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Nazis on the Run 
 

Tripartite Networks in Europe-Mideast-America 
 

Gerald Steinacher, a historian from the Austrian town of 

Innsbruck, is known for his research on the federal state 

of Tyrol under the Third Reich. His 2008 book traces how 

Nazis fled from Europe via Italy to South America after 

the end of World War II. This topic got a recent touch of 

import: on March 4, 2019, Pope Francis announced that 

the Vatican would open its archives on the reign of Pius 

XII, 1939-58, within two years. There will begin a “Vati-

can Phase” for historians too. Much can be gleaned on the 

post-war axis of Islamists and Nazis. A reason to briefly 

revisit Steinacher’s book. 
 

Simon Wiesenthal 1946 – On the hunt for Eichmann and the 

                                                                            Grand Mufti, Sketch “Weltecho”, in Wiesenthal 1947, p. 63 
                                                                                        

The author claims that his research proves that stories about a secret organization 

of former SS members are nothing but a myth. According to this thesis, ODESSA, the 

Organisation Der Ehemaligen SS Angehörigen (Organization of Former SS Members), did 

not exist, although hundreds of CIA/ODESSA reports show the contrary (see here a 1965 

text on page 4). Before dealing with this finding in the context of the Mideast, an overview 

of the book is due. Steinacher discusses the southern escape route via Rome to Genoa and 

other Italian towns. He then explores the mechanism of obtaining a new identity by Red 

Cross papers, and details how Vatican circles helped. The reader learns a lot on the “Rat 

Run” from Germany through Italy and finally to the safe haven of Argentina. Italy, the 

author notes, was Europe’s back-yard. True, but it was also, like Spain and Portugal, the 

Middle East’s front yard.  
 

Three major organizations helped Nazis escape. The Catholic Church believed this 

effort would contribute to the “re-Christianization” of Europe and feared the threat to Eu-

rope of paganism and communism. In the pursuit of its political and spiritual interests, this 

Church was all too quick to forgive Nazi war criminals.  
 

The CIA, in the context of the Cold War, was eager to do business and assist former 

Nazis, such as Nikolaus Klaus Barbie (1913-1991). He became known as the "Butcher of 

Lyon" for having personally tortured French Gestapo prisoners while stationed in Lyon, 

France. After the war, United States intelligence services employed him for his anti-Mar-

xist efforts and helped him escape to Bolivia. In 1983 he was extradited to France, where 

he was convicted of crimes against humanity. He died of cancer in 1991. In addition, the 

International Red Cross demonstrated great sympathy for war criminals and issued some 

twenty-five thousand identity papers, also for Adolf Eichmann (here on page 6). Steinacher 

deals with this, but some earlier organizations for helping Nazi fugitives are missing such 

as Edelweiss, Spinne, and Sechsgestirn. 
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Steinacher underlines three Nazi groups, those who: 

committed suicide at the war’s end or later; were indicted 

or punished; or fled overseas, mostly to Argentina. Solid 

numbers are not available. The author estimates that 180 

leading Nazis went to that place. Others say three hundred 

to eight hundred made their way there. Uki Goni reported 

that Argentina still protected about 49 files of Nazi im-

migrants in 2003.1 Recently, the independent German re-

searcher Volker Koop estimated that about six hundred 

Nazis emigrated, often those with some expert knowledge.2  
 

                                                          For Muslim soldiers only: Nazi booklet Islam and Jewry containing the 

                                                       Grand Mufti's 1937 call to all Muslims to cleanse their lands of Jews that  

                                                  was also against Hitler’s Haavara deal to yearly allow 10,000 go to Palestine  

 

Europe-Mideast-America 

Information for the Middle East, which is not a main topic of Steinacher’s study, is hard to 

find. We know of three dozen cases of Nazi immigrants–in North Africa (Algeria, Moroc-

co, Tunisia); in Arab neighbors of Israel; Saudi Arabia; Iran; and Afghanistan and Pakistan. 

From 1964 onward, estimates of the number of Nazis living in Arab countries climb beyond 

three thousand with Egypt as their main destination. In other words, to the Mideast escaped 

far more ex-Nazis than to all other world regions combined. This is valid if one includes 

professional experts and advisers, technicians, and physicians, such as Aribert F. Heim 

alias Tariq Farid Husain (1914-1992) who died in Cairo but made news only in 2008. He 

served at the Mauthausen concentration camp, killing and torturing inmates. In 1962, ac-

cording to his son, Rüdiger Heim, he drove through France and Spain onward to Morocco, 

moving finally to Egypt via Libya. Besides the above-named categories, that is those who 
 

• (1) committed suicide at the war’s end or later,  

• (2) were indicted, punished and jailed, or  

• (3) fled overseas, mostly to Argentina, later also Bolivia, Chile and Ecuador, 
 

there were in addition for the Middle East some other categories of former Nazis such as:  

• (4) combatants who fought in wars of 1947-1949, 1956, or 1964 in Palestine/Israel,  

                  Egypt, and Algeria, see Boualem Sansal’s 2008 book Le village de l’allemand  

                  ou Le journal des frères Schiller;  

• (5) bureaucratic “shadow warriors” in security, prison management & propaganda;  

• (6) military experts; 

• (7) those who interacted with secret services of all sides like Otto Skorzeny, and  

• (8) diplomats and envoys, connecting to the Arab League and UN organizations.  

For lack of archival access, and because many changed their names when converting to Is-

lam, the “shadow warriors” of category (5) and others of (6) and (7) were difficult to trace.  

Clerical Collaborators 

The author similarly describes “de-Nazification through conversion” to Catholicism as a 

means of obtaining assistance. He notes the role of the pro-Nazi bishop Alois Karl Hudal 

(1885-1963) and of the monastery escape route. Hudal tried to build bridges between the 

Nazi ideology and the Church.3   

http://www.trafoberlin.de/pdf-dateien/2014_07/Wolfgang%20G%20Schwanitz%20Von%20Kalifat%20-zu%20Kalifat.pdf
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bNzTL4zu5Xg
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In 1937, Hudal sent his book The Foundations of National Socialism to Hitler. The 

Grand Mufti of Jerusalem sought a similar ideological convergence; as early as 1937 al-

Hajj Amin al-Husaini appealed to all Muslims to cleanse their lands of Jews.4 The Nazis 

made a booklet of his appeal, added a section on Islam and Bolshevism, and translated it 

for their Muslim soldiers.5 However, there was a difference between clerical collaborators 

with the Nazis. Whereas Hudal said that fighting Jews as a race was anti-Christian, al-Hu-

saini aspired to fight them as a “race.” According to Hudal’s ideological reasoning, a con-

flict could be settled if ideologies became compatible. Following al-Husaini’s racist line, 

the conflict was existential and could only end by the “annihilation of the other side, which 

could never change its race.”6  
 

As for Nazi military experts (category 6), Cairo employed two units as advisers 

from 1949 to 1956. Ex-general Wilhelm Fahrmbacher led a group of military experts called 

“Armed Forces” with thirty-one men, and Wilhelm Voss of the Nazis’ wartime Škoda fac-

tories (he was not one of Hitler's adjutants as Steinacher claimed on p. 290) led the unit 

called “Research Center for Explosives and Weapons” with fifteen men in 1953.7  
 

1975 Cover of Najib's Memoirs  
  Their numbers grew, but their contracts were not renewed, 

as the Egyptians became aware that Israel had forged links with 

some of them via spies such as Meir Max Bineth (1917-1954). 

These developments were intertwined with Israel’s Lavon Affair, 

which involved espionage actions in Egypt and led to Defense 

Minister Pinhas Lavon’s resignation in 1954. This gave Abd an-

Nasir a pretext to overthrow and succeed President Muhammad Na-

jib.8  
          President Muhammad Najib hired German advisors 1949-1956  

                           his heir Abd an-Nasir wanted East Germans after 1961 & 1965                                               
 

However, Argentina hoped to attract up to half a million Germans right after the war, and 

President Juan Perón’s former Nazi experts built the country’s first jet fighter, the Pulqui 

II, in 1951. Argentina provided an example for Arabs. President Abd an-Nasir hired the 

aircraft designer and manufacturer Willy Messerschmitt and the missile expert Wolfgang 

Pilz, who in 1964 got Egypt’s first jet fighter, the Hulwan 300, airborne. Since Messer-

schmitt’s company also maintained a presence in Spain, Nazi circles there connected with 

Cairo as well. When the project ran short of money, India ultimately took over key parts 

for its Marut 24 jet.  
 

As for the category of former Nazi diplomats (8), this is usually disregarded though 

it is a missing dimension at least for the Mideast. Some rebuilt old networks where family 

clans played a major role. In war time Berlin, al-Husaini used family members as aides like 

Salim, Safwa, Musa and Hamdi. For his part, Chancellor Konrad Adenauer insisted on re-

employing so called indispensable experts despite their Nazi backgrounds. Too many be-

came envoys of the Bonn Republic; this caused outrage with long-term results. In 1947, 

West Germans drew up a list of 576 names as candidates for future Foreign Service. Most 

of them staffed the service in 1952.  
 

Of these, 195 had been Nazi Party members, 158 were even from the old Foreign 

Ministry, and fifty-seven had had an involvement with the Middle East.9 More research on 

these diplomats’ ties with ex-Nazis and their Islamist partners is required to substantiate 

the long-lasting “brown-green” relationships where some family clans played a major role. 
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http://www.trafoberlin.de/pdf-dateien/2009_08_28/Walter%20Ulbricht%20und%20Ludwig%20Erhard%20Nahost%201965.pdf
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ODESSA 

New evidence has emerged on how these individuals overtly and covertly interacted. Stein-

acher mentions the 1974 movie The Odessa File based on the book by Frederick Forsyth 

that appeared two years before. Steinacher warns against falling for a myth that there was 

one organization under this cover name (7, 16, 296). So far, this is the author's main thesis. 
 

But here is the problem: Beginning in the late 1940s and for the Middle East in the 

mid-1950s, American agents reported on ODESSA and pointed also at tripartite circles of 

ex-Nazis in the Americas (North and South), the Middle East, and Europe. After the fall of 

Perón’s regime, the Argentine haven became less hospitable, some ex-Nazis took jobs in 

the Mideast often with Amin al-Husaini’s support.  

 

 
                 
             A 1965 report by the CIA on ODESSA activities in South America and the Middle East. 

                It illuminates the “tripartite networks” of the Spider's Web in Europe, in the Middle East  

                and the Americas. Obvious becomes here the escape of a wanted SS man from the United  

                States to Egypt as well. This report mentions Umar Amin von Leers. Source: endnote 11.      

 

For example the odious Nazi agitator Johann von Leers (1902-1965) moved from 

Buenos Aires to Cairo–in 1956 al-Husaini converted him to Islam, then called Umar Amin 

von Leers–to work in anti-Israeli campaigns sponsored by Abd an-Nasir’s circles and the 

Arab League.10 He met men of the former Third Reich such as Anwar as-Sadat who spied 

for the Nazis, and was therefore expelled from the Egyptian army in 1942, and members 

of the above mentioned units (categories 4 to 8), including many “shadow warriors” (5) in 

Mideastern bureaucracies. The following CIA report illuminates a special Mideastern web. 

 

http://www.trafoberlin.de/pdf-Neu/Amin%20al-Husaini%20und%20das%20Dritte%20Reich%20WGS.pdf
http://www.trafoberlin.de/pdf-dateien/2014_07/Wolfgang%20G%20Schwanitz%20Von%20Kalifat%20-zu%20Kalifat.pdf
http://www.trafoberlin.de/pdf-dateien/2010_05_11/Wolfgang%20G%20Schwanitz%20Abd%20an-Nasir.pdf
http://www.trafoberlin.de/pdf-dateien/2010_05_11/Wolfgang%20G%20Schwanitz%20Anwar%20as-Sadat.pdf
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1958 report on Johann von Leers' network in Cairo. For the source see endnote 10. 

 

American intelligence services monitored Nazi organizations that spanned those three re-

gions. They mentioned for instance “List 1” of two thousand ex-members of the SS and 

the Gestapo, of which the most important ODESSA members were also on their “Most 

Wanted” list. Intelligence reports since 1964 often named ODESSA networks. Leers was 

said to be the new regional leader of the Spider’s Web network, as it was also known, in 

Cairo, and former SS colonel Otto Skorzeny (1908-1975) was said to be its leader in Spain. 

In Cairo, Amin al-Husaini met with him in early 1953 to work out weapons deals.11  
 

Outstanding Contribution 

Three conclusions emerge. First, ODESSA was very much a reality and an operational term 

for American intelligence since 1947 when it appeared for the first time in US reports. To 

what degree Simon Wiesenthal contributed by his related reports to the Americans re-

mains an open question.12  
 

Although Steinacher is correct in including all the regional networks in his purview, 

he is not right to claim that ODESSA was nothing but a myth. To maintain this thesis, one 

needs to prove hundreds of American intelligence reports, often headlined ODESSA, to be 

wrong, or one has to allege that those reports were inventions by agents. I think Steinacher 

has dropped the claim that ODESSA was just a myth or did not exist. ODESSA was at least 

an umbrella network or common operational platform of cooperating individuals or groups 

just as he defines the networks (259). He mentioned Heinz Schneppen’s book on ODESSA 

but does not discuss his main arguments in detail, although Schneppen offered examples 

of early texts on ODESSA like the U.S. intelligence report of 26 February 1948.13  

http://www.trafoberlin.de/pdf-dateien/2009_05_04/Wolfgang%20G%20Schwanitz%20Honecker%20Oktoberkrieg.pdf
https://d2jt48ltdp5cjc.cloudfront.net/users/35219/uploads/2ec8569a-fd44-4bac-ad66-e2f3f39437f6.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=d51poygEXYU
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Second, for the Middle East we need to include the Mideastern brown-green webs 

of ex-Nazi diplomats and their Islamist counterparts. It was not just the Americans who 

utilized ex-Nazis for intelligence and anticommunist purposes. Some Muslim leaders did 

the same, but they also wanted those ex-Nazis’ “anti-Jewish know-how” to fight against 

Israel. In the Mideast, the Nazis’ influence, and the camaraderie with them, never ceased. 

It was also “diplomatically rebuilt” by many former Nazi diplomats serving in Bonn again 

(category 8) and passed down through generations and clans. In this way some networks 

were rebuilt by ensuing circles.  
 

Since 2015, especially in Germany, with a massive uncontrolled influx of Islamists 

to Europe, there grow again brown-green networks and red-green ones. They became much 

more complex. The difference: now it plays out not so much between far away regions like 

America-Mideast-Europe after 1945 but right in heartlands of democracies that often show 

themselves unable to find strong protections on borders and at home.           Adolf Eichmann’s Passport 
 

w/ Red Cross Stamp CICR 

As Gerald Steinacher shows in an example of interactions, 

former SS colonel Walther Rauff (1906-1984), hidden by Bishop Giu-

seppe Siri (1906-1986) of Genoa, fled to Damascus in 1947. He 

helped to establish a secret service. In late 1949 he used a Red Cross 

document (like Adolf Eichmann did) and the fake name Bauermeister 

to flee from Genoa to Ecuador. There he worked for the Bayer Corpo-

ration and became a “rat runner.”  
 

In 1960, Rauff visited Germany even under his real name. Du-

ring the war, if General Erwin Rommel had been victorious, Rauff 

would have led an SS unit with the purpose of rounding up the Jews 

of Cairo and later of Palestine (on 30 November 1941, two days after Hitler had received 

the Grand Mufti al-Husaini in Berlin, “the Fuehrer” told the Italian Foreign Minister Ciano 

that he wanted (via the Caucasus) to invade Iran, Iraq, Syria and Palestine, “probably a war 

deciding move,” see here, pp. 881 and 902). Rauff invented the mobile gas vans that killed 

thousands of Jews, and after the 1961 Eichmann trial he was indicted for crimes against 

humanity,14 prompting him to flee to Chile. Governments there protected him from further 

prosecution, and in 1984 he died peacefully in Santiago. His funeral became a gathering of 

old Nazis who greeted each other with “Heil Hitler!” 
 

Finally, in another representative case, Steinacher notes that Skorzeny introduced 

the Dutch Willem A.M. Sassen (1918-2002), a war reporter and wanted SS man, to Eich-

mann in Argentina in 1954 (248). Eichmann had arrived there on 14 July 1950 (296) as 

“Ricardo Klement, technician,” see picture above, carrying the Red Cross papers. Hudal’s 

circles had assisted him in his escape route. Thus, all the above-named groups contributed.  
 

There are indications that Simon Wiesenthal discovered Eichmann’s where-abouts 

in 1953 and proposed capturing him in Argentina a year later. Why this took place six years 

later is another matter. Steinacher’s fine book provides much insight and the possibility to 

draw comparisons with developments in the Mideast and elsewhere. There are parallels 

and common characteristics between the functioning of al-Qaida clans and networks of Old 

Comrades. The author shows how the southern escape route worked, also the role of its 

unrepentant operators. Nazis on the Run is a solid academic contribution, and surely other 

academics will deal with related Mideastern matters.  
   Wolfgang G. Schwanitz  

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:WP_Eichmann_Passport.jpg
http://www.trafoberlin.de/pdf-Neu/Amin%20al-Husaini%20and%20the%20Holocaust.pdf
https://ia802608.us.archive.org/6/items/DocumentsOnGermanForeignPolicy-SeriesD-VolumeXiii-June23-/DocumentsOnGermanForeignPolicy-SeriesD-VolumeXiii-June23-December111941.pdf
https://ia802608.us.archive.org/6/items/DocumentsOnGermanForeignPolicy-SeriesD-VolumeXiii-June23-/DocumentsOnGermanForeignPolicy-SeriesD-VolumeXiii-June23-December111941.pdf
http://www.trafoberlin.de/pdf-dateien/Schwanitz_neu/Diaa%20Rashwan%20Islamists.pdf
http://www.trafoberlin.de/pdf-dateien/Germany%20Middle%20East%20Policy%20MERIA%202007.pdf
http://www.trafoberlin.de/Autoren/schwanitz_wolfgang.htm
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Adolf_Eichmann#/media/File:WP_Eichmann_Passport.jpg
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Gerald Steinacher: Nazis auf der Flucht. Wie Kriegsverbrecher über Italien nach Übersee entkamen (Nazis 

on the Run: How War Criminals Escaped Overseas via Italy), Studien Verlag, 2008, 380 pp., see also 2010.  

 
This review first appeared in Jewish Political Studies Review, 22(2010)1-2, 116-22. Updated, some links were added. 
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