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On the 19th July 1952, the weather gods proved ungracious 
as a storm raged over Helsinki. The downpour continued 
for hours. Yet people still streamed towards the 
stadium, protected by umbrellas and capes. Once there, 
they found 70,000 wet seats. Gusts of wind made them 
shiver. Yet they remained good-humoured, for this was 
the opening of an Olympics for which Finland had been 
forced to wait twelve years. 

The rain had relented by the time fanfares announced 
the ceremony at one o’clock on the dot. In those days 
the ceremonial was still somewhat ponderous but this 
time at least, the IOC Members did not wear top hat and 
tails when they were presented to Finland’s President 
Juho Paasikivi. A roll of drums announced the “parade 
of the athletes”. March music rang out. The flag of 
each of the 67 teams was welcomed with a storm of 
applause.1

Helsinki’s former Mayor Erik von Frenckell greeted the 
assembly in the name of the Organising Committee. He 
was followed by President Paasikivi with the traditional 

opening formula – for the first time in four languages. 
Six thousand doves flew away into the grey sky, startled 
by the 21 gun salute which accompanied the raising of 
the Olympic Flag. 

The last torchbearer who entered the stadium was 
nine time Olympic champion Paavo Nurmi. He kindled 
the bowl in the centre field. Shortly afterwards, another 
running legend Hannes Kolehmainen lit the fire at the 
top of the stadium tower. A choir sang the Olympic hymn 
by Jaakko Linjama.

 This solemn moment was to be followed by a sermon 
by Archbishop Ilmari Salomies. Instead, there was an 
unexpected incident. In the Official Report it was later 
described thus:  

Just as the atmosphere in the Stadium was at its 
most hushed and solemn and the Archbishop was 
preparing to read his Latin prayer, an unexpected 
intermezzo occurred. Dropping over the barrier in 
front of stand C, a young woman in white ran along 
the track and gained the rostrum. There, however, 
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her performance ended without further disturbing 
the programme. The Chairman of the Organising 
Committee tactfully escorted her from the field to be 
taken care by the authorities. 2

Who was this young woman? She was named as 
Barbara Rotbraut-Pleyer – an error which is repeated 
in many publications to this day?3 The second part of 
her surname was in fact “Rotraut”. She was a 23 year 
old German and had succeeded in entering the stadium 
without a ticket. She had red hair, wore a long white 
dress and as she carried a torch, stewards probably 
assumed that she must be a participant. 

And Pleyer also regarded herself as such even if there 
was no mention of her participation in the programme. 
She had sought a starting position in Block C. Although 
the infield was surrounded by a fence, there was a gap 
immediately behind the finish and it was here that she 
slipped through.

In fact she intended to wait for the Archbishop, but 
the rain, which had extinguished her torch, upset her 
timing. She made a snap decision to enter the softened 
cinder track, on which she covered almost an entire 
lap. Accompanied by the cheers of the spectators. 
Many believed they were watching the Finnish beauty 
queen Armi Kuusela who lived in the USA. That June, 
Kuusela had been chosen as the first “Miss Universe” at 
a competition in Long Beach, California.  

Nobody stopped Pleyer and she was able to step 
onto the podium in front of the VIP stand. She started 
to make an address, but got no further that the word 
“Ystävät” – “Friends”. Only now did the organisers 
realize what was happening. Gallant as a bridegroom, 
von Frenckell offered the young lady his arm. “I took 

the little lady, after a steward had removed her from the 
microphone, by the arm to calm her down and said to 
her: ‘Now I must put you on the right path.’ She was of 
course very excited and shaking all over. For that reason 
I added: ‘Now you must drink a glass of cognac, that will 
calm you.’”4 

What did the “troublemaker” want to say?

Rotraut Pleyer allowed herself be handed over to the 
police without resisting arrest. When her identity became 
known, a Frenchman in the IOC lounge commented with 
the exclamation “Naturellement les boches”.5  Otherwise 
excitement was limited.

Meantime Pleyer had been taken to a psychiatric 
clinic. The rumour spread that they were dealing with a 
mentally sick person or someone seeking validation in 
a sick way. A journalist asked Baron von Frenkell if the 
“white lady” had at least been locked up. He answered 
with a smile: “So many eccentrics are running around 

For the global public the nine times 
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in this world unhindered ...” For him the incident was 
over and done with. The court psychiatrist who had 
been asked to examine her was of the opinion that 
she was “a charming, delightful girl” – “somewhat 
overwrought, but very intelligent”.6  

Pleyer told how she had set off eight days before from 
Stuttgart with ten Pfennigs in her pocket. She had little 
luggage but carried a homemade long white dress. By 
hitchhiking she managed to reach Flensburg, where 
she sold her nailfile to be able to pay for the visa for 
Denmark.

 Olympic enthusiasts in the North financed her 
crossing to Sweden and later Finland, Pleyer reached 
Helsinki on 17th July, where she experienced a setback. 
Her attempt to ask the Finnish President to combine 
the opening of the Games with an appeal for peace, 
was rejected by Paasikivi’s Secretary Colonel Ragnar 
Grönvall. After that she resolved to take action herself. 

She was well prepared for this. After five semesters 
studying law in Marburg and Göttingen, she had de-
matriculated so as not to burden her university. But 
before doing so she had composed an address. With 
the help of fellow-students this was translated into 
Finnish, English, French, Spanish, Russian and Arabic. 
Her helpers were unaware what she planned to do with 
the text.

Her ideas had taken root in 1948, when she first 
became aware of the Olympic Games. Her convictions 
were strengthened in the summer of 1951. She had 
wanted to make a spontaneous address during the IIIrd 
World Festival Youth and Student Games in East Berlin. 
This was not permitted by the organisers and instead 
she was jailed for three days.7 She had also wanted to 
appear at the World Peace Congress in Paris but did not 
get the chance to do so.

Her message was to have been the same as she 
intended in Helsinki. After her arrest she willingly 
presented the police with the phonetically written 
texts, which were checked with the help of three female 
interpreters. The result was that her appeal was more 

widely understood. It had emerged from the longing of 
a young generation for an everlasting peace and which 
reached its climax in the demands that

1. all cold and hot wars should be ended,
2. every people should elect its own government,
3. the greatest possible measure of freedom and 
equality should be guaranteed.8  

From the Russian text the Finnish police concluded that 
she could not be a Communist provocateur, which had 
been suggested in some newspapers. For Pleyer wanted 
to tell Russian: “You have too little love, and for that 
reason you are filled with fear. That’s why you write 
about hopelessness and despair. But God will accept 
you.”9 These were sentiments which would scarcely 
have found a sympathetic audience in the Kremlin at 
that time.

Longing for an 

 everlasting peace:  

 Rotraut Pleyer  received 

innumerable letters 

and congratulatory 

messages. When she 

made appearances 

 after the Olympics 

she was received 

 enthusiastically.
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“No political demonstrations 
will be allowed during the Games”  

Twenty-four hours after her abortive appearance 
in Helsinki, Pleyer was deported by air to Germany. 
In Hamburg-Fuhlsbüttel, afraid of being branded a 
Communist and therefore a target for abuse, she put 
herself in the protective custody of the police, who 
led her out through a side entrance. At the request of 
the Federal Interior Ministry, she was stripped of her 
passport because it was felt that she had damaged the 
reputation of Germany.  

Reporters pursued her vehicle in cars or on scooters. 
In the company of a female officer, she was put on a 
train to Stuttgart-Bad Cannstatt. There, at noon the next 
day, she was met unobtrusively, and finally taken to her 
mother’s house.

It is possible to imagine how the reunion must have 
been. Although there had been no television coverage 
and the weekly news in the cinema only showed 
brief extracts of her campaign10, the “badly behaved 
daughter” became on a daily topic of conversation. 
Details of her life became public. Thus the newspapers 
reported that Rotraut was the eldest of seven children. 
Her father was the historian Kleo Pleyer, who had been 
killed in the Second World War. Her own adventurous 
exploits and her deportation were described in detail.

In the weeks which followed the hype about her 
ebbed away. Once Pleyer had spoken of her motives to 
the media, it changed its tune. Now she was no longer 
a “red angel of peace”11, but an “idealist” and “devout 
Christian”12. Some criticised the „wild-eyed peace 
crusader“13, the “tactless disturbance” of the Olympic 
Games, but many more congratulated her on it. A Dutch 
group even demanded that she be awarded a medal.

She received many letters including even proposals 
of marriage.14 In addition, the mayor of a Baltic coastal 
resort invited her to a free stay in his spa – but he 
withdrew the offer because he could not guarantee 
her demand that she should not photographed on the 
beach in a bikini.15 

Although she had spoken only the first word of her 
speech in Helsinki, she had nevertheless understood 
the feelings of many people. At a time of war in Korea 
which claimed the lives of millions, the fear of a Third 
World War, in all probability an atomic exchange, was 
especially great in the divided Germany, since the 
situation resembled that in Korea. There were heated 
debates about rearmament and the western integration 
that Federal Chancellor Adenauer was trying to achieve. 
For many it would make the idea of German unification 
less of a concern.

Pleyer’s first appearance after the Olympics drew 
around 600 people to a cinema in Stuttgart. For her 
it was an “inner need”, she explained, as a simple 

human being to express the wish for peace by action 
and not leave politics only to statesmen.16

By this time, she had also become involved with 
the West German Women’s Peace Movement (WFFB), 
which had grown in 1952 with the motto: “Be awake! 
Be critical! Show civil courage!” Ingeborg Köster, the 
editor of the magazine Frau und Frieden that with her 
intention to make a peace speech in Helsinki, Pleyer had 
unleashed a “spiritual conflagration”.17

To be sure, not everyone agreed. At the Munich cabaret 
“Kleine Freiheit” artiste Helen Vita appeared in a white 
nightshirt as “blonde naivety”. A choir disguised as 
“the angel of peace’s bathing wreaths” sang:

Plitsche, platsche, platitudes!
One, two, three – who wants peace?
How will a conflict be avoided?
Plitsche, platsche, Pleyer! 
Good advice is hard to come by! 18

This satire was gentle by comparison with scornful 
readers’ letters in the newspapers. 

Pleyer was given her passport back “after intensive 
examination”. At the end of the year she travelled to 
a peace congress in Hiroshima. To great acclaim from 
the audience, she read out her undesired manifesto19, 
this heated up discussion. There was also an appeal 
which called for a prohibition of nuclear weapons.20 The 
women’s magazine Constanze, which had paid for the 
“Peace Angel’s” flight and subsequently printed her 
travel reports also came in for criticism.21

Pleyer resumed her studies, this time in Munich. 
She had numerous supporters including Nobel Peace 
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described Rotraut 
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ble Utopian”. To which 
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“Better Utopian than 
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Prize such as Scottish doctor and biologist Lord Boyd-
Orr and the Alsatian humanitarian Albert Schweitzer 22. 
At lectures and readings she made the acquaintance 
of the Frankfurt social philosopher Max Horkheimer, 
Protestant priest Martin Niemöller, writer Carl 
Zuckmayer, Hamburg publisher Ernst Rowohlt and the 
actor Victor de Kowa also gave her support.     

Pleyer found a focus for her work in the group 
“Peace through Negotiation”, whose leading figures 
were Dr. Nikolaus Koch, a wounded war veteran who 
later became professor of philosophy in Dortmund – 
and the Buddhist Paul Debes. Since 1948 Debes had 
been lecturing on the general theme “Argument 
Conversations without Arguments” [“Streitlose 
Streitgespräche”]. His talks attracted audiences close to 
500. What united them was a basic position based on 
religion. The credo was “powerlessness”.

In summer 1953, Pleyer took a leaf out of Mahatma 
Gandhi’s book. After giving weeks of notice, she illegally 
crossed the frontier into East Germany with her group. 
This was to draw attention to the ‘unnatural’ nature of 
German separation. She was obstinately pursued by 40 
senior pupils, whom the anti-Communist Volksbund 
für Frieden und Freiheit (VFF) 23 had set to harry her. Yet 
to the surprise of all, the “negotiating walkers” were 
not imprisoned on the other side of the border. They 
were looked after for twelve days at the expense of the 
German Peace Council, an organisation with links with 
the GDR government. They were keen to demonstrate 
the GDR’s desire to be constructive.24 Pleyer’s opponents 
felt their suspicions had now been confirmed: Her 
actions in Helsinki came “not from an innocent 
heart, but as a fully remote-controlled puppet of Red 
propaganda”.25       

There was also a reaction from the IOC. The American 
Avery Brundage had succeeded as president after 
Helsinki, and at the next Session the following 
resolution was made:

POLITICAL DEMONSTRATIONS DURING THE GAMES. – 
It has been decided that in future, no political 
demonstrations will be allowed during the Games, 
either in the Stadium or on the Sports grounds. On the 
other hand, demonstrations taking place in the town 
are outside the scope of our jurisdiction.26

To begin with, the IOC had a generally formulated 
appeal, directed against the “nationalization of sports 
for political purposes”.27 It took until 1975 before a rule 
was drafted. This remains essentially unaltered to this 
day: 

Every kind of demonstration or propaganda, whether 
political, religious or racial, in the Olympic areas is 
forbidden.28

Interestingly, when IOC Chancellor Otto Mayer justified 
the adoption of this resolution later, he did not 
cite Pleyer’s appearance, but instead highlighted 
Czechoslovak triple gold medallist Emil Zátopek, 
“who on the day after the final of the Olympic Games 
in Helsinki had made a purely political speech”.29 
Zátopek had in fact spoken to Finnish workers outside 
Olympic precincts and had therefore not infringed the 
regulations.

   
“Barbara visits the great men of the world”

In early 1954, Pleyer planned demonstrations in 
churches to coincide with a conference of Allied 
foreign ministers’ in divided Berlin. The “German 
question” was to be discussed there. Pleyer intended 
to announce “messages of peace”. But there was not 
much resonance. Her appearance during the Christmas 
service in East Berlin’s Marienkirche was interrupted by 
the police.30 And the popular press began to laugh at her 
but gradually things calmed down.

Even so she had not abandoned her ambitions by 
any means. In the summer, she moved to Innsbruck, 
Austria, where her father had once taught. Within a year 
she acquired the title of doctor of public economics, law 
and politics in The development of Turkish agriculture 
since the Second World War.31 It was scarcely a topic that 
would have been expected of her.

She was still on the search for a political home. This 
was demonstrated by her meeting with the politician 
Helene Wessel. In 1952, Wessel had joined with Gustav 
Heinemann (much later Federal President) to found 
the Gesamtdeutsche Volkspartei (GVP). Adenauer’s 
opponent was delighted by the visitor, whom she 
described as an “outstanding personality”.32      
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However for the public Pleyer remained a phantom. In 
May 1956, the Australian newspaper The Argus carried a 
story that the “Peace Angel” was on her way to disturb 
the next Olympic Games. Allegedly she was received 
in Jakarta by the Indonesian President Sukarno, from 
which it was concluded: “As the Games in Melbourne 
begin on 22nd November, it is quite clear which way Miss 
Pleyer is following.”33 That fitted in with a false report 
that en route to Melbourne, she had been arrested in 
Malaysia on suspicion of having typhus.34

Her actual destination was the People’s Republic of 
China. In autumn 1956, she visited with a delegation. 
On behalf of the Frankfurter Illustrierte Pleyer had 
requested an interview with Prime Minister Zhou Enlai. 
This was granted and she became the first German 
journalist to do so.35

 Sukarno was in Beijing at the same time. In his 
own country he was in the process of introducing an 
autocratic system called “Guided Democracy”. He 
was therefore interested in sympathetic reportage. 
Pleyer succeeded in engaging him in a 30 minute 
conversation. Subsequently she was invited by him to 
Indonesia.

Pleyer had proved a lucky find for the Frankfurter 
Illustrierte. She was multi lingual and spoke Chinese, 
Russian, Hindu and Sanskrit. Confident, but charming, 
she was able to arrange meetings with Pakistani 
President Iskander Mirza, India’s Prime Minister 
Jawaharlal Nehru and Ceylon’s Premier Solomon 
Bandaranaike. After that she was the guest of Sukarno, 
who introduced her to his family at the Presidential 
Palace. Her experiences appeared as “private stories” 
under the headline “Barbara visits the great men of the 
world”.36

Many conservatives resented Pleyer’s closeness to 
the leaders of the “Third World” – which was the 
description preferred by Asiatic and African states, who 
had banded together in a loosely knit group in Bandung 
two years before. The foreign editor boss of the radio 
station Freies Berlin (SFB) Matthias Walden still regarded 
“the Lady” as merely the “Peace Angel of Helsinki” 
and still doubted her reliability.37 The publicist and 
scientist Emil Dovifat, had drawn his attention to one of 
contributions on China. Dovifat tried in vain to explain 
her Olympic “appearance” as “an error born of youthful 
enthusiasm”.38

In April 1957, German Social Democracy joined the 
campaign “Battle against Atomic Death”.39 This was 
a reaction to a declaration by Adenauer, whereby the 
planned atomic armament would be “nothing more 
than a further development of artillery”, the hostile 
image of Pleyer revived. In the Christian Democrats’s 
own publicity machine admitted “There lives in German 
Social Democracy something of this Barbara Pleyer. 
That is that belief that in the world it depends only on 
fundamental belief, good old noble belief.”40

The “Peace Missionary” from Mount Sinai

Pleyer of course could not live on noble belief alone. 
Certainly, it would not have been a problem for the 
clever woman to acquire a permanent position in the 
media or at a university. But that did not fit in with her 
planned way of life. She wanted to be free.

To start with she resumed her law studies in 1962 – this 
time in neighbouring Austria. A year later she obtained 
her second doctorate at the University of Vienna. At the 
same time she built up her international contacts. In 
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great men of the 

world”: She was the 
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President S ukarno, 

who received her in 
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of Bogor and intro-

duced her to his family. 
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March 1964 she again met Sukarno, though this time she 
did not wear a business suit.41 Rather she again wore 
the well known long white angel’s dress. From then on 
it became her trademark. It had been designed by the 
famous Italian designer Emilio Schuberth.42

The “Peace Angel” had planned nothing less than 
once again to save the world. Initially she confined 
herself to the Yemen, a bloody civil war had been raging 
since 1962. The republicans had the backing of Egypt, 
Royalist factions were reported by Saudi Arabia.

One July weekend in 1964, Pleyer was received by 
British Premier Sir Alec Douglas-Home, who encouraged 
her.43 In an attempt to get the hostile parties together, 
she made a radio speech in May 1965. This proved just as 
ineffectual as the proposal to Egypt’s President Nasser 
that there should be a peace conference on Mount Sinai, 
to be attended by the Saudi King and Yemeni opponents 
Imam Al Badr and President Sallal.

This was the mountain on which according to Biblical 
tradition Moses was said to have received from God 
the stone tablet with the ten commandments. Pleyer 
therefore saw it as the interface of the Jewish, Christian 
and Muslim religions and an ideal place to achieve 
reconciliation.

And there was to be no lack of theatricality. She walked 
up the mount in a billowing dress. Later she appeared 
with a burning candle as a “peace missionary” in 
Addis Abeba at the Foreign Ministers’ Conference of 
the Organization of African Unity (OAU).44 From Ethiopia 
she travelled to Leopoldville, in order to receive Moisé 
Tschombé on his return from Spanish exile. By meeting 
the former Katanga separatist, infamous because of his 
white mercenaries, she hoped to calm the situation in 
the Congo.45

 Many wondered how Pleyer paid for these expensive 
journeys. Since 1958 she had taken an annual “time 
out” on Mount Sinai, to fast and pray in Saint Catherine’s 
Monastery. Among her favourite places in Italy was the 
Carmelite cloister in Fiesole near Florence.

As she attended lectures at the Diplomatic Academy 
in Vienna, the Austrian Foreign Ministry also became 
interested in her lifestyle. The secret service of the 
Interior warned the University “that with Dr. Pleyer 
they were dealing with a very intelligent woman, who 
however suffered from a sick need for self-validation”. 
She felt herself superior to the other students and 
consorted with the professors on the same level. 
Someone described her as a “mentally sick woman”. 

As proof the 1952 Games were cited, at which 
“dressed only in a nightshirt [sic] and with a gold clasp 
in her hair” she intended to make a peace speech. Her 
landlady had also revealed other ‘suspicious’ aspects: 
Pleyer often talked about distant travels “which 
supposedly were paid for by patrons”. She often made 
long-distance phone calls and had high telephone 
bills.46

“The peculiar activities of Miss Dr. Barbara Pleyer 
have been observed by the Federal Intelligence Service 
[BND] for years”, the Austrian Ambassador in West 
Germany informed Vienna. His “trusted source” had 
reported to him that she maintained contact with 
leading politicians and statesmen, especially of Asiatic 
states. But this information could also be found in 
newspapers. The BND saw in this “however above all the 
expression of an enhanced egocentricity and somewhat 
imaginative religious-philosophical ideas”.47

The question of the donors remained unanswered, 
as otherwise the secret services would have had to 
reveal their sources. Pleyer herself had however long 
since publicly explained that she was supported by two 
statesman, whom she did not want to name.48 Besides 
this, an American millionaire had also put his private 
aircraft at her disposal.     
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When Pleyer applied to be taken on again by the 
Diplomatic Academy, she spoke no fewer than 14 
modern languages. She had met 60 heads of state, 
and she had been appointed lecturer in international 
law in Cairo and Jakarta. Although all those asked 
agreed that she had above average ability, the Austrian 
Foreign Ministry did everything they could to quickly rid 
themselves of the “Peace Angel”.

The pretext was her white garment. She was given 
an ultimatum. Discard it by 1st April 1965. She was 
unwilling to do so. On Mount Sinai she had taken an 
oath to wear the dress for a year despite all “earthly 
disadvantages”.49 Thus her diplomatic career ended 
before it had begun.

Delayed altercation with her dead father 

Since 1964 Rotraut Pleyer was known by the name 
“Sinai”. She considered that she had not taken it 
herself but rather had “received” it on the mountain 
according to Biblical tradition as a person who had been 
“called”.50 Ignoring her expulsion from the Academy 
she was determined not to lose sight of her goal as a 
“peace worker”.

Her next move was to South Vietnam, where in 1965 the 
US Air Force had begun ‘Carpet bombing’ the Communist 
north. The fighting later escalated into jungle warfare in 
the south. Sitting for forty days in the A-Loi-Pagoda of 
Saigon, Pleyer fasted and prayed for peace.

She also walked barefoot through Saigon by way of 
demonstration to offer herself as an intermediary. To US 
President Lyndon B. Johnson she wrote: “You believe in 
military power – I believe in the power of love and of 
the spirit.”51 “Crazy?” asked the magazine Stern. “If she 
is, it must be an enviable condition which gives a face so 
much cheerful seriousness, so much calm and peace as 
it does to hers.”52        

Anyone who followed her progress probably 
wondered where she drew the inner strength just to be 
herself and to let adversaries just bounce off. In 1967 she 
founded a “Research Center for Kundalini” in Kashmir 
with the Indian scholar Gopi Krishna. Kundalini is 
according to tradition, an ethereal strength which is to 
be awakened by the practice of yoga.53

From Buddhism and Hinduism she turned next to 
Judaism. This metamorphosis had begun in 1961, 
when she got to know the founder of the state of Israel, 
David Ben-Gurion in Rangoon. They continued their 
conversations later in the Sede Boker Kibbutz, where 
Ben-Gurion had moved after relinquishing office.54 
Rabbi Schalom Ben-Chorin, whom she lovingly called 
“Abba” (Papa)55 and in whose Jerusalem apartment she 
had lived for some weeks, wrote:

In 1971 she resolved to convert to Judaism, after 
during further devotional exercises on Sinai she had 

become aware of the necessity for inner certainty. 
Following this revelation she added the second name 
of Moria and changed Sinai to ‘Sina’, obviously in 
(unconscious) association with the slight variation in 
calling of the matriarch: Sarai – Sara.56

Dr. Sina-Moria saw her mission in the announcement 
of a peace programme, which this time should start 
from Mount Sinai. She imagined the whole peninsula 
as a demilitarized zone and a settlement area for Arab 
refugees. It had been in Israeli hands since the Six-Day-
War of 1967. Neither Israel’s Prime Minister Golda Meir 
nor El-Fatah leader Arafat responded to her proposal.

Without doing anything herself Pleyer (alias Sina-
Moria) hit the headlines again in 1972. The popular 
Israeli paper HaOlam HaZeh announced that a “blonde 
German” was sitting on the mountain. She was 
described as the daughter of General Field Marshall 
Erwin Rommel, the Desert Fox. She was there to atone 
for the sins of her father and Nazi Germany. The Daily 
Mirror  followed up. But since Rommel had only one 
son, the Hamburg magazine Stern quickly discovered 
that the “white woman of the mountain of Moses” was 
in fact the daughter of history professor Kleo Pleyer.57    

The father’s writings made him a polar opposite to 
his daughter. Kleo Pleyer was a preacher of hate. He 
had been the ninth child of a blacksmith in Egerland. 
Scarcely had he returned from the First World War, than 
he became youth leader of the Sudetenland Nazi party. 
His poem “Wir sind das Heer vom Hakenkreuz” [we are 
the army of the swastika] was chosen as their anthem. 
As the organiser of a student strike against the Jewish 
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rector of the German University in Prague, he became 
a marked man in Czechoslovakia. He fled to Munich, 
where in 1923 he arrived just in time for the “Hitler-
Putsch”.58

Kleo Pleyer’s career flourished after the “Macht-
ergreifung” [Seizure of power]. He became a lecturer 
at the German University for Politics in Berlin. In 1937 
he was awarded a professorship at the University of 
Königsberg, specializing in “Blut und Boden” [blood and 
soil]. In 1939 he moved to the so-called Alpine University 
of Innsbruck, and could hardly wait to take part in the 
“battle for German Lebensraum”.59 He served as a 
company commander on the Eastern Front. He was killed 
on 26th March 1942 during an attempt to break out from 
the Demyansk Cauldron, where Hitler had consciously 
accepted the encirclement of six divisions by the Red 
Army.

After his death his widow, who now had to feed her 
seven children alone, published his book Volk im Feld 
which he had written during the war. It was a dripping 
concoction of pathetic soldier romanticism and 
hatred towards “Jewish Bolshevism”, in which Pleyer 
prophesied: “The war the Jews wanted will end with 
the extermination of all Jews.”60

These sentiments were already so important to the 
Supreme Command of the Wehrmacht that they ordered 
a special print run of 700,000 copies. In 1943 these were 
distributed among the soldiers by this time already 
on the run. Pleyer’s credo “Dying for the fatherland 
wants to be learned”61 can have hardly have been a 
consolation for them.

It cannot be said for sure that the conversion of his 
daughter to Judaism represented a belated reaction 

against her father. But it did definititively and certainly 
tear the family apart. In 1945 they had fled to relatives in 
south west Germany, where the mother took on a plant 
nursery. Long before the writer, Wilhelm Pleyer, Kleo’s 
youngest brother, had become estranged from his 
niece. No wonder: in his anti-semitism and racism were 
prominent in his writings, and even after the war he did 
not move from that extreme right wing position.62         

“Failure” – but faithful to her ideals

At the age of almost 40, the niece of “Onkel Willi” began 
to study medicine again in Hamburg. Was this also an 
admission that she saw no future as a “peace worker”? 
Had she failed because none of her peace projects 
succeeded? Was the expenditure on armaments and 
the number of wars and conflicts, despite all appeals, 
even on the increase? Or was it only a disturbance of 
perception, of the treatment of which she as a three 
times graduate doctor surely must understand a great 
deal?63

With the rise of the Peace Movement in the early 
1980s a little optimism certainly returned. In 1982, Dr. 
Dr. Dr. Sina-Moria moved from Bonn to Schleswig and 
thus near Hamburg. From there the initiative for the 
“Easter Marches” had begun in 1960, modelled on the 
“Aldermaston March” by the Campaign for Nuclear 
Disarmament (CND) in Britain. Together with the former 
rector of Hamburg University Professor Arthur Jores, 
theology professor Hans-Rudolf Schwefe and retired 
NATO Lieutenant-General Wolf Graf Baudissin, she 
founded a “Society for Religion, Science and Peace”, 
which invited people to international conferences in 
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the Villa La Selva in Florence, which belonged to her 
“Auntie”.       

She did not consider herself to be at home in North 
Germany. A woman of great self awareness, her 
patients from that time have stated that she came up 
against a group of doctors dominated by unpleasant 
men, who made her life difficult. The rumour that she 
was not a proper women’s doctor went around. Even 
the equipping of the practice and attached clinic was 
deficient. Whatever the truth she returned to Bonn-Bad 
Godesberg after two years. There is evidence that she 
was here until 1987.

After that she moved back to Jerusalem. Unchanged 
and dominant, yet always on the search for 
conversational partners, with whom she could discuss 
in her gentle way her dreams of a peace in the Middle 
East. Those who knew her well, praised also her modest 
way of life. Even on the coldest of days she was only 
seen in a dress down to her ankles, over which she had 
painfully placed an equally blossom-white sari. On her 
bare feet she wore simple sandals.64

 One of the last people to speak to her before the 
Olympic Games in 2000 in Sydney was the Dutch 
documentary maker Niek Koppen, who wanted to 
produce a film about her for television. She then 
appeared unannounced in Amsterdam, where she met 
him in the bar of the Victoria Hotel. Koppen remembers 
that she also spoke of her fears: “She was convinced 
that the CIA were on her heels”, he wrote.65 Finally they 
both agreed another meeting. At which she intended to 
give him an interview on camera.

A little later Koppen received a letter from Bonn. In 
this she told him that she would be flying to Nicosia on 
16th March to take part in a conference and meet the Holy 
Synod.66 It was signed “Sinai Hohenstaufen” – why she 
was suddenly called that remained her secret. It was 
either a new inspiration or a reference to the Emperor 
Friedrich II. The Hohenstaufen monarch had in 1225 had 
himself crowned king of Jerusalem.

Because Koppen heard nothing more from her, he 
reminded her of the agreement on 10th May 2000. But 
the letter was returned to sender with an indication 
that she had died. Later Koppen learned that she had 
succumbed to a heart attack at the Forum Hotel in 
Nicosia. She was buried in Jerusalem in the upper part 
of the Jewish cemetery of the Mount of Olives. The burial 
ceremony was conducted by Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz, who 
had once converted her to Judaism.67

* * *

On 19th July 2002 Helsinki celebrated the 50th anniversary 
of the Games of 1952, to which delegations from all over 
the world came. Hungary alone sent 20 gold medallists. 
Behind Finland’s flag marched no fewer than 140 
veterans from 1952.

IOC President Jacques Rogge made a speech of welcome. 
Scarcely had he finished than there appeared a 
young blonde woman in a billowing white dress 
in the stadium. She seized the microphone, spoke 
a few words, until she was tugged off the podium by 
“officials” and led away. Just as in 1952 there was had 
been a surprising “Peace Angel”, who this time was 
represented by a double, the well-known Finnish 
actress 1952 Laura Malmivaara. The next day the press 
noted how significant such a peace message would 
have been in the Cold War era had it been delivered.68

It is only possible to view the Olympic Games as a 
contribution to peace up to a point. They certainly offer 
an image of how the world could look. A model can be 
recognised in the contests carried out without violence 
of athletes of the various nations. But can one literally 
run, swim, row or do gymnastics for peace?

The IOC took a long time to make deeds follow the 
many sententious words. It was only 100 years after 
its foundation that it was finally able to convince the 
General Assembly of the United Nations to call for an 
“International Year of Sports and the Olympic Ideal” 
in 1994. The member states were requested to hold an 
“Olympic Truce” following the example of the ancient 
ekecheiria which ran from the seventh day before the 
Games until seven days afterwards.69

On 5th February 1994, one week before the start of 
the Winter Games in Lillehammer, a mortar grenade 
exploded on the Markale Square of Sarajevo. It killed 
68 civilians and injured a further 144. Unfortunately 
behind the call for peace, those who are not peaceful 
also hide.

The Olympic Charter continued to include a strict rule 
forbidding any “political demonstrations” inside the 
Olympic venues. This clause was particularly prominent 
at the time of the Beijing 2008 and Sochi 2014 Games. It 
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led to many animated discussions. Many politicians and 
media representatives called unashamedly for a breach 
of the rule, knowing full well that that would have 
consequences for the athletes. They also ignored the 
fact that in this world there are not only “Peace Angels”. 
The terror attack on the Israeli team at Munich 1972 
proved an enduring lesson for the Olympic Movement. 

As for the speech that the “Angel” had intended to 
make in Helsinki. However well intentioned, even a 
reading of the German version would have lasted four 
minutes. With the other six languages Rotraut Pleyer 
would have needed almost half an hour. Would around 
4000 athletes have had the patience to listen to her 
until the end? �
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At the 1972 Munich Games, 16-year-old Norbert Südhaus proved that 

nuisances do not think politically. Anticipating the arrival of the mara-

thon runners he jumped over the fence and ran through the tunnel into 

the stadium, where he was received with rousing applause as the ‘’race 

leader’’. When a little later, American Frank Shorter arrived as “second” 

to a more muted reception. The teenager had hoped to cheer the public 

up after the atrocities in the Olympic Village. He was hauled before front 

of chief organiser Willi Daume, who gave him a stern reprimand. The 

“joker” then apologised to Shorter in writing, but received no answer. 

In Judo, impoliteness is considered a more serious matter than in many 

other sports. At Rio 2016 Egyptian Islam El Shehaby left the mat after 

defeat to Israeli Or Sasson without the customary acknowledgement of 

his opponent. He was not punished for this action although political 

motives were suspected. However the Egyptian NOC’s reaction was to 

send him home. – Everyone reacts differently to winning a medal. 

Many rejoice, others weep, some remain in a state of shock, and others 

behave strangely. The Rio 2016 discus champion, Christoph Harting of 

Germany can probably be best placed in the last category.
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