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The Holocaust crimes described in these pages — in particular the deaths of tens of thousands

of concentration-camp prisoners in the production of the V-2 — are matters of established

historical fact, documented by survivors, war-crimes tribunals, and decades of scholarship.

This book is dedicated, in part, to their memory.

Document reference: MLSS-HIST-NIS-001 · v1.0

House editorial standard: live-verified, citation-disciplined, fact-constant / narrative-variable.
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For the prisoners of Dora —

the men who built the rockets,

and whose names history nearly forgot. 
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T

P r e f a c e

Myths, Conspiracies, and
Historical Reality

here is a photograph, taken in 1969, of a smiling man in a dark

suit  watching the Apollo 11  Saturn V climb off its  pad at  Cape

Kennedy. His name was Wernher von Braun, and a quarter of a

century earlier he had worn the black uniform of the SS. Between those

two images lies the whole strange, uncomfortable history this book sets

out to tell.

The phrase “Nazis in Space” arrives loaded with two opposite kinds of

distortion. On one side sit the conspiracy theorists, who fill the internet

with flying saucers built in Antarctic bunkers, antigravity bells hidden

in Silesian mines, and secret Reich colonies on the far side of the Moon.

On the  other  side  sit  the  sanitizers  — the  public-relations  men,  the

official  biographies,  the  commemorative  plaques  —  who  for  decades

insisted  that  the  men  who  built  America’s  rockets  were  apolitical

engineers who simply happened to be German, untouched by the regime

that employed them.

Both stories are false. The truth is harder, and more interesting than

either.

The truth is that the rocket that carried human beings to the Moon

descended, by a direct and traceable line of engineering and personnel,

from a weapon designed to kill civilians in London and Antwerp — a

weapon whose mass production cost the lives of roughly twenty thousand

concentration-camp prisoners, more people than the weapon ever killed

Preface
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in combat. The truth is that the United States and the Soviet Union, in

the closing months of the war and the opening years of the Cold War,

made  a  deliberate  decision  to  recruit  the  men  who  had  built  that

weapon,  to  overlook  or  actively  conceal  their  pasts,  and  to  put  their

expertise  to  work.  The  truth  is  that  this  decision  produced  both  the

triumph of Apollo and a moral stain that has never fully washed out.

What this  book argues

This is not a book of revelations. Almost everything in it has been

established by historians working with declassified files since the 1970s,

by the survivors of the Dora concentration camp who testified at war-

crimes  trials,  and  by  the  patient  archival  work  of  scholars  such  as

Michael Neufeld, Linda Hunt, Annie Jacobsen, and others whose names

appear in the sources. What this book attempts is a synthesis: to set the

engineering and the atrocity, the propaganda and the documentation,

the wartime crime and the postwar honor, side by side on the same page,

where they belong.

The central argument is simple to state and difficult to live with. The

modern space age was not a clean achievement that happened to have a

few embarrassing personnel footnotes. It emerged from a convergence

—  of  genuine  scientific  brilliance,  of  totalitarian  politics,  of  mass

murder, and of Cold War expediency — and the question that conver‐

gence forces upon us cannot be dissolved by either denial or celebration:

can  the  fruits  of  a  technology  be  cleanly  separated  from  the  crimes

committed to produce it?

A note on sources  and method

This  book follows  a  strict  editorial  discipline.  Factual  claims  have

been checked against the published record — the holdings of the United

States Holocaust Memorial Museum and the Mittelbau-Dora Memorial,

Preface
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the archives  of  the Smithsonian National Air and Space Museum and

NASA,  the  declassified  files  released  through  the  Nazi  War  Crimes

Disclosure Act, and the standard scholarly literature. Where a figure is

disputed, the dispute is reported rather than hidden. Where the evidence

runs out — as it does, spectacularly, in the chapters on the “Nazi UFO”

myth  —  the  book  says  so,  and  explains  how  to  tell  the  difference

between a documented fact and a story that merely refuses to die.

Quotations are deliberately sparse and short; the argument is carried

in the author’s own words. The reader will find no invented dialogue, no

imagined scenes, and no claim presented as certain that the documents

do not support. That restraint is itself a small act of respect — toward the

dead of Dora, who deserve accuracy rather than melodrama, and toward

the reader, who deserves to be trusted with the genuine difficulty of the

material.

We begin, as the story itself began, not with weapons or war crimes,

but with a dream.

Preface
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P a r t  O n e

The Birth of Space‐
flight

in Nazi Germany

Before it was a weapon, the rocket was a

fantasy of escape — from the Earth, from

poverty, from the limits of the possible. The men

who chased that fantasy walked, almost without

noticing, into the machinery of a murderous

state.



L

C h a p t e r  O n e

Dreamers of the Cosmos

“A man who reads only the history of weapons will never

understand the rocket. It was born of longing before it was

bent to war.”

— A guiding premise of this book

ong before the rocket was a weapon, it was a daydream printed in

cheap  paper  and  argued  over  in  Berlin  cafés.  The  German

romance with spaceflight did not begin in an army laboratory. It

began in the imaginations of schoolteachers, science-fiction readers, and

amateur  enthusiasts  who  believed,  with  something  close  to  religious

conviction, that human beings were destined to leave the Earth.

That  conviction  had  deep  roots.  The  Russian  schoolteacher

Konstantin Tsiolkovsky had worked out the fundamental mathematics

of  rocket  flight  at  the  turn  of  the  twentieth  century,  deriving  the

equation that still  governs how much a rocket must weigh in fuel  to

reach a given speed. In the United States, the physicist Robert Goddard

launched  the  world’s  first  liquid-fuelled  rocket  in  1926  from  a

Massachusetts field — a modest flight of a few seconds that pointed, in

principle, all the way to the Moon. But it was in Germany that rocketry

became a popular movement, and it is in Germany that our story has its

source.

Dreamers of the Cosmos
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Oberth and the prophets  of  space

The  pivotal  figure  was  Hermann  Oberth,  a  Transylvanian-born

physicist whose 1923 book,  Die Rakete zu den Planetenräumen — The

Rocket into Interplanetary Space — did for the German imagination

what  Tsiolkovsky’s  papers  had  done  in  obscurity  for  Russia.  Oberth

argued, with equations and engineering sketches, that rockets capable of

escaping the Earth’s gravity were not fantasy but a problem of money

and  persistence.  The  book  was  dense,  difficult,  and  electrifying.  It

convinced  a  generation  of  young  Germans  that  spaceflight  was  an

engineering project they might live to see.

Oberth was  a  prophet  rather  than a  builder;  his  own experiments

were fitful and often frustrated. But his writing supplied the movement

with both its mathematics and its mystique. Among the teenagers who

devoured his work and taught themselves calculus in order to follow it

was a well-born boy named Wernher von Braun, of whom much more

will be said.

The cultural  soil  was  rich.  Weimar Germany was  gripped by what

historians have called a “rocket fad.” The filmmaker Fritz Lang built an

entire  1929  motion  picture,  Frau  im  Mond (Woman  in  the  Moon),

around a lunar expedition, and hired Oberth as a technical adviser; the

film is often credited with inventing the dramatic launch countdown.

Automobiles and rail sleds were fitted with rocket motors for publicity

stunts. The popular press treated each small explosion in a test field as a

dispatch from the future.

The Society for Space Travel

In  1927,  the  enthusiasts  organised  themselves.  The  Verein  für

Raumschiffahrt — the Society for Space Travel, universally abbreviated

VfR — became the hub of amateur German rocketry. Its members were

a mixture of serious engineers and dreamers: Rudolf Nebel, a relentless

Dreamers of the Cosmos
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promoter; Klaus Riedel; Willy Ley, who would later flee Nazi Germany

and become one of America’s great popularisers of spaceflight; and the

young von Braun, who joined as a teenager.

From  a  disused  ammunition  dump  on  the  outskirts  of  Berlin  —

grandly named the Raketenflugplatz, the “rocket airfield” — the VfR

launched a series of small liquid-fuelled rockets through the early 1930s.

The machines were crude, the budgets were desperate, and the work was

conducted  in  an  atmosphere  of  improvisation  that  the  surviving

members remembered, ever after, with deep affection. It was the last era

in which German rocketry would belong to civilians, dreamers, and the

open press.

That era was already ending as the VfR flew its rockets. Germany was

sliding toward economic collapse and political catastrophe. Money for

whimsical  experiments  dried  up.  And one  institution in  the  German

state  had  begun  to  take  a  quiet,  professional  interest  in  what  these

amateurs were doing — not because it shared their dream of reaching

the  planets,  but  because  the  Treaty  of  Versailles,  which  had  stripped

Germany of  so  many conventional  weapons,  said  nothing whatsoever

about rockets.

The  German  Army  was  watching  the  Raketenflugplatz.  And  the

Army had money.

❦

Here the dream and the weapon first  touch.  The men of  the  VfR

wanted to reach space; the Army wanted a long-range artillery weapon

that the victorious Allies had failed to forbid. For a few crucial years,

those  two  desires  would  run  along  the  same  track,  and  the  most

ambitious of the dreamers would persuade himself that he could ride the

Dreamers of the Cosmos
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Army’s money all the way to the Moon. To understand how that bargain

was struck — and what it cost — we must meet the dreamer himself.

Dreamers of the Cosmos
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W

C h a p t e r  T w o

Enter Wernher von Braun

He insisted, for the rest of his life, that he had only ever

wanted to go into space. The documents tell a more

complicated story.

ernher Magnus Maximilian Freiherr von Braun was born on

the twenty-third of March, 1912, in the small Prussian town of

Wirsitz,  in  territory  that  is  now  part  of  Poland.  The  title

Freiherr — baron — was real; the family belonged to the conservative

Prussian aristocracy. His father served as a government minister during

the Weimar Republic; his mother traced her ancestry, with documented

pride, to several medieval European royal houses. Privilege of this kind

shaped von Braun’s entire career. It gave him confidence, connections,

and a smoothness of manner that would later disarm American officials

as effectively as it had impressed German generals.

As a  boy he was,  by his  own account,  an indifferent student until

Oberth’s book seized his imagination. The story he told for the rest of

his  life  — that  he  taught  himself  advanced mathematics  in  order  to

understand rocketry — appears to be true. By his late teens he was an

active member of the VfR, more practically minded than most of his

fellow enthusiasts and notably gifted at the one thing that would define

his career:  not pure invention, but organisation.  He understood other

people’s technical problems, he could coordinate a team, and he could

sell a vision to the men who held the budgets.

Enter Wernher von Braun
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The Army’s  offer

In late 1932, the German Army’s ordnance department, in the person

of Captain (later  General)  Walter  Dornberger,  offered the young von

Braun the resources to develop liquid-fuelled rockets — on the Army’s

terms, for the Army’s purposes. Von Braun accepted. He was twenty years

old. In 1934 he received his doctorate in physics from the University of

Berlin;  his  dissertation,  on  liquid-propellant  rocket  engines,  was

classified by the Army and not published.

It is  essential to be clear about the chronology, because von Braun

spent  his  postwar  life  blurring  it.  He  went  to  work  for  the  German

military  before  Adolf  Hitler  came  to  power  in  January  1933.  But

everything  that  followed  —  the  laboratories,  the  budgets,  the  test

ranges, the eventual factory worked by slave labour — unfolded under

the Third Reich, and von Braun’s rise was inseparable from it.

Party and SS

The record of von Braun’s entanglement with the Nazi apparatus is

documented and, on the central facts, not seriously in dispute. He was

associated with an SS riding (equestrian) unit in 1933–34 as a student. He

applied for membership in the Nazi Party and was admitted on the first

of  May,  1937,  receiving party number 5,738,692.  In 1940 he accepted a

commission  in  the  Allgemeine  SS  as  an  Untersturmführer  — second

lieutenant  —  and  over  the  next  three  years  he  was  promoted,  on

Heinrich  Himmler’s  authority,  three  times,  reaching  the  rank  of

Sturmbannführer, or major, by June 1943.

How  should  this  be  read?  Von  Braun’s  own  defence,  repeated  in

countless  interviews,  was  that  his  memberships  were  nominal  and

coerced:  that  refusing  would  have  ended  his  rocket  work,  that  the

promotions arrived in the mail as bureaucratic formalities, and that he

wore  the  black  SS  uniform  on  only  one  occasion.  His  principal

Enter Wernher von Braun
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biographer,  the historian Michael  Neufeld,  concluded after exhaustive

study that there is little evidence von Braun shared the regime’s racist or

anti-Semitic ideology, and that in each case he appears to have joined

under external pressure rather than conviction.

But Neufeld and others also document the limits of that defence. Von

Braun  applied  for  party  membership;  he  was  not  simply  enrolled.  A

former SS officer at Peenemünde told the BBC in 2002 that von Braun in

fact  wore  the  uniform  regularly  to  official  meetings.  And  the  deeper

point is  not  about uniforms or  membership cards.  Von Braun was  an

ambitious man who decided, repeatedly, that his dream of spaceflight

was worth the price of collaboration with one of history’s most criminal

regimes — and who, as later chapters will show, visited the underground

factory where prisoners were being worked to death to build his rockets.

The most careful verdict is neither “fanatic” nor “innocent.” It is the

verdict  the  philosopher  might  reserve  for  the  supremely  talented

opportunist:  a  man whose  defining trait  was  a  ruthless  willingness  to

make himself useful to whoever could fund his ambition.

A war is a war, von Braun said of the V-2’s

victims, and when one’s country is at war, one’s

duty is to help win it — adding that there had

been victims on both sides.

— von Braun, postwar, paraphrased

That  self-justification  —  the  apolitical  patriot  doing  his  duty  —

would become the template not only for von Braun’s own reputation but

for the way an entire cohort of German rocket men were repackaged for

American consumption. We will test it, hard, in the chapters to come.

But first we must follow von Braun and Dornberger to the place where

Enter Wernher von Braun
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the dream became a weapon: a remote island on the Baltic coast called

Peenemünde.

Enter Wernher von Braun
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I

C h a p t e r  T h r e e

Peenemünde

On the third of October, 1942, a machine built on this

island climbed higher than anything humanity had ever

made — and Walter Dornberger told his staff that a new

era of travel had begun. He was right, and he was building

a weapon.

n 1936 the German Army and Air Force jointly established a secret

research  centre  at  Peenemünde,  on  the  island  of  Usedom  at  the

northern tip of Germany’s Baltic coast. Von Braun’s mother is said

to  have  suggested  the  location;  her  family  had  hunted  there.  It  was

remote,  defensible,  and  bordered  by  open  water  over  which  rockets

could be fired and tracked. Over the following years it grew into one of

the most advanced — and most expensive — technological enterprises

in  the  world,  a  sprawling  complex  of  test  stands,  wind  tunnels,

laboratories, and housing, employing thousands.

Peenemünde’s purpose was the development of a large liquid-fuelled

ballistic missile, designated by the Army as the Aggregat 4, or A-4. The

world would come to know it by a different name, supplied later by Nazi

propaganda: the Vergeltungswaffe 2, the “Vengeance Weapon 2,” the V-2.

Building the impossible

The engineering problems were staggering, and solving them is the

genuine  basis  of  von  Braun’s  technical  reputation.  A  ballistic  missile

Peenemuü nde
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must burn enormous quantities of propellant in a controlled way, steer

itself  through the thickening and thinning air,  survive the stresses  of

supersonic flight, and arrive somewhere near its target after a journey of

minutes  and  hundreds  of  kilometres.  The  Peenemünde  team  had  to

invent, refine, or scale up almost every component: large regeneratively

cooled  rocket  engines,  turbopumps  to  force  propellant  into  the

combustion  chamber,  gyroscopic  guidance  systems,  and  aerodynamic

control surfaces operating in the jet exhaust itself.

Progress was uneven and often humiliating. Early test vehicles failed

repeatedly  —  rockets  that  exploded  on  the  stand,  lost  guidance,  or

crashed into the Baltic. The first two A-4 launch attempts, in June and

August  1942,  failed.  Then,  on the  third  of  October,  1942,  the  fourth

vehicle flew. It rose to an altitude of roughly eighty-five kilometres and

travelled  about  a  hundred  and  ninety  kilometres  downrange,

performing essentially as designed.

It was, by any reasonable definition, the first large rocket to function

as  a  guided  ballistic  missile,  and  it  touched  the  edge  of  space.

Dornberger,  watching,  declared  to  the  assembled  staff  that  the  day

marked the  dawn of  a  new era  in  transportation — the  era  of  space

travel. The remark was sincere; these men genuinely believed they were

building the future of  human exploration.  It  was  also,  in context,  an

extraordinary  act  of  self-deception,  because  the  machine  they  were

celebrating had been commissioned, funded, and built for one purpose:

to deliver a one-tonne warhead onto a distant city.

The first object in  space

The claim that  the  V-2  was  “the  first  man-made  object  in  space”

deserves precision, because it is both true and frequently mangled. The

October  1942  flight  reached  the  thermosphere  but  not  the  hundred-

kilometre Kármán line that is now the conventional boundary of space.

Peenemuü nde
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That threshold was crossed during a series of near-vertical test launches

in  June  1944.  One  of  them,  a  test  vehicle  designated  MW 18014  and

launched on the twentieth of June, 1944, reached an apogee of about a

hundred and seventy-six kilometres — comfortably above the Kármán

line. It is generally recognised as the first human-made object to reach

outer space.

This  is  a  genuine  milestone  in  the  history  of  spaceflight,  and  it

belongs  to  the  Peenemünde team.  But  it  is  a  milestone  reached by  a

weapons-test  programme,  recorded  almost  in  passing,  by  men  whose

immediate  task  was  to  make  that  same  vehicle  land  accurately  on

London. The dual nature of the V-2 — space pioneer and terror weapon,

in the same airframe — is not a paradox the historian imposes after the

fact. It was built into the machine from the beginning.

On the technical details  in  this  book

This book describes the V-2 at the level of a museum placard or encyclopedia

entry — what it was, how big, how far it flew, why it mattered — and no

further. The V-2 is an obsolete machine of the 1940s, and nothing here is

intended as engineering guidance. A consolidated historical profile appears in

Appendix C. The point of interest, for this history, is never how to build such

a weapon, but what building it meant.

By  the  summer  of  1943,  Peenemünde’s  work  had  attracted  the

attention of the highest levels of the regime. Hitler, initially sceptical of

the costly rocket, became an enthusiast; production was ordered on a vast

scale.  And then, on the night of the seventeenth of August,  1943, the

British Royal Air Force came.

Peenemuü nde
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Operation Hydra

In  a  major  raid  code-named  Operation  Hydra,  hundreds  of  RAF

bombers struck Peenemünde, aiming to kill  the scientists  and cripple

the  programme.  The  raid  did  neither  decisively,  though  it  killed

hundreds — including, in a grim foreshadowing, many of the forced

labourers already housed at the site. But it convinced the Nazi leadership

of one thing: rocket production could not remain on an exposed Baltic

island within reach of Allied bombers. It had to be moved underground,

and dispersed.

That decision, taken in the days after the raid, would prove fateful —

not for  the  war,  which the V-2 did nothing to  alter,  but  for  tens  of

thousands of human beings. To find a bomb-proof factory, the regime

turned to a tunnel complex in a mountain in central Germany, and to

the  only  labour  force  the  SS  was  prepared  to  expend  without  limit:

concentration-camp  prisoners.  The  clean  dream  of  Peenemünde  was

about  to  descend,  literally,  into  the  earth,  into  a  place  called  the

Mittelwerk. We will follow it there in Part Two. But first we must reckon

with what the V-2 was actually for.

Peenemuü nde
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O

C h a p t e r  F o u r

Rockets for Hitler

The V-2 was a marvel of engineering and a failure as a

weapon. That contradiction is the key to understanding it.

n the  eighth of  September,  1944,  the  first  V-2  fired  in  anger

struck Paris, and later that day two more fell on London. Over

the  following  months,  the  German  military  launched  more

than  three  thousand  of  the  rockets  against  Allied  cities  —  chiefly

London  and  the  recently  liberated  Belgian  port  of  Antwerp,  which

became the single most heavily targeted city of the campaign. There was

no defence. The V-2 arrived faster than sound, descending from the edge

of space at several thousand kilometres per hour; the first warning of its

approach was the explosion. After it came the double crack of its own

sonic boom, arriving from a sky that already held nothing.

The psychological terror of an undetectable, uninterceptable weapon

was real. Yet measured by any military standard, the V-2 was a strategic

failure, and understanding why is  essential to seeing past the myth of

Nazi “wonder weapons.”

An expensive  way to lose  a  war

The V-2 carried a  warhead of  roughly a  tonne — about the same

destructive load as a single conventional bomber could deliver,  except

that the bomber could be reused and the V-2 was destroyed in its single

use. Its guidance was crude by any later standard; rockets routinely fell

Rockets for Hitler
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kilometres  from their  aim points,  making the weapon useless  against

anything smaller  than a  city.  Each rocket  consumed scarce materials,

skilled labour, and industrial capacity on a scale wildly out of proportion

to the damage it did. The historian and the economist agree: Germany

spent a fortune comparable to a major aircraft programme to build a

weapon that  killed  roughly  five  thousand people  in  combat  — fewer

than a single large air raid — while diverting resources that might have

gone to fighters or air defence.

The term Vergeltungswaffe, “vengeance weapon,” tells the real story.

The V-2 was a creature of propaganda before it was a creature of strategy.

Joseph  Goebbels  promoted  the  “V-weapons”  from  1943  as  miracle

technologies  that would reverse Germany’s  deteriorating fortunes and

avenge the Allied bombing of German cities. They reversed nothing. As

the Smithsonian’s historians have put it, the Reich squandered money,

talent, and the lives of forced labourers on exotic devices that yielded

little military return.

The ethics  the engineers  chose  not to see

Here the moral question that runs through this entire book makes its

first sharp appearance. The men of Peenemünde knew what they were

building. They knew it was a weapon aimed at cities. Von Braun himself,

after the war, expressed regret for the V-2’s victims while framing them

as an unavoidable cost of wartime duty — the response of a man who

had decided, in advance, not to let the question trouble him too deeply.

It is sometimes argued in their defence that scientists cannot be held

responsible  for  how  their  inventions  are  used  —  that  the  engineer

designs the tool and the politician decides its target. This is among the

oldest  and  weakest  of  evasions,  and  the  V-2  exposes  it  precisely.  The

rocket was not a neutral tool later misused. It was commissioned as a

weapon,  designed as  a  weapon,  and built  — as  the next  chapters  will
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show in unbearable detail — by methods that were themselves a crime.

The men who built it were not bystanders to that fact. Some, like von

Braun, toured the factory where the crime was committed.

The American satirist Tom Lehrer would later skewer von Braun in

song,  mocking  the  engineer  who  professed  indifference  to  where  his

rockets came down so long as they went up. The joke landed because it

named something true: a willed moral detachment, a decision to care

about the trajectory and not the target. That detachment is the hinge on

which this whole history turns. It is what allowed brilliant men to build

a terror weapon by day and dream of the Moon by night — and it is

what allowed two superpowers, a few years later, to welcome those same

men with open arms.

To understand the full weight of that bargain, we have to go down

into the tunnels.
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P a r t  T w o

The Dark Side
of Rocket Science

For every rocket that rose toward space, men

died in a tunnel beneath a mountain. This is the

part of the story the commemorative plaques left

out — and the part this book exists to put back.



A

C h a p t e r  F i v e

Slave Labor and Mittelwerk

Roughly sixty thousand prisoners passed through the

Mittelbau-Dora camp system. Around twenty thousand of

them died. The V-2 is the only weapon in history that killed

more people in its making than in its use.

fter the Operation Hydra raid of August 1943, Hitler ordered that

V-2  production  move  underground.  Within  days,  the  regime

settled on a site: a network of tunnels bored into the Kohnstein, a

gypsum-and-anhydrite  mountain  near  the  town  of  Nordhausen  in

Thuringia, central Germany. The tunnels had been dug before the war as

a  storage  depot  for  fuel  and chemicals.  They  would  now become the

Mittelwerk — the “Central Works” — the underground factory where

the  V-2  was  mass-produced.  And  the  labour  that  would  expand  the

tunnels and assemble the rockets would come from a new concentration

camp established at  the site,  a  subcamp of  Buchenwald that  took the

code  name  Dora  and  was  later  enlarged  into  the  independent  camp

complex Mittelbau-Dora.

On  the  twenty-eighth  of  August,  1943,  the  first  prisoners  arrived

under SS guard.  They were the beginning of a  flow that would bring

roughly sixty thousand human beings through the Mittelbau camps over

the next twenty months.

Slave Labor and Mittelwerk

28



The tunnels

The first prisoners’ task was to enlarge the existing tunnels into a vast

factory: two parallel main galleries, each running roughly four hundred

and fifty metres through the mountain, linked by more than forty cross-

tunnels. They did this work with primitive tools, constant dust, blasting,

and the threat of rockfall, on starvation rations and under brutal discip‐

line.

For the first six months — through the autumn and winter of 1943–

44 — the prisoners were not even allowed out of the mountain. They

slept in the tunnels themselves, in tiers of bunks set into the damp rock,

breathing air thick with dust and the stench of the latrine barrels — oil

drums cut in half — that served thousands of men. There was little water

and less light. Disease ran unchecked. Men died of exhaustion, dysentery,

tuberculosis,  and  despair  at  such  a  rate  that  the  SS  installed  a

crematorium to dispose of the bodies. In those first months alone, more

than six thousand prisoners died in the tunnels or were shipped, dying,

to other camps to be killed.

Usually, the V-2 is remembered through the

engineers who designed it, rather than the forced

labourers who put it together. Yet the prisoners

died by the score.

— after the historians of the Dora memorial

project

A weapon assembled by the dying

When full  rocket  assembly  began in  the  underground galleries  in

early  1944,  conditions in the main camp improved somewhat — not

from mercy, but from calculation. Aboveground barracks were built; the
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tunnelling phase ended; and the SS recognised that skeletal, dying men

could not reliably assemble a precision weapon. A rocket sabotaged or

badly built on the line was a rocket lost. So the regime that had been

working prisoners to death now found it expedient to keep some of them

barely alive.

Even  this  relative  “improvement”  was  murderous.  Discipline  was

enforced  by  public  hanging.  Prisoners  suspected  of  sabotage  —

sometimes for nothing more than a faulty solder joint — were hanged

in batches at the tunnel mouth or from cranes inside the galleries, their

bodies  left  on  display,  sometimes  a  dozen at  a  time,  while  the  work

continued  beneath  them.  Of  the  roughly  three  hundred  and  fifty

prisoners executed at Mittelbau-Dora, around two hundred were hanged

for alleged sabotage. As SS personnel transferred in from the evacuated

Auschwitz complex late in the war, the executions accelerated; on some

days thirty men were hanged, on one occasion fifty.

The factory produced some six thousand V-2 rockets. The accounting

of the dead is necessarily imprecise, because the SS did not keep honest

books  and  many  prisoners  were  never  registered,  but  the  established

range is grim and clear. Around sixty thousand prisoners passed through

the Mittelbau system; conservative scholarly estimates place the dead at a

minimum of twenty thousand, with some assessments reaching twenty-

five thousand. The historian Michael Neufeld, who pioneered much of

this research, calculated that a minimum of around ten thousand deaths

can be attributed specifically to the V-2 programme at the Mittelwerk,

with the  remainder  falling to  the  parallel  tunnelling projects  for  the

aircraft and fuel industries that the same camp system served.

Set those numbers beside the roughly five thousand people the V-2

killed in combat, and the moral arithmetic is inescapable.  More people

died building the V-2 than were killed by it. It is, so far as the historical

record shows, the only weapon ever deployed of which this is true.
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The end at Dora

As American forces approached in the spring of 1945, the SS evacuated

the  camp  in  a  frenzy  of  brutality,  packing  prisoners  into  boxcars  or

driving them on foot in death marches toward Bergen-Belsen and other

camps.  Over three thousand more are estimated to have died in these

final evacuations. When soldiers of the U.S. Army reached Nordhausen

on the eleventh of April, 1945, they found a scene that horrified them: in

a  bombed barracks  in  the  town,  the  dying lay  among the  dead.  The

Army filmed it.  For a brief moment, the name Nordhausen stood, in

American eyes, for Nazi atrocity.

And then a different set of Americans arrived — men interested not

in the crime but in the technology buried in the mountain. They began

removing  rocket  parts,  documents,  and,  soon  enough,  the  men  who

knew how the rockets  worked.  The operation that would come to be

called Paperclip had one of its most important origins in those tunnels.

The bodies were barely cold.
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T

C h a p t e r  S i x

Scientists and the SS

The defenders said they were apolitical technicians. The

prosecutors said they were war criminals. The honest

answer is that the same men can be brilliant, complicit,

and useful all at once — which is exactly what makes them

so difficult to judge.

he men of Peenemünde and the Mittelwerk were not a uniform

mass.  Some were ardent Nazis;  some were careerists;  some were

ordinary engineers who never asked where their workforce came

from; a few quietly disapproved and did nothing. To collapse them into a

single category — whether “innocent scientists” or “Nazi monsters” —

is  to  falsify  the  history.  What  the  documents  reveal,  instead,  is  a

spectrum  of  complicity,  and  three  figures  map  that  spectrum  with

particular clarity.

Arthur Rudolph

Arthur Rudolph was the operations manager of the Mittelwerk —

the  man  responsible,  on  the  production  side,  for  the  underground

factory where prisoners died. He had joined von Braun’s circle in 1934

and become an early member of the Nazi Party. At the Mittelwerk he

was  directly  involved  in  the  system  of  forced  labour,  including,

according  to  later  investigators,  the  selection  of  prisoners  accused  of

sabotage who were then killed.
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After the war, Rudolph came to the United States through Paperclip,

his record sanitised. He rose to become a senior NASA manager and, in

the 1960s, the project director for the Saturn V — the very rocket that

carried Apollo to the Moon. For this he received NASA’s Distinguished

Service Medal. His American career was, by any measure, a triumph.

Then the past returned. In 1979 an investigator with the U.S. Justice

Department’s  newly  created  Office  of  Special  Investigations,  Eli

Rosenbaum,  came  across  Rudolph’s  name  in  connection  with  forced

labour at  the Mittelwerk.  After interviews,  and facing the prospect of

denaturalisation proceedings, Rudolph signed an agreement in late 1983,

left the United States in 1984, and renounced his American citizenship.

He had been brought to America as an indispensable asset; he was eased

out  of  it,  decades  later,  as  a  liability  whose  usefulness  was  spent.  A

subsequent investigation in Hamburg concluded in 1987 that the only

relevant charge not barred by the statute of limitations — murder —

could not be proven against him, and he was granted German citizen‐

ship;  the  prosecutor  was  careful  to  add  that  this  was  no  moral

exoneration. Rudolph died in Hamburg in 1996.

Hubertus Strughold

Hubertus Strughold occupies a different region of the spectrum —

the  region  of  proximity  and  plausible  deniability.  A  physiologist,  he

directed the Luftwaffe’s Institute for Aviation Medicine during the war.

In that capacity he attended a 1942 medical conference in Nuremberg at

which  an  SS  physician  presented  the  findings  of  lethal  experiments

conducted on prisoners at the Dachau concentration camp: men frozen

in ice water and subjected to low-pressure chambers, many to the point

of death, in the name of aviation research.

Strughold  was  never  charged.  He  maintained  that  he  had  no

knowledge of and no part in the atrocities. Brought to the United States
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through Paperclip in 1947, he became the “Father of Space Medicine,”

coining the term and laying foundations for astronaut life-support and

the understanding of the human body in space. Honours accumulated:

an award in his name, a library named for him, a place in a space hall of

fame.

After his death in 1986, the documentary record caught up with his

reputation.  A  1946  Nuremberg  memorandum  had  listed  him  among

those  “implicated”  in  the  Dachau  crimes;  subordinates  of  his  were

convicted  at  the  Doctors’  Trial.  Later  German  research  uncovered

evidence  that  his  institute  had  conducted  oxygen-deprivation

experiments  on  a  group  of  epileptic  children  taken  from  a  Nazi

“euthanasia” centre. One by one, the honours were stripped: his portrait

removed from a university mural, the library renamed, his name taken

out  of  the  space  hall  of  fame.  Whether  Strughold  was  a  culpable

participant or a man who looked away from what his own institution

was doing, the historical record will probably never settle with certainty.

What it does settle is that the United States chose not to ask the question

while his expertise was useful.

Wernher von Braun’s  contested legacy

And then there is von Braun himself — the test case, the symbol, the

man around whom the whole argument circles. The case against him is

not that he ran the Mittelwerk; Rudolph did that. It is subtler and, in

some ways, more damning because it is so well documented. Von Braun

was  the  technical  director  of  the  V-2  programme.  He  visited  the

Mittelwerk  roughly  a  dozen times.  He  saw the  prisoners.  By  his  own

much later admission, the conditions were “repulsive,” yet he continued

his work. There is documentary evidence that he was involved, on at least

one  occasion,  in  arranging  for  skilled  prisoner  labour  from  the

Buchenwald camp.
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He  was  not  the  architect  of  the  atrocity,  and  there  is  no  good

evidence he ordered a death. But he was a senior, knowing participant in

an enterprise built on slave labour, who spent his postwar life presenting

himself as an apolitical dreamer who had been kept in the dark. That

gap — between what the documents show he knew and what he told the

public — is von Braun’s real offence against history. His SS membership

became widely  known only  in the 1980s;  the  full  record of  the camp

deaths  and  his  proximity  to  them  emerged  through  the  work  of

journalists and scholars in the 1980s and 1990s, long after he had been

celebrated as an American hero and after his death in 1977.

The  point  of  laying  these  three  men  side  by  side  is  not  to  issue

verdicts the courts declined to issue. It is to dissolve the false binary that

has distorted this subject for seventy years. One can hold, simultaneously

and without contradiction, that these men possessed genuine and rare

technical brilliance; that they were complicit, in varying degrees, in one

of  history’s  great  crimes;  and  that  two  superpowers  found  them  too

useful  to  bring  to  justice.  Holding  all  three  truths  at  once  is

uncomfortable. It is also the only honest position.
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B

C h a p t e r  S e v e n

The Collapse of the Third
Reich

In the final weeks, the rocket men made a cold and rational

calculation: better to surrender to the Americans than to

the Russians, the French, or the vengeance of the dying

regime itself.

y the early months of 1945, the Third Reich was disintegrating,

and  the  rocket  engineers  found  themselves  caught  between

converging dangers. The Red Army was driving in from the east;

the Western Allies were closing from the west; the SS, in its death throes,

was  perfectly  capable  of  murdering  anyone  it  judged  a  liability  or  a

defector. The men of Peenemünde, who had spent the war calculating

trajectories, now turned their analytical habits to the most personal of

problems: how to survive the fall, and to whom to give themselves up.

The reasoning was unsentimental.  They were the custodians of the

most advanced missile technology on Earth, and they knew it. Whoever

captured them would gain that knowledge; therefore they were valuable,

therefore they might be safe — but only if they reached the right captor.

The Soviets  were  feared.  The Americans,  by  contrast,  were  rich,  were

unlikely  to  take  revenge,  and  offered  the  best  prospect  of  continued

work. Von Braun, characteristically, organised the surrender as carefully

as he had organised everything else.
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Evacuation and a  broken arm

As  the  front  approached  Peenemünde,  the  team  and  its  most

important documents were evacuated south, toward the Bavarian Alps,

under chaotic and dangerous conditions. Von Braun broke his arm in a

car accident along the way and would meet the Americans with it in a

cast.  The  engineers  took  care  to  hide  a  cache  of  crucial  technical

documents — the irreplaceable record of years of rocket development —

in a mine, to be used as a bargaining asset.

In early May 1945, members of the rocket team made contact with

American forces near Reutte, in Austria, and surrendered. Von Braun’s

younger  brother,  also  an  engineer,  is  said  to  have  approached  an

American soldier on a bicycle to announce, in broken English, that they

were the inventors of the V-2 and wished to give themselves up. It was,

on  its  face,  almost  comic.  It  was  also  one  of  the  most  consequential

surrenders of the war.

A race to loot the future

What followed at the Mittelwerk and across central Germany was a

scramble. Under the agreed postwar occupation zones, the Nordhausen

area — and the tunnels of the Mittelwerk — would fall to the Soviets.

But  American  forces  reached  it  first,  and  before  the  handover  they

worked feverishly to remove as much as they could: enough components,

by  the  standard  account,  to  reconstruct  a  substantial  number  of

complete V-2 rockets, shipped out through the port of Antwerp — the

very city the rockets had been built to destroy — and on to the United

States. Documents were seized. And the most important asset of all, the

men, were gathered up for transport west.

The  destruction  of  evidence  ran  in  parallel  with  the  looting  of

technology. The SS had tried to obliterate the record of its crimes; the

Western Allies, for their own reasons, would soon obscure the records of
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the  men  they  wanted  to  employ.  Two  different  impulses  toward

concealment — the perpetrators hiding atrocity, the recruiters hiding

complicity — were about to converge on the same set of files.

The war in Europe ended on the eighth of May, 1945. The rocket men

were in American hands. Their machines and their papers were on their

way across the Atlantic. And in Washington, a programme was taking

shape that would turn the enemy’s most brilliant and most compromised

technologists into instruments of American power. It had a code name

borrowed from a humble office supply: Paperclip.
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P a r t  T h r e e

Operation
Paperclip

A democratic government, having just defeated

a regime of unparalleled criminality, decided

that some of that regime’s servants were too

valuable to punish — and rewrote their pasts so

the law would let them in.



I

C h a p t e r  E i g h t

America’s Secret Recruitment
Program

It began as a scheme to win the war against Japan. It

became a forty-year programme that transplanted Ger‐

many’s scientific elite to American soil — and required the

government to break its own rules to do it.

n  the  spring  of  1945,  as  Allied  armies  overran  Germany,  they

discovered that Nazi science had been, in several fields, genuinely

ahead of their own: the ballistic missile, jet aircraft, nerve agents,

advanced submarines. The shock of that discovery, mixed with the fear

that this expertise might fall to a rival, set in motion the programme

that became Operation Paperclip.

Its origins were practical and, at first, narrow. In July 1945, the U.S.

Joint  Chiefs  of  Staff  authorised  a  programme,  initially  code-named

Overcast, to bring German specialists to the United States — the stated

purpose  being  to  shorten  the  ongoing  war  against  Japan  and  to  aid

postwar  military  research.  The  men  were  to  be  exploited  for  their

knowledge  and  then,  in  theory,  returned.  A  new  body,  the  Joint

Intelligence Objectives Agency, the JIOA, was created to run it.

From Overcast to Paperclip

The name changed for a banal reason. German families had started

calling  the  Bavarian  camp  where  they  were  held  “Camp  Overcast,”
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compromising  the  code  word.  By  a  memorandum  of  early  1946,  the

operation was renamed Paperclip — reportedly because officers attached

an ordinary paperclip to the files of the specialists they most wanted to

keep,  marking  the  ones  whose  problematic  pasts  would  need  to  be

worked around. Whether or not that origin story is literally true, the

image  is  apt:  the  paperclip  became,  in  effect,  the  small  mechanical

fastener of a much larger act of concealment.

The locating of the scientists owed something to luck and something

to  method.  A list  compiled  during  the  war  by  the  German engineer

Werner  Osenberg  —  naming  thousands  of  the  Reich’s  scientific

personnel  —  was  found,  famously,  stuffed  into  a  toilet  at  Bonn

University  by  a  Polish  laboratory  worker  as  the  regime  collapsed.  It

reached Allied intelligence.  A U.S.  Army officer,  Major Robert Staver,

used it to build his own list of rocket men to capture and interrogate. At

the top of that list was a single name: Wernher von Braun.

The rule that was made to be  broken

The legal and moral architecture of Paperclip is  its  most revealing

feature,  and  it  deserves  to  be  stated  plainly.  President  Harry  Truman

formally approved the expanded programme in a directive of September

1946. That directive contained an explicit prohibition: no one who had

been  more  than  a  nominal  member  of  the  Nazi  Party,  or  an  active

supporter  of  Nazism or militarism, was  to be admitted to the United

States.

This presented the JIOA with an immediate and obvious problem.

The very men it most wanted — the senior engineers and managers who

had thrived inside the Nazi system — were, very often, exactly the people

the  directive  was  written  to  exclude.  Some  had  been  party  members;

some had been SS officers; some had presided over operations that used

slave labour.
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The JIOA worked independently of the State

Department, the President, and the White

House, the historian Annie Jacobsen has written

— and did what it wanted to do anyway, which

was to whitewash the Nazi records and bring

these men over.

— after Annie Jacobsen, Operation Paperclip

The agency’s solution was as simple as it was corrosive: it lied. Security

dossiers were systematically rewritten. References to party membership,

SS rank, and wartime activity were deleted or softened. A security report

that had described von Braun as  a  potential  security threat and an SS

officer was massaged, in the version that reached the State Department,

into a man who “may have been” an SS officer with vaguely “inward”

political leanings. Arthur Rudolph’s file was scrubbed of his role at the

Mittelwerk. The scientists were recast, on paper, as apolitical technicians

whose expertise was a neutral resource to be harvested.

Not everyone went along quietly. The State Department’s represent‐

ative, Samuel Klaus, fought the programme by demanding background

checks so thorough that he was suspected of trying to sabotage it. When

the  programme  became  public,  prominent  Americans  —  including

Albert Einstein and Eleanor Roosevelt — protested. But the gathering

Cold  War  supplied  an  argument  that  overrode  every  objection:  if

America did not take these men, the Soviet Union would. In the end,

roughly sixteen hundred German scientists, engineers, and technicians

— along with their families — were brought to the United States under

Paperclip and its successor programmes between 1945 and the late 1950s.

It is worth pausing on what this means. A democratic government, in

the immediate aftermath of a war fought against a regime of historic

criminality,  made  a  deliberate  decision  that  technical  advantage
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mattered more than accountability — and to act on that decision, it

concealed war-crimes connections not only from its own immigration

authorities but from the public it served. That decision delivered Apollo.

It also established a Cold War template in which grave human-rights

abuses could be strategically overlooked in the name of national security.

Both of those legacies are real. Neither cancels the other.
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I

C h a p t e r  N i n e

Smuggling the Scientists

Texas, New Mexico, secrecy, and a slow path to citizenship:

how a few hundred of the enemy’s best minds quietly

became Americans.

n the autumn of 1945,  the first  contingent of von Braun’s  rocket

men crossed the Atlantic and arrived, under guard and in secrecy, at

Fort Bliss, the U.S. Army post outside El Paso, Texas. Nearby, across

the  state  line  in  New Mexico,  lay  the  White  Sands  Proving  Ground,

where the captured V-2 components were being reassembled and fired

into  the  desert  sky.  For  the  German  engineers,  it  was  a  strange,

suspended  existence  —  prisoners  of  a  sort,  yet  courted  for  their

knowledge; enemies of the state a few months earlier, now its quiet em‐

ployees.

In August 1945, well over a hundred of the missile specialists, led by

von Braun, had signed contracts with the U.S. Army Ordnance Corps.

The  early  arrivals  lived  under  loose  confinement  at  Fort  Bliss,

nicknamed by some “prisoners of peace.” They were taken on supervised

outings; their families, still in occupied Germany, were brought over in

stages  and  housed  at  facilities  such  as  Landshut  in  Bavaria  while  the

paperwork was arranged.
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The machinery of  concealment

The legal sleight of hand described in the previous chapter now had

to be operationalised, and it was. Because the scientists could not lawfully

immigrate with their true records intact, the JIOA produced the records

the law required — clean dossiers describing apolitical technicians. With

the  sanitised  paperwork  in  hand,  the  men  passed  State  Department

review, received security clearances and visas, and were placed on a path

to permanent residence and, eventually, citizenship. Several would take

the oath as American citizens in the mid-1950s, their Nazi pasts sealed in

classified files.

The secrecy was not merely bureaucratic caution; it was essential to

the programme’s survival. Public knowledge of who these men had been

— and of what the V-2 had cost in human lives — would have made

their  continued  employment  politically  intolerable.  So  the  Army

classified the camp story along with the technical files. For decades, the

American public was told a sanitised version: brilliant German scientists,

refugees  from  a  defeated  dictatorship,  generously  helping  their  new

country reach for the stars. The forced labourers of Dora were edited out

of the official narrative as thoroughly as they had been edited out of the

dossiers.

Years in  the desert

The Fort Bliss years were, professionally, a period of frustration and

slow consolidation. The Army was not yet sure what it wanted from its

rocket team. The Germans test-fired reassembled V-2s at White Sands,

trained  American personnel,  and waited.  Some of  those  White  Sands

firings carried scientific instruments to the edge of space, beginning the

peacetime career of the V-2 as a research vehicle — the same airframe

that had terrorised London now lofting cosmic-ray detectors into the

New Mexico sky.
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In  1950  the  team  was  transferred  to  the  Redstone  Arsenal  at

Huntsville, Alabama, which would become its permanent home and the

cradle  of  America’s  heavy  rockets.  The  Germans  put  down  roots  in

Huntsville  with  a  thoroughness  that  surprised  their  neighbours,

founding a  symphony orchestra  and pressing for  a  university  campus.

Von  Braun,  notably,  insisted  that  any  federally  funded  university

extension be desegregated — a stance that complicates, without erasing,

the larger moral picture. These men were building new American lives.

The files that recorded their old German ones stayed locked.

It  would  take  more  than  three  decades,  and  the  patient  work  of

investigators and historians, for those files to be opened and the sanitised

narrative to come apart. By then, the rocket men had already done the

thing they were  brought to  do.  But  America  was  not  the only  victor

scrambling to harvest the Reich’s rocket expertise. On the other side of

the new Iron Curtain, the Soviet Union was running a programme of its

own — and its methods were even more direct.
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C h a p t e r  T e n

The Soviet Version

The Americans persuaded their Germans to come. The

Soviets simply loaded theirs onto trains in the middle of the

night. Yet it was the Soviet program, not the German

engineers within it, that reached space first.

he United States  did not have a monopoly on the V-2’s  legacy.

When  American  forces  stripped  the  Mittelwerk  and  withdrew,

the  Nordhausen  tunnels  passed,  as  agreed,  into  the  Soviet

occupation zone — and the Soviets found there both leftover hardware

and a substantial pool of German rocket personnel whom the Americans

had  not  taken.  Stalin’s  state  set  about  exploiting  them  with

characteristic ruthlessness.

At first the Soviets worked the Germans in place. Through 1945 and

1946 they set up design bureaus in the Soviet zone — institutes around

Bleicherode and Berlin, and a large enterprise called the Zentralwerke —

to reconstruct the V-2 and its production. One of these German-staffed

operations  was  directed  by  Helmut  Gröttrup,  a  former  Peenemünde

engineer who had chosen the Soviets over the Americans, partly in the

hope of leading a programme rather than serving under von Braun.

Operation Osoaviakhim

Then, on the night of the twenty-first to twenty-second of October,

1946, the Soviets dispensed with persuasion. In an operation code-named
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Osoaviakhim, security forces under the Soviet military administration

rounded  up  German  specialists  —  in  rocketry,  aviation,  optics,  and

nuclear research — and transported them, with their families, by rail to

the  Soviet  Union.  The  numbers  were  large:  more  than two thousand

specialists and some four thousand family members, on the order of six

thousand  people  in  all,  moved  in  a  single  coordinated  sweep  aboard

scores  of  trains.  They  were  given  a  few  hours  to  gather  belongings;

resistance was not an option.

The rocket specialists, around a hundred and seventy of them under

Gröttrup, were eventually concentrated at an isolated facility — Branch

No.  1  of  the institute  designated NII-88 — on Gorodomlya Island in

Lake Seliger, well to the northwest of Moscow. Their living conditions,

by the standard of  the war-ravaged Soviet  Union,  were comparatively

good. Their freedom was nonexistent. They were there to be drained of

their knowledge.

Used,  then sidelined

Here the Soviet story diverges sharply from the American one, in a

way  that  punctures  another  popular  myth  —  the  idea  that  captured

Germans simply “built” the Soviet space programme. They did not. The

German team was used as a knowledge source and a “reality check,” and

then deliberately marginalised.

The decisive Soviet figure was not a German at all but Sergei Korolev,

a  brilliant  engineer  who  had  survived  imprisonment  in  Stalin’s  own

Gulag  and  who  became  the  “Chief  Designer”  of  the  Soviet  rocket

programme. The Germans were set to reconstructing the V-2; Korolev’s

own bureau produced a Soviet copy, the R-1, first launched in 1948. The

German engineers, kept on the island, were invited to propose advanced

designs — a series of paper projects in the “G” family — but Korolev

largely declined to build them, pressing ahead instead with indigenous
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Soviet rockets that drew on German lessons without being dictated by

German blueprints. Some German ideas fed into later Soviet missiles; the

long-term architecture did not.

By the early 1950s the Germans had outlived their usefulness.  They

were repatriated to East Germany in waves, the last group — including

Gröttrup — not until late 1953.  Crucially, the Soviets held them for a

deliberate  “cooling-off”  period  after  removing  them  from  sensitive

work, so that whatever they could tell Western intelligence would be out

of date by the time they reached the West. Gröttrup himself escaped to

West Germany and went on, in an extraordinary second act, to invent

the smart card.

It was Korolev’s indigenous line of development — not the German

team on Gorodomlya Island — that produced the R-7, the world’s first

intercontinental  ballistic  missile,  in 1957.  And it  was the R-7 that,  in

October of that year, would lob a small polished sphere into orbit and

hand the Soviet Union a propaganda victory that shook the United States

to its foundations. The captured Germans had given Soviet rocketry a

running start. But the Soviets had run on their own legs. The lesson cuts

against the grain of the “Nazis in space” mythology: the V-2’s personnel

mattered enormously at the outset, and then, on both sides, the story

became one of new nations building on an inheritance rather than of

Germans secretly running the show.
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P a r t  F o u r

From V-2
to Saturn V

The line from the terror weapon to the Moon

rocket is not a metaphor. It is a documented

chain of engineers, drawings, and engines —

running through the American desert, a Soviet

shock, and the creation of a new agency.



T

C h a p t e r  E l e v e n

Building America’s Missile
Arsenal

Before the rockets carried astronauts, they carried

warheads. The road to the Moon ran first through the

American arsenal.

he  German  rocket  team  did  not  come  to  America  to  explore

space. They came to build weapons, and for the first decade that is

what they did. The peaceful uses would follow, but only after the

missiles — and the Cold War logic that demanded them — came first.

At  White  Sands,  in  the  New  Mexico  desert,  the  reassembled  V-2s

served a  double purpose:  they taught American engineers  how a large

ballistic missile actually behaved, and they carried scientific instruments

to  altitudes  no  aircraft  could  reach,  inaugurating  the  field  of  high-

altitude research. Some of those firings strapped a second, smaller rocket

atop the V-2, an early experiment in the multi-stage design that would

eventually be necessary to reach orbit.

Redstone and the Cold War

In  1950  the  team  moved  to  the  Redstone  Arsenal  at  Huntsville,

Alabama, and the work turned in earnest to American weapons. From

the lessons of the V-2, von Braun’s engineers developed the Redstone, a

short-range ballistic  missile  that  was,  in  a  real  sense,  the  V-2’s  direct
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technical  descendant — a larger,  more capable  machine built  on the

same  foundational  principles.  The  Redstone  became  the  basis  for  an

entire family of American rockets.

This  was  the  height  of  the  early  Cold  War,  and  missiles  were

instruments of strategy and terror in their own right — now potentially

tipped  with  nuclear  warheads  capable  of  annihilating  cities  far  more

efficiently  than  any  V-2.  The  same  expertise  that  had  built  Hitler’s

vengeance weapon was now being applied, in the American South, to the

tools  of  nuclear  deterrence.  The  engineers  had  changed  flags;  the

fundamental enterprise — designing rockets to deliver warheads across

great  distances  —  had  not.  Arthur  Rudolph,  the  former  Mittelwerk

manager,  was  a  program  manager  on  the  Redstone  and  later  the

Pershing missile before his work shifted to the Moon rocket.

A satellite,  denied

As early as 1954, von Braun and his colleagues recognised that their

hardware was capable of something far more momentous than carrying

a  warhead.  With  relatively  modest  modification,  a  Redstone-derived

rocket  could  place  a  satellite  in  orbit  around  the  Earth.  Von  Braun

proposed exactly this. He was turned down.

The  reasons  were  partly  bureaucratic  and  partly  political.  The

Eisenhower  administration,  planning  America’s  contribution  to  the

International Geophysical Year of 1957–58, deliberately assigned the first

U.S.  satellite  effort  to  a  separate,  civilian-flavoured  programme  —

Project Vanguard, run by the Naval Research Laboratory — in part to

keep the prestige of the first satellite separate from the Army’s ballistic

missiles and their German pedigree. Von Braun’s Army team was told, in

effect, that satellites were not their department. Quietly, they kept their

hardware ready anyway.
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It was a decision the United States would soon regret bitterly. While

Vanguard struggled, the von Braun team sat on a rocket that could have

orbited a satellite at almost any time. And on the fourth of October,

1957,  the  Soviet  Union  removed  any  doubt  about  the  stakes,  and  the

world changed overnight.
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O

C h a p t e r  T w e l v e

Sputnik Shock

A polished metal sphere the size of a beach ball, beeping as

it circled the Earth, did more to make former Nazi

engineers indispensable to America than any argument

ever could.

n  the  fourth  of  October,  1957,  the  Soviet  Union  launched

Sputnik  1  —  a  polished  aluminium  sphere  about  fifty-eight

centimetres  across,  weighing  some  eighty-three  kilograms,

carrying nothing but a radio transmitter that beeped as it crossed the

sky.  It  was,  technically,  a  modest  object.  Its  effect  on  the  American

psyche was anything but.

The shock had two dimensions. The first was wounded prestige: the

United  States,  which  thought  of  itself  as  the  world’s  technological

leader, had been beaten into space by a nation it regarded as backward.

The second was  fear,  and it  was  the  more  serious.  A rocket  powerful

enough to orbit a satellite was, by definition, powerful enough to deliver

a  nuclear  warhead  across  an  ocean.  Sputnik  was,  in  effect,  a  public

demonstration  that  the  Soviet  Union  possessed  an  intercontinental

ballistic  missile.  The  beeping  in  the  sky  was  the  sound  of  American

invulnerability ending.

Sputnik Shock

55



Humiliation and recovery

Worse  followed.  A  month  later  the  Soviets  launched  the  much

heavier Sputnik 2, carrying a dog, Laika — underscoring that the first

launch had been no fluke. The American response, the long-promised

Vanguard, was readied under the full glare of the press on the sixth of

December, 1957. It rose a few feet off the pad, lost thrust, and collapsed in

a  fireball  on  live  display.  The  newspapers  called  it,  with  cruel

inventiveness,  “Flopnik”  and  “Kaputnik.”  National  humiliation  was

complete.

Now, at last, the government turned to the men it had kept waiting

in  Huntsville.  Given  permission  to  proceed,  von  Braun’s  Army  team

prepared a satellite launch using a modified Jupiter-C rocket — a direct

descendant of the Redstone, and thus of the V-2 — in a configuration

called Juno I. On the thirty-first of January, 1958, it carried Explorer 1,

America’s first satellite, into orbit. Explorer 1 was more than a flag-saver:

its  instruments,  designed by the physicist James Van Allen, discovered

the belts of trapped radiation that now bear Van Allen’s name. At the

triumphant  press  conference,  von  Braun,  Van  Allen,  and  the  Jet

Propulsion Laboratory’s William Pickering held a model of the satellite

above their heads.

In the crisis after Sputnik, it was the handsome,

charismatic German — the former SS major

whose rockets had killed thousands — who

restored American confidence in space. The irony

was complete, and almost entirely unremarked

at the time.

— the central irony of 1958
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Why the past was buried deeper

Sputnik  is  the  hinge  of  our  story’s  American  chapter,  because  it

transformed von Braun and his team from a quietly tolerated technical

asset into a national necessity. A nation gripped by fear of Soviet missile

superiority was in no mood to scrutinise the wartime records of the men

who  could  close  the  gap.  If  anything,  Sputnik  buried  those  records

deeper. The German engineers became too important to question.

The  shock  reshaped  American  institutions  wholesale.  It  poured

money into science education and research. It created new agencies. And

it set the United States on a course that would, within a dozen years,

plant human beings  on the Moon — a course  charted,  in significant

part, by men who had begun their careers building weapons for Adolf

Hitler. To pursue that course, the nation needed a vehicle for its space

ambitions that was civilian, visible, and unburdened — at least on the

surface — by the military and ideological baggage of its rocket men. In

1958, it built one.
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T

C h a p t e r  T h i r t e e n

The Creation of NASA

A new civilian agency, a new center in Alabama, and a

German baron at its head — though never, as the myth

would have it, at the head of the agency itself.

he institutional answer to Sputnik was the National Aeronautics

and  Space  Administration.  President  Eisenhower  signed  the

National Aeronautics and Space Act into law on the twenty-ninth

of  July,  1958,  and the  new agency  opened for  business  on the  first  of

October, 1958. NASA was deliberately civilian. The point was to separate

America’s  peaceful  space  ambitions,  in  image  and  in  law,  from  the

military missile programmes — and, implicitly, from the soldiers and

the former enemy nationals who ran them.

But  the  expertise  NASA  needed  lived  inside  those  military

programmes.  And so,  over the following two years,  the machinery of

American spaceflight was reorganised to bring the rocket men into the

civilian fold.

Marshall Space Flight Center

On  the  first  of  July,  1960,  the  Army’s  rocket  operation  at  the

Redstone Arsenal — von Braun’s team — was transferred to NASA and

reconstituted  as  the  George  C.  Marshall  Space  Flight  Center  in

Huntsville, Alabama. Wernher von Braun was appointed its first director.

His  deputy  and many of  his  senior  managers  were  the  same German
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engineers  who had come over  under Paperclip  fifteen years  earlier  —

Eberhard  Rees,  Kurt  Debus  (who  would  direct  launch  operations  in

Florida), and others. The core of America’s heavy-lift rocketry was now,

formally, a civilian enterprise; in personnel, it was substantially the old

Peenemünde team, transplanted and naturalised.

Marshall  became  NASA’s  lead  center  for  launch-vehicle  develop‐

ment. Its  first great task was already taking shape:  to build rockets of

unprecedented power, the Saturn family, capable of lifting the enormous

payloads that human lunar exploration would require.

A crucial distinction

Here we must correct, carefully and in advance, a misconception that

the  later  chapters  on  myth  will  address  head-on.  Von  Braun  was  the

director  of  the  Marshall  Space  Flight  Center  — one  of  NASA’s  field

centers  —  and  later,  near  the  end  of  his  career,  a  deputy  associate

administrator for  planning at  NASA headquarters.  He was  a  powerful

and famous figure within the agency.

He was never the Administrator of NASA. The agency’s administrat‐

ors  in  this  era  were  Americans  appointed  by  the  President:  T.  Keith

Glennan,  the  first  administrator,  and  then  James  E.  Webb,  who  led

NASA  through  most  of  the  1960s  and  the  drive  to  the  Moon.  The

distinction matters because a strand of popular folklore imagines that “a

Nazi  ran NASA.”  That  is  false.  A former  Nazi  Party  member  and SS

officer  ran  one  of  NASA’s  centers  and  designed  its  great  rocket.  The

agency itself was led, throughout, by American civilian administrators

answerable to the elected government. The difference between “led the

agency”  and  “led  a  center  within  the  agency”  is  not  pedantry;  it  is

precisely the kind of distinction that separates history from myth, and

we will hold to it.
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Von Braun,  public prophet

Through the 1950s and into the 1960s, von Braun had also become

something no other rocket engineer had ever been: a celebrity. He had

collaborated with Walt Disney on a series of popular television films in

the  mid-1950s  that  brought  the  dream  of  spaceflight  into  American

living rooms. He wrote magazine articles,  appeared on television, and

testified  before  Congress.  Handsome,  articulate,  and  relentlessly

optimistic, he was the public face of the American space dream.

It was in this role that the sanitised biography mattered most. The

von Braun the public knew was the apolitical visionary, the man who

had always wanted to reach the stars and had simply, regrettably, been

born in the wrong country at the wrong time. The von Braun of the

documents — the SS major who had toured the Mittelwerk — was sealed

away,  classified,  unmentioned.  For  the  duration  of  the  Moon

programme, the two never met in public.  And the Moon programme

was  now accelerating  toward  the  most  ambitious  engineering  feat  in

human history.
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C h a p t e r  F o u r t e e n

Apollo and the Moon

The Saturn V was the most powerful machine human

beings had ever built, and it never failed. Its chief architect

had built the V-2. Both facts are true; the book has spent

thirteen chapters earning the right to hold them together.

hen President John F. Kennedy committed the United States,

in 1961,  to landing a man on the Moon and returning him

safely  before  the  decade  was  out,  he  handed  Wernher  von

Braun and the Marshall  Space  Flight  Center  the task of  building the

rocket that could do it. The result was the Saturn V — a machine that

remains, more than half a century later, among the most powerful flying

objects ever built.

The Saturn V

The numbers still strain belief. The Saturn V stood about a hundred

and  eleven  metres  tall  —  taller  than  the  Statue  of  Liberty  —  and

weighed, fully fuelled, roughly three thousand tonnes. Its first stage was

powered by five Rocketdyne F-1 engines,  burning kerosene and liquid

oxygen, that together produced about thirty-four million newtons —

seven and a half million pounds — of thrust, consuming around fifteen

tonnes of propellant every second. The upper stages used engines burning

liquid hydrogen and liquid oxygen, a  more advanced and demanding

technology. The whole vehicle contained on the order of several million
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working parts. It was designed at Marshall, built by American aerospace

contractors,  and  integrated  into  a  working  whole  through  an

engineering effort of staggering scale.

Von  Braun’s  engineering  philosophy  —  conservative,  redundant,

built with generous margins of safety — left its mark on the Saturn V.

Colleagues  sometimes  mocked his  caution,  but  the  conservatism paid

off: across thirteen launches, the Saturn V never suffered a catastrophic

failure. Von Braun himself, contemplating the millions of components

in his rocket, is said to have reflected wryly that they had all been built

by  the  lowest  bidder  — and that  he  prayed everyone had done their

homework. The line captured both the terror and the discipline of the

enterprise.

The decision that shaped the mission was the choice of “lunar orbit

rendezvous” — sending a small lander down to the surface from a craft

left in lunar orbit — announced by NASA in 1962. The first uncrewed

Saturn V flew in November 1967; in December 1968, Apollo 8 carried the

first humans to orbit the Moon.

Apollo 1 1

On the sixteenth of  July,  1969,  a  Saturn V lifted off from Launch

Complex 39 at the Kennedy Space Center in Florida, carrying the crew of

Apollo  11  —  Neil  Armstrong,  Edwin  “Buzz”  Aldrin,  and  Michael

Collins. Four days later, on the twentieth of July, Armstrong and Aldrin

landed on the Moon, and Armstrong stepped onto its surface. It was, by

common consent, one of the supreme achievements of the human spe‐

cies.

The  rocket  that  took  them  there  had  been  designed  under  the

direction of  a  former SS officer,  with a  former Mittelwerk operations

manager serving as the Saturn V’s project director. Over the course of the

Apollo programme, the Saturn V carried six crews to successful landings
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on the Moon. The dream that had begun in a Berlin café and a teenager’s

copy of Oberth’s book had been realised — by way of a terror weapon, a

slave-labour  factory,  two secret  recruitment  programmes,  and a  Cold

War.

How much credit belongs  to the Germans?

It is tempting, and not entirely wrong, to say that the German team

built  the  rocket  that  won  the  Moon.  But  the  claim  needs  the  same

discipline we applied to the Soviet side. The Saturn V was not a German

rocket;  it  was  an American one,  the  product  of  tens  of  thousands  of

American  engineers,  workers,  and  managers,  and  of  contractors  and

institutions across the country. The F-1 engine was an American design;

the guidance, the spacecraft, the mission architecture, the management

system that coordinated it all — these were overwhelmingly American

achievements.

What  the  German team supplied  was  leadership  at  the  top  of  the

launch-vehicle effort, a deep well of rocketry experience reaching back

to Peenemünde, and in von Braun a public champion of extraordinary

effectiveness.  That is  a  major contribution.  It  is  not the same as  “the

Nazis built it,” and the difference, once again, is exactly where the myths

take root. The Germans were an essential component of a vast American

enterprise — not its secret masters. Holding that distinction in view is

the task of the next part of this book, which turns from what happened

to what it meant, and to the stories — true and false — that grew up

around it.
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P a r t  F i v e

Ethics, Memory,
and Myth

What do we owe the dead, the truth, and the

achievement — all at once? The hardest ques‐

tions in this story are not about what happened,

but about what we are permitted to celebrate,

and at what cost to memory.



“T

C h a p t e r  F i f t e e n

Were There “Nazis at NASA”?

The honest answer is yes — and also far more complicated

than the slogan suggests. Precision here is not pedantry. It is

the whole difference between history and folklore.

here were Nazis at NASA.” The sentence is true, and it is also a

trap,  because it  can be made to mean several  very different

things,  only  some  of  which  the  evidence  supports.  This

chapter exists to separate them — to give the reader the tools to tell a

documented fact from an internet half-truth, using the most charged

example in the whole subject.

What is  true

It is true that NASA employed former members of the Nazi Party and

the SS. Wernher von Braun had been an SS major and a party member.

Arthur  Rudolph,  the  Saturn  V’s  project  director,  had  been  a  party

member  and  the  operations  manager  of  a  slave-labour  factory.  Kurt

Debus,  who  directed  launch  operations  in  Florida,  had  been  a  party

member and an SS member. Many of the roughly hundred and twenty

German specialists  who formed the nucleus  of  Marshall  had Nazi-era

affiliations, and their records had been sanitised to get them into the

country.  These  are  not  allegations;  they  are  facts  established  by

declassified  documents  and  decades  of  scholarship.  A  reader  who  says

“NASA employed former Nazis” is on solid ground.
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What is  false

It is false, however, that “a Nazi ran NASA,” and the distinction is

the heart of this chapter. Von Braun directed the Marshall Space Flight

Center, a field center, and later held a planning post at headquarters. He

never held the office of Administrator. NASA was led, throughout the

Apollo era,  by American civilian administrators — T. Keith Glennan

and then James E. Webb — appointed by the President and answerable

to  Congress.  The  agency’s  direction,  budget,  and  ultimate  authority

rested with elected American officials and their appointees, not with the

German engineers in Huntsville.

The difference between “former Nazis worked at NASA, including in

senior  technical  positions”  and  “Nazis  ran  NASA”  is  the  difference

between  a  true,  troubling  fact  and  a  false,  sensational  one.  The  first

invites a hard moral reckoning. The second invites a fantasy of secret

control — and it is precisely that fantasy, as the chapters on the UFO

myth will show, that conspiracy culture inflates into flying saucers and

hidden Reichs.

Leadership  versus  employees

This is why the distinction between an institution’s leadership and its

employees  is  not  a  lawyer’s  quibble  but  a  tool  of  clear  thinking.  An

organisation that employs compromised individuals in important roles

has a genuine moral problem — one NASA and the United States never

fully confronted in public until the 1980s. But it is a different problem,

ethically and factually,  from an organisation that is  controlled by, or

serves  the  aims  of,  a  criminal  movement.  NASA  was  an  American

civilian  agency  pursuing American goals,  which employed  some men

who should  arguably  never  have  been admitted  to  the  country.  That

formulation is uncomfortable, accurate, and resistant to mythologising.
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Throughout this book, the discipline has been the same: state what

the documents support, no more and no less. “Nazis at NASA” is a phrase

that  rewards  exactly  that  discipline.  Strip  it  of  its  precision  and  it

becomes a doorway to fantasy. Hold it to the evidence and it becomes

what it should be — an invitation to think seriously about the moral

cost of the bargain America struck. That cost is the subject of the next

chapter.
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S

C h a p t e r  S i x t e e n

Science Without Morality?

Was Paperclip a justified bargain or a betrayal of justice?

The strongest case can be made for each — and a serious

reader should be able to feel the pull of both.

trip away the flying saucers and the sanitised plaques, and a genuine

ethical  problem  remains  —  one  that  does  not  dissolve  under

scrutiny but sharpens. Was it right for the United States to recruit

men  complicit  in  Nazi  crimes,  conceal  their  records,  and  put  their

talents to work? The question has no comfortable answer, and the honest

course  is  to  lay  out  the  strongest  version of  each side  rather  than to

pretend the matter is simple.

The case  for the bargain

The argument in favour of Paperclip is essentially consequentialist,

and it is not frivolous. Its defenders would say: the Cold War was real,

and  the  danger  was  real.  A  nuclear-armed  Soviet  Union,  capable  of

building  intercontinental  missiles,  posed  an  existential  threat  to  the

United  States  and  its  allies.  If  German  expertise  could  strengthen

American  deterrence  and  prevent  a  catastrophic  war,  the  security  of

hundreds of millions of people arguably outweighed the claims of justice

against a few hundred individuals — especially individuals whose direct,

prosecutable guilt was, in most cases, difficult to establish in court.
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They would add a second point: the Soviets were recruiting German

scientists  too.  Expertise  denied  to  America  would  have  gone  to  its

adversary. In a zero-sum technological contest, refusing to employ these

men  would  not  have  served  justice;  it  would  simply  have  handed  an

advantage to a regime that was itself murderous. And they would note

the fruits: the deterrent that may have kept the Cold War cold, and the

Apollo programme, one of the noblest achievements in human history.

On this view, Paperclip was a tragic but defensible choice — the lesser

evil in a world that offered no clean options.

The case  against

The argument against is essentially one of justice and integrity, and it

is  at  least  as  strong.  Its  proponents  would  say:  a  nation that  had just

fought a war in the name of law and human dignity, that had convened

the Nuremberg tribunals to establish that “I was following orders” is no

defence,  then  turned  around  and  granted  quiet  immunity  —  and

lucrative  careers  —  to  men  implicated  in  the  very  crimes  it  had

prosecuted. Worse, it lied to do so, falsifying records and deceiving its

own  institutions  and  citizens.  This  was  not  a  reluctant  compromise

forced  by  necessity;  it  was  a  calculated  decision  that  power  mattered

more than principle, executed through deception.

They  would  press  the  point  about  the  victims.  The  dead  of  Dora

received no such consideration. The men who built the rockets in chains

were  worked  to  death;  the  men  who  designed  the  rockets  received

medals  and pensions.  To  celebrate  the  achievement  while  burying  its

origins, on this view, is not merely an oversight but an active injustice —

a second erasure of the victims, who are written out of the story so that

the heroes may shine. And they would observe that the Western Cold

War narrative of “free science” against “ideologically corrupted science”
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is fatally undermined by Paperclip, which showed that American science

was equally willing to compromise its ethics for state power.

Living with the question

This book does not pretend to resolve the dispute, because it is not

the kind of dispute that resolves. The consequentialist case and the justice

case  are  not  so  much  two  answers  as  two  permanent  and  competing

claims on our judgment. What can be said is that the question deserves to

be asked honestly — which requires, first, that the facts not be hidden.

For most  of  the twentieth century they were  hidden,  and the hiding

made  the  question  impossible  to  ask.  The  recovery  of  the  record,  by

historians and investigators, did not settle the moral argument. But it

made the argument possible. And making it possible is itself a form of

justice — the minimum we owe to the dead, and to the truth.
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T

C h a p t e r  S e v e n t e e n

Historians Reassess the Space
Race

For decades the story was told by the victors and the

celebrants. Then the archives opened, and the story grew

harder, truer, and more interesting.

he history recounted in this book could not have been written in

1970. Much of it could not have been written in 1990. The candid

account of von Braun’s SS rank, of the death toll at Dora, of the

deliberate  falsification  of  immigration  files  —  all  of  it  depended  on

documents  that  were  classified,  scattered,  suppressed,  or  simply

unexamined for much of the twentieth century. The reassessment of the

space race is, above all, a story about the slow triumph of the archive over

the press release.

The authorised version

For a generation after Apollo, the dominant account of the German

rocketeers was essentially the one they told about themselves.  It was a

narrative  of  visionary  genius:  brilliant  men  who  had  dreamed  of

spaceflight since boyhood, who had been compelled to serve a regime

they did not love, who had seized the first chance to surrender to the

West,  and  who  had  gone  on  to  fulfil  humanity’s  oldest  dream.  The

wartime years were a regrettable interlude, sketched in soft focus. The
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slave labourers of Mittelwerk were absent altogether.  This version was

not wholly false — the genius was real, the dream was real — but it was

radically incomplete, and its incompleteness was not accidental. It served

the  reputations  of  living  men  and  the  prestige  of  the  agency  that

employed them.

The investigators

The first  serious  cracks  came not  from historians  but  from Nazi-

hunters. The United States Department of Justice established its Office of

Special  Investigations in 1979,  and its  researchers  — among them Eli

Rosenbaum  —  began  applying  prosecutorial  rigour  to  the  wartime

records of men long since naturalised as American citizens. The Rudolph

case, which forced one of the architects of the Saturn V production line

to leave the country and renounce his citizenship, demonstrated that the

comfortable  narrative  could  not  survive  contact  with  the  documents.

Journalists followed. Linda Hunt’s reporting and her 1991 book exposed

the  mechanics  of  the  dossier-laundering  that  had  circumvented

President Truman’s explicit prohibition on admitting committed Nazis.

The historians  and the opening of  the archives

The  decisive  shift  was  scholarly  and  archival.  Michael  J.  Neufeld’s

study of Peenemünde and the V-2, and his later biography of von Braun,

set a new standard: deeply sourced, unsentimental, and unwilling either

to demonise or to excuse. Neufeld established the documentary basis for

the  facts  that  earlier  accounts  had  blurred  —  the  party  and  SS

memberships,  the  visits  to  Mittelwerk,  the  knowing  participation.

Crucially, he did so without lapsing into the opposite error of caricature,

insisting on the genuine ambiguities of motive and the limits of what

the evidence could prove.
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This  work  was  made  vastly  easier  by  legislation.  The  Nazi  War

Crimes Disclosure Act of 1998 compelled American agencies to declassify

and  release  millions  of  pages  relating  to  war  criminals  and  to  the

government’s  post-war  dealings  with  them.  The  resulting  flood  of

documents, processed over the following decade, allowed a generation of

historians — Brian Crim, Eric Lichtblau, and others — to reconstruct

the institutional history of Paperclip in detail that had previously been

impossible. The picture that emerged was not of a rogue operation but of

a  sustained,  knowing,  bureaucratically  organised  programme  that

prioritised expertise over justice and concealed the fact from the public.

The reckoning over honours

As the documented history changed, so did the public commemora‐

tion  of  the  men  involved.  The  honours  accumulated  by  Hubertus

Strughold were stripped one by one:  a  mural  bearing his  likeness  was

removed,  a  prestigious  aeromedical  library  that  carried  his  name was

renamed,  and  he  was  removed  from  a  space  hall  of  fame  after  his

wartime  associations  could  no  longer  be  set  aside.  Arthur  Rudolph’s

receipt  of  a  NASA  Distinguished  Service  Medal  became  a  permanent

embarrassment  once  the  basis  of  his  departure  from the  country  was

understood.  Public  institutions  that  had  once  celebrated  von  Braun

without qualification began to add context, and in some cases to remove

his name from schools and buildings, as communities reckoned with the

fuller record.

These controversies are not signs that history has been distorted; they

are signs that it has been corrected. A society that once honoured these

men in ignorance of, or indifference to, their wartime conduct is not

obliged to maintain those honours once the facts are known. Nor, the

more careful voices insist, is it obliged to pretend the achievements never

happened. The reassessment at its best does not replace one cartoon with
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another. It replaces a flattering myth with a difficult truth, and then asks

citizens to hold the achievement and the crime in view at the same time.

That is harder than hero-worship and harder than denunciation, and it

is the only honest option available.
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S

C h a p t e r  E i g h t e e n

What If Paperclip Never
Happened?

Counterfactual history is a game with no scoreboard.

Played carefully, it still teaches something about which

causes truly mattered.

uppose the United States had honoured the letter and spirit of its

own law. Suppose the German rocketeers, with their compromised

records, had been barred from entry, or prosecuted, or simply left

in  occupied  Germany  to  face  the  ordinary  fate  of  enemy  technical

personnel.  Would  the  Moon  have  gone  unvisited?  Would  the  Soviet

Union have dominated space? The temptation is to credit von Braun and

his team with the entire American space programme and to conclude

that  without  them  there  would  have  been  no  Apollo.  The  evidence

suggests a more complicated and more humbling answer.

The case  for indispensability

The strongest version of the “Paperclip was essential” argument rests

on  concrete  contributions.  The  Redstone  and  Jupiter  missiles  drew

directly  on  V-2  heritage  and  on  the  team’s  practical  experience  of

building large liquid-fuelled rockets — experience no American group

then possessed at the same scale. It was von Braun’s group that launched

the first American satellite after the Vanguard humiliation. It was the
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Marshall  Space  Flight  Center,  under  his  direction,  that  delivered  the

Saturn  V,  the  vehicle  without  which  the  lunar  landing  on  President

Kennedy’s  timetable  is  difficult  to  imagine.  On  this  reading,  the

Germans did not merely help; they supplied a decade-long head start in

the specific discipline that mattered most.

The case  against indispensability

And yet the counter-argument is serious. The United States possessed

enormous indigenous scientific and industrial strength: a deep bench of

engineers,  the  world’s  most  productive  aerospace  industry,  and

institutions  such as  the  Jet  Propulsion Laboratory  that  were  perfectly

capable  of  developing  rockets  on  their  own.  The  crucial  F-1  and  J-2

engines  that  powered  the  Saturn  V  were  American  designs,  built  by

American firms;  the  guidance,  the  metallurgy,  the  management  of  a

twelve-million-part  machine  drew on a  national  capability  far  larger

than any single émigré team. A Moon programme without the Germans

would likely have been slower and more expensive.  Whether it  would

have been impossible is far less clear.

The Soviet experience offers the sharpest test, and it cuts against the

myth of German indispensability.  The USSR captured its own contin‐

gent of German specialists and extracted what it could from them —

and  then,  as  we  have  seen,  set  them  aside.  The  decisive  Soviet

achievements, Sputnik and the R-7 that launched it, were the work of

Sergei Korolev and a native Soviet design tradition, not of the deported

Germans. If the Soviet Union could reach orbit first using essentially its

own people,  the assumption that America could not have reached the

Moon without  its  imported  Germans  looks  less  like  an iron law and

more like an article of faith.
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The discipline  of  the counterfactual

What,  then, does  the exercise  teach? Chiefly humility.  The honest

conclusion  is  that  Paperclip  probably  accelerated  the  American

programme by some years and reduced its cost and risk — a real and

significant  contribution  —  without  being  the  sole  and  irreplaceable

cause  of  its  success.  The  Moon  would  very  likely  have  been  reached

regardless; the question is when, by whom first, and at what price. This

matters because the myth of indispensability has been used as a moral

argument: if only these men could have done it, then recruiting them,

whatever  their  pasts,  was  a  necessity  rather  than  a  choice.  The

counterfactual dissolves that defence. Paperclip was a choice — a choice

that bought speed at the cost of justice. Recognising that it was a choice

is the precondition for judging it honestly.
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P a r t  S i x

Beyond Earth

Where the documented record ends, invention

begins. The final chapters confront the mytho‐

logy that has grown around the Nazi rocket

programme — and explain why the true story is

stranger, and more important, than the

fantasies built upon it.



T

C h a p t e r  N i n e t e e n

The Nazi UFO Mythology

A real history of secret weapons and hidden factories

proved fertile soil for an unreal history of flying saucers and

polar fortresses. Here the evidence runs out and the

storytelling takes over.

here is a peculiar logic to the Nazi UFO legend. Because the Third

Reich genuinely did pursue advanced and secret weapons — the

V-2 itself was a technology so far ahead of its rivals that it seemed

almost magical  — it  became easy to believe that it  had pursued even

more  fantastic  devices,  and  that  these  had  been  hidden  rather  than

imagined.  The  mythology  feeds  on  a  kernel  of  truth  and  grows,  by

steady exaggeration, into something wholly false. This chapter follows

that growth and shows, at each step, where the documented record stops

and the invention begins.

Die Glocke:  the bell that never rang

The most durable of the legends concerns a device called Die Glocke

— “the Bell” — supposedly a bell-shaped apparatus, metres across, that

spun  two  counter-rotating  cylinders  of  a  mysterious  substance  and

emitted  effects  ranging  from the  lethal  to  the  antigravitational.  The

story did not emerge from any wartime document. It first appeared in a

Polish author’s book published in the year 2000, was carried into the

English-speaking world by a British aerospace journalist the following
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year,  and was  then elaborated by  later  writers  into ever  more  cosmic

forms. Its supposed evidentiary basis is an alleged interrogation of an SS

officer — a man who did exist and who was indeed executed after the

war,  but  whose  actual  trial  records  contain  nothing  resembling  the

testimony attributed to him.

The  physical  “proof”  is  equally  thin.  A  concrete  structure  in  the

Polish countryside, sometimes called “the Henge,” is presented as a test

rig for the levitating Bell. Investigators who have examined it identify it

as the unremarkable remains of an industrial cooling tower. There is no

Bell in any museum, no fragment in any laboratory, no mention of it by

any of the hundreds of captured German engineers who were extensively

debriefed and who had every incentive to describe their most advanced

work. Even the journalist most responsible for popularising the tale later

distanced himself from the grander claims made in his name. The Bell is

a story about a story, resting on a transcript that cannot be produced.

Project  Riese  and  the  seduction  of  real

tunnels

What  gives  such  legends  their  grip  is  that  they  are  anchored  to

genuine, eerie places. In the mountains of Lower Silesia, the Nazi regime

really did drive an enormous and unfinished network of tunnels, built

with concentration-camp labour from the Gross-Rosen complex under

the  code  name  Riese  (“Giant”).  Its  true  purpose  —  most  likely  a

hardened  headquarters  or  underground  industrial  site  —  was  never

completed,  and the  absence  of  a  clear,  documented  function leaves  a

vacuum that speculation rushes to fill. But an unexplained tunnel is not

evidence of a flying saucer. It is evidence of a vast, brutal, and ultimately

abandoned construction project, whose real victims were the labourers

who died digging it. The mythology, characteristically, remembers the

imagined wonder-weapon and forgets the actual dead.
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The Antarctic fortress

A second family of legends moves the secret Reich to the bottom of

the world. Germany did mount a genuine expedition to Antarctica in

1938–39, surveying a region it called New Swabia from a ship equipped

with seaplanes. From this modest and well-documented episode grew the

fantasy of a hidden polar base — “Base 211” — to which Hitler and a fleet

of saucers supposedly escaped. The fantasy then annexes a real American

naval  operation  of  1946–47,  a  large  cold-weather  training  and

exploration exercise  in Antarctic  waters,  and recasts  it  as  a  secret  war

against the underground Nazis. The American expedition was real; the

battle is fiction. No base has ever been found beneath the ice, for the

excellent reason that none was ever built.

Why the evidence fails

The Nazi UFO legends share a common structure, and recognising it

is a defence against all of them. Each begins with a true and unsettling

fact — a real secret weapon, a real tunnel, a real expedition. Each then

extends that fact by means of a document that cannot be examined, a

witness who cannot be cross-examined, or a structure whose mundane

explanation is simply ignored. Each requires that thousands of people —

engineers,  soldiers,  prisoners,  investigators  on  both  sides  of  the  Cold

War — kept a perfect silence about discoveries that would have rewritten

physics. And each, crucially, draws attention away from the documented

horror of the rocket programme and towards an undocumented marvel.

The  flying  saucer  is,  in  the  end,  a  distraction  from  the  slave-labour

tunnel.  That  is  the  deepest  reason the  evidence  fails,  and the  deepest

reason the failure matters.
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I

C h a p t e r  T w e n t y

Nazis on Mars? The Rise of
Conspiracy Culture

From pulp magazines to streaming films to the endless scroll

of the internet, the fantasy of a surviving space-faring

Reich has flourished. Its history is a history of our own

anxieties.

f the Bell and the polar base mark the outer edge of pseudo-history,

the  legend does  not  stop  there.  In  its  most  extravagant  forms  it

sends  the  Reich  not  merely  under  the  ice  but  off  the  planet

altogether — to secret  colonies  on the Moon, to bases  on Mars,  to a

hidden interplanetary civilisation that supposedly persists to this day. No

serious  person advances  these  claims  as  documented  history.  But  they

circulate widely, they shape the popular imagination, and they deserve to

be understood — not as facts to be refuted one by one, but as a cultural

phenomenon with traceable roots.

The machinery of  distortion

The space-Nazi  fantasy  is  assembled  from real  materials,  which  is

what  makes  it  adhesive.  The  genuine  brilliance  of  German  rocketry

supplies the premise that these men could build almost anything. The

genuine secrecy of Paperclip supplies the premise that governments hide

the truth about them. The genuine, documented fact that the United

States  and  the  Soviet  Union  competed  to  seize  German  technology
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supplies  the  premise  of  a  hidden race  for  impossible  prizes.  Each real

element  is  then  stretched  past  its  breaking  point.  Secrecy  about

immigration files  becomes  secrecy  about  saucer  fleets;  a  head  start  in

missile design becomes a head start in interstellar travel. The method is

always the same: take a true thing, and ask the audience to believe it

implies a far larger untrue thing.

Science fiction and the feedback loop

Popular  culture  has  been an eager  collaborator.  The  image  of  the

Nazi  as  a  kind  of  timeless,  technologically  superhuman  villain  —

equipped  with  wonder-weapons,  occult  knowledge,  and  limitless

ambition — is a staple of adventure fiction, and it flows back into the

pseudo-history  as  if  it  were  evidence.  A  comedic  film  about  Nazis

returning from a Moon base is understood by its audience as satire; but

the underlying image, repeated across countless novels, games, and films,

normalises  the idea and lends it  a  spurious familiarity.  When a claim

feels  familiar,  it  feels  plausible,  even when no one can say  where  the

familiarity came from. The fiction and the conspiracy theory feed each

other in a loop that neither could sustain alone.

The dangerous edge

It would be comforting to treat all of this as harmless entertainment,

and much of it is. But the genre has a darker border. One of the early

promoters of Nazi-saucer literature in the English-speaking world was a

notorious  Holocaust  denier,  who  understood  very  well  that  a  Reich

reimagined  as  a  font  of  marvellous  technology  is  a  Reich  subtly

rehabilitated — its  image shifted from industrialised murder towards

misunderstood genius. This is the genuine harm beneath the silliness. To

dwell on imaginary Nazi wonders is to look away from real Nazi crimes;

and  for  some  who  peddle  these  stories,  looking  away  is  precisely  the
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point. A fantasy that makes the perpetrators seem impressive, and that

quietly  displaces  the  victims  from  the  centre  of  the  story,  is  not

politically innocent, however cartoonish its surface.

Distortion versus  history

The remedy is not censorship but contrast. Set the fantasy beside the

record  and  the  difference  is  stark.  The  documented  history  of  the

German rocket programme is a story of extraordinary engineering built

on  mass  death,  of  talented  men  who  made  a  corrupt  bargain,  of

governments that chose advantage over justice and concealed the choice.

It  is  dramatic,  tragic,  and  morally  serious.  The  conspiracy  version

replaces all of this with a comic-book of saucers and survivals that asks

nothing of the reader except credulity. The true story is harder to tell

and harder to hear. It is also the only one that honours the people who

actually  lived  and died  in  it  — which is  why this  book has  insisted,

chapter after chapter, on the discipline of the evidence.
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T

C h a p t e r  T w e n t y - O n e

The Real Legacy

Strip away the saucers and the fortresses, and what

remains is astonishing enough: a thread running from a

terror weapon over London to a footprint in the lunar dust.

he true legacy of the Third Reich’s rocket programme needs no

embellishment,  because  it  is  woven  into  the  structure  of  the

modern world. Every satellite that relays a telephone call or fixes a

position  on  a  map,  every  weather  image  and  every  television  signal

bounced  from  orbit,  every  probe  sent  to  another  planet,  and  every

warhead  poised  atop  an  intercontinental  missile,  descends  in  a  direct

technical line from the work begun at Peenemünde and continued, after

the war, on two continents by the men who had built the V-2. This is the

inheritance that matters, and it is large enough to carry the full weight

of the history behind it.

From weapon to vehicle

The continuity is not metaphorical but engineering-deep. The large

liquid-fuelled  rocket,  guided  by  inertial  systems  and  propelled  by

turbopump-fed engines, was brought to practical reality as a weapon of

terror.  The  same fundamental  architecture  — scaled  up,  refined,  and

repurposed — became the missile that carried the nuclear deterrent and

the  booster  that  carried  human  beings  beyond  the  atmosphere.  The

Redstone that launched the first American into space was a descendant
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of the V-2; the Saturn V that carried men to the Moon was the work of

the  same  team  that  had  built  the  V-2,  applying  the  same  hard-won

understanding of how to make very large rockets fly. The line from the

terror weapon to the Moon rocket runs through the same minds and the

same accumulated craft.

The inheritance held in  common

There is  a further irony worth naming. The technology born in a

single  totalitarian  state  became,  within  two  decades,  the  shared

possession of its enemies.  American and Soviet rocketry both drew on

the German programme; both then far surpassed it;  and the resulting

capabilities — spaceflight, satellite reconnaissance, global communica‐

tions, planetary exploration — now belong to all of humanity. The men

who  built  weapons  for  Hitler  ended  their  careers  building  the

instruments of a civilisation that the Nazi regime had sought to destroy.

That is  not  a  redemption of  the regime,  and it  does  not balance the

ledger of the dead. But it is a genuine historical fact, and a strange one:

the space age was constructed, in part, by the defeated, in the service of

the victors, for the benefit of everyone.

Holding the whole truth

To inherit this legacy honestly is to refuse the two easy stories. It is

not  enough to  celebrate  the  rockets  and forget  the  tunnels;  it  is  not

enough to condemn the men and erase the achievement. The satellite

overhead and the corpse in the Kohnstein mountain are part of a single

history,  and  a  mature  understanding  holds  them  together  without

letting either cancel the other. The achievement was real. The crime was

real. The achievement was built, in part, upon the crime. Every time we

use the technologies this story produced — and we use them constantly,

often without a thought — we are the heirs of both. The least we can do,
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in return, is to remember accurately: to keep the dream and the death in

the same field of vision, and to tell  the truth about how the one was

purchased with the other.
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T

C e n t r a l  T h e s i s

he story of “Nazis in Space” is neither a conspiracy theory nor a

simple  morality  tale.  It  is,  instead,  an  account  of  a  troubling

convergence  —  of  scientific  brilliance,  totalitarian  politics,

wartime atrocity, and Cold War pragmatism — from which the modern

space age emerged.

Former members  of  Nazi  Germany’s  rocket  programme,  Wernher

von Braun chief among them, played major roles in both the American

and the Soviet missile and space efforts after 1945. They were neither the

cartoon villains of internet folklore nor the blameless visionaries of the

authorised  legend.  They  were  gifted  engineers  who  made  a  corrupt

bargain with a murderous state, who knew more about its crimes than

they  ever  admitted,  and  who  were  then  recruited  —  their  records

deliberately  concealed  —  by  governments  that  judged  their  expertise

more valuable than justice.

From this convergence the central question of the book arises, and it

does not go away: can technological progress be cleanly separated from

the  crimes  committed  in  its  pursuit?  The  honest  answer  this  history

compels is no. The rockets that carried human beings to the Moon share

an  ancestry  with  the  rockets  that  fell  on  London,  and  a  production

history with the tunnels in which thousands of slave labourers died. The

achievement is genuine and the crime is genuine, and the achievement

was built, in part, upon the crime.

To understand the  space  age,  then,  is  to  accept  an  uncomfortable

inheritance — to hold the triumph and the atrocity in a single view, and

to  tell  the  truth  about  how  they  were  bound  together.  That  is  the
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argument  of  this  book,  and  the  discipline  it  has  tried,  chapter  by

chapter, to keep.
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A p p e n d i x  A

Timeline, 1920–1977

Key events in the history of German rocketry and the space

age

Year Event

1923 Hermann  Oberth  publishes  his  foundational  work  on  rocket-

powered spaceflight, inspiring a generation of German enthusiasts.

1927 The Verein für Raumschiffahrt (Society for Space Travel) is founded,

becoming a hub for amateur rocketry.

1932 The  young  Wernher  von  Braun  begins  working  for  the  German

Army’s rocket research effort.

1933 The Nazi Party takes power in Germany; von Braun briefly joins an

SS riding school.

1937 The rocket programme moves to a new secret centre at Peenemünde;

von Braun joins the Nazi Party on 1 May.

1940 Von Braun becomes an officer in the SS, with effect from 1 May.

1942 On 3 October the A-4 (V-2) achieves its first fully successful flight,

reaching the edge of space.

1943 Hitler  prioritises  V-2 production;  the RAF bombs Peenemünde in

August  (Operation  Hydra);  the  first  prisoners  arrive  at  the  Dora

camp; underground production begins at the Mittelwerk.

1944 On 20 June a test V-2 passes the Kármán line, the first human-made

object in space; combat launches against Paris and London begin on

8 September.

1945
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Year Event

Germany collapses; the rocket team surrenders to American forces;

the US Army liberates the Mittelwerk and Dora in April; Operation

Overcast begins recruiting German specialists.

1946 Overcast  is  renamed  Operation  Paperclip;  in  October  the  Soviet

Union  deports  thousands  of  German  specialists  eastward  in

Operation Osoaviakhim.

1950 The von Braun team relocates  to  Redstone Arsenal  in  Huntsville,

Alabama.

1957 The  Soviet  Union  launches  Sputnik  1  on  4  October,  opening  the

space age and shocking the United States.

1958 Von Braun’s team launches Explorer 1, the first American satellite, on

31 January; NASA is established later that year.

1960 The  Marshall  Space  Flight  Center  opens  in  Huntsville  with  von

Braun as its first director.

1961 President Kennedy commits the United States to landing a man on

the Moon before the decade is out.

1969 On 16 July, Apollo 11 launches atop a Saturn V; humans walk on the

Moon on 20 July.

1972 The final Apollo lunar landing; von Braun leaves NASA.

1977 Wernher von Braun dies in Virginia.
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A p p e n d i x  B

Key Figures of Operation Paperclip

Selected German specialists and their wartime and post-war

roles

Name Wartime role Post-war role

Wernher von Braun Technical  director  of  the

V-2  programme  at

Peenemünde;  Nazi  Party

member and SS officer.

Director,  Marshall

Space  Flight  Center;

chief  architect  of  the

Saturn  V  launch

vehicle.

Arthur Rudolph Operations  director  at  the

Mittelwerk  underground

factory, which used concen‐

tration-camp labour.

Project director for the

Saturn V; later left the

United  States  and  re‐

nounced  his  citizen‐

ship.

Hubertus Strughold Director  of  the  Luftwaffe’s

aviation-medicine institute,

linked to unethical wartime

research.

“Father of space medi‐

cine”  in  the  United

States;  honours  later

stripped.

Kurt Debus V-2  test  engineer  at

Peenemünde;  Nazi  Party

and SS member.

First  director  of  the

Kennedy Space Center;

oversaw  Apollo

launches.

Walter Dornberger Army general  in command

of the V-2 programme.

Worked in the Amer‐

ican aerospace industry

as  an  executive  and

consultant.

Ernst Stuhlinger Member of the Peenemünde

scientific staff.
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Name Wartime role Post-war role

Space-science  director

at  Marshall;  advocate

of electric propulsion.

Eberhard Rees Deputy to von Braun in V-2

production engineering.

Succeeded von Braun as

director  of  the  Mar‐

shall Space Flight Cen‐

ter.

Helmut Gröttrup Guidance  specialist  at

Peenemünde.

Led  the  German  spe‐

cialists  in  the  USSR;

later  a  pioneer  of  the

smart card.

This table is necessarily selective. More than a thousand German specialists

entered the United States under Paperclip and its successor programmes,

alongside the larger contingent taken to the Soviet Union. Inclusion here

reflects historical prominence, not a judgment of individual culpability,

which varied widely and in many cases was never established in law.
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A p p e n d i x  C

The V-2: Historical Technical Profile

The figures below are drawn from the published historical and museum

record and are presented for historical understanding only. They describe a

weapon of the 1940s as documented by historians and preserved examples; this

profile is a record of the past, not engineering guidance.

Documented characteristics of the A-4 /  V-2, as recorded by

historians and museums

Characteristic Recorded value

Designation A-4 (Aggregat 4);  propaganda name Vergeltung‐

swaffe 2, “V-2.”

Overall length Approximately 14 metres.

Body diameter Approximately 1.65 metres.

Loaded mass Roughly 12.5 to 13 tonnes at launch.

Warhead Approximately  one  tonne  of  conventional  high

explosive.

Propellants An  ethanol–water  mixture  as  fuel,  with  liquid

oxygen as oxidiser.

Guidance Inertial  guidance  using  gyroscopes,  a  pioneering

feature for its era.

Peak altitude (vertical test) About 176 kilometres on a high-trajectory test in

June 1944 — past the boundary of space.

Typical range (combat)
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Characteristic Recorded value

On the order of 300 kilometres against city-sized

targets.

First successful flight 3 October 1942.

First combat use 8 September 1944, against Paris and then London.

Units produced Approximately six thousand, chiefly at the Mittel‐

werk.

Two numbers define the moral character of this machine and belong beside

the technical ones. The V-2 killed roughly five thousand people in the cities it

struck. Producing it killed substantially more — historians attribute at least

ten thousand prisoner deaths to the programme’s underground manufacture.

It is, by this measure, the only weapon in history to have taken more lives in

its making than in its use.
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A p p e n d i x  D

NASA’s German Scientists: A

Directory

Selected members of the Peenemuü nde team and their princip‐

al roles in the American space programme

Name Principal role in the United States

Wernher von Braun Director of the Marshall Space Flight Center and chief

architect of the Saturn V; later a senior NASA planner.

Eberhard Rees Deputy  director  and  then  director  of  the  Marshall

Space Flight Center.

Kurt Debus First director of the Kennedy Space Center and head of

launch operations.

Arthur Rudolph Project director of the Saturn V launch vehicle.

Ernst Stuhlinger Director  of  space  science  at  Marshall;  specialist  in

electric propulsion.

Hermann Oberth The early theorist of spaceflight; briefly a consultant in

the United States.

Walter Häussermann Leader in guidance and control systems at Marshall.

Georg von Tiesenhausen Designer in advanced studies, including lunar surface

vehicles.

Dieter Grau Director of quality and reliability for the Saturn pro‐

gramme.
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Around a hundred and twenty of the German rocket specialists ultimately

worked at the Marshall Space Flight Center. Their concentration in a single

institution — and their visibility in the triumph of Apollo — is the factual

kernel around which the looser phrase “Nazis at NASA” later grew. As

Chapter Fifteen argues, the phrase obscures more than it reveals.
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A p p e n d i x  E

Primary Documents and Declassified

Files

he history in this book rests on a documentary record that was,

for  decades,  partly  inaccessible.  The  sources  below  are  the

principal  categories  of  primary  material  on  which  modern

scholarship — and this book — depends. Readers who wish to verify or

extend the account should begin here.

The Osenberg List

A roster of German scientists and engineers compiled by the wartime

research administration, fragments of which were famously recovered in

1945. American officers used such lists to identify and rank the specialists

worth recruiting; von Braun stood at the top of the rocketry roll. The list

marks the documentary beginning of the talent hunt that became Pa‐

perclip.

J IOA personnel dossiers

The files assembled by the Joint Intelligence Objectives Agency on

each recruited  specialist.  It  was  these  dossiers  that  were,  in  numerous

cases, rewritten to minimise or omit Nazi Party membership and other

disqualifying associations, so that the men could be admitted in defiance

of  the  stated  policy.  The  originals  and  their  revisions,  preserved  in
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United States government record groups, are the core evidence for the

deception at the heart of Paperclip.

The Nazi  War Crimes  Disclosure Act releases

Legislation  of  1998  compelled  American  agencies  to  declassify

millions  of  pages  bearing on war criminals  and on the government’s

post-war relationships with them. The resulting releases, processed over

the  following  decade,  transformed  the  field  and  made  possible  the

detailed institutional  histories  of  Paperclip written in the twenty-first

century.

War-crimes  trial records

The  proceedings  of  the  post-war  tribunal  concerning  the  Dora-

Mittelbau camp and the Mittelwerk — the Dora-Nordhausen trial  of

1947 — together with related investigations, document the conditions,

the  death  toll,  and  the  chain  of  responsibility  in  the  underground

factory. Later inquiries, including German prosecutorial investigations

of individual figures, extended this record.

Memorial and museum archives

The archives and collections of the Mittelbau-Dora Concentration

Camp Memorial, the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, and

the major national air and space museums preserve survivor testimony,

photographs,  captured  hardware,  and  contemporary  records.  These

institutions  are  the  custodians  of  both  the  technical  and  the  human

record, and they are indispensable to anyone seeking to keep the two in

view at once.
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S o u r c e s  a n d  F u r t h e r  R e a d i n g

The V-2, Peenemuü nde, and Mittelwerk

Neufeld, Michael J. The Rocket and the Reich: Peenemünde and the Coming of the

Ballistic Missile Era. New York: The Free Press, 1995.

Sellier, André. A History of the Dora Camp. Chicago: Ivan R. Dee, 2003.

Béon, Yves. Planet Dora: A Memoir of the Holocaust and the Birth of the Space Age.

Boulder: Westview Press, 1997.

Dornberger, Walter. V-2. New York: Viking Press, 1954.

Ordway, Frederick I., and Mitchell R. Sharpe. The Rocket Team. New York: Crowell,

1979.

Von Braun and the rocket engineers

Neufeld, Michael J. Von Braun: Dreamer of Space, Engineer of War. New York: Alfred

A. Knopf, 2007.

Biddle, Wayne. Dark Side of the Moon: Wernher von Braun, the Third Reich, and the

Space Race. New York: W. W. Norton, 2009.

Operation Paperclip and post-war recruitment

Jacobsen, Annie. Operation Paperclip: The Secret Intelligence Program that Brought

Nazi Scientists to America. New York: Little, Brown, 2014.

Lichtblau, Eric. The Nazis Next Door: How America Became a Safe Haven for Hitler’s

Men. Boston: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2014.

Crim, Brian E. Our Germans: Project Paperclip and the National Security State. Bal‐

timore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2018.

Hunt, Linda. Secret Agenda: The United States Government, Nazi Scientists, and

Project Paperclip, 1945 to 1990. New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1991.
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The Soviet space programme and its German specialists

Siddiqi, Asif A. Challenge to Apollo: The Soviet Union and the Space Race, 1945–1974.

Washington: NASA, 2000.

Uhl, Matthias. Stalins V-2. Bonn: Bernard & Graefe, 2001.

The conspiracy literature, examined critically

Cook, Nick. The Hunt for Zero Point. London: Century, 2001. (Cited as a primary

source of the modern Die Glocke legend, not as reliable history.)

Kurlander, Eric. Hitler’s Monsters: A Supernatural History of the Third Reich. New

Haven: Yale University Press, 2017. (A scholarly study of Nazi occultism and its

myths.)

Institutional and archival resources

United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, Holocaust Encyclopedia (Mittelbau-Dora

and forced labour entries).

Mittelbau-Dora Concentration Camp Memorial (Gedenkstätte Mittelbau-Dora),

Nordhausen.

Smithsonian National Air and Space Museum, Washington, D.C.

NASA History Office, Washington, D.C.

A note on method. Where this book states a fact — a date, a rank, a death

toll, a membership number — it reflects the consensus of the scholarly

sources above, and contested or uncertain figures have been flagged as such in

the text. Where it recounts a legend, it has named the legend’s origin and

shown why the evidence fails. No source associated with Holocaust denial has

been relied upon as authority; such material is discussed only as a cultural

phenomenon to be understood and refuted.
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✦

L a n d r y  I n d u s t r i e s

This volume was composed in EB Garamond and set in the navy and gold house style of

Landry Industries. Researched and written with live verification of historical facts, in

accordance with the author’s standing editorial discipline: state what the documents

support, distinguish the established from the disputed, and never embellish the record.

Document reference MLSS-HIST-NIS-001, version 1.0.
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