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         Welcome

         Six times German officers tried to kill Hitler between the autumn of 1943 and summer of 1944. Explosives in personal gifts, assassins armed with hand grenades and pistols, even suicide bombers with pockets full of explosives were sent against the Führer, who undoubtedly sensed the danger. Security around the Nazi dictator was therefore incredibly tight when, in July 1944, Colonel Claus von Stauffenberg travelled to Hitler’s Führer bunker in East Prussia, intent on taking the life first of Adolf Hitler and then the entire upper echelon of the Third Reich.

         Claus von Stauffenberg was not alone – he was merely the latest gaming piece to be advanced by aristocratic army officers who were scheming to overthrow the Nazis and make peace with the British, Russians and US before Germany was annihilated by its advancing enemies.

         According to the officers’ plan, once Stauffenberg had detonated the bombs in his attaché case, the conspirators in Berlin would arrest Gestapo and SS officers in the capital, including Joseph Goebbels and other leading Nazis. The resistance would then declare a state of emergency and seize power in Germany.

         The Wolf’s Lair bombing was the closest Hitler came to being assassinated and only a few hours separated success from failure for the resistance and its coup. You can discover how close those army officers came to overthrowing the Nazis’ brutal regime in this special issue that commemorates their sacrifice.

      

   


   
      
         
            Resistance to Hitler
      

         

      

   


   
      
         
            1. Fear and terror in Germany
      

         

         
            In 1944, the Gestapo’s terror tactics pervaded all Germany. The officers planning to assassinate Hitler lived in a country where a joke about the Führer, a complaint about the war or even the wrong haircut could attract the secret police’s attention. After ten years of Nazi rule, the Gestapo had eyes and ears everywhere.
      

            By Else Christensen
      

         

         Prinz-Albrecht-Straße in Berlin was named after Prince Albrecht of Prussia, who moved into one of the street’s grand mansions in 1830, and the wide street was still worthy of royalty in 1944. This was where Berliners had once strolled on their Sunday walks, and citizens relaxed, enjoying the sight of the lush gardens along the airy avenue or stopping in one of the many museums hidden behind the fine facades.

         On the surface, Prinz-Albrecht-Straße looked idyllic, but fewer and fewer people had walked there since the late 1930s, because the street’s best addresses had been taken over by the Nazi regime’s most fearsome agencies. From here, the Nazis ran the SS, concentration camps and intelligence services. And here, alongside art museums and cultural exhibitions, and right next door to Prince Albrecht’s former home, was the base of the Gestapo – the Nazis’ secret police.

         Berliners referred to the address 8 Prinz-Albrecht-Straße only in whispers. The brave who dared to approach it were horrified to hear the screams of the wretches who were accused of breaking laws of blind obedience and unconditional sacrifice. The Gestapo, Hitler’s secret police, ruled the Germans with a heavy hand from 1933 until the end of the Nazi state in 1945. Anyone expressing criticism or even scepticism about the Nazi leadership or ideology risked interrogation, imprisonment and punishment. As the war turned against the Germans, the Gestapo tightened its grip. In 1944, a joke, a cheeky remark or even a certain clothing or hairstyles were enough to justify torture, being sent to a concentration camp and, in the worst cases, death.

          
      

         Above the law

         The seeds of the Gestapo were sown in 1933, immediately after the Nazis came to power. Hitler appointed Hermann Göring, then president of the Reichstag, as interior minister for Prussia, Germany’s largest and most important state, which made up two thirds of the country and included the capital, Berlin. As interior minister, Göring had control over the police and sprang into action. One of his first acts in office was to forbid the police from enforcing the law against Hitler’s Sturmabteilung – also known as the SA or brownshirts – who had been rampaging through the streets and beating up political opponents since the 1920s. Göring then dismissed those policemen who did not support the Nazis and replaced them with 50,000 loyal troops. These auxiliary police were given wide powers. Although they had no training or education as police officers, they could arrest people if they considered their behaviour suspicious.

         On 26th April, Göring created the Geheime Staatspolizei, the secret state police, a corps that would act as an extension of the Nazi regime. The name Gestapo allegedly originated when a Berlin post office employee was annoyed by the long name, which did not fit the format of the post office’s rubber stamps. Because the stamps had room for just seven letters, the post office employee shortened the organisation’s name to Gestapo.

         It soon became clear to the Germans that the Gestapo was not set up to enforce law and order. Soon after its creation, prisons overflowed with people placed in custody, ostensibly to protect those incarcerated from the wrath of decent, law-abiding citizens. By the end of the summer of 1933, some 100,000 Germans had been imprisoned, and and estimated 500-600 had been executed or had died as a result of their ill treatment.

         On 10th February 1936, the Nazi Reichstag’s Gestapo Law extended the organisation nationwide. At the same time, the Reichstag passed a provision stating: “Neither the instructions nor the affairs of the Gestapo will be open to review by the administrative courts.”

         The provision effectively meant that the Gestapo was above the law and its officers and agents had a free hand. They could, if they wished, arrest and interrogate people without a warrant, send them to concentration camps or execute them on the spot without any form of trial.

          
      

         Listening to radio punishable by death

         During the war years, the Gestapo was a well-oiled machine, efficiently run by the cold-hearted bureaucrat Heinrich Müller – known as Gestapo Müller – with branches all over Germany. The organisation’s officers had plenty to do, too. As the war turned in earnest against the Germans in 1943–44, resistance smouldered in parts of the population. At the same time, external pressure caused the Nazi regime to crack down on any dissent. Among the resistance fighters suspected by the Gestapo was Adolf Jentzen, who worked as a lathe operator at the Buckau-Wolf machine factory in the city of Magdeburg. During World War I, Jentzen had fought in France, and the mass deaths on the battlefield made him loathe war.

         Much to Jentzen’s outrage, he was put to work making weapons in 1939 when the factory was converted to war production. Here the skilled turner was given the task of training French and Soviet prisoners of war who arrived at the factory as forced labourers. He took pity on the men and started smuggling in small parcels of food and other necessities for them. At the same time, he and a circle of colleagues begin listening to Radio London and Radio Moscow. Both activities were fraught with danger; the mere act of listening to foreign radio stations was punishable by death.

         Jentzen continued, however, and in 1943 was happy to tell the prisoners of war that the Third Reich’s forces were now being pushed back on all fronts. But one day things went wrong, as his daughter Elisabeth Zacharias, then 16, recalled:

         “My father told me that some of the group were arrested and put in jail. Then my father said, ‘Tomorrow morning I’m not going to work, I have to go to the interrogation because of the whole thing at work.’ Well, we didn’t think anything of it but he didn’t come back. My mother asked where he had stayed. And then she found out that he was in custody in the police prison and was supposed to be interrogated.

         “That went on for eight days, 14 days, and then my mother wanted to take him some clean clothes. She was allowed to hand them in. But the last time she went, the police said she didn’t have to come the following week, because he wouldn’t be there then. My mother thought a lot about that message. Could it mean that he would be released?

         “But then my mother found out that he was with the Gestapo – in the cellar. She found out through my uncle, who was an SS man. That sort of thing happened a lot in German families at that time. My uncle was not a fanatic, but joined the SS because he was unemployed, and that way he got a job. He set out to find out where my father was and how he was doing.

         “He went to the Gestapo and asked a secretary about it. He also told the secretary that my father was a decent man and that he could not imagine that he had done anything wrong. To this, he was told to mind his own business, or he would go to prison himself.”

         After several days of uncertainty, the family finally got the dreaded message:

         “My father had gone to the hospital. We were told by a neighbour who had seen him in there. He was in the same room as a family member she was visiting. She told my mother, and of course my mother went to the hospital. He was lying alone in the room and was temporarily confused. His lips were all swollen. My mother could only exchange a few words with him. The last words he said were: ‘Say nothing.’ He said it while trying to stand up. It is my impression that he knew something that the Gestapo wanted out of him. That must have been why they had beaten him. He hadn’t told them and now he was afraid they would come for my mother. My mother was crying when she got home. She didn’t think we’d see my father again. Soon after, a telegram arrived from the hospital. It said he had died.”

          
      

         Fun was strictly forbidden

         Adolf Jentzen had been exposed by an informant within the group. The case was not unusual. The number of Gestapo employees was never very large. In 1944, the organisation employed 32,000 people throughout the country, and of those only 18,500 were officers doing actual investigative police work, while the rest were clerks or otherwise engaged in administration.

         Yet the reach of the organisation was enormous. Each Gestapo agent built up a network of spies and informants, and their connections extended like a spider’s web into all parts of society. The informers worked in deepest secrecy and were everywhere the Germans went. A kindly old neighbour, a banker, a milkman or a teacher – they could all be one of the Gestapo’s henchmen.

         No offence was too small to be passed on. Parish priest Joseph Müller from the small town of Groß Düngen in Lower Saxony discovered this to his cost one day in 1944 when he visited one of his bedridden parishioners. To cheer up the patient, Müller told the sick person a joke. The story was about a badly wounded soldier at the front who asked the field doctor to show him “the people that I’m dying for”. The doctor quickly found portraits of Hermann Göring and Adolf Hitler and placed them on either side of the soldier’s bed. “Now I shall die like Jesus Christ – between two criminals,” the soldier said cheekily, referring to the Bible’s account of Jesus hanging on the cross between two robbers.

         The sick man’s son heard the story and immediately reported the priest to the Gestapo, who summoned him for an interview. Shortly afterwards, he was executed. The man’s crime was allegedly Wehrkraftzersetzung – undermining the military forces. Even dancing could bring people to the attention of the authorities. The dance ban affected the Swingjugend (Swing Youth), young people who met to listen and dance to the banned American swing music. The Nazis took this phenomenon so seriously that the Gestapo drew up a report:

         “The most striking example among these groups is the so-called Swing Youth, on whom there have been reports from various parts of the Reich. They began in Hamburg. These groups are motivated by the desire to have a good time and have increasingly assumed a character bordering on the criminal-antisocial. Even before the war boys and girls from Hamburg from the socially privileged classes joined groups, wearing strikingly casual clothing and became fans of [American] music and dance. At the turn of the year 1939-1940 the Flottbeck group organised dances which were attended by 5,000–6,000 young people and which were marked by an uninhibited indulgence in swing. After the ban on public dances they organised dances at home, which were marked above all by sexual promiscuity ... The hunger for English dance music and for their own dance bands led to break-ins in shops selling musical instruments. The greed to participate in what appeared to them to be a stylish life in clubs, bars, cafes and house balls suppressed any positive attitude towards responding to the needs of the time. They were unimpressed by the performance of our Wehrmacht; those killed in action were sometimes held to ridicule. An attitude of hostility to the war is clearly apparent.

         “The members dress in clothes which imitate English fashions. Thus, they often wear pleated jackets in tartan designs and carry umbrellas. As a badge they wear a coloured dress-shirt button in their lapels. They regard Englishmen as the highest form of human development. A false conception of freedom leads them into opposition to the Hitler Youth.”

          
      

         Flower children protested

         The Swingjugend were far from the only young people to catch the Gestapo’s eye. From 1939, all German youngsters were forced to join Nazi youth organisations – the Hitlerjugend for boys and the Bund Deutscher Mädel for girls. Thousands of Germans thrived in the groups, but among a few, dissatisfaction with the dictatorship was brewing.

         Young Germans began to practise civil disobedience at the outbreak of war. They formed groups outside the Nazis’ accepted youth organisations and began to dress in ways that deviated from the norm. For example, boys let their hair grow instead of having it cut in the short Hitler Youth hairstyle. Among the most conspicuous groups were the Edelweiss Pirates. Jean Jülich from Cologne, born in 1929 into a working-class family and employed at the Reichsbahn railway workshop in the city, was a member of the group.

         He later described the Edelweiss Pirates as being composed from the remnants of the German scout groups and were loose associations of 13–17-year-olds. Within the group, there was a high degree of turnover. For example, some were called up for work, others had to take care of their parents, while still others were evacuated. Outwardly they distinguished themselves by wearing a uniform of sorts. For example, they wore white knee socks, and when circumstances permitted, they wore a badge resembling an edelweiss on their hats. They also wore symbolic objects in their belts that enabled them to recognise each other. The groups met in different districts of Cologne. They sang a lot, and knowing the songs became an additional characteristic of the Pirates.

         The Edelweiss Pirates symbolised the romance and adventurousness typical of the age, but they were also unmistakably opposed to National Socialism. Otherwise, they would just have been drawn to the romanticism of the Hitler Youth. The big parades organised by the Nazis made an impression on the teens. They’d have been in the Hitlerjugend themselves: the gatherings of thousands of people bearing banners and torches were quite emotional, but the Pirates didn’t like the demanding lifestyle, so broke away and joined forces. They wanted to decide for themselves what they did and what songs they sang. The group was apolitical at the beginning; the youngsters just wanted to be free.

         The songs often degenerated into caustic parodies of the Hitler Youth’s swaggering songs, and the Pirates also occasionally stole the Hitler Youth members’ bicycles. But in 1944, the movement changed character. More Edelweiss Pirates engaged in actual resistance work. The Gestapo noticed the change:

         “Most have an anti-Hitler Youth attitude, hate all discipline and thereby place themselves in opposition to the community. However, they are not only politically hostile (recently their attitude has reached the point of being hostile to the state), but, as a result of their composition, they are also criminal and antisocial,” the secret police noted in 1944.

         ülich was still a member of the Pirates when they turned more directly against the Nazi state. By then, Cologne had been almost razed to the ground by air raids, and the youngsters realised that it was now impossible for Germany to win the war. The Nazis, however, kept on with their slogans about holding out. Then the Edelweiss Pirates became more active, stealing explosives, making leaflets and even planning a bomb attack on Gestapo headquarters.

         The attack was never carried out, but when the Gestapo discovered the plot, Jülich was taken for interrogation and imprisoned for the rest of the war. He was just one of many who ended up in prison at the Gestapo’s pleasure. For others, however, the interrogation was punishment in itself. The cross-examinations in the Gestapo’s Berlin headquarters in Prinz-Albrecht-Straße were particularly dreaded.

          
      

         Everyone feared Prinz-Albrecht-Straße

         The building had room for only 50 inmates, divided into 39 individual cells and one communal room. Many inmates were therefore kept in other prisons and driven to Prinz-Albrecht-Straße for questioning. Around 15,000 opponents of the regime were imprisoned there during the Third Reich’s lifetime. The interrogation could last hours, weeks or months, but the stay was usually short. For most, torture took place in specially designed rooms in the basement, but offices upstairs could also be quickly converted into torture chambers if necessary.

         Resistance fighter Fabian von Schlabrendorff described how in Prinz-Albrecht-Straße in 1944 he was subjected to what the Nazis euphemistically called “intensified interrogation”.

         There were two kinds of mistreatment, von Schlabrendorff explained, the first being casual violence, which consisted of being hit in the face. It was impossible to defend against the blows, because the captive’s hands and feet were chained. The ankle chains were so tight that it was impossible for von Schlabrendorff to move his legs. In addition to this arbitary form of abuse, he was also tortured on the fourth floor of Prinz-Albrecht-Straße. From the outside, the room looked like a normal office, but both times when von Schlabrendorff was tortured, he knew what was going to happen as soon as he entered. It was obvious from the objects in the room. There was a frame that looked like a bed, as well as devices that could be used as wrenches on hands and feet.

         The Gestapo wanted to get certain information out of von Schlabrendorff. He was not going to give them what they wanted willingly, so was told that they would find ways and means to make him confess. One evening, they came for him.

         At first Fabian von Schlabrendorff was merely questioned, with the instruments of torture displayed before him. The resistance fighter, however, was not intimidated by the unspoken threat, so shortly afterwards he was chained to a chair.

         “First, my hands were chained behind my back; then a contrivance was applied to both hands, which gripped all ten fingers separately. On the inner side of this contrivance were pins, which pressed against the fingertips. The turning of a screw caused the machinery to contract so that the pins penetrated into the fingers.

         “The second stage was applied in the following way: I was strapped face down on a frame resembling a bedstead and my head covered with a blanket. Then instruments like stovepipes were shoved up over my bare legs, with nails fixed on the inner side. Once again, a screwing mechanism caused these tubes to contract so that the nails bored into my thighs and shanks.

         “For the third stage, the main instrument was the bedstead. I was strapped down as described above, with a blanket over my head. Then this medieval torture bed was expanded by a mechanism, either in jerks or gradually, stretching the fettered body accordingly.

         “In the fourth stage I was tied up in a bent position, in such a way that I could not move backwards or sideways. Then the police commissioner and the police sergeant together beat me from the rear with heavy clubs, each blow causing me to fall forward; and, my hands being tied behind my back, I would crash with all my weight upon my face and head. During these proceedings my torturers indulged in scornful gibes. The torture ended in my losing consciousness.”

          
      

         Jews joined resistance

         The interrogations and imprisonments were so harsh that many chose to end their lives during the process. The exact number is unknown, because the contemporary reports on causes of death were unreliable. Eugen Herman-Friede’s stepfather, for instance, probably committed suicide.

         When they arrested him, he had taken a small package of fast-acting poison with him. Herman-Friede was then told during a visit to the bank that his stepfather had died. His aunt had received a message from the police that her brother had died from unknown causes. The message was dated a few days after Herman-Friede’s stepfather had been arrested, and it was obvious to his stepson that he had taken the poison, something that was later confirmed at police headquarters.

         As a Jew, Eugen Herman-Friede belonged to the most vulnerable group in the Third Reich. In 1943, he was among the 20,000 or so Jews who had not yet been expelled or deported from Germany. However, he lived peacefully enough in Berlin, where he carried out the work assigned to him by the Nazi regime. But one day he discovered that it would be impossible for his life to continue as before. On his way to carry out his forced labour in the Jewish cemetery in Berlin, a man approached him. He pressed his little fingernail under the yellow star Eugen was wearing and tore it off. He then claimed that the star was not sewn on and listed Eugen’s personal details. The young man rushed home and got his mother to sew the star back on, then spent the evening not at home, but at his first secret residence.

         Herman-Friede hid with various families and joined the resistance. Two refugees from the Theresienstadt concentration camp also hid with him. Then someone suggested that hiding Jews was all very well, but that couldn’t be all the resistance did – they should make leaflets and distribute them all over Germany, revealing how things really stood at the front, encouraging passive resistance and informing people that the war was lost. Herman-Friede enjoyed the work – it was far better than just twiddling his thumbs all day long. In a short time, they had sent letters throughout the country.

         In 1944, the Gestapo intercepted some of the letters. The members of the resistance ring, who were, of course, imprisoned and taken for questioning. “All the members of this organisation, who by the way were German Jews and German non-Jews, were arrested in the last months of 1944 … If Germans told a political joke, they could be and were sentenced to death,” said Herman-Friede. “Jews didn’t need to tell a joke. They were killed simply because they were Jews.”

         After the interrogation at the Gestapo’s offices on Alexanderplatz in Berlin, Herman-Friede was taken to a different office and then led down to the basement with some other prisoners.

         “I was in a dungeon, which I have never experienced in that form before. Like in the deepest Middle Ages,” he said. “It was so dark, but I had to get used to the darkness. I was handcuffed with iron rings on my hands and feet. Between these iron rings were chains so short that you couldn’t sit up straight.”

         After a few months, on his nineteenth birthday, Herman-Friede was released without warning or explanation. He was never told the reason, just as many were never told why they were imprisoned or under suspicion – uncertainty, unpredictability and arbitrariness were all basic elements of the Third Reich’s reign of terror.

         For many, the uncertainty had a very different outcome. Exactly how many Germans were persecuted, imprisoned or killed by the Gestapo while it operated is still unknown, but – in addition to German Jews – it was in the tens of thousands. Many more limited what they did and lived in fear because of the Gestapo’s treign of terror. The entire population of Germany in 1944 was being watched by the secret police’s extensive network and even thinking about a coup seemed impossible.
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