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San Carlos de Bariloche, Argentina – One of my cardiologists is convinced that Hitler did not die in his bunker in Berlin as the Soviets approached in 1945.  Instead, he asserts (rather vehemently) that Hitler was secreted away to Argentina via plane from Berlin to Denmark to Spain to the Canary Islands and finally by submarine to Necochea on the Argentine coast.  Later, the story goes, he died peacefully here in the Bariloche area at age 73 after marrying his lover, Eva Braun, and fathering two children.  

Whether or not this version of history is true has certainly spawned a cottage industry of conspiracy theorists with books written every few years either supporting or denying this theory.  So, while here in Bariloche, I put the question to Hans Shultz, a 4th generation local who has written his own book about Nazis in Argentina.  Hans has an impressive resume.  He is an anthropologist, a journalist, and a high school teacher, in addition to having done considerable research on the Nazi involvement in Argentina, including interviews with his father who was a member of the Hitler Youth.  In fact, his father had gone to Germany for six months during 1935-36 and, upon his return to Bariloche attended numerous Nazi rallies.
The first instance of a Nazi party in South America was as early as 1931, not only in Argentina, but also in Paraguay and Brazil.  The Argentineans admired Hitler and even remained neutral in WW II until early in 1945 when it became apparent that Germany was destined to lose.  There is no doubt that many of the Nazis who escaped capture at the end of the war managed to end up in South America.  Here in Bariloche there had long been a large German and Swiss presence; many of the houses here are built in the same style as you will find in those two countries.  The current city hall looks as if it came directly from Bavaria.
Perhaps the one of most notorious Nazi to come to Argentina was Josef Mengele, one of the physicians in the Auschwitz concentration camp who was responsible for the selection of Jewish people to not only be killed but also to be used for terrible human experiments.  He was able to escape Europe with the assistance of former SS personnel and arrived in Buenos Aires in 1949.  He moved in and out of various South American countries while successfully eluding Israeli intelligence agents for the next 30 years.  He ultimately died from a stroke while swimming off a Brazilian coastal resort in 1979.  

Of course, the most notorious Nazi in Argentina was Adolf Eichmann, one of the architects of the Holocaust.  He arrived in Buenos Aires from Austria in 1950 using a Red Cross passport where he ultimately became a manager for Mercedes Benz.  Ten years later Israeli agents tracked down Eichmann and successfully kidnapped him.  Upon arrival in Israel, Eichmann was tried for war crimes and hanged.  Interestingly, the Israelis felt that they had to kidnap Eichmann because they were certain that Argentina would never have allowed him to be extradited.  In fact, there were violent protests in Argentina when the kidnapping news became public.  
One of the former Nazis who lived peacefully here in Bariloche was a lesser figure named Erich Priebke, a mid-level SS commander who had participated in the Ardeatine Caves massacre in Rome in March, 1944 when 335 Italian civilians were lined up and shot in retaliation for an attack by Italian partisans in which 33 German soldiers were killed.  Following the war he escaped with the assistance of a priest in the Vatican (the Pope and many of his closest advisors were sympathetic to the Germans).  Priebke lived in Bariloche peacefully for the next 50 years, ultimately serving as the head of the board of a German school here.  Ultimately he was found (ironically) in 1994 by an ABC news team which did extensive research to locate him.  In April 1994 ABC newsman Sam Donaldson waited for Priebke outside the German school and confronted him.  He admitted on camera not only who he was, but his role in the massacre.  His defense was that he was only following orders. Following the broadcast on Primetime Live, Argentine police apprehended Priebke, but only put him under house arrest.  After several years of legal maneuvering he was ultimately extradited to Italy where he was tried, acquitted, re-tried, again acquitted.  Further legal maneuvering took place over the next decade, but Priebke managed to live to age 100 before dying of natural causes in Rome.
Hans Shultz told us much of the story of Priebke in Bariloche.  It turns out that Argentina had considerable sympathy and admiration for Germany prior to, during, and after the war.  The post-war populist President of Argentina, Juan Peron, wanted as many German scientists as possible to come to Argentina and even started a top secret project on an island near here to created a viable nuclear fusion program.  It did not work out, but, even today, one of the largest employers in this area is a nuclear research program.

When I asked Hans about Hitler’s whereabouts and the theory that he had successfully made his way to Argentina, he smiled while responding, “I’ve never seen his tomb.” 
Not exactly a denial…..

I thought you might like to know.
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