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Introduction
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In 2009, I wrote a short book on the Second World War. Intended for the beginner, the idea was to provide a basic outline of the war without the reader having to invest a huge amount of time and effort. I called it World War Two In An Hour. Then, having written it, I decided I needed a website. Launched in December 2009, History In An Hour (historyinanhour.com) was born.

Over the years, as well as writing more titles for the series, published by Harper Collins in the UK, I wrote some 200 articles for the website. Sixty of these articles form this collection. I’ve updated and expanded most, if not all, of them. The suicide of Hitler’s niece, World War Two’s first victim, the killing of Rasputin, the assassinations of Malcolm X and Franz Ferdinand, the Battle of the Somme, the betrayal of Anne Frank and the woman who almost killed Lenin – these are just some of the articles within this book. 

Despite the subtitle, Tales From the 20th Century, there are, in fact, five articles from before and one, the death in 2011 of Stalin’s daughter, from after. But calling it Tales Mostly From the 20th Century wouldn’t have had the same ring. 

A paperback version of this title is also available – an ideal Christmas or birthday present for those who love a bit of war and misery. #Justsaying. 

If you would like to receive an occasional update concerning new titles and updates, please join my email list here.

I may, one day, gather and update another sixty articles and produce a volume two. 

But until then, if it happens at all, I hope you enjoy volume one...

Rupert Colley.
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21 January 1924, the Death of Vladimir Lenin
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On 21 January 1924, Vladimir Lenin, the leader of the Russian Bolshevik Revolution, died aged only 53.

Today I shot at Lenin

Five and a half years previously, on 30 August 1918, Lenin survived an assassination attempt. His would-be killer, 28-year-old Fanny Kaplan, a Socialist Revolutionary, shot at him three times, hitting Lenin twice – in the jaw and the neck. Interrogated by the Cheka, the state’s secret police, Kaplan said, ‘Today I shot at Lenin. I did it on my own. I will not say from whom I obtained my revolver. I will give no details.’ She was executed on 3 September. Lenin survived but was weakened by his injuries which, less than six years later, contributed to his early death.

[image: image]

Vladimir Lenin, 1918. German Federal Archives.

One of the bullets fired into Lenin by Kaplan was only removed in April 1922. The effect of his wounds, together with the strains of revolution, civil war, uprisings and forging a new country, took its toll on Lenin. His workload as head of state was enormous and in latter years he suffered increasingly from fatigue and headaches. He suffered his first stroke in May 1922 which temporarily deprived him of speech and impeded his movement. Six months later he returned to work, albeit on a lighter schedule.

Lenin’s Testament

A second stroke in December 1922 obliged Lenin to retire from politics to his dacha in the village of Gorki, six miles south of Moscow, and where Joseph Stalin became a frequent visitor. Recuperating, Lenin had to learn to write with his left hand.

[image: 19220900-lenin_stalin_gorky-02]

Lenin with Joseph Stalin, 1922.

While convalescing from his second stroke, Lenin wrote his ‘Testament’, in which he proposed changes to the structure of the party’s Central Committee and commented on its individual members, including Leon Trotsky and Nikolai Bukharin. Of Trotsky, for example, Lenin describes him as ‘distinguished not only by outstanding ability. He is personally perhaps the most capable man in the present C.C., but he has displayed excessive self-assurance and shown excessive preoccupation with the purely administrative side of the work.’ 

But his most severe criticism was reserved for Stalin whom he had in April 1922 appointed as the party’s General Secretary. Lenin was regretting his haste, questioning the amount of authority placed in Stalin’s hands: ‘I suggest the comrades think about a way of removing Stalin from that post and appointing another man in his stead who in all other respects differs from Comrade Stalin in having only one advantage, namely, that of being more tolerant, more loyal, more polite, and more considerate to the comrades, less capricious, etc.’

Entrusted to his wife, Nadezhda Krupskaya, Lenin’s Testament was due to be read out at the Twelfth Party Congress in April 1923 but, fatefully, Krupskaya kept it secret in the hope that her husband would recover. He did not.

Poison

A third stroke in March 1923 left Lenin bedridden and took away for good his ability to speak. Such was the pain experienced by Lenin during his final months, that he begged Stalin to obtain a dose of potassium cyanide to put him out of his misery. He specifically asked Stalin, probably because he knew that only Stalin, a man so devoid of any humanity, would be strong enough to do it. But even Stalin baulked at the thought of it and couldn’t bring himself to administer the fatal dose: ‘I do not have the strength to carry out Ilyich’s (Lenin) request and I have to decline this mission, however humane and necessary it might be’.

[image: image]

Last known photograph of Vladimir Lenin, 15 May 1923.

But, despite his apparent squeamishness, it was not beyond Stalin’s reach to have poisoned his former mentor, especially as his own position was at risk following Lenin’s damning indictment of him. Poisoning was one of Stalin’s favourite methods of dealing with his opponents and the suspicion has always remained that he may have had a hand in Lenin’s demise. As Bukharin once said of Stalin, ‘Koba (Stalin’s revolutionary nickname) is capable of anything’. Indeed, during his final hours, Lenin suffered a number of violent seizures. Seizures are not associated with strokes – but they are with poison. 

Lenin’s Funeral

Following Lenin’s death on 21 January 1924, Stalin led the funeral arrangements, ensuring he maintained a high profile, acting as the lead pallbearer and chief mourner. Lenin lay in state for four days in Moscow’s House of Unions, during which time almost a million mourners paid their respects.

Trotsky, Stalin’s rival for power, who was recovering from illness near the Black Sea, missed the funeral – having been told the wrong date by the scheming Stalin.

The Cult of Lenin

Following his death, Lenin’s brain was removed and kept in formaldehyde for two years before being sliced into 30,963 wafer-thin slices to be studied and examined in minute detail to work out how the brain of a genius worked. Despite Nadezhda Krupskaya’s objections, Lenin’s corpse was embalmed and placed in a wooden mausoleum in Moscow’s Red Square. In October 1930, he was placed in the marble and granite mausoleum that for 60 years became the ‘mecca’ of communism and where it still remains to this day.

Stalin instigated an era of deferential religious-like worship for the Great Leader of the Revolution in which Lenin’s image was seen everywhere and his memory held in reverential terms. In every town, statues were erected; his word was taken as gospel and unquestioned – the cult of Lenin had begun. Lenin himself would not have approved of this hero worship, once stating, ‘Wherever you look, they are writing about me. I consider this un-Marxist emphasis on the individual extremely harmful.’

But through his devotion to Lenin, Stalin was able to establish himself as Lenin’s pupil, the successor of Lenin’s great vision. To question Stalin was to doubt Lenin’s wisdom and thereby question the legitimacy of the revolution, an act of heresy not tolerated by the regime. Through Lenin, Stalin gained the initiative.

The era of Vladimir Lenin was at an end; the era of Joseph Stalin was about to begin. It was to last almost thirty years.
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23 January 1930, the Birth of Tanya Savicheva, young victim of the Leningrad Siege
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Tanya Savicheva died near her hometown of Leningrad on 1 July 1944, aged only 14. But who was Tanya Savicheva? The name in Russia is what Anne Frank is to the West – a young innocent victim of World War Two, who left behind a small but lasting legacy.

[image: image]

Tanya Savicheva, c1936

But whereas Anne’s legacy is a diary carefully kept over a period of two years, Tanya’s was little more than a few scribbled lines over six sheets of notepaper.

Leningrad Siege 

Leningrad (modern-day St Petersburg) was in the midst of a devastating 900-day blockade that lasted from September 1941 until January 1944. The German army had laid siege to the city, bombarded it and cut off all supplies in its attempt to ‘wipe it off the map’, as Hitler had ordered.

The Savicheva family had all answered the call to help bolster the city’s defences. Tanya, only 11 years old, helped dig anti-tank trenches. On 12 September 1941, the largest food warehouse, the Badayev, was destroyed, bombed with German incendiaries. Three thousand tons of flour burned, thousands of tons of grain went up in smoke, meat frazzled, butter melted, sugar turned molten and seeped into the cellars. ‘The streets that night ran with melted chocolate,’ said one witness, ‘and the air was rich and sticky with the smell of burning sugar.’ The situation, already severe, became critical.

Road of Life

As winter approached, Lake Ladoga, to the east of the city, froze. From December 1941, supplies of foodstuffs, fuel and medicine came through by convoys of trucks, a hazardous journey over thin ice and through enemy bombardment. But what was brought in on this ‘Road of Life’, although vital, was only ever a fraction of what was needed.

Within the city, as that first winter progressed, whatever could be eaten had been consumed – pets, livestock, birds and vermin. And whatever could be burnt had been used for firewood. Tanya had kept a thick diary but this, as with every other book in the household, had been used for fuel – except for a slim notebook.

The youngest of five children, Tanya Savicheva’s father had died when she was six. Tanya, her mother and her siblings, in common with every citizen of Leningrad during the siege, suffered terribly from hunger and cold. One winter’s day, Tanya’s sister, Nina, 12 years older, failed to return. The family assumed that like so many hundreds of others, she had succumbed and died. In fact, Nina had been evacuated out of the city across Lake Ladoga at a moment’s notice. She returned to the city only after the war.

Savichevs died

One by one, the remaining members of Tanya’s family died, and it was recording of each death that constituted the notebook.

The first entry recorded the death of Tanya’s sister, Zhenya, who died at midday on 28 December 1941. Others were to follow until the sixth and final death, that of Tanya’s mother, on 13 May 1942. A neighbour described the tragic figure of this young girl, Tanya:

‘When Tanya lost everyone, she became deranged with grief. She would clutch at a small house plant, which had only a few withered leaves left, and was virtually dead. Somehow, it seemed to remind Tanya of her family. She would stand by her stove, swaying from side to side, holding it close to her, in a terrible trance. She was trying to bring it back to life.’ 

Tanya herself was eventually evacuated out of the city in August 1942, along with about 150 other children, to a village called Shatki. But whilst most of the others recovered and lived, Tanya, already too ill, died of tuberculosis on 1 July 1944.

Her notebook was presented as evidence of Nazi terror at the post-war Nuremberg Trials, and today is on display at the History Museum in St Petersburg.

The text of Tanya’s notebook reads as follows:

Zhenya died on Dec. 28th at 12:00 P.M. 1941

Grandma died on Jan. 25th 3:00 P.M. 1942

Leka died on March 5th at 5:00 A.M. 1942

Uncle Vasya died on Apr. 13th at 2:00 after midnight 1942

Uncle Lesha on May 10th at 4:00 P.M. 1942

Mother on May 13th at 7:30 A.M. 1942

Savichevs died.

Everyone died.

Only Tanya is left.

[image: image]

Pages from Tanya Savicheva’s notebook.
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27 January, Holocaust Memorial Day: The ‘Jews Out’ Board Game
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The Wiener Library in London has on display a macabre board game intended to be a bit of fun for your average family living in 1930s Nazi Germany. It is called Juden Raus! ‘Jews Out!’ – with an exclamation mark.

[image: image]

The ‘Jews Out!’ board game. Photographed by the author.

The object of the Jews Out board game is to force the Jews beyond the medieval walls and out the city. The first player to rid the city of six Jews wins the game.

The game comes with a dice, a 50×60 cm board and a number of figurines. The board has thirteen circles representing various Jewish-owned shops and businesses. Each player adopts one of six red figurines with a pointy hat and a belt around its waist, representing the German police force, and the idea is to land on the Jewish business and eject the Jew. The Jew is represented by 32 hat-shaped counters, the same shape as the hats Jews were compelled to wear during the Middle Ages. Each Jew is depicted with a vile, contorted face.

The rules explain that the Jews Out board game is an ‘extraordinarily amusing and up-to-date family game’. On the board are written three bits of text: Display skill in the dice game, so that you collect many Jews! / When you succeed in driving out 6 Jews, you will be winner beyond all question! And at the bottom right, a ‘typical’ Jewish family on the move accompanied by the text, Off to Palestine!

As well as the copy at the Wiener library, the only other copy of the game known to have survived in tact is on display at New York’s Museum of Jewish Heritage.

Trivial

This vile little game was produced by a Dresden-based company called Günther & Co. in 1936 and was not actually sanctioned by the Nazi party; it was purely a commercial venture, hoping to capitalize on the anti-Semitic hysteria sweeping through Germany at the time. The game never received official Nazi approval. Indeed, Heinrich Himmler’s SS thoroughly disapproved of the game, criticizing it for trivializing their work: ‘We do not slave ourselves away with the solution of the Jewish question, to relieve toy manufacturers of their worries about a big seller or to entertain children with an amusing little game.’

The Wiener Library

Named after its founder, Alfred Wiener, the Wiener Library is, to use their words, ‘one of the world’s leading and most extensive archives on the Holocaust and Nazi era. Formed in 1933, the Library’s unique collection of over one million items includes published and unpublished works, press cuttings, photographs and eyewitness testimony’.
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29 January 1928, the Death of Douglas Haig 
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Douglas Haig, Britain’s First World War commander-in-chief from December 1915 to the end of the war, is remembered as the archetypal ‘donkey’ leading ‘lions’ to their death by the thousands. But, a century on, is this a fair judgment?

[image: Sir-douglas-haig]

Douglas Haig, c1913. Library of Congress.

Born in Edinburgh, 19 June 1861, Douglas Haig was the eleventh son of a wealthy whiskey distiller. An expert horseman, he once represented England at polo. In 1898, he joined the forces of Lord Kitchener in the Sudan and, the following year, he served under Sir John French in Kitchener’s army during the Boer War.

During the first year of the First World War, Haig served as a deputy to John French, the commander-in-chief of the British Expeditionary Force. Haig’s actions at the Battle of Mons and the First Battle of Ypres earned him praise while, conversely, John French’s fortunes plummeted following the Battle of Loos. Haig contributed to the drive to have the mood-swinging French removed and, in turn, in December 1915, was appointed by Prime Minister Herbert Asquith as French’s replacement.

Cavalry man

A Presbyterian and firmly believing that God was on his side and therefore his decisions had to be right, Haig insisted on full frontal attacks, convinced that victory would come by military might alone. Still a cavalry man at heart, he believed the machine gun to be a ‘much overrated weapon’. It is one of the criticisms levelled at Haig – that he was adverse to new technology. The evidence is contradictory. Almost a decade after the war, Haig still believed in the use of cavalry: ‘I believe that the value of the horse and the opportunity for the horse in the future are likely to be as great as ever. Aeroplanes and tanks are only accessories to the men and the horse, and I feel sure that as time goes on you will find just as much use for the horse – the well-bred horse – as you have ever done in the past.’

But Douglas Haig did back the introduction of the new ‘landship’, as the prototype tank was originally known. On 15 September 1916, during the Battle of the Somme, Haig ordered these new weapons onto the battlefield. Although many broke down, Haig was impressed enough to order a thousand more.

Butcher Haig?

[image: image]

Douglas Haig as painted by Sir William Orpen, 1917.

Haig has often been criticized of being profligate of men’s lives. His tenure as c-in-c saw the horrendous losses at the Battle of the Somme (July-November 1916) and the Third Battle of Ypres, otherwise known as Passchendaele, (July-November 1917). One private wrote, ‘Haig's nickname was the butcher. He'd think nothing of sending thousands of men to certain death. The utter waste and disregard for human life and human suffering by the so-called educated classes who ran the country. What a wicked waste of life. I'd hate to be in their shoes when they face their Maker.’

David Lloyd George, prime minister of a coalition government from December 1916, had questioned the point of launching another costly offensive at Passchendaele but Haig had got the backing of the Conservatives within the coalition and so got his way. But Haig was often under pressure of his French allies to act, bringing forward, for example, the Somme offensive by six weeks to help take the pressure off the French at the long slug that was the Battle of Verdun. The question remains however would the extra six weeks to prepare made a difference? – the answer is probably not.

Historian, Basil Henry Liddell Hart, who fought during the war, described Haig as ‘not merely immoral but criminal’. Yet the very nature of warfare during 1914-1918 meant that offence was no match against deeply entrenched defence. Haig was not alone – generals on all sides puzzled over this uncomfortable truth.

While Douglas Haig is remembered for the losses at the Somme and Passchendaele, it is often forgotten that from August 1918, he oversaw Britain’s advance during what became known as the Hundred Days Offensive, the Allies’ great push, in partnership with the overall Allied commander, the French c-in-c, Ferdinand Foch. The offensive ultimately led to victory and the surrender of the Germans on 11 November.

A land fit for heroes

Despite having a personal rapport with the king, George V, Haig never enjoyed the confidence of Lloyd George, who was openly critical of Haig’s cavalier attitude with his men’s lives. Lloyd George, in his War Memoirs, published in 1936, accused Haig of being ‘second rate’. ‘When he had to fight battles in quagmires he had never seen and over an area extending to a hundred miles which he never did or could personally inspect, he was lost.’ 

But by then Haig was dead and unable to defend himself.

It was Lloyd George, who during the election campaign of 1918, had promised a land ‘fit for heroes to live in’. But it was Haig who did much to help veterans. In 1921, Haig was one of the founders of the Royal British Legion, becoming its first president, a post he held until his death, and helped introduce the poppy of remembrance into Britain. He championed the rights of ex-servicemen and refused all state honours until the government improved their pensions, which duly came in August 1919. (Only then did Haig accept an earldom).

On 29 January 1928, Douglas Haig died from a heart attack brought on, according to his widow, by the strain of wartime command. He was 66.

Haig’s reticence certainly didn’t help his own cause – prone to long silences and often coming across as callous. One journalist at the time described him as ‘shy as a schoolgirl’. But at war’s end, Haig was hailed as a hero, and his death saw much public grief, especially in his hometown of Edinburgh, and London, where up to a million people turned out to pay their respects.

[image: Earl Haig statue Whitehall.jpg]

The Douglas Haig statue, Whitehall, London. 

Beastly attitudes

Haig’s only son, Dawyck Haig, who was imprisoned in Colditz during the Second World War and who died in 2009, was a staunch defender of his father. In an interview to the BBC in June 2006, the eve of the 90th anniversary of the first day of the Somme, he said, ‘He was not a brutish man, he was a very kind, wonderful man and by God, I miss him... I believe it has now turned full circle and people appreciate his contribution. But it saddens me my three sisters have not survived to see it. They died suffering from the beastly attitudes of the public towards our father.’

In 1937, a bronze statue of Douglas Haig, the Earl Haig Memorial, was unveiled on London’s Whitehall. Designed by sculptor, Alfred Frank Hardiman, and eight years in the making, it won many plaudits and prizes but unfortunately, the stance of the horse is that of one in the process of urinating.
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30 January 1933, Hitler appointed Chancellor
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On 30 January 1933, Adolf Hitler was appointed Chancellor of Germany. The supposed one thousand year Reich had started, although it would be another nineteen months before Hitler achieved absolute power.

1932 Germany saw the rise of the Nazi party into a prominent political force. The Weimar government had failed its people and, following the worldwide depression, Germany was in economic ruin, people’s livelihoods shattered and the nation still burdened with the humiliation of the post-First World War Treaty of Versailles. Many Germans, fearful of Communists and Jews, looked for an alternative and that alternative seem to lay in Adolf Hitler and the Nazi Party.

Elections

In the July 1932 Reichstag elections, the Nazi party gained almost 40 per cent of the vote making it the most powerful party in Germany. There was a slight dip in the elections four months later but the party still had enough electoral clout that Hitler, as dictated by the Weimar constitution, should have been appointed chancellor.

[image: File:Bundesarchiv Bild 102-14569, Berlin, Mai-Feier, Hindenburg und Hitler.jpg]

Hitler and President Paul von Hindenburg, 1 May 1933. German Federal Archives.

But the Weimar president, the 85-year-old Paul von Hindenburg, was reluctant to appoint the former corporal: ‘That man a chancellor?’ he exclaimed, ‘I’ll make him a postmaster and he can lick stamps with my head on them.’

Franz von Papen, Hindenburg’s former chancellor, who believed the Nazis were already a spent force after the dip in the Nazi vote in November 1932, decided to work with Hitler (or rather his objective was to manipulate the Nazi leader). Hitler would become chancellor and Papen would serve as his vice chancellor.

Justice to everyone

But the real power, Papen persuaded the aging president, would be himself. Hitler, Papen argued, needed to be contained and this would be far easier with Hitler working inside the government than agitating from outside. ‘In two months,’ said Papen, ‘we’ll have pushed Hitler into a corner where he can squeal to his heart’s content.’

Reluctantly, Hindenburg agreed.

[image: image]

Adolf Hitler, 1933. German Federal Archives.

And so on 30 January 1933, Hitler was appointed Chancellor within a coalition government. At around noon, Hitler took his oath: ‘I will employ my strength for the welfare of the German people, protect the Constitution and laws of the German people, conscientiously discharge the duties imposed on me, and conduct my affairs of office impartially and with justice to everyone’. Yes, Hitler promised to respect the German constitution with justice for all.

He had done it – Hitler had achieved what he had striven for since 1923 following the failed attempt to seize power by force, the Munich Putsch – power through legitimate means.

The New Reich has been born

That evening Hitler looked out from his balcony at the Chancellery. Below him filed passed thousands of torch-bearing Nazis, singing the Nazi anthem, the Horst Wessel song (so named after a martyr of the Nazi cause). This was their moment of triumph, the day of national exultation; the Nazi era had begun and their mood was jubilant. That evening, an ecstatic Joseph Goebbels wrote his in diary, ‘It is almost like a dream – a fairy tale. The new Reich has been born. Fourteen years of work have been crowned with victory. The German revolution has begun!’

Not everyone however was delighted by the turn of events. Hindenburg’s old wartime partner, Erich Ludendorff, who had been at Hitler’s side during the Munich Putsch, wrote to the president: ‘By appointing Hitler Chancellor of the Reich you have handed over our sacred German Fatherland to one of the greatest demagogues of all time. I prophesy to you this evil man will plunge our Reich into the abyss and will inflict immeasurable woe on our nation. Future generations will curse you in your grave for this action.’
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Franz von Papen, 1936. German Federal Archives.

Meanwhile, Papen was to soon realise the folly of his intrigue – it was he, not Hitler, who was pushed into a corner and became an inconsequential figure. He was fortunate to survive Hitler’s murderous purge, the Night of the Long Knives, in which close associates of Papen’s, including his speechwriter, were shot. In 1934, he was shunted off to serve as German ambassador first in Vienna then later, during the war, in Turkey. He lived to the age of 89, dying in Germany on 2 May 1969.

The Road to Ruin

But for Hitler in January 1933, the road to absolute power had only just begun. The fortuitous (or not) Reichstag Fire, a month later, followed by the Enabling Act in March 1933 which, despite his oath, allowed Hitler to dispense with the German constitution, augmented his power. But it was the death of President Hindenburg, in August 1934, that allowed Hitler to establish his dictatorial rule. The road to ruin lay ahead.
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30 January 1945, the Sinking of the Wilhelm Gustloff, the Worst Maritime Disaster In History
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30 January 1945 – nine hours after leaving port and seventy minutes after being hit, the huge liner, the Wilhelm Gustloff, slipped under the waves and sunk. A small fleet of ships and boats arrived on the scene and managed to pluck a few survivors from the icy Baltic waters and rescued many of those on the lifeboats. Over a thousand were rescued but... an estimated 9,343 people died, half of them children – six times the 1,517 that died on the Titanic in 1912.

The sinking of the Wilhelm Gustloff remains the biggest maritime disaster in history.

[image: Bundesarchiv_Bild_183-H27992%2C_Lazarettschiff_%22Wilhelm_Gustloff%22_in_Danzig]

The Wilhelm Gustloff, September 1939. German Federal Archives.

We have all heard of the Titanic. A century after that fateful night, the disaster remains within our global consciousness. Even before James Cameron’s epic 1998 film, we knew of the iceberg, the ‘women and children first’, and the band that played on.

But how many of us have even heard of the Wilhelm Gustloff?

The Luxury Liner

[image: wilhelm-gustloff-the-nazi-party-leader-in-switzerland]

Wilhelm Gustloff.

The ship was named after the assassinated leader of the Swiss Nazi Party (yes, Switzerland in the 1930s had its own Nazi Party), murdered in his own home in February 1936. 

The ship, the Wilhelm Gustloff, weighing 25,000 tons and almost 700 feet in length, was an impressive sight, and could carry almost 2,000 passengers and crew. Launched in 1937, it began its life as a luxury cruise liner for the German workers of Hitler’s Third Reich, and, until the outbreak of the Second World War, had sailed over fifty cruises.

Wartime

For the first year of the war the Wilhelm Gustloff served as a hospital ship before being held in dock in the port of Gotenhafen on the Baltic coast (modern-day Gdynia) where, until early 1945, it served as barracks for U-boat trainees.

Hitler had launched Operation Barbarossa, the invasion of the Soviet Union, in June 1941 and German forces had fought all the way to within sight of Moscow. But then the tide of war turned against the Nazis, and Stalin launched his own counterattack.

By October 1944, the Soviet Union’s Red Army had fought the Germans out of the Soviet Union and broken through into East Prussia.

The Red Army Approaches

With the apocalyptic Red Army bearing down on them, the German civilians of East Prussia, desperate to get away, fled to the Baltic ports hoping to be evacuated out. Many of those caught in the maelstrom of the Soviet advance were murdered and raped.

The Wilhelm Gustloff, along with any other serviceable ship in the area, was pressed into service to aid the evacuation of German civilians. With forty-eight hours notice before departure, the scenes in frozen Gotenhafen were of panic as people, frantic for a place, fought on the dock and surged aboard the ship.

Evacuation

By the time it left, on 30 January, 10,582 people (40 per cent of whom were children) had crammed onto a ship designed for less than 2,000. Of the three designated military escorts, two broke down, leaving only one torpedo boat to accompany the huge liner. The ship had four captains who argued over the best course to take – shallow or deep waters, a straight line for speed or zig-zags to help avoid detection. Poor visibility, heavy snow and freezing temperatures further hampered progress.

When the captains were informed of a German minesweeper convoy coming towards them, they decided, after much argument, to switch on the navigation lights to avoid colliding into the convoy, but by doing so the ship also became visible to a Soviet submarine lurking nearby.

Hit

The submarine fired three torpedoes, each hitting its target. The ensuing scenes of panic cannot be imagined. Most of the lifeboats had frozen onto their davits, leaving only a few that could be put into use. As the ship listed to one side, many people were trapped below decks, others crushed in the stairways, while many fell into the freezing waters. Children drowned in lifejackets too big. People fought and clubbed each other to get onto the few available lifeboats, while many jumped to their deaths.

It was, coincidentally, the birthdate of Wilhelm Gustloff, born 30 January 1895. The day the ship sunk would have been his fiftieth birthday. It was also the twelfth anniversary of Hitler coming to power.

The sinking of the Wilhelm Gustloff on 30 January 1945 remains the greatest maritime disaster to ever have taken place. But why, when the tragic story of the Titanic is so known to us, does the Wilhelm Gustloff remain a forgotten catastrophe?

To help answer this, I quote from David F. Krawczyk, who has put together an excellent website, wilhelmgustloff.com, devoted to the subject. Below I paraphrase some of his observations:

1. The disaster occurred during wartime

Many view wartime disasters as less ‘tragic’ than those occurring during peacetime.

2. The victims were on the ‘losing’ side

Although the passengers were predominately civilian, they were German, and post-war sympathy for Germany was not overly forthcoming.

3. German war-guilt has repressed the disaster

A nation’s war guilt and repression of memory has served to push the Wilhelm Gustloff into obscurity, although German writer and Nobel Prize winner, Gunter Grass, wrote of the disaster and the preceding assassination of Gustloff in his 2002 novel, Crabwalk.

4. Russian retribution for Nazi occupation

When the Nazis broke their pact with Stalin and invaded Soviet Russia in 1941, their tactics were often brutal. Hitler himself made it clear that this was a war different from that waged in the West, calling it a ‘war of extermination’. When the tide eventually turned against Germany and the Soviets were marching towards Berlin, the Red Army showed no mercy – and exacted horrific revenge. Since the Soviets were in control of the Bay of Danzig both near the end of the war and for many years after, the Polish civilians were not allowed to mourn the loss of life on a German ship.

5. World sentiment regarding Nazi atrocities

As the world learned more about Nazi war crimes and systematic genocide, subdued global reaction to a disaster on this scale was perhaps understandable. Under other circumstances, 4,000 innocent children dying in a single disaster would certainly be mourned by almost anyone in a ‘friendly’ or ‘enemy’ nation.

6. The ship was named after a prominent Nazi leader

Wilhelm Gustloff was leader of the Nazi Party in Switzerland. David Krawczyk, on his site, wonders if the profile of the ship might have been higher if it had been named after a city or non-Nazi figure.

7. Demise of so many refugees (mostly women and children)

For months, the disaster remained largely unreported both inside and outside Germany. Inside the imploding Germany, Hitler wanted to suppress awareness about the death of so many. The Western Allies avoided it too; it would not have made for a popular news story where one of its allies had caused a disaster that had claimed the lives of so many women and children.

8. There is no American connection or Hollywood profile

Since comparisons are inevitable, we can see how the Titanic profile was raised even higher worldwide with an Academy-Award winning movie from Hollywood. Unlike the Titanic, the Wilhelm Gustloff was not sailing towards America, nor did it have any American passengers on its decks.   
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