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Grunewald, with the river Havel and the Grunewald tower in the background, after 1945




SUBMARINES IN THE GRUNEWALD?


The story of the Berlin Teufelsberg begins in the Grunewald, a flat expanse as far as the eye can see.


On November 27, 1937, Adolf Hitler laid the foundation stone here, between Heerstraße and the Teufelssee, for a building intended to stand for the next thousand years: the Berlin Technical University‘s “Faculty of Defence Technology”. The ceremonial act also signified the start of construction work for his megalomaniac plans of a new Reich capital. On June 8, 1942, the “Führer” decides to call it “Germania”; three months earlier he had rambled about a “world capital”. It was to succeed the old Berlin built on Mark Brandenburg sand and become the new symbol of the Nazis‘ “Thousand Year Reich”.


Until then all plans by Nazi chief architect Albert Speer (1905-1981) had been kept secret to the greatest extent because the plans for the East-West Axis, which ran from Wustermark along Heerstraße into the centre of Berlin, required the destruction of numerous public buildings as well as 50,000 apartments. Many of those 150,000 directly affected were Jews whose forced resettlement ended in their physical annihilation.


The building of the new “university city” near the Olympic stadium was supposed to replace these areas. The activity occurring south of Heerstraße therefore did not remain hidden from Berlin‘s population. Rumours flourished. The strangest assumption: a huge subterranean lake was being built to test submarines!


But the people were not entirely wrong in their assumptions, since the construction did involve armament and research related to it. And prestige. The “Berliner Tageblatt” confirmed this on November 28, 1937, when it published Hitler‘s speech at the laying of the foundation stone: “It is my unchangeable will and decision to provide Berlin with those streets, buildings and public places that will for all time appear suitable and worthy of being part of the capital of the German Reich.” Then the dictator gets down to business: “Under this holy conviction I now lay the foundation stone of the Faculty of Defence Technology of the Berlin Technical University as the first construction to be created as part of these plans. It should become a monument of German culture, of German knowledge and of German power.”


The plan was to give a new home to the Technical University‘s “Faculty of Defence Technology”, which had already been founded in 1933. It succeeded the “Military Academy” that had closed in 1918 after the loss of World War I and initially carried the seemingly harmless name of “Faculty of Technology”.


Nonetheless, the faculty‘s purpose became clear, since it already presented “Defence Technology” as the centre of its teaching programme in the winter semester of 1933/34.


True to their ideological standpoints, the Nazis viewed the ostensibly academic “Defence technological” education they offered future generations as the culmination of a national socialist upbringing, which could only end in service at the front. Accordingly, the plans for the Technical University‘s buildings and the “Faculty of Defence Technology”, designed by Hans Malwitz (1891-1987), architect and speaker in the building division of the Reich Treasury, not only mirror the credo of Speer‘s monumental buildings, but also document the siege mentality the Nazi elite was breeding in its offspring.


The complex, enframed by buildings like an insurmountable wall, in no way gives the impression of a free or even democratic education. Arranged with precision, the barrack-style buildings in the courtyard – eight altogether – are dominated by a square, fortress-like building with four corners on one side and a structure shaped like a gate on the other.


The Nazis estimated a sum of 80 million Reichsmarks just for the realisation of the plans. And the “Faculty of Defence Technology” was only one part of the planned university city, the centre of which would lie east of the faculty in the direction of Heerstraße. Among other things, a huge Auditorium Maximum would be created, the transmission capacity of which was to resemble the Athens Parthenon of ancient Greece. A new university hospital would also find its home here, replacing the time-honoured Charité in the city centre to make a space for the monumental insignia of the “Thousand Year Reich”.
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Photo of the architectural model of the Faculty of Defence Technology (from the national archives), around 1935


After the laying of the foundation stone, building work was accelerated and the shell of the building with its four towers rose quickly. At the same time, Germany was also concentrating on war preparations. Although turning Berlin into the “World Capital Germania” remained Hitler‘s favourite project, manpower and materials became scarce. In February 1940, Reichsmarschall Hermann Göring ordered the discontinuation of the building of those structures not considered important for war.


On April 8, 1940, the designated “Faculty Leader” of the „Faculty of Defence Technology”, General of Artillery Karl Becker (born 1879), committed suicide. He had been in charge of the German Army Weapons Agency since March 1, 1938, and was now held responsible for the shortage in the production of ammunition. The Nazi regime honoured him with a state funeral on April 12, 1940, on the square in front of the Technical University. Still, the “Faculty of Defence Technology”had now lost its master builder.


So the buildings remained skeletons and expected their completion after the “final victory”. The ostentatiously announced „Monument of German Strength” never witnessed a single lecture.


Rudolph Mühlbecher, who had a few months‘ vacation from the front in that year to study at the Technical University, remembers how the troops had continually been lured with the future blessings of the new faculty. The reality, however, presented a different picture: lectures in crowded rooms during the day, nights spent on guard and cleaning duty after the numerous bombings of Berlin.


When allied bombers had already reduced large parts of the city to rubble, Hitler was still dreaming of his “world capital” with monumental constructions. On June 22, 1950, as an inmate of the Spandau prison for war criminals, Albert Speer recalled the speed with which Hitler intended to build it. He wrote in his diary: “During these weeks in 1950, the first section of the planned world capital ‘Germania’ should have been complete. When I agreed to this deadline in 1939, Hitler raved about a world exhibition that would take place in 1950 in the empty rooms.”
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