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1: A Murder in Lüneburg 

when lived to its full extent, a human life is a mansion of many 
rooms. �at is what Heinrich Himmler had been brought up as a 
child to believe. But that was then, and this was now.

To British eyes he cut a wretched �gure, clad in an army shirt, 
socks, and underpants, and tripping over the grey blanket he clutched 
around his waist. Soldiers escorted him without ceremony up the six 
rain-soaked cement steps into the patrician house in Lüneburg in 
northern Germany, and bundled him into the octagonal front room.

It was May 23, 1945. He was still young – only forty-four –  but 
no fool: he may have sensed that this unseemly room, with its 
nineteenth-century red plush furniture, was the last room of all. 
Lieutenant-Colonel Michael ‘Spud’ Murphy, who was escorting him, 
would write that he had brought Himmler over to this house which 
he had had ‘prepared for such men as Himmler.’ 

Such men? Underlying the innocence of those few words there was 
something more sinister. Winston Churchill had himself dra�ed a 
secret directive for the Allied leaders to sign, proposing a list of ��y 
to one hundred Germans of high o�ce, declaring them to be ‘world 
outlaws.’ �ey were to be executed immediately upon mere identi�ca-
tion. ‘It would seem that the method of trials, conviction and judicial 
sentence is quite inappropriate,’ he argued, ‘for notorious ringleaders 
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such as Hitler, Himmler, Goering, Goebbels, and Ribbentrop.’ �e 
question of their fate was, he said, surely a political one. 

Only a few knew of the existence of this secret directive.* 
What happened next to Himmler is on the o�cial record, and we 

can brie y summarise it from the words of those involved: Stripped 
for the second time that evening, naked but for his boots and stock-
ing’d feet, and searched once more for the ubiquitous suicide capsule 
which all the guiltier “Nazis” were suspected of carrying, he stood 
in the centre of the room, surrounded by a dozen or so burly British 
o�cers and soldiers who o�ered various excuses to be present. 

�e British Army medic, Captain C J L Wells – ‘Jimmie’ Wells to 
his pals – was ten years older than the former Reichsführer SS. He 
began a thorough body-search which needs no description other 
than that Wells concluded by asking the prisoner to open his mouth. 
Glinting at the back of the teeth, so he wrote, the doctor thought he 
saw a capsule with a dot, and he asked the prisoner to step over to 
the window so he could get a better look. Himmler’s back would thus 
be brie y turned to every other man in that room except the doctor. 
�e doctor ordered the prisoner to open his mouth again, and tried 
to thrust his �ngers inside to stop him crushing the glass capsule. 

�at was it, the �nal moment. Himmler snapped his jaw shut and 
crunched the glass poison phial – wrote Wells; his head fell forward, 
and his face turned a deep purple. For several minutes the British 
o�cers tried to resuscitate him – holding him upside down, forcing 
his head into a water basin, even (according to Murphy) passing a 
needle and thread through his tongue to try to haul it out. 

�us, as said, the o�cial account of Himmler’s death: a suicide. 
It has gone down in history, and it is a story, untrue from start to 

�nish.

*  In a memorandum countersigned by President Roosevelt on September 17, 1944 
Churchill had urged that a�er the arrest of top ‘Nazis,’ the nearest General 
O�cer should have them ‘shot within six hours without reference to higher 
authority,’ having limited himself to ‘establishing their identity.’ Stalin refused 
to agree with this procedure, and at Yalta on February 9, 1945 Churchill again 
suggested that such men ‘should be shot as soon as they were caught and their 
identity established.’
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we have two versions written by Dr Wells, who returned to London 
on the day following these events. He wrote the �rst for the War 
O�ce; the second for his wife Vera, more personal and vivid. Both 
accounts omit signi�cant details. 

�e episode had begun for him with an order from Second 
Army to stand by at headquarters – this house in Uelzener Strasse, 
Lüneburg. Company Sergeant Major Edwin Joseph Austin, a burly 
man from Surrey, England, met the doctor there, and teased him 
about somebody being brought over from the Civilian Interrogation 
Camp No 031 at Barnstedt – the former Marlag Milag Nord. Austin 
himself had only just heard who the man was.

‘I was in little mood for guessing games,’ wrote Wells to Vera. ‘But 
as we walked up and down getting colder and colder it was obvious 
that Austin was more anxious to tell me the answer than I was to 
guess it. At last he con�ded that we were going to see a prisoner of 
war – a very important prisoner of war. Now could I guess? It was 
unfortunate for me – and I felt deeply reproached – that I had not 
studied more closely the leaders of the German nation: their faces or 
their other physical attributes or their moral imperfections. As men 
they did not interest me. To me . . . they were all equally evil.’

Cold and bored a�er a while, the two men decided to wait inside 
the building, leaving a corporal outside. Wells looked around the 
CSM’s o�ce. ‘Everything was spotless, the oilcloth on the  oor was 
polished to re ect your boots, the table was exactly in the middle of 
the room, the blotter was exactly in the middle of the table and the 
bare light bulb exactly in the middle of the ceiling. �ere was no �re, 
no curtains, and the straight-backed chairs were placed like soldiers 
with a meticulous accuracy round the room.’ He sensed an atmos-
phere, he wrote, ‘of justice without mercy.’ Told the prisoner would 
be Himmler, Wells wondered what function he was to perform.

�e two cars bringing Himmler from the Barnstedt camp had 
set out at about ten-��een p.m., according to �irty Corps’ war 
diary. Himmler had told Captain C Smith, the camp’s chief inter-
rogator, that ‘he wished to speak to an o�cer on the sta� of Field 
Marshal Montgomery.’ (He was carrying a letter for Montgomery). 
He con�rmed his identity to Colonel Mike Osborn, of Tactical HQ, 
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British 2nd Army; he had already given it to Selvester, commander 
of the camp at Barnstedt. He wished, he said, to surrender – he could 
save what was le�, to �ght against Russia alongside the Allies; and 
he had vital information which he would disclose only to Mont-
gomery. Murphy told him that Admiral Hans-Georg von Friedeburg 
who signed Germany’s surrender had ‘taken poison’ that day, and he 
would not risk that again. (Friedeburg had succeeded Karl Dönitz 
as navy commander.) Himmler’s face fell: he had known Friedeburg 
well, and his ‘suicide’ disturbed him. �at was not like the admiral 
he knew. He too had expected di�erent treatment, as a defeated 
commanding o�cer who had surrendered. He repeated to Rice that 
he had volunteered his real identity to Selvester.

Osborn and Murphy were in the �rst car with the prisoner, and 
majors K Randell and Storm  Rice (both from the Operations and 
Policy branch) in the second. Murphy sat in the back, covering 
Himmler with a revolver. When the driver brie y lost his way, 
Himmler interrupted them to o�er, ‘You are on the road to Lüneburg.’ 
If he was concealing anything in his mouth, it did not prevent him 
from speaking or munching thick army sandwiches. �ere were no 
gaps in his teeth, as the dental record and casts taken later show.

�e cars arrived at ten forty-�ve. Murphy was the �rst man out. 
�ey manhandled Himmler into the building. He now had fewer 
than thirty minutes to live. Major Norman Whittaker, the unit’s 
commanding o�cer, saw him as ‘a cringing �gure,’ as he recorded 
in a personal diary, one ‘who knew the game was up,’ truculent and 
unhelpful. Himmler said that he had planned to lie low until the 
British had ‘got over the �rst  ush of victory.’ He asked to be brought 
to General Dwight D. Eisenhower – perhaps he said Montgomery – 
for a face to face interview, he would not talk with mere ‘underlings.’ 

Attempts to question him produced only a statement about the 
menace of communism, and the ri� developing between Moscow 
and the western Allies. Had he been in Berlin when Hitler killed 
himself, he continued, he would have chosen to die with him. MI5 
was brought in, before the doctor came; �rst an MI5 agent, unnamed, 
conducted a ‘gentle interrogation’ of Himmler, as the senior intelli-
gence and security o�cer in 21 Army Group Headquarters recorded 
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in a pencil note on the last page of documentation on Himmler’s 
arrest. �e note stated no less enigmatically that ‘this story’ was agreed 
by Neil McDermott, KC, who was GSO1 (Int b) at 21 Army Group; 
it is likely that he was referring to MI5 agent Lieutenant-Colonel 
Sidney Noakes, Noakes was later also a lawyer, �ve years younger 
than Himmler, and died in 1993. No record of the MI5 interrogations 
has been released to the public domain. Noakes’ next of kin retained 
numerous keepsakes of these �nal minutes of Himmler’s life.

Himmler was pushed into the villa’s parlour. A few religious oleo-
graphs hung crooked on the walls. �e illusion that he was being 
brought to General Sir Miles Dempsey, Field-Marshal Sir Bernard 
Montgomery, or Eisenhower, the Supreme Allied Commander, lasted 
just a few seconds more. Seeking to identify him beyond question, 
the o�cers told him to sign his name, and he executed for the last 
time the famous jagged scrawl, on a sheet of paper. �e men studied 
it and nodded. �e twelve-foot square room had �lled with o�cers. 
Randell and Rice waited in the hallway outside. Realising that he 
was going nowhere, Himmler took back the sheet of paper, with the 
ink still wet, and tore it into forty-eight pieces: that would stop his 
captors from writing whatever statement they wanted above it. 

 Company Sergeant-Major Austin pointed to the couch. ‘�at’s 
your bed,’ he said in German. ‘Get undressed.’ In a BBC interview 
the next day, he described: Himmler ‘looked at me, and then looked 
at an interpreter and said, “He doesn’t know who I am.” I said, “Yes, 
I do. You’re Himm-lah. But still that’s your bed. Get undressed.” He 
tried to stare me out. But I stared at him back . . . and eventually he 
dropped his eyes, and sat down on the bed and started to take orf his 
underpants.’

                     
colonel murphy was no ordinary o�cer. He had the highest 
security clearance; he was one of a small group ‘indoctrinated’ in 
the Enigma codebreaking secret. He had pushed into the surrender 
negotiations in Montgomery’s tent on Lüneburg Heath earlier that 
month – he is there in the o�cial photos, and in the painting of the 
scene by war-artist Terence Cuneo.

Paying no attention to Austin, Colonel Murphy rudely spoke to 
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Wells: ‘Are you the doctor? You will examine this prisoner for poison.’
�e doctor retorted: ‘I am a doctor, not a detective.’ He took an 

instant dislike to Murphy. ‘Everything looked new,’ he wrote to Vera. 
‘He looked new, his uniform looked new, his red tabs and the hat 
band looked newer still.’ Wells hated this whole scenario. It may have 
been, he later admitted to his wife, that in the semi-darkness Murphy 
could not see that he was an older man, and deserved respect. 

Colonel Murphy snapped back: ‘You will do as you are told.’ 
Wells followed him into the front room where Himmler was being 

ordered to strip naked. ‘�is was too much for me. Now we were 
properly on the wrong foot. �ere he stood shivering, far more from 
physical exposure than from fear, though fear too was obviously 
present in the mind of this suspicious and superstitious man. One 
could feel his mind working: If this was the way the British were 
going to treat him  – well, what was the good? . . . I felt, maybe 
wrongly sometimes, that anyone who has held, or is holding, high 
o�ce, however rotten he may be, and again more especially when he 
is a beaten enemy, should be treated with a reasonable courtesy.’

He had not been informed of the Churchill directive; and the others 
had been sworn to abide by the O�cial Secrets Act. 

Dr Wells asked Murphy and the other men to leave the room, 
leaving him alone with Himmler and the sergeant-major. He asked 
the ‘goofy corporal,’ as he called him, to leave. In a whispered 
exchange, he asked Austin why poison might be suspected. �e 
sergeant-major replied that only a week earlier (in fact on May 16), 
they had brought in SS Obergruppenführer Hans-Adolf Prützmann, 
one of the highest ranking SS men, who had ‘committed suicide,’ 
crushed a poison phial concealed in his mouth. An odd remark, 
because it was not strictly true – Prützmann died in British hands, 
but not for two or three more weeks, and not here in Lüneburg, and 
probably not by suicide.

�e doctor examined the former Reichsführer SS with some 
curiosity. According to Austin, speaking on the BBC next day, ‘He 
looked between his toes, all over his body, under his armpits, in his 
ears, behind his ears, in his hair, and then he came to his mouth. He 
asked Himmler to open his mouth. He did, and he ran his tongue 
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around his lips quite easily, but the doctor wasn’t satis�ed. He asked 
him to come nearer to the light. He came nearer to the light and 
opened his mouth.’ 

Dr Wells described to his wife that the hands were delicate and 
the �nger nails trimmed to a point, ‘which in a man I have always 
coupled, probably quite wrongly, with sex perversion.’ As a quali�ed 
dentist too, he studied the teeth clearly as Company Sergeant-Major 
Austin shone a bright light into the mouth (according to him, though 
not to Austin himself). 

‘�ey were goodish teeth with a certain number of Gold �llings 
and some small round amalgam ones in the �ssures of his molars, 
the cups of which were rather unduly  attened, I thought.’ 

What he also saw, he wrote, was a small blue tit-like object sticking 
out of the lower sulcus, or groove, inside the le� cheek. 

‘�at was something abnormal,’ he felt. ‘�at more likely was it.’ 
He lunged for the mouth, he wrote, but Himmler forestalled him,  

and chomped the capsule. 
Rather incoherently Sergeant-Major Austin told the BBC the next 

day: ‘�e doctor tried to put two �ngers into his mouth to ’ave a, 
’ave a, uh, good look inside, I, uh, suspected, and Himmler . . . drew 
his head away, and, clamping down on the doctor’s �ngers, crushed 
the phial of poison which he had been carrying in his mouth for 
hours. �e doctor said, “’e’s done it!” and the colonel [Murphy] and I 
instinctively jumped to him, the doctor held him by the throat as he 
was falling and tried to make him, uh, spit out the poison which he 
was swallowing, and the colonel and I held him.’ 

heinrich himmler lay dying in agony on the  oor. Company-
Sergeant-Major Austin picked up the horn-rimmed glasses and 
pocketed them, mouthing one word to the doctor: ‘Souvenir.’

From nowhere a dozen or so o�cers  ooded into the room. 
Unusually, Whittaker felt it necessary to record in his unit diary 
the names of those now present; there is no indication as to why. 
Murphy, the young Intelligence colonel, was nowhere to be seen (said 
the doctor: which con icts with Austin’s version); he had retired to 
the lavatory, and was throwing up violently. Wells described to Vera: 
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‘I went to him and from outside the lavatory door inquired of him. 
He replied gru­y that he was all right, which of course was quite 
untrue. I hated him – arrogant little pup. If he didn’t let me in, I’d 
kick the door down. I returned to the room to be shortly followed by 
the colonel, now with a pea-green tinge to his complexion.’

Dr Wells’s actual feelings on the day may have been more detached 
than he suggested to his wife. Major Whittaker wrote: ‘Jimmie the 
dentist wanted to take out a couple of teeth as souvenirs but I said 
“No.” A good thing, as various doctors and dentists came to take 
measurements. What a party!’ �ere were scu� marks defacing the 
polished  oor, suggesting that someone had put up quite a �ght.

 As Dr Wells moved toward the door, Brigadier Edgar Williams, 
21st Army Group chief of Intelligence, arrived. Wells told him that 
Himmler was dead. Williams used comforting words: ‘It was a very 
good thing,’ he said, ‘that the country should be saved the expense 
of a long legal investigation into the unending crimes of at least one 
“Nazi” criminal’ – words which may well convey more to historians 
than they did at the time to the country doctor.

Outside the building Dr Wells ran into ‘a little man with the green 
beret of the Intelligence Corps.’ 

�ey chatted over a whisky and water, and the unnamed ‘little 
man’ told him of other occasions on which captured Germans had 
‘suddenly fallen down dead.’ Suicides, evidently; or perhaps not.

at six a.m. the next day Murphy wired his �rst and possibly only 
report to General Sir Miles Dempsey. It was curiously precise:

wish to advise riechsfuhrer [sic] heinrich himmler 
commander of german ss forces committed suicide by 
poison at 23.14 hours, 23rd may, 1945 whilst in custody. 
all attempts to resuscitate the prisoner failed. deceased 
person made no admissions or statements other than 
to confirm his identity. medical report and witnessed 
statement will follow.*

* Now in private hands in Australia.
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At eleven a.m., May 24, Colonel Murphy telexed to Brigadier 
Williams at 21st Army Group. ‘Heinrich Himmler committed suicide 
at 232305b [11:05 p.m., May 23] at a house in Lüneburg. No possible 
doubt of identity. Method used was phial of cyanide of potassium 
concealed in mouth. All possible steps taken to prevent this without 
success. Details follow.’ Williams of course already knew; he had 
been there. We note the renewed emphasis on identi�cation. 

for two or three days himmler’s remains lay unmoved on that 
bare  oor, his face bruised and swollen, half covered with a frayed 
British Army blanket, naked except for British Army socks and a 
khaki shirt. An ornate chandelier hung above his lifeless eyes. �e 
red plush furniture had been pushed aside to make more room. At 
�ve p.m. on May 24 Fleet-Street journalists were brought in to view 
the remains – the Second Army press camp was just down the road. 

Colonel Murphy pulled back the grey army blanket and observed 
with �nality: ‘�ere he is – he’s very dead.’ Veteran war correspondent 
Selkirk Panton noticed a trickle of congealed blood running down 
the neck from the right corner of Himmler’s mouth; it was later 
wiped away. �e hands were folded across his chest and there were 
tortoiseshell spectacles perched on the corpse’s nose – not his own, as 
those had been smashed by somebody’s punch. ‘Beside it,’ observed 
�e Manchester Guardian reporter, ‘are a bucket and a cup and some 
splashes of water made while British Army doctors laboured for 
��een minutes to save Himmler’s life’ – splashes which one might 
have expected to dry since then. 

American and Soviet army representatives followed at six p.m., 
brought in to view the body, and they were handed ‘the relevant photo-
graphs and reports.’ Several photographs, both o�cial and uno�cial, 
were taken of the body; a movie �lm was made, and a war-artist 
came in to make sketches for a painting: the artist pencilled notes 
on the ‘khaki shirt’ in which the naked body had been re-dressed, 
the ‘chintz’ lampshade, the small table, and window blind, and the 
‘marching boots’ lying next to the body. 

formal identification of the body was, in the circumstances, 
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deemed necessary. On the following morning, May 25, the British 
Army’s Deputy Director of Medical Services came with his dental 
o�cer and a mortuary assistant and lab technician ‘to take certain 
measurements,’ as Whittaker recorded. �ey took �ngerprints, they 
checked the shape of the body’s ears, �nger nails and teeth, and made 
plaster casts of his hands and lower jaw, and cut o� tu�s of the hair as 
souvenirs; Major G R Atkins took a death-mask in plaster. 

Captain Bond, a pathologist of 74 Brigade, performed a cursory 
examination with Major Atkins, his dental o�cer. It was not a formal 
autopsy, and there was no internal examination. �e report, now 
in private hands, is in Bond’s handwriting; it was captioned ‘Post 
Mortem examination to establish identi�cation carried out at 11.00 
hours 25.5.45.’ It remarked on the bruising, but not the broken nose. 

�e examination continued throughout the day. A surgeon cut 
open the cranium and removed the brain for shipment to England – 
the same indignity had been in icted on Benito Mussolini, Robert 
Ley, and other notables, as an unspoken assertion of the absolute 
rights of victors over their enemies. Selkirk Panton teletyped to his 
London o�ce: ‘�ey took dead mans �ngerprints. �ey examined his 
body minutely for any special marks. �ey examined his nails. �ey 
took casts of his teeth. �ey measured exactly every one of his limbs 
etwhole [sic] body. Finally they made death mask thus preserving 
for posterity face of arch�end of twentieth century. While this was 
going on in Lueneburg British o�ers were playing cat etmouse [sic] 
game with Himmlers two ess ess bodyguards ten miles away at POW 
cage at Barnstedt.’ Panton reported that the �le sent to London in 
the plane together with the SS bodyguards Macher and Grothmann 
included ‘all the records of conversations with Himmler before he 
crushed the glass suicide phial in his mouth.’ 

If that was so, none has been released to the archives.  

colonel murphy directed major whittaker to ‘put the body 
under the earth’ on the morning of May 26: as few as possible were 
to know the actual location. Naked again, the crudely sutured corpse 
was wrapped in blankets and camou age netting, bound at its neck, 
waist, and ankles with �eld-telephone wire, and carried by truck out 
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into the Lüneburg heath, to be buried at dead of night amongst the 
sightless trees by four NCOs, all bound by the O�cial Secrets Act; 
rather as common murderers might try to dispose of their victim. 

�ere was neither a religious ceremony nor  owers nor mourners; 
not then and not later. Whittaker determined the map coordinates of 
the makeshi� grave, noted them on a sheet of paper, and entrusted it 
to Col.  Murphy at Second Army headquarters. 

A year later, on June 22, 1946, Whittaker returned to this desolate 
site with a party of o�cers, satis�ed himself that the grave was undis-
turbed, and took more precise measurements on the coordinates. He 
and Sergeant-Major Austin, both members of the Intelligence Corps, 
were a�erwards rewarded with the MBE. Notably, the FSS history is 
careful to stress that no members of 45 Field Security Section itself 
were present ‘when Himmler killed himself ’.

Rotting, blanketed, and lifeless, his remains would cruise the under-
world, trapped beneath that deserted heath. Heinrich Himmler, once 
the second most powerful man in Hitler’s Germany, had become a 
map-reference, a tiny cross-hair on the vasty globe. He was now just 
a string of numbers. In any other circumstance, the pedantic, the 
meticulous, the punctilious in him would have appreciated that.

there will be those who see no reason to lament Himmler’s 
passing. Indeed, few tears were shed for him in Whitehall or Penn-
sylvania Avenue. Guy Liddell of MI5, the nemesis of so many of 
Himmler’s espionage agents, recorded in his private diary that the 
news had come through that Himmler had committed suicide ‘under 
circumstances which are perhaps excusable and even desirable.’ �e 
‘suicide,’ he concluded, would save everybody much trouble. 

We are however writing his biography, and it has been proper to 
re-examine his death with no less caution than the life which had 
preceded it. He was a crucial witness to the rise and fall of the 
National Socialist Party and a participant in Hitler’s War; he had 
created the Wa�en-SS, the most formidable �ghting elite Europe has 
ever seen, and an industrial empire based on forced labour, and he 
had administered much of what would a�er 1970 be fêted as ‘�e 
Holocaust’. �ere was every reason why this prisoner’s life should 
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have been preserved long enough to bear witness and stand trial; and 
yet it seems he was put to death by his captors in one way or another 
in that room in Lüneberg. It is surprising that there were no discipli-
nary proceedings resulting from the ‘suicide’ of such an important 
prisoner, who had voluntarily surrendered, in British hands. (In 
the U.S. occupation zone, a�er Reichsmarschall Hermann Göring 
demonstrably took his life by poison, a formal court of inquiry 
resulted.) 

Let us rewind to the moment when Himmler shambled into that 
room, clutching the ill-�tting British army trousers which had been 
given him to wear. Did he hear, rising all around him, the celestial 
voices of his victims, chanting so�ly as he entered: ‘Here he comes. 
Here he comes’? If he did, he may well have winced and echoed: Here 
I come? I can’t take my life – I don’t have the thing with me any more. 
�ey took it o� me. 

�at was just it. He had no poison capsule. Indeed he had not planned 
suicide. He had been apprehended by two Russian soldiers, turned 
over to the British, and taken to that camp at Barnstedt – perhaps 
that selfsame day, perhaps a day or two earlier: the army’s records are 
unsure even as to the date. An American army Intelligence o�cer 
learned that Himmler had told the �rst British interrogators, a�er he 
identi�ed himself, that he wanted to o�er to mobilise SS divisions to 
help the British �ght o� a Russian attack on the Second Army which 
he believed was imminent. 

�at does not sound like a suicidal intent.
His captors had taken his clothes and possessions from him – his 

little case, a false eye-patch, a tube of Danish shaving cream, his Adler 
razor blades, a di�erent pair of eye-glasses, and the rest – and distrib-
uted them as trophies to the men. He had been repeatedly frisked and 
searched. From the �rst moment at Barnstedt they recorded that they 
had searched him and found a poison capsule. ‘I handed the phial to 
you later on in the evening,’ reported the chief interrogator Captain 
Smith to Major Randell, who had come over post-haste from Second 
Army as soon as Smith phoned him. ‘Himmler and the two other 
men were kept in the room under constant supervision until you 
arrived with Major Rice.’ �ey phoned Second Army to con�rm that 
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the prisoner was indeed identi�ed as Himmler. Whereupon Colonel 
Murphy came over from Second Army headquarters in Lüneburg.

Eighteen years later, Captain �omas Selvester, the commandant 
of Camp 031 at Barnstedt, would claim to have found – he did not 
say where – a second brass casing, which had caused him to conduct 
a closer search of Himmler for a missing phial. Since neither Smith 
(1945) nor Murphy (1964) makes any mention of this second casing, 
we may perhaps discount it, unless to speculate why Selvester wrote 
of it so long a�er. Besides, until he was escorted to that front room in 
Lüneburg, Himmler was still expecting to be taken to Montgomery. 

Even if he had managed to conceal a second fragile glass phial in his 
mouth – not easy, given its size – it would be unlikely to have survived 
the ten mile road journey from Barnstedt to the house in Uelzener 
Strasse, because he chattered throughout the drive, relates Murphy, 
and sco�ed British army sandwiches, according to Whittaker. 

so how did he die, if not by his own hand? We do not know for 
certain, because the ‘autopsy’ report, perhaps remarkably for such 
a document, volunteers no actual cause of death; it does not, for 
example, record any glass splinters found in the mouth. �e squad of 
NCOs held a drunken victory party a�er their victim’s death. Which 
may explain why there is no paper trail in the public archives – no 
instructions from London on how to treat this special prisoner, no 
questions to be put to him under interrogation – and no directive on 
his disposal, dead or alive.  �e tortoiseshell glasses he was wearing 
when he entered the �nal room were smashed somehow beyond 
repair, but still sold at auction in that sorry condition years later. 

what is clear is that the british army record of Himmler’s 
last minutes alive has been tampered with; the three-page type-
script account in the war diary of Major Whittaker’s unit has been 
doctored (see overleaf). �e �rst page relates the arrest of other 
prisoners including Prützmann, who is also said to have died 
‘a suicide’ there, or in a Belgian fort; the third page describes the 
disposal of Himmler’s remains. �e second page has been retyped by 
a di�erent person using paper from the same pad, a few lines shorter, 
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but using the number 1 throughout, rather than the letter ‘l’. True, a 
seasoned researcher will sometimes notice that lengthy documents 
are amended, but complete pages are not o�en retyped. 

�e version given by the doctor, Dr Wells, is also questionable, and 
changed over the years: why would he have asked Himmler to ‘come 
over to the window?’ �e time of death was 11:14pm –  two hours 
a�er sunset; there were no street-lamps, and no light from the stars 
or moon. �e British war-artist shows the window blinds are drawn. 

two clues remain to mention, sinister and unexplained: the same 
war artist noted professionally not just the colour of the curtains 
and walls in that room, but details about the dead Himmler’s head: 
‘Speckled forehead and neck; bristling eyebrows; broken nose; 
shaven, mustache beginning to grow.’ �e words ‘broken nose,’ did 
the doctors really miss that fact when writing their ‘autopsy’ report? 

When was it broken? It must have occurred in the half-hour 
between his arrival and demise. �e nose would hardly have been 
broken a�er the prisoner was dead; and a blow would have broken 
any phial concealed, as the o�cial version claimed, in his mouth. 
Further evidence is in the photos taken a�er death, of the scu�marks 
on the polished  oor, and the comparison of Himmler’s living pro�le 
with the mask moulded a�er death; there are perceptible contusions 
on the forehead, and what police forensics now term blunt-force 
trauma. Some photographs also show a white enamel bowl next to 
the body, with an inch or two of dirty, or perhaps bloody, water. 

�e second clue is a co�ee-table book on Himmler’s Gestapo, 
published years later in Britain; there was a copy on the shelves of 
Coventry Central Library. �e printed caption beneath the �nal illus-
tration, of Himmler’s corpse lying on the  oor, re ects the o�cial 
version – he had swallowed a poison phial concealed in his mouth. 
�e SS chief had ‘committed suicide.’ It is the standard o�cial story.

But in this library’s copy, an unknown hand has written a pained 
comment in the margin, in ballpoint pen: ‘No he didn’t. Sergeant-
Major —— punched him in the face. I know because I was there.’

�e o�cial record of what happened at 31a Uelzener Strasse, Lüneburg, 
signed by the commanding o�cer of Second Army Defence Company, 
Major Norman Whittaker. Page 2 has been retyped by a di�erent hand.  

public record office, wo171/3969
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