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Introduction




Following World War I, the esteemed rank of field marshal was prohibited in the Weimar Republic, along with other limitations imposed by the Treaty of Versailles. When Hitler and the Nazi Party assumed national control in January 1933, they initiated a military expansion as part of Hitler's aim to restore the army's authority and prestige. In 1936, he reinstated the rank of field marshal. This was the highest and most prestigious military rank in Germany, initially reserved solely for War Minister and Commander-in-Chief Werner von Blomberg. A traditional symbol identifying a German field marshal was an elaborately decorated baton. Additional benefits included a lifelong annual salary of 36,000 Reichsmarks (since a Field Marshal was considered never to retire but to remain permanently on active duty) and exemption from income tax on all earnings.

The Ceremony

Energised by the rapid conquest of the French Army, regarded as the most powerful in Europe, and the Low Countries in June 1940, Hitler aimed to commemorate the event with an elaborate promotion ceremony. He also intended for the promotions to enhance his control over the conventional German General Staff. The twelve generals selected for promotion, each of whom had significantly contributed to the victory:

Walther von Brauchitsch (1881–1948)

Colonel General Fedor von Bock (1880–1945)

Albert Kesselring (1885–1960)

Colonel General Wilhelm Keitel (1882–1946)

Colonel General Günther von Kluge (1882–1944)

Colonel General Wilhelm Ritter von Leeb (1876–1956)

Colonel General Wilhelm List (1880–1971)

Colonel General Erhard Milch (1892–1972)

Field Marshal Hermann Göring (1893–1946)

Walter von Reichenau (1884–1942)

Gerd von Rundstedt (1875–1953)

Hugo Sperrle (1885–1953)

Erwin von Witzleben (1881–1944)

Specifically, every army group commander was elevated to the rank of Field Marshal. In the cases of Kesselring and Sperrle, the rank of Colonel General was skipped. The navy and air force commanders-in-chief, Erich Raeder and Göring respectively, were not promoted to Field Marshal since they already held that rank (or its equivalent, Grand Admiral, respectively). As the rank of Field Marshal had become less exceptional than before, Göring, seeking greater prestige, was promoted to the specially created rank of Reichsmarschall. This made Göring the highest-ranking military officer, though it did not grant him actual authority over the army and navy. It also highlighted his position as Hitler's chosen successor. He was the sole individual to receive this rank during the Nazi era, and it was abolished after the regime's collapse.

On 19 July 1940, Hitler gathered the generals for a ceremony at Berlin's Kroll Opera House (which served as the Reichstag after the Reichstag fire). Following a speech about a peace proposal to Britain, Hitler personally presented his generals with their elaborately decorated batons and expressed gratitude for their efforts in achieving victory.

This ceremony marked the first time Hitler appointed field marshals based on military accomplishments and was celebrated more grandly than any other promotion event in Germany. Over the next five years of the war, twelve more promotions took place, most without ceremonies, such as Friedrich Paulus's promotion, which Hitler announced via radio.

Aftermath

All the generals who were promoted went on to achieve further success in their careers during the early period of victory that the German military experienced in the Second World War. Brauchitsch, Bock, Kesselring, Keitel, Leeb, List, Reichenau, Rundstedt, and Göring all played significant and decisive roles in the German-led Axis invasion of the Soviet Union in 1941. Sperrle spent the remainder of the war in semi-retirement, stationed with his unit in France. Milch was reassigned to the production department, overseeing aircraft production until the war’s end. After his active role in the extermination of Jews in the autumn of 1941 (Severity Order, Babi Yar), Reichenau died on 14 January 1942. In 1943, following a series of German defeats on the Eastern Front and the Allied invasion of Italy, the German military lost all initiative. Hitler’s leadership became increasingly detached from reality as the war turned against Germany, with military defensive strategies often hampered by his slow decision-making and frequent orders to hold untenable positions. His reaction to the deteriorating war situation was to dismiss general after general, a pattern that eventually affected the field marshals promoted at the ceremony. Witzleben and Kluge were both involved in the 20 July plot to assassinate Hitler. After it became clear the assassination attempt had failed, Kluge committed suicide by taking cyanide on 17 August 1944. Witzleben was intended to become Commander-in-Chief of the Wehrmacht if the plot had succeeded. He was arrested, stripped of his rank, expelled from the army to be tried in a civilian court, and sentenced to death; his execution took place on 8 August 1944. On 4 May 1945, less than a week before Nazi Germany surrendered, Bock died from wounds sustained the previous day during an attack by an RNZAF fighter-bomber.


Werner von Blomberg

(1878-1946)
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Early Life

Werner Eduard Fritz von Blomberg was born on September 2, 1878, in Stargard, located in the Province of Pomerania (currently Stargard, Poland), into a noble Baltic German family. Blomberg enlisted in the Prussian Army in 1897 and attended the Prussian Military Academy from 1904 to 1908. In 1908, he joined the German General Staff and distinguished himself as a staff officer on the Western Front during World War I. He took part in the First Battle of the Marne in 1914 and the Battle of Verdun in 1916, for which he was awarded the Pour le Mérite.

In April 1904, Blomberg married Charlotte Hellmich, and together they had five children.

In 1920, Blomberg was appointed as the chief of staff of the Döberitz Brigade; the following year, he became the chief of staff of the Stuttgart Army Area. In 1925, General Hans von Seeckt designated him as the chief of army training. By 1927, Blomberg had risen to the rank of major-general and was serving as the chief of the Troop Office (German: Truppenamt), a thinly veiled continuation of the German General Staff, which had been prohibited by the Treaty of Versailles.




In the Weimar Republic

In 1928, Blomberg travelled to the Soviet Union, where he was greatly impressed by the elevated status of the Red Army, leading him to become a firm believer in the necessity of totalitarian dictatorship as a foundation for military strength.

This experience was part of a larger transformation within the German military towards the concept of a totalitarian Wehrstaat (translated as Defence State), which gained traction among military officers starting in the mid-1920s. The German historian Eberhard Kolb noted that:

from the mid-1920s onwards the Army leaders had developed and propagated new social conceptions of a militarist kind, tending towards a fusion of the military and civilian sectors and ultimately a totalitarian military state (Wehrstaat).

Blomberg's 1928 visit to the Soviet Union reinforced his belief that totalitarian authority cultivates the most formidable military power. He was convinced that the next world conflict, similar to the last, would evolve into a total war, necessitating the complete mobilisation of German society and economy by the state. He argued that a totalitarian regime would optimally prepare society in peacetime, both militarily and economically, for the impending war. Like many in Nazi Germany's military elite, Blomberg assumed that for Germany to attain the global dominance it had failed to achieve in the First World War, another conflict was essential, and that this conflict would be a total war of a highly mechanised, industrial nature.

In 1929, Blomberg found himself at odds with General Kurt von Schleicher at the Truppenamt, resulting in his removal from his position and subsequent appointment as military commander in East Prussia. Early that year, Schleicher initiated a policy of "frontier defence" (Grenzschutz), under which the Reichswehr would secretly accumulate arms in hidden depots and commence training volunteers beyond the restrictions set by the Treaty of Versailles in the eastern regions of Germany adjacent to Poland; to prevent incidents with France, no such Grenzschutz was to be established in western Germany.

The French intended to withdraw from the Rhineland in June 1930, which was five years earlier than the timeline outlined in the Treaty of Versailles. Schleicher was determined to avoid any breaches of the Treaty that could potentially pose a threat to France prior to the departure of French troops from the Rhineland. In August 1929, when Blomberg, whom Schleicher personally disdained, insisted on extending Grenzschutz to regions adjacent to France, Schleicher leaked to the media that Blomberg had participated in armed manoeuvres conducted by volunteers in Westphalia. Defence Minister General Wilhelm Groener summoned Blomberg to Berlin for an explanation. Blomberg anticipated that Schleicher would adhere to the conventional Reichswehr policy of denial, and he was taken aback when Schleicher instead confronted him in Groener's presence, accusing him of recklessly endangering Germany by providing the French with a justification to remain in the Rhineland until 1935.

Consequently, Blomberg was demoted from his position as commander of the Truppenamt and reassigned to lead a division in East Prussia. Given that East Prussia was isolated from the rest of Germany and had only one infantry division stationed there, Blomberg began compiling lists of all men eligible for military service to bolster the number of combatants in the event of a conflict with Poland. This endeavour further heightened his interest in a totalitarian regime capable of mobilising the entire society for war, as well as in an ideologically driven levée en-masse as the optimal strategy for the next conflict. During his tenure as commander of Wehrkreis I, the military district encompassing East Prussia, Blomberg came under the influence of a Lutheran chaplain sympathetic to the Nazis, Ludwig Müller, who introduced him to Nazi ideology. Blomberg was not particularly invested in Nazi doctrines themselves; rather, his support for the Nazis stemmed from his conviction that only a dictatorship could restore Germany to its status as a formidable military power, and he believed that the Nazis were the most suitable party to establish such a dictatorship in Germany.

Blomberg's engagements with the SA in East Prussia led him to conclude that Nazis were exceptional soldiers, which further enhanced the allure of Nazism for him. However, Blomberg regarded the SA merely as a subordinate ally to the Army and was completely against the SA's aspirations to supplant the Reichswehr as Germany's primary military force. Like nearly all German generals, Blomberg envisioned a future collaboration between the Nazis and the Army, where the Nazis would instil ordinary citizens with the appropriate ultra-nationalist, militaristic values, ensuring that when young German men enlisted in the Reichswehr, they would already be partially indoctrinated as soldiers, while simultaneously asserting that military authority would remain exclusively with the generals. In 1931, he travelled to the United States, where he openly expressed his conviction in the inevitability and advantages of a Nazi regime for Germany. Blomberg's first spouse, Charlotte, passed away on 11 May 1932, leaving him with two sons and three daughters.

In 1932, Blomberg was part of the German delegation at the World Disarmament Conference in Geneva, where, during his tenure as the chief military delegate for Germany, he not only maintained his pro-Nazi statements to the media but also utilised his position to convey his opinions to Paul von Hindenburg, whose role as President of Germany rendered him the German Supreme Commander in Chief.

In his communications to Hindenburg, Blomberg indicated that his main competitor Schleicher's efforts to establish the Wehrstaat had evidently failed, and that Germany required a new strategy for forming the Wehrstaat. By the end of January 1933, it became apparent that the Schleicher administration could only maintain its authority by declaring martial law and permitting the Reichswehr to suppress public dissent. This action would necessitate the military to take the lives of hundreds, if not thousands, of German civilians; any regime formed in this manner could never hope to foster the national consensus essential for the creation of the Wehrstaat. The military concluded that only Hitler possessed the ability to peacefully cultivate the national consensus required for the establishment of the Wehrstaat, leading them to successfully exert pressure on Hindenburg to appoint Hitler as Chancellor.

In late January 1933, President Hindenburg—without notifying Chancellor Schleicher or Army Commander General Kurt von Hammerstein—summoned Blomberg back from the World Disarmament Conference to return to Berlin. Upon receiving this news, Schleicher accurately deduced that the order to recall Blomberg to Berlin signified the impending collapse of his government. When Blomberg arrived at the Berlin railway station on 28 January 1933, he was greeted by two officers, Adolf-Friedrich Kuntzen and Oskar von Hindenburg, the adjutant and son of President Hindenburg, respectively. Kuntzen had received instructions from Hammerstein for Blomberg to report immediately to the Defence Ministry, while Oskar von Hindenburg was tasked with directing Blomberg to report directly to the Palace of the Reich President.

Despite Kuntzen's objections, Blomberg opted to accompany Hindenburg to meet the president, who subsequently swore him in as defence minister. This action was executed in a manner that contravened the Weimar constitution, which stipulated that the president could only appoint a minister after consulting the chancellor. Hindenburg had not sought Schleicher's counsel regarding his desire to have Blomberg succeed him as defence minister, as there were rampant (and false) rumours in Berlin during late January 1933 suggesting that Schleicher was plotting a coup. In response to the purported coup plans attributed to Schleicher, Hindenburg aimed to dismiss Schleicher from his position as defence minister at the earliest opportunity.

Two days later, on 30 January 1933, Hindenburg officially appointed Adolf Hitler as Chancellor, informing him that Blomberg would serve as his defence minister, irrespective of Hitler's preferences. Hitler, in turn, welcomed and accepted Blomberg.




Minister of Defence

In 1933, Blomberg gained national recognition when he was appointed as Minister of Defence in Hitler's administration. He became one of Hitler's most loyal supporters and worked diligently to enhance both the size and power of the army. For his contributions in 1933, Blomberg was promoted to colonel general. Despite the mutual disdain between Blomberg and his predecessor, Kurt von Schleicher, their rivalry was strictly personal rather than political; fundamentally, both held similar views regarding foreign and defence policies. Their conflict revolved around who was more qualified to implement these policies, rather than the policies themselves.

Blomberg was personally selected by Hindenburg as an individual he trusted to protect the interests of the Defence Ministry and was anticipated to collaborate effectively with Hitler. Most importantly, Hindenburg regarded Blomberg as someone who would uphold the German military's longstanding "state within the state" status, a concept originating from Prussian times, under which the military did not receive orders from the civilian government led by the chancellor, but instead coexisted as an equal entity alongside the civilian government due to its loyalty solely to the head of state, rather than the chancellor, who served as the head of government. Until 1918, the emperor had been the head of state, and since 1925, that role had been filled by Hindenburg himself. One of Blomberg's primary responsibilities as defence minister was to defend the military's "state within the state" status while attempting to reconcile the military with the Nazis.

Blomberg was a fervent supporter of the Nazi regime and engaged with it in various roles, including his position on the Academy for German Law. On 20 July 1933, Blomberg successfully passed a new Army Law, which abolished the jurisdiction of civil courts over the military and eliminated the theoretical right for the military to elect councils, a right that, despite being guaranteed by the Weimar Constitution in 1919, had never been implemented.

Blomberg's initial action as defense minister involved executing a purge of the officers linked to his despised rival, Schleicher. Blomberg dismissed Ferdinand von Bredow from his position as chief of the Ministeramt, appointing General Walter von Reichenau in his stead. Eugen Ott was removed from his role as chief of the Wehramt and reassigned to Japan as a military attaché, while General Wilhelm Adam was ousted from his position as chief of the Truppenamt (the covert General Staff) and succeeded by Ludwig Beck. The British historian Sir John Wheeler-Bennett remarked on the "ruthless" manner in which Blomberg endeavored to isolate and weaken the authority of the army commander-in-chief, General Kurt von Hammerstein-Equord, a close ally of Schleicher. This campaign culminated in February 1934 when Hammerstein resigned in despair, as his powers had become largely nominal. With Hammerstein's departure, the entire Schleicher faction that had held sway over the army since 1926 was expelled from their roles within the High Command. Wheeler-Bennett noted that Blomberg, as a military politician, was as merciless as Schleicher had been. Hammerstein's resignation triggered a crisis in military-civil relations when Hitler sought to appoint Reichenau as his successor, a choice that was unacceptable to the majority of the Reichswehr. Blomberg backed the proposal to appoint Reichenau; however, reflecting the influence of the "state within the state", certain Army officers appealed to Hindenburg, resulting in Werner von Fritsch being appointed instead.

More critical than addressing the followers of Schleicher was Blomberg's relationship with the SA. He was firmly against any attempts to place the military under the control of the Nazi Party or any of its affiliated organisations, such as the SA or the SS. Throughout his tenure as minister, he vigorously defended the institutional autonomy of the military.

By the autumn of 1933, Blomberg found himself in conflict with Ernst Röhm, who expressed a desire for the SA to integrate with the Reichswehr, a scenario that Blomberg was resolutely determined to avert. In December 1933, he conveyed his dissatisfaction to Hitler regarding Röhm's appointment to the Cabinet. In February 1934, when Röhm drafted a memorandum advocating for the SA's absorption of the Reichswehr to establish a new military force, Blomberg alerted Hitler that the Army would categorically reject this under any circumstances. On 28 February 1934, Hitler decreed that the Reichswehr would serve as the primary military force, while the SA would remain a political entity. Despite this decision, Röhm persisted in his efforts to secure a more significant role for the SA. In March 1934, Blomberg and Röhm began to openly clash during cabinet meetings, exchanging insults and threats. Due to the escalating conflict with Röhm, Blomberg cautioned Hitler that he needed to restrain the SA's ambitions, or the Army would take matters into its own hands.

To protect the military's position as a "state within the state", Blomberg adopted a strategy of increasingly Nazifying the military in a paradoxical attempt to convince Hitler that it was unnecessary to dismantle the traditional "state within the state" to avert Gleichschaltung, by engaging in what could be termed a process of "self-Gleichschaltung."

In February 1934, Blomberg, acting on his own accord, ordered the immediate and automatic dishonourable discharge of all men identified as Jews serving in the Reichswehr. Consequently, 74 soldiers lost their positions due to their "Jewish blood." The Law for the Restoration of the Professional Civil Service, which was enacted in April 1933, had excluded Jews who were veterans of the First World War and did not pertain to the military. Thus, Blomberg's discharge order was a means of evading the law and exceeded the intentions of the Nazis at that time. The German historian Wolfram Wette described the order as "an act of proactive obedience."

The German historian Klaus-Jürgen Müller noted that Blomberg's anti-Semitic purge in early 1934 was part of his increasingly brutal conflict with Röhm, who, since the summer of 1933, had been making unfavourable comparisons between the "racial purity" of his SA, which had no members of "Jewish" descent, and the Reichswehr, which included some. Müller stated that Blomberg aimed to demonstrate to Hitler that the Reichswehr was even more loyal and ideologically aligned than the SA, and that purging Reichswehr members who could be deemed Jewish without direct orders was an effective method to showcase loyalty within the Nazi regime. Given that both the Army and the Navy had long-standing policies against accepting Jews, there were no Jews to expel from the military. Instead, Blomberg applied the Nazi racial definition of a Jew during his purge. None of the individuals who received dishonourable discharges practiced Judaism; however, they were the sons or grandsons of Jews who had converted to Christianity and were therefore classified as "racially" Jewish.

Blomberg candidly informed Hitler that Hindenburg was extremely dissatisfied with the recent events and was seriously contemplating the dismissal of Hitler as chancellor if he did not immediately control the SA. When Hitler met with Hindenburg, the latter insisted that Blomberg attend the meeting as a demonstration of his trust in the Defence Minister. The meeting lasted for thirty minutes, during which Hindenburg reiterated the threat to remove Hitler from office.

Blomberg was at least generally aware of the purge that Hitler began to plan following the Neudeck meeting. The discussions between Blomberg and Hitler in late June 1934 were largely unrecorded, making it challenging to ascertain the extent of Blomberg's knowledge; however, he was certainly cognisant of Hitler's intentions. On June 25, 1934, the military was put on high alert, and on June 28, Röhm was expelled from the League of German Officers. This decision to expel Röhm was part of Blomberg's initiative to preserve the 'honour' of the German military. The execution of Röhm as a traitor from the League would tarnish the overall reputation of the League. This same rationale later resulted in the dishonourable discharge of those officers involved in the failed coup attempt of July 20, 1944, prior to their trial for treason, as a means of maintaining military 'honour.'

Wheeler-Bennett noted that Blomberg's role in instigating Röhm's expulsion from the League just two days before Röhm's arrest on high treason charges indicated that he was aware of the impending actions. Röhm had been quite candid about his homosexuality since being outed in 1925, following the publication of his love letters to a former boyfriend in a newspaper. Wheeler-Bennett found Blomberg's assertion that a homosexual could not be a member of the League of German Officers to be highly implausible. On June 29, 1934, an article authored by Blomberg was published in the official newspaper of the Nazi Party, the Völkischer Beobachter, asserting that the military stood behind Hitler and would support him in all his endeavours.

In the same year, following Hindenburg's passing on 2 August, Blomberg, as part of his strategy of "self-Gleichschaltung," personally instructed all soldiers in the army and all sailors in the Navy to pledge their allegiance not to the People and Fatherland, but to the new Führer, Adolf Hitler. This action is believed to have curtailed subsequent opposition to Hitler. The initiative for the oath originated from Blomberg and General Walther von Reichenau, the chief of the Ministeramt. The entire military took the oath to Hitler, who was quite taken aback by the proposal. Therefore, the common belief that Hitler forced the military to take the oath is inaccurate.

Conversely, Hitler had anticipated Hindenburg's death for some time and had already devised plans to seize power; thus, he could have easily persuaded von Blomberg to establish such an oath well in advance of its actual implementation.

Blomberg and Reichenau's intention in having the military swear an oath to Hitler was to forge a personal connection between Hitler and the military, aiming to bind Hitler more closely to the military and distance him from the Nazi Party. Blomberg later acknowledged that he had not fully considered the implications of the oath at that time. In his defence of the military as a "state within the state," Blomberg resisted the SS's efforts to establish a military faction.

Heinrich Himmler consistently asserted that the SS required a military branch to suppress any efforts towards a communist uprising, a notion that Blomberg eventually accepted, leading to the formation of the Waffen-SS. Blomberg's relationship with the SS became severely strained from late 1934 to early 1935 when it was revealed that the SS had wiretapped the offices of the Abwehr chief, Admiral Wilhelm Canaris. This prompted Blomberg to caution Hitler that the military would not endure such surveillance. In reaction to Blomberg's objections, Hitler issued directives prohibiting the SS from spying on the military, ensuring that no military personnel could be apprehended by the police, and stipulating that any allegations of 'political unreliability' within the military were to be examined exclusively by the military police.




Commander-in-Chief of the Armed Forces and Minister of War

On 21 May 1935, the Ministry of Defence was rebranded as the Ministry of War (Reichskriegsministerium); additionally, Blomberg was bestowed with the title of Commander-in-Chief of the armed forces (Wehrmacht), a distinction that no other German officer had previously attained. Hitler continued to serve as the Supreme Commander of the military in his role as Head of State, the Führer of Germany. On 20 April 1936, the loyal Blomberg was appointed as the first Generalfeldmarschall by Hitler. On 30 January 1937, to commemorate the fourth anniversary of the Nazi regime, Hitler personally awarded the Golden Party Badge to the remaining non-Nazi members of the cabinet, including Blomberg, and inducted him into the Party (membership number 3,805,226).

In December 1936, a crisis emerged within the German decision-making apparatus when General Wilhelm Faupel, the chief German officer in Spain, began to insist on the deployment of three German divisions to engage in the Spanish Civil War as the sole means to secure victory. This demand was met with strong opposition from Foreign Minister Baron Konstantin von Neurath, who sought to restrict German involvement in Spain.
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Blomberg with Joseph Goebbels (left), 1937

During a conference convened at the Reich Chancellery on 21 December 1936, which included Hitler, Hermann Göring, Blomberg, Neurath, General Werner von Fritsch, General Walter Warlimont, and Faupel, Blomberg contended against Faupel that a full-scale German effort for victory in Spain would likely provoke a general war before Germany had adequately rearmed. He asserted that, even if that were not the case, it would deplete funds that could be better allocated towards military modernisation. Ultimately, Blomberg succeeded in his argument against Faupel.

Regrettably for Blomberg, his role as the senior officer of Nazi Germany estranged Hermann Göring, who was Hitler's second-in-command and the Commander-in-Chief of the Luftwaffe, Germany's air force, as well as Heinrich Himmler, the leader of the SS, the Nazi Party's security organisation, and simultaneously the head of all police forces in Germany, both of whom plotted to remove him from power. Göring, in particular, harboured ambitions of becoming the Commander-in-Chief of the entire military himself.

On 5 November 1937, a conference involving the top military and foreign policy leaders of the Reich, along with Hitler, took place, which is documented in the so-called Hossbach Memorandum. During this meeting, Hitler proclaimed that the time had come for war, or more precisely, a series of wars, as he envisioned a succession of localised conflicts in Central and Eastern Europe in the near future. Hitler contended that these wars were essential to secure Lebensraum for Germany, and that the autarky and arms race with France and the United Kingdom necessitated action before the Western powers gained an unassailable advantage in military capabilities.

Among those invited to the conference, objections were raised by Foreign Minister Konstantin von Neurath, Blomberg, and Army Commander-in-Chief General Werner von Fritsch, who argued that any German aggression in Eastern Europe would inevitably provoke a war with France due to the French alliance system in the region, known as the cordon sanitaire. They asserted that if a Franco-German war were to erupt, Britain would almost certainly intervene to prevent the possibility of France's defeat. Furthermore, it was contended that Hitler's assumption was misguided, as he believed that Britain and France would simply overlook the anticipated wars because they had commenced their rearmament later than Germany.




Scandal and downfall

In January 1938, Göring and Himmler seized an opportunity to undermine Blomberg when the 59-year-old general wed his second wife, Erna Gruhn (1913–1978, occasionally referred to as "Eva" or "Margarete"). Blomberg had been a widower since the passing of his first wife, Charlotte, in 1932. Gruhn, a 24-year-old typist and secretary, had a lengthy criminal record associated with her and her mother, a former prostitute, according to the Berlin police. Among the allegations was that Erna Gruhn had posed for pornographic photographs around Christmas 1931, and she had been accused by a client of stealing his gold watch in December 1934.

This information was conveyed to the Berlin police chief, Wolf-Heinrich von Helldorf, who subsequently presented the file on the new Mrs. Blomberg to Wilhelm Keitel. Helldorf expressed uncertainty regarding the appropriate course of action. Keitel instructed Helldorf to bring the file to Göring, which he complied with.

Göring, who had acted as best man at Blomberg's wedding, utilised the file to contend that Blomberg was unfit for the position of war minister. Göring then notified Hitler, who had attended the wedding. Hitler commanded Blomberg to annul the marriage to avert a scandal and to maintain the army's integrity. The impending wedding of Blomberg's daughter, Dorothea, was at risk of being tainted by scandal, as she was engaged to Karl-Heinz Keitel, the eldest son of Wilhelm Keitel. Blomberg resisted the dissolution of his marriage; however, when Göring threatened to expose the pasts of Erna Gruhn and her mother, Blomberg felt compelled to resign from his positions to prevent such an occurrence, which he did on 27 January 1938. His daughter was married in May of the same year.

Keitel, who would be elevated to the rank of field marshal in 1940 and had been Blomberg's trusted aide, was appointed by Hitler as the Chief of the OKW of the Armed Forces.

A few days later, Göring and Himmler charged Generaloberst Werner von Fritsch, the Army's Commander-in-Chief, with being a homosexual. Hitler seized these moments to implement a significant reorganisation of the Wehrmacht. Fritsch was ultimately acquitted; collectively, these incidents are referred to as the Blomberg–Fritsch Affair.

Generalfeldmarschall von Blomberg and his spouse embarked on a year-long honeymoon to the island of Capri. Admiral Erich Raeder concluded that Blomberg should take his own life to atone for his marriage, and sent an officer to Italy, who trailed the Blombergs during their honeymoon and persistently yet unsuccessfully attempted to coerce Blomberg into suicide. At one point, the officer even tried to place a gun in Blomberg's hands, but he refused to take his own life. Living in obscurity throughout World War II, Blomberg was captured by the Allies in 1945 and subsequently provided testimony at the Nuremberg trials.




Imprisonment and death

Blomberg's health deteriorated swiftly during his detention in Nuremberg. He endured the disdain of his former colleagues and the intention of his young wife to leave him. It is conceivable that he exhibited signs of cancer as early as 1939. On 12 October 1945, he recorded in his diary that his weight was just over 72 kilograms (159 lb). He received a diagnosis of colorectal cancer on 20 February 1946. Accepting his fate and overwhelmed by depression, he spent the last weeks of his life refusing to eat.

Blomberg passed away on 13 March 1946. His body was interred without ceremony in an unmarked grave. Subsequently, his remains were cremated and laid to rest at his residence in Bad Wiessee.





Fedor von Bock

(1880–1945)
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Early Life

Fedor von Bock was born on December 3, 1880, in Cüstrin, which was part of the Province of Brandenburg (currently Kostrzyn, Poland). He hailed from a distinguished Prussian military lineage. His father, Moritz Albert Karl von Bock, had led a division of the Prussian Army during the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–1871 and was honoured with ennoblement by Kaiser Wilhelm I for his contributions in that conflict. His mother, Olga Helene Franziska von Falkenhayn, was the sibling of Erich von Falkenhayn, who served as the Chief of the German General Staff in World War I, and she had connections to the Russian aristocracy.

At the age of eight, Bock commenced his education at a military academy in Berlin, where he received training that focused on Prussian militarism. He quickly excelled in various academic disciplines, including modern languages, mathematics, and history. He was fluent in French and had some proficiency in English and Russian. From a young age, largely influenced by his father, Bock cultivated an unwavering loyalty to the German state and a commitment to a military career. Although he was not regarded as a brilliant theorist, Bock was a highly driven officer. As one of the senior officers in the Reichswehr, he frequently spoke to graduating cadets at his former academy, which was closed in 1920. His consistent message was that the highest honour for a German soldier was to sacrifice his life for the Fatherland. He quickly acquired the moniker "Holy Fire of Küstrin". In 1905, Bock wed Mally von Reichenbach (1887–1910), a young noblewoman from Prussia, with whom he had a daughter. In 1908, Bock enrolled in the Prussian Staff College in Berlin, and after a year of study, he became part of the General Staff. He subsequently joined the Army League (Deutscher Wehrverein) and became acquainted with notable figures such as Walther von Brauchitsch, Franz Halder, and Gerd von Rundstedt.




First World War

By the time World War I commenced in 1914, Bock had attained the rank of Hauptmann and served as a staff officer for the Guards Corps, which was assigned to the Western Front. In May 1915, he was reassigned to the 11th Army on the Eastern Front, where he took part in the Gorlice–Tarnów offensive. The subsequent year, he became a member of the General Staff of the 200th Infantry Division, engaging in mountain warfare in the Carpathians and contributing to the defense against the Brusilov Offensive. In April 1917, he was moved to the General Staff of the German Crown Prince's Army Group on the Western Front. On 1 April 1918, he was awarded the Pour le Mérite for his contributions on the General Staff during the Spring Offensive. He had earlier been honored with both classes of the Iron Cross and the Knight's Cross of the Royal House Order of Hohenzollern with Swords.




Weimar Republic

Bock continued his service as an officer in the Reichswehr after the war, advancing through the ranks. In the early 1920s, General Hans von Seeckt, the head of the Army Command, appointed Bock to lead a group responsible for establishing what became known as the Black Reichswehr. This group was composed of 'labour battalions' (Arbeitskommandos), which were ostensibly made up of civilian volunteers associated with Reichswehr units; however, its members donned Reichswehr uniforms and received their training and directives from the military. The true aim of this organisation was to enable the Reichswehr to bypass the limitations imposed by the Treaty of Versailles, which restricted Germany's military to 100,000 personnel. Bock selected Major Bruno Ernst Buchrucker to develop this force. Under Buchrucker's command, the Black Reichswehr gained notoriety for the Feme murders, which targeted 'traitors' who disclosed the locations of weapon stockpiles or the identities of its members. During the trials of some individuals accused of these murders, prosecutors claimed that the killings were sanctioned by the officers within Bock's group. The journalist Carl von Ossietzky remarked: '... [the accused] merely executed the orders given to him, and it is certain that Colonel von Bock, and likely ... General Seeckt, should be facing charges alongside him.' On multiple occasions, Bock refuted in court that the Reichswehr ministry had any awareness of the 'Black Reichswehr' or the murders they perpetrated.
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In August 1919 the so-called Black Reichswehr, an association of several Freikorps units, defeated the first Polish uprising in Upper Silesia. Here Freikorp units fight around the station in Myslowitz.

On 27 September 1923, Buchrucker commanded 4,500 members of the Black Reichswehr to gather outside Berlin as an initial step towards a coup d'état. Bock, who served as Buchrucker's liaison with the Reichswehr, was furious and reprimanded Buchrucker in a heated meeting for mobilising without authorisation. Bock asserted that the Reichswehr wanted no involvement in Buchrucker's coup, and despite his orders for immediate demobilisation, Buchrucker proceeded with the Küstrin Putsch on 1 October 1923, which culminated in complete failure. In the aftermath of the coup attempt, Seeckt ordered the disbandment of the Black Reichswehr.

Following the Nazis' rise to power in 1933, Bock maintained a neutral stance towards the new regime while remaining a monarchist. In 1935, Adolf Hitler elevated Bock to the rank of General der Infanterie and designated him as the commander of the Third Army Group. He was among the officers retained in their positions during Hitler's reorganisation of the armed forces amid the German rearmament. Hitler is reported to have remarked, "Nobody in the world but Bock can teach soldiers to die." In 1936, Bock wed Wilhelmine, née von Boddien (1893–1945). In March 1938, Bock led the 8th Army into Vienna during the Anschluss and played a significant role in the annexation of the Sudetenland, also occurring in 1938.




Second World War

Poland

By 25 August 1939, Bock was in charge of Army Group North, preparing for the impending invasion of Poland. The aim of Army Group North was to eliminate the Polish forces situated north of the Vistula, utilising a force made up of General Georg von Küchler's 3rd Army and General Günther von Kluge's 4th Army. These armies advanced southward from East Prussia and eastward across the base of the Polish Corridor, respectively.

On 10 September, Bock commanded the forces under his leadership to incinerate Polish villages located behind the front line if they were fired upon from those settlements and "if it proves impossible to identify the house from which the shots came." By the conclusion of the military occupation of Poland on 26 October 1939, a total of 531 towns and villages had been obliterated throughout the nation. Within five weeks, Poland was invaded by German forces, followed by Soviet forces after their occupation from the east.




France

On 12 October 1939, shortly after Poland's conquest, Bock was appointed to lead Army Group B, which comprised 29½ divisions, including three armoured divisions. Their mission was to advance through the Low Countries and entice the northern units of the Allied forces into a trap. Army Group B was made up of the 18th and 6th Armies. While his forces were overrunning the Netherlands in May 1940, Bock sought to visit the exiled former Kaiser Wilhelm II at his residence in Doorn, but he was denied entry, as the German soldiers stationed there had been ordered to prevent such visits.

Bock was involved in the Armistice with France in late June 1940.
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Adolf Hitler posing with his field marshals at the ceremony. Hermann Göring is wearing the white uniform.

On 19 July 1940, Bock was elevated to the rank of field marshal during the 1940 Field Marshal Ceremony. By the end of August, the Army High Command moved Army Group B to East Prussia, which included Kluge's 4th Army. On 11 September, Bock handed over command of his occupation zone in France to Field Marshal Wilhelm Ritter von Leeb.




Russia: Operation Barbarossa

On 2 February 1941, Bock had a meeting with Hitler, during which he raised doubts about the possibility of compelling the Soviets to negotiate peace, even if the Red Army were engaged in battle and subsequently defeated. Hitler confidently reassured Bock that Germany possessed ample resources and that he was resolute in his decision to continue fighting.

On 1 April 1941, in anticipation of the invasion of the Soviet Union, Army Group B was re-designated as Army Group Centre. Stationed in Poland, it was one of the three army formations designated to spearhead the invasion. This group comprised the 4th and 9th Armies, the 3rd and 2nd Panzer Armies, along with Luftflotte 2 of the Luftwaffe. To the left of Bock's Army Group Centre was Army Group North, under the command of Wilhelm Ritter von Leeb; to the right was Army Group South, led by Gerd von Rundstedt. The primary objective of Army Group Centre was to advance along the route north of the Pripyat Marshes towards the Soviet capital, Moscow. After the border skirmishes, Army Group Centre's mission was to push towards the cities of Minsk and Smolensk, aiming to encircle and annihilate the Soviet forces stationed there in encirclement battles.

At 03:15 on 22 June 1941, a Sunday, the initial shots of Operation Barbarossa were fired; Germany commenced its invasion of the Soviet Union with a synchronised declaration of war. Elements of Heinz Guderian's forces had crossed the Bug River and were manoeuvring around the city of Brest-Litovsk. Hermann Hoth's armoured units were advancing towards Grodno on the Nieman River to capture the crucial river crossings. Several reconnaissance units from the 4th and 9th Armies had already traversed the Bug and Desna rivers. At 07:00, Bock flew from Posen to an advanced airfield close to the headquarters of XIII Infantry Corps. There, Major General Erich Jaschke provided Bock with an update on the invasion's progress. Following this meeting, Bock proceeded to Guderian's forward command post at Bokhaly. He then visited Joachim Lemelsen, who delivered a report from the front lines. The roads on the Soviet side of the Bug River were already becoming too soft to bear the weight of tanks. Despite this, the first day of the invasion had been spectacularly successful. Soviet resistance was reported as being light and complete surprise was achieved. All along the front rapid progress was being made.

On the second day of Barbarossa, Bock crossed the Bug River under the escort of Major General Gustav Schmidt. Later that same day, Bock received reports indicating that Soviet resistance was intensifying across the entire front, particularly on Guderian's southern flank. In contrast, Hoth's forces were making significant progress with much greater ease through the Baltic states and Belarus. The initial two days of Army Group Centre's advance were remarkably successful. Hoth's army advanced at such a rapid pace that Bock promptly reached out to Walter von Brauchitsch, requesting to bypass Minsk in favour of launching an attack towards Vitebsk, aiming for a drive towards Moscow. Initially, this alteration in strategy was approved, but it was soon overturned by Hitler, who preferred the encirclement and annihilation of the substantial Soviet forces near Minsk. Bock documented in his diary:

The envelopment of Minsk is not decisive. Besides, I am sure that the enemy expects us to attack Minsk, the next natural objective, and will concentrate defence forces there.

The strategic intentions of Bock and Brauchitsch's Army High Command consistently revealed significant differences. Bock maintained his preference for a direct advance towards Moscow, opting to bypass Soviet forces and allowing them to be eliminated by infantry that moved on foot well behind the tank columns. He contended that if encirclement was indeed essential, rather than redirecting his tanks to the north and south to encircle and annihilate smaller Soviet armies, a more extensive encirclement should be directed eastward towards the Dvina-Dnieper river basins. Hitler rejected this proposal, insisting that the pockets containing Soviet forces must be eradicated prior to making deeper advances into Russia. Bock, infuriated by this decision, was reported to have exclaimed: "We are allowing our greatest opportunity for success to slip away due to this limitation imposed on our armour!" Reluctantly, he issued the command to abandon the advance towards Vitebsk and to assist in the destruction of the encircled forces. On 25 June, Bock relocated his headquarters from Posen to Kobryn, situated approximately 15 miles (24 kilometers) northeast of Brest-Litovsk. By 30 June, the 4th and 9th Armies converged near Slonim, capturing thousands of Soviet soldiers. Nevertheless, many Soviet troops succeeded in escaping eastward. Subsequently, Bock ordered a disengagement from the encirclement and preparations for a comprehensive advance to the east. This directive once again led to a clash between Bock and Brauchitsch.

On 3 July, Bock's forces were advancing eastward once more, with Guderian's tanks crossing the Berezina and Hoth's tanks crossing the Duna. This day marked the greatest distance achieved by Bock's troops in a single day, covering over 100 miles (160 kilometres). Four days later, Guderian's tanks crossed the Dnieper, the final significant barrier before Smolensk. However, Guderian was soon instructed by Günther von Kluge to withdraw back across the river. Bock quickly countermanded this order, permitting Guderian to re-cross the river. Bock lodged a protest against Kluge's actions with High Command, but to no avail. On July 11, Bock relocated his headquarters once more to Borisov, a Soviet town situated near the Berezina River. General Günther Blumentritt, as cited by British military historian B.H. Liddell Hart, noted that one reason Kluge privately expressed for choosing to halt his and Guderian's advance towards Moscow in July 1941, opting instead to deploy their tanks for the planned encirclement of Kiev, was that this shift would temporarily place Kluge under the command of the agreeable Rundstedt, rather than leaving him under the control of Bock, who was described as "a very difficult man to serve."




Onwards to Moscow 

On 9 September, the Army High Command directed Bock to formulate an operational order for the assault on Moscow, which was scheduled to commence no later than 30 September. Bock oversaw the planning and preparation of the operation, and a few days later, it received approval from the Army High Command. As part of the preparations, Army Group Centre was to be augmented and supplied with personnel and vehicles; it would consist of three infantry armies (the 2nd, 4th, and 9th) and three tank armies (2nd, 3rd, and 4th Panzers). Colonel General Erich Hoepner was appointed to command the 4th Panzer Army, while the other two were extensions of Hoth's and Guderian's original Panzer Groups. The reinforcement of Army Group Centre for the operation significantly increased its size: with nearly 1.5 million soldiers, it surpassed its initial strength at the beginning of Barbarossa. Bock dedicated most of the remaining days in September to inspection tours of his bolstered Army Group Centre. On one occasion, Bock — accompanied by Albert Kesselring — conducted an aerial survey over Moscow.

On 29 September, Bock convened a conference with his senior commanders, including Adolf Strauss, Maximilian von Weichs, Hoth, Kluge, Hoepner, Guderian, and Kesselring. During this meeting, the primary operational plan was evaluated, with Bock reiterating the necessity of capturing Moscow by 7 November, prior to the arrival of winter, and to align with the anniversary of the Russian Revolution.

The following day, the operation commenced with assaults from the armoured forces of Guderian and Hoth. A few days later, the infantry divisions began their advance towards Moscow. With less than 150 km separating the most forward troops from Moscow, Bock projected that his forces would reach the city within three to four weeks. Almost immediately, Bock's troops faced significant Soviet resistance on their route to Moscow. The 2nd Panzer Army, together with the XLVIII Panzer Corps, launched attacks on key rail junctions near Oryol and Bryansk. Hoepner's 4th Panzer Army soon crossed the Desna River, gaining entry into the depths of Russian territory. Meanwhile, Hoth's 3rd Panzer Army advanced towards Rzhev along the Volga River.

On October 3rd, Guderian's troops seized Oryol, thereby gaining access to a paved highway leading to Moscow, approximately 180 miles (290 kilometres) distant. Concurrently, units of the 2nd Panzer Army reported that they had circumvented Bryansk and were advancing towards Karachev. Bock instructed Guderian to continue towards Tula; however, within hours, this directive was rescinded by Army High Command. The reversal mandated Guderian to launch an assault on Bryansk, where, alongside Vyazma, two significant encirclements of Soviet forces were taking place. Bock contended that the region between Oryol and Tula was relatively devoid of Soviet troops, asserting that Tula could be captured within a matter of hours. Ultimately, Bock consented to redirect Guderian's tanks towards Bryansk. Soon after, cold rain began to fall over the northern sectors of Army Group Centre's front, transforming the roads into quagmires as part of the Rasputitsa. Almost the entire front became immobilised; the only vehicles capable of traversing the mud were tanks and other tracked vehicles. Nevertheless, these moved at an exceedingly slow rate (occasionally less than 2 miles (3.2 kilometres) per day), leading to a significant increase in fuel consumption. This exacerbated the issues related to already inadequate supply lines. Slight improvements in weather conditions eventually allowed Bock's forces to resume sealing the pockets around Bryansk and Vyazma. The dual encirclements of Soviet forces surrounding Vyazma and Bryansk resulted in some of the highest Soviet casualties since the onset of Operation Barbarossa: approximately 650,000 prisoners of war were captured during these two encirclements, after which the Soviet armies opposing Bock's Army Group Centre no longer enjoyed the advantage of superior numbers. Bock was among the few German officers to voice objections against the systematic mistreatment of Soviet prisoners of war, yet he took minimal action to enhance the conditions for those detained in the territories under his command. The weather soon worsened again, with the roads reverting to impassable, muddy quagmires.

Since 30 September, Bock had suffered losses of approximately 35,000 men, along with 250 tanks and artillery pieces, in addition to several hundred other vehicles, many of which were trapped in the mud. Fuel and ammunition reserves dwindled to dangerously low levels. In spite of these challenges, the push towards Moscow persisted as Hitler's impatience grew. When the forward units of the 4th Panzer Army reached Kaluga and Maloyaroslavets, German forces found themselves within 40 miles (64 kilometres) of Moscow. Guderian's progress in the south was considerably slower – an effort by his troops to seize Tula had failed, resulting in significant casualties among both men and tanks. Nevertheless, other units succeeded in capturing Stalinogorsk and Venyov, suggesting the potential to bypass Tula.

Bock's forces broke through the Red Army's Mozhaisk defence lines in mid-October, instilling panic in Moscow. Hundreds of thousands of civilians began evacuating the city, while others were compelled to join emergency volunteer units. Martial law was declared as looting and pillaging of abandoned stores escalated. Marshal Semyon Timoshenko was relieved of his command in favour of Georgy Zhukov, who had been coordinating the defence of Leningrad. The majority of the Soviet government was relocated to Kuibyshev, situated 500 miles (800 kilometres) southeast of Moscow. However, Soviet leader Joseph Stalin chose to remain in the capital after being assured by Zhukov that it would not fall. As Bock's forces advanced further, Soviet resistance intensified. The paved roads leading to Moscow were transformed into craters due to relentless Russian artillery fire, making them impassable. This situation forced the German troops into the mud, and Army Group Centre soon found itself stuck once more. The objective of capturing Moscow by mid-October was no longer attainable. Nonetheless, the overwhelming force of the German advance could not be entirely halted, and on 21 October, units of the 9th Army captured Kalinin.

As November commenced, the mud quickly transformed into ice as temperatures plummeted to −28 °C (−20 °F). Although the ground had solidified sufficiently to accommodate vehicles, the frigid conditions exacerbated the hardships faced by the German soldiers, many of whom lacked adequate winter attire. Frostbite soon took a significant toll; numerous soldiers were severely impacted and required evacuation. On 20 November, Bock relocated his field headquarters to a more advanced position near the front lines. There, he visited an artillery command post, where he was able to observe the buildings of Moscow through his field glasses. A few days later, German forces crossed the Moscow-Volga Canal and reached Khimki but were compelled to retreat due to Soviet resistance. On 29 November, elements of the 4th Panzer Army arrived at the western suburbs of Moscow. By 4 December, units of the 2nd Army had reached Kuntsevo, a western suburb of Moscow. Several units from Guderian's army bypassed Kolomna and advanced to the Moskva River. Meanwhile, the 3rd Panzer Army once again engaged in combat in Khimki. These represented the final advances made by Army Group Centre under Bock's leadership.

On 6 December, with temperatures dropping to −45 °C (−50 °F), fresh Soviet forces under Zhukov initiated a significant counteroffensive. German troops stationed along the front near Moscow retreated, destroying any equipment they could not salvage. Several days later, Army High Command issued an order to cease all offensive operations. Bock recorded in his diary: 

All along, I demanded of Army High Command the authority to strike down the enemy when he was wobbling. We could have finished the enemy last summer. We could have destroyed him completely. Last August, the road to Moscow was open; we could have entered the Bolshevik capital in triumph and in summery weather. The high military leadership of the Fatherland made a terrible mistake when it forced my army group to adopt a position of defence last August. Now all of us are paying for that mistake.




Second Battle of Kharkov and Summer Offensive

Bock was appointed to lead Army Group South on 20 January 1942, following the death of Generalfeldmarshall Walter von Reichenau due to a stroke in Ukraine. Consequently, in May 1942, he oversaw the defending troops that inflicted a significant defeat on the Soviet winter offensive, which resulted in a severe reduction of Soviet tank capabilities during the Second Battle of Kharkov. 

On 28 June 1942, Bock's offensive fragmented the Soviet front on both sides of Kursk. Three armies (Weich's 2nd Army, Hoth's 4th Panzer, and Friedrich Paulus' 6th Army), supported by 11 panzer divisions, advanced towards Voronezh and the Don River. Paulus' armored divisions reached the Don on both flanks of Voronezh by 5 July. In response, the Soviet High Command established a Voronezh Front under Nikolai Vatutin, who reported directly to Moscow. Bock aimed to neutralise Vatutin's forces before extending his own flank too far into the gap created by the rapid and powerful German offensive. However, Hitler expressed dissatisfaction with Bock's strategy to postpone the advance towards Stalingrad.
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June 1942: Bock (far right) during a briefing at the headquarters of Army Group South with Hitler.

Later Years and Death

On July 7, Hitler divided Army Group South into two separate entities: Army Groups A and B. Field Marshal Wilhelm List was appointed to command Army Group A. On July 17, Hitler dismissed Bock from his position as commander of Army Group B, replacing him with Maximilian von Weichs. Bock was subsequently placed in the Führerreserve but never returned to a senior command role. He spent the remainder of the war leading a secluded life in Bavaria after being effectively forced into retirement. Henning von Tresckow, who was married to Bock's cousin, made several attempts to persuade him to join the military resistance against Hitler. He denounced the July 20 plot, the assassination attempt on Hitler on July 20, 1944, as a criminal act. Following Hitler's suicide on April 30, 1945, he offered his services to the new government led by Admiral Karl Dönitz.

On May 3, 1945, Bock's vehicle was attacked by a Royal New Zealand Air Force Hawker Tempest from No. 486 Squadron RNZAF near Lensahn while he was evacuating to Hamburg. The attack severely injured Bock and resulted in the deaths of his wife Wilhelmine, his stepdaughter Katharina, and a friend who was driving the car. Initially, Bock was the only survivor of the assault, but he succumbed to his injuries the following day at a naval hospital in Oldenburg in Holstein. He was interred at the Friedhof Lensahn cemetery in Lensahn.





Eduard von Böhm-Ermolli

(1856–1941)
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Early life

Eduard Freiherr von Böhm-Ermolli was born on 12 February 1856 in the Italian city of Ancona. His father, Georg Böhm (1813–1893), earned a battlefield commission for his bravery as a sergeant after the battle of Novara in 1849, and was promoted to the rank of major upon his retirement in 1877.

In June 1885, he obtained permission to add his wife's maiden name, Maria Josepha Ermolli, to his family name. He was granted hereditary nobility in September 1885, and thus the family became known as "von Böhm-Ermolli".

Böhm-Ermolli received his training at the cadet academy in St. Pölten and the Theresian Military Academy in Wiener Neustadt, entering service on 1 September 1875 as a lieutenant in the dragoons. He held various line and staff positions, progressively advancing through the ranks, and was promoted to General of the Cavalry on 1 May 1912, subsequently being appointed as the commanding general of the 1st Army Corps in Kraków.

First World One

At the onset of World War I, Böhm-Ermolli was appointed to lead the Austrian 2nd Army, which was designated for operations on the Serbian front. However, following the mobilisation of the Russian Empire, the 2nd Army was redirected to the Russian front, where it bolstered the forces of Austria's German ally. In September 1915, he also took command of the Army Group Böhm-Ermolli, which encompassed the German South Army in addition to his own Second Army.

Böhm-Ermolli attained the rank of Generaloberst in May 1916 and was elevated to Feldmarschall in January 1918. In March 1918, his troops occupied Ukraine. His Army Group was disbanded in Odessa at the conclusion of the war.
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Heldengedenktag, 16 March 1941. High-ranking officers with their batons (left to right: Eduard von Böhm-Ermolli, with Austro-Hungarian Field Marshal's baton; Erich Raeder; Walther von Brauchitsch; Wilhelm Keitel; Erhard Milch; Rudolf Hess; Heinrich Himmler.)

Later life

Böhm-Ermolli subsequently returned to his hometown of Troppau in Austrian Silesia, which became part of Czechoslovakia in 1919. The Czechoslovak government provided him with his pension and recognised him as a General 1st Class in the reserve.

In 1928, he was designated as an "Army General" of Czechoslovakia, despite never having served in the Czechoslovak Army.

Following the annexation of the Sudetenland, predominantly inhabited by Germans, to Nazi Germany in 1938, he became a German citizen. On 31 October 1940, Böhm-Ermolli was honorably promoted to Generalfeldmarschall of the German Army. Furthermore, he was appointed as the honorary colonel-in-chief of Infantry Regiment Nr. 38 in his hometown of Troppau (Opava).

Upon his death in December 1941, he was given a state funeral with full military honours in Vienna.


Walther von Brauchitsch

(1881–1948)
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Early Life

Brauchitsch was born in Berlin on October 4, 1881, as the sixth child of Bernhard von Brauchitsch, a cavalry general, and his wife, Charlotte Bertha von Gordon. The Brauchitsch family had a longstanding tradition of military service, and in keeping with his ancestors, Brauchitsch was brought up in the customs of the Prussian officer corps. His family was part of the prominent social circles of Berlin's elite, and his surname, along with his father's military rank, afforded him the same status as any officer or official. During his teenage years, Brauchitsch developed an interest in politics and was captivated by art. To support these pursuits, his father enrolled him at Französisches Gymnasium Berlin instead of a military academy.

In 1895, Brauchitsch entered the military academy in Potsdam. He subsequently transferred to the Hauptkadettenanstalt Groß Lichterfelde, where in his final year, he was part of the top class for exceptionally talented students and was selected, like his brother Adolf five years earlier, to serve as a page for Empress Augusta Victoria. While serving the empress at court, he acquired manners and poise that were remarked upon throughout his life.

Upon completing his studies in 1900, he was commissioned as a lieutenant in an infantry regiment. However, alternative accounts indicate that he initially became a lieutenant in the Royal Elizabeth Guard Grenadiers but subsequently transferred from this "socialite outfit" to the Third Field Artillery Regiment. Due to a medical condition that rendered him unfit for infantry service, he was reassigned to an artillery regiment. He was responsible for training recruits in riding and driving. Later, he joined the General Staff office in Berlin, where he achieved the rank of first lieutenant in 1909.




First World War

At the onset of World War I in August 1914, Brauchitsch had attained the rank of captain. He was designated as a staff officer to the XVI Army Corps, which was stationed near Metz. Throughout World War I, he served with the 34th Infantry Division and the Guards Reserve Corps. From 1914 to 1916, he participated in the Battle of Verdun and the Battle of the Argonne Forest. In the final two years of the war, Brauchitsch engaged in the Third Battle of the Aisne, the Aisne-Marne offensive, the Second Battle of the Aisne, the Battle of Armentières, and the Battle of Flanders. He was honoured with the Iron Cross 1st Class and the House Order of Hohenzollern, concluding the war with the rank of major.




Weimar Republic

In 1918, along with thousands of other officers, he was transferred to the Reserve Corps. However, the following year, he returned as a major. The German military experienced a mandated reduction in 1919 to adhere to the Treaty of Versailles, yet Brauchitsch succeeded in remaining active in service. He continued with the General Staff, where he had no chance to apply his artillery expertise. Ultimately, in 1920, he was allowed to move to the staff of the 2nd Artillery Regiment. The subsequent year, he was involved in the Ministry of the Reichswehr, specifically in the Artillery Department.

Brauchitsch's role in the Artillery Department involved reorganising artillery units and applying lessons learned during the final months of the war. He introduced his own concepts, which included revising the classification system for light, medium, and heavy artillery. Heavy artillery, previously referred to as "corps artillery", was redefined as "reinforcement artillery". He also stressed the importance of synergy and collaboration between artillery and infantry.

After spending three years in the Artillery Department, he was elevated to the rank of lieutenant colonel in 1925. As of 1 November 1927, Brauchitsch was designated Chief of Staff of the 6th Infantry Division in Münster, Westphalia, one of the most formidable garrisons in western Germany. In the final years of the Weimar Republic, he assumed control of the Army Training Department and was promoted to colonel in 1928. In October 1931, Brauchitsch attained his promotion to major general.
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Nazi Party (NSDAP) leader Adolf Hitler saluting members of the Sturmabteilung in Brunswick, Lower Saxony, 1932

Nazi Germany

In 1933, Adolf Hitler and the Nazi Party ascended to power and initiated the expansion of the military to fulfil Hitler's military aspirations. On February 1, 1933, Brauchitsch was appointed as the commander of the East Prussian military district (Wehrkreis I) and chief of the 1st Division in Königsberg. Due to the rearmament of Germany, the command position of Befehlshaber im Wehrkreis I (Commander of the 1st military district) was enhanced. Brauchitsch received a promotion to lieutenant general in October 1933. The staff of the 1st Division became the staff of the 1st Army Corps, and Brauchitsch was designated as its inaugural commanding general on June 21, 1935.

Despite feeling at ease in Prussia, Brauchitsch experienced a conflict with Erich Koch, the local Gauleiter (party leader and effectively the head of civil administration in the province). Koch was notorious for his unscrupulous behaviour and relished the authority he wielded, often resorting to violence against his adversaries. As both Koch and Brauchitsch were reluctant to jeopardise their positions in the area, they endeavoured to keep their rivalry out of the public eye. Consequently, Berlin remained largely unaware of their contention.

A conflict arose a few years later when Brauchitsch discovered that Reichsführer-SS Heinrich Himmler intended to substitute the army guards in East Prussia with SS personnel, aiming to persecute Jews, as well as Protestant and Catholic churches in the area. Although Brauchitsch succeeded in halting the SS's replacement of the army forces in the region, Himmler labeled him as "a junker" and informed Hitler about the disagreement. Brauchitsch asserted that he had fulfilled his duty, stating succinctly, "Civilians are not permitted to enter that area."

Brauchitsch attained the rank of general of artillery in 1936. Following the accusations of homosexuality against the Commander-in-Chief of the Army, Werner von Fritsch, Hitler elevated Brauchitsch to colonel general and appointed him as the new army chief on the recommendation of the Army High Command on 4 February 1938. At the time of this promotion, Brauchitsch was also granted cabinet-level rank and authority, although he did not receive the formal title of Reichsminister. The allegations of homosexuality were, in fact, a trap orchestrated by Hitler to provide a pretext for dismissing one of the aristocratic senior officers within the Army High Command. Fritsch's dismissal posed a significant challenge to the stability of the German internal administration during that period.

Brauchitsch embraced the Nazi rearmament policy. His relationship with Hitler improved during Brauchitsch's indecision regarding whether to leave his wife for his mistress amid the Munich Crisis; Hitler set aside his usual anti-divorce views and encouraged Brauchitsch to divorce and remarry. Hitler even provided him with 80,000 Reichsmarks to facilitate the divorce. Over time, Brauchitsch became increasingly dependent on Hitler for financial assistance.

Similar to Colonel General Ludwig Beck, Brauchitsch was against Hitler's annexation of Austria and his intervention in Czechoslovakia; however, he did not oppose Hitler's war plans, choosing instead to stay out of political matters. Nevertheless, in April 1939, Brauchitsch, alongside Colonel General Wilhelm Keitel, received the Golden Party Badge from Hitler in recognition of the occupation of Czechoslovakia.

In the final months leading up to World War II, Brauchitsch concentrated on the possibility of Italy supporting the Nazi military efforts. In May 1939, he evaluated the Italian military facilities in Libya and La Spezia to reinforce the Italo-German alliance. This, however, proved to be a challenging endeavor, as the Italian leader Benito Mussolini anticipated economic assistance from the Reich in exchange for his military cooperation. Fritsch had previously informed Brauchitsch that the Italian military was in "extremely poor fighting shape." Additionally, Joachim von Ribbentrop, Germany's Foreign Minister and the principal architect of the Axis alliance, consistently disrupted Brauchitsch's initiatives, as he aimed to ensure his influence was maintained at all costs.




Second World War

Poland Campaign

During the invasion of Poland, Brauchitsch was responsible for overseeing the majority of plans. The Polish campaign is frequently referenced as the initial instance of 'blitzkrieg'; however, it is important to note that blitzkrieg was neither a formal theory nor an established doctrine. The campaign did not align with the widespread understanding of what later became known as blitzkrieg. The Panzer divisions were distributed thinly among the infantry and were not afforded operational autonomy or concentrated in large numbers, as they would be during the 1940 invasion of Western Europe. The operational approach of the Wehrmacht in Poland adhered to the more conventional Vernichtungsgedanke. What is now commonly identified as blitzkrieg did not emerge until after the campaign in the west in June 1940. It was not the catalyst but rather the result of victory. Brauchitsch himself needed to be persuaded that armoured units could operate independently at the operational level prior to the campaign.

Brauchitsch endorsed severe actions against the Polish populace, asserting that such measures were necessary to secure German Lebensraum ('living space'). He played a pivotal role in the death sentences imposed on Polish prisoners captured during the defence of the Polish Post Office in Danzig, dismissing the appeal for clemency.




Western Europe and the Balkans Campaign

By early November 1939, Brauchitsch and Chief of the General Staff Franz Halder began contemplating the possibility of overthrowing Hitler, who had designated "X-day", the invasion of France, for 12 November 1939. Both officers were convinced that the invasion was destined to fail.

[image: ]

Keitel, Brauchitsch, Hitler and Halder (from left to right) studying a map of France during the 1940 campaign.

On 5 November 1939, the Army General Staff drafted a special memorandum that ostensibly advised against initiating an attack on the Western powers that year. Brauchitsch hesitantly consented to present the document to Hitler during a meeting on 5 November. He endeavoured to persuade Hitler to postpone X-day by asserting that the morale within the German Army was worse than it had been in 1918. Brauchitsch further lamented: "The aggressive spirit of the German infantry is regrettably below the standards of the First World War ... [there have been] certain signs of insubordination reminiscent of those in 1917–18." Hitler erupted in anger, accusing the General Staff and Brauchitsch personally of disloyalty, cowardice, sabotage, and defeatism. He returned to the army headquarters at Zossen, where he "arrived in such poor condition that initially he could only provide a somewhat incoherent account of the events."

Following Brauchitsch's meeting with Hitler in November 1939, both he and Halder informed Carl Friedrich Goerdeler, a prominent figure in the anti-Nazi movement, that they could not proceed with the plan to overthrow Hitler and suggested that he seek other officers to participate in the conspiracy. Hitler convened a meeting of the General Staff, where he proclaimed that he would crush the West within a year. He also pledged to "destroy the spirit of Zossen", a threat that alarmed Halder to such a degree that he compelled the conspirators to abandon their second planned coup attempt. On 7 November, after severe snowstorms, Hitler postponed X-Day indefinitely, which eliminated Brauchitsch and Halder's main incentive for the conspiracy.
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