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Introduction


Paul Schneider was an open-minded Protestant Evangelical preacher. He was born on 29 August 1897 in the small rural Rhineland town of Pferdsfeld. In a sermon on 8 October 1933 he criticised Ernst Röhm, the leader of the Nazi storm troopers, for thinking a Nazi revolution could be achieved without an ‘inner spiritual renewal’ of the people. His comments were reported to local church authorities. The bishop of the Rhineland area, a member of the pro-Nazi ‘German Christian’ movement, warned Paul to stop uttering such critical comments against leading Nazis from the pulpit. In a letter to his parents, Schneider wrote: ‘For all of my Christian duty of obedience, I do not think that the Evangelical Church will avoid coming into conflict with the National Socialist state.’ By February 1934, Paul was judged as ‘politically unreliable’ by the Protestant church hierarchy. To further constrain him, he was transferred to the role of pastor for two remote rural villages: Dickenschied and Womrath, which had a combined population of fewer than a thousand people. On 11 June 1934, Paul Schneider challenged the local Nazi Party once again. This time he protested against a Nazi storm trooper who said during a burial service for a deceased Hitler Youth member that the Nazi martyr Horst Wessel had ‘heavenly followers’. Paul’s critical response was reported to the Gestapo, and he was placed in ‘protective custody’ in a local prison. Local parishioners signed a petition pleading for his release. He was freed. During the winter of 1935–1936, Schneider was reported to the Gestapo on no less than twelve different occasions for making anti-Nazi comments. In 1937, the Gestapo banned him from living or even preaching throughout the entire Rhineland area. In open defiance of this ‘internal exile’ order, Paul returned to his local parish and carried on preaching. On 3 October 1937, he gave yet another critical sermon. This was monitored by a local Gestapo officer. Schneider was arrested and sent to Koblenz prison. On 27 November 1938, he was transferred to the notorious Buchenwald concentration camp. He was placed in solitary confinement. He often loudly recited words from the Bible at the window of his cell in the evenings. Leonhard Steinwender, a Catholic priest, and fellow internee, described Paul as ‘an heroic figure to whom the whole camp looked up in respect and admiration. No torture could keep him from appealing again and again to the conscience of the SS guards and the camp commandant.’ Paul suffered horrendous maltreatment from SS guards for speaking his mind. Alfred Leikam recalls: ‘Schneider was exposed alternatively to severe bodily tortures, humiliations and agonies, and heavy beatings.’ Even Karl-Otto Koch, the brutal camp commandant at Buchenwald, realised he could not break the spirit of Paul Schneider. He decided to release him on condition he signed a declaration promising never to return to his local parish or preach again. He refused to sign it. On 18 July 1939, Paul Schneider was killed in the Buchenwald camp infirmary by five lethal injections of the drug strophanthin. His coffin could not be opened or viewed by his heartbroken widow and his six children because his corpse was in such a terrible condition. At his funeral service in Dickenschied, 200 ministers of the local Protestant Confessional Church turned out, in the company of a huge crowd of local parishioners, to pay their respects to this extraordinarily brave individual. Paul Schneider was the first Protestant Evangelical preacher killed for defying the Nazi regime on religious grounds.1


This new book examines the vivid and disturbing stories of individuals who were arrested by the Gestapo. It does not attempt to provide a full-blown comprehensive account of the administrative history of the Gestapo, but it does set out to combine a general explanation, underpinned by a considerable number of existing studies, and a fresh interpretation, supported by original sources from German archives, of how the Gestapo operated between 1933 and 1945. It is focused exclusively on what happened inside Germany (Altreich) in the Nazi era and not on the territories occupied by Hitler’s regime during the Second World War. The central aim of this book is to explore the impact of the Gestapo on German citizens who lived under Hitler’s rule. It begins with a detailed examination of how the Gestapo came into being. It then looks at the background and methods of Gestapo officers, providing some very surprising new information. It moves on to explore the key victims of Nazi terror, most notably, religious dissidents, communists, social outsiders and Jews. It is in these chapters that the tragic human plight of victims takes centre stage. The extent to which the Gestapo was assisted by the public and by the criminal detective police (Kripo) and social and welfare agencies is also highlighted. There is also a detailed concluding chapter that explains the fate of Gestapo officers at subsequent post-war trials. Overall, this book provides a very important contribution to the understanding of terror in Nazi society.


In the immediate post-1945 period, historians viewed Nazi Germany as an all-powerful totalitarian dictatorship. During this period, numerous studies appeared. Most were written by historians outside Germany. Hannah Arendt, in her deeply influential book The Origins of Totalitarianism, suggested that all totalitarian regimes rely on a secret police to instil fear into the mind of every citizen to ferociously repress all signs of discontent. She also argued that the key task of all totalitarian secret police forces was not to discover crimes, but to arrest people categorised as ‘enemies of the state’. She also highlighted that the role of the population was crucial in denouncing opponents.2 Within this totalitarian framework of analysis, Adolf Hitler was portrayed as the all-powerful ‘Master of the Third Reich’. German people were supposedly brainwashed by Nazi propaganda.3 It was taken for granted that the Gestapo was a huge organisation, with agents everywhere. TV documentaries, novels and films have reinforced this popular view.4 In reality, any person who accepted and supported the Nazi regime enjoyed enormous individual freedom. Hitler’s regime was hugely popular. Once you appreciate this essential fact you begin to understand the reality of life inside Nazi Germany.


The Gestapo (Geheime Staatspolizei) or Secret State Police was the key element in the Nazi terror system, but it must be understood that it began as a police department. It was created in 1933 to deal with the opponents of Hitler’s regime. Even today the term Gestapo conjures up feelings of fear and horror. Yet the first general history of the Gestapo by the French historian Jacques Delarue did not appear until 1962.5 It relied exclusively on the published evidence of the Nuremberg war trials of the late 1940s and placed key Gestapo leaders – Hermann Göring, Heinrich Himmler and Reinhard Heydrich – at the centre of its analysis. Delarue attempted to explain how the Gestapo operated not only in Germany, but throughout Nazi-occupied Europe.6 It offered by then a familiar portrayal of the Gestapo, as the omnipotent focal point of brutal Nazi terror, and argued that all the German people were under constant surveillance.7


This nightmare image of Nazi Germany only began to change during the 1970s as German historians began to look at the Nazi era in more depth, using newly opened German archives. The emphasis shifted away from the traditional ‘history from above’ (intentionalist) Hitlocentric approach, towards a new ‘history from below’ (structuralist) approach. The German historian Martin Broszat was central to this radical change of direction. In his 1969 book, The Hitler State, he depicted Adolf Hitler as a ‘weak dictator’ who presided over bitter power struggles between incompatible individuals, within a chaotic system of competing and divisive bureaucratic empires.8 Broszat then assembled an elite team of historians to work on a major six-volume work entitled Bayern in der NS-Zeit (Bavaria in the National Socialist Era). The ‘Bavaria project’, as it was called, examined resistance to Hitler’s rule in everyday life.9 It concluded that Nazi rule was much less totalitarian in practice than in theory. The public had much greater latitude to criticise and grumble than was previously supposed. The real dynamism of Hitler’s Nazi regime came from young radical Nazi bureaucrats who enjoyed huge autonomy. Adolf Hitler often endorsed increasingly radical policies that others had already set in motion. The original totalitarian model was exposed as an imprecise and inconclusive way to examine Nazi Germany.


This ‘history from below’ approach to the study of Nazi Germany led to a more detailed focus on the relationship between the Gestapo and the German people. The reason for the paucity of work on the Gestapo was due to the limited amount of available sources. Most Gestapo case files were destroyed towards the end of the Second World War either by Allied bombing or by deliberate destruction by the Nazi regime itself. It was only in the Rhineland region that a large number of files remained. The German historian Reinhard Mann looked at a random sample of 825 files out of the 73,000 surviving Gestapo case files held in the Düsseldorf archive. Mann died before his work was fully completed, and his work was never published in an English translation. However, his preliminary findings provided a powerful corrective to the orthodox portrayal of the Gestapo as an all-powerful Orwellian 1984-style ‘Thought Police’.10 He provided the essentials of what has now become known as the ‘revisionist interpretation’ of the Gestapo.


Mann showed the Gestapo never employed enough staff to spy on everyone. It was a very small under-resourced and over-stretched organisation, with less than 15,000 active officers policing all the political crime of 66 million Germans. Gestapo officers were not the brutal ideologically committed Nazis of popular myth, but career detectives, who joined the police service many years before Hitler came to power. Most Gestapo investigations began with tip-offs from the general public. Yet Mann did not conclude that the Gestapo was an ineffective instrument of terror. On the contrary, he concluded that it targeted its limited resources against groups it defined as outside the ‘National Community’, especially those who were actively mobilising discontent among the population. There were, however, some key problems with Mann’s study. He concentrated, for instance, on private conflicts among ‘ordinary Germans’, and excluded from his analysis a close examination of key opposition groups, most notably, communists, Jews, foreign workers and a broadly defined group of ‘social outsiders’.


It was the American historian Robert Gellately in his book The Gestapo and German Society, published in 1990, who made another deeply significant contribution to our understanding of how the Gestapo functioned inside Nazi Germany.11 Gellately followed Mann’s approach of using a random sample of Gestapo files, but he looked at a different region altogether: Würzburg, in Lower Franconia, Bavaria. Gellately examined different groups from Mann too by concentrating on files related to Jews and foreign workers. He revealed that denunciations were crucial in 57 per cent of all the cases he consulted. Gellately’s study gave further powerful support to the view that the Gestapo was an under-staffed, reactive organisation that left the vast majority of ‘ordinary’ Germans alone. He showed more clearly how public support assisted the work of the Gestapo.12 Mann and Gellately undoubtedly debunked the popular conception of the Gestapo as part of an all-powerful police state imposing its will on a terrified population. The Gestapo, on this view, posed no real threat to law-abiding citizens in Nazi Germany.


Another US-based historian, Eric Johnson, in his detailed book The Nazi Terror, published in 1999, offered a powerful and nuanced corrective to the general trend of viewing the Gestapo as little different from a modern over-stretched police force. Johnson focused his research on a random sample of court files from Cologne, and a limited number of Gestapo case files from the Rhineland city of Krefeld, supplemented by interviews with survivors and telling statistical evidence. Johnson’s work confirmed the Gestapo was a small organisation reliant on public cooperation. He showed that the Gestapo treated ‘good’ German citizens with kid gloves. Most Germans did not fear it at all. He differed from Gellately in one important respect by arguing that Gestapo officers were much more proactive and brutal.13


My own personal interest in the role of the Gestapo was sparked by my detailed biography of Sophie Scholl, a twenty-one-year-old Munich university student, who was arrested by the Gestapo, on 18 February 1943, for distributing anti-Nazi leaflets, then interrogated and executed four days later in a hastily organised Nazi show trial, presided over by Roland Freisler, known as ‘Hitler’s hanging judge’.14 Sophie’s interrogator was the calm and professional Gestapo officer Robert Mohr, who acted in the manner of an ‘ordinary’ detective, not a brutal, ideologically driven Nazi. The book showed the importance of looking at Gestapo investigations in great detail. It also raised two important questions worthy of further investigation. First, were all Gestapo investigations conducted with the efficiency demonstrated in the case of Sophie Scholl? Second, did Gestapo officers always behave as sympathetically as Robert Mohr?


To pursue these important questions in more depth, I decided to examine a wide range of detailed Gestapo case files related to the people who were hunted by the Gestapo in German society between 1933 and 1945. This required a much broader analysis. The largest number of surviving files in Germany is located in the Düsseldorf archive, which houses 73,000. This book is based primarily on these files, but it moves beyond the analysis of the city of Düsseldorf, which Reinhard Mann undertook, to encompass a much broader cross-section of Gestapo cases from the entire North-Westphalia region, which contained 4 million people during the Nazi era. I was given free access to all the surviving files. In the Nazi era, this region was heavily industrialised, with a large Catholic population, a smaller Protestant contingent and an average-sized Jewish community in the major cities. The sources from the Düsseldorf archive are supplemented by official documents, court files, eyewitness accounts, extensive memoirs and oral-history interviews. Put together, these sources have allowed me to provide a broad survey of how the Gestapo operated and how its victims were treated.


The book is primarily focused on a broad range of groups targeted by the Gestapo, including communists, religious dissidents, social outsiders and Jews, but it also examines the motives of those who denounced the victims. The major problem with Gestapo files is often not what they record, but what they leave out. It is well known that the Gestapo used what were called ‘enhanced interrogation techniques’, which often involved severe punishment beatings, but these are not recorded. I have attempted to bring forth evidence from later Gestapo trials and eyewitness accounts to reveal how extensive these brutal practices were.


The key focus of this book is not on the quantity of Gestapo cases, but on their quality. There are thousands of files contained in the Düsseldorf archive that are extremely brief. This book is based on very detailed Gestapo investigations, which often contain hundreds of pages, and involved the interrogation of numerous witnesses.15 This approach takes the reader into the everyday life of a cross-section of ordinary and extraordinary people who lived during the Nazi era from a wide variety of social backgrounds. We will venture in the pages that follow into the working-class housing estate, the local factory, the street-corner beer hall, the local restaurant, the homes and even the bedrooms of ordinary German citizens. The hidden history of the Third Reich is illuminated here as never before.


Among the many fascinating individual stories examined in the book are: Jehovah’s Witnesses who bravely refuse to give up their faith, priests and pastors who would not be silenced, communists who refused to compromise, factory workers who daubed graffiti, young people who formed dissident gangs, work colleagues who denounced co-workers, neighbours who inform on people listening to foreign radio broadcasts, wives who inform on husbands, lovers who denounce each other, and the remarkable story of a German ‘Aryan’ man and his Jewish fiancée who risk everything for love.


What emerges more clearly in this book than ever before is the high level of autonomy the Gestapo was given to deal with cases, and the often exhaustive amount of time it devoted to them. Most investigations began with a denunciation from an ordinary member of the public. The Gestapo did not just enforce its will, but asked ordinary citizens to police dissident behaviour. What the Gestapo could not predict was that many of these tip-offs turned out to be personally motivated.


Contrary to popular assumption, the Gestapo did not simply arrest and deliver individuals to the gates of concentration camps. Most cases ended up being dismissed, with no charge, or a surprisingly lenient punishment. Gestapo officers tried to ensure that a decision on punishment was agreed before the initial twenty-one-day ‘protective custody’ order had expired. It was only cases which the Gestapo regarded as serious that were passed on up the chain of command to the public prosecutor, who made the final decision. The harshest forms of treatment were focused on those regarded by the Gestapo as key political, religious and racial opponents. Releases from custody at the end of investigations were the norm, not the exception. For an organisation often depicted as operating outside the law, I reveal here that it followed very strict legal guidelines.


The autonomy given to Gestapo officers often resulted in diverse, often bizarre, decisions. In the pages that follow, you will frequently be surprised by either the harshness or the leniency shown in each case. Some cases which nominally carry the death penalty are often dismissed, without charge, while other cases that seem very trivial end up with severe treatment. All cases are investigated with customary German thoroughness. Gestapo officers emerge from this book not as stereotypically evil, but as a widely divergent group, who cannot be easily pigeonholed as ‘ordinary men’. During the latter stages of the war, the Gestapo became much more brutal in the way it treated the ‘enemies of the state’ and ‘enhanced interrogation techniques’ were used far more extensively.


It is by drilling down into Gestapo cases in great depth that The Gestapo provides a thought-provoking and original doorway into everyday life inside Nazi Germany and offers a graphic portrayal of diverse victims of Nazi terror.




Chapter 1


Becoming the Gestapo


Germany had a long tradition of political espionage. During the 1848 revolution King Ludwig I of Bavaria sanctioned the monitoring of political opponents in local beer halls. When the German Empire was created in 1871, the huge state of Prussia, which covered 60 per cent of German territory, had its own political police (Politische Polizei), called Department V, under the leadership of Wilhelm Stieber, who was born in Merseburg in Saxony on 3 May 1818 and came from a solid middle-class background. He qualified as a barrister before joining the police force.1 He became known as Bismarck’s ‘master spy’ and was instrumental in German domestic and overseas intelligence. Stieber issued the following instructions to agents:


The agent should be obliged to keep some sort of establishment which he may choose, as long as it is externally in keeping with the commercial or other requirements of the country in which he is employed … It must be understood that it is necessary for our agents to inspire confidence in circles where their centre of action lies, and to establish that confidence by outward declaration of an ordinary bourgeois existence.2


In his exaggerated and generally unreliable memoirs, Stieber recalls that while carrying out intelligence operations in London he somehow managed to bluff his way into the home of the leading German communist exile Karl Marx and stole membership lists of the Communist League.3 The primary focus of the Prussian political police inside Germany was the surveillance of anti-government parties and individuals, particularly the communist left.


In 1918, the complex German spy network that Stieber had built up overseas collapsed, but the new democratic Weimar government decided to retain the political police force. In Prussia, it was renamed Department 1A and later simply called Department 1. In 1928, the Prussian Minister of the Interior defined Department 1A as observing, preventing and prosecuting all offences of a political nature.4 By 1930, it had about a thousand employees operating in each of the forty-four administrative districts of Prussia. The bulk of its officers were drawn from the ordinary criminal police force.5


The Prussian political police monitored the activities of communists, but also kept a close watch on the Nazi Party too. A total of 40,000 prosecutions were taken against members of the Nazi Party before 1933 by the Prussian political police.6 The speeches and writings of all the leading Nazis were routinely monitored. A dedicated Chief Inspectorate of right-wing extremist parties was created as these organisations proliferated during the Weimar period.7


The appointment of Franz von Papen as German Chancellor on 20 July 1932 transformed how the Prussian political police dealt with ‘enemies of the state’. The drive against communists became the chief focus of attention. Leading Nazi Hermann Göring became the effective commander of the whole Prussian police force, which numbered 50,000 men, and included the political police department. Göring immediately added a special department to deal with the fight against communism. A total of eleven police chiefs who were thought to be sympathetic towards democracy were dismissed.


This development fitted in neatly with the key Nazi objective of seizing control of all the security services. The four key figures in the achievement of this aim were Hermann Göring and Rudolf Diels in Prussia and Heinrich Himmler and Reinhard Heydrich in Bavaria. It was largely through the efforts of these four individuals that the Gestapo was brought into existence. In the end, Himmler and Heydrich would acquire complete control not just of the Gestapo, but of the entire police system of Nazi Germany, but their triumph was by no means inevitable.


Hermann Göring was born in Rosenheim, Bavaria, on 12 January 1893. His family background was solidly upper middle class. His father Heinrich had been a personal friend of German Chancellor Otto von Bismarck, while serving as an officer in the German Army. A military career was mapped out from an early age for young Hermann, but he was a headstrong, stubborn and troublesome teenager. He was expelled from school after several explosive arguments with teachers. His father decided army discipline might tame him. He attended an army cadet school in Karlsruhe and then gained entrance to a military school in Berlin. In October 1914, Göring joined the newly formed German Flying Corps. He became a fearless flying ace, in the elite ‘No. 1 Air Squadron’, led by the legendary ‘Bloody Red Baron’, Freiherr von Richthofen. Göring’s willingness to undertake dangerous combat missions led to the award of a series of bravery awards, most notably, the Iron Cross, First Class and the Pour le Mérite (‘The Blue Max’), the highest aviation honour of all. At the end of the First World War, Göring returned to Munich, but found it difficult to find employment. After seeing Adolf Hitler speak in a local beer hall in the autumn of 1922, he joined the Nazi Party. Göring took part in the failed 1923 Munich Beer Hall Putsch, and sustained two bullet wounds during the final bloody showdown with the police on Marienplatz in the city centre. The Putsch had attempted to overthrow the Bavarian state government, but it ended up as a humiliating failure. Instead of gaining power, Hitler, supported by the storm troopers, had gained brief control of a local beer hall before the authorities used the local police to restore order and arrest the conspirators. While recovering in hospital, Göring developed a severe addiction to morphine. This led to a brief period in a psychiatric hospital. By the early 1930s, Göring was Hitler’s chief adviser on internal affairs and leader of the Nazi Party deputies in the Reichstag. In 1932, he was appointed Prussian Minister of the Interior by Franz von Papen and commander of the police.


Göring immediately formed a close working relationship with Rudolf Diels, the head of the Prussian political police. Diels was an experienced civil servant and police administrator. He proved a shrewd and flexible master of bureaucratic office politics. His willingness to do what he was told soon made him an indispensable adviser to Göring. In his self-serving memoirs, Diels glosses over why he moved so swiftly from being a supporter of the democratic Weimar Republic to quickly adapting himself to the Nazi political agenda.


On closer inspection, it’s obvious Diels was an unprincipled and duplicitous opportunist. In a curriculum vitae, dating from 1935, he described how he came to be closely involved in the development of the Gestapo in the first place:


In 1930, I was appointed to the Ministry of the Interior, where I at once became head of the department responsible for combating the communist movement. After June 20 1932, the scope of my authority to combat communism was substantially widened, and I was able, even at that stage, to devote myself to preparations for the overthrow of communism in Germany in very close conjunction with leading members of the NSDAP.8


It’s not known whether the idea of converting the Prussian political police into the national secret police that became the Gestapo came from Diels or Göring, but Section 1A of the Prussian political police contained the nucleus of officers that did become the Prussian Gestapo. Göring felt existing criminal detectives could be assimilated into the more repressive duties that were shortly to be assigned to them.


Heinrich Himmler, head of the SS (Schutzstaffel), Hitler’s personal bodyguard, and his young protégé Reinhard Heydrich were also central in the development of the Gestapo. The primary focus of their activities was in Bavaria. Heinrich Himmler was undoubtedly the most important figure in developing the SS and the Gestapo into the fearsome organisations they became within Nazi Germany. Himmler has often been routinely depicted as the quintessential, boring, emotionally cold and calculating Nazi bureaucrat preoccupied with racial theory. This detracts from his immense skill as a manipulator, organiser and highly resourceful political operator. His willingness to seek out loyal, young and highly qualified individuals allowed him to build up a formidable team of efficient and ideologically committed individuals who shared his vision of creating an inter-related police security apparatus. No leading Nazi wrote such convincing reports as Himmler. It was this skill that made him such an indispensable figure among the Nazi elite.


Himmler was born on 7 October 1900 in Munich into a solid middle-class family. His father, a strict disciplinarian, was once a tutor at the court of the Bavarian monarchy. His mother came from a family which made its living as market gardeners. Himmler was brought up as a strict Catholic in the small Bavarian town of Landshut. He attended church regularly, but became progressively antagonistic towards Christian teachings. In 1917, he was called up for the army, but he never saw active service. At the end of the First World War, he was discharged from service in Berlin. He stayed there for two years, moving from one humdrum job to another, including as a salesman for a brush company and a labourer in a glue factory. In 1921, Himmler returned to Landshut. His father bought him a small farm-holding on which he raised chickens. He would kill chickens each day, strangling them with his bare hands. It was around this time that Himmler began reading pamphlets about German nationalism. He became strongly influenced by issues of race and patriotism and wanted to get involved in the drive to overthrow Weimar democracy.


Himmler went to live in Munich, but he did not initially join the Nazi Party. Instead, he became a member of a group called the ‘Empire War Banner’ (Reichskriegsbanner). It was while he was active in this organisation that he came into close proximity with leading Nazis. He joined the Nazi Party in 1923 and took part in the famous march to the Feldherrnhalle at the end of the bungled Munich Beer Hall Putsch. He completely escaped arrest or punishment.


Himmler rose to prominence within the Nazi Party via his role in Hitler’s personal elite bodyguard troop: the SS. On 6 January 1929, he became head of the SS. Himmler was a workaholic with very high standards. He often started work in his office at 8 a.m. and sometimes stayed after midnight. He took meticulous care over all documentation.9 In 1931, he set up Section 1C of the SS in Munich. Its key objective was to gather intelligence on political opponents, especially communists.


To enhance this organisation, Himmler appointed twenty-seven-year-old Reinhard Heydrich as his chief security officer. Born on 7 March 1904 in Halle in Saxony, this tall, handsome, blond, athletic, hard-working and utterly ruthless individual became Himmler’s key protégé. Heydrich came from a middle-class family interested in high culture. His father Richard was a famous opera singer, and fervent German nationalist. His mother Elizabeth was an actress. Reinhard was a gifted pianist and violinist. He was also an excellent fencer, swimmer and athlete. There were several career options open to him, but he decided to enlist in the navy in 1922. In spite of an abrasive manner, he rose to the rank of lieutenant. His good looks always attracted female attention, and he embarked on several love affairs. This eventually embroiled him in a messy scandal. One of his girlfriends, the daughter of a director of the leading chemical company IG Farben, became pregnant, but Heydrich refused to marry her. A naval court of honour decided he had brought the navy into disrepute due to his behaviour and he was forced to resign in April 1931. A promising career seemed over. It was his new girlfriend and later wife Lina von Osten who provided Heydrich with links to leading Nazi Party figures. Lina later recalled that at the time he joined the Nazi Party in 1931 he had never even read Hitler’s Mein Kampf.10 He was soon recruited to the SS. He made an indelible impression on Himmler, who viewed Heydrich as the ideal-type elite SS officer: energetic, loyal, ideologically driven, efficient, ruthless, well organised and fearless.


In 1932, Section 1C changed its name to the Security Service (Sicherheitsdienst des Reichsführers – SD). The SD was designated as a much more proactive organisation than Section 1C, the latter title borrowed from the German military in which enemy intelligence was the responsibility of 1C officers. The SD would target and track down political and racial enemies and arrest them. Even before 1933, therefore, Himmler and Heydrich wanted to transport the elite racial and ideologically driven principles of the SS into the working practices and activities of a new national secret state police force.


One powerful Nazi figure stood in the way of all their plans and schemes. This was the tough and erratic leader of the storm troopers (Sturmabteilungen – SA), Captain Ernst Röhm. Born in Munich on 28 November 1887, Röhm came from a humble background, his father having worked on the railways. He joined the army in 1906 and during the First World War was awarded the Iron Cross First Class. In 1919, he joined the German Workers Party (DAP), which became the Nazi Party in 1920. He was a close comrade and personal friend of Adolf Hitler. Röhm was small, stocky, with a tough-looking face, which seemed even more menacing due to the presence of an unsightly scar on his left cheek.


After the bungled Munich Beer Hall Putsch of 1923, Röhm retreated from an active role in the Nazi Party. Between 1928 and 1930 he became a military adviser to the Bolivian Army, and published an unrepentant memoir called A Traitor’s Story. In 1930, Hitler sent him a personal letter inviting him to return to Munich to become chief of staff of the reformed storm troopers. Röhm took up this post on 5 January 1931. Hitler wanted the SA to act as a street-fighting force to intimidate political opponents, especially during rallies and election campaigns. He also felt Röhm’s invaluable contacts with leading officers in the army would aid the Nazi drive to gain power.


Röhm had ambitious and radical plans of his own. He wanted to create a Nazified secret state police force out of the membership of the SA.11 Röhm believed that front-line Nazi SA fighters should have primacy over career policemen. Even more controversial was his aim of incorporating the existing army (Reichswehr) into the SA. In March 1932, an important meeting was held to discuss the proposed Nazi secret state police force at Röhm’s apartment in Goetheplatz in Munich. Those also present were Joseph Goebbels, Nazi propaganda chief, Rudolf Hess, Hitler’s secretary, and Heinrich Himmler, the head of the SS and SD. It was agreed that the secret state police of a Nazi regime should be a Nazi organisation, controlled by Himmler’s SS, which would work closely in co-operation with the party machine, including the SA. When asked about what type of person would staff this political police force, Himmler said: ‘We shall not find them, we shall create them.’12 This meeting left the SA with an ill-defined role in the security apparatus of a future Nazi state. Not surprisingly, Röhm never felt bound by the decisions reached.13


Hitler took a huge political risk in bringing Röhm back to the centre of the Nazi Party leadership. Röhm’s uncompromising personality was accompanied by a private life that was the subject of sexual scandal. Röhm made no secret of the fact he was a homosexual, which was then illegal, under Article 175 of the German criminal code. Röhm surrounded himself with a coterie of young gay men.


Newspapers such as the Social Democratic Münchener Post, and the left-wing Welt am Montag, published a series of incriminating letters in the spring of 1932, from Röhm to his doctor Karl-Günther Heimsoth, in which he confessed to ‘homosexual feelings and acts’ and described sexual intercourse with women as ‘unnatural’.14 These letters were published as an anti-Nazi political propaganda pamphlet by the Social Democrats during the 1932 presidential election entitled ‘The Röhm Case’. It sold 300,000 copies and was widely discussed in the press during the election campaign. But who had leaked these letters to the left-wing press? It was none other than Rudolf Diels, the head of the Prussian political police. Copies of the letters were in the possession of the Berlin public prosecutor’s office, which was investigating allegations of Röhm’s extensive homosexual activities. These documents were passed to the Munich police, but the case was dropped.


The new ‘national coalition’ government created on 30 January 1933 contained only three Nazis: Adolf Hitler, the new German Chancellor, Göring, Minister without Portfolio, and Wilhelm Frick, the Minister of the Interior. Frick was born on 12 March 1877 in Alsenz, Bavaria. He held a degree in law and a doctorate. He had led the Munich security police, and participated in the failed 1923 Munich Beer Hall Putsch, receiving a fifteen-month suspended sentence and then dismissed from the police force. He gradually restored his reputation. In January 1930, Frick became State Minister of the Interior for Thuringia and headed the Nazi Party legal department. As a trained lawyer and an experienced government official, Frick had strong claims of his own to control of the police in Nazi Germany. Being conservatively minded Frick wanted to convert the existing independent state police forces into one centralised criminal police force, which would remain a professional state police force. Frick knew it would be no easy task creating a national state police force, due to the existence of the federal system of independently governed states (Länder). Each federal state had its own police force, which included a small number of officers who looked after political policing.


There was not even a wholesale nazification of the police in Prussia under Frick. A total of 1,453 police officers who were considered ‘suspected enemies’ of the Nazi regime were dismissed in the first year of Nazi rule. This was just 7.3 per cent of all officers. Most of these were ordinary policemen at the lowest ranks.15 Recruitment to the political police and then the Gestapo was based on relevant police experience, and not determined by membership of the Nazi Party, the SS, the SD or the SA. Rudolf Diels later recalled that most of the original Gestapo officers were ‘old civil servants, not Nazis’ and they tried to ‘resist the terror’ of the storm troopers. Men such as Diels had great difficulty dealing with SA men in the first year of Nazi rule. The SA tended to view traditional bureaucrats with utter contempt and constantly disregarded orders to operate within any form of regulated state legal process.16


It’s clear that Göring and Diels supported the brutal crackdown on communists at the outset of Hitler’s rule. This had the support of Hitler too, who said: ‘The struggle against the communists must not be made dependent on judicial considerations.’17 In a blunt speech to Prussian police officers on 17 February 1933 Göring said: ‘Every bullet that now exists in the barrel of a police pistol is my bullet. If you use it for killing, I am the killer. I have ordered all this, I take it on my conscience. I assume all responsibility.’18 On 22 February 1933, Göring signed a decree allowing members of the SA to join the auxiliary police. The aim was to use these tough street fighters to crush communists. Within weeks, the number of SA auxiliaries outnumbered the ordinary police by a ratio of seven to one. The result was a wave of terror. The SA mounted brutal raids, rounded up thousands of communists and imprisoned them in what became known as ‘wild concentration camps’, in which people were held without trial, beaten up, tortured and often killed in abandoned warehouses, barracks, and dilapidated buildings throughout Germany. In retrospect, Göring’s decision to use the SA to crush communists was ill advised. It heralded a period of unbridled Nazi terror that proved difficult to contain.


In testimony at the Nuremberg trials, Rudolf Diels described the lawless brutality of the early months of Nazi rule:


Communists were executed by various party groups, especially the SA … The methods applied were as follows: Human beings, who, deprived of their freedom, were subjected to severe bodily mistreatment or killed. These illegal detentions took place in camps, often old military barracks, stormtroop quarters or fortresses. Later on these places became known as concentration camps, such as Oranienburg, near Berlin, Lichtenberg, Papenburg, Dachau in Bavaria, etc. … These murders were camouflaged by the expressions: ‘Shot while trying to escape’ or ‘resisting arrest’ or similar things.19


Diels estimated that around 40,000 people were taken into ‘protective custody’ during 1933, and 5,000 to 7,000 political opponents were killed in this manner in the first year of power.20 Official figures reveal that 100,000 prisoners were taken into ‘protective custody’ during 1933, but most of these were held in the early months. These figures do not include those who were effectively kidnapped by the SA and taken to torture cellars and unregulated concentration camps. The number killed in 1933 is equally hard to estimate accurately, but was most probably nearer to 1,000 than the estimate of up to 7,000 given by Diels.


Heinz Gräfe, a young Berlin law student, witnessed the early violence of the SA in March 1933:


The state revolt is taking place! Black-white-and-red flags and swastika flags were flown at all the city halls and public buildings (courts, police and barracks) yesterday and the day before. The SA is armed with machine guns and acts as an auxiliary police force. Under the protection of the state police, they stormed public houses and newspaper presses. In Pirna as well, the SA occupied the local press and bookstore today at noon, arrested the personnel and drove others out; they destroyed the signs outside and piled all the printing materials in the street and set them on fire.21


Werner Schäfer, the camp commandant at Oranienburg concentration camp, claimed Diels had ‘very close relations’ with the leaders of the SA. According to Schäfer: ‘Oranienburg soon became the only camp for political opponents from Berlin and the whole province of Brandenburg … Oranienburg did not even have 1,000 internees [at the end of 1933] and … Berlin was the centre of political opponents of the NSDAP and therefore had an extraordinarily large proportion of political opponents.’22


Schäfer also took issue with Diels’ claim that the criminal police and the Gestapo treated political prisoners in a non-violent manner under interrogation in Berlin and that all the brutality during the brutal purge of the communists came from the SA. ‘On one occasion’, Schäfer recalled, ‘the Gestapo in Berlin sent two internees to the camp in a seriously maltreated condition. Next day I went to see … my superior, and asked him to protest, together with me, to the Gestapo at Prinz Albrecht Strasse and to demand an explanation, which I intended to make the subject of a report to the Prussian Ministry of the Interior.’23 After an investigation of this incident, it was accepted that the Gestapo had maltreated the prisoners and should not have sent them to Oranienburg with such injuries.


Hans Frank, a committed Nazi and the Minister of Justice in Munich, argued that the arbitrary arrests, violent interrogations and routine violence of the SA against political opponents needed to cease.24 On 2 August 1933, Göring disbanded the ‘auxiliary police’. Police forces in the other German states dispensed with the violent services of the SA too. Strict regulations were now issued, making it clear that the Gestapo, supported by the police, was the only organisation allowed to place people in ‘protective custody’. The SS took control of the concentration camps, and introduced strict regulations concerning activities within them.


If one day can be defined as central to the establishment of the Gestapo then it was undoubtedly 27 February 1933. This was the day when the Reichstag, the German parliament, was set on fire. It occurred in the midst of the final democratic election campaign. When Hitler arrived at the scene of the blaze, he told Diels, ‘There will be no mercy now. Anyone who stands in our way will be cut down.’25 The fire was supposedly started by Marinus van der Lubbe, a Dutch-born, illiterate communist. Whether he acted alone, as he confessed during his lengthy interrogation, or the fire was started as part of a communist plot to undermine Hitler’s infant regime or as a pretext for a calculated plan by the Nazis to suppress the communists and set up a dictatorship, has never been fully resolved. It was rumoured that Göring planned the Reichstag fire to press the case for Gestapo repression. In testimony at the Nuremberg war trials, General Franz Halder recalled that Göring had boasted: ‘The only one who really knows about the Reichstag is me, because I set it on fire.’26


The next day, Hitler’s government issued the Reichstag Fire Decree, drafted by Wilhelm Frick, which curtailed ‘for the protection of the people and state’ all the civil liberties previously offered under the Weimar constitution. All ‘enemies of the people’ could now be arrested and placed under ‘protective custody’ (Schutzhaft). This ended the previous right of an arrested person to be released or brought before a court and charged within twenty-four hours. Henceforth, a person could theoretically be held without a charge being brought. There was no legal defence against it. The basic rights enshrined in the Weimar constitution were destroyed. A new category of ‘preventive custody’ (Vorbeugehaft) was introduced by the civilian police force later in the year to hold ‘career criminals’ without trial.27 The existing German legal system continued in the Nazi era, but acting alongside it were the newly created ‘Special Courts’, set up in 1933 in individual states, which dealt exclusively with ‘political crimes’. In July 1934, the ‘People’s Court’ was created to deal with the most serious political cases such as high treason. These courts offered fast-track justice, with many cases being dealt with in a single morning or afternoon.


The Reichstag Fire Decree was important not just in giving the Gestapo the power to use ‘protective custody’, but also in restricting the independence of the jurisdiction of all the federal German states and allowing central government to make appointments within the legal and police forces all over the country. This was a hugely important development, as it paved the way for the creation of a nationwide political police force.28


The Gestapo (Die Geheime Staatspolizei)29 was officially created by the first Gestapo Law, issued by Göring on 26 April 1933. It means Secret State Police. Göring defined its role in the following way: ‘Its task is to investigate all political activities in the entire state that pose a danger to the state and to gather and evaluate the results of those enquiries.’30 It was initially confined to Prussia with the special mission of dealing exclusively with political opponents of the Nazi regime. In carrying out this role, it remained relatively free of internal judicial and government jurisdiction. Regional Gestapo field offices were established throughout Prussia. It was Diels who found the Gestapo its notorious new headquarters: 8 Prinz Albrechtstrasse in Berlin. The Gestapo was based there from May 1933 until 1945. Hermann Göring was nominated as ‘Chief of the Secret State Police’ and he took sole credit for creating the Gestapo, as he explained in 1934: ‘I worked personally on reorganisation and managed to create, by my own efforts, and on my own initiative, the Gestapo. This instrument which strikes terror into the enemies of the state has contributed most powerfully to the fact that a Communist or Marxist danger in Germany and in Prussia is out of the question.’31


The day-to-day administration of the Gestapo was assigned to Rudolf Diels, under the title ‘Inspector of the Secret State Police’. The administrative section of the organisation became known as the Gestapa. The SS in Berlin regarded Diels as a conservative bureaucrat and a reactionary. A rumour was spread by Hans Gisevius, Göring’s state secretary, that Diels was not pursuing the persecution of communists with enough zeal because he had communist sympathies. The authority of Diels was progressively undermined by such rumours. In October 1933, a renegade SS squad raided the home of Diels in an attempt to discredit him. He was not there at the time of the raid. His wife was locked in a bedroom while the SS searched his house for incriminating evidence. Diel’s wife phoned her husband from the bedroom telephone extension. Diels was quickly on the scene, accompanied by a large troop of Gestapo officers, who arrested the SS men. Göring, responding to SS pressure, ordered Diels to be placed under house arrest. Diels, who had by now become paranoid and terrified by all the intrigue swirling around him, resigned and fled to Karlsbad in Czechoslovakia in fear of his life. In fact, Göring only intended to redeploy him, probably outside Berlin, to diffuse the conflict within the infant Gestapo.


He replaced Diels with Paul Hinkler, a loyal Nazi cipher, heavy drinker, with little administrative experience. It was a terrible choice. Officials at Gestapo HQ pointed out to Göring that Hinkler was way out of his depth. He lasted only a month in the job before Göring sent a letter to the exiled Diels, begging him to return. ‘I want to get rid of the Dummkopf Hinkler today,’ Göring wrote. ‘I have prepared a decree which gives you independence.’32 Diels returned and resumed his role at the head of the Gestapo. Göring realised the rumours about his loyalty had been manufactured by his enemies in the SS and SA.


In-fighting within the Gestapo led Frick, the Minister of the Interior, to fear that it was turning into a Nazi organisation outside any form of state regulation. Göring acted quickly to frustrate Frick’s efforts to keep the Gestapo within a traditional legal framework by issuing another decree which removed the Gestapo from the control of the Prussian Interior Ministry, and placed it under his personal jurisdiction as Prime Minister of Prussia. On 30 November 1933, the independence of the Gestapo was further strengthened by a second Gestapo Law under which Göring removed the Gestapo from regulation by the Ministry of the Interior.


Parallel to the developments in Prussia, SS leader Himmler and his ambitious protégé Heydrich began the unification of all the other political police forces within the federal states. The process began on 9 March 1933 when Himmler became chief of the Munich police and the political police. Heydrich was appointed head of Department VI of the Munich political police (BPP). Himmler was also responsible for the creation of a new concentration camp at Dachau, on the outskirts of Munich, which was controlled by Theodor Eicke, a dedicated SS man. He used ruthless SS Death-Head Formations to guard the camp. It was Himmler who created the organisational three-way link between the SS, the political police and the concentration camp system. Himmler’s model of Nazi terror was subsequently adopted throughout Germany.


Himmler could not initially extend his control over political police forces in the whole of Bavaria. Ernst Röhm’s SA had infiltrated the police force in the region after the Nazi seizure of power. Thousands of his street fighters flooded into the newly created Auxiliary Security Police. The local Gauleiter, Adolf Wagner, the leading Nazi Party-appointed official in the area, who was fully aware of the unbridled brutality of the SA, asked Himmler to create a rival Political Auxiliary Police Force, composed of SS men, who would then assume command over the SA auxiliaries. This would allow the SA in the area to be controlled by the SS. Röhm did not raise any objections, as at this stage he still believed the SS was subordinate to the SA. This proved a grave tactical error. Himmler now commanded all the political police forces in Bavaria and the power of the SA was weakened. On 1 April 1933, Himmler was given the title of ‘Political Police Commander of Bavaria’ and he assumed full command of all the concentration camps. Unlike the chaotic ‘wild’ camps in Prussia, the Bavarian camps were bought under proper administrative control.


Himmler’s rapid take-over of policing in Bavaria led to fears of an SS takeover of the entire state bureaucracy and criminal justice system. The traditional nationalistic conservatives who dominated Bavaria wanted an authoritarian state that ruled through existing legal and administrative organisations, not an SS-run totalitarian police state. In May 1933, two orders were issued by Wagner which severely limited the use of protective custody powers to ‘significant suspects’. Wagner argued that with the communist threat now brutally crushed, the authority of the traditional organs of the state should be restored.


Himmler had other ideas. Between September 1933 and January 1934 Himmler’s revolution to gain control over all the political police forces of the German states outside of Prussia continued. It started with Hamburg, Lübeck, and Mecklenburg-Schwerin, then came Anhalt, Baden, Bremen, Hessen, Thuringia and Württemberg. In January 1934, Brunswick, Oldenburg and Saxony were under Himmler’s jurisdiction. Only the giant state of Prussia and its two small enclaves Lippe and Schaumburg-Lippe remained to be conquered.


There has been much historical speculation about how Himmler gained this remarkable level of control over the German political police outside Prussia in such a short space of time. It was suggested to Wilhelm Frick by the prosecution at the Nuremberg trial that it was he who had brokered these rapid takeovers of the various federal states by Himmler, as he favoured administrative and police centralisation, and had already abolished the last independent powers of German states on 12 November 1933. Frick vehemently denied this. Vastly increased power for Himmler’s ideologically driven SS was at odds with Frick’s own desire for a centralised police force recruited on the basis of traditional professional police qualifications. Himmler triumphed over Frick because of a successful PR campaign in which the SS leader went on a tour of all the regional police areas of the federal states and convinced their leaders that the SS was best suited to deal with political and racial enemies. He discovered that this line of argument was more appealing than Frick’s attempts to centralise regional administrations and increase bureaucratic interference from central government over the federal states. Himmler’s SS also seemed far more acceptable to the Federal States than allowing Röhm and his aggressive local SA men more power over local policing.


Outside Prussia, Himmler’s model of a centralised Gestapo was gathering pace. At this stage, Göring showed no sign of handing over the Prussian Gestapo to the ruthlessly ambitious SS chief. Göring favoured a controlled revolution in which the Nazis allied with traditional conservative forces. ‘For God’s sake,’ Göring told Frick, ‘if Himmler takes over the police force in Prussia, he will kill us.’33 Göring was also sympathetic to Frick’s idea that protective custody needed tighter regulation. In March 1934, Göring issued a decree that all protective custody orders in Prussia had to be sanctioned by the central Gestapo office in Berlin.


To prevent the increased infiltration of SS men into the Gestapo, Diels issued a directive to police personnel departments which advised that holding a rank in the SS should not carry as much weight in recruitment criteria as police and civil service qualifications and experience. This was a miscalculation. Within a week, due to SS pressure, Diels had to water down his directive. When Frick attempted to regulate protective custody orders outside Prussia in April 1934, Himmler protested and the plan was dropped. These attempts to curb SS power show that the traditional interpretation of Himmler’s ultimate triumph over the Gestapo being engineered by Göring is deeply flawed. Neither is there convincing evidence to suggest that Hitler paved the way for Himmler’s control of the Gestapo. Göring and Hitler were far more concerned about dealing with the immediate problem of curbing the independence of Röhm to appreciate the implications of giving Himmler even greater control over the German security system.34


If Röhm’s powerful SA was going to be curbed, Göring reluctantly came to accept SS involvement was a necessary evil. Demands for ‘a second Nazi revolution’ continued to feature heavily in Röhm’s speeches throughout 1933. According to the SA chief, Hitler was flagrantly compromising his Nazi principles in exchange for a collaborationist regime with the conservative right and the army. ‘Adolf is disgraceful,’ Röhm told one of his close confidantes. ‘He is betraying us all. He only frequents reactionaries and takes into his confidence those generals from East Prussia.’35


Hitler became increasingly exasperated by Röhm’s unsettling talk of a ‘second revolution’. ‘I am resolved’, Hitler said in a blunt speech to SA leaders, ‘to repress any attempt that might serve to disturb the existing order. I shall oppose with the greatest energy a second revolutionary wave, for it would result in chaos. Anyone, no matter what his position, who rises against the regular authority of the State will be putting his head into a noose.’36 In another speech on 6 July 1933, Hitler emphasised that ‘revolution is not a permanent state of affairs’ and ‘must be guided into the safe channel of evolution’.


Hitler brought Röhm into the Cabinet as ‘Minister without Portfolio’ on 1 December 1933 in the hope this might restrain him. On New Year’s Day, Hitler wrote a conciliatory letter to the SA chief:


At the close of the year of the National Socialist Revolution, therefore, I feel compelled to thank you, my dear friend Ernst Röhm, for the imperishable services which you have rendered to the National Socialist movement and the German people and to assure you how very grateful I am to fate that I am able to call such men as you my friends and fellow combatants.


In true friendship and grateful regards37


This letter was published in the Nazi Party newspaper Völkischer Beobachter, but it did little to ease the tension.


In February 1934, Röhm presented a memorandum to Hitler’s Cabinet arguing that the SA should replace the army as the main German security force.38
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