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MONICA BLACK, A Demon-Haunted Land: Witches, Wonder Doctors, and 
the Ghosts of the Past in Post-WWII Germany (New York: Metropolitan 
Books, 2020), 352 pp. ISBN 978 1 250 22567 2. $29.99

On 27 May 1947, Edna Wearmouth wrote a letter home from the Brit ish 
Zone of occu pied Ger many. That day, she had visited Han over for the 
first time and could not quite be lieve her eyes at the scale of de struction: 
‘just the skel etons of fine and beauti ful build ings remain and every
where these huge piles of rubble. Like a great dead city full of ghosts.’1 
This was, of course, a figure of speech, but as Monica Black’s latest work 
A Demon-Haunted Land shows, in the after math of an annihi lation ist 
war, geno cide, and racial dictator ship, Ger many was indeed haunted 
by spec tres of the recent past. A Demon-Haunted Land offers readers an 
en gaging, eyeopening pic ture of life under the sur face of German soci
ety in the after math of the Second World War. For some, Black argues, 
only the logic of witch craft, mys tical heal ing, and appar itions of catas
trophe could make sense of the de struction that lay before them.

The study adds to our under stand ing of how indi viduals, in
sti tutions, and soci ety as a whole came to terms with the events of 
1933–1945. The pioneer ing work of Nor bert Frei (amongst others) ex
posed Konrad Adenauer’s Ver gangen heits politik, which saw the Fed eral 
Repub lic seek ing am nesties and inte gration for many of those associ
ated with the Nazi regime.2 It has also been con vincingly shown how 
Ger many and Europe experi enced some thing of a ‘memory freeze’ 
in the immedi ate postwar period.3 This was, in broad terms, a time 
when forget ting the atroci ties and crimes of the war, skirt ing the tricky 
ques tions of guilt and com plicity, allowed frac tured com munities to 
func tion. But the lived experi ences of this pro cess, espe cially amongst 
nonelites, are much more elu sive. For victims, perpet rators, and by
standers alike, trau matic mem ories could not simply be erased. So how 
ex actly did indi viduals come to terms with the past in a soci ety focused 

1 Edna Wearmouth to her father, 17 May 1947, Herford, Private Papers of 
Miss E. Wearmouth, Documents 5413, Imperial War Museum Archive.
2 Norbert Frei, Vergangenheitspolitik: Die Anfänge der Bundesrepublik und die 
NS-Vergangenheit (Munich, 1996).
3 István Deák, Jan Gross, and Tony Judt (eds.), The Politics of Retribution in 
Europe: World War II and its Aftermath (Princeton, 2000).
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so emphatic ally on the future? In A Demon-Haunted Land, Monica Black 
sheds light on this sub ject thanks to an un expected focus of en quiry: 
para normal prog nosti cations, witches, and wonder doctors. 

In early 1949, as the fourpower occu pation was coming to an end, 
‘a wave of urgent, new rumors of cosmic vio lence and earthly calam ity’ 
emerged across west ern Ger many (p. 35). In news papers and by word of 
mouth, whis pers of catas trophe and exist ential danger spread through 
soci ety. It was widely pre dicted, we learn, that the world would end 
on 17 March. But while such apoca lyptic prog nosti cations never came 
to pass, March 1949 was indeed con sequen tial, at least in the con text of 
Black’s study. In the West phalian town of Herford, a young boy named 
Dieter Hüls mann who was bed ridden and unable to stand on his own 
re ceived a visit from a curi ous stranger. Within an hour, young Dieter 
had re gained feel ing in his legs and the next day emerged from his bed, 
hesi tantly taking his first steps in months. Over the follow ing fort night, 
his con dition im proved yet fur ther. The boy’s inter locutor was Bruno 
Gröning, soon to be known as the ‘Messiah of Her ford’ or simply the 
Wunder doktor.

News of the ‘Miracle of Herford’, and of a mysteri ous healer, spread 
far and wide. It was not long before the Hülsmann villa, where Gröning 
had taken up resi dence, was inun dated with pil grims from not only 
the surround ing area, but right across the coun try. That summer, thou
sands of cureseekers came to Her ford in the hope that the Wunder doktor 
might re lieve them of their own mal adies and mis fortunes. He would 
ad dress large crowds from a bal cony, hand ing out pic tures of him self 
and balls of tin foil con tain ing his hair or nail clip pings. These pecu liar 
relics were said to emit mys tical cura tive ener gies. The story took West 
Ger many by storm and was covered in the na tional press: in July, Der 
Spiegel even fea tured Gröning on its front cover, looking ponder ously 
into the dis tance sur rounded by images of griefstricken Germans.

In the first six chapters we follow the travails of the Wunder doktor, 
from his runin with the Brit ish occu pation author ities in Her ford and 
sub sequent move to Munich, to the grow ing assort ment of hangers
on that helped craft this spec tacle of super natural heal ing. Black 
interrogates the poten tial root causes of the assorted ill nesses and in
juries afflict ing the many thou sands who sought the assist ance of the 
Wunder doktor, which in many in stances he seems to have cured. These 
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indi vidual mal adies were, Black argues, phys ical em bodi ments of 
psycho logical trauma linked in some way to anx ieties over the past—
to guilt and fear of dam nation. These con clusions remain some what 
specula tive, but the book is more con vincing in its ac count of the Bruno 
Gröning phenom enon and his emer gence as a public figure in West 
Ger many. The mass hys teria that sur rounded the Wunder doktor and his 
mys tical heal ing is inter preted, with some justifi cation, as a symp tom 
of indi vidual and collect ive at tempts to come to terms with the past. 

In the next two chapters, A Demon-Haunted Land turns its atten
tion to a more gen eral phenom enon: that of ghostly appar itions and 
witch trials. There was a signifi cant uptick in the number of witch craft 
accu sations in West Ger many during the 1950s, some thing that—like 
the super stition sur round ing Gröning—Black sug gests was tied to re
crimin ations about the coun try’s past and ultim ately an ex pression of a 
wounded soci ety. In sup port of this argu ment, much of the focus is on 
SchleswigHolstein, an area that not only played host to an ex ceptional 
number of such witch craft trials in the postwar period, but had also 
been a hotbed of Nazism and a site of mass re location during the refu
gee crisis of the late 1940s. Through a number of case studies, Black 
shows how accu sations of witch craft were often a means of settling 
scores with former polit ical enem ies or sus pect person ages. The result 
was vari ous defam ation and fraud trials brought against sup posed 
Hexen banner, or witch ban ishers. It is a com pel ling narra tive, given 
the dis ruption to the social fabric that had taken place in the previ ous 
decade: even as West German soci ety was choos ing to look for wards, 
in small towns and vil lages across this ‘demonhaunted land’ mem ories 
of inter personal guilt and victim hood remained. 

The penultimate chapter of the book looks at the story of Johann 
Kruse, who in the 1950s became a promin ent cam paigner against 
witch craft. In chron icling his efforts to counter the tide of accu sations 
and mys tical prac tices, Black sets the ground work for the final chap ter, 
in which we return to the story of Bruno Gröning and specific ally his 
1957 trial. The ‘Mes siah of Her ford’ was charged with vio lating a ban 
on lay healers and with neg ligent homi cide follow ing the death of a 
17yearold suffer ing from tuber culosis who had dis pensed with med
ical treat ment in favour of a mir acle cure. Gröning was ac quitted of the 
more ser ious charge and within two years had him self died of stom ach 
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cancer. It was, accord ing to Black, the end of an era: ‘one of the most 
promin ent manifest ations of the post war era—of the agony of defeat, 
of social tur moil and spirit ual sick ness—was gone’. 

It is a shame that the second part of Black’s study is so cur tailed; the 
story of Bruno Gröning takes up almost twothirds of the book, leav ing 
little room for a de tailed interro gation of witch craft in West Ger many. 
This is on the one hand under stand able, given that the story of the 
Wunder doktor is so unique and, at this point, rela tively un explored 
in an aca demic con text. It is also likely a re flection of the chal lenges 
facing any histor ian while study ing these sorts of phenom ena. As Black 
writes, ‘most of the sources we have avail able to study these matters 
are limited in vari ous ways. They are often frag mentary, dif fuse, and 
epi sodic. There is no ar chive for fears of spirit ual punish ment the way 
there are ar chives of social move ments or polit ical par ties or govern
ment bureau cracies’ (p. 149). Yet the asym metry of A Demon-Haunted 
Land’s focus does leave the reader wonder ing quite how con clusive this 
study can claim to be.

There is also a more funda mental ques tion raised by Black’s at tempt 
to frame the his tory of lay heal ing and witch craft within the con text of 
West Ger many’s cul ture of remem brance. This ap proach is only partly 
per suasive, as one wonders if these events might also be fruit fully 
con sidered in re lation to the polit ical and eco nomic power dy namics 
of postwar German soci ety. For ex ample, were some accu sations of 
witch craft purely for mone tary reward or to settle petty griev ances? 
Did some lay healers, in clud ing Gröning him self, hope to estab lish pos
itions of cul tural in flu ence? We may wonder too whether, for some, 
dedi cation to the super natural was less about the past and more a re
sponse to the up heaval and alien ation that re sulted from occu pation 
and the ‘eco nomic mir acle’. Was it per haps a sense of active partici
pation in a move ment and a share in the power of ‘know ing the truth’ 
that made the super natural so appeal ing? These ques tions go largely 
un answered in A Demon-Haunted Land, which would have bene fited 
from a more tho rough interro gation of the indivi dual motiv ations of 
those who felt the appeal of mysti cism and super stition.

Finally, and not unrelatedly, there is the ques tion of why these 
events began in 1949 and, no tably, not 1945. One wonders whether this 
was a quirk of histor ical timing. Or did the mili tary occu pation act as 
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some sort of psychic block on society, leaving no space for witch doctors 
and lay healers to emerge until later? In Black’s read ing, the ‘Allied
superintended con fron tation with mass murder’ was a vital con stitu ent 
in creating the dis junctures of soci ety that pre ceded the emer gence of 
mysti cism (p. 16). Yet the de tails here remain rela tively opaque. If, as 
Black sug gests, the ini quities of de nazifi cation were part of why the 
recent past was so trouble some, it might have been profit able to assess 
how this varied across the four zones of occu pation, given that French, 
Brit ish, Amer ican, and Soviet ap proaches were all so differ ent. One 
also wonders whether it was more than simply co inci dence that the 
two major sites of inter est in Black’s study—Her ford and Schleswig
Holstein—both came under Brit ish con trol at the end of the war.

But these queries do not entirely erase the book’s achieve ments. 
There is no doubt that A Demon-Haunted Land makes a novel con tribu
tion to the histori ography of postwar Ger many. Its ori ginal base of 
source ma terial, while not with out its flaws, re veals new in sights about 
‘coming to terms with the past’. For many thou sands of Ger mans in the 
late 1940s, it does seem as if mysti cism and super stition were indeed 
an import ant means of making sense of the trauma of recent events. 
This con clusion prompts av enues of fur ther study. We must wonder 
whether simi lar phenom ena have been wit nessed in other postconflict 
soci eties—in Ger many itself after the First World War per haps, or in 
the former Yugo slavia follow ing the con flicts of the 1990s. While soci
eties have their own spe cific cul tures of remem brance, there is cause for 
specu lating whether there may be a more gen eral trend to explore here.
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