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 Vol. 1: Hoaxes

 The Hitler Diaries

 The Forgery That Fooled the World

 
 Based on real events

 
 HistorIQly

 



"The forger's job is not to create a perfect copy. It is to create an object that activates the buyer's desire to believe."

 — On the art of Konrad Kujau



Chapter One
 The Collector

 Gerd Heidemann had a problem, and the problem was a yacht.

The yacht was called the Carin II, once owned by Hermann Göring. Heidemann bought it in 1973 and poured money into restoring it.

He was a reporter for Stern, one of West Germany's biggest and most respected magazines, and he earned a good salary. But a good salary is not enough to restore a yacht that has been neglected for decades. The restoration devoured his savings. It devoured his credit. It devoured his marriage. By the end of the 1970s, Heidemann was financially ruined, separated from his wife, and spending most of his free time aboard a half-restored boat that smelled of varnish and obsession.

The yacht was not really the problem. The yacht was a symptom. The problem was the obsession itself — a deep, consuming fascination with the Third Reich that had defined Heidemann's adult life. He collected Nazi memorabilia the way other men collected stamps or coins, but with an intensity that crossed the line from hobby into pathology. He owned uniforms, daggers, medals, documents, photographs. He cultivated friendships with former Nazis and their families. He attended their reunions. He listened to their stories. He existed in a twilight world where the past was not past at all, but present and vivid and endlessly fascinating.

None of this was unusual for Germany in the 1970s. The war was barely a generation old. The men who had fought it were still alive, still talking, still selling their memorabilia to dealers and collectors who understood that the relics of the Third Reich had a market value that increased with every passing year. What was unusual about Heidemann was the degree of his immersion. He was not studying the past. He was living in it.

In 1980, a contact in the memorabilia trade told Heidemann about something extraordinary. A collector named Fritz Stiefel, who lived near Stuttgart, had recently acquired a volume of what he claimed was Adolf Hitler's personal diary. A single volume, handwritten, covering several months of 1935. Stiefel had purchased it from a dealer named Konrad Fischer, who claimed to have access to more volumes — many more — smuggled out of East Germany by contacts who had recovered them from a plane crash in the final days of the war.

Heidemann went to see Stiefel. Stiefel showed him the volume. It was a hardbound notebook, about the size of a standard ledger, with a black cover. On the front, in ornate Gothic lettering, were two initials that appeared to read "FH." Stiefel explained this stood for "Führer Hitler." Inside, in a cramped, scratchy hand, were dated entries in German, recording the daily thoughts, activities, and observations of the leader of the Third Reich.

Heidemann held the notebook in his hands. He turned the pages. He read the entries. And something happened to him — something that would determine the course of his life, and the course of several other lives, and the reputation of one of the most respected news magazines in the world.

He believed.

He believed with the absolute, uncritical conviction of a man who had spent his entire adult life waiting for exactly this moment. He believed because he wanted to believe, because the diaries confirmed everything he had ever felt about the Third Reich — that it was a world of secrets still waiting to be uncovered, that the final chapter had not yet been written, that history was a locked room and he, Gerd Heidemann, had been given the key.

He did not ask himself the obvious questions. He did not look too closely at the initials on the cover, or wonder why the handwriting, while similar to known examples of Hitler's script, was not quite identical. He did not request chemical analysis of the ink or the paper. He did not consult a forensic document examiner.

Instead, he asked Stiefel for the name of the dealer.

The name was Konrad Fischer. But Konrad Fischer's real name was Konrad Kujau, and he was about to become the most successful forger in modern history.

 
 

Chapter Two
 The Forger

 Konrad Kujau was born in 1938 in Löbau, a small town in Saxony that would, after the war, find itself on the wrong side of the Iron Curtain. He grew up in East Germany, and from an early age he demonstrated two qualities that would define his life: he was extraordinarily talented with his hands, and he was constitutionally incapable of honesty.

As a teenager, he forged luncheon vouchers. He stole from shops. He faked documents to obtain goods that were rationed or restricted. He was caught, repeatedly, and punished, and caught again. The punishments did not reform him. They educated him. Each arrest taught him what had gone wrong, what detail had been overlooked, what technique needed refinement. He was not a criminal who happened to be skilled. He was a skilled man who happened to be criminal.

In 1957, at the age of nineteen, Kujau fled East Germany for the West. He settled in Stuttgart, a prosperous city in Baden-Württemberg, and reinvented himself. He opened a small shop selling militaria and collectibles — uniforms, medals, helmets, the whole grim catalogue of Third Reich material culture. The business was modestly successful, and it was entirely legitimate.

Except that it wasn't. Not entirely. Because Kujau had discovered something about the market for Nazi memorabilia that would make him rich: the demand for authentic items far exceeded the supply, and the buyers — passionate, obsessive, desperate to own a piece of history — were remarkably easy to fool.

He began forging. Slowly at first, tentatively, feeling his way. A signed photograph of Hitler here. A handwritten note there. A poem allegedly composed by the Führer. He practised Hitler's handwriting for hours, working from published examples, training his hand to reproduce the cramped, angular script with its distinctive downward slashes and compressed letterforms. He was good at it. He was very good at it. His forgeries were sold to collectors who examined them, compared them to known specimens, and pronounced them authentic.

The crucial insight came early: the best forgeries are not the ones that perfectly reproduce the original. They are the ones that perfectly reproduce what the buyer expects the original to look like. The distinction is subtle but important. A genuine historical document has imperfections, anomalies, quirks that a forger might not anticipate. But a buyer who has already decided that a document is authentic will explain away those anomalies. He will find reasons. He will construct narratives. He will do the forger's work for him.

Kujau understood this intuitively. He understood that forgery is not primarily a technical challenge. It is a psychological one. The forger's job is not to create a perfect copy. It is to create an object that activates the buyer's desire to believe. Once that desire is activated, the buyer becomes his own deceiver. He sees what he wants to see. He ignores what he needs to ignore. He pays his money and goes home happy, and the forger goes home richer.

By the late 1970s, Kujau was one of the most prolific forgers of Nazi documents in the world, and nobody knew it. His forgeries circulated through the network of collectors and dealers, and they were used — this is the critical detail — as comparison specimens to authenticate other documents. The market was contaminated. The pool of "known authentic" Hitler writings was polluted with Kujau's fakes, and each new fake was validated by comparison with earlier fakes. It was a closed loop, a self-reinforcing system of mutual deception, and it would have devastating consequences when the diaries appeared.

The idea for the diaries came to Kujau around 1978. He had been producing individual documents for years — letters, notes, directives — and selling them for modest sums. But a diary was something else. A diary was a narrative. A diary was a window into the private mind of the most infamous figure in modern history. A diary was worth not hundreds or thousands but millions.

He began writing. He used notebooks purchased from shops in Stuttgart and East Berlin — ordinary, commercial notebooks with black hardboard covers, the kind used by students and clerks. He attached adhesive labels, poured tea over the covers to simulate age, and bashed them against his desk to give them a battered, worn appearance. On each cover, he fixed a set of Gothic initials — initials that he intended to read "AH" for Adolf Hitler but that, because of the ornate Gothic typeface he chose, looked like "FH."

This was, in retrospect, one of the most remarkable details of the entire affair. The letters F and A in traditional German Gothic script are similar but not identical, and Kujau either chose the wrong letter or failed to notice the resemblance. The result was that about sixty volumes of purported Hitler diaries bore the initials of someone whose name was neither Adolf nor Hitler. It was a mistake so elementary, so visible, so stupefyingly obvious that it should have stopped the fraud before it began.

It did not. Nobody noticed. Or if they noticed, they found a reason not to care.

For the content of the diaries, Kujau drew on published sources — primarily Max Domarus's multi-volume collection Hitler: Speeches and Proclamations, a standard reference work that chronicled the Führer's public activities in exhaustive detail. He copied dates, events, and speeches from Domarus, paraphrasing them into diary form and adding mundane personal observations — complaints about his digestion, notes about the weather, trivia about daily life in the Reich Chancellery. The entries were banal. They contained no revelations. They offered no new insights into the war, the Holocaust, or the inner workings of the Nazi state.

This banality was both a weakness and a strength. It meant the diaries were historically worthless — a genuine Hitler diary would have been one of the most significant documents of the twentieth century, and these read like the appointment book of a moderately busy bureaucrat. But the banality also made them plausible, in a way that sensational revelations would not have been. They felt mundane because daily life is mundane, even for dictators. They felt real because they were boring, and fakes, the reasoning went, would have been more exciting.

Kujau produced about sixty volumes, covering the period from 1932 to 1945. He wrote them quickly, often while watching television, sometimes with Hitler speeches playing in the background for atmosphere. The entire project took roughly three years — an extraordinary output that speaks to both his fluency as a forger and his carelessness as a historian. The volumes were full of errors: wrong dates, garbled facts, events attributed to the wrong year. A serious scholar would have spotted them immediately. But serious scholars would not see the diaries until it was too late.

By 1980, the first volume was in Fritz Stiefel's collection, and Gerd Heidemann was on his way to Stuttgart.

 [image: Konrad Kujau painting in his Stuttgart gallery, 1992]Konrad Kujau at work in his Stuttgart gallery in 1992, after his release from prison. He reinvented himself as a celebrity artist, selling acknowledged forgeries under his own name. "A genuine Kujau forgery," his advertisements read.
 

Chapter Three
 The Deal

 The address led to a cramped shopfront on a side street in Stuttgart, its windows cluttered with the shadows of mannequins in field-grey uniforms. It was the winter of 1980, and Gerd Heidemann had come to find the man behind the diary — a dealer who went by the name Konrad Fischer. Inside, the shop was a museum of the Third Reich curated by a man with no taste and unlimited inventory: helmets on shelves, uniforms on mannequins, flags and daggers and framed photographs covering every wall.

Kujau was not what Heidemann had expected. He was short, heavyset, bald, with a wide face and a smile that appeared without warning and disappeared just as quickly. He looked like a used-car salesman or a small-town publican — which, in a sense, he was. He was voluble, charming, and slightly absurd. He told jokes. He laughed at his own jokes. He radiated a kind of impish energy that made it difficult to take him entirely seriously, which was precisely the point. Nobody suspects the class clown of masterminding a multi-million-mark fraud.

Kujau told Heidemann the story of the diaries, and it was a good story — perhaps the best thing Kujau ever wrote. In April 1945, he explained, as the Soviet army closed in on Berlin, a Junkers Ju 352 transport plane had taken off from Berlin supposedly carrying crates of Hitler's personal effects. The plane, he said, had crashed near the village of Börnersdorf in Saxony, and the diaries had survived in the wreckage.

The story had a foundation in fact, which is what made it convincing. There had been a real crash of a transport plane near Börnersdorf in April 1945, and some historians believed such flights carried Hitler's papers. What was not true — what was entirely Kujau's invention — was that Hitler's personal diaries had been among the cargo.

Kujau claimed that the diaries had been hidden by a family in East Germany for decades, and that his brother, who still lived in the East, had been smuggling them across the border one or two at a time, at great personal risk. Each volume, he said, required bribes for border guards, payments to the family, and transport costs. The price was enormous.

A fortune, per volume, with about sixty volumes in total.

Heidemann did not blink. He did not argue. He did not ask for proof. He went back to Hamburg and walked into the offices of Stern magazine and told his editors that he had found the story of the century.

The editors listened. They were sceptical — but not sceptical enough. Heidemann was a respected, if eccentric, journalist. He had covered major stories. He had connections. And the story he was telling was irresistible: the secret diaries of Adolf Hitler, hidden for decades behind the Iron Curtain, now available for exclusive publication by Stern.

The magazine commissioned a preliminary assessment. They sent samples of the handwriting — obtained from Kujau's diaries — to be compared with known examples of Hitler's writing. The samples were examined and declared consistent. What nobody knew, and what nobody thought to investigate, was that several of the "known examples" used for comparison had also been forged by Kujau. The authentication was circular. The fakes were being validated by other fakes.

Stern agreed to buy the diaries. The arrangement was kept in the tightest possible secrecy. Only a handful of editors and executives knew about the project. A small circle of handwriting experts and historians were consulted, but full forensic testing of the paper and ink was not done before publication. The secrecy was intended to protect the scoop — the biggest scoop in the magazine's history — but it had the effect of eliminating every safeguard that might have exposed the fraud.

The money began to flow. Stern paid Heidemann, and Heidemann paid Kujau — but not all of it. Heidemann was skimming. The journalist who was supposed to be the magazine's trusted agent was diverting a substantial portion of each payment into his own accounts. The money went to his debts, his lifestyle, and the bottomless pit of the Carin II.

Kujau, meanwhile, was spending lavishly. He bought a house. He bought cars. He bought rounds of drinks for everyone in every bar he entered. He was living like a man who had won the lottery, which, in a sense, he had — except that his lottery ticket was about sixty notebooks full of lies, and the jackpot was being paid by a magazine that had staked its reputation on their authenticity.

The payments continued for nearly three years, from early 1981 to early 1983. Kujau delivered volumes in batches, Heidemann delivered them to Stern, and Stern locked them in a safe. The total cost was approximately 9.3 million Deutsche Marks — about 3.7 million US dollars at the time.

By the spring of 1983, Stern had about sixty volumes. They had the biggest exclusive in the history of German journalism. They had spent a fortune.

They had never once tested the paper.

 [image: Forged Hitler signature by Konrad Kujau]A forged Adolf Hitler signature produced by Konrad Kujau. His forgeries were so prolific that they contaminated the pool of "authenticated" Hitler writings used to validate the diaries — a self-reinforcing loop of deception.
 

Chapter Four
 The Expert

 Before Stern could publish, they needed a name. Not a forensic scientist — they had avoided forensic scientists with a consistency that, in hindsight, looks less like oversight and more like a deliberate choice not to know. They needed a historian. Someone whose reputation was so formidable, whose authority was so unimpeachable, that his endorsement would silence every doubter and answer every question before it was asked.

They needed Hugh Trevor-Roper.

Trevor-Roper was, in 1983, one of the most distinguished historians alive. He was a former Regius Professor of Modern History at Oxford. He was a fellow of the British Academy. He had been created Baron Dacre of Glanton in 1979, a recognition of his extraordinary contributions to scholarship. And he was the author of The Last Days of Hitler, published in 1947, a masterpiece of historical narrative that had defined the world's understanding of the final chapter of the Third Reich. If any living person could authenticate a set of Hitler's diaries, it was Trevor-Roper.

There was a complication. Trevor-Roper was also a director of Times Newspapers Limited, the company that published The Times and The Sunday Times in London — both owned by Rupert Murdoch. This dual role, as authenticator and as a commercial stakeholder in the diaries' publication, created a conflict of interest so obvious that it should have disqualified him from the start. It did not.

In early April 1983, Stern flew Trevor-Roper to Zurich. He was taken to the vault of a Swiss bank where several volumes of the diaries were stored. The scene was theatrical: a distinguished Oxford professor being ushered into a vault by German magazine executives, sworn to secrecy, shown a collection of notebooks that purported to contain the private thoughts of Adolf Hitler.

Trevor-Roper was given limited access. He could examine some volumes, but not all. He could read entries, but he could not take the volumes away for sustained study. He was under time pressure — Stern wanted his verdict quickly, because the publication date was approaching and the serialisation deals with international newspapers were nearly finalised. Everything was accelerating. Everything was urgent. There was no time for caution.

He examined the notebooks. He read passages. He studied the handwriting. He was impressed. The sheer volume of material — about sixty notebooks, thousands of pages, years of daily entries — was overwhelming. Who would go to such trouble? Who could sustain such a forgery over such a scale? The quantity itself seemed to argue for authenticity. Surely no forger could produce this much material without making catastrophic errors. Surely the handwriting would deteriorate, the facts would become inconsistent, the mask would slip.

What Trevor-Roper could not have known was that the handwriting had been practised for years — that the facts had been copied wholesale from published reference works, that the mask had slipped many times but no one had been looking closely enough to notice, and that the very comparison specimens used to authenticate the diaries had been forged by the same hand.

He declared himself satisfied. The diaries, he said, were authentic.

The word of Lord Dacre carried enormous weight. It was not merely a professional opinion. It was a guarantee, backed by decades of scholarship and the prestige of Oxford University. When Trevor-Roper said the diaries were real, editors and publishers around the world exhaled. The deal was good. The investment was sound. The story was true.

Stern moved to close the international serialisation agreements. Rupert Murdoch's Sunday Times acquired the British rights. Other publications prepared coverage and excerpts. The money changed hands. The presses prepared. The launch date was set for the last week of April 1983.

And then, almost immediately, Trevor-Roper began to have doubts.

The doubts came at him in the small hours, the way doubts always do — as questions he should have asked but didn't, as details he should have noticed but overlooked. Why had Stern been so secretive? Why had they not engaged independent forensic analysis? Why had the handwriting comparison been limited to such a small number of specimens? And those initials on the covers — "FH" — what did they stand for? "Führer Hitler" was the explanation offered, but was it convincing? Had Hitler ever referred to himself that way?

The doubts multiplied. They compounded. They grew from whispers into a roar. On the weekend before publication, Trevor-Roper was voicing doubts, and Frank Giles, the editor of The Sunday Times, had misgivings of his own.

Giles was alarmed. He consulted Murdoch. Murdoch, who had paid a considerable sum for the serialisation rights and who understood that a retracting historian was bad for business, ordered publication anyway.

They published.

 [image: Hugh Trevor-Roper at a book presentation in Amsterdam, 1975]Hugh Trevor-Roper (later Lord Dacre), photographed in 1975 at a presentation of a book about Hitler's Germany — a subject he knew better than almost anyone alive. His authentication of the diaries gave them the stamp of Oxford authority. His reversal came too late.
 

Chapter Five
 The Press Conference

 Monday, April 25, 1983. Hamburg. Stern held its press conference at the Gruner + Jahr headquarters, and it was packed. The world's media had assembled to witness what Stern was calling the greatest journalistic coup of the postwar era.

That weekend, The Sunday Times rushed into print with its first instalment, running Trevor-Roper's authentication alongside extracts from the diaries. The headlines were enormous. HITLER'S SECRET DIARIES. THE FIND OF THE CENTURY. Copies flew off the newsstands.

But there was already trouble. Trevor-Roper's wavering had been reported, and other historians raised objections about the provenance and the lack of forensic testing.

None of this deterred Stern. Peter Koch, the editor-in-chief, opened the press conference with a statement of absolute confidence. The diaries were genuine. They had been authenticated by the world's foremost expert on the Hitler period. They would transform our understanding of the Third Reich. Stern was proud to bring them to the world.

The room was sceptical. Questions were sharp. How had the diaries been obtained? Why had Stern not conducted forensic analysis? Who was the source? Koch and his team deflected, obfuscated, and reassured. The diaries spoke for themselves. The handwriting was consistent. The content was plausible. The sheer scale of the collection made forgery impossible.

Trevor-Roper was performing his own agonising reversal. At the press conference, he backed away from his earlier confidence and said a final judgment would have to wait. His reputation — built over forty years of meticulous scholarship — began to unravel in public.

Newsweek ran a cover story asking whether the diaries were genuine. Newspapers across Europe and beyond carried the story. The Hitler Diaries were everywhere — on front pages, on evening news broadcasts, in bar conversations and dinner-party arguments. Were they real? Were they fake? Nobody knew. The experts disagreed. The evidence was ambiguous. The only people who knew the truth were a con man in Stuttgart and a journalist in Hamburg, and neither of them was talking.

But the truth was coming. It was coming in the form of forensic tests of paper and ink. And it was coming fast.

 [image: Rupert Murdoch at the World Economic Forum]Rupert Murdoch, whose Sunday Times had purchased British serialisation rights. When Trevor-Roper wavered, Murdoch reportedly said: "Fuck Dacre. Publish."
 

Chapter Six
 The Unravelling

 The Bundesarchiv — the German Federal Archives — is located in Koblenz, a quiet city at the confluence of the Rhine and the Moselle. It is not a dramatic place. It does not look like the setting for the destruction of a multi-million-mark fraud. It looks like what it is: a government building full of civil servants and filing cabinets and the accumulated paperwork of a nation's history.

But it was here, in the first days of May 1983, that the Hitler Diaries died.

The diaries had been submitted for forensic analysis under intense public pressure. Stern had resisted testing for as long as possible — the magazine's position was that historical authentication by qualified experts was sufficient, and that forensic analysis was unnecessary. But the wave of scepticism that followed the press conference made resistance untenable. The German government was asking questions. The Bundestag was asking questions. The public was asking questions. Stern relented. The diaries went to the laboratory.

The analysis was conducted by experts at the Bundesarchiv and other West German agencies. They worked quickly. They had to. The diaries were either the find of the century or the fraud of the century, and the nation needed to know which.

The results came back within days, and they were devastating.

Tests showed the paper and ink were postwar, and the bindings had been artificially aged. The entries were riddled with errors and copied from published sources. The diaries were not just forged — they were crudely forged, transparently forged, forged with materials that any competent laboratory could identify as modern in a matter of hours. The only reason the fraud had succeeded for as long as it had was that no one had bothered to look.

Within days, Federal Archives president Hans Booms described the diaries as grotesque and superficial forgeries.

The announcement detonated like a bomb. Editors were summoned to emergency meetings. Lawyers were consulted. Phones rang without ceasing. The magazine that had staked its reputation on the greatest scoop in its history was now the subject of the greatest humiliation in its history.

At Stern, top editors were forced to resign. The damage was incalculable — not just financial, though the financial losses were enormous, but reputational, institutional, existential.

In London, Trevor-Roper issued a statement acknowledging that he had been deceived. The statement was dignified, even graceful, but it changed nothing. His name would be linked to the Hitler Diaries for the rest of his life and beyond. When he died in 2003, twenty years later, the obituaries mentioned the diaries in the first paragraph.

Rupert Murdoch said nothing. Or rather, he said nothing that was reported. He absorbed the loss, absorbed the embarrassment, and moved on to the next thing. Men like Murdoch do not dwell. They spend.

And in Stuttgart, Konrad Kujau heard the news and knew that his time was up.

 [image: Konrad Kujau portrait in his gallery]Konrad Kujau in his Stuttgart gallery. Within eleven days of Stern's triumphant press conference, forensic analysis had demolished the diaries. The paper contained blankophor — an optical brightener not manufactured until after WWII. The ink, the thread, the glue: all modern.
 

Chapter Seven
 The Trial

 The knock came on a May morning in Stuttgart — two officers at the door, a warrant, and the end of everything. Kujau was at home, surrounded by the evidence of his own extravagance: the house, the cars, the art on every wall. He did not run. There was nowhere to go. Heidemann was arrested days later aboard the Carin II in Hamburg — the yacht that had started it all, and that was still, after all these years and all that money, not fully restored.

The investigation revealed a fraud that was both more elaborate and more sordid than anyone had imagined. Kujau had not merely forged the diaries. He had constructed an entire ecosystem of deception — fake Hitler paintings, fake Hitler poems, fake documents and letters, all of which had been sold to collectors over the years and all of which had contaminated the pool of "authenticated" Hitler writings that had been used to validate the diaries themselves. The fraud was recursive. The evidence that proved the diaries genuine had been manufactured by the same man who manufactured the diaries.

The money trail was equally damning. Of the 9.3 million Deutsche Marks that Stern had paid, only a fraction had reached Kujau. Heidemann had diverted a large sum into his own accounts — money that he had spent on the yacht, on debts, on a lifestyle that a reporter's salary could never have supported. Kujau had spent his share with equal abandon: houses, cars, gifts, extravagant parties. Neither man had saved anything. Neither man had planned for the possibility that the fraud would be exposed. They had spent the money as fast as it came in, like men who knew, on some level, that the whole thing was temporary.

The trial began in Hamburg in 1984 and ran for about ten months, ending in July 1985. It was, by any measure, one of the most extraordinary criminal proceedings in postwar German history. The courtroom was packed every day. The international press covered every session. The defendants sat side by side, but they could not have been more different — Kujau, the charismatic con man, and Heidemann, the haunted journalist, bound together by a fraud that had destroyed them both.

Kujau was the star of the trial. He was irrepressible. He cracked jokes. He told stories. The spectators were entertained. The judge was not amused. Kujau seemed to regard the trial less as a reckoning than as a performance — a final chance to display his extraordinary talents to an audience that, for once, was fully aware of what he was.

His defence was simple: he was a forger, yes, but he was not a fraud in the way the prosecution claimed. He had produced the diaries. He had sold them. But he had never forced anyone to buy them. Stern had failed to conduct basic due diligence. Stern had failed to test the materials. Stern had failed to engage independent historians. The magazine's own greed and incompetence had enabled the fraud, and Kujau should not be held solely responsible for a failure that was, at bottom, institutional.

There was an uncomfortable amount of truth in this argument, but it did not constitute a legal defence.

Heidemann's defence was different. He maintained that he had genuinely believed the diaries were authentic. He was not a forger. He was not a fabricator. He was a journalist who had discovered what he thought was the story of a lifetime, and he had pursued it with the single-minded intensity that good journalism demands. The embezzlement — the skimming of Stern's payments — was harder to explain, and his lawyers struggled with it. Heidemann had no convincing explanation for why a man who believed in the diaries' authenticity would steal the money intended to purchase them.

The prosecution's case was straightforward. Kujau had forged the diaries. Heidemann had brokered their sale while embezzling a portion of the proceeds. Together, they had defrauded Stern of 9.3 million Deutsche Marks. The evidence was overwhelming — the forensic analysis, the money trail, Kujau's own admissions. The verdict was never seriously in doubt.

On July 8, 1985, the court delivered its sentences. Konrad Kujau was convicted of forgery and fraud and sentenced to four years and six months in prison. Gerd Heidemann was convicted of fraud and embezzlement and sentenced to four years and eight months.

Heidemann, the man who had merely passed along the forgeries, received the longer sentence. The court's reasoning was clear: Heidemann had violated a position of trust. He was not just a buyer who had been duped. He was a journalist who had been entrusted with his magazine's money, and he had stolen it. The betrayal of trust mattered more than the act of forgery.

Both men served approximately three years before being released. They walked out of prison and into a world that had largely moved on. The Hitler Diaries were already fading from the front pages, replaced by newer scandals, fresher outrages. The two men who had created the greatest media hoax of the century were free, broke, and almost forgotten.

Almost.

 
 

Chapter Eight
 The Afterlife

 Konrad Kujau emerged from prison and did something that no one expected: he became famous.

Not famous for the fraud. Famous for the talent. In the years after his release, Kujau reinvented himself as a celebrity artist — a forger who had come in from the cold, who now practised his craft openly, who signed his copies with his own name and sold them as acknowledged fakes. He opened a gallery in Stuttgart where he produced and sold reproductions of famous paintings — Monets, Picassos, Dalís — all clearly labelled as Kujau originals. "A genuine Kujau forgery," his advertisements read, and people loved it. They loved the audacity, the humour, the brazenness of a man who had been caught cheating and had turned the exposure into a brand.

He appeared on talk shows. He gave interviews. He was charming, self-deprecating, and unfailingly entertaining. He seemed to bear no resentment toward the system that had imprisoned him, and no guilt about the fraud that had put him there. He was an impish figure, a trickster who had been caught but not tamed, and the German public — which has a deep appreciation for rogues who make fools of the powerful — embraced him.

Kujau died on September 12, 2000, of cancer. He was sixty-two years old. The obituaries were warm. They called him a rogue, a scoundrel, a genius. They marvelled at his talent and deplored his morality and admitted, somewhat grudgingly, that the world was a less interesting place without him.

Heidemann's afterlife was quieter and sadder. He never recovered from the scandal. He maintained for years that he had been an innocent dupe — that he had genuinely believed the diaries were authentic, that his only crime was excessive enthusiasm. The embezzlement was harder to explain away, and he never convincingly did so. He lived in obscurity in Hamburg, gave occasional interviews, and remained an object of fascination for journalists and historians who studied the case.

He died on December 9, 2024, at the age of ninety-three. The obituaries were less kind than Kujau's. They noted his role in the hoax, his obsession with the Third Reich, his ownership of Göring's yacht, his conviction for fraud. If Kujau was remembered as a lovable rogue, Heidemann was remembered as a cautionary tale — the journalist who wanted to believe so badly that he abandoned every principle his profession was supposed to uphold.

Hugh Trevor-Roper lived until 2003. He continued to publish, continued to teach, continued to produce work of real distinction. But the Hitler Diaries followed him like a shadow. Every interview included a question about them. Every profile mentioned them. Every assessment of his career had to account for the fact that one of the most brilliant historians of the twentieth century had been fooled by a Stuttgart con man with a bottle of tea and a stack of modern notebooks. He bore the humiliation with dignity, but it was clear — to his colleagues, to his students, to anyone who knew him — that the wound never healed.

Stern survived, but diminished. The magazine's credibility — its most valuable asset — had been severely damaged, and the recovery was slow and incomplete. Editors were fired, standards were tightened, procedures were reformed. The Hitler Diaries became a case study in journalism schools around the world: a textbook example of how institutional pressure, commercial incentive, and the desire to believe can overwhelm the safeguards that are supposed to prevent exactly this kind of catastrophe.

And the diaries themselves? The roughly sixty volumes of Kujau's handiwork — the tea-stained notebooks with their Gothic initials and their borrowed prose — are now held by Germany's Federal Archives in Koblenz, preserved as relics of a fraud that was exposed in days and remembered for decades.

The story of the Hitler Diaries is, at its core, a story about belief. Not belief in the supernatural or the impossible, but belief in the desired — the willingness of intelligent, experienced, sophisticated people to accept as true something they want to be true, provided it is wrapped in the right packaging and endorsed by the right authorities. Heidemann wanted to believe because the diaries fulfilled his obsession. Stern wanted to believe because the diaries justified their investment. Trevor-Roper wanted to believe because the diaries confirmed his expertise. Murdoch wanted to believe because the diaries sold newspapers. Everyone in the chain, from the forger to the reader, was complicit in a shared delusion, a collective agreement to accept the appearance of truth in place of the fact of it.

Kujau understood this. He understood it with the intuitive clarity of a man who had spent his life exploiting the gap between what people see and what is actually there. He did not create a perfect forgery. He created a believable forgery — which is a very different thing. A perfect forgery would have required paper and ink from the 1930s, a deep knowledge of Hitler's daily life, and handwriting so precise that no expert could detect the difference. Kujau had none of these things. What he had was an understanding of human psychology — an understanding that people do not examine evidence objectively. They examine it through the lens of their expectations, their desires, their investments. They see what they want to see.

The diaries were crude. The paper was wrong. The ink was wrong. The initials on the cover read "FH" instead of "AH." The content was plagiarised from published sources. A single afternoon in a forensic laboratory would have exposed the fraud at any point during the three years that Stern was paying for them. But nobody spent that afternoon. Nobody asked the obvious questions. Nobody held the notebooks up to the light.

Because nobody wanted to. And that, in the end, is the lesson. Not that people can be fooled — that is hardly news — but that they will fool themselves, eagerly and repeatedly and at enormous expense, provided the lie tells them what they want to hear.

The greatest forgery Kujau ever produced was not the diaries. It was the belief that surrounded them — the shared, consensual, desperately maintained fiction that the thing in front of them was real. He manufactured that belief out of tea stains and cheap ink and Gothic lettering and the inexhaustible human desire to be the one who finds the treasure.

The treasure was never there. But the desire was real. It is always real. And that is why forgers will never lack for customers.

 [image: Konrad Kujau at his archive gallery in Stuttgart]Kujau in his gallery after prison, surrounded by his acknowledged forgeries. He ran for mayor of Stuttgart in 1996 on a platform of "transparency." He died of cancer in 2000 at sixty-two — the same number as the volumes he forged.
 

Timeline

 1938 — Konrad Kujau is born in Löbau, Saxony. He grows up in East Germany, where he begins a lifelong career of petty forgery and theft.

 1957 — Kujau flees East Germany for the West. He settles in Stuttgart and establishes himself as a dealer in Nazi memorabilia.

 1970s — Kujau begins forging Nazi documents, paintings, and signed photographs, selling them to collectors. His forgeries enter the pool of "authenticated" Hitler writings.

 Mid-1970s — Gerd Heidemann, a reporter for Stern magazine, purchases Hermann Göring's former yacht, the Carin II. The restoration bankrupts him.

 ~1978–1979 — Kujau begins producing the Hitler diary volumes. He writes sixty-two notebooks by hand, using modern materials aged with tea and physical distressing. The Gothic initials on the covers read "FH" instead of "AH."

 1980 — Heidemann is shown a diary volume by collector Fritz Stiefel. He traces the source to Kujau, operating under the alias "Konrad Fischer."

 Early 1981 — Heidemann convinces Stern management to purchase the diaries. Handwriting is compared to "known" Hitler specimens — many of which were also forged by Kujau.

 1981–1983 — Stern pays approximately 9.3 million Deutsche Marks in instalments. Heidemann embezzles 1.7–2.5 million DM. No forensic analysis is conducted.

 Early April 1983 — Hugh Trevor-Roper (Lord Dacre) is flown to a Swiss bank vault in Zurich to authenticate the diaries. Under time pressure, he declares them genuine.

 April 22, 1983 — Stern announces the discovery to the international press. Serialisation rights are sold to The Sunday Times, Newsweek, Paris Match, and others.

 April 24, 1983 — The Sunday Times scoops Stern by one day, publishing extracts alongside Trevor-Roper's authentication.

 April 25, 1983 — Stern's press conference in Hamburg. David Irving denounces the diaries as fakes. Trevor-Roper begins to waver publicly.

 Late April 1983 — International publications run the story. Historians and handwriting experts voice growing scepticism.

 May 6, 1983 — The Bundesarchiv declares the diaries "grotesque and superficial forgeries." Paper contains blankophor (postwar optical brightener); ink, thread, and binding materials are all modern. Eleven days after the press conference, the hoax is dead.

 May 1983 — Kujau and Heidemann are arrested. Peter Koch is fired as Stern editor-in-chief.

 August 1984 – July 1985 — Trial in Hamburg. Kujau demonstrates his forgery skills in court, copying paintings on the spot.

 July 8, 1985 — Kujau is sentenced to 4 years 6 months; Heidemann to 4 years 8 months. Both serve approximately 3 years.

 ~1988 — Both men are released. Kujau opens a gallery selling acknowledged forgeries and becomes a minor celebrity.

 1996 — Kujau runs for mayor of Stuttgart on a platform of "transparency." He loses.

 September 12, 2000 — Konrad Kujau dies of cancer in Stuttgart at sixty-two.

 January 26, 2003 — Hugh Trevor-Roper dies. The Hitler Diaries feature prominently in every obituary.

 December 2024 — Gerd Heidemann dies at ninety-three.

 • • •

 

About This Book

 The Hitler Diaries is a dramatised historical narrative based on documented events. The chronology, key figures, and factual framework are grounded in primary sources and historical scholarship; dialogue and some scene detail are imaginatively reconstructed to bring the story to life.

 ***
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 ***

 This book is part of Vol. 1: Hoaxes in the HistorIQly Books series — real history, told as narrative nonfiction.

 Visit books.historiqly.com for more stories.
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