved prisoners were strewn across the sprawling grounds and inside the camp’s buildings. Some of the victims had died in a recent bombing raid by the Allies. But evidence of the Nazis’ murderous cruelty was everywhere. The army medics choked back tears as they found more bodies “stacked like cordwood” beneath a staircase in one of the barracks.
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This memorial sculpture by artist Jürgen von Woyski stands in front of the cremantorium at Camp Mittelbau-Dora.

“The people were so happy to see us,” Galione remembered. “They were tugging our clothes, thanking us, hugging us . . . feeling our uniforms between their fingers like they were gold. They just wanted to touch us; thanking God over and over again . . . they looked like the walking dead. They were skin and bones . . . some of them were so weak they didn’t even live long enough to be rescued.”

It is estimated that sixty thousand people had passed through the Camp Dora system during the war. Members of the Timberwolves were haunted by what they had seen, and some were so traumatized, they refused to speak of it for the rest of their lives.

Adjacent to Camp Dora was the entrance to an old gypsum mine hidden inside Kohnstein Mountain. After the Allies bombed the Peenemünde Army Research Center in August 1943 and severely damaged the facility, the Nazis relocated the factory to the abandoned mine. Mittelwerk—German for “central works”—became the new manufacturing center of the V-2. Buried inside the mountain’s network of tunnels, the V-2 operation would be hidden from Allied planes. Before manufacturing could begin, however, the mine required additional improvements to expand it into a rocket production facility.

That job fell to another barbaric SS officer, Brigadier General Hans Kammler. The civil engineer and ardent Nazi supervised the upgrades at Mittelwerk. The general’s sadistic claim to fame was the prominent role he played in building the ultrasecret extermination camps and gas chambers at Auschwitz-Birkenau, Majdanek, and Belzec. At Auschwitz-Birkenau alone, between two of its chambers, approximately four thousand people could be murdered at one time.

At Mittelwerk, Kammler used concentration camp forced labor to blast deeper into Kohnstein Mountain and expand the railroad tunnels that would transport equipment and parts into the facility and carry finished rockets out of it. The inmates came from all over Europe, but mostly from the Soviet Union, Poland, and France, and had been arrested for political reasons. Beginning in May 1944, Jews were also deported to the camp. They cleared debris after dynamite blasts and loaded the heavy rocks into railcars by hand.

The conditions under which prisoners were forced to live and work inside the tunnels were abominable. Before crude barracks were constructed at Camp Dora, thousands slept in rancid, lice-infested bunks, not seeing daylight for months. There was no heat or running water. Even in the summer their bodies were cold. The temperature inside the dank mountain tunnel was a near-constant forty-two degrees. Compounding the misery was the absence of adequate bathroom facilities. Large barrels served as toilets—and there weren’t enough of those. Dysentery and typhus were rampant. Weakened by disease and hunger, some prisoners fell to their deaths from thirty-foot scaffolds as they churned out the V-2 rockets in backbreaking twelve-hour shifts. Some dropped dead where they stood. Others were crushed beneath heavy machinery or falling rubble after explosions.

Survivor Albert van Dijk remembered his first day of incarceration inside the tunnels, which reeked of human waste, death, metal, and dust. Van Dijk had watched as a group of malnourished prisoners strained under the heavy loads they were forced to carry. “They were crawling on their knees and carrying heavy rocks . . . there were corpses on the floor. It was terrible.” Van Dijk’s job was to tally the dead. “Sometimes I was so depressed that I lay down on the floor, or looked for a dark corner and wanted to die. I didn’t even know my own name anymore.”

It was a miracle van Dijk survived. A strong and healthy man could expect to live six months in Mittelwerk before dying of starvation, if he managed to keep up the inhuman pace of work for that long. Estimates put the death toll average at 160 people per day. Victims died from severe mistreatment; some were murdered in cold blood. Ruthless guards shot many prisoners outright, while others were executed in mass hangings as their fellow prisoners were forced to watch. When work resumed, they had to walk past the dangling bodies, a dire warning against resistance, laziness, or plots of sabotage. An estimated twenty thousand of these forced laborers died in the manufacturing of the V-2 rockets at Mittelwerk—more than were killed by the rocket itself during the war. Amid this unimaginable human suffering, the V-2 weapon rolled off the assembly line.

Wernher von Braun witnessed the horrible conditions inside Mittelwerk. He visited the facility as many as fifteen times and handpicked prisoners with education and engineering skill for specialized projects. Von Braun’s job as head of Nazi rocket development automatically made him a part of the Mittelwerk system. He was not in control of the entire V-2 operation at the plant—his Nazi superiors were—and they required him to analyze the rocket production schedule to maximize its productivity. To that end, he calculated the most efficient ratio between skilled German workers and forced laborers. Regarding those calculations, he wrote a memo:


In view of the difficulty of the testing processes to be carried out there, the ratio of prisoners to German skilled workers for the foreseeable future cannot exceed 2:1.
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