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Author’s Note by Elisabeth Storrs  

The genesis for Fables & Lies was a contemporary novel I wrote in 1994 after 
becoming fascinated with Schliemann’s discovery of Priam’s Treasure. At that time 
mystery shrouded the disappearance of the Trsojan Gold in 1945 after the Soviets 
insisted it was lost in transit in the chaotic wake of the war. Various theories were 
postulated as to its whereabouts or destruction – including my rather improbable idea 
of locating it in suburban Sydney. Imagine my dismay (and delight) when I read in the 
newspaper the Russians admitted they’d hidden the treasure in Moscow’s Pushkin 
Museum for nearly 50 years. My novel’s plot became redundant and the manuscript 
was relegated to the bottom drawer. 

After writing the ‘A Tale of Ancient Rome’ trilogy which dealt with my next 
obsession – the Etruscans, I dusted off the manuscript to rewrite it as an historical 
novel covering the true story of Priam’s Treasure during WW2. 

Researching a novel 30 years ago was a vastly different experience than now. 
Previously, I’d been limited to books in my local library. Now I had access via the 
internet to numerous German sources. Historians included the Axis viewpoint rather 
than presenting the war purely from the Western Allies’ perspective.  

I was keen to tell the story of the Berlin museum curators who braved air raids 
to protect their national treasures. In particular, the Trojan Gold housed in the 
Museum of Pre and Early History. I planned a simple plot featuring two female 
protagonists – a German woman (Freyja) striving to protect the treasure, and a Soviet 
Trophy Brigade Major (Safinova) whose mission was to steal it. However, when I 
discovered the museum’s Director, Wilhelm Unverzagt, was a Nazi and a member of 
the SS Ahnenerbe, I was drawn to tell a more complex story exploring Himmler’s 
‘Master Plan’ and his subversion of prehistory. In doing so I faced the ethical 
challenge of marrying the brainwashed Freyja to an SS scholar, Kaspar Voigt, but 
whose eyes are opened by an outsider, Darien Lessing. I saw it as the only device 
available to reveal the SS Ahnenerbe’s despicable actions. 

To write Fables & Lies, I read numerous books examining whether ordinary 
Germans were victims of an oppressive regime or fervent adherents of Nazism. The 
answer was far from black and white. My conclusion resulted in depicting the Bremer 
family whose four members represented different responses to the circumstances 
leading up to the Nazi Regime and its subsequent rule: Conrad, a disabled veteran 
whose Christian beliefs lead to resistance; Elze who’s suffered through WW1 and its 
aftermath and welcomes Hitler’s supposed better life; Volla, the diehard; and finally, 
Freyja, indoctrinated throughout her schooling in Nazi beliefs, but unsettled by the 
Reich’s oppressions. 
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Hitler ramped up nationalism to unprecedented levels with the dream of 
unification into a ‘national community’ holding a Nazi ‘world view’. All ‘Enemies of 
the State’ were either imprisoned or executed including journalists and academics 
perceived as subversive. Science was eschewed.  

Germans were soon trapped in a cocoon. Deprived of the chance to read or 
hear foreign news, they were subjected to Josef Goebbel’s unrelenting propaganda. 
Foreign books were banned and subsequently burned. People were restricted to 
listening to government radio programs transmitted via Volksemfänger wirelesses 
(limited to local radio frequencies). 

Enter Heinrich Himmler, the leader of the SS, an elite corps of racially pure 
‘Aryan’ men. Like Hitler, he saw the supports and welfare provided by the Nazi 
regime as reserved for ‘valuable Germans’ not those considered ‘Untermenschen’ or 
sub-human. He was, to use a cliché, an ‘evil genius’ who imagined an Aryan world 
created by positive and negative eugenics. The latter involved eliminating the disabled 
as well as those considered racially impure including Jews, Romani, Slavs and Persons 
of Colour. Dehumanization, persecution, and extermination ensued, first with 
euthanasia programs, and finally with genocide.  

Himmler saw the importance of indoctrinating children. There was a seductive 
element to encouraging German youth to believe in themselves as superior ‘bearers of 
culture’. The education system was undermined when only Nazi teachers were 
employed. The curriculum was limited, with physical fitness a priority. Girls were 
destined to be wives and mothers, boys to be soldiers. Prehistory was an important 
subject. The distorted view that the origins of the ‘Aryan race’ originated from Nordic 
lands was inculcated in children by school trips to archaeological digs and museums. 
School magazines were full of pseudo-science and Nordic myths. History was divided 
into ‘Germanic eras’ with fanciful names such as the ‘Time of Becoming’. Wilhelm 
Unverzagt was not averse to advancing his career in this way. He gained national fame 
for the Zantoch Hillfort excavation with extensive newspaper coverage about his 
finds, the museum he built there, and school excursions and public tours of the site. 
His movie, German Past Comes Alive, features Himmler alongside Hitler Youth at 
another Hillfort dig.  

Himmler’s Master Plan included establishing a feudal system with SS settlement 
‘pearls’ to be built after the Lebensraum ‘living space’ policy had been achieved 
through conquest (interestingly, one such pearl was named ‘Troya’). He envisaged an 
‘Aryan paradise’ which first required the eradication of Slavic culture through 
Germanization. He funded de-extinction science to potentially create arable land and 
livestock in less fertile areas. Valuable Germans would happily settle there once the 
existing inhabitants were either enslaved or murdered. His scheme fractured as the 
Soviets began to turn the tide of the war. 
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Himmler supported the SS Ahnenerbe (Ancestral Heritage Foundation) which 
worked together with his brain child, the SS Lebensborn Foundation. The 
organisations shared the same insignia, the ‘Lebensrune’ or ‘Life symbol’. The 
archaeologists were charged to prove Aryan existence back to prehistoric times. 
Lebensborn was to continue the eternal chain of the Aryan race by breeding children 
raised in the Nazi world view. This symbiosis was taken to new levels with the 
occupation of Poland. Polish children with sufficient ‘Aryan markers’ were kidnapped 
to give to suitable German couples. But to encourage adoption of children previously 
classified as subhuman meant archaeologists needed to prove Viking origins in Slavs 
to establish the children were worthy.  

Himmler was a believer in occult fancies such as Atlantis and the Holy Grail. 
The Ahnenerbe conducted outlandish expeditions to prove the existence of these 
myths and others. The institute went through various iterations but, over time, its 
control passed to reputable academics such as Herbert Jankuhn and Ernst Schäfer 
who made Faustian Bargains to advance their careers. 

Jankuhn was tasked to implement Himmler’s goal of creating a pan-Germanic 
army by indoctrinating Scandinavians to form the SS Viking Division. He also 
promoted the ‘German Academic Action’ by embedding prehistorians with the army. 
The plan was to convince German soldiers they were reincarnations of ancient 
Scythians and Ostrogoths. In effect, to make them believe Germany was entitled to 
reclaim ancestral Eastern lands– a ‘homecoming’ that justified the dispossession and 
massacre of 20 million Slavs. Jankuhn rode with an SS death squad in the Ukraine, 
and subsequently became a political guidance officer in SS Viking. In his excellent 
memoir, The Invisible Flag (Faber & Faber, 1956), the German army surgeon, Peter 
Bamm, travelled across Ukraine and referenced the brainwashing of soldiers in this 
respect as well as the ominous threat of the fanatical ‘Others’ in the ranks. Darien’s 
tale of seeing the gas wagon is based on Bamm’s eyewitness account as is his 
justification for remaining silent. 

Schäfer’s Tibetan expedition (on which I had Kasper Voigt tag along) was 
charged to find evidence of the kooky World Ice Theory as well as advance racial 
studies. There are remarkable photos of the expedition on the internet, including a 
grainy version of the documentary, Secret Tibet on YouTube where Bruno Beger is 
shown measuring the Tibetan mother, and also creating a head cast. The expedition 
inspired Stephen Spielberg’s Indiana Jones movie franchise. Unfortunately, Schäfer’s 
and Beger’s esoteric activities morphed into heinous military scientific research 
including ethnic cleansing and the Skeleton Collection.  

Of all the dark subjects I researched in writing this novel, the Skeleton 
Collection was the most gruelling. The only bright point in the story is the fact Henri 
Henrypierre, a laboratory assistant (who was a forced laborer) in the Anatomical 
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Institute at Strasburg, was alarmed to see some of the bodies he was asked to preserve 
all bled from the mouth and nose which indicated they were gassed or poisoned. At 
great risk, he listed down the tattoo numbers on their arms which led to the 
subsequent identification of the victims years later. I hope this gave some solace and 
closure to their families to locate their missing loved ones albeit in gruesome 
circumstances. 

It was distressing to discover none of these academics were brought to justice 
during the Nuremberg Trials (other than Wolfram Sievers who was hanged) despite 
the SS Ahnenerbe being declared a criminal organisation. Jankuhn went on to hold a 
professorship at Göttingen University from 1959 although he was banned from 
visiting Norway due to his ‘political guidance’ activities. Beger was subsequently 
convicted by a German criminal court but only given a light custodial sentence. 
August Hirt, overseer of the experiment at Natzweiler, committed suicide. Schäfer 
managed to convince the Allies he was secretly assisting Jews. 

I came across the little-known story of the Jewish Hospital when researching 
the experience of Gentile women married to Jewish men. Accounts of the remarkable 
Rosenstrasse Protest referred to some of the hospital’s staff being detained in the 
Community Centre. This led me to Daniel B. Silver’s Refuge in Hell (Mariner Books, 
2004) which includes the story of ambulances banked up with seriously ill people, and 
unsuccessful suicide victims, who were then perversely restored to health for the 
purposes of being deported and murdered. The majority of doctors and nurses who 
worked at the hospital under constant threat were either ‘privileged non-Aryan 
Christians’, ‘protected Jews’ or offspring of ‘mixed marriages’. It is indeed a miracle 
any of them survived given the obnoxious Dobberke could well have eliminated them 
as the Soviets invaded the city. (And it’s true Dobberke and Lustig were in a love 
triangle with Sister Elli.) 

The resistance of the Confessing Church is an example of the efforts of every 
day German citizens who maintained their faith in defiance of the ‘German 
Christians’ who redefined Jesus as an Aryan, and eradicated any reference to Judaism 
in their scriptures. Heinrich Grüber was an extraordinary Confessing Church pastor 
less well known than the courageous and tragic Dietrich Bonhoeffer. After being 
tortured in Dachau, Grüber was eventually released due to international efforts after 
undertaking not to further help the persecuted. It is noteworthy he helped hide 
women and girls from potential rape during the Soviet invasion of Berlin.  

Martin Gropius Bau is the most wondrous building. Luckily, it was restored to 
its former glory after the Wall came down. It is well worth visiting if you are ever in 
Berlin. There you can view the majolica mosaics that so entranced Freyja. The now art 
exhibition centre stands next to the Topography of Terrors; a museum built on the 
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site where No.8 Prinz-Albrecht-Strasse and SS House stood. The street is now known 
as Niederkirchnerstrasse and is close by Checkpoint Charlie.  

The bombing of Martin Gropius Bau was described in detail in a letter from 
Unverzagt to Professor von Jenny (who did leave his library and silver service in the 
Direktor’s safekeeping). I was pleased to have access to Unverzagt’s day journals from 
1944-1946 together with other correspondence and an article written by his wife, 
Mechthilde Unverzagt, whom he married after the war. She chronicled Unverzagt’s 
frantic and devoted efforts to protect the museum’s treasures from air raids but also 
his attempts to track what happened afterwards to the various goods that were sent to 
mines on the Elbe. She tells of Unverzagt’s ordeal in the Flakturm where he did, 
indeed, sleep on the crates to protect the treasure while the wounded littered the 
security room. And he also stared down two Russians who demanded ‘Where is the 
gold’, insisting he speak to their superior.  

Throughout the book, I tried to remain as true to any recorded dates as 
possible but admit there were situations when it was necessary to alter timelines and 
condense incidents for the sake of pace and dramatic tension. One such example is 
the November 1943 bombing of the zoo which in fact took place over two 
consecutive nights. The slaughter of innocent animals must be seen as a particularly 
callous and vicious act by the Allies. Only 91 out of 3,715 animals survived the blitzes 
including poor Siam who suffered psychological trauma. The elephant died of enteritis 
in 1947 at the age of 26. Knautschke, the baby hippo born during an air raid, lived to 
46 years old. A bronze statue of him stands outside the entrance to the zoo’s hippo 
house.  

This subversion of history to justify conquest is not isolated to the Nazis. 
Today, Putin has invaded Ukraine to recover arguably ancestral Russian territory. 
Ironically, he has also claimed the Russian people descended from the Scythians. His 
kidnap of Ukrainian children echoes the SS Lebensborn’s abductions. He has cut off 
the Russian population from external news, feeding them State propaganda. The 
heartbreaking and seemingly endless conflict between Israel and Palestine is also very 
much based on centuries old contested history. 

It is chilling to watch similar preconditions to those arising after WW1 
occurring across the Western world, with right wing nationalistic governments 
espousing fascist policies that are anti-government, antisemitic, anti-women, anti-
intellectual and anti-free press. Bizarre conspiracy theories abound. Antisemitism and 
Islamophobia are on the rise. And replacement theory is being touted once again with 
refugees and migrants supposedly threatening to overbreed and destroy traditional 
culture. Social media algorithms isolate people in a continuous loop of skewed views 
as effectively as Goebbel’s Volksemfänger radios. As a result, families and 
communities are polarized just as the Bremer family were. 
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I hope Fables & Lies shows that not only should we avoid repeating the 
mistakes of the past but also understand how dangerous subversion of contested 
history can be. As Holocaust survivor, Primo Levi, wrote, ‘if understanding is 
impossible, knowing is necessary.’ 

Nie Wieder. Never Again. 

 

 


