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Dr. Wernher von Braun (1912-1977), the German- Amnerican rocket engineer and
space visionary, is often depicted in white or black, saint or devil terms. In the eyes
of his associates and hero-worshippers, he is still seen as an apolitical space
enthusiast who was not a “real” Nazi and had nothing to do with the crimes of the
Third Reich—indeed he was arrested by the Gestapo and held for two weeks in
1944 * Many critics and many survivors of the Mittelbau-Dora concentration
camp, ontheother hand, see him as an unprincipled opportunistor even a convinced
Nazi who was directly respansible for the deaths of 20,000 prisoners. Although the
scholarly community has begun to break with this simplistic dualism, an ernpirical
inquiry into his actual involvement with National Socialist organizations and war
crimes, based on all available evidence, is still very much needed—especially in
view of the brief and unsystematic treatment these questions havereceived inrecent
studies.’ While such an empirical inquiry cannot end the debate, in part because the
evidence Js itself debatable, it can narrow the limits of what can plausibly be
claimed. Moreover, an inquiry into von Braun's behavior may help spark further
investigations into the responsibility of engineers, scientists, and middle managers
for the exploitation of concentration-camp labor; the exi sting literature concentrates
overwhelmingly on either direct perpetrators of the Holocaust, or on industrial
corporations and their leaders.?

The decisive split between pro- and anti-von Braun camps has a long history—
too long to be detailed here. Suffice it to say that from the time he rose to fame in
the early 19505 to the Apollo moon landing in 1969 and beyond, Wernher von
Braun was feted in the United States, West Germany, and elsewhere as a Cold War
hero—us the “Columbus of space,” as the visionary of space travel, and as the
greatest rocket engineer of the age, one who contributed to both Western military
preparedness and the human exploration of space. As a part of building and
protecting that reputation, von Braun had to develop an elaborate narrative
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defending his service for the Third Reich, and this narrative almost necessarily
suppressed any reference to Mittelbau-Dora or his membership in thf: $S. Yet he
could not escape criticism from a skeptical minority, who saw him not as a
convinced Nazi, but rather as a complete opportunist willing to selt himself 1o
anybody, even the Communists, if they would fund his obsession with space. Such
a teeling—which ignored his committed anti-Communism-—was most 1nc151‘\«'cly
expressed inthe 1965 song parody of Tom Lehrer, which included the famous lines:
“When the rockets are up, who knows where they come down, that’s not my
department, says Wernher von Braun,™

But as the story of Dora slowly began to reemerge in the 1960s and 1970s, the
ground beganto shift. The watershed event was the Justice Department announcement
in 1984—seven years after von Braun died of cancer—that one of his closest
assoclates, Arthur Rudolph, had left the United States because of his involvement
inslave labor in the Mittelwerk underground plant. In the aftermath, journalists got
access to formerly secret U.S. government documents that gave concrete details
about von Braun's memberships in the National Socialist Party (NSDAP) and the
55, and his involvement with Mittelwerk and Dora. As a result, the anti-von Braun
camp came to see him as a Nazi who may or may not have had much ideological
conviction, but who nevertheless became an 5SS officer and war criminal in order
to further his rocket program.

Yet there are problems with simply reducing Wernher von Braun to the role of
black-shirted villain. There is evidence of his lack of enthusiasm for the 88 and of
his growing disillusionment with the regime in the last two years of the war—a
disillusionment that contributed tohis arrestin March 1944 Only his indispensability
to the V-2 program protected him from a possible death sentence. It is his
involvementin concentration-camp labor that is central to any judgment of him, and
the documents T and others have uncovered show him to be responsible, in some
sense, for “crimes against humanity.” Nonetheless, as I will argue, the meager
surviving evidence cannot provide a conclusive answer as to the degree ,Of his
responsibility for such crimes. In many ways, Wernher von Braun remains an
ambiguous case. ‘

In order to justify this assessment, [ will examine the evidence in four areas: 1)
his Party and S8 memberships, his ideclogical convictions, and his Gestapo arrest;
2) his knowledge of, and involvement in, concentration-camp labor b::fc'reT his
arrest; 3) his involvement with concentration-camp labor after his arrcst, especially
inregard to a letter he wrole on 15 August 1944; and 4) his possible involvement
in the physical abuse of prisoners.

1. Wernher von Braun, National Socialism, and the §§

Von Braun's meteoric early career can be briefly summarized. A Wunderkind,hhe
earned his doctorate in physics by age 22 in mid- 1934, one-and-a-half years atter
the army lured him from the ranks of the small but enthusiastic spaceflight
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movement of the late Weimar republic. By 1937 he was the technical director,
presiding over several hundred engineers and craftsmen at the new super-secret
Peenemiinde rocket center on the Baltic: by 1942, atage 30, he was the charismatic
and highly successful manager of a complex engineering program employing
thousands of people in the creation of the world’s first ballistic missile, the A-4 or
V-2.

By birth and upbringing a Prussian Junker, von Braun was a Freiherr {baron)
who did notconsistently use the title and dropped it altogether when he came to the
United States. His father had in fact been Reichsernighrungsminister (Minister of
Agriculture) in the reactionary Papen and Schleicher cabinets just before Hitler
came to power. This conservative nationalist background was influential. In 1947,

the science writer Willy Ley described Wernher von Braun as he knew him fifteen
years earlier:

Physically he happened to be a perfect example of the type labelled
“Aryan Nordic” by the Nazis during the years to come. He had bright blue
eyes and light blond hair and one of my female retatives compared him to
the famous photograph of Lord Douglas of Oscar Wilde fame. His
manners were as perfect as rigid upbringing could make them. I remember
he spoke rather good French. One day he came in while I was struggling
with a Sarabande by Handel; after I had finished he sat down and played
Beethoven's Moonlight Sonata from memory....

Did we discuss politics? Hardly, our minds were always far out in
space. But I remember a few chance remarks, which might be condensed
into saying that... the German Republic was no good and the Nazis
ridiculous. That, of course, was simply the political platform of the...
Society of German Nobility... to which von Braun's father and possibly
also Wernher von Braun belonged.

Ley’s lastconjecture is certainly wrong, but he captures an attitude common among
the reactionary elites in 1932. Nonetheless, key members of those elites soon
formed a coalition with the Nazis because of the antidemocratic and ultra-
nationalist goals they shared. Von Braun’s father was not in the new Hitler cabinet,
but, according to his memoirs, he would have joined if he had been asked; he shared
the disastrous illusion of his compatriots that the Nazis could be used.*

Ten months into the Third Reich, in November 1933, Wernher von Braun
jomed his first significant Nazi organization: SS-Reitersturm [ at Berlin-Halensee—
an 88 equestrian unit. He asserted in a secret affidavit for Praject Paperclip in 1947
that: “T was there twice a week and took riding lessons. The entire outfit did never
participate in any activity whateveroutside the riding schoo] during my connection
with it. In summer 1934, 1 got my discharge from the ‘Reitersturm.”” Other than a
document that verifies his membership as an “SS- Anwirter” at this tirne, we have
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no further information.” I believe that von Braun joined not only for recreation, but
also because Nazi student organizations were putting pressure on non-Nazi
students to demonstrate their ideological confprmity in the fall of 1933. It is
noteworthy that he dropped out at the time he received his doctorate from the
University of Berlin.

Yet it is also important to note that we have no evidence that he was bothered
by the regime’s brutal suppression of opposition or its growing persecution of the
Jews. As a student in the Institute of Physics of the University of Berlin he could
hardly have been unaware of the dismissals of Jewish professors, and as a civil
servant he dealt with the procedures for demonstrating “Aryan” ancestry.® But
coming from baronial families with genealogical tables stretching back centuries,
he had no waorries. Indeed, the possession of this information made it easy for him
to meet the strict racial criteria for S§ membership. At the same time, there is no
evidence for anti-Semitic statements or acts on his part, and in the early and mid-
1920s, his parents put him into a Berlin school, the Franzésisches Gyranasium,
which was regarded by some conservatives as too Francophile and Jewish—and
indeed a significant percentage of the students were Jewish. This makes one
wonder, however, how he could have been so apparently indifferent to the post-
1933 persecutions.”

In Novemnber 1937, von Braun joined the Party. His 1947 affidavit asserts that
he had been “officially demanded” to join the Party in 1939, but we have the
NSDAP central file card to show the exact date, so either his memory was faulty or
he was shading the truth.® Party membership had been closed down in spring 1933
after arush of millions of new opportunistic adherents, and only reopened on a more
restricted basis in 1937. The assertion that he was pressured to join because of his
position in the new Peenemiinde rocket center is unverified, but itis consistent with
his previous behavior and what we know about the system.

Other fragmentary evidence confirms that von Braun was quite typical of many
German scientists and engineers: he was pseudo-apolitical—distant from party
politics in principle, but a right-wing nationalist in reality—a point of view
consistent with his upbringing as well as his occupation. In his later description of
his encounters with Hitler, one can also detect something of von Braun's aristocratic

origins:

I'met Hitler four times. When [ saw him from a distance for the first time
in 1934, he appeared to me as a fairly shabby fellow [ein ziemlich
schiampiger Typ]. Later when [ met him in a smaller circle [in 1939 and
1941], I began to see the format of the man: his astounding intellectual
capabilities, the actually hypnotic influence of his personality on his
surroundings. [t moved one somehow.... My impression of him was, here
is a new Napoleon, a new colossus, who has brought the world out of its
equilibrium.... In my last meeting with him {on 7/8 July 1943], Hitler
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suddenly appeared to me as an trreligions man, @ man who did not have
the feeling that of being responsible to a higher power, someone for whom
there was no God.... He was completely unscrupulous.®

While these assertions are impossible to verify, they do ring true. One can read in
them a political trajectory experienced by many elite conservative nationalists:
from skepticism about the vulgar populism of Hitler and Nazism, toward enthusiasm
atthe height of the “Fuhrer’s” successes, and back to skepticism and even hostility
once it became clear that he was leading the country into catastrophic defeat.

The next step in Wernher von Braun's deepening involvement with Nazism
came in April/May 1940. An SS colonel from a nearby town “looked me up in my
office at Peenemuende and told me, that Reichsfuehrer S8 Himmler had sent him
with the order to urge me to join the SS. I told him that I was so busy with my rocket
work T had no time to spare for any political activity. He then told me, that my being
in the S§ would cost me no time at all. I would be awarded the rank of a
‘Untersturmfuehrer’ (lieutenant) and it were [sic] a very definite desire of Himmler
thatI attend his jnvitation to join.” His 1947 affidavit goes on to state that he stalled
for time and asked his military superior, Col. Walter Dornberger, what to do.
Dornberger insisted that he Join—presumably te protect the rocket program
politically. “After receiving two letters of exhortation” from the 8§ colone], "I
finally wrote him my consent.” Thereafter Himmler approved promotions in late
1941 and late 1942, presumably on the basis of favorable evaluations of his
technical work and ideciogical reliability.

The multi-talented rocketengineer probably first met the Reichsfithrer-SS at the
end of 1942, during Himmlier’s first visit to Peenemiinde. When von Braun
requested permission to marry from the SS Race and Settlement Office in April
1943, he had tosend the letter through the Reichsfithrer-SS; to curry favor he added
the greeting “Fidhrer!” in his own hand, {The proposed marriage to a Berlin woman
never took place.}'! But it was Himmler's second visit to Peenemiinde on 28/29
June 1943 that was of more consequence. Dornberger, now a Generalmajor
(equivalent to a US one-star general), allegedly ordered von Braun to appear in 5§
uniform, and one photograph—the only one that has turned up so far—shows him
in the background wearing it. Impressed by the apparently decisive military
importance of the new ballistic missile, Himmler gave von Braun an early
promotion from 88 captain to major {Sturmbannfiihrer). According to Dornberger’s
memoirs, the rocket program’s leaders also spent a long night at the officer’s clyb
listening to the Nazi empire’s chief policeman explaining the need for brutal
policies against the occupied countries.'2 Von Braun never commented on this
evening in his later autobiographical articles.
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Based on the evidence on hand in the early 1990s, 1 stated in The Rocker and
the Reich that June 1943 was the only time von Braun is known to have worn the
uniform publicly. We now know that not to be true. Ernst Kiithach, a worker at
Peenemiinde and member of the local Allgemeine S8 unit, recently told BBC-TV
that for monthly meetings, which von Braun attended perhaps half the time:

--he would come in uniform, we also had 10 come in uniform. You
couldn’t go there in civilian dress. He had the highest rank there, well the
platoon leader was an Oberscharfithrer {sergeant] and he was an
Untersturmfiihrer flieutenant], wasn’t he? And when the Doctor arrived,
the platoon leader would announce: ‘SS platoon 4-9, or whatever it was
calied, ‘reporting for duty.” And then he would sit down and listen to what
the other one had to tell us about tactics and strategy.

Kiitbach also relates that the unit leader highly prized von Braun for his
marksmanship, and would sometimes induce him to participate in shooting
competitions with the local SA, NSKK (NS Kraftfahrerkorps), and NSFK (NS
Fliegerkorps). Still, “it was quite a surprise when he became an Untersturmfihrer,
---well, he made the best of it, you know, he couldn’t refuse. . 13 Apparently,
Wernher von Braun only wore the uniform when he had 10, and he avoided using
the rank on all official correspondence, such that some colleagues were surprised
to learn he was a member. In another recent film interview, the rocket engineer
Hartmut Kiichen relates his astonishment when he saw the Technical Director in
black. Kiichen's jaw dropped, to which von Braun allegedly told him to shut his
mouth, and said: “There was no way around it [Es geht nicht anders].”" In fact, he
could have evaded joining in 1940, but then he would have had to have an inner
conviction and determination he clearly did not possess. His career and life’s work
in rocketry were ali that mattered to him.

Himmler's favor in June 1943 did not protect him nine months later, when he
was hauled away in the middle of the night by the Gestapo for making treasonous
remarks. According to notes taken by Gen. Alfred Jodl of OKW (Oberkommando
der Wehrmacht) on 8 March 1944, two weeks before the arrest, an informant who
hadbeen reporting on von Braun for the SD since 17 October 1943 attributed to him
and two close associates, Klaus Riedel and Helmut Grottrup, statements “regarding
the war turning out badly and regarding their weapon. Main task is to build a
spaceship.” Both of his friends were alleged to have liberal sympathies before
1933~—which indeed appears to be the case.’s (But another close friend, Arthur
Rudolph, had joined the NSDAP in mid-193 L) Jodl’s notes verify postwar
assertions by von Braun and his defenders that he did care more about going into
space than about buiiding missiles, and that he was becoming disillustoned about
Hiller’s regime.

Michael J. Neufeld 63

Yet as he admitted in his most honest accounts of the arrest, his jailing was
actually Himmler’s revenge for his refusal to play alongina conspiracy to have the
SS supplant the army as the dominant power in the V-2 program. Himmler had
summoned Peenemiinde’s Technical Director to appear before him at his East
Prussian headquarters sometime in February 1944, but the young rocket engineer
rebuffed Himmler’s proposal to give him more money and resources by asserting
his loyalty to Gen. Dornberger. He equated potential 8S help to an excessively
generous dose of “liquid manure” that would kil the “little flower” of the rocket
program. It was acourageous thing to do. After he was thrown in Stettin prison some
weeks later, in the third week of March 1944, von Braun and his friends were only
rescued by the strenuous efforts of Dernberger and Albert Speer. The Armaments
Minister had to entreat Hitler personally for a release on grounds of von Braun's
indispensability to the V-2 program, Afterward he was for some months only ona
conditional release, and the 8§ leadership never again trusted him. When Hitler
signed the decree giving him the Knight's Cross of the War Service Cross in
December 1944, along with Dornberger and two others, it was only because Speer
prevailed over Himmler.!®

After the war, this bizarre arrest was a real asset for von Braun—nhe and his
defenders often used it to make him look like an anti-Nazi, And yet, itcannot simply
be sweptunder the rug as some critics would like to do. He did show courage, and
he did realize that the regime was at least militarily bankrupt, and he had to live
under the threat of re-arrest for the rest of the war. Thus, when “he often appearfed]
in a uniform suggesting that he held some form honorary S.8. rank” during visits
tofrontline V-2 units, according to areport from a German POW captured in March
1945, or when he appeared in uniform with the Knight's Cross around his throat at
a January 1945 meeting near the V-2 underground plant, according to another
report from a Prof. Dr, Alfred Buch, he was apparently only wearing black as
protective coloration. Indeed, at the latter meeting an S8-Standartenfiihrer (Colonel)
threatened him with dire consequences if he did not agree to the immediate
evacuation of Peenemiinde, Buch asserts.!”

2. Involvement in the Exploitation of Concentration-Camp Labor Before the
Arrest

It 1s notable that in the fragmentary documents and anecdotes that come down to
us about von Braua’s arrest, the Gestapo and SD ne ver charged him with protesting,
or even privately complaining about, the murderous treatment of concentration-
camp prisoners in the rocket program, especially at Dora in the winter of 1943/44.
This factis potentially important, because justas is the case with his SS membership,
I'believe we should make a distinction between the pre- and post-arrest situations.
His Gestapo imprisonment, which came as a nasty surprise, inevitably heightened
the factor of personal survival in the equation of his actions, and that must be
regarded as a mitigating factor in judging those actions-—although, if thecrimes are
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serions enough, the mitigation may be of little consequence.'® Thus evidence of
Wernher von Braun’s willing participation in the exploitation of slave labor in V-
2 production before his arrest should, by this argument, carry more weight before
the arrest than after, when the danger of speaking out would necessarily be
increased. This is not to say that von Braun and others were not aware of the danger
of attracting unwanted attention from the Gestapo or other security agencies before
March 1944-—in 1942 the structures chief at Pecnemitnde had gone to jail fora year
after colleagues denounced him for some incautious remark about the war—but
both his consciousness of personal danger, and the actual threat to his safety, were
increased after the Gestapo arrest.’®

The origing of the exploitation of concentration-camp labor in the German
Army rocket program are now fairly well known, but a brief recap is needed.
Contrary to later assertions by von Brauns defenders that Himmler forced SS labor
on the program in fall 1943, in April the chief engineer of the Peenemiinde
Production Plant, Arthur Rudolph, had enthusiastically endorsed an Armaments
Ministry suggestion 1o use SS prisoners to produce the V-2s, as German skilled
laborers were in very short supply. In June and July, the first 600 of an eventual
1300 mostly French and Russian prisoners were put to work seuting up the
production machinery; Albert Speer’s construction authority had earlier created a
much larger non-8S forced labor and POW camp south of Peenemiinde, and had
used those prisoners to coruplete the buildings. The organizational separation of
developmentand production at Peenemiinde at this time meaant that von Braun bore
no ofticial responsibility for decisions to use forced and slave Iabor, and if he had
any quaims, which is doubtful, he scarcely could have objected anyway. Buthe was
certainly well informed about these decisions,?®

Onthe nightof 17/18 August 1943, the Royal Air Force launched a massive raid
onthe secretrocket center. The effects of the attack were less devastating than they
first appeared, but they put a fright into the Nazi leadership. Hitler granted
Himmler's proposal to consolidate V-2 production underground usin gconcentration-
camp labor even more extensively; Himmler appointed the ruthless chief of SS
construction, Brigadetfithrer (Brig.-Gen.) Dr.-Ing. Hans Kammler, to head the
effort. Armaments Minister Speer had to fight to reassert his ministry's central role
in the program. Speer, Dornberger, and Kammler chose tunnels located near
Nordhausen as the factory site; it came to be known as the Mittelwerk. The SS began
trucking prisoners from Buchenwald to the site as early as 28 August, foreing them
to sleep on straw laid out on the bare rock of the wnnels until bunk beds were
constructed. Only later were barracks built outside. The prisoner Kommando was
called Dora, soon to be a feared name at Buchenwald because of the catastrophic
conditions of starvation, bad sanitation, brutal overseers, rampant disease, cold,
and overwork prevailing there. During the winter of 1943/44, twenty prisoners on
average died each day.*!

Michael J, Neufeld 65

The moveunderground directly implicated Wernher von Braun in concentration-
camp labor for the first time. Immediately after the air raid, on 25 August 1943, he
chaired a meeting at Peenemiinde to discuss moving the S8 prisoners housed in the
production plant to an underground site in western Germany. On 30 August, he
went to Nordhausen for three days and returned an 8/9 October and 25/26 January
1944 In a 1969 witness statement he gave in New Orleans for the trial in Essen of
three former 55 men, he admitted that he had seen the underground sleeping
accommodations once, probably “in the summer.”?* In 1976 he told a TV
interviewer that: “The working conditions there were absolutely horrible. [saw the
mittelwerk several times, once while these prisoners were blasting new tunnels in
there and it was a pretty hellish environment. I'd never been in 2 mine before, but
it was clearly worse than a mine."?

This admission, which was given at a time when he already had cancer, was
more revealing than what he said in 1969, and much more revealing than anything
he wrote or said during the late 1940s and 1950s, when he deliberately obscured the
fact thut coneentration-camp labor had been used in the program, and displayed no
evidence of a bad conscience about it, even in private letters, On the other hand, in
1966 he told Paris Maich, in response to protests of French Dora survivors about
the heroic treatment he had received in that magazine, he wrote that “I felt ashamed
that things like this were possible in Germany, even under a war siluation where
national survival was at stake.,” His official biographers, Ernst Stuhlinger and
Frederick Ordway, relate an anecdote that he allegedly told of going to an 88 guard
about the poor treatment of the prisoners, early in Dora’s history, and being
threatened with being putin a striped uniform himself. The problem is, there is no
direct testimonial from von Braun himself to this story, even though he might have
used it to defend himself, and the biographers attribute the identical experience to
Arthur Rudolph on the previous page. As evidence it must be regarded as
worthless. > Still, we cannot dismiss out of hand that he might fear speaking out,
although Holocaust scholars have shown that almost no one was punished for
excusing themselves from much more serious crimes. He was aware as anyone that
the apparatus of repression existed and that Mittelwerk was highly secret; yet it
seems tome that he could have lodged a written complaint about prisoner treatment
sometime during the winter of 1943/44, without taking too large a risk, if such a
complaint was rationalized as only being in the interest of efficient production. In
fact, except for one instance cited below, there is no evidence he cared about the
prisoners’ fate, if we discount weak apologias made decades after the fact.

As to his 1969 statement that “during my visits in the Mittelwerk I never saw
adead man, nor did I ever see a beating or a killing,” there is no way to prove these
statements false, despite survivor statements that he “must have” seen the piles of
dead in or near the tunnels.™ It is quite possible that his limited visits might have
avoided such horrific manifestations of the bestiality of Dora in its early months.
Similarly, we cannot disprove his statement that he never saw or received a specific
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report of sabotage in the (unnels, which could lead to a slow hanging for the
prisoner, but he certainly heard more about the issue of sabolage than he was willing
to admit in 1969. The Mittelwerk company had issued a decree about it in January
1944, when von Braun was fricnds with Arthur Rudolph, who had become
production manager of the underground plant. He was also often in touch with the
ruthless driving force behind the outfitting of the tunnels, Dipl-Ing. Albin Sawatzki,
a Nazi fanatic infamous for his personal abuse of prisoners,

Almost all the evidence we have regarding Wernher von Braun’s involvement
with concentration-camp labor comes from Dora, but it is well to remember that
Dora is not the only place he encountered it. At a minimum, he was present at five
other locations of the army rocket program employing slave labor beginning in
1943: at the Peenemiinde Production Plant, the Zeppelin works at Friedrichshafen,
the “Zement” tunnels near Ebensee, Austria, to which the Peenemiinde development
group was to be evacuated (but never was}, and two rocket-engine calibration
sites—*“Vorwerk {Auxiliary Plant] Schlier” at the Red|-Zipf brewery in Austria,
and “Vorwerk Mitte,” in the Qertelsbruch quarry near Lehesten, Thuringia. On 12
November 1943, under pressure to find German civilian personnel for the Mittelwerk
out of the Peenemiinde staff, he wrote to the head of the Special Committee A4,
Gerhard Degenkolb, who was responsible to the Speer Ministry for V-2 production:
“You have now given us permission 1o employ concentration-camp laborers at the
Vorwerke Schlier and Mitte. In view of the difficulty of the test processes to be
cartied out there, the ratic of prisoners to German specialists cannot go below 2:1.”
Through this measure he planned to save 240 civilian positions at the two sites by
replacing them with SS prisoners. Accompanying this letter in the file are his
detailed, handwritten calculations showing the manpower trade-offs, plus a much
longer version of the letter written two days earlier. It appears that he did not
originate the idea of substituting slave labor, and it applied only to the future
running of the test stands. The ongoing construction of the stands by prisoners
under the catastrophic conditions of all 88 construction projects was beyond von
Braun’s control. At a minimum, however, the letter implicates him directly in
decision-making about the employment of slave labor—a potential “crime against
humanity”—whether it was his idea or not.*’

We must conclude that, before von Braun's arrest by the Gestapo, he had
already become thoroughly acquainted with the employment of concentration-
camp labor at a minimum of six locations inthe V-2 program, had witnessed at least
some of the catastrophic conditions of working and sleeping in the tunnels at Dora,
and had been drawn into the administration of slave labor in the program. If we
discard the one scarcely credible story of Ernst Stuhlinger, there is no recorded
instance of his interest in the fate of the prisoners in this period—nor did the 8D and
Gestapo accuse of him of complaining privately before his arrest. On the other
hand, unlike Rudolph and Dornberger, he was not directly responsible for initiating
the exploitation of concentration-camp labor, and was even less involved in its
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administration. Moreover, his power to help the prisoners was, as he claimed later
inlife, virtually zero. The S had created the basic system of murderous exploitation
inthe camps, and it could only be altered in the most minor ways. Giventhe system
of repression, any complaint about the treatment of the prisoners would have to
have been very carefully cast indeed—but thete is no evidence that it was & priority
for him, certainly not in comparison to keeping rocket development on track.

3. Post-A rrest Involvement with Concentration-Camp Labor: Charles Sadron
and the Letter to Albin Sawatzki

After his release from the Stettin prison in early April 1944, von Braun immediately
plunged back into the technical demands and bureaucratic in-fighting of the army
rocket program, which, because of the delays in V-2 deployment, was under hcavy
political pressure from Hitler, the 8§, and the Armaments Ministry. At a 6 May
meeting near the Mittelwerk, Albin Sawatzki discussed the need to get 1800 more
concentration-camp workers for parts production, and later noted that if French
subcontractors were evacuated to the tunnels with their machinery, “employment
of French workers in the MW |Mittelwerk] [is] only possible in uniform [nur bei
Einkleidung moglich]”—that is, only as SS camp prisoners.?® During the same
meeting von Braun spoke at length about technical difficulties with the V-2. Some
might see his presence in the meeting as particularly incriminating. I would argue,
however, that his post-atrest situation, including the conditional character of his
release, makes it quite unreasonable to expect him to have said anything.

A potentially more damaging piece of evidence is a letter von Braun wrote to
Sawatzki on 15 August 1944, regarding Sawatzki’s suggestion to setup a special
test workshop in the tunnels, using a certain French physics professor as a leader
for technically qualified prisoners from both Doraand Buchenwald. “]immediately
looked into your proposal by going to Buchenwald, together with Dr. Simon
[responsible for the placement of technical workers in the Mittelwerk], to seek out
more qualified detainees. I have arranged their transfer to the Mittelwerk with
Standartenfihrer Pister [Buchenwald camp commandant], as per your proposal.”
He ended the Jetter by stating: “I also feel it is expedient that the intelligent French
physics professor, with the framework of the existing circumstances, be given
certain privileges (possibly by allowing him to wear civilian clothes) so that his
readiness to perform independent work might be increased. Couldn’t you perhaps
suggest something like this to Sturmbannfihrer Forschner |Dora camp
commandant] %

We now know who that French professor is—Charles Sadron of the Université
de Strasbourg, which had been exiled to Clermont-Ferrand. Arrested in 1943 for
Résistance activities, Sadron was a physicist who had spent the academic year
1933/34 in Pasadena, California, working with the famous Cal Tech aerodynamicist
Theodore von Karman, whose students launched a pioneering rocket group only
two years later. 3 In the Mittelwerk, Sadron was assigned to Kommando Scherer,
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which was responsible for the testing of the highly complex guidance equipment of
the missile. André Sellier, a Mittelbau- Dora survivor and author of a recent history
of the camp, was a member of his work unit, which had a special barrack in Hall 28
in the tunnels. Sellier remembers von Braun coming into the barrack to talk to
Sadron; in a 1947 memoir Prof. Sadron said this about the rocket engineer:

[ must, however, in order to be truthful, point out one man who took an
almost generous attitude towards me. That is Professor von Braun, a
member of the technical general staff that developed the aerial torpedoes.
He came to see me in the shop.

He is a young man, of very Germanic appearance, who speaks perfect
French. He expresses to me, in measured and courteous terms, his regret
at seeing a French professor in such a state of misery, then proposes that
[ come work in his laboratory. To be sure, there is no gquestion of
accepting. Lrefuse him bluntly [brutalement]. Yon Braun excused himself,
smiling as he left. 1will learn later that, despite my refusal, he tried several
times to better my lot, but to no avail !

This 15 an important piece of evidence. Because it was written only two years after
the end of the war, it is undimmed by the passage of time and unaffected by von
Braun’slater fame. The fact that Sadron heard of more than one attempt to help him
is important too, as it indicates that von Braun’s motivations were more than merely
securing cooperation for the workshop in the tunnels mentioned in his letter of 15
August 1944, The politeness with which the Peenemiinde Technical Director
handled aconcentration-camp prisoner, even after being rebuffed “bluntly,” is also
significant. Wernher von Braun apparently identified with Charles Sadron as a
professional equal who had been imprisoned through the misfortunes of war,

Sadron’s memoir confirms the claims of Dr. Ernst Stuhlinger, a close {friend and
associate of von Braun, that he told Stuhlinger and others during and immediately
after the war that he wanted to help the professor. But it is much more problematic
to claim, as Stuhlinger does in an unpublished rejoinder to Rainer Eisfeld's book
Mondsiichtig, that von Braun's attempts to help the French professor represented
a much broader desire to help the concentration-camp prisoners that could only be
expressed through limited actions for specific people. Such a claim cannot be
disproved, but it is confirmed by no other evidence, and seems influenced by
Stuhlinger's transparent partisanship, as indicated by his description of von
Braun's trip to Buchenwald as an attempt *'to look for more inmates that he might
be able to get out of the horrors of that concentration camp”—as if Dora was any
different!® Von Braun's visit with the camp commandant of Buchenwald, as well
as his familiarity with the commandant of Dora, remain among the most damaging
pieces of evidence yet found regarding his integrationinto the system of slave labor,
whatever he thought of it.
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Butdoes the 15 August 1944 letter to Sawatzki directly implicate von Braun in
“crimes against humanity™? The language of von Braun's letter is fairly definitive
on the transfer of slave labor: “I [went]... to Buchenwald.., to seek out more
qualified detainees. I have arranged their transfer to the Mittelwerk with
Standartenfiihrer Pister....” Von Braun must have visited Buchenwald before 24
July, because on that evening he assigned an engineer in Peenemiinde to gotothe
Mittelwerk and set up the special test workshop—an action his letter mentions in
tandem with the Buchenwald visit. According to Dora historian Jens-Christian
Wagner, the §8 transferred 300 prisoners from Buchenwald to Doraon 25 July,and
336 on 2 August, the latter were “skilled warkers for Kfommanjdo Sawatzki"—
which is particularly suggestive. We cannot prove that one of the transports
included skilled prisoners assigned to Dora because of von Braun’s actions, but his
words are quite clear, and such a transfer would at leastin theory puthiminviolation
of the Nuremberg standard applied 1o Albert Speer.?

Ultimately one is left with an apparent paradox: on the one hand, his visit to
Buchenwald implicates him directly in “crimes against humanity,” something even
his post-arrest situation cannot mitigate much because he could have avoided going
to Buchenwald if he wanted to; on the other, Sadren’s memoir clearly pictures him
i a favorable light as the only German who tried to help him—by far the most
exculpatory evidence that has yet been found. But perhaps itis nota paradox at all;
von Braun simultaneously wanted to use Sadron to set up the special test workshop
inthe tunnels, in order to advance V-2 deployment, yet he also wanted to help him,
because he could identify with a fellow scientist “in such a state of misery” that he
hadclearly witnessed with his own eyes. That he may have been disturbed about the

fate of the other prisoners cannot be ruled out, but certainly there is no reliable
evidence for it.

4. Evidence Regarding the Abuse of Prisoners

By far the most problematic evidence regarding Wernher von Braun are reports
from former concentration-camp inmates that he was involved in beatings or
executions, Survivor testimonies can provide invaluable evidence of individual
acts that would otherwise go unrecorded, but there are obvious methodological
problems with such testimonies: they come from individuals who have gone
through nightmarish, traumatic experiences, and are usually recorded decades
later. There is a further danger that someone who becomes famous as von Braun did
in the 1950s and 1960s can become the subject of myths and false memories, just
as some Auschwitz survivors report encounters with Dr. Josef Mengele that cannat
possibly have happened because he was notthere at the time. 3 Thus reports that von
Braun attended hangings, ordered hangings, attended hangings or beatings in 88
uniform, etc., have scarcely been discussed in the literature because such testimonics
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lack credibility.* Butin recent years I have received two reports from French Dora
survivors that deserve more consideration. The first is somewhat credible, but the
second 1s almost certainly a case of mistaken identity—and one that brings into
relief the problems of accepting such reports.

Georges Jouanin, Buchenwald/Dora no. 38491, claims he was struck by von
Braun, possibly in early May 1944—which would put it precisely at the time of the
major meeting in which Sawatzki discussed the enslavement of French workers.
Jouanin’s job was to install cables connecting the guidance system to servomotors
in the tail; these powered the air and jet vanes that kept the V-2 on course. He had
to climb inside the upright tail section, through the empty hole where the engine
would go, and pur one foot on one of the servomotors, which were giving the
engineers a lot of trouble at that time. Jouanin continues:

fSJomeone has noticed my wooden-heeled clog atop such a fragile organ,
and I feel a hand pulling insistently on the end of my striped pants, thus
forcing me out of the tail unit. “You, vut of here, man, you're committing
sabotage! You shouldn't step with your foot on this!™ I get slupped in the
face twice and my head bounces against the metal panels of the tail unit.
Cap in hand, I find myself in front of « man in his 30s, rather well dressed,
angry, to who I am not allowed to give an explanation. The seven or eight
engineers or technicians in the group of which he came out seem
disconcerted, astonished.. ..

I went back to my work space and the incident seemed over, without
consequences. My civilian foreman, MANGER is his name, returns from
break and tells me...: “Our big boss boxed yourcars! That was V. Braun.”
Tanswer[ed] him:“Ido not know him, Master! L have only seen himonce.”
I never saw him again.3

When I wrote to M. Jouanin about various details, he added that von Braun had said:
“What are you then? Ruski? Ach, Frenchman!,” before slapping him. He also
claimed to recognize the voice when he recently saw ven Braun in a film about
Dora.??

Can this von Braun be reconciled with the one in Charles Sadron’s memoir?
André Sellier has suggested to me that the two stories may reflect von Braun's
different interaction with prisoncrs of very different status and age—-adistinguished,
middle-aged physics professor vs. a twenty-two-year-old ordinary prisoner.® If it
was von Braun—and the identification cannot be taken for granted for reasons to
be noted below—it would indicate that he had become thoroughly integrated into
the brutal system of concentration-camp labor, even if he did not tura over Jouanin
to the 8§ guards, with possibly fatal consequences.
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The second story comes from Guy Morand in a notarized testimonial given in
Cannes in 1995, While working, coincidentally enough, on the testing of the
servomotors for the Kommando assigned to the Askania company, a subcontractor
evacuated to the tunnets. he found one day that his “chronometer” was missing and
hidden under some equipment by someone on the night shift in a “stupid form of
sabotage.” In arder to cover for him, Morand told the foreman that it was an
accident.

Like the good Nazi he was, he immediately started shouting that it was
sabotage, when just at that point VON BRAUN arrived accompanied by
his usual group of people. Without even listening to my explanations, he
ordered the Meister to have me given 25 strokes in his presence by an 88
{man] who was thera. Then judging the strokes weren't sutficiently hard,
he ordered that T be flogged more vigorously, and this order was then
diligently carried out, which caused much hilarity in the group, and
following this flogging, VON BRAUN made me translate that | deserved
much more, thatin fact I deserved to be hanged, which certainly would be
the fate of the “Mensch™ (good-for nothing) I was,

Meorand goes on to state that he was known as “one of the inventors of the “V2" and
made frequent “rapid inspections” of the hall.3

The administration of corporal punishment in the tunnels, as opposed to the
camp, would bave been quite unusual, but we have no reason to doubt the story
altogether. Yet it may rest on a case of mistaken identity, In September 1944
Wernher von Braun assigned his younger brother Magnus, a twenty-five-year-old
chetical engineer and Luftwaffe pilot, as his special liaison to the Mitelwerk,
particularly for servamotor production, which was afflicted with serious technical
problems. Although still an employee of Peenemiinde, Magnus von Braun stayed
in the Nordhausen area full-time until the evacuation of April 1945, In contrast, his
elder brother vigited the Mittelwerk, by his estimates, twelve or fifteen times in
total.* Morand gives the time of the incident as the “second half of 1944.” which
corresponds to Magnus von Braun’s assignment to the factory, and the testimonial
never actually gives “von Braun™ a first name.

Morand’s story necessarily brings Jouanin's identification into question, as
both deal with the servomotors. Although Jouanin’s first instinct on timing was
early May 1944, when ] wrote him about it, he was less than certain. The description
of amanin his thirties he saw only once fits Wernher von Braun better than Magnus,
however. In the end, it is impossible 10 say with certainty that Georges Jouanin’s
identification of Wernher von Braun can be accepted as meeting a reasonable
standard of certainty, as believable as I find it personally. Norcan we conclude with
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assurance that Magnus von Braun was responsible for either incidcnt._For purposcds
of drawing up a balance sheet of Wernher von Braun's involvement with the SS an y
the concentration camps, therefore, we have little choice but to leave all stories o
abuse aside.

clusions ‘ .
%?:basic conclusions of this empirical inquiry should,lby now,'be fairly f)bl\nous.
Wernher von Braun was neither an ideologically committed Naulonal Soc1al1stnor
an enthusiastic S8 officer, but his statement about Hitler makc‘s; itclear t‘hiL like ,:t
great majority of Germans, he was enthusiastic aboutmany of the accomp}m r(rixf:m?
of the “Fiihrer” during the late 1930s and early 1940s, and was corresponding 3;
indifferent to the persecutions of the political gpponents, Jews, and C1t1§ens o
occupied countries. As his arrest by the Gestapo in March. 1944 shows, ha_*, eclz;.n}ej
disillusioned late in the war, and he showed courage in rebuffing Himm crh:,
initiative—the real reason for the arrest. In contrast to Rudolph and Dornberger, : z
was not an initiator of slave labor in the rocket program, t_mt after the 1943 airrai
he found himself drawn deeper and deeper into it. Aside from the 1mpress1;e
Sadron case, there is no reliable evidence that h_e was moved by the fate ?;ft e
prisoners until pressed about the issue much later in llfg, ‘ftlthough we c_am?ot Iflct)lw
what was going inside his head. We can thus never c]1mm:f.lte the an*fb.lgult.y oD is
case. Whatever he thought, because he witnessed the terrible conditions in ore;
and elsewhere and was in a position of some power, he cannot escapf', nTor;\
responsibility for the criminal abuse of concentration-camp labor, and bua;f.lse hc
authorized the use of prisoners in Vorwerke Schlier and Mitte, and g.nangcd orthe
transfer of prisoners from Buchenwald to Dorg, he may al_so bear, in thc:i)ry, S]?‘r:}?
legal responsibility. This is true even if there 18 60 realistic scenario ug er w 1rt
he might have been brought to trial, ar:)d even if he was, as his defenders assert,

i stem he could do little about.

tTaP‘};Z: :1? lfe?elatedly woke up to the fact that he was trapped in a nasty syst;m led
by an “irreligious™ and “unscrupulous” dictator, Wemhc‘r vor Braiin was t E_D:IE
who put himself in that situation. He has often bcgn dcscn‘bcd asan OPPOI'I'UI]IS .
and that is certainly true. But the term is by itself insufficient b.cca‘iuse it canhcot:reé
a whole range of behavior.*! It can imply a complete lack of pr1nc1ples]; zet e :l
at least one principle, that space exploration was t_hc key tothe future o '1t:in:}a_m :r
He eagetly exploited the opportunities the N_azn sy§tcm pffered to bql dlggt‘
rockets. Moreover, von Braun was a conservative natlor}allst and a convince in i-
Communist, who, like many German scientists and engineers, felt hc.: was working
for Germany, even when the regime began to look mcreasu?gly dubious. If h;i\;ziaz
an oppertunist, he was a very spccific; ype qf‘opport‘umst: hg was a pat\ions <
opportunist willing to accept the necessity ofJ‘0m1ng \‘Jal‘lOLIlS I"Qa?l organiza s

it would advance his career, his country, and his technical dlsc1plmr:, Tlhatpljlts ll:n
farther over on the specirum of behavior than, for example, scientists like the
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physicist Werner Heisenberg, who shared his nation
avoided joining NS organizations.

Von Braun was thus quite typical of the majority of Germans, educated or not,
who were blind or indifferent to the regime’s crimes as long as it advanced goals
they held dear. After the war, the great Hungarian Jewish physicist Leo Szilard said:

alist short-sightedness, but

[Many people in 1933] tock a very optimistic view of the situation, They
all thought that civilized Germans would not stand for anything really
rough happening. The reason I took the opposite position was based on
observations of rather small and insignificant things. T noticed that the
Germans always took a utilitarian point of view. They asked, “Well,
suppose [ would oppose this, what good would I do? 1 wouldn’t do very
much good, I would just lose my influence. Then, why should Ioppose it?”
Yousee, the moral point of view wis completely absent, or very weak, and
every consideration was simply, what would be the predictableconsequence
of my action. And on that basis did I reach the conclusion in 1931 that
Hitler would get into power, not because the forces of the Nazi revolution

Were so strong, but rather because I thought that there would be no
resistance whatsoever. 9

Szilard’s comment might be compared with something von Braun wrote in 1950:

There has been a lot of talk that the Raketenflugplatz finally “sold out to
the Nazis.” In 1932, however, when the dje was cast, the Nazis were not
yet in power, and to all of us Hitler was Just another mountebank on the
political stage. Our feelings toward the Army resembled those of the early
aviation pioneers, who in most countries, tried to milk the military purse
for their own ends and who felt little moral scruples as to the possible
future use of their brainchild. The issue in these discussions was merely
how the golden cow could be milked most successfully.*

Ultimately, itis not Wernher von Braun's membership inthe SS nor his involvement
inslavelabor that is most bothersome—in the ranks of Nazioppertunists and minor
war criminals he was one of thousands, distinguished only by the high positions he
held, both during and after the Third Reich. It is his technocratic amorality, his
single-minded obsession with his technical dreams, that is so disturbing.* If the
human race is to survive its own rapidly advancing technology in the twenty-first
century and beyond, scientists and engineers will have to take moral and political

responsibility for their actions—something Wernher von Braun and his colleagues
signally failed to do.
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*I am deeply indebted to three Dora survivors: Yves Béon for finding Gcorgesf Jouanin qnd
for many other favors, André Sellicr for his book and for his research and advice reganlimg
Charles Sadron, and Guido Zembsch-Schreve for providing me with two survivor
testimonials. Guillaume de Syon of Albright College helped with translations of French
documents. Jens-Christian Wagner of the KZ-Gedenkstitte Mittelbau-Dora willingly gave
me the fruits of hus massive research, and Torsten HeB of the same institution helped me in
securing research materials, and organized the talk at the University of Erfurt at which one
version of this paper was presented. Wayne Biddle, Robert Smith, Paul Wilson, Aron
Ranen, and Dirk Zache kindly provided me with documents, videotapes, or secondary
sources, and Ron Doel, Frank and Rosemarie Eyck, Al Gilens, Karen Levenback, Alf
Ludtke, Alfred Mierzejewski, and Mark Walker made valuable comments on car]icrdlrafts.
The original stimulus for this paper T owe to the History Department of the University gf
Alabama, Huntsville, which made the unpopular decision (o invite me to give a public
lecture in a city that owes ils current size and prosperity, at least in part, 1o Wemher von
Braun. Finally, § wish to thank the National Air and Space Museurn and the Sm1thslomaln
Institution’s Office of Fellowships and Grants [or travel and research funds. This article is
© Smithsonian Institution.
! See Michael I. Neufeld, The Rocket and the Reich: Peenemiinde and the Coming of the
Ballistic Missile Era (INew York, 1995); Rainer Eisfeld, Mendsiichtig: Wernher von Braun
und die Geburt der Raumfahrt aus dem Geist der Barbarei (Reinbek bei Hamburg, 1996);
Johannes Weyer, Wernher von Braun (Reinbek bei Hamburg, 1999). The two short
biographies by Eisfeld and Weyer have one or two new primary sources cacl_1, _t?ul
essentially based on secondary research by others; I treat von Braun's career and rCSPOUSlbllI]T.)'
only in limited ways as it fits into the larger narrative. A recent short hiography in English
by Dennis Piszkiewicz, Wernker von Braun: The Man Wha Sold the Moon (Westport,
Conn., 1998), lacks all German sources, and is sloppy and inaccurate. In the 1980s
journalists opened up important new sources, but their publications are very much ir_l the
heavy-handed, anti-von Braun camp, as is, to some extent, Eisfeld’s book. See espemally'
Tom Bower, The Paperclip Conspiracy: The Battle for the Secrets and Spoils of Nazi
Germany (London, 1987) and Linda Hunt, Secrer Agenda: The United States Government,
Nazi Scientists and Project Paperclip, 1945 1o 1990 (New York, 1991). The most notable
examples of the apologist pro-von Braun literature are Frederick L Ordwayl, i, and
Mitchell R. Sharpe, The Rocket Team {New York, 1979) and Emst Stuhhpgcr anld
Frederick 1. Ordway, IL1, Wernher von Braun: Awfbruch in den Weltraum. Die Biographie
{Esslingen, 1992), which appeared in English in a revised form as Wemhler voit Braun: A
Biographical Memoir (Malabar, Fla., 1994). The best earlier popular biography, ch_d
Ruland's Wernher von Braun: Mein Leben fiir die Raumfohrt (Offenburg, 1969}, is
surprisingly open about the concentration-camp issue, reflecting the on-goilngl Dora war
crimes trial in Essen that started in 1967, but stil} is completely hagiographic in content.
? Far direct perpetralors, the literature is dominated by Christopher Browning, Ordinary
Men (New York, 1992) and Danicl 1. Goldhagen, Hitler's Willing Executioners (New
York, 1996); for industrial corporations and forced and slave labor, see for example Peter
Hayes, Industry and Ideclogy: G Farben in the Nazi Era (Cambridge, 1997), and Hans
Mommsen and Manfred Gricger, Das Volkswagenwerk und seine Arbeiter im Dritten Reich
(Diisseldortf, 1996) . A new article on the German state railroad provides another corporate
overview of involvement in the Holocaust, but also looks at the responsibility of managers
and officials much lower down: Alfred C. Mierzejewski, “A Public Enterprise in the

Michael J. Neufeld 78

Service of Mass Murder: The Deutsche Reichsbahn and the Holocaust,” Holocaust and
Genocide Studies 15 (Spring 2001): 33-46.

* Tom Lehrer, “Wermher von Braun,” albumv/CD That Was the Yeur Thar Was (Reprise/
Warner) recorded in San Francisco, July 1965. I owe iny understanding of the basic shift
in the anti-von Braun position to a collaboration with a NASM colleague, Tom Crouch, on
4n unpublished 1994 conference paper entitled “Wernher von Braun: The Public Image.”
* Willy Ley, "Count von Braun,” Journal of the British Interplanetary Sociery 6 {1947):
154-56; Magnus von Braun, Wege durch vier Zeitepochen (Limburg an der Lahn, 1965),
234, 263.

3 Wernher von Braun (hereinafter WvB}, “Affidavit of Membership in NSDAP of Prof. Dr.
Wernher von Braun,” 18 June 1947, National Archives II, College Park {hereinafter
NACP}, RG 330, Ace 7044398, file “Wemer von Braun”; SS-Stammrollenblatt for WvyB,
28 Feb. 1934, obtained from Bundesarchiv Dallwitz-Hoppegarten (may now be in BA
Berlin-Lichterfelde). As he points out in the affidavit, as a student pilot he had earlier been
a member of the Dewtscher Luftsport-Verband, which became “coordinated” as the NS
Fliegerkorps in 1934, He was later member of other Nazi argamzations that one could
hardly aveid in a (otalitarian society, e.g., the Deutsche Arbeitsfront, the
Nationalsozialistische Volkswohlfahr, and the Lufischutzverband. Some historians have
used generational analysis to trace the roots of Nazi enthusiasm in the cohont of young men
who were born too late to serve in World War [, but were affected by its deprivations. See,
for example, Ulrich Herbert, Best: Biographische Studien jiber Radikalismus,
Weltanschauung und Vernunft, 1903-7989 {Bonn, 1996) and Peter Loewenberg, “The
Psychohistorical Origins of the Nazi Youth Cohort,” American Historical Review 76
(1971): 1457-502. But von Braun was born in 1912, rather too young to remember the war,
and he was in too privileged a family to expericnee deprivation. In any case he was clearly
not an enthusjast. '

¢ See, for example, Otto Wiemer 1o Capl. Zanssen, 6 Scpt. 1935, and WvB to Wiemer, 7
Oct. 1935, Bundesarchiv/Militirarchiv Freiburg, RH8/v. 1224, where an “Ariernachweis”
is needed for Wiemer's potential hiring. Mark Walker deals at length with Aryanization
measures as seen in the purging of the Prussian Academy of Sciences; see Nazi Science
{New York and London, 1995), chap. 4; Ruth Lewin Sime’s Lise Meitner: A Life in Physics
{Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1996), chap. 6, gives a vivid picture of the purging of Berlin
physics after 1933,
7 Telephone interviews with Kenneth G. Frazer and Prof. M. L. Meyer, Franzosisches
Gymnasium students and classmates of Sigismund von Braun (elder brother); personal
communication, Prof. M. L. Meyer, 21 Mar. 2000. Wernher von Braun, unlike his brother,
was taken out of the FG and sent to the Hermann-Lietz boarding scheols in the Etersburg
and Spiekeroog, ironically because he was failing mathematics and physics, The Lietz
schools were ideologically conservative and nationalistic, but we have little concrete
information as to how it might have affected Wernher's attitudes,
*WvB “Affidavit,” 18 June 1947, NSDAP master file card, former Berlin Document Center
records (now in Bundesarchiv Berlin-Lichterfelde, microfilm at NACP).
® Bob Ward, od., Wernher von Braun Anekdotisch (Esslingen, 1972), 28. Pictures now
show that he met Hitler twice at Kummersdorf in the first year of the Third Reich—
September 1933 and winter 1934. Somehow he has conflated the two in his mind.
Y WVB “Affidavit,” 18 June 1947; 8§ master file card, former BDC records.
" WvB marriage file, April 1943 former BDC records, alse available at the NACP, BDC
microfilm, RuSHA roll A5161, frames 1364-1406.
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12 Walter Domberger, V-2 (New York, 1954}, chap. 19. Domberger relates nothing of what
Himmler might have said about the Jews. While the Reichsfithrer-SS could hardly have
talked about the Holocaust, as it was supposed to be a great secret, it is unlikely he said
nothing. Domberger knew betterthan to tatk about itin his memoirs, just as he scrupulously
avoided discussing concentration-camp labor—even though he was heavily involvedin it.
* Ernst Kiitbach interview by the BBC, 1998, translated transcription kindly supplied by
the BBC; see also Volkhard Bode and Gerhard Kaiser, Raketenspuren: Peenemiinde 1936-
1994 (Berlin, 1995}, 46.

14 “Peenemtinde: Schatten eines Mythes,” by M. J. Blockwitz and A. Walter, film for the
Historisch-Technisches Informationszentrum Peenemtinde, 1999 version.

t3 Jod] Diary, B Mar. 1944, National Archives and Records Administration (NARA)
microfilm T-77, roll 1430, frame 923 (typed version).

'4For acomplete analysis of the meager surviving evidence regarding the Himmler visit and
the von Braun arrest see Neufeld, The Rocker, 213-20, and the sources cited therein.

17 Captured Personnel and Materic! Branch report, 26/27 March 1945, in NACP, RG 165,
G-2 Library "P” File 1940-45, Box 435, Captured Personnel Material Reports AL61-100
German 1944-45; Manfred Bornemann, Geheimprojekt Mirtelbau, 2 ed. (Bonn, 1994,
136-38.

1 T am influenced here by the philosopher David H. Jones, who provides an introductory
survey in Moral Respopsibility in the Holocaust: A Siudy in the Ethics of Character
{Lanham, Md.. and Oxford, 1999). Mitigating factors are not to be confused with justified
excuses, which relieve one of respensibility for acting or not acting. See esp. chap. 3. See
also the useful survey of the literature by Victoria J. Bamnelt, Bystanders: Conscience and
Complicity in the Holocaust (Westport, Conn., 1999).

¥ Oral history interview of Wilhelm Raithel by Michael Neufeld, 22 April 1993, National
Air and Space Museum Archives, 8-9, 19-21. Raithel assumed the position of structures
chief as a result of the jatling of his predecessor. In 1957 von Braun likened the situation
of privileged scientists and engineers in totalitarian societies to living with “traffic
accidenis”—one knew the possibility of arrest existed, but it secemed 2 remote and
acceptable risk. Sce Proceedings of “The Next Hundred Years™: A Scientific Symposium,
22 Nov. 1957 (New York, 1957), 59-60, copy in National Archives SE Region, East Point,
GA, WvB's Speeches, Box 5.

0 Flerian Freund and Bertrand Perz, Das KZ in der Serbenhalle (Vienna, 1987), 65-68;
Florian Freund, Arbeitslager Zement {Vienna, 1989, 39-48; Neufeld, The Rocker, 184-95.
*! The most important publications on Dora and the Mittelwerk are: Manfred Bornemann
and Martin Broszat, “"Das KL Dora-Mittelbau,” in Studien zur Geschichte der
Konzentrationslager, edited by Martin Broszat (Stutigart, 1970), 154-98; Bornemann,
Gehelmprojekt Mittelbau, 2™ ed.; Joachim Neander, Das Konzentraiionslager ‘Mittetbau®
in der Endphase der nationalsoziglistischen Dikiatur (Diss., Bremen, 1997, Clausthal-
Zellerfeld, 1997} André Sellier, Histoire duy camp de Dora (Paris, 1998); Jens-Christian
Wagner, Produktion des Todes: Das KZ Mintelbau-Dora (G3ttingen, 2001). Wagner's
revised disscrtation is by far the best piece of scholarship on the camp yet written,

2 Minutes of 25 Aug. 1943 meeting in National Air and Space Museum (hereinafter
NASM), FE (Fort Eustis} microfilm, FE 734; WvB pilot log, 15 Aug. 1943-11 Nov, 1944,
in the WvB Papers, U.S. Space and Rocket Center, Huntsville, Alabama; WvB testimony
taken in New Orleans, 7 Feb. 1969, copy provided by Wayne Biddle from the Zentrale
Stelleder Landesjustizverwaltungen, Ludwigsburg, original in the Nordrhein-Westfiilisches
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Hauptstaatsarchiv Diisseldorf, Zweigarchiv Kalkum, Gerichte Rep. 299 (Dora trial records,
Essen, 1967-1970), Nr. 160, 69-80.

2} Excerpt from 1976 interview in WGBH transcript of Frontline program, "“The Nazi
Connection,” broadcast 24 Feb. 1987,

¥ WvB to Paris Match, 26 Apr. 1966, quoted in Emst Stuhlinger and Frederick [. Ordway,
I, Wernher von Braun: Crusader for Space (Malabar, Fla., 1994), I:53; guard story from
Stuhlinger and Ordway, Wernher von Braun: Aufbruch in den Weltraum (Esslingen and
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Child Advocacy and Pedagogical Theories
in the Works of Philipp Otto Runge

Johann JK Reusch
CUNY, Baruch College

Introduction

The German painter Philipp Otto Runge (1777-1810) has been inscribed into the
canon of European cultural history as an insular outsider who sought refuge from
the rationalist forces of the Enlightenment in the naive world of children, which he
depicted solely as an expression of a personal Christian mysticism. Closer
biographical analysis, however, reveals that Runge’s choice of the subject matter
was motivated also by contemporary social concerns that embraced the welfare of
children.

Aninterpretation of Runge’s works of art in this context is supported by the fact
that the young artist moved in circles that advocated the public need for poor relief
and education, shortly after arriving in Hamburg as an apprentice to his alder
brother’s business. Later, after completing his artistic training abroad, Runge
became an elected active member of a prominent social organization in Hamburg
that aimed specifically to improve the social conditions of children, which were
deteriorating proportionally to the industrialization and urbanization of Germany.

Moving beyond the broad categorical assumption that Runge resisted rational
ideas of social progress because of his deep religiosity, it becomes apparent that
enlightened reform goals did not run counter to his spiritual beliefs but rather shared
acommon premise of improving if not transforming society. AsRunge’sinvolvement
with the reform movement grew upon his permanent settlingin Hamburg, sodid the
social and pedagogical references in his work. Subsequently, his awareness of the

social conditions and his interest in educational reform are expressed throughout
his work.

Runge and the Reform Movement in Hamburg
In Hamburg, the wealthy merchant class of which Runge was a member dominated
the responsibility for social and educational reforms. It was from this group, and its
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Wernher von Braun and Concentration
Camp Labor: An Exchange

Ernst Stuhlinger, Huntsville, Alabama
Michael J. Neufeld, National Air and Space Museum

The German Studies Review 25/] {February 2002% published an article by Dr.
Michael J. Neufeld, "Wernher von Braun, the §5, and Concentration Camyp Labor:
Questions of Moral, Political, and Criminal Responsibility.” In section 3 of the
article,entitled "Post- Acrest Involvement with Concentration Camp Labor: Charles
Sadron and the letter to Albin Sawatzk:,” Dr. Nenfeld describes an event that
oceworred in Germany in the summer of 1944, and he claims that von Braun’s actions
in this event may "implicate him directly in crimes against humanity.”

Itsohappens thatThave direct personal knowledge of von Braun's thoughts and
activities in connection with this event—known among von Braun's cotleagues us
“The Story of the French Professor in the Concentration Camp™ —which T would
like to share with the readers of the German Studies Review.,

By thattime in 1944, production of V-2 rackets was underway at the Mittetwerk
underground factory, which had been established and wus managed by the 55
(Himmler and Karmmlerd, About half of the workers were civilians, another half
were inmates of the neighboring Concentration Camp Dora, some ol whom had
been brought into Dora and Mittelwerk [fom other concentration camps.

During one of von Braun's brief visits to the Mittelwerk in August 1944, Mr.
Albin Sawatzki, in charge of the technical work at Mitelwerk, suggested to von
Braun that the good technical background of several inmates at Mittelwerk and
Buchenwald should be utilized for some specifictechnical development work. Yon
Braun met one particular inmate, a professor of physics from France who had been
tuken prisoner as & member of the French underground resislance movement, He
worked in Sawalzki’s department for mixing compater testing, and Sawatzki would
recommend him as leader of that proposed development group. Von Braun replied
to Sawatzki's proposal in a letter of August 15 (see below). Copies of von Braun's
letter have been in the pubiic domain for years.
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Persans who were ordered to pay short visits to Mittlewerk in order to helpsolve
problemsinmanufucturing (umong them von Braun and other Peenemiinders) were
put under strict orders not to speak at all about what they had seen and heard at
Mittelwerk  under penalty of finding themselvey wearing the same striped uniform!
So wan Braun did not share his experiences at Mittelwerk with his cowarkers ut
Peenemiinde. except for instances when he was overwhelmed by his shock and just
could not wvoid muking short remarks, [ remember well a few moments in August
1944 when he told me of the Sawatzki letter and of a French professor of physics
acolleague of yours,” he said !} working at Miuelwerk as a prisoner. “ That really
burns me up. and 1 will try to do something . von Braun said; “T even learned that
there are more scientists like him al the concentration camp Buchenwald; mayhe 1
candosomething for themn 100.” Then von Braun described briefly what he wanted
to do. Being totally powerless to accomplish anvthing more general to soften the
plight of the inmates, he hoped 1o achieve some success in this special case by
pointing out the specific value lo the rocket program if those scientists were
employed in a more direct relationship with the workforce at Peenemiinde.

Speaking to other people about such matters was extremely dangerous during
the war years, so | did not kearn more about “The French Professor™ at that time.
besides a very short remark by von Braun that it did not work out.” Years later,
after von Braun and anumber of his coworkers had settled in the United States, von
Braun spoke of the story of the French Professor at some length. The pian he had
inmind wasas follows: First.he would aceept Sawatzki's proposal to form a special
working group at Mittelwerk, on a voluntary basis, with the assignment to develop
and build test cquipme m for components of the rocket guidance and control system.
Next.he would pointout that the group’s work was suffering from the large distance
between the group at Mittelwerk and its counterparts in the laboratories and
workshops at Peenemiinde. Then he would suggest a transfer of the entire group to
Peenemiinde, away from the Minelwerk with its unfavorable conditions for
technical and scientific precision work . Liven as prisoners ol war, he would argue.
they could casily be housed, fed, and closely controlled under (he responsibility of
the Peenemiinde organization, with no need for the strict concentration camp
regulations and regimens. Admittedly, von Braun remarked, that would have
helped only a small number of those luckless prisoners, but it would have been the
only way he could have provided some help, and this would have been better than
lcaving them at Mittelwerk and Camp Dora.

To his deep regret. von Braun said. the French Professor did not aceept this
suggested voluntary (ransfer 1o Pecnemiinde. e just did not want to be treated
better than his co-inmates, he replied. 1 was really sorry that T could nat be ol any
help to him,” von Braun said, “but | admired and respected him highly tor his
fortitude.” It must be assumed that the professor, it he had accepted von Braun's
ofter, would have been accused by his countrymen of “cooperation with the
engmy,”

L e p—
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Dr. Neufeld stated in his essay of February 2002 that the French Professor, Dr.
Charles Sadrom, wrote a memoir in 1947 in which he mentioned von Braun's visit
at the Mittelwerk in 1944, He quotes Dr. Sadron as follows: "I must, however, in
order to be truthiul, point cut one man who took un almost generous attitude (oward
me. That is Professor von Braun. .., who speaks perfect French.... He expresses to
wie. inmeasured and courteous terms, his regret at seeing a French professorin such
astate of misery . then proposes that Leome work inhis laboratory Tovhe sure there
isno question of accepting. Lrefuse him bluntly.... Twill learn luter that, despite my
refusal, he tried several imes to better my lot, but 10 no avail.” {See endnote #31
in e, Neofeld's article.y

To my knowledge, Dr. Sadron and Dr. von Braun did not have un opportunity
to meet each other allter the end of the war while both were still alive.

Frast Stublinger
September 2002
Prof. v, Braun |handwritten|
15 August 1944

Herr Director AL Sawatzki
Mintelwerk Lid.

vB 11 8/8 initials of Magnus von Braun!

Dear Mr. Sawatzki!

During my last visit (o the Mittelwerk, you suggested utilizing the skilled
technical background of various prisoners both at the Mittelwerk and in Buchenwald
inorder to accomplish additional development work as well as to construct sample
devices. You alse introduced me to a prisoner. a French physics professor who has
worked until now in your mixing computer quality control [Mischgeratekontrobiv|
andd who would bring (he necessary knowledge to the professional direction of such
work.

limmediately acted on your suggestion und went with Dr. Simon to find a few
other suitable prisoners in Buchenwald and then. according to yvour suggestion,
arranged with Standartenfithrer [S§ Col.] Pister [Buchenwald camp commandant]
(or their transter to the Mittelwerk. Furthermore, I have asked Dipl.-Ing. Réshner.
to assume responsibility for carrying out the project, and told him to report to you
immediately in the Mitlelwerk.

Meanwhile, Mr._ Rohner hus possession of the complete set of documents for
construction and preparation of the ground vehicle test apparatus [Boden-

St zewgpriifgerdie ] whose readiness before the beginning of our deployinent is an

especially urgent task. The success of our deployment could be Targely dependent
onthis. From fuly 28 until today Mr. Réhner has tried o arrange for a suitable work
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place in the Mittelwerk. $o fur he has been given only an areu of 10 x 3.90 meters
in addition to one which meusures 3.70 X 5 meters which, given the task at hand,
1s absolutely inadequate. His suggestion regarding a small expansion of the space
is given in the enclosed sketch, which carries rotations by Mr. Seidenstiicker,

During my last visit to the Mittelwerk in reference to my rencwed request about
this. you said that the necessary sprice for Mr. Rohner could be provided in Hall 28
Youatso said that the additional area needed by Mr. Réhner was occupied by main
bus parts storage [Huuptverteiferiager] that, with a “push to the left.” could be
moved so as to free the necessary space for Mr. Rohner.

1 now am asking you, so that we do not lose any further time, and so that the
requested ground vehicle test apparatus witl be ready an September | for all units.,
to make a personal effort to assist Mr. Rshner in obtaining the necessary space and.
il necessary, lend him further support.

I have the impression that a certain rivalry had sprung up between Mr.
Secidenstiicker and the responsible hali foreman on the one side and Mr. Réhner on
the other. They perceive the new workshop as a thorn in their side_ In my opinion
there is no room for such sentiments given the importance of the task.

Lalso fecl thai it is expedient that the intelligent French professor, within the
framework of the existing circumstances, be given certain privileges
EErieichterungen] (possibly by allowing him to wear civilian clothes) so that his
readiness to perform independent work might be increased. Couldn't you perhaps
suggest sumething like this to Sturmbannfiihrer |$S Maj.| Férschner [Dora camp
commandant]?

With best wishes and

Heii Hitler!

Sincerely,

B [signature initial of Wernher von Braun}

Response to Dr. Ernst Stuhlinger

I wouid like to thank Dr. Ernst Stuhlinger, a distinguished physicist and close
associate of Dr. Wernher von Braun, for putting his memories of the Sadron
incident on the record. Bom in 1913, Dr. Stuhlinger received his doctorate at
Tiibingen in 1936 working on cosmic rays and naclear phvsics until drafted into
the German army in 1941, After serving in rear areas of the Eastern Front, he was
sent to Peenemiinde in late spring 1943 in one of the attempts (o reverse (he
shortsighted manpower policics of earlier years and find technical manpower for
importunt weapons projects. He worked in the guidance ficld and was selected o
he one of ihe Project Paperciip specialists who came with von Braun to the Uniled
States in 1945/46. Working for the 11.5. Army and NASA, he rose to the position
of chief scientist in von Braun's predominantly engineering organization, He was
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closely involved in the first successful U.S. satellite, Explorer 1. launched in 1958
and managed and led the scientific aspects of many important manned and
unmanned space projects of the NAS A Macshall Space Flight Center in Huntsville,
Alabama, in the 19605 and 1970s.

[n his response, Dr. Stuhlinger focuses on my statement that von Braun's 15
Angiist 1944 letter may “implicate him [von Braun] directly in crimes against
humanity™ (p. 69, February 2002 issue) while omitting the other half of my
analysis—namely that Dr. Charles Sadron’s 1947 account of von Braun’s
intervention on his behalf'is “by far the most exculpatory evidence thathas yet been
found.” Only toward the end does Stwhlinger cven acknowledge my lengthy
quotation of that account. The Sadron incident contains within it all the contradictions
and complexities of von Braun's involvement with concentration-camyp lubor, Iwe
were to give Dr. Stuhlinger the benetit ofthe doubt, and take his recollections at face
value, they would imply that von Braun's motivation was only to help Sadron and
other scientists in concentration-camp uniforms., but that would not change the fact
that, as his I 5 August [944 letter shows, von Braun went to Buchenwald. tatked to
the camp commandant, and was probably responsible for a prisoner transter that
took place from Buchenwald o Dora. (This letter has only been in the public
domain for years because [ discovered it in on microfiln in 1990 ) That transter
cannot be definitively proven, but like his November [943 letter about usc of
concentration-camp labor at the engine test sites, it would in theory implicate him
incrimes against humanity, whatever his intentions —and that was one of my points.
A person can have good intentions and still, because of his or her position, share
responsibility for the criminal acts of the organization in which he or she is
embedded.

Dr. Stwhlinger’s recollections at a couple of points are in (act inconsistent with
von Braun's letter to Sawaizki— notably that “the French Professor did not accept
this suggested voluntary transfer o Peenemiinde,” when the letter refers only lohis
heading a special workshop for “ground vehicle test apparatus™ in the Mittel werk
tunnels. [t may be that, as Dr. Stublinger asserts, von Braun had a plan to later move
the warkshop to Peenemiinde, but it would never have been possible to remove
them from the status of $§ camp prisoners. They could nothave been converted into
“prisoners of war” - a desire Stuhlinger atributes to von Braun, based on a post-
war conversation, although von Braun must have known in 1944 (har such a
conversion was impossible,

This problem of memeory raises all the difficultes of interpreting the kind of
evidence presented by Dr. Stuhlinger —the events in question teok place nearly
sixty years ago, immediate postwar discussions were already affected by the need
for self-justificarion. and morc recent memorics are even more uffected by a nced
to defend von Braun's reputation in view of revelations about his party and 88
mentberships and involvement with Dora. Dr. Stuhlinger has been a noteworthy
defender of von Braun, having coauthored a friendly biography that uppearcd in
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German in 1992 and English in 1994, While 1 do not doubt that parts of what Dr.
Stuhlinger says are true. the simple passage of time ulready makes these recolicctions
problematic evidence for any histarian to interpret, and that is leaving aside the
guestion of objectivity.

Dr. Stuhlinger also presents a rather romantic picture of von Braun and his
Peenemtinde colleagues as il they all felt trapped in an alien Nazi system, weighed
down by the threar of repression. It is true that I, like all others who have had the
good fortune not to live in totalitarian police states, tind it hard to recapture the
atmospherc of fear, and it is also true that von Braun had cxperienced that fear most
directly. having been bricfly imprisoned by the Gestapa only a few months before
the Sadron incident. But Stuhlinger is unable to squarely face all the evidence I have
presented of von Braun’s eartier willing, if mostly apolitical service to the National
Socialist system, a8 well as all the evidence now available of the idenlagical
enthusiasmof many of von Braun’s key friends and subordinates. Stuhlinger,aman
inwardly opposed to the regime, tends to sec von Braun in his own image, and 15
unwilling ta deal with von Braun's earlier compromises with, and even enthusiasm
for, some aspeets of the Nazi system. Stuhlinger arrived at Peenemiinde in mid-
1943 — just when von Braun’s own alienation began to mount.

Ultimately, how one sees Wemnbher von Braun now is very much a matter of
interpretation, s he presents a complex and ambiguous casc, vet the evidence
found by myself and others no longer makes it possible, I believe, 1o deny his direct
involvementin the often-deadly exploitation ol concentration-camp labor, whatever
he thought of it. Yon Braun made a Faustian bargain with the German Army and
National Socialist regime in order to pursuc his long-term dream of exploring
space, and late in World War I found out what that bargain meant. His career,
however admirable in many other aspects, serves as an exemplary warning of the
dangers of the amoral pursuit of science and technology in the twenlieth century . —
and the twenty-first.

Michael J. Neufeld
December 2002




