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In 1946, investigators attached to the Office 
of the Military Government, United States 
(OMGUS), uncovered a mystery.1 They had 
instructions from Washington to gather all 
the information they could find about the firm 
Kontinentale Oel (Konti). This company was a 
public-private venture established in 1941 to take 
possession of oil fields across Axis Europe and 
the occupied territories, including (Berlin hoped) 
those of the Caucasus and the Middle East. The 
Third Reich, acting through a shell company, 

held most voting shares, but several private firms 
from German industry and finance, including 
the chemical conglomerate IG Farben, had also 
contributed start-up and working capital. By 
the end of 1945, with the Third Reich in ruins 
and its assets destroyed or expropriated, Konti 
existed mostly on paper. Nevertheless, the US 
Department of State wanted to learn more about 
the company, because any oil OMGUS found  
would be useful for European reconstruction. 
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Defendants on the first day of the IG Farben Trial, August 27, 1947, in Nuremberg, Germany. Missing in the dock is Ernst Fischer, a leading 
figure in Germany’s oil industry. He was not charged, for reasons that remain unclear.
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The task fell to OMGUS, 
which worked quickly. Its investi-
gators soon discovered that Konti’s 
headquarters staff had decamped 
from Berlin to Landshut, a small 
town in Bavaria. The investigators 
seized whatever records were still 
in Landshut and interrogated any 
staff they could find.a 

One name kept popping up 
during their investigation: Ernst 
Rudolf Fischer. He was one of the 
top German administrators within 
the economics ministry and the 
planning office of Albert Speer’s 
munitions ministry.2 His name was 
also all over the Konti documents 
that the OMGUS investigators 
reviewed and on the mouths of the 
men they interrogated. He would 
be the key to answering questions 
the investigators had about Konti. 
There was just one problem—
Fischer had fled to Switzerland a 
month before the war had ended. 

It is not surprising to learn 
that US investigators demanded 
the State Department secure his 
extradition from Switzerland. 
Nor is it surprising that the Swiss 
stonewalled. What is surprising 
is that US officials soon gave up 
on getting Fischer, even as they 
moved ahead with the prosecution 
of other IG Farben executives at 
Nuremberg.3 Two of the defen-
dants had, in fact, worked closely 
with Fischer. One, Carl Krauch, 
was the chairman of IG Farben’s 
supervisory board and a key figure 

a. I am grateful to David Painter, Jeremy Friedman, and Sally Paine for their feedback on an early draft of this paper. I dedicate 
this essay to Sally to recognize her distinguished service at the Naval War College and for her mentorship.

in the production of synthetic 
fuel from coal; he also doubled as 
Hermann Goering’s plenipoten-
tiary for chemical production and 
received a six-year sentence for war 
crimes.4 Another was Heinrich 
Buetefisch, who was in charge 
of synthetic fuel production at 
Auschwitz and also received a six-
year sentence.5 

Not only did Fischer not join 
them on the docket—despite his 
name coming up during the trial 
several times, including in the 
context of war crimes—he sub-
mitted an affidavit on behalf of 
Buetefisch.6 Fischer eventually 
returned to Germany in the 1950s, 
where he replaced another IG 
Farben veteran, Fritz Gajewski, 
as the chairman of the managing 
board of Dynamit Nobel, a former 
member of the IG Farben con-
glomerate.7 (Gajewski, too, was at 
the dock in Nuremberg, but he was 
acquitted.) 

Intelligence Connection?

How did a man who was 
instrumental to Germany’s oil 
policy during World War II and 
who participated, at the very least, 
in the spoliation of occupied 
Europe escape the Allies’ justice? 
It is tempting to think that he 
simply slipped through the cracks 
or was protected by nefarious 
Swiss bankers, but various docu-
ments that have escaped scrutiny 

until recently suggest that Fischer 
had a connection to Allied in-
telligence. That, in and of itself, 
is not earthshaking. The public 
has long been fascinated with the 
history of Nazis the United States 
recruited to wage the Cold War 
against the Soviet Union. (There 
is significantly less interest in the 
German scientists who went to 
the Soviet Union or even Britain 
and France.8) The most notable 
employment of former Nazis was 
Operation Paperclip, which in-
cluded over a thousand Germans, 
most of them scientists and 
engineers, some of them fanatical 
Nazis and high-ranking members 
of the Third Reich implicated in 

This photograph of Ernst Fischer, attributed to the 
Bundesarchive Deutschland, appeared in Regula 
Bochsler, “Ein neues Leben fur drei Nazis,” NZZ.
ch, October 1, 2000. 
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war crimes. The US government, 
initially the military but later 
the Central Intelligence Agency, 
brought these Germans to the 
United States to leverage their ex-
pertise in emerging military tech-
nologies such as guided missiles. 
In a few cases, the government 
obscured their wartime activities to 
secure visas and eventually citizen-
ship for Paperclip recruits. There 
have been several popular books 
about Paperclip (mostly written by 
journalists) and a recent television 
series starring Al Pacino.9 Even the 
last Indiana Jones movie featured 
a Nazi working for the Apollo 
program.

The Fischer case differs from 
the postwar recruitment of 
German scientists or spies—his 
service to the Allies may have 
come during the war and not 
afterward. This article will pres-
ent circumstantial evidence that 
Fischer served as an Allied intel-
ligence source as early as 1943. If 
that is indeed what happened, it is 
no surprise that the low-ranking 
OMGUS investigators were unable 
to secure Fischer’s extradition from 
Switzerland or that no one raised 
any objections to a fugitive Nazi 
submitting affidavits on behalf 
of another Nazi on trial for war 
crimes. 

Early Life

Fischer was born in 1892, 
served in the German Army 
during World War I, and in 1922 

joined a firm that was one of 
the six founding members of IG 
Farben.10 Until 1932, he served 
as Prokurist (a low-level executive 
officer with the power to sign 
binding contracts) in IG Farben’s 
headquarters before entering the 
firm’s petroleum business as its 
sales manager. His initial appoint-
ment was with Deutsche Gasolin, 
a joint venture since 1925 between 
IG Farben, Standard Oil, and 
Shell, which sold synthetic gasoline 
on the German domestic market.11 
This was probably how Fischer first 
came into contact with the inter-
national oil industry, and it was a 
time when relations between the 
two Anglo-American-Dutch oil 
companies and the German chem-
ical conglomerate were exception-
ally close. 

The firms shared more than just 
markets. Standard Oil had long 
been interested in IG Farben’s 
work in synthetic rubber (which 
began during World War I), and 
starting in 1926, the two firms 
realized that IG Farben’s hydroge-
nation process as well as its cata-
lysts could produce both synthetic 
gasoline and increase the gasoline 
yield from crude oil.12 By 1929, 
Standard and IG Farben had con-
cluded a number of agreements, to 
which Shell later adhered, whereby 
the IG Farben turned over its 
international patent rights for 
hydrogenation and related pro-
cesses to Standard in exchange for 
a monopoly in the German market, 
a share of profits from licensing 
fees, and large block of shares in 

Standard that made the German 
firm the second-largest holder of 
Standard Oil shares behind the 
Rockefeller family. That relation-
ship lasted until the US Justice 
Department discovered it and 
forced Standard to sign a consent 
decree terminating it in 1942.13 

Fischer’s Key Roles

Fischer was not a bystander 
to political events in Germany. 
He played a key role in the public 
relations campaign to improve IG 
Farben’s image with the Nazi Party 
in 1932, and the following year he 
supported the negotiations for the 
Third Reich to purchase synthetic 
gasoline at a fixed price to cover 
IG Farben’s costs and guaranteed a 
modest profit.14 

Fischer may not have been a 
Nazi before 1933, but like many 
other ambitious men, he joined the 
party once it became the govern-
ment (membership numbered 
1,773,899 on April 1, 1933).15 He 
then served in the Nazi Party’s 
Economic Policy office for several 
months in 1933, which busied 
itself with a four-year plan to boost 
German petroleum production.16 
Eventually, he joined a number of 
Nazi organizations, including the 
SS, in which he held the rank of 
captain. 

Fischer was hardly a disinter-
ested public servant; he always 
remembered on which side he 
buttered his bread. His employer 
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was desperate to preserve its role 
as a petroleum supplier, despite 
the fact that synthetic gasoline 
was economically uncompetitive 
at a time of oversupply of (and low 
prices for) crude oil.17 

In a 1934 overview of the 
German oil industry, he dismissed 
most alternatives to raise domestic 
production besides IG Farben’s 
method, which was “practically 
limitless.”18 He also handled 
negotiations with IG Farben’s 
international partners on matters 
important to the Third Reich, such 
as the construction of additional 
refineries and storage facilities.19 

The new regime held him in 
such esteem that there was talk 
during 1935–36 of appointing 
him to lead Germany’s petroleum 
planning, but the appointment fell 
through,  and he remained at IG 
Farben.20 In 1937, the firm ap-
pointed him its intermediary when 
it agreed to serve as stalking horse 
for the Third Reich by purchas-
ing a large quantity of petroleum 
(roughly $20 million) from the 
major oil companies in London, 
which would serve as an emer-
gency reserve until Germany had 
constructed additional synthetic 
fuel plants.21 

Fischer finally moved to the 
public sector in 1939 just before 
the war’s outbreak, when IG 
Farben delegated him to head the 
petroleum office in the economics 
ministry, where he soon became 

indispensable, earning the nick-
name “Petroleum Fischer.”22

Fischer’s Wartime Role

Once the war began, Fischer 
began managing the Third Reich’s 
foreign oil policy and attended 
many high-level conferences with 
policymakers such as Goering. 
Fischer was also involved in 
German oil relations with 
Romania, including the confisca-
tion of British and French assets 
there after 1940.23 

In perhaps his most notable 
contribution, in September 1940, 
Fischer drafted a memorandum 
on Axis Europe’s postwar energy 
needs. Fischer discounted the 
Soviet Union as a supplier, as the 
Third Reich had not yet commit-
ted to Operation Barbarossa, and 
high Soviet consumption left little 
available for export. This meant 
that Europe needed to import oil 
from the Middle East, particularly 
from Iran and Iraq. Fischer recom-
mended the creation of a private 
German firm with the requisite 
capital and technical expertise to 
oversee Axis interests in the region, 
perhaps after Germany had taken 
over Anglo-Persian and Shell’s 
operations.24 

Not coincidentally, Goering 
soon issued instructions for the 
establishment of a “Continentale 
[sic] Oel” company “to improve 
Germany’s supply of petroleum 
from abroad and strengthen 

Germany’s position in the inter-
national oil industry […].” He also 
insisted that “all matters pertaining 
to foreign oil supplies” required 
Fischer’s approval.25 The formation 
of Konti followed early the next 
year, with the Third Reich hold-
ing a controlling interest, thanks 
to the sale of plundered Dutch 
securities.26 

Fischer was also Germany’s 
primary interlocutor with the 
international oil industry. When 
the German Foreign Office learned 
that a member of SS intelligence 
had met with Armenian oil ex-
ecutive Calouste Gulbenkian in 
February 1941, the relevant state 
secretary, Wilhelm Keppler, was 
furious. Keppler insisted that Konti 
was responsible for all external oil 
matters, and that if Gulbenkian 
needed to speak with anyone, it 
should be with Fischer, who knew 
Gulbenkian “personally.”27 

By this point, Fischer’s private 
and public work was indistinguish-
able. During a meeting of Konti’s 
supervisory board in September 
1943, Fischer gave a presenta-
tion on the activities of the firm 
and oil engineers attached to the 
military, the Technische Brigade 
Mineraloel.28 Although he shared 
the disappointment over the failure 
of the Caucasus Offensive in 1942, 
he took some comfort in the fact 
that the equipment Germany had 
gathered for oil production in the 
Soviet Union might instead go 
to other production areas such as 
Romania, Hungary, and Estonia.29 
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For his dedication to the 
Third Reich, the regime awarded 
him both the Knight’s Cross of 
the War Merit Cross (one of 
Nazi Germany’s highest civil-
ian decorations) and the title of 
Wehrwirtschaftsfuehrer (an honorific 
the Third Reich bestowed upon 
business leaders who supplied 
the war economy).30 But Fischer 
could see the writing on the wall. 
Once the Allies began bombing 
Germany’s synthetic fuel plants 
consistently in May 1944, de-
feat became inevitable unless the 
Luftwaffe managed to win back air 
superiority—a point Fischer and 
his bosses, Hans Kehrl and Speer, 
tried to impress upon Adolf Hitler 
during a high-level conference on 
May 23, 1944.31

The Tide Turns

As the war turned to the Allies’ 
favor, the US government began 
putting more thought into postwar 
planning. The State Department’s 
petroleum adviser notified a 
US representative on the Allied 
Reparations Committee on April 
20, 1945, that the United States 
needed more information about 
European indigenous oil produc-
tion, because the Allies could use it  
to supply Europe’s postwar needs 
and avoid putting further strain 
on the limited supply of tankers.32 
Since Allies subsequently deter-
mined at the Potsdam Conference 
to dismantle Germany’s synthetic 
fuel industry, it became doubly 
important to identify European 

sources of crude oil, which meant 
taking a closer look at Konti.33 

The US government had kept 
tabs on the firm during the war 
based on the Konti’s public filings 
and open-source reporting from 
the petroleum-industry trade 
journals.34 Most of its attention 
focused on German efforts to 
dominate Romania’s oil industry, 
but the US government knew this 
was only the first step.35 The fact 
that the firm announced it was 
soliciting additional capital follow-
ing its founding suggested it “knew 
that an attack on the Soviet Union 
was coming within a few months, 
and it was thought that sooner or 
later German troops would reach 
the Caucasus.”36 Once Standard 
Oil’s cartel agreement with IG 
Farben became knowledge after its 
enforced dissolution, one muck-
raking journalist even claimed that 
Konti was merely a stalking horse 
for reestablishing the cartel with 
British and Dutch participation 
after the war.37 The US Petroleum 
Administrator for War Harold 
Ickes quickly wrote to the journal-
ist’s editor to insist that Konti was 
solely “a German concept and of 
total German control.”38 

Considering the lingering 
uncertainties about Konti and 
the pressing need to boost post-
war European oil production, 
Washington instructed Political 
Adviser for German Affairs 
in Europe Robert Murphy in 
December 1945 to undertake an 
investigation of Konti’s activities 

and assets. The British had already 
tried to locate the company’s files 
in July 1945 at the home of one 
of its directors, Karl Blessing, a 
former aide to Hjalmar Schacht 
at the Reichsbank who would 
subsequently become president 
of its successor, the Bundesbank. 
Blessing’s home was in an area that 
US troops had liberated but would 
turn over to the Red Army. 

The British had to get what 
they could before the transfer, 
because  they wanted to restart 
German crude oil production, 
most of which was located within 
their occupation zone, lest the 
“British Tax-payer” foot the bill 
for Germany’s oil imports.39 
Unfortunately, Konti staff had 
moved most of the material a week 
before, leaving only stationary 
and inconsequential paperwork.40 
Fortunately, the British secured 
the services of Dr. Alfred Bentz, 
Germany’s chief petroleum geol-
ogist, who told the British that he 
had removed his files from Berlin 
in 1943 once he knew Germany 
would lose the war and placed 
them at the Allies’ disposal.41 The 
British quickly exonerated Bentz 
and his colleagues and put them 
back to work.42

Washington informed Murphy 
that Konti’s files were either in 
Berlin or the town of Landshut in 
Bavaria, just across the border from 
Switzerland. The managing direc-
tor of the firm, Walter Dihlman, 
had met with US military officers 
in May 1945 and later provided 
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them with lists of Konti’s hold-
ings and personnel in the hope 
the latter could secure postwar 
employment.43 Additionally, the 
State Department believed that 
three directors of the firm, in-
cluding Fischer, were in Landshut 
with the files. These records, it was 
hoped, would detail Konti’s activ-
ities across Europe and provide 
data on European oil deposits.44 
OMGUS started the investigation 
in February 1946.45

Murphy replied in March 
1946 with a preliminary update 
from the decartelization branch 
of OMGUS. The investigators 
had located a few documents 
and checked the homes of for-
mer Konti directors.46 Murphy 
followed up in August in a more 
detailed report from OMGUS’s 
finance division.47 Investigators had 
reviewed several cases of Konti’s 
files in Landshut and nearby of 
Deggendorf in June 1946.48 They 
also interrogated several of Konti’s 
employees. OMGUS briefly 
explained the company’s forma-
tion in March 1941. It noted that, 
although the Third Reich main-
tained a controlling interest, “the 
running of affairs was decidedly 
an IG Farben show.” After all, the 
Reich’s representative, Fischer, was 
also an IG Farben executive, who 
installed another IG Farben alum, 
Dihlman, as the managing director. 

OMGUS did interrogate 
Dihlman and found him to be 
rather “slippery”—he claimed, for 
instance, that he had only joined 

the Nazi Party to protect his 
Jewish wife, although it turned out 
she was an Aryan.49 He also went 
to great lengths to minimize IG 
Farben’s influence, which the firm’s 
own documents contradicted.50 
Dihlman had, in fact, secured the 
removal of General Georg Thomas, 
the former head of the military’s 
defense-economics office, from 
Konti’s supervisory board in 1945 
(presumably after Thomas lost a 
power struggle to Speer and went 
into semi-retirement).51 Dihlman 
had also signed documents on be-
half of the shell-company Borussia, 
through which the Third Reich 
exercised its controlling interest.52 

OMGUS soon found that IG 
Farben officials also proliferated 
on the boards of Konti’s various 
subsidiaries. Only one name, 
however, appeared on the roster of 
every board: Fischer. Investigators 
also determined that Dihlman had 
concealed from them that Fischer 
had left for Switzerland on April 4, 
1945, along with 28 tank wagons 
of residual oil, which Konti’s trans-
portation subsidiary had invoiced 
to the Petrola Zurich oil company, 
a state-controlled enterprise that 
handled Swiss petroleum imports 
from Germany.53 

The American investigators 
ears must have perked up when 
they heard about Switzerland. At 
that time, the US government was 
pressuring Switzerland to liquidate 
German assets in Switzerland, 
particularly gold in Swiss banks 
that the Nazi regime had looted 

from across Europe.54 (As the 
military situation deteriorated, the 
Third Reich and German firms had 
deposited significant financial as-
sets there in the hope that it would 
escape confiscation as reparations 
and perhaps support German 
reconstruction.55) OMGUS rec-
ommended further investigation of 
Konti’s affairs, including additional 
interrogations, and that the State 
Department secure Fischer’s repa-
triation to Germany. 

One of the first peo-
ple OMGUS interviewed in 
November 1946 as part of its 
follow-up investigation was Erich 
Neumann. He had previously 
served as a member of Konti’s 
supervisory board, confidant 
of Herman Goering, and state 
secretary of the four-year plan, 
which oversaw Germany’s efforts 
to expand production of synthetic 
materials critical for the German 
war effort and provided the funds 
for the Third Reich’s controlling 
interest in Konti.56 He also partic-
ipated in the infamous Wannsee 
Conference of January 1942 
concerning the fate of Europe’s 
Jews, yet he managed to avoid any 
postwar prosecution. Neumann 
believed that OMGUS was ex-
aggerating IG Farben’s influence 
over Konti. Fischer had gotten the 
job simply because he “was the 
oil-expert in Germany” overseeing 
petroleum policy at the economics 
ministry.57  

OMGUS also tried again with 
Dihlman. Investigators wanted to 
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know more about Fischer and the 
28 wagons of petroleum that had 
gone to Switzerland.58 Dihlman, 
upon realizing that US investiga-
tors had discovered his duplicity, 
was more forthcoming.59 He con-
firmed that several Konti execu-
tives had been in Landshut during 
March–April 1945 and made a 
remarkable admission:

As to Dr. E.R. Fischer and his 
intentions in Switzerland, Di-
hlman declared that Dr. Fischer 
had stated that Kontinentale 
Oel A.G. as well as the Oil 
Section of IG Farbenindustrie 

would be best served by his pres-
ence in Switzerland and that he 
hoped to renew his connections 
with his old friends in the USA.

Dihlman could not identify 
those “friends” but mentioned that 
Fischer and two other high-rank-
ing Nazi officials, Friedrich 
Kadgien and Ludwig Haupt, were 
then residing in a Swiss villa not far 
from the headquarters of Konti’s 
last customer, Petrola.60 A former 
civil servant in the German Navy 
claimed that Petrola was a joint 
venture including Standard Oil, 
Shell, and Anglo-Persian, but there 

is no proof of that. He added that 
there was conflict among Konti 
partners, specifically between rep-
resentatives of Germany’s crude oil 
industry and those who produced 
synthetic petroleum, but that IG 
Farben “completely managed to 
dominate the organization” through 
Fischer, who “was not really drafted 
by the Reich for the job, but he was 
placed there by IG Farbenindustrie 
in order to safeguard its own inter-
ests.” OMGUS investigators reit-
erated that demand that the State 
Department press Switzerland 
to repatriate Fischer, as well as 
Kadgien and Haupt.61

After fleeing Germany for Switzerland in spring 1945, Fischer and his two IG Farben colleagues lived temporarily at Hotel Verenahof, shown in 
this vintage post card.
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Fischer’s activities in 
Switzerland received consider-
able scrutiny after 1996 when 
Switzerland finally came clean 
about its relations with the Third 
Reich and former Nazis after the 
war. The Independent Commission 
of Experts on Switzerland during 
World War Two concluded that 
Switzerland had welcomed certain 
Nazis after the war but not out 
of charity: “To gain admission to 
Switzerland, you had to be useful 
to the country.”62 Although the 
Swiss made some accommodations 
for those who had provided service 
in the past, the most important 
criterion was “a narrowly de-
fined usefulness for the economy, 
military, and diplomacy.” Swiss 
officials and businessmen worried 
about postwar competition from 
US firms. The Swiss were therefore 
keen on engineers from IG Farben 
who could support Switzerland’s 
synthetic raw-materials indus-
try. Ultimately, some hoped that 
Switzerland could support West 
Germany’s rearmament as the 
Cold War intensified.63

Fischer was not a technical 
expert, but he was still useful. The 
Swiss already had a relationship 
with him because Switzerland 
depended during the war on im-
ports of coal and petroleum from 
Germany, some of which Konti 
supplied via Petrola, largely from 
the former’s oilfields in Romania.64 
Perhaps for that reason, the Swiss 
minister in Berlin told Fischer that 
the Allies were planning to put IG 

Farben executives, including him, 
on trial after the war. 

By then, Fischer’s boss, Kehrl, 
had authorized his staff to leave 
Berlin, and he dispatched Fischer 
to settle affairs with Petrola.65 
Fischer had already visited 
Switzerland in November 1944, 
ostensibly for negotiations with 
Petrola but probably to prepare his 
escape along with two other Nazi 
war criminals: Haupt, who was 
also affiliated with one of Konti’s 
subsidiaries; and Kadgien, who had 
overseen the deposit of plundered 
valuables, including from murdered 
Jews, into Swiss banks as part of a 
wider program of laundering the 
proceeds from stolen goods and 
securing foreign exchange for Nazi 
Germany to finance vital imports.66 

The Swiss granted the three 
Germans short-term visas in 
March 1945. Kadgien and Haupt 
left for Zurich, but Fischer stayed 
in Germany long enough to 
guarantee the shipment of the oil 
that OMGUS had discovered, 
which was vital because the three 
Germans depended on the money 
Petrola paid for the petroleum to 
finance their stay in Switzerland at 
least temporarily. The three lived 
initially at the Hotel Verenahof in 
Baden, not far from the German 
border.67 

The Swiss meanwhile rebuffed 
US requests for the trio’s extra-
dition since there was no proof 
they were still engaged in criminal 
acts. Fischer’s travel companions, 

Kadgien and Haupt, eventually 
used their stolen funds to begin 
new lives in South America around 
1950, as international pressure to 
arrest him grew. Both disappeared 
until 2025, when Kadgien’s daugh-
ter tried to sell her home in Mar 
del Plata, Argentina. The house 
photographer captured an image 
of a painting the Nazis had stolen 
from a Dutch art dealer in 1940 
and which Kadgien had smuggled 
into Argentina.68  

Fischer might have joined 
them. He was keen on going to 
Paraguay, but the Paraguayan 
passport he secured turned out to 
be a forgery, and he had to remain 
in Switzerland.69 His prior service 
would not have sufficed to keep 
him in Switzerland for a decade 
had he not also secured for the 
Swiss the services of unemployed 
IG Farben engineers. Former 
Petrola executive Ernst Imfeld 
assisted by finding Fischer a job 
with the Holzverzuckerungs AG 
(today known as Ems-Chemie), 
which produced a variety of syn-
thetic products including ethanol 
from wood, fibers, nylon, and later 
a variant of napalm, so it needed 
people with IG Farben’s skills.70

Meanwhile, in West Germany, 
the US and British governments’ 
interest in smashing IG Farben 
took a back seat to economic re-
construction, and the company was 
merely dismembered and repur-
posed from supporting German 
autarky to integration into the 
international economy.71 After a 
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while, Fischer became an adviser to 
several German firms and finally, 
in 1955, returned to Germany to 
take up a position with Dynamit, 
eventually becoming director of 
its managing board in 1957 before 
dying of leukemia in 1965.72 He 
never faced any penalties for his 
wartime service other than an 
unflattering reference in an East 
German propaganda publication 
outing 1,800 prominent West 
Germans as former Nazis, which 
appeared after his death.73

The Explanation Behind 
Fischer’s Freedom

So far, we have a typical history 
of a Nazi functionary who escaped 
justice for his crimes during the 
Third Reich and was rehabili-
tated by the Federal Republic of 
Germany. Certain factors, however, 
complicate this conventional narra-
tive. Why, for instance, did the US 
government not pursue Fischer’s 
extradition from Switzerland, as 
OMGUS advised? How could 
Fischer submit an affidavit on 
behalf of his former colleague, 
Buetefisch, at Nuremberg? And 
most importantly, why did Fischer 
escape any postwar sanction even 
though many of his colleagues spent 
time in prison for war crimes? 

In the early 2000s, the East 
German historian Janis Schmelzer 
insisted that more research was 
necessary to clarify what exactly 
Fischer was doing in Switzerland 
and what his connections to US 

intelligence were.74 The available 
evidence concerning the latter 
suggests that Fischer survived and 
even prospered after the Third 
Reich because he had served as an 
Allied intelligence source after the 
war and possibly earlier, during the 
conflict. 

There are two pieces of evidence 
to this effect—one an offer of 
service, the other the provision of 
intelligence.  Regarding the former, 
in May 1943, the British Ministry 
of Economic Warfare included in 
its intelligence digest that Konti’s 
president, “Dr. W. Fischer, in a 
conversation with a neutral last 
autumn, expressed the view that 
German could not win the war.” 
Fischer told his interlocutor that 
he was doing what he could to 
guarantee the postwar restoration 
of oil properties Germany had 
seized. The British concluded that 
“Dr. Fischer was evidently anxious 
to place on record that he was ‘dif-
ferent’ and thus endeavoring to put 
himself in a position that would be 
of help to him in the difficult times 
ahead.”75 The Americans accepted 
the British report at face value, as 
a subsequent update on the firm 
mentioned that Fischer “endeavors 
to give the impression that every 
effort is being made to retain the 
individual identities of the confis-
cated properties.”76 

As for information, Fischer 
provided some at least once, when 
he participated in an interview 
with the United States Strategic 
Bombing Survey.77 Two things are 

noteworthy about this confiden-
tial interview. First, the summary 
referred to the subject as “Emil 
Fischer.” This happened to be 
the same name as the German 
winner of the 1902 Nobel Prize 
in Chemistry, but he had died in 
1919. Another Emil Fischer had 
developed the Fischer-Tropsch 
process for producing synthetic 
gasoline. This Fischer was also a 
member of the Nazi Party and 
lived until 1949, but he could 
not have been the source. For 
one thing, Fischer-Tropsch was 
the rival to IG Farben’s hydro-
genation process. Moreover, the 
interview report described Fischer 
as the “commercial manager of 
IG Farben and director of their 
Ludwigshafen and Leuna plants 
for all oil products” before join-
ing Speer’s ministry. This was 
obviously Ernst Rudolf Fischer. 
Second, the interview took place in 
July 1945, but this raises another 
mystery because, according to 
Dihlman, Fischer had decamped to 
Switzerland in April. That means 
that the USSBS either interviewed 
Fischer in Switzerland or that 
Fischer returned to Germany for 
the debriefing before going back to 
Switzerland. 

Whatever the case, Fischer pro-
vided useful information about the 
effect of Allied aerial attacks on 
Germany’s synthetic fuel industry 
as well as IG Farben’s technical 
support for Japan’s synthetic-fuel 
program. He noted that even if the 
Germans had moved production 
underground earlier, it would not 
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have materially affected the course 
of the war, as there was no way to 
transport goods to and from the 
new facilities. Fischer added that 
the Allies had missed a critical 
vulnerability by not targeting 
Germany’s production of lead tet-
raethyl or synthetic rubber, as pro-
duction of both was concentrated 
in two plants. Overall, Fischer con-
cluded that strategic bombing of 
German industry “brought about 
the defeat of Germany” but dis-
missed the terror bombing of cities 
as “useless.” Instead, a concerted 
attack on German petroleum pro-
duction and transportation could 
have ended the war a year earlier. 

Fischer advised the USSBS that 
“round-the-clock” bombing rather 
than sporadic attacks was necessary 
and even suggested the sorts of 
bombs Allied planes should have 
used. (The US and British raids on 
Leuna were inefficient and only 
overwhelmed German repair efforts 
after more than 20 raids between 
May 1944 and January 1945.78) The 
USSBS made use of this informa-
tion in its study of the German pe-
troleum industry, but it only made a 
single mention of Fischer and never 
cited him as a source.79

The US and British records, for 
whatever reason, often misidentified 
Fischer with an incorrect first name 
or initials, but we should have no 
doubt as to his identity. Leaving 
aside that they always identified 
Fischer as a leading executive with 
IG Farben and Konti, a classi-
fied postwar British study of the 

German oil industry’s wartime 
contributions identified him as “Dr. 
E.R. Fischer,” even when quoting 
from the USSBS report.80 The 
British also mentioned Fischer’s 
paper on Axis Europe’s postwar 
oil requirements but could not 
identify him as the author.81 The 
British considered this work their 
“opus magnum” on the subject.82 
The Americans agreed; because the 
British report would be “both accu-
rate and comprehensive,” they saw 
no reason to write their own study.83 

In closing, what is the signif-
icance of Fischer’s story? Does it 
validate the claims of East German 
(Marxist) historians about the 
close connections between German 
“monopoly capital” and the Nazi 
Party, particularly IG Farben, as 
fictionalized in the 1950 film, Der 
Rat der Goetter (The Council of the 
Gods)?84 There is no doubt that 
men like Fischer moved effort-
lessly between private work and 
government service, and despite 
their complicity in the crimes of 
the Third Reich, faced few or no 
obstacles to a respectable life in 
postwar West Germany. If any-
thing, Fischer’s only handicap 
was his decade-long sojourn in 
Switzerland. 

But just as importantly, the story 
of Ernst Rudolf Fischer reflects the 
moral ambiguities of intelligence 
work, including the recruitment 
of sometimes unsavory assets, 
including Nazis, in the service of 
a higher purpose.85 Many studies 
of Paperclip are scathing of the 

recruitment of former Nazis, but 
there were compelling reasons to do 
so.86 Bringing scientists and tech-
nicians to the United States would, 
US officials hoped, boost US indus-
try and denude Germany’s future 
war-making capacity. Today we 
take for granted that Germany is 
a peaceful nation, but that was not 
the prevailing opinion after World 
War II. Moreover, every German 
expert who went to the West 
was one fewer who went behind 
the Iron Curtain. Finally, many 
Germans, Nazis or otherwise, 
did render years of distinguished 
service to the United Kingdom, 
France, and United States.87 

Nevertheless, one study of 
US intelligence’s employment of 
former Nazi intelligence officers 
and secret police condemned it 
as a “blunder.”88 That may be a 
fair judgment in the case of some 
postwar recruits, but what about 
Germans who served both the 
Allies and the Third Reich during 
World War II? We still need to 
know more about what sort of 
specific information people like 
Fischer provided the Allies, and 
whether the Allies compensated 
them for their wartime crimes. 
Was Fischer merely a source of 
information or an actual asset for 
Allied intelligence, and for whom 
in particular? Most importantly, 
did the information he and others 
provide make a measurable con-
tribution to ending the war sooner 
and with less bloodshed? Good 
history, this author hopes, prompts 
as many questions as it answers.n
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