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PART 1


HITLER’S WAR MACHINE





GERMANY IN THE THIRTIES


The Treaty of Versailles, signed in the Hall of Mirrors in the palace of the French Sun King on June 28, 1919, the anniversary of the Sarajevo murders, would, it was fervently hoped by Mankind, banish for ever the spectre of German aggression. Under the Treaty Germany lost 25,000 square miles of territory, six-and-a-half million subjects, over half of them German-speaking, and much valuable industrial potential, particularly in Upper Silesia. In the west Alsace-Lorraine, annexed by victorious Prussia in 1871, was restored to France. As partial compensation for the ravages of war, the industrial Saarland was placed under French administration for 15 years. In the north a plebiscite returned Danish-speaking North Schleswig to Denmark. In the east the triumph of nationalism – a dynamic historical force, largely outside the control of Woodrow Wilson, Lloyd George and Clemenceau, which had already destroyed three giant empires in a matter of weeks before the Peace Conference met – cost Germany much land in Posen, West Prussia and Pomerania.


It was here that the peace settlement was most bitterly resented; the separation of East Prussia from the rest of the Reich by the so-called Polish Corridor and the creation of the anomalous Free State of Danzig under League of Nations control (to guarantee Polish access to port facilities) were in German eyes intolerable impositions to be endured just so long as Germany was weak and despised. Resentment – though less acute – was aroused by the allied powers’ refusal to permit the union of Austria and Germany so that when Hitler annexed Austria in 1938 his action could be represented, plausibly enough, as a rectification of a blatant injustice in the application of the self-determination principle. Germany lost all her former colonial possessions, which were taken over by the League of Nations and administered by the victorious powers as mandated territories.


As ‘Prussian militarism’ was widely regarded as a major cause of the war, Germany was severely restricted in respect of armaments. She was forbidden to have military aircraft, heavy weapons and tanks; the general staff was abolished; conscription was forbidden; and she was allowed a professional army of no more than 100,000 men and 4000 officers. In addition, the Rhineland and a 50-kilometre strip on the right bank was permanently demilitarised and an allied army of occupation stationed there for 15 years. Severe restrictions were imposed on the navy which was limited to 15,000 men, forbidden to have submarines, and allowed a total of 12 cruisers and 24 destroyers. The Kiel Canal was internationalised and coastal defences restricted. Finally, Germany was forced to acknowledge her sole war guilt and was saddled with an unknown burden of reparations. The fact that the German delegation was allowed only 48 hours in which to register objections strengthened the widespread conviction in Germany that the treaty was a ‘Diktat’ deriving its validity exclusively from the armed might of the victors.


No major power takes kindly to defeat, especially a country as accustomed to the ostentatious display of power as Imperial Germany. The shock of defeat, revolution and economic dislocation failed to bring about any radical re-appraisal of Germany’s foreign policy objectives. The permanent officials who staffed the foreign office in the Wilhelmstrasse and the military establishment in the ministry of defence in the nearby Bendlerstrasse lived on happily in the power-conscious world of 1914 believing as steadfastly as ever in Germany’s natural right to dominate Europe. Left to their own devices by successive chancellors and presidents, they set about the uphill task of reversing the verdict of the battlefield as quickly as possible.


Geography made Germany the country of the middle destined to live in constant fear of being ‘encircled’ and trapped into disastrous two-front wars by envious and powerful neighbours to east and west of her. Subjugation or conquest were the stark strategic alternatives facing her in the twentieth century. No middle way was open to her – or so it seemed to Germany’s political and military rulers between 1871 and 1945. The same reasoning was applied to her future as a highly industrialised power. Unless she wished to remain dangerously dependent on foreign countries for the ever-increasing quantities of food and raw materials essential for survival, then the only alternative compatible with ‘national independence’ was the creation of a Grossraumwirtschaft in Central and Eastern Europe, an economically self-sufficient area dominated by Germany and responsive to her economic needs. And in a sense the pre-occupation with Weltpolitik at the beginning of the twentieth century was an attempt to correct the precarious balance of diplomatic and economic power in Europe in Germany’s favour by transforming her into a broadly-based world power with colonial possessions and a large navy.


Paradoxically enough, the general strategic situation in 1919 was potentially much more favourable for the realisation of these ambitions than ever before in German history. The collapse of Imperial Russia and its replacement by a weak and ostracised Bolshevik regime removed at a stroke the ‘Slav nightmare’ that so oppressed Germany’s leaders in 1914. Where the mighty Romanov and Habsburg empires once stood, was a mosaic of medium-sized and small states, economically weak, divided by deep suspicions and unlikely in the long run to represent a serious obstacle to German ambitions notwithstanding strenuous French efforts in the 1920s to create a cordon sanitaire in the Little Entente and to cultivate the Polish connection. In the west victorious Britain and France were manifestly weakened by the economic price of war and by the withdrawal of America into isolation. French power might be irresistible in the short term as the traumatic experience of the occupation of the Ruhr by French forces in 1923 and the subsequent capitulation of the German government amply demonstrated. But the essential unity of the Bismarckian Reich had survived peace treaty and Ruhr invasion; so that once Germany had a sizeable army at her disposal she stood every chance of being able to re-establish her political and economic hegemony in Europe in the long run in the absence of countervailing Russian and American pressure.


Within the narrow constraints of the treaty the foundations of a first-class army were already being laid in the 1920s largely through the efforts of General Hans von Seeckt, the talented and imaginative chief of army command. What the new Reichswehr lacked in numbers was more than compensated for by a high level of efficiency and intensive training in the tactics of mobile warfare. The Blitzkrieg tactics of 1939-41 with their emphasis on armour and air power were forged twenty years before in the manoeuvres and war games Seeckt made an integral part of officer training. With government connivance, the army successfully evaded many of the disarmament provisions of the treaty. The general staff survived thinly disguised as a Truppenamt; through short-term enlistment, cadres for a much larger army were illegally trained; prototypes of heavy weapons forbidden under the treaty were manufactured abroad in Holland and Spain with the help of German industry; and from 1921 onwards, in return for German financial and technical assistance to help build a Russian armaments industry, German pilots and tank crews were trained in Russia. By 1926 when Seeckt resigned, Germany already possessed a great army in miniature which could be transformed into a mass army when the political situation was ripe.


The rehabilitation of German military power was accompanied by corresponding steps in the diplomatic field. At first co-operation between army and foreign office was strictly limited; Seeckt, ever suspicious of the ‘frocks’, tended to plough his own furrow. But after his resignation the army ceased to pursue an independent line in foreign affairs and accepted the general line laid down by the foreign office largely because senior officers came to realise that Seeckt’s hopes of a Russian alliance were exaggerated and that more could be gained out of good relations with the western powers.


For the next few years Germany benefited considerably from the growing feeling in Britain, France and America that Europe needed a stable and prosperous Germany. France, too, was forced to try the policy of reconciliation with the old enemy if only because the Ruhr episode had shown the futility of trying to extract reparations at bayonet point. With the Dawes Plan of 1924 a more realistic attitude was at last adopted on that question. In 1925 Gustav Stresemann, who bore responsibility for foreign policy between 1924 and 1929, was able to play a significant role in the negotiation of the Locarno Pacts which made Germany a member of a western security agreement. In 1926 the War Guilt clause was conveniently forgotten when she was allowed to join the League of Nations with a permanent seat on the Council. Finally, in 1929, in return for a final reparations settlement, allied troops left the Rhineland five years ahead of schedule. Yet the success, though real enough, was strictly limited; it cannot be denied that the major provisions of the treaty were all intact at the time of Stresemann’s death in October 1929. That did not surprise him. For, though widely regarded as an apostle of European reconciliation – he was awarded the Nobel Prize for Peace – Stresemann remained what he had always been: an old fashioned Machtpolitiker from the Wilhelminian era with no illusions about the role of force in the international jungle. Only countries with large armies were likely to be respected by other powers and until Germany was again in that enviable position the correct policy in respect of the recovery of Danzig, the Polish Corridor and Upper Silesia and the Anschluss with Austria was ‘to finesse and avoid major decisions’.


Three years later the Republic was in its death throes and Hitler’s accession to power was a matter of weeks away. The rise of the Nazis is too complex a phenomenon to be investigated here. In general one can say that the great economic crisis which swept through Europe in the early 1930s exposed grave structural weaknesses in the social and political fabric of Weimar Germany and favoured the growth of what in good times had been nothing more than a fringe movement destined to permanent opposition. What is of interest in this context is that even before Hitler became chancellor in January 1933 German foreign policy was entering a new and more aggressive phase.


A recrudescence of xenophobic nationalism accompanied the economic crisis in most European countries in the early 1930s as a kind of group reaction to the stimulus of external peril. In Germany mounting nationalist resentment of the Government’s record obliged successive chancellors to pursue a bolder policy if only to maintain their quasi-authoritarian regimes. Bruening’s abortive attempt to arrange a customs union with Austria in 1931 as the first step towards political Anschluss, and Papen’s refusal to return to the Disarmament Conference in 1932 until the German demand for equality of armaments was met reveal a greater readiness than in Stresemann’s day to challenge the status quo of 1919. This was also reflected in the growing confidence of the military. At this stage the army was still thinking exclusively in terms of defence against possible Polish aggression. Nevertheless, in April 1930 Wilhelm Groener, the Minister of Defence, issued a directive ordering the army to plan for rapid expansion from ten to twenty-one divisions in a future emergency – in effect a mobilisation plan and as such forbidden by the treaty. So that in one sense Chancellor Hitler, heading an orthodox right-wing cabinet with two other Nazis in it, simply continued and radicalised this new trend in German policy.


The Nazi movement itself expressed in a more extreme form ideas commonplace in right-wing political circles for generations. The Nazis glorified physical violence, accepting the crude Social Darwinian proposition that life is struggle, i.e. they popularised what ‘respectable’ foreign office officials had believed since the days of Bismarck. Nations, like individuals, struggled for existence and survived only at the expense of the weak; that was Hitler’s constant theme from Mein Kampf to the last days in the Berlin bunker. War was a natural instrument of policy and within certain limits had a therapeutic value as a purgative of weak elements in a people. Hitler’s rabid anti- semitism and his fanatical belief that Germany had a mission to save the Aryan race from the infamous schemes of ‘World Jewry’ infused a sense of cosmic urgency into traditional nationalist demands for the union of all Germans in one Reich and for eastward expansion to obtain ‘living space’ for the German people. Possibly, too, as many German historians now believe, Hitler envisaged a second phase of expansion in the distant future when a German dominated continent would wrestle with America (and possibly Britain) for Western Mastery. To realise the immediate objectives in Europe, whether by war or intimidation, Germany needed a large army.


The form rearmament took under Hitler was determined by internal and external constraints. For the first 18 months relatively little was done partly because of the overriding need to get Germany back to work again and partly because the form military expansion should take was in dispute. Ernst Roehm, leader of the restless and powerful Brownshirts, pressed for the creation of a peoples’ militia under Brownshirt control. Only in February 1934 did Hitler finally decide in favour of a mass army trained and led by professional soldiers. And not until after the Blood Purge of June, which decimated the Brownshirt leadership, did rearmament get under way in earnest.


Rearmament posed serious economic problems for Germany because of her heavy dependence on food and raw material imports. Once the slack in the economy had been taken up by 1935, continued emphasis on rearmament led inevitably to balance of payments difficulties. What is significant is Hitler’s refusal to tolerate any substantial depression of living standards as the price of rearmament, for the very good reason that dictatorships are in practice more sensitive than democracies to the mood of the public or what their secret police suppose is the public mood. Gestapo reports revealed much dissatisfaction just below the surface which Nazi leaders feared (probably quite erroneously) would assume serious proportions should economic conditions worsen appreciably. Another consideration that weighed heavily with Hitler was an instinctive feeling that long-term investment in the armaments industry and the general disruption of the peace-time economy consequent upon in-depth rearmament of the 1914-18 variety would endanger his personal rule by placing too much power in the hands of economic overlords.


The alternative strategy of rearmament in breadth fitted the bill exactly. For by restricting war production to a limited sector of the economy it proved possible to combine the production of large quantities of tanks and guns with minimum dislocation of the economy. No undue strain was placed on the people and in addition Hitler was able to build up an impossibly large army in the shortest possible time. The existence of a considerable army would of itself tend to demoralise Germany’s small neighbours. And to this end the propaganda machine deliberately exaggerated the extent of rearmament so effectively in practice that only after the war did it become apparent how far Germany had been from total mobilisation in 1939. The fact was that, despite Goering’s defiant boast of a choice between ‘guns and butter’, the Germans continued to have reasonable quantities of both up to 1942.


Finally, rearmament in breadth made military sense in the opinion of at least some of Hitler’s generals. If it came to war, a small army with a core of powerful armoured units supported by motorised infantry and trained in Blitzkrieg tactics could strike quickly and win decisive battles in a matter of days, always provided of course that the Führer could isolate the victim and guarantee that Germany would not be plunged into a long war which she could not possibly win.


Externally, the progress of rearmament was dependent upon the attitude of the Great Powers towards the Nazi regime. As Hitler expected vigorous reactions from the French he moved cautiously at first, seeking to reassure the powers of his peaceful intentions though not with any great success. What proved decisive was not Hitler’s manoeuvres but the feeling in British, Italian and American government circles that it was intolerable for Germany to remain disarmed while other powers – especially France – refused to reduce their arms levels. With the tacit consent of the powers Hitler was able to take Germany out of the Disarmament Conference and the League of Nations in October 1933, a defiant gesture calculated to show the German people that, like preceding chancellors, he intended to pursue an active foreign policy. By the spring of 1934, when France precipitately broke off further disarmament negotiations, it was clear that Hitler’s fears of France had been grossly exaggerated and that rearmament could proceed without hindrance from that quarter.


It was the gathering pace of German rearmament that dictated the next move. By the beginning of 1935 the Reichswehr had increased in size from 100,000 to 240,000 men (not counting another 200,000 policemen trained outside the army as infantrymen), and military command was already planning a peace-time army of twenty-one divisions. But without conscription it was impossible to produce the reserves that army would need in wartime. The opportunity to put this right presented itself in March 1935 when France increased the period of compulsory service and lowered the age of enlistment to offset the effects of a falling birth-rate. On March 9 Goering had already announced the existence of a German air force, which amounted to some 2000 machines, few of them fit for front line service. As the news met with little adverse reaction in the west, on March 16 Hitler announced the re-introduction of conscription and the creation of a peace-time army of 36 divisions (the army’s revised target). The western powers, as expected, confined themselves to verbal protests at this clear breach of treaty.


In March 1936 Hitler re-militarised the Rhineland, his most daring diplomatic move so far. The disunity of the western powers over the Abyssinian affair was too good an opportunity to miss and three battalions were sent into the demilitarised zone as a token of the restoration of complete sovereignty. The re-occupation marked a new and more aggressive phase in German foreign policy. For had France ordered immediate counter measures – as common prudence suggested she ought to have – it would have been quite beyond the military capacity of Germany to have resisted at this stage; in that event the battalions were under orders to stage a fighting withdrawal. Hitler’s intuitive judgment – supported by the experience of the last three years - that France would remain passive proved right. Germany derived considerable strategic advantage from the re-occupation. Her exposed western flank could now be protected and work commenced on the famous West Wall. But it was the psychological significance of the French failure to resist that encouraged Hitler most, revealing as it did a deep malaise at the heart of Germany’s old foe.


In September 1936 Hitler began to mobilise the Germany economy for war. The Four Year Plan announced by Hitler at the Party Congress was intended to make Germany as self-sufficient as possible in respect of certain raw materials with particular emphasis on petrol and rubber, both essential ingredients of a modern war machine. Of course complete self-sufficiency was not possible within Germany’s existing frontiers as Hitler knew full well. Only by expanding eastwards to the Ural mountains could Germany achieve a degree of autarky corresponding to her political ambitions. Meanwhile, the measures adopted in 1936 were more in the nature of a crash programme to prepare the German army for war by 1940. In the summer of 1938, under the pressure of the Czech crisis, the wider aspects of the plan were abandoned in favour of intensified efforts to attain maximum production of gunpowder, high explosives and vital chemicals by – significantly enough – the end of 1939.


Towards the end of 1937 Hitler was growing restless and inclined to accelerate the pace of German expansion. There were good reasons for this. In recent months the strategic situation had changed dramatically in Germany’s favour. Italy was now the friend of Germany. The Abyssinian War strained Italy’s relations with Britain and France, and close upon its heels came the Italian involvement in the Spanish Civil War. Italy moved closer to the German camp and in November the so-called Berlin-Rome Axis came into being. Hitler could now feel reasonably confident that Italy would be too pre-occupied with Mediterranean problems to intervene – as she had done over Austria in 1934 – should Germany move eastwards.


In the west France was gravely weakened by the collapse of the Locarno system. Belgium had lapsed into neutrality. Britain, though prepared to aid France in the event of German aggression, made it clear that this promise did not extend to France’s allies in Eastern Europe; Poland and the Little Entente were, in effect, left to their own devices whilst the weakness of Russia, ally of France since 1935, was dramatically illustrated by the purges in the summer of 1937 which decimated the top echelons in the Red Army.


Hitler was aware, too, that any military advantage Germany might possess over her opponents would certainly disappear by the mid-1940s when those powers would themselves have rearmed. Possibly he sensed that his regime, rigidly committed to rearmament, could not satisfy the growing social aspirations of a people now back at work; only by intensifying the pace of his foreign policy could he preserve his own dictatorial power, escape the inflationary effects of rearmament and maintain the dynamic of the Nazi state. Therefore, in the autumn of 1937 he decided, as he informed his closest associates at the Hossbach meeting on November 5, that Germany must secure her ‘living space’ by 1943-5 at the latest, and might seize Austria and Czechoslovakia before that date if favourable circumstances arose.


As a preliminary to a more aggressive policy, Hitler extended his control over the army. So far he had left the army to get on with the task of rearmament without interference. But he had grown increasingly impatient of conservative-minded von Fritsch, commander-in-chief of the army since 1934 and a constant opponent of Hitler’s pressure for accelerated rearmament. Early in 1938 a scandal concerning the wife of von Blomberg, the Minister of War, and false charges against Fritsch were pounced upon by Hitler as a pretext to be rid of them both. The pliable von Brauchitsch replaced Fritsch. Blomberg was not replaced; instead Hitler assumed the post of commander-in-chief of the Wehrmacht and appointed the subservient Wilhelm Keitel head of a new planning staff – the OKW or armed forces command – immediately responsible to himself. The balance of power in the high command shifted decisively in his favour and a process commenced which ended logically with Hitler’s assumption of personal command of the army in 1941.


For some years after Hitler’s accession to power army strategy remained defensive in nature. Plan Red, a deployment plan to deal with a possible French attack, was drawn up in 1935. Although Blomberg had been interested in studying at that time the feasibility of attacking Czechoslovakia, not until 1937 was work begun upon Plan Green for a pre-emptive strike at Czechoslovakia and only then in the event of a two-front war. However, by the summer of that year the army was beginning to adopt a more aggressive posture largely because Blomberg, an ardent Nazi, was under Hitler’s influence. Already the army was instructed to be ready for the exploitation of favourable circumstances as and when they arose. After the Hossbach meeting pride of place was given by Germany’s military leaders to Plan Green. Army and air force leaders were now prepared to launch an attack on Czechoslovakia in peace-time if conditions were favourable, i.e. the army was no longer pursuing a defensive strategy but consciously underwriting Hitler’s imperialist plans for living space.


Even so, when Hitler seized Austria in March 1938 it was by accident rather than design. Since July 1934 when an abortive Austrian Nazi coup resulted in the death of the then Chancellor Dollfuss and aroused world opinion against Germany, Hitler handled Austria with kid gloves. By the winter of 1937/8 the Austrian Nazis, like the Sudeten Germans, were growing restless. When Chancellor Schuschnigg visited Hitler in February 1938 to discuss Austria’s future, the latter succeeded in driving a hard bargain with the Austrians which went a long way toward the peaceful absorption of Austria in Germany. Hitler was perfectly satisfied, and there the matter would probably have rested had not Schuschnigg tried to upset the arrangement by announcing a plebiscite to allow the Austrians to decide their own future. An angry Hitler, under pressure from the more aggressive Goering, intervened and when he had ‘arranged’ an invitation from a pro-Nazi chancellor ordered German troops into Austria.


Next day, March 13, Austria became part of the Reich. The Great Powers acquiesced in the Anschluss. Neither Britain, France nor Italy was prepared to help Schuschnigg as Hitler knew before his troops marched. Overnight the strategic situation in Central Europe was transformed. Control of historic Vienna gave the Germans a dominant position in the Balkans. In the south Germany now had a common frontier with her friend Italy while in the north Czechoslovakia’s strategic position suddenly worsened.


The ease of his victory undoubtedly encouraged Hitler not to wait any longer – as he might have done despite the Hossbach ‘timetable’ – but to turn his attentions to Czechoslovakia without delay. The ‘neutralisation’ of this democratic state, king-pin of the anti-German Little Entente and a spearhead in the German flank, was a strategic necessity to give Germany freedom of manoeuvre for eastward expansion. To achieve this end, Hitler relied on a mixture of political and military pressure. The grievances of three-and-a-half million Sudeten Germans against the Prague government were ruthlessly exploited by the local Nazis under strict orders from Berlin to keep the tension at boiling point throughout the summer and so demoralise the Czechs that military intervention in the autumn – a course to which Hitler committed himself in May – would deliver the coup de grâce. All the indications were that Britain and France would remain passive spectators while Italy was still too pre-occupied with Mediterranean problems to be concerned about a German attack on Czechoslovakia.


Though one cannot entirely discount the possibility that Hitler was bluffing from start to finish and never intended war over Czechoslovakia, the balance of probability strongly supports the view that the military threat to Czechoslovakia was a very real one and that the Germans could have defeated her. Thirty-seven divisions, including three armoured and four motorised, were concentrated around Czechoslovakia in a menacing semi-circle from Austria to Silesia when Chamberlain’s unexpected intervention in mid-September upset Hitler’s plans. To maximise the surprise element (so vital for the success of Blitzkrieg tactics) the Germans adopted the cunning stratagem of calling up reservists not for war – formal mobilisation would have been a provocative step likely to stretch French and Czech patience to breaking point – but ostensibly for routine autumn manoeuvres. In this way Germany ‘mobilised’ so effectively that an attack on Czechoslovakia could have been launched without waiting for formal mobilisation orders. Significantly, too, assault divisions were moved into advanced positions at night and heavily camouflaged. An element of bluff entered the picture only in respect of Germany’s military preparations in the west where five divisions were stationed to defend the half-completed West Wall which could not, in fact, have been held for more than two to three weeks in the face of a French offensive as Hitler must have realised.


It was precisely this fear of French intervention and the corollary of a two-front war which Germany could not possibly win that explains the mounting opposition in high military circles to Hitler’s plans. In so far as Hitler could not guarantee absolutely that war with Czechoslovakia would be strictly localised, his entire policy in the autumn of 1938 amounted to a piece of reckless brinkmanship based on intuitive judgment about western reactions and not on the logistical reality of German military capabilities. On the other hand, Hitler did not allow his primitive desire to smash the Czechs by force to blind him to changes in the tactical situation. Thus, when the Czechs mobilised on September 23 and reports came in of partial mobilisation in France, Hitler was quick to appreciate that the vital surprise element was virtually eliminated from the picture leaving him with no viable alternative but to settle, reluctantly, for the surrender of the Sudetenland at the Munich Conference.


Six months later German troops drove through the snow-covered streets of Prague and completed the destruction of the Czech state. Once again Hitler relied upon a judicious blend of political and military pressure. In the spring of 1939 the Slovaks acted as his Trojan horse; their demands for independence were fostered by the Germans and precipitated a crisis which gave Hitler his chance to intervene – as always – at the ‘invitation’ of the victim. The army had been alerted to Hitler’s intentions as early as October 1938 whilst, significantly, no-one anticipated serious opposition from the western powers. The balance of military power in Central Europe shifted decisively in favour of Germany. The Little Entente was smashed to pieces and Romania and Yugoslavia hastened to make their peace with Hitler. German influence became predominant in the Danubian Basin and exploitation of the economic resources of the area entered a new and more aggressive phase. In the mid-1930s Schacht, Hitler’s minister of economics, negotiated barter agreements with the countries of South-eastern Europe in order to acquire the essential raw materials for rearmament. In the late 1930s Goering, the new economic overlord of Germany, was attempting to create a Grossraumwirtschaft in the area, reducing Yugoslavia, Romania and Bulgaria to quasi-colonial territories; Germany not only took their grain and ores but was pumping in capital sums to ensure that they produced the raw materials Germany needed.


In June 1939, exactly 20 years since the peace of Versailles had been forced on a resentful people, Germany’s position had changed out of all recognition. She was again a power to be reckoned with and every utterance of her leader was studied in minute detail in every European chancellery. For example, pressure from her foreign minister von Ribbentrop was sufficient to make little Lithuania decide hurriedly in March 1939 to hand over the Memelland taken from Germany in 1919. Internally, though political opposition was ruthlessly repressed and the Jews were being systematically persecuted from 1933 onwards, the German people were back at work. Instead of the mass unemployment conditions which plagued western lands material conditions were tolerable and a shortage of labour actually existed in Germany on the eve of war.


Three months later Germany was at war with Poland, Britain and France and Hitler was set on a course which led in the end to the total and utter collapse of Nazi Germany in 1945. How did this come about?


Wars do not have trivial causes. Several factors must combine to produce an inflammatory situation where only a spark is needed to cause the final explosion. Such was the case in August 1939. A crisis existed in German-Polish relations ever since the breakdown of negotiations over the Corridor in March, a failure which signified the end of genuine German attempts to win Poland over as a junior partner for adventures in the east. In this tense situation the British guarantee to Poland on March 31 and the formal alliance in August – suggesting that Britain had reversed the traditional policy of disengagement in Eastern Europe and would now resist Hitler’s designs in the east - strengthened his resolve to teach the Poles a lesson. Whether economic pressures played a significant role in the decision to strike at Poland it is difficult to say. Undoubtedly stresses and strains were mounting in Nazi Germany because of the unwise acceleration of rearmament in an already overheated economy, and may well have confirmed Hitler in his decision. That is very far from saying that economic pressures were so intense that Hitler was obliged on that account to go to war. But there were sound military reasons for striking soon. In two or three years, as Hitler often remarked in the winter of 1938/9, Germany’s opponents would have a military advantage over her. If war was unavoidable to achieve his aims in the east then better war in 1939 than 1943. In that sense it can certainly be said that Hitler was driven to war ahead of the Hossbach ‘timetable’. The parallel with Imperial Germany springs to mind. In the summer of 1914 a not dissimilar ‘either-or’ situation faced her (or so her leaders supposed); either Germany waited passively until the balance of military power moved inexorably against her and ‘encirclement’ turned into subjugation; or else she exploited her waning military power to break the ring of ‘encirclement’ closing round her and re-establish her hegemony in Europe.


Without doubt Germany’s armed forces were ready for war with Poland. Instead of the ten divisions of 1920 Germany possessed a peace-time army of 52 divisions to call on, her total mobilised strength was 103 divisions; of these 70 were fit for active service. By 1942 it was estimated that Germany would have sufficient reserves for 150 divisions and would then reach the maximum capacity of her arms-producing industry. Morale was high in the armed forces on the eve of war. In the west the defences had been greatly strengthened and Hitler’s generals were much more confident of holding the line (with ten divisions) than at the time of the Czech crisis.


Though air power was primarily a support weapon for the ground forces, Germany’s progress was impressive here also. In 1920 she had no military aircraft; in 1939 she possessed about 3000 aircraft including 1180 medium bombers, 771 single-seater fighters and 336 dive bombers. Most of the craft were types first produced in 1936 whereas French and British aircraft were of an older vintage. But once the western powers started to rearm in earnest from 1938 onwards, their aircraft were inevitably equipped with machines of slightly better design and performance than the Germans. From about mid-1939, all things being equal, the balance of air power would begin to move against Germany slowly but surely, another good reason for exploiting the temporary advantage quickly.


Economically, Germany was in a position to wage a short successful war in 1939. It is true that her dependence on foreign supplies of copper, zinc, lead and iron ore was greater in 1939 than ever before. On the other hand, Germany was producing sufficient synthetic rubber (22,000 tons in 1939) to meet current needs; aluminium output was in excess of demand; and though synthetic oil production at 2.8 million tons (all types of fuel) was disappointing and left Germany dependent on Romanian and Yugoslavian supplies she had considerable stocks of diesel oil and petrol. Thanks to Nazi agricultural policy, she was practically self-sufficient in bread, potatoes, milk, sugar and meat. Bearing in mind that Hitler intended to plunder occupied territory and to depress the living standard of the inhabitants to recoup his material losses, it can certainly be maintained that Germany was ready for war.


Not, of course, for a major war. Nor did Hitler intend to wage such a war. He assumed that Britain and France would abandon Poland in the final resort as they had abandoned Czechoslovakia. If there were any lingering doubts in the west these would surely be removed, so he supposed, by the Non-Aggression Pact Ribbentrop signed with Russia on August 23. The western powers were stunned by the news. Their hopes of an alliance with Russia to contain Nazi Germany were dashed; Poland was completely isolated and an attack on her virtually certain unless she capitulated, of which there was no sign. In the short term Hitler was surely right. Britain and France made no serious effort to aid Poland when Germany attacked her on September 1 and she was defeated within a month in the first Blitzkrieg of the war. Probably Hitler did not suppose the British and French declarations of war represented more than a fleeting mood, a face-saving device by elderly politicians who would soon see reason once Germany had defeated Poland. The attack on Poland was not an irredeemable error. The fatal mistakes came later between the summer of 1940 and the summer of 1941; it was the failure to drive Britain out of the war in 1940 and the attack on Russia in 1941 that trapped Germany once more in a two-front war, which it was beyond her military and economic capacity to win.





THE HOME FRONT


On April 21, 1945, the last conference at the Ministry of Propaganda took place. Dr Joseph Goebbels, the Minister, limped into the shuttered, candlelit room, slightly late; as always, his appearance was dapper, his hair oiled and carefully brushed. German defences on every front had disintegrated; the Russians were closing in on Berlin. Goebbels developed the theme of treason by the old officers’ clique at length: Hitler’s Germany had been destroyed from the inside. Perhaps the Minister remembered 1918, and the ‘stab in the back’ excuse for Germany’s failure in the war. The Social Democrats, rather than the officers, had then allegedly committed the act of treason. In 1945, there existed no organisation of consequence in Germany, apart from the Nazi party and the army, which could be blamed for the disaster.


The differences between 1918 and 1945 went further. In 1918, Germany itself had escaped comparatively unharmed; the destruction of the war had stopped short of the country’s frontiers. In 1945, however, Hitler had issued, on March 19, his destruction order. The German people had failed him; there was no other alternative before Germany than Bolshevism; the Allies were therefore to find a desert in the place of the Third Reich. Hitler ordered that:


‘1. All military, transport, communications, industrial and supply installations as well as equipment with the Reich which the enemy might use for the continuation of his struggle now or in the future must be destroyed.


2. The destruction of all military objects, including transport and communication installations, is the responsibility of the military commando posts; that of all industrial and supply installations as well as other materials is the responsibility of the Gauleiters and Reich Defence Commissioners. The troops must give the Gauleiters and Reich Defence Commissioners the necessary assistance for the execution of their work.


3. This order must be made known to all commanders as quickly as possible.’


Even without Hitler’s destruction orders, Germany lay in ruins in the spring of 1945; Hitler and Goebbels, who had won control of Berlin from the Communists in the street battles of the early 1930s, were now defending the capital in a last-ditch effort against the Red Army. In the last months of the Third Reich, the fortunes of Joseph Goebbels – the Minister for Enlightenment and Propaganda, to give him his full title – and of the skills he represented, stood high. In the second part of his political testament of April 29, 1945, Hitler rewarded Goebbels by appointing him the Reich Chancellor – while at the same time, expelling Hermann Goering, and the Reichsfuehrer SS and Minister of Interior, Heinrich Himmler, from the party and all other offices.


The National Socialist state was founded and run by the means of a blend of persuasion and coercion – of the carrot and the stick – in a starker and more visible form than other one-party states. Joseph Goebbels and Heinrich Himmler were the leading exponents of the two arts: Goebbels was the persuader; Himmler wielded the stick. Like their chosen instruments of power, their personalities sharply differed. Goebbels was the intellectual: flamboyant in his youth, he toned down his manner and appearance when he assumed Ministerial responsibilities. But there remained something of a showman about him; everything he did was calculated to impress. He had written a novel in his youth; but his main strength lay in the manipulation of words for political purposes. He was good at coining phrases and constructing images. For instance, in terms of Nazi predilections, Goebbels and his propagandists described the Italians as ideologically sound but racially questionable; the English the other way round; of the Austrians Goebbels said that they were not a nation, but a ‘hallucination’.


But it was the construction of the Hitler myth that was Goebbels’ masterpiece. The Minister of Propaganda, who usually took a very detached view of his art as well as of his performance, perhaps came closest to believing his own propaganda when it concerned Hitler. Goebbels depicted him at first as a representative of a hard-pressed generation – the symbol of the Nazi view of post-war Germany; then as both a superman and a man of the people. Goebbels used quasi-religious imagery; miracle, mission, Messiah were words which occurred frequently. Hitler was the far-sighted planner of Germany’s recovery: he was tolerant of other people’s foibles; he was, basically, an artist. By the outbreak of the war, the image of Hitler had so many facets to it that it appeared to the great majority of Germans to shine; Hitler as the great military expert emerged in the course of 1939. With one exception, the imagery was purely masculine. On only one occasion, Goebbels wrote of Hitler that ‘The whole nation loves him because it feels safe in his hands like a child in the arms of his mother’.


The personality cult of Hitler was the kingpin of Nazi propaganda and, during the war, doubtless made a great contribution to the maintenance of the morale of the nation. One of the last photographs of Hitler shows him, on a bleak early spring day in 1945, reviewing a ragged row of young boys, members of the Hitlerjugend. They, together with pensioners and veterans unfit to wage another war, made up the Volkssturm – the people’s last reserve. Their loyalty to the synthetic image of Hitler, rather than to the Germany lying in ruins around them, probably made it possible for them to wage the unequal struggle.


Goebbels himself, however, hardly ever believed his propaganda. He was too much of an intellectual for that: but he was a very tough kind of intellectual. He remained with Hitler to the last moment; he, as well as his large family, died with their Fuehrer. He had never wavered in his determination to win the war for Germany; he never even winced, in public, when the war was lost. His judgment, especially when he was flushed with fight as a young man, was questionable. On April 13, 1926, for instance. Goebbels wrote in his diary ‘. . . with Himmler in Landshut; Himmler a good fellow and very intelligent, I like him.’


Himmler was then 26 years old; Goebbels was some three years older. He is the only person on record who described Himmler as ‘very intelligent’. Himmler’s strength lay elsewhere: in 1926, this may not yet have been apparent. Himmler was the second son of a schoolmaster, who was born, and spent his youth in Bavaria, the stronghold of National Socialism. He married in 1928, a woman seven years older than himself, of Polish origin. She then owned a small nursing home in Berlin: she sold it after her marriage and bought a smallholding outside Munich. Himmler had a diploma in agriculture: his wife reared chickens, while he gave a lot of his time to the Nazi party in Munich. In January 1929, his devotion to the cause was rewarded. He was appointed, by Hitler, the Reichsfuehrer SS: in spite of the grand title, he had only some 300 men under his command, and a salary of 200 marks a month. The SS, or Schutzstaffel, was originally intended to protect Nazi speakers: but Himmler had other plans for it. He wanted to make the SS into an utterly reliable body of carefully chosen men. He succeeded in doing this, and thereby laid the basis for his future fortune.


Himmler was a dedicated perfectionist: his drab personality and appearance, as well as his hidden conviction, made him a person who was easily underestimated. Those of his colleagues and enemies who made the mistake paid for it dearly. He was far from detached: he was totally committed. He was totally committed to Hitler, though he betrayed the Fuehrer in the end, and ran away from Berlin; he was totally committed to his vision of the kind of people the Germans should be. But Himmler was neither an intellectual nor was he very intelligent. He had only his early training in agriculture to fall back on, and his practical experience of breeding chickens: he had to rely heavily on the wisdom, and advice, of others. It was not his habit to exercise discrimination in the choice of his mentors.


In 1929, Walter Darré, who became the Minister of Agriculture in 1933, published the book Um Blut und Boden. It expatiated on the essential nobility of the Nordic peasant, his blood and the soil he tilled, which Darré thought was especially rich and fruitful. He contrasted the Nordic Aryan peasant with the Jews and the Slavs, who according to the author preferred to lurk in the decaying, decadent city streets. Darré was neither saying anything new nor did he say it in a new way. The mood against towns, against all the complexities of modern industrial civilization, was a part and parcel of German populist philosophy. In the nineteenth century, it had spread especially among school-masters; it struck a chord among the Nazi thinkers: Darré, together with Alfred Rosenberg, gave it currency within their party. They stressed the reasons why the German nation was so particularly privileged, and they succeeded in convincing the party that true Nordic Germans had a special claim to racial superiority.


The drab, pedantic person who, together with his wife, believed in efficiency, thrift and herbal cures, really thought that Rosenberg and Darré made an important and valid point, that it amplified the teachings of Hitler, and that he should dedicate his life to its realization. Goebbels, on the other hand, could not take the low quality intellectual outpourings of Rosenberg and Darré, and mocked them whenever the opportunity arose. The image of the blue-eyed, blond giant of the Nordic myth was too much for the black-haired, dark eyed Rhinelander with a club foot.


Nevertheless, by the outbreak of the war, Himmler had all the means of coercion under his control just as Goebbels controlled the instruments of persuasion. They were complementary, though neither the relative positions of their instruments nor of their masters remained static at any given time. In the Kampfzeit – the period of struggle after World War I until the Machtergriefung when Hitler became the Chancellor in January 1933 – the importance of propaganda was paramount. It helped Hitler to capture power: in the process, the services of Goebbels were indispensable. While Goebbels was helping Hitler to win Berlin and then Germany for the Nazi cause, Himmler was still busy constructing the SS and, with the aid of Reinhardt Heydrich, the SD, the Sicherheitsdienst. The best the SS could do was to create incidents of violence which were then exploited by Nazi propaganda.


It was in 1931 – a year of great importance for Himmler – that the foundations of his later empire were laid. Walter Darré then joined Himmler’s staff to organize the Rasse und Siedlungshauptamt, an office which was set up to establish the racial standards required of good German stock; it was to enquire into extant ethnic groups in Europe which could be claimed for Germany; it was to settle doubts as to the racial status of individuals. In the summer of the same year, Reinhardt Heydrich joined Himmler: his work was to develop the Sicherheitsdienst, the Nazi security service. The year ended with the publication of the famous SS marriage code, which legislated for the racial purity of a fast-growing organization. Thousands of young men were joining the SS in 1931, the darkest year of the world economic crisis.


After January 1933 Goebbels still used propaganda to secure maximum popular support for the Nazi party and then for the Nazi state; but from then on it could be reinforced by the coercive machinery of the state. Propaganda therefore had to find its place as one of the instruments for the maintenance of political power, rather than being the main means of achieving it. Broadcasting, the film industry, publishing of every kind passed under Goebbels’ control, and their administration, as well as the excitement they offered, somewhat distracted him.


After Hitler came to power, Goebbels was free to address himself to propaganda abroad: but here he ran into all kinds of difficulties. Among these were the diplomats, who did not want to relinquish any of their responsibilities; the poverty of Nazi ideology and its restricted, nationalist appeal; the lack of international experience of the Nazi leaders themselves. Nazi propaganda abroad, unless it was directed at German minorities, was mostly ineffective. On the whole, Goebbels and the art of propaganda entered the war relatively weakened. There had also been a crisis in Goebbels’ personal life: he had asked Hitler, in the summer of 1938, to be relieved of his duties. The Minister of Propaganda wanted to divorce his wife, one of the leading Nazi ladies, to marry a young Czech actress, Lida Baarova.


Himmler’s rise, on the other hand was less spectacular. It was steady, slow and somewhat stealthy. In 1933, Himmler became the Chief of Munich police; in that year, he set up the first concentration camp in Dachau. The SS was still nominally a part of the SA, and Ernst Roehm was still the chief of staff of the stormtroopers. On June 30, 1934, during the Night of the Long Knives, Himmler and the SS smashed the power of the SA, on Hitler’s orders. The SS then came directly under Hitler’s command: Himmler thus gained direct access to the Fuehrer. In 1934 he also gained control of the Secret Police of the State of Prussia, the dreaded Gestapo. By 1936, Heinrich Himmler had control of all the police forces in Germany.


The war, we shall have on occasion to see, vastly added to Himmler’s empire; though Goebbels’ powers increased as well during the war, he had to fight hard to find his way back into Hitler’s favour. By skilfully using the German minorities in central and eastern Europe, Nazi propaganda, linked with the party organisation, was able to shatter the established order in that area. But after it had achieved its most impressive victories – in the Rhineland, in Austria and in Czechoslovakia – a certain exhaustion appeared in the Nazi propaganda effort. It was also, in the summer of 1939, pursuing too many objectives: it was becoming diffuse, from having once been ruthlessly concentrated.


Hitler always grasped for any instruments which could underpin and extend his power. For some time before the beginning of the war, he had fixed his attention on the army: in the months before the war, Goebbels and his Ministry had to give much of their time and resources to publicity on behalf of the army. After the outbreak of war the Ministry of Propaganda had to hand over some of its functions to the Abteilung Wehrmachtpropaganda of the OKW, the High Command. Central direction of the press disappeared after the outbreak of the war and the Propaganda Ministry became largely responsible for disseminating the material fed to it by the army. Though propaganda had to move into a subordinate place in the summer of 1939, the territory in which it operated vastly increased. As one country after another fell, Goebbels gradually became responsible for information media in the whole of occupied Europe.


Propaganda, after all, could not win the war for Hitler; nor could it do much to save Germany from defeat. (The peoples of occupied Europe came into direct contact with the realities of German control: their attitudes were formed by this contact rather than by the outpourings of Nazi-controlled propagandists.) But propaganda could try to keep up the morale of the Germans and in this area it scored some notable points. Indeed it may have helped to make the war last longer. It is difficult precisely to assess the morale of a nation, even using the instruments available at the present: opinion polls, audience research and all the other innovations of social science. But the war took place well before the sampling of public opinion was established in Europe as either a game or a science: though samples were taken, they were either primitive and limited, or totally misleading. On the whole, more and probably better information on the attitudes of the Germans in the war has survived in the files of Himmler’s Sicherheitsdienst (SD) than anywhere else: the papers of the Propaganda Ministry were severely depleted towards the end of the war. Nevertheless, both Goebbels and Hitler had very sensitive antennae with regard to popular mood; their actions at any given time – often reactions to the mood of the people – are an extremely good indicator of the movements of the German mass psyche during the war.


It had started badly: on the day of the invasion of Poland, or two days later, when Britain and France came into the war, there were no wild scenes of enthusiasm in Berlin, comparable to August 1914. On September 3, 1939, William Shirer, an American correspondent in Berlin, wrote in his diary: ‘It has been a lovely September day, the sun shining, the air balmy, the sort of day the Berliner loves to spend in the woods or on the lake nearby. I walked in the streets. On the faces of the people astonishment, depression. Until today they have been going about their business pretty much as usual. There were food cards and soap cards and you could not get any petrol and at night it was difficult stumbling around in the blackout. But the war in the east has seemed a bit far away to them – two moonlight nights and not a single Polish plane over Berlin to bring destruction – and the papers saying that German troops have been advancing all along the line, that the Polish airforce has been destroyed. Last night, I heard Germans talking of the ‘Polish thing’ lasting but a few weeks, or months at the most. Few believed that Britain and France would move.’


On the same day, a decree was issued which made listening to foreign broadcasts illegal; and Heydrich instructed the Gestapo on matters of internal security of the state in wartime. Any attempt, Heydrich wrote, to undermine the unity of the people would be severely punished: anyone who was in doubt as to the final outcome of the war was to be arrested. Imprisonment and fear were meant to maintain the morale of the people: arrests were to be followed immediately by interrogation. Defeatism was to be eradicated by admonition, or worse. Here again, other agencies – in this case the Gestapo – were poaching on Goebbels’ preserves. Goebbels himself was unhappy about the war: he said that Hitler would ‘soon listen to his Generals only and it will be very difficult for me.’


Key reports on the war situation were published in the form of communiqués of the Army High Command: in this process the Ministry of Propaganda played only a small part. And as long as victory followed victory, there was no need for a special propaganda effort: the morale of the nation floated on the waves of military success. A security service report of June 24, 1940, confidently asserted that ‘Under the impression of the great political events and under the spell of military success, the whole German nation is displaying an inner unity and a close bond between the front and the homeland which is unprecedented. The soil is no longer fertile for opposition groups. Everyone looks up to the Fuehrer in trust and gratitude, and to his armed forces pressing forward from victory to victory.’


Poland had fallen with the greatest of ease; France was defeated; many of the smaller countries of western Europe were occupied. Plans had been made for the invasion of Britain: but here, the general mood of euphoria was broken. On September 4, 1940 – a year after the outbreak of war – Hitler, in another of his Sportpalast performances, issued a stern warning to the British. ‘If people in England are at the moment highly inquisitive,’ Hitler shrieked at one point, ‘and ask “Well, why doesn’t he come?” I say to them: “Don’t worry, he’s coming!” One shouldn’t go on being so inquisitive.’ But in the first year of the war, the Germans had been spoilt: they had come to expect too much of their leader. Early in October 1940, another security report suggested that large sections of the population did not much appreciate what they read in the press and the radio (was that a thrust of the Sicherheitsdienst aimed at Goebbels?) and that they were impatient about the coming of the ‘big blow’ against Britain.


But the blow against Britain never came, and soon Hitler’s thoughts started turning elsewhere. By December 18, 1940, his directions for the invasion of Russia had been issued; after postponements, the campaign was finally launched on June 22, 1941. Demands of military secrecy had of course ruled out a preparatory campaign; the Nazi-Soviet Pact of 1939 was still in force when the German army crossed the border into the Soviet Union; the operation against Russia was not expected to last long. The propagandists themselves seemed, at first, to have been taken by surprise: they simply repeated Hitler’s arguments on the necessity for action against the Soviet Union, and on the British-Bolshevik conspiracy against Germany.


The first instructions to newspaper editors from the Ministry of Propaganda, on June 22, were therefore hesitant: ‘Unfortunately we had been unable to prepare the German nation, as on previous occasions for the forthcoming decisions: this must now be done by the press. It must provide intelligible reasons, because it is politically educated, and the nation is not. We must make it clear that this (the attack on Russia) does not represent a change. Reporting on Russia was banned for months, so that the press would be spared difficulties during the necessary switch (of policy). Now at last we can speak fairly of hypocrisy, by which the Soviets tried to deceive us for many years. The true feelings, which the German nation instinctively entertains towards Bolshevism, must be freed again. Bolshevism has waited for its hour. We have proof that it would have stabbed us in the back at a suitable moment.’


Four days later, on June 26, 1941, the Sicherheitsdienst reported that the initial state of shock, noticeable especially among the women, which followed the invasion of Russia, lasted only a few hours. After that, ‘as a result of the comprehensive campaign of enlightenment, an attitude of calm and confidence generally spread’. References to Napoleon and the fate of his armies in Russia had been, the SD agents reported, very rare. Nevertheless, ‘The events in the east have injected into the population a new degree of bitterness and hate towards England. They are now again longing for the day on which the attack on the island will at last begin.’ The theory of British-Bolshevik conspiracy did, after all, prove popular.


Whereas popular reaction to the attack on the Soviet Union was swift and strong, the entry of the United States into the war against Germany failed to make a similar impact. The leaders of the Third Reich had learned nothing from the mistakes of their predecessors in World War I: the strategic thinking of the Germans was firmly fixed on Europe, and on the continental landmass; in both wars, the global connections had not much meaning for them. On the occasion of the second entry of America into a European war, an SD report of December 15, 1941, indicated that no-one was very surprised by Germany’s declaration of war on America, and that it simply officially confirmed the status quo. ‘Only among the peasantry were there a very few who reacted with surprise and with a certain anxiety about the addition of another opponent.’


The actions of Hitler did indeed have a certain perversity about them; when attack against one country was frustrated, he turned round and attacked another. The advance on Moscow had run into difficulties and, with it, faith in swift victory through Blitzkrieg; war on America was then declared. Until then Goebbels had been marking time, and busied himself with various projects as best he could. He toured armament factories in the Ruhr; received Japanese youth leaders; founded a prestige magazine for intellectuals; interested himself in the sexual needs of foreign workers in Germany. But then, early in 1942, the interests of the Minister of Propaganda acquired a new sense of direction. Hitler apparently asked him to write a report on the subject of defeatism in high places.


There were signs some time before the Stalingrad defeat that the war was turning sour for the Germans. On April 26, 1942, Hitler spoke to the Reichstag; after the speech, Goering introduced a new bill giving Hitler full executive legislative and judiciary powers. Reports on the reactions of the public to the event which reached the Ministry of Propaganda were not all favourable. The people were asking why Hitler was given plenary powers, and why he had criticised conditions at home so sharply. There was some concern about the military situation; Hitler had spoken of another winter campaign. As far as the mood of the people was concerned, early in the spring of 1942, there was a touch of chill in the air.


On April 28, 1942, Goebbels wrote in his diary that ‘the Fuehrer’s speech represents, as it were, the cry of a drowning man.’ In his public speaking, Goebbels chose a different technique from that of Hitler; from the end of 1942, Goebbels began to conduct a propaganda of deep pessimism. It was modelled on Churchill’s 1940 approach, and was designed to mobilise the total resources of the country. On January 4, 1943, he told the departmental heads of his Ministry: ‘I myself want to see disappear from my mind and the mind of the Ministry the idea that we cannot lose the war. Of course we can lose the war. The war can be lost by people who will not exert themselves; it will be won by those who try hardest. We must not believe fatalistically in certain victory; we must take a positive view.’


Goebbels appealed to the deepest instincts of the nation: to hate and fear, to the need for self-preservation. On November 12, 1942, for instance, he disclosed that, ‘We want our nation to be filled not only with deep love for its community, but also with an infernal hate of all the men and all the forces who attack this community, and who want to destroy it. When somebody objects that this is un-German, then I have to say: an exaggerated objectivity is a fault of the German character.’


An important victory on the eastern front was needed: Stalingrad did not provide it. The defeat was a devastating blow for the morale of the nation. A Sicherheitsdienst report of January 28, 1943, suggested that ‘At the moment the whole nation is deeply shaken by the impression that the fate of the Sixth Army is already sealed and by concern about the further development of the war situation. Among the many questions arising from the changed situation, people ask above all why Stalingrad was not evacuated or relieved and how it was possible, only a few months ago, to describe the military situation as secure . . . Fearing that an unfavourable end of the war is now possible, many compatriots are seriously thinking about the consequences of defeat.’


Goebbels’ second rise to prominence in fact coincided with the fall of the Third Reich. He delivered the ‘total war’ speech in the Berlin Sportpalast on February 18, 1943. He said that the situation reminded him of that of the Kampfzeit, before the Nazis came into power. As before 1933, the Germans were again hard pressed: again there were wounded men in the halls where Goebbels was speaking. ‘Before me sit rows of German wounded from the eastern front who had their arms and legs amputated, men with shattered limbs, men blinded in the war, who had been brought here by their Red Cross nurses, men in the best years of their lives . . .’


A Spartan way of life and a total war effort was Goebbels’ offer to the Germans in the first months of 1943. They were to do the fighting, and the whole of occupied Europe would work for them. Goebbels fully committed himself to postponing Germany’s defeat, and he may well have succeeded in doing so, against many odds. The debits included a desolate, uncaring Hitler; a population which itself was going the same way; defeat after defeat. Goebbels knew that he had been beaten at his own game; that the Nazi monopoly of information, not only in occupied Europe, but in Germany itself, had been broken. On May 25, 1943, he recorded in his diary that ‘There are reports . . . that many people are again listening to foreign radio stations. The reason for this, of course, is our completely obscure news policy which no longer gives people any insight into the war situation. Also, our reticence regarding Stalingrad and the fate there of our missing soldiers naturally leads the families to listen to Bolshevik radio stations, as these always broadcast the names of German soldiers reported as prisoners.’


Though the means of persuasion may have failed Hitler towards the end of the war, Goebbels, the last remaining pillar of the crumbling Nazi order, never did. The means of coercion went on being used until the bitter end, with increasing brutality. Heinrich Himmler, however, made an attempt to sue for peace, before he escaped out of the beleaguered capital. In Hitler’s last testament, we have seen, Himmler was struck out of the list of the heirs of the Fuehrer’s diminishing powers.


Coercion was used, in the Nazi state, both to punish political opposition and to intimidate the people; it had a number of other uses such as, for instance, the provision of a foreign labour force for Germany’s industries. Though Goebbels pursued a more or less unitary information policy in Germany and in the occupied territories, Himmler, on the other hand, offered a number of different security policies. The hand holding the whip was given more freedom of action in eastern than in western Europe. In the East Himmler was not only responsible for the security of the Nazi system; his task was to produce a better and more dominant German race.


He became, in October 1939, ‘Commissioner for Strengthening Germandom’, with responsibility for resettlement in conquered Poland; in 1943, he was appointed the Minister of the Interior. The last desperate levée en masse which Hitler ordered in October 1944, was to be carried out under Himmler’s command. Himmler’s only failure was his bid to extend, early in 1941, the Gestapo’s power over the German courts of justice. Otherwise, Himmler’s control over both criminal and political police had been established already on the outbreak of the war; he was the master of the Schutzstaffel as well as the Reichssicherheitshauptamt, the central Security organisation. Himmler’s SS came to supplement provincial administration: for every Gauleiter in every Gau, there was a high SS leader. Himmler even challenged the monopoly of the army to fight for Germany and of industry to supply Germany’s economy. The Waffen-SS – the armed force of the SS – was formally established in 1940, when it comprised three divisions. By the end of the war, there were 35 Waffen-SS divisions. The concentration camps, for which Himmler was also responsible, developed into a great industrial empire during the war.


On the whole, Hitler allowed or encouraged the expansion of Himmler’s power. The Waffen-SS spiked the army’s guns; but, most important, the SS ran the kind of state Hitler needed. Though the legal system was subservient to the Nazi regime, Hitler needed an organisation which would be free of bureaucratic and other restraints. The SS became such an organisation. Though it was independent of the state, it controlled an important organ of the state: the police, including the Gestapo. The struggle between Himmler and the Minister of the Interior, Frick, which had taken place in the years 1935 and 1936, ended in Himmler’s victory.


The Reichsfuehrer-SS therefore controlled the concentration camps as well as the sources of supply for the camps – the police – and a considerable intelligence network. In 1944, his only rival in the intelligence field, Admiral Canaris, was forced to disband his Abwehr, thus leaving Himmler the sole master of all security and intelligence operations of the Third Reich. At one point, however, Himmler came near to being pushed out of his commanding position. Reinhard Heydrich was made the head of the Reichssicherheitshauptamt. It meant that Heydrich came to control the Gestapo, the Kripo (the criminal police) and the SD, which soon became a state rather than a party organisation. This gave Heydrich direct access to Hitler, and considerable freedom of action. Himmler depended on Heydrich’s judgment and intelligence; he was apparently unable to stand his own ground in Heydrich’s presence.


In September 1941 Heydrich added another office to those he already held: he became the Acting Reich Protector of Bohemia and Moravia. He commuted between Prague and Berlin: the register of telephone calls between Himmler and Heydrich’s offices show the degree of dependence of Himmler on Heydrich. But fate was slowly moving towards Heydrich’s destruction. It was ironical that Himmler himself had given a reference of good character to Paul Thuemmel, a friend of his youth, and a senior officer in the Abwehr based in Prague. Thuemmel was born in Landshut, where Himmler had spent his youth; Himmler knew his parents well and knew Thuemmel as a good Nazi party member. Himmler said so when the Gestapo in Prague started making enquiries about Thuemmel. In fact, Thuemmel had been one of the main contacts for the Czechoslovak intelligence services since before the war; he remained in constant touch with them when they moved to London after the outbreak of the war. It was in London that the decision was made by the Czechoslovak government in exile to assassinate Reinhard Heydrich. On May 27, 1942, two British-trained parachutists fatally injured Heydrich on his way to the airport.


Though Himmler cried when he heard the news of Heydrich’s death, his only serious rival was in fact eliminated. Himmler could go on administering his empire undisturbed, assisted by subservient men. A few months before his death, Heydrich had attended the Wannsee conference on January 20, 1942, which was to make arrangements for the ‘final solution’ of the Jewish problem. There, he had staked his own claims. According to the minutes of the conference, ‘the Chief of the Security Police and the SD, SS Obergruppenfuehrer Heydrich, began by announcing his appointment by the Reichs-Marschall Goering as the agent responsible for the preparation of the final solution of the European Jewish question . . .’


The ‘final solution’ meant the deportation of the Jews to territories in the east and the destruction of those who were unable to contribute to Germany’s war effort. When the war started going badly for the Germans, the Nazi régime asked for far-reaching provisions for tightening their security and for the exploitation of all the resources available to them. Under Adolf Eichmann’s command, Oswald Pohl was in charge of the economic administration of the concentration camps. He was a parsimonious man, and a former paymaster captain in the navy. Photographs of the by-products of mass extermination, including mountains of toothbrushes, shaving brushes, spectacles and dentures, which used to belong to the inmates of the camps, bear witness to the neatness and thrift of Pohl’s administration, where nothing was ever wasted. He was given the impossible task of making starving and weak men and women work efficiently and operate the whole system of expendable labour.


Early in the spring of 1942 concentration camps – apart from the Jews, they contained members of the anti-Nazi opposition from all over Europe – became forced labour camps. The prisoners were either on hire to war production factories, or were employed by the SS in their own industries. Special extermination camps were built, at the same time: Auschwitz, Birkenau, Belsen, Treblinka. Before the war, the number of detainees – they were members of the German opposition to Hitler – were not above 10,000; in 1939, 25,000 prisoners were being held in the concentration camps and some 100,000 in 1940. On April 30, 1942 the Chief of the SS Office, Economics and Administration, reported that:


‘1’ At the outbreak of the war there existed the following concentration camps:






	

(a) Dachau




	

1939




	

4000 prisoners,


today 8000









	

(b) Sachsenhausen




	

1939




	

6500 prisoners,


today 10,000









	

(c) Buchenwald




	

1939




	

5300 prisoners,


today 9000









	

(d) Mauthausen




	

1939




	

1500 prisoners,


today 5500









	

(e) Flossemburg




	

1939




	

1600 prisoners,


today 4700









	

(f) Ravensbrück




	

1939




	

2500 prisoners,


today 7500










‘2. In the years 1940 to 1942, nine further camps were erected: (a) Auschwitz, (b) Neuengamme, (c) Güsen, (d) Natzweiler, (e) Gross Rosen, (f) Lublin, (g) Niederhagen, (h) Shutthof, (i) Arbeitsdorf.’


Though the formal acceptance of genocide by the Nazi party did not take place before 1941, when it was very closely linked in the mind of Heinrich Himmler with the invasion of Russia, the SS had started gaining its experience with mass murder in 1939. In October that year, Himmler was requested by Hitler to assist in a euthanasia programme for the mentally sick. Two years later, some 60,000 patients in mental asylums throughout Germany had been killed. In August 1941 the experiment was stopped after protests, especially from the churches. In any case, another similar programme was then beginning, this time in the occupied territories in Russia.


Himmler and the SS were to look after ‘political’ and security administration of the occupied territories in the east and they did so with the assistance of special units, the Einsatzgruppen. Otto Ohlendorf, who was in charge of such a group, made the following sworn statement: ‘In June 1941, I was appointed by Heinrich Himmler to lead one of the special action groups which were then being formed to accompany the German armies in the Russian campaign . . . Himmler stated that an important part of our task consisted in the extermination of Jews – women, men and children – and of communist functionaries . . . When the German army invaded Russia I was leader of Action Group D in the Southern Sector . . . it liquidated approximately 90,000 men, women and children.’


In November 1945, at the trial of the Nazi war criminals at Nuremburg, the indictment gave the figure of 5,700,000 Jewish victims. Though the figure has been subsequently questioned, it is certain that at least five million Jews were murdered by the SS in the course of the ‘final solution’. Again, at Nuremburg, the French prosecution gave the figure of the number of hostages taken from the civilian population and shot by the Germans in revenge for attacks on the occupation forces: the figure was 26,660. In the Soviet Union, at least seven million civilians were killed during the war. It has been impossible to estimate the exact figure of the losses suffered by the civilian population of Europe at the hands of Himmler and his assistants in murder.


Nevertheless, in the mind of Himmler, administration of death and the preservation of life, in the manipulative way of the live-stock breeder, went hand in hand. When the Jews started being evicted from Poland, and Himmler’s SS doctors embarked on the euthanasia programme, Himmler issued the Lebensborn decree on October 28, 1939, in the belief that ‘every war is a drain on the best blood . . . Beyond the bounds of bourgeois laws and customs it will now become the general task, even outside the marriage bond, for German women and girls of good blood, not in frivolity but in deep moral earnestness, to become mothers of children of soldiers going to war . . .’ On the one hand, Himmler pledged himself and the SS to look after all children of pure blood, legitimate or bastards, whose fathers died fighting; on the other hand, he ordered the hanging of a Polish farm labourer who had had sexual relations with a German woman.


The Lebensborn decree had, however, to be supplemented. On January 30, 1940, Himmler had to correct misunderstandings which the decree had given rise to: ‘The worst misunderstanding concerns the paragraph which reads: “Beyond the limits of bourgeois laws and conventions . . .” According to this, as some people misunderstand it, SS men are encouraged to approach the wives of serving soldiers. However incomprehensible such ideas may be to us, we must discuss it. What do those who spread or repeat such opinions think of German women? Even if in a nation of 82 million people some man should approach a married woman from dishonourable motives or human weakness, two parties are needed for seduction . . .’


Finally, on August 15, 1942, the ‘SS Order to Last Sons’ was issued:


‘1. As last sons you have been withdrawn from the frontline by the Fuehrer’s orders. This step has been taken because nation and state have an interest in your families not dying out.


‘2. It has never been the way of SS men to accept fate and not to contribute anything to change it. It is your duty to ensure as quickly as possible by producing children of good blood that you are no longer last sons.


‘3. Endeavour to guarantee in one year the survival of your ancestors and your families so that you may be available once again to fight in the frontline.’


The Lebensborn and subsequent orders did not unfortunately make Himmler the laughing-stock of the Third Reich. He continued to be obeyed and feared; breeding, race, and associated subjects continued to add ideological zeal to his actions. The ideology of pure race justified the breeding as well as the killing.


When in October 1939 Hitler appointed Himmler Reich Commissioner for Strengthening Germandom his first function was to replace Jews and Poles in the eastern provinces, annexed by Germany, by German settlers. Himmler was able to establish his own administration in the occupied territories, and put his theories into practice. On February 6, 1940, General Blaskowitz, commander of the Ober-Ost region in former Poland, and by no means a hard opponent of Hitler’s regime, wrote that: ‘It is misguided to slaughter tens of thousands of Jews and Poles as is happening at present; because, in view of the huge population, neither the concept of the Polish state nor the Jews will be eliminated by doing so. On the contrary, the way in which this slaughter is carried out is causing great damage; it is complicating the problems and making them more dangerous . . .’


The war in eastern Europe opened up new vistas before Himmler and the SS: in an address to SS leaders, Himmler laid down the guidelines for their behaviour in Slav Europe: ‘One basic principle must be the absolute rule for the SS man: we must be honest, decent, loyal, comradely to members of our own blood and to nobody else. What happens to a Russian or to a Czech does not interest me in the slightest. What the nations can offer in the way of good blood of our type we will take, if necessary by kidnapping their children and raising them here with us . . . Whether 10,000 Russian females fall down from exhaustion while digging an anti-tank ditch interests me only insofar as the anti-tank ditch for Germany is finished . . . We Germans, who are the only people in the world who have a decent attitude towards animals, will also assume a decent attitude towards the human animals . . .’


Himmler echoed the sentiment, which was expressed in Hitler’s ‘order of the day’ of October 2, 1941: ‘this enemy does not consist of soldiers but to a large degree only of beasts’. Hitler had been making a sharp distinction between the war in the west and in the east: when he talked, for instance, to the Commanders-in-Chief of the Armed Forces on ideological warfare a few months before the launching of the campaign against Russia, he described the forthcoming invasion as ‘a struggle between two Weltanschaungen’. Hitler described Bolshevism as the equivalent of social delinquency; the war as a ‘war of extermination’. Bolshevik Commissars and the Communist intelligentsia had to be destroyed: ‘In the east toughness now means mildness for the future’, Hitler explained to his senior Commanders.


Acute antisemitism and weird racial theories had been Hitler’s gift to the Nazi movement from the early days of their association; now, when enormous tracts of territories in the east were under German occupation, eccentric theories were being translated into an appalling practice. Himmler, as we have seen, had come to his disastrous conclusions in the domain of racial theory before Hitler and the Nazi movement came to power; during the war, Himmler was responsible for administering the practice of terror.


The directive on the administration of the ‘final solution’ of the Jewish problem, or on the activities of the Einsatzgruppen in Russia, of course remained largely hidden from public view during the war; the criminality of the regime was known chiefly to those who were taking a part in the crime. It was however reflected in the ideological propaganda during the war. Though Goebbels tended to mock Rosenberg and other theorists of race, the theme concerning the subhumanity of the enemy in the east – of the Slav Untermensch – was pushed hard by the Nazi propagandists. Photographs of Red Army prisoners of war were constantly appearing in German newspapers, on posters, in newsreels. They usually contrasted with clean-cut, clean-shaven defenders of western civilisation: the threat from the east was there, for everyone to see.


There were, however, indications that Goebbels was trying to revise the intellectual standards of Nazism. It had long been an anti-intellectual movement: the capture of the masses, the lowest common denominator, and how to appeal to it, were its main concerns. On May 26, 1940, the first number of Das Reich appeared in Berlin, under Goebbels’ sponsorship. It was intended to appeal to the denkende Nazis – to the thoughtful, if not intellectual, members of the movement. In terms of quality journalism, this was as far as Goebbels and the Nazi journalists ever got: it presents a record of their ideas and of their ambitions. The ideas expressed in Das Reich were firmly based in the belief of Germany’s military supremacy. In the early days of the newspaper, the Germanic Empire was seen as holding sway in the north of Europe, while in the south scope was allowed for the Roman Empire of Mussolini. Europe – the Nazis found it rather difficult to fit France into their scheme – was to be a self-contained economic unit, run on national-socialist lines, capable of resisting blockade and breaking the supremacy of Great Britain.


Until the summer of 1941, however, the Europe of Nazi propaganda had been an elusive image with most of its outlines rather blurred. The campaign against Russia brought the image of Festung Europa into a sharper focus: the German press was instructed, for instance, a week after the invasion, that ‘Reports from the whole world make it apparent that a rising of the whole of Europe against Bolshevism can be noted . . . Europe marches against the common enemy in a unique solidarity, and it rises, as it were, against the oppressors of all human culture and civilisation. This hour of birth of the new Europe is being accomplished without any demand or pressure from the German side . . .’


Almost all European peoples in fact took some military part in the Russian campaign – Finnish, Hungarian, Slovak and Romanian units were later joined by volunteers from Spain, Belgium, France, Holland and Norway. However insignificant the participation of these groups in Germany’s war effort was, the whole of Europe was represented, by Nazi propagandists, as defending itself against the threat of Judeo-Bolshevismus. The Jews, who supposedly manipulated the Soviet states, were also described as the ‘cement of the alliance between Soviet Russia and the Western Powers.’ Somehow, all the ideological lunacies which the Nazis had been, for a long time, gathering from various corners of the European mind, started clicking into place for them in the summer of 1941.


Soon, there was to be an empire in the east; soon, the Germans were to be racially pure and therefore unbeatable; the apartheid lines between the Germans on the one hand and the Jews and the Slavs on the other, could now be firmly drawn. The master race was about to prevail: in Europe first, and then in the world. It is impossible to tell how many people really believed in the ideals which were held before them by their Nazi rulers. Military success and then military disaster were the hard currency of propaganda. In the end, it mattered little who believed in Nazi ideology. The master race came to fail Hitler, and he was no longer interested in its fate.





THE ECONOMY


From the day that Hitler came to power at the end of January 1933 there was never a time when the economy of the Third Reich was not being directed towards war. Rearmament, by reflating the economy, helped in the solution of some of the immediate problems, such as unemployment; but from the start it was pursued for its own sake. It was to provide the solid base for Hitler’s foreign policy, which, to paraphrase a favourite Nazi slogan, was to restore the unity and honour of the Reich.


This fundamental aim took precedence even over important elements of Nazi ideology, which before 1933 had proclaimed the intention of the NSDAP to promote the business interests of the small man and the growth of a rural population of peasants and small farmers. Instead, as rearmament got under way, big business flourished, the cities grew and the flight from the land continued. Rearmament, indeed, provided the cement for the uneasy alliance between the NSDAP, big business and the army, which marked the first three or four years of Hitler’s reign. Big business made high profits and held down wages; the army expanded and officers enjoyed opportunities for advancement that had not existed since 1919. In 1934 Hitler conciliated their convergent interests by cutting down Roehm, Strasser and others who might have promoted ‘the second revolution’ at the expense of the traditional elitist elements.


Hitler was only biding his time. By 1935 the unstable triumvirate was beginning to give way under the economic pressures set up by the furious tempo of rearmament, upon which Hitler insisted, and his indifference to the sound economic arguments advanced by Schacht, who in 1934 became Minister of Economics, and Goerdler, who shortly afterwards took over the unenviable function of controlling prices. The core of the problem, which even Schacht’s ingenuity could not overcome, lay, as in World War I, in Germany’s lack of the raw materials necessary for carrying on war. In 1939 the Reich was dependent upon external suppliers for 45 percent or more of its vital requirements of iron ore and scrap, oil, rubber, lead, copper, chrome, tin, nickel and bauxite; imported supplies of the four last-mentioned accounted for over 90 percent of German needs. Imports of these and other commodities, even though Hitler set his face against stock-piling on the scale requested by the army, imposed an intolerable strain on foreign exchange reserves. The balance of payments could have been eased if Hitler had slowed the pace of rearmament and (as in West Germany after World War II) orientated the economy towards exports; but except during the period of profitable trading relations with the USSR from 1939 to 1941 Hitler’s mind always rejected strength through production and exchange in favour of strength through conquest, which in the end destroyed his co-existence with Stalin.


The first major domestic crisis was precipitated in 1935 by a poor harvest, which necessitated use of scarce foreign currency in order to buy grain abroad. The army proposed food rationing, but Hitler refused and in this was strongly supported by his Gauleiters (regional leaders); the Nazi dictatorship was designed, so far as possible, to be a popular dictatorship. Even after the outbreak of war, when the coercive power of the regime had been immensely increased, Hitler never forgot that in 1918 it had been the home front that had succumbed in the face of growing privation and (according to the legend of the ‘stab in the back’, in which the NSDAP passionately believed) had betrayed the front-line soldiers. Hitler rejected not only the army’s proposal, but also Schacht’s recommendation in favour of diverting a greater proportion of resources into exports; insisting on the absolute priority of rearmament, he appointed Goering in 1936 as Plenipotentiary for the Four Year Plan, instructing him that within four years the army and the national economy must be ready for war. In the event a bare three years elapsed before the invasion of Poland.


Goering’s magic formula was autarky; discarding the industrialists’ traditional preference for buying in the cheapest market, whether foreign or domestic, he accepted the arguments advanced by I. G. Farben in favour of heavy investment in home production of synthetic oil, aviation spirit and rubber (Buna). Ignoring the opposition of Ruhr magnates, who declined to cooperate, he also set up a state-owned corporation to extract low-grade domestic ores. In each case the overriding argument was that the Reich would achieve a greater degree of independence from foreign suppliers, as well as saving foreign exchange. By this time the NSDAP was flexing its muscles and the Corporation Law of 1937 was a clear indication that big business was expected to toe the line. Cartels and price-fixing had largely eliminated free competition; the state had become the principal investor and virtually controlled the capital market. Before war broke out, the Third Reich had ceased to be capitalist, in the accepted sense, but had not yet achieved a planned economy; the war forced it to move further in that direction.


Whilst the NSDAP, which now dominated the state, was acquiring a measure of control over big business, Hitler moved to decapitate the third element in the original partnership, namely the army. Late in 1937 he had allowed Blomberg, his War Minister, and Fritsch, the Commander-in-Chief of the army, to catch a glimpse of the full scope of his restless ambition. Neither General displayed any liking for what he saw and early in the following year both were removed as a result of sordid manoeuvres involving Goering and the SS. In the autumn of 1938 General Beck, the army Chief of Staff, appalled by Hitler’s aggressive designs against Czechoslovakia, also tendered his resignation. With the concurrent expansion of the military units of the SS (Waffen-SS) it became apparent that the chasse gardée of military privilege was no longer secure. In due course the army was to lose its cherished right over procuring raw materials and allocating armament contracts.


The Prussian tradition had been that the General Staff was responsible for procurement and production for the Armed Forces. So little foresight had been shown at the beginning of World War I, that the Generals had had to avail themselves of the services of Jewish industrialist, Walther Rathenau, in order to remedy their short-comings. Nonetheless, the system had the merit of imposing a single channel and eliminating competitive bidding for scarce resources and skilled labour. In 1933, however, Goering asserted his independence, insisting that the speedy expansion of the Luftwaffe could only be assured if it entered the market directly to supply its needs. The Navy then followed suit, as did, in due course, the Waffen-SS. This system – or rather lack of one – was recognised in 1935 by the Reich Defence Law, which provided that the Wehrmacht (Armed Forces) should remain in time of war responsible for their own equipment.


Some degree of coordination could still have been imposed, if the Services had been subjected to civilian financial control, as would have been normal in a constitutional state. But the Third Reich reversed normal practice; each branch of the Forces, after appealing, if it thought it necessary, to Hitler for special treatment, presented its requests entirely to the Ministry of Finance, which then had to adjust taxation and credit policy, as far as possible, in order to cover the aggregate demand on national resources. Such chaotic procedures could not have continued indefinitely without leading to disaster; but disaster was progressively deferred by Hitler’s conquests, which replenished the barrel before the danger level was reached. When war broke out, there was still no systematic allocation of raw materials to meet competing demands, though Hitler from time to time decreed priority for certain sectors of the armaments industry.


The lack of coordination was exacerbated by the fact that by 1938 the Reich Cabinet had ceased to meet. A Defence Council had been set up, of which Hitler was nominal Chairman with Goering as his deputy; but this, too, soon ceased to meet and in any case never attempted to exercise control over arms production and distribution. Nor did a Combined Chiefs of Staff Committee come into existence. The defects of this vacuum at the heart of the military machine were aggravated by an unresolved conflict between the Fuehrer and his military planners about the strategic aims of the resurgent Reich and the means of achieving them. It was Hitler’s belief that hegemony in Europe, as a first step to world power, could be won by successively isolating his opponents and defeating them singly in a series of short, sharp wars. Since each of those wars would make significantly different demands upon the Wehrmacht as a whole, it followed that the armaments industry had to be flexible, so that manpower and resources could be switched from one sector of production to another to meet changing strategic requirements. This concept, to which the designation Blitzkrieg was given (though not by Hitler), was predicated upon armament in breadth; in Hitler’s eyes it had the added merit of imposing less strain on the consumer sector of production; the army were to have their guns and the people their butter.


This seemed altogether too optimistic to most of the military planners and especially to General Georg Thomas, who was their principal economic expert from 1934 to 1942, when Hitler silenced his Cassandra-like voice by removing him from his post. Thomas did not believe that Hitler could avoid a confrontation with a coalition of major powers, nor that in a long war of attrition, as World War I had proved to be, the Reich could be defended without the full mobilisation of its human and economic potential. This meant austerity on the home front and armament in depth with adequate stock-piling and investment in the railways and other parts of the military infrastructure. Thomas lamented that ‘Hitler shut his eyes to the need for fixed, long-range planning . . .’ It seemed to him (as it has since seemed to some historians) that Hitler’s moves were opportunistic and lacked any inner cohesion. This was to underestimate Hitler’s discernment; he had seen from the outset that, as he put it, there was no solidarity in Europe, so that he could divide his opponents. He had also sufficient grasp of modern military technology to know that, whilst the Wehrmacht’s equipment was one jump ahead of that of its enemies, they could be eliminated in quick, mobile wars, before they could apply the lessons of defeat. At first his judgment was brilliantly vindicated; Austria and Czechoslovakia fell to him without a struggle and he was able to add their undamaged resources to those of the Reich. In the autumn of 1939 he added Poland to the list, whilst the Anglo-French forces remained inactive behind their fortifications. Early in 1940 Denmark, Norway, the Low Countries and France were also subdued and became available for economic exploitation.


The machine had been creaking even whilst Hitler was achieving these great successes. The invasion of Poland, brief as it was, led to a munitions crisis; instead of taking steps to rationalise production, Hitler adopted his usual expedient of appointing a Party man to get things done. His choice fell upon Fritz Todt, who had made his name building the strategic roads of the Third Reich and in 1938 had been put in charge of construction of the West Wall, taking over from the army which, in Hitler’s opinion, lacked a proper sense of urgency. For this purpose Todt set up on para-military lines the Organisation Todt, which Albert Speer inherited. Todt’s powers were circumscribed by the fact that Goering, being in charge of the Four Year Plan, was his superior, as well as being the worst offender in the scramble for scarce resources. Although the Wehrmacht was not obliged to place orders with industry through Todt, he managed to impose some economies on them and in March 1940 Hitler made him Minister for Armaments and Munitions. This was the first step towards taking away from the soldiers the right to control their equipment. Todt began the process, which was later greatly extended by Speer, of giving industry and its technical experts a greater share of responsibility for weapon design and development. A Munitions Committee was set up and underpinned by special committees in the various sectors of the armaments industry; this not only tightened links with factory managements, but forced the Services to place their orders with the most efficient firms. Although the latter continued to make substantial profits, their voracity was restrained by ‘fixed price’ contracts. The state was at last beginning to dominate both big business and the economic operations of the Wehrmacht.


In July 1940, when Hitler’s power was at its height, he was turning over in his mind the alternatives of invading England or invading the USSR. The very fact that he was able to contemplate these alternatives appeared to vindicate the concept of Blitzkrieg and armament in breadth; but by September it was clear to him that deficiencies in Navy and Luftwaffe denied sea-borne invasion an even chance of success and his intention to embark on ‘Barbarossa’ against the USSR became fixed. Hitler and many of his Generals had grown so over-confident that the military problems of following Napoleon’s footsteps in the snow did not greatly worry them; but Thomas and others had serious misgivings about the economic implications, since German industry was heavily dependent on the supply of Russian raw materials and on the transit trade, which was also assured by the Russo-German economic agreements of September 1939 and January 1941. In 1940, for example, over 600,000 tons of the total mineral oil imported by the Reich came from the USSR, as compared with one million tons from Romania, Germany’s other main supplier. In the long term, therefore, the success of Hitler’s new venture would turn on his securing the oil wells of the distant Caucasus before these could be destroyed. The immense expanse to be covered by the advancing Wehrmacht would also impose great strain on transport, especially as the gauge of the Russian railways differed from the German.


Against these economic counter-arguments, Hitler could point to the vast war booty won by his campaigns and the productive resources of the conquered countries. It is easy to underestimate these, if only because, after the defeat of Nazi Germany, those who collaborated were either silenced, or chose to remain silent; historians and writers of memoirs have therefore tended to concentrate on the resistance to Hitler in occupied Europe. It must in all candour be said that, until 1942 at earliest, apart from scattered and gallant acts of defiance, resistance in Europe did not amount to much. It is true that in occupied France, for example, there was a marked decline in production between 1940 and 1941; but this was mainly because Germany was exploiting the territory by deporting labour, fixing a fictitious exchange rate and imposing massive occupation costs, as well as keeping France short of iron, coal and oil. Later, the French aircraft industry was brought into the Luftwaffe’s production programme and, after the Anglo-American bombing offensive on the Reich had begun to bite, the Germans attempted to increase textile production in France, in order to enable factories in Germany to concentrate on arms and munitions.


The only countries in which virtually no economic collaboration took place were Poland and Yugoslavia (apart from Croatia, where a puppet dictatorship was set up). In Poland the Nazis sought no collaboration, though they impressed slave labour. In Yugoslavia the case was different; Hitler had not at first intended to invade the country, which provided German industry with significant proportions of its intake of tin, lead, copper, aluminium, bauxite and antimony. He reversed this prudent policy after the coup of March 27, 1941, removed the Germanophile Regent and his Government. By April 13 Belgrade was in his hands; but the Bor copper mines were sabotaged and partisan movements, though often in conflict with one another, soon began to interfere with the production that the Reich required. In most other countries serious sabotage only started after Hitler’s invasion of Russia, when Communists in occupied Europe, most of whom had observed the Comintern’s instruction to promote the aims of Stalin’s pact with Hitler, at last turned against the latter and became the hard core of resistance in industry. Resistance movements were a sensitive barometer of fluctuating German fortunes and, after the Soviet recapture of Stalingrad in January 1943, the ranks of the various movements were swelled by the prospect of the ultimate triumph of the anti-Hitler coalition.


Hitler, if indeed he foresaw how ‘Barbarossa’ would aggravate the problem of European security, would have discounted it, because the invasion, which began on June 22, 1941, and incomprehensibly took Stalin by surprise, was confidently expected to end victoriously within a few months. Instead, the bitter Russian winter found the Wehrmacht in December still outside the defences of Moscow and Leningrad. Failure to arm in depth worsened their plight; too little warm clothing was available; even if it had been, the railways could not have moved it to the front. Transport deficiencies deprived some factories of coke and coal; others were short of electricity. Blitzkrieg had failed and Hitler, with a war of attrition on his hands, was at last forced to take the measures he had so long deferred; the first decrees were issued restricting production of consumer goods and rationalising arms production. The chief beneficiary was not Thomas, whose earlier warnings were resented, nor Todt, who was killed in an air crash early in February 1942, but Speer, who succeeded him.


The achievements of Speer, though he shared in Germany’s defeat, deserve comparison with those of Carnot, l’organisateur de la victoire. Speer, who was only 36 when he was called upon to fill one of the most vital posts in the Reich, had been Hitler’s architect and his personal link with the Fuehrer remained the foundation of his power until 1944, when it began to weaken. He was more fortunate than his predecessor in that by 1942 Goering was a spent force; but he had to contend with the growing hostility of Himmler, Bormann and most of the Gauleiters, who, as Reich Defence Commissioners, were well placed to set regional and Party interests against the national need for efficiency and austerity. Nevertheless, there was still so much slack in the economy after nearly two-and-a-half years of war that striking increases in war production were recorded. Taking production for January-February 1942 as 100, a rise of 53 percent had been achieved by July of that year; 229 percent by July 1943 and 322 percent by July 1944. It was what Speer designated in a speech in the last-mentioned month as ‘This armaments miracle’.


Speer soon absorbed Thomas’ department of the Wehrmacht High Command (OKW) and was then in a stronger position to co-ordinate the demands of all three Services. Partly through his good relations with Field-Marshal Milch of the Luftwaffe and Admiral Doenitz, who in 1943 replaced Raeder as Commander-in-Chief of the Navy, Speer restricted the independence of these two Services. He chaired a Committee of Three, including Milch and Paul Koerner, representing the Four Year Plan, which allocated raw materials. As pressure on manpower grew, he also used his authority to prevent the Services from calling up skilled men from vital industries.


Speer never achieved the same control over manpower that he had over industry; in March 1942 Hitler appointed a senior Gauleiter, Fritz Sauckel, to be Plenipotentiary for Labour. This division of authority, however inefficient, almost certainly saved Speer at Nuremberg from the death sentence meted out to Sauckel. Sauckel press-ganged labour all over occupied Europe and doled it out at exiguous wages to such firms as Krupp and I. G. Farben. Workers from Poland and Russia were the worst treated; a German witness, giving evidence at Nuremberg about Krupp’s camps, observed, ‘The food for Eastern workers was completely inadequate. They received 1,000 calories less per day than the minimum for Germans . . .’ Whilst imported labour was being exploited in this way, it was not until 1943 that any serious attempt was made to use German female labour; indeed between 1939 and 1941 the number of women in employment actually fell.


The worst exploitation of labour occurred within the economic enclave operated by the SS. The idea of using the labour in concentration camps to enrich the SS and enable it to achieve financial independence from the state originated with Theodor Eicke, who in 1934 became Inspector-General of Camps, as well as Chief of the Death’s Head units, which guarded them. It was a major factor in ensuring an ever-growing camp population at a time when political dissidence, except within the army, had ceased to represent a threat to the regime. In 1939 the various camps had about 25,000 inmates, but the war greatly increased the number, on account of Himmler’s assumption of control over subject populations in the East. In 1940 the numerous SS firms employing slave labour were organised in a trust under Oswald Pohl, Chief of the Main Office of SS Economic Administration. The largest of the component firms, the German Earth and Stone Works (DEST), branched out into arms production and by 1944 was even producing aircraft. DEST, like other SS operations, entirely escaped Speer’s attempts at co-ordination. Their use of labour was notoriously inefficient, as well as offending against every canon of humanity.


Hitler’s belated recognition of the implications of a war of attrition faltered in the summer of 1942; but the disaster of Stalingrad fortified his resolve. Speer found an ally in Joseph Goebbels and in mid-January 1943 Hitler signed a decree for the direction of women into war work and the combing out of able-bodied males, many of them holding posts in the massive bureaucracy of the NSDAP. In mid-February 1943 Goebbels hurled at his carefully selected audience in the Sports palace in Berlin his famous rhetorical question: ‘Is it total war you want?’ There came back the answering roar of well rehearsed assent; but it came too late. By May 1944 nearly 3.3 million men were dead, missing or maimed; sullen foreign labour could not replace them, whatever means of coercion were used. In July 1944 Goebbels was made Plenipotentiary for Total War and at once clashed with Speer: were men to be withdrawn from the Wehrmacht to produce arms, as Speer wished, or withdrawn from industry to fight, as Goebbels insisted? The dilemma underlined the fact that the war was lost. Goebbels got his way and in October 1944 the Home Guard (Volkssturm) was created; but by then it did not matter.


If lack of manpower played an important part in Germany’s defeat, so too did the strategic bombing of the British and American Air Forces, which were able to exploit three fatal defects in the defence of the Reich. First, too much vital production was located in the Ruhr and the attempt to disperse it, or bury it underground, was left too late. Secondly, Hitler and Goering, in their savage determination to trade atrocity for atrocity, insisted until early in 1944 on maintaining bomber production, long after Speer and Milch had been pleading on military and economic grounds for concentration on fighters. Thirdly, Hitler’s misplaced hopes of a short war led to neglect of research, which was not reversed until February 1941; crucial innovations, such as jet-propelled fighters and rocket-projection (V2), came just too late.


In spite of these errors and a tonnage of Anglo-American bombs rising from 200,000 in 1942 to five times that weight in 1943, war production in Germany continued to rise steeply until mid-1944. Moreover, the belief of Marshal of the RAF Sir Arthur Harris that persistent bombing of German cities would destroy morale proved unfounded; the Germans, in contrast to 1918, fought to the end. The increase in production in 1944 was partly due to a switch to mass production of standardised weapons, instead of an attempt to maintain the qualitative superiority, on which Hitler had earlier insisted; but on any terms it was an astonishing achievement. An authoritative view, expressed after post-war research, was that, ‘until the last six months of war the (German) army was never critically short of weapons or shells’. On the other hand, when the U.S. Eighth Air Force concentrated after May 1944 on German oil production, it soon reduced the mobility of the Wehrmacht; indeed shortage of aviation spirit in July 1944 came close to grounding the Luftwaffe and inhibited training of pilots. By that date the diminishing area of Europe over which the Reich exercised control was in any case fatally restricting Hitler’s capacity to wage war.


As far as the war effort within the Reich itself is concerned, Speer has expressed the view that by 1944 armaments production had reached the maximum level that could be expected of a nation of 70 million people; that this proved inadequate to stave off defeat was due, in his opinion, to the fact that Germany confronted a hostile coalition of far greater economic potential. To this fact was attributable Anglo-American domination of the skies over the dying Reich, bringing with it the constant interruption of production, which we have already discussed. To this fact was attributable also the defeats and withdrawals before the Red Army on the Eastern front with the loss of weapons, munitions and vehicles on a scale that could no longer be made good by replacement. Speer concludes, however, that there was another factor determining the German collapse, which could only be ascribed to mistaken policies: ‘In the years 1940 and 1941 the chance was lost to develop more efficient weapons; the precipitate introduction after 1942 of new systems of production necessarily caused technical setbacks.’


Therefore, as another captive Nazi leader wrote at Nuremberg, all questions from every side always lead back to Hitler. It was he who at the end of 1939, when the first munitions crisis led to an investigation, remarked that, ‘he had no interest in what could be produced after October 1941’. It was he who in the autumn of 1940 decided to invade the USSR before Britain had been defeated. It was he who believed that the USSR could be crushed during the summer and early autumn of 1941 before the latent threat of United States intervention could materialise. It was these misjudgments that proved fatal to the German war effort; they could not be rectified by the organising ability of Speer, nor by the pertinacity and endurance of the German soldier and worker.


These circumstances give a special poignancy to the struggle that developed in the latter part of 1944 between Speer and his Fuehrer over the latter’s ‘scorched earth’ policy. Speer, who was prepared privately to admit, at least by August 1944, that the war was lost, wished to preserve enough plant and equipment to permit the survival of the German people. In this endeavour he was backed by the industrialists themselves and even by certain Gauleiters, such as Karl Kaufmann of Hamburg. But Hitler, who was, of course, seconded by Bormann, had lost faith in his people even before they lost faith in him; he was no longer interested in their survival once his own power was broken and his evil career at an end. For nearly six months Speer devised ways of circumventing Hitler’s vicious orders. When in mid-March 1945 the confrontation finally occurred between the two former friends, Hitler bitterly informed his Minister: ‘If the war is to be lost, the nation also will perish. This fate is inevitable. There is no need to consider the basis even of a most primitive existence any longer. On the contrary it is better to destroy even that and to destroy it ourselves. The nation has proved itself weak, and the future belongs to the stronger Eastern nation.’


Hitler’s Viking funeral, which followed his suicide on April 30, 1945, was consummated with 180 litres of scarce petrol, which had with difficulty been collected in the area of the besieged Chancellery in Berlin. Three days later a message recorded by Speer was broadcast, appealing to the German people in their own interests to produce food, repair communications and keep famine at bay. It was a message of hope, marking the end of Nazi nihilism. It opened the way for a new era, in which the creative and productive capacities of the German people could again be employed in the cause of prosperity and peace.





DAS HEER


When the terms of the Treaty of Versailles were presented for Germany’s acceptance in 1919, the victorious powers intended that never again must Germany have an army capable of waging an aggressive war. The maximum strength of the postwar German Army – the Reichswehr – was not to exceed 100,000 men: ten divisions, three of them cavalry and seven infantry. It could not recruit or, much more important, train, by conscription. It must have no heavy guns or tanks. Nor must it import any weapons at all.


But the Treaty could not prevent the wide acceptance of the legend that the defeat of 1918 had not been the fault of the German Army, nor dispel pride in the achievements of that Army between 1914 and 1918. Such anger that did flare out against the Army after the Armistice of 1918 – soldiers and officers being insulted or beaten up for the uniform they wore – belonged to the immediate period of angry disillusionment between 1918 and 1920. The General Staff of the Army survived; and under the direction of Colonel-General Hans von Seeckt the Reichswehr began a period of consolidation and training.


The officers and men of the ‘hundred thousand army’ were taught to regard themselves as professionals – a hardcore force of experts, a functioning nucleus working for the future. Almost right from the signing of the Treaty the restrictions of Versailles were quietly and successfully broken. Shooting clubs trained the young civilians in marksmanship. Demobilisation and welfare departments kept the organs of mobilisation alive. And officers were sent on official visits to other countries to keep abreast with the latest military techniques. Perhaps the most important of the latter were the visits made by German ‘tank enthusiast’ officers such as Heinz Guderian to the Soviet tank training centre at Kazan in Russia.


A typical example of how Germany infringed the weapons restrictions may be given. In the 1920s, a team of designers from Krupp were attached to the Bofors gun company in Sweden. They came back in 1931 with the working design for one of the most famous German weapons of 1939-45: the 88mm anti-aircraft gun, renowned for its devastating punch in the anti-tank role.


But the most influential long-term result of the Reichswehr period was the training of an ‘army of leaders’. This marked a growing swing away from the old rigidity of Junker discipline in the Imperial German Army. It was generally agreed that a new type of fighting man was needed: a soldier who could think for himself. An Army Psychology Research Institute was set up in 1920 with a staff of seven professional psychologists. They had an uphill task in convincing ‘old guard’ soldiers that their newfangled doctrines were worthy of respect. But the atmosphere remained one of experimentation; and German Army Training Directions for 1931 announced that ‘the individual soldier must be educated so that he is able to accomplish his tasks in battle even if left to himself. He must know that he alone is responsible for his acts and failures’. Leadership training moved up to rank with the foremost priorities and psychological criteria were applied to Army Selection Committees. Candidates for Army service before the reintroduction of conscription in 1935 were given rigorous testing in groups of four or five, scrutinised by three psychologists, a medical officer and an Army colonel. The average yearly number of candidates examined on the eve of Hitler’s accession to power was in the region of 2500.


Yet there was plenty of resistance to the new ideas. An obvious one was traditional ‘class prejudice’ against excessive promotion from the ranks. Worst of all was the ‘cavalry mentality’, which is perhaps the least of the criticisms normally levelled at the German Army. Whether or not massed tanks would be accepted as a revolutionary new battlefield arm was touch and go. After 1945, Panzer virtuoso Heinz Guderian recalled his difficulties in obtaining facilities and materials for tank experiments. In 1931 he was told by the Army Inspector of Transport: ‘Believe me, neither of us will ever see German tanks in operation in our lifetime’, and General Beck, hailed as one of the best military brains Germany could boast, told him: ‘No, no, I don’t want anything to do with you people. You go too fast for me.’


The Reichswehr period, then, was a blend of old and new with the new predominating. It was a constructive, forward-looking period. And Brigadier Desmond Young has summed it all up by calling the German Army of the period 1920-1933 as ‘the reinforcement, the steel frame, on to which the concrete of conscripts could quickly be poured, if and when it became possible to reintroduce conscription’. Ingeniously cutting their coat according to the cloth permitted by the hated limitations of Versailles, the leaders of the German Army worked consciously on the shape of things to come.


The German Army, which prided itself on its obsession with keeping out of politics, was in fact deeply involved with the accession to power of Hitler in January 1933. The President who made Hitler Reich Chancellor was the living embodiment of the Army’s tradition: Field-Marshal von Hindenburg. The President’s son, an Army colonel, was won over by Hitler and backed the upstart’s case. An Army general, Werner von Blomberg, was specially appointed Defence Minister to see to it that the Army would back Hitler. Even the man whom Hitler replaced, Schleicher, was an Army general. Basically, however, the German Army backed Hitler because its leaders could find little comfort elsewhere. Nobody else looked capable of suiting their book.


What the Army commanders wanted from Hitler above all was reassurance, and this they got in full measure. They were flattered again and again with Hitler’s assurances that they were indeed the official arms-bearers of the Reich, and that no ‘private army’ would be allowed to usurp that role. Both Army and Navy looked the other way when Hitler smashed their biggest worry – Ernst Roehm’s brown-shirted SA – having already suspended the constitutional liberties of the German Republic in the name of ‘National Security’. Nor were either of them kept long in waiting for the reward for this connivance. Hitler became Chancellor on January 30, 1933. The seven guarantees of individual and civil liberties were suspended on February 28. The Nazi Party was proclaimed the only political party of Germany on July 14. The SA purge – ‘the Night of the Long Knives’ – occurred on June 30, 1934. Hindenburg died on August 2, 1934, and Hitler proclaimed himself ‘Fuehrer’ – President and Reich Chancellor – of Germany on the same day. The traditional oath of allegiance to the Head of State was transformed in an oath of allegiance to the person of Adolf Hitler and immediately administered. On March 16, 1935, Hitler ‘tore up’ Versailles, announced conscription and the new German air force – and Blomberg, effective head of the Army, practically went down on his knees to thank the Fuehrer.


The Army was staggered by Hitler’s announcement of a new conscript Army of 36 divisions – the Army professionals, in their wildest dreams, had never hoped for more than 21. And on May 2, 1935, Army staff planners began work on Hitler’s first international move: the military occupation of the Rhineland, demilitarised since the ignominy of 1918.


By the time of the denunciation of Versailles in March 1935, experiments with dummy tanks had come up with impressive results, upon which Hitler seized. With the Fuehrer backing the new ideas for mechanised warfare, the expansion of Germany’s Panzer (armoured) forces began with the creation of the first three Panzer divisions in the same year. A point was made of selecting famous cavalry regiments to form the backbone of the new formations, a cunning retention of the best of the Army’s old traditions. Rapid though the Army’s growth was after the reintroduction of conscription, it was still dwarfed by the forces of Germany’s neighbours when Hitler took the gamble of reoccupying the German Rhineland in March 1936.
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