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Nobody made a greater mistake than he who did nothing because he could only do a little


—Edmund Burke, eighteenth-century Irish author and politician
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Home and Abroad


THE HEAD PASTOR of Abyssinian Baptist Church in New York City declared war on the Great Depression one Sunday morning in December 1930. More than a quarter of the people in this predominantly black Harlem neighborhood were unemployed, and it sickened him to see such despair. Adam Clayton Powell Sr. was six-foot-three and still cut an imposing figure at age sixty-five and still delivered stem-winder sermons. This one took a half hour to roll off his tongue, enthralling an overflow crowd that spilled from the sanctuary into a basement community room.


“The axe is laid at the root of the tree,” Powell thundered, paraphrasing the gospel of Luke, “and this unemployed mass of black men, led by a hungry God, will come to the Negro churches looking for fruit! And finding none, will say ‘Cut it down and cast it into the fire!’”1


Abyssinian was about to open a soup kitchen and launch its own relief fund for those struggling without jobs. The reverend announced he himself would donate four months’ salary in order to set a righteous example. His flock responded with unexpected gusto. Unbidden, many of them got up and walked to the front of the church, digging deep into their pockets and filling the collection plates. One woman handed over her pocketbook containing a week’s pay. All told, the deacons counted $1,500 in cash and pledges. With characteristic immodesty, Powell pronounced it “the most impressive climax to a sermon I had ever witnessed.”2


That also was unlike anything Dietrich Bonhoeffer had ever seen. And he’d come a long way to be part of it.


Bonhoeffer was a German theologian on a fast track, having earned his bachelor’s, master’s, and doctoral degrees by the time he was twenty-one. He then briefly worked as an assistant pastor at a Lutheran church in Barcelona. Now twenty-four years old and fresh from finishing a postdoctoral degree in systematic theology at the University of Berlin, he wasn’t old enough yet to be ordained in Germany. While biding his time, he accepted a two-semester fellowship at New York’s Union Theological Seminary, a cradle of progressive Christian scholarship. In September Bonhoeffer had sailed west to America on a ship named Columbus.


UNION THEOLOGICAL SEMINARY abutted the campus of Columbia University, two miles and several income-tax brackets from Abyssinian Baptist Church. Rather than attend nearby Riverside Church—a soaring, neo-Gothic replica of France’s Chartres Cathedral paid for in part by money-bags parishioner John D. Rockefeller—Bonhoeffer chose to hike over to West 138th Street. To Abyssinian Baptist. Franklin Fisher, a black Union Theological seminarian from Alabama, suggested he come take a look.3 Bonhoeffer not only wound up worshipping there, but also hit it off with the Reverend Powell and was soon teaching Sunday school, making pastoral home visits, and leading a weekly women’s Bible-study group. He considered “this personal acquaintance with Negroes” as valuable a learning experience as any of his seminary classes.4


Powell didn’t find religion until his late twenties. As a boy Bonhoeffer already knew he wanted to be a minister. At fifteen he was studying Hebrew, Greek, Latin, and French.5 His siblings teased him about his career choice, saying organized religion was dull and antiquated. Dietrich replied, “In that case I shall reform it.” He wasn’t joking.


He and his twin sister Sabine were the sixth and seventh youngest in a line of eight children raised by affluent, well-connected parents who made a point of not frequenting church. Karl Bonhoeffer was chairman of the Department of Psychiatry and Neurology at Charité Hospital, the largest teaching hospital in Berlin, a traditionalist who wanted nothing to do with Sigmund Freud and his psychoanalytic bunkum. Paula Bonhoeffer, a college graduate, homeschooled all her children for their first few formative years. “Germans have their backbones broken twice in life,” she often said, “first in the schools, secondly in the military.”6


The Bonhoeffers lived in a stately single-family home in Grunewald, a leafy Berlin enclave popular with movie stars and business executives. They also had a getaway retreat in the Harz Mountains. Their children had rules to obey (study hard, let adults do most of the talking at the dinner table, no dead-fish handshakes allowed) and were thoroughly marinated in art, music, and culture, plus fussed over by cooks, nannies, and housekeepers. In high school Dietrich confided to Sabine, “I should like to lead an unsheltered life once,” which might explain why years later he bypassed upscale Riverside Church in favor of gritty Abyssinian Baptist.7


With his German accent, corn-silk hair, Old World refinements, and natural reserve (a friend dryly noted that Dietrich “was not the type to put all his wares in the shop window”), Bonhoeffer seemed destined to feel hopelessly out of place in Harlem.8 Not so. He embraced it body and soul, devouring books by W. E. B. Du Bois and poems by Langston Hughes. A classically trained pianist who’d been playing Mozart sonatas since childhood, Bonhoeffer cut loose musically, hanging out in smoky jazz joints and occasionally at classier venues like the Cotton Club or Top Hat. He fancied Negro spirituals too. Paul Robeson’s gospel baritone boomed from the record player in his dormitory. “Go down Moses! Way down in Egypt land. Tell old Pharaoh, Let my people go!”


Everything about the city resonated with him; everything except the “dreadful absurdity” of Prohibition. In a letter to his parents he remarked, “If one really tried tasting New York to the full, it would practically be the death of one.” Ever methodical, Bonhoeffer brought along to America a notebook in which he’d jotted down suitable answers he could give nosy New Yorkers who wanted to know if Germans felt guilty about starting World War I. Nobody asked.


His biggest adjustment came in the classroom. Americans put much less emphasis on scripture and Bible study. “There is no theology here,” Bonhoeffer complained.9 Yet he grew to appreciate the expansive curriculum. Reinhold Niebuhr, a onetime socialist and evangelical preacher, was a relatively new addition to the Union faculty. Bonhoeffer signed up for his Ethical Viewpoints in Modern Literature course. He found Sinclair Lewis’s Elmer Gantry thought provoking, enjoyed Ibsen, but blew off George Bernard Shaw as a cynical windbag. A fellow student introduced him to the concept of pacifism and to an ecumenical worldview more idealistic than Niebuhr’s brand of “practical theology.”


Bonhoeffer seemed determined to maximize every minute abroad. He spent Thanksgiving in Washington, DC, with Franklin Fisher, marveling at both Lincoln the man and his memorial. He traveled to Cuba with a Swiss classmate for Christmas break. He then decided he’d like to become truly Americanized and get a driver’s license.


He took the test—and flunked. Paul Lehmann, a fellow student at the seminary, wised him up to the ways of New York City: you gotta slip a few dollars to the person administering the test.10 Pay a bribe? “I would never do such a thing,” said Bonhoeffer.


He took the test again. And failed again. He went back a third time to the motor vehicle bureau, and Lehmann went along. Bonhoeffer took the test and emerged triumphant. “I passed!” he exclaimed.


Lehmann shrugged. “Of course you did. I gave the guy five dollars.”


With license in hand, Bonhoeffer drove to Mexico and back with a French classmate in the spring of 1931, logging four thousand miles in a wheezing Oldsmobile they borrowed from a friend. What puzzled and discomfited him most about America was its entrenched racism. How could whites cheer Duke Ellington at the Cotton Club, but not abide him drinking from the same water fountain? There was nothing akin to that great divide in Germany.


Yet.


BONHOEFFER LEFT BERLIN for New York City three weeks before the 1930 national elections. Heretofore dismissed as a novelty act, Adolf Hitler—a Munich-based, anti-Semitic rabble-rouser with a twitchy mustache—shocked the experts by reconfiguring the political landscape. His nativistic, chest-thumping Nazi Party placed second in the voting, providing him the power base to begin flexing his muscles. Hitler and his unruly swarm of paramilitary stormtroopers (the Sturmabteilung, or SA, known as “Brownshirts”) and his elite bodyguards (the black-clad Schutzstaffel, or SS) no longer seemed quite so comical or benign.


In November Bonhoeffer had received a letter from his younger brother, Klaus, an attorney. “People are flirting with fascism,” he said. “If this radical wave captures the educated classes, I am afraid that it will be all over for this nation of poets and thinkers.” His mother wrote in January and sounded another alarm. Frau Bonhoeffer had this sinking feeling that “a government of Nazis is coming.”11


Karl Bonhoeffer remained sanguine. In April 1931 he wrote to his son, assuring him political-disaster predictions made “so far in advance” generally don’t pan out. “Aside from everything else,” he said, “even the Nazis are not so stupid as to believe that we are in a position to go to war.”


The New York fellowship ended three months later. Dietrich Bonhoeffer repacked his suitcase, boxed up his newly acquired collection of gospel records, and sailed home, curious to see how much he and his country had changed while he was away.
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The Fog of After-War


ADOLF HITLER WAS Austrian by birth, but served in the Bavarian Division of the German army during World War I, in four years somehow failing to rise above the lowly rank of lance corporal. Twice wounded, he suffered no ill effects other than a permanent inability to swallow the terms of the Treaty of Versailles. That peace agreement saddled Germany with crippling war reparations totaling $33 billion, plus the emasculation of its military, limited to one hundred thousand troops and thirty-six naval vessels. The final humiliation was a War Guilt Clause, which required Germany to accept sole responsibility “for causing all the loss and damage to which the Allied and Associated Governments and their nationals have been subjected.”1


In September 1919, while still on active duty in Munich after the war, Corporal Hitler became the fifty-fifth member of the fledgling, far-right German Workers’ Party. The next year he left the army and took a job as the party’s chief of propaganda. He helped push through a name change to the National Socialist German Workers’ Party (“Nazis” for short) and designed an eye-catching flag that featured a black crooked-cross swastika superimposed on a field of red and white. He soon ascended to chairman of the party.


On November 8, 1923, Hitler decided to use the Bürgerbräukeller in Munich as his launching pad for an inept, spectacularly unsuccessful attempt to overthrow the district government of Bavaria. The so-called Beer Hall Putsch resulted in the Nazi Party being outlawed and its ringleader getting sentenced to five years in Landsberg Prison for treason. He only had to do eight months under lenient conditions, using that time to crank out an autobiography-cum-political manifesto. Hitler was released just before Christmas 1924 and immediately wangled to get the Nazi Party reinstated. A few months later Mein Kampf (in English, My Struggle) appeared in print, selling only 9,473 copies its first year, but significantly raising the author’s political profile.2 The book outlined the Nazi Party’s plans for revitalizing Germany, which heavily depended upon jettisoning the Treaty of Versailles and ridding the country of pernicious communists, socialists, and Jews.


Mein Kampf made mention of only one American: reactionary automobile magnate Henry Ford. “It is Jews who govern the Stock Exchange forces of the American union,” Hitler wrote. “Only a single great man, Ford, to their fury, still maintains full independence.”3 He’d long been an admirer, and a photo of Ford hung on a wall inside Hitler’s Munich office.4 A year before Mein Kampf came out, an American reporter asked Hitler if he thought Mr. Ford should someday run for president of the United States. “I wish I could send some of my shock troops to Chicago and other big American cities to help in the elections,” he said.5 “We look at Heinrich Ford as the leader of the growing fascist movement in America.”6


WHILE STILL REELING from World War I, Germany began to feel the effects of a mushrooming worldwide depression that originated in the United States. Unemployment climbed past 8 percent, on its way to 30 percent. Industrial production shriveled, inflation skyrocketed, and a loaf of bread cost more than a million reichsmarks.7 The exchange rate for US dollars was more than four trillion to one. German money was so worthless that children glued paper bills together to make kites. Adults watched their savings literally go up in smoke, using wads of reichsmarks for fire kindling.8


Political instability compounded the turmoil. The country had been ruled by a hereditary monarchy from 1871 until the end of the Great War, when Kaiser Wilhelm II abdicated under pressure and beat a hasty retreat to the Netherlands. The resulting postwar Weimar Republic became an experiment in democracy, so bold that women were granted voting rights, so chaotic that more than thirty parties were running candidates for office.


In some respects, the Germans overdesigned their political system, building a car with two engines. Under the new constitution, a largely ceremonial president—elected to a seven-year term by popular vote—served as titular commander of the military. But the presidency was also vested with emergency powers that, in times of crisis, could circumvent the other branches of government. The true constitutional center of power was a ruling chancellor and a cabinet, both of which required approval of the Reichstag, a legislative body analogous to Britain’s House of Commons. Each political party’s representation in the Reichstag was determined by its performance at the polls, with one seat awarded for every sixty thousand votes tallied. Members of a second, less powerful, legislative body, the Reichsrat, were appointed by the states and functioned much like Britain’s House of Lords.


The center-left Social Democratic Party led every Weimar government—but never achieved majority status, depending instead on a succession of fragile coalitions. In the 1928 elections, the Social Democrats won 30 percent of the vote, good for only 153 of the Reichstag’s then 491 seats, forcing them to form a shaky alliance with three smaller parties. The Nazis pulled only 2.6 percent of that vote. However, to an increasing number of Germans, decisive leadership taken to ultranationalist extremes seemed preferable to rudderless governance. If nothing else, Hitler exuded confidence. A volcanic orator forever fuming about communists and Jews driving the country into the ground, he graduated from speaking at rowdy beer halls to holding outdoor rallies for twenty thousand or more adoring Nazi converts.9


BY 1930 THE Social Democratic Party’s share of the vote had shrunk to 24 percent, with Nazis leapfrogging into second spot at 18 percent. The Social Democrats pieced together another flimsy coalition that soon imploded. Grandfatherly Paul von Hindenburg—a hulking former World War I field marshal now in his eighties—had been elected president in 1925. He interceded and, using his emergency powers, assembled a minority government headed by the more moderate Centre Party. Germany was basically marching in place, and by doing so falling deeper into the throes of the Depression.


Hindenburg won reelection in 1932 and retooled the Centre Party coalition he’d created. On June 1 he snubbed Hitler and tapped Franz von Papen, a hard-line conservative who avoided theatrics, to be chancellor. But Papen had so little support in the Reichstag that Hindenburg had to quickly call for new parliamentary elections in July. The Nazis campaigned under the slogan “All Power to Adolf Hitler,” claiming a communist revolt was at hand that only he could avert.10 The fearmongering worked. The Nazis captured 37 percent of the vote and became the largest political party, although clueless in the art of coalition building. They couldn’t find any partners to form a government. A third round of elections had to be scheduled for November.


The Nazis backtracked in that vote, losing thirty-four Reichstag seats. Weeks of jockeying for position ensued. In the end, Papen resorted to a palace-intrigue gambit. He convinced Hindenburg to name Hitler chancellor, while he would selflessly accept a demotion to vice chancellor, fully expecting to outsmart everyone and become puppet master of his neophyte rival. Papen bragged to a political ally, “In two months we’ll have pushed Hitler so far into the corner that he’ll squeal.”11


Befuddled, eighty-five-year-old Paul von Hindenburg administered the oath of office to Chancellor Adolf Hitler around noon on January 30, 1933. He vowed to “employ my strength for the welfare of the German people, protect the Constitution and laws of the German people… with justice to everyone.”12


That night celebratory torchlight parades snaked through the streets of Berlin, led by stone-faced SA stormtroopers. The future had arrived, flashing straight-arm “Heil Hitler!” salutes.


PAULA AND KARL Bonhoeffer’s three oldest sons were drafted during World War I. Walter, the second oldest and hardest to picture carrying a rifle, was eighteen when he departed for the front. In April 1918, after just a month in uniform, Walter Bonhoeffer was injured in an artillery attack.13 “Today I had the second operation,” he said in a letter to his parents mailed from a field hospital. “But there are more interesting things in the world at present than my wound.” He died three hours later. Paula spent weeks in bed crippled with grief. Her husband always wrote a family update in his diary on New Year’s Eve. After Walter was killed, Karl couldn’t bring himself to make an entry for ten years.


The Bonhoeffers dreaded the prospect of going through that kind of anguish again. The whole family detested Hitler, not just for his politics, but also for his constant threats to disrupt the peace in Europe. When Dietrich returned to Berlin in late June 1931, those threats were inching closer to the realm of possibility.


While Hitler went about the business of consolidating power, Bonhoeffer embarked on his life’s work. Technical College of Berlin hired him as a student chaplain. In November he was finally ordained. Two months after that he began teaching part-time at the University of Berlin. His lectures on the book of Genesis got turned into a book, Creation and Fall, in which he wrote, “The Bible tells only two temptation stories, the temptation of the first man and the temptation of Christ.… Either the Adam in me is tempted—in which case we fall. Or the Christ in us is tempted—in which case Satan is bound to fall.”


Pastor Bonhoeffer never felt tempted to consort with Nazis. In fact, he committed one of the first small public acts of resistance against the new regime. Two days after Hitler’s inauguration, at 5:45 p.m. sharp, Dietrich Bonhoeffer stepped up to a microphone inside the House of Broadcasting in downtown Berlin. He gave a fifteen-minute live speech on the Berlin Radio Hour, which was doing a multiweek, multipart series on Germany’s “Younger Generation.”


Other speakers were booked to talk about rural youth or how today’s high school students compared to their predecessors. Bonhoeffer chose a weightier topic: “The Younger Generation’s Altered Concept of the Führer,” führer meaning “supreme leader.”14 He ended his segment with a thinly veiled reference to Hitler. Should anyone in a position of power “surrender to the wishes of his followers, who would always make him their idol, then the image of the leader will gradually become the image of the misleader,” Bonhoeffer warned. “Leaders or offices which set themselves up as gods mock God.”15


Those were bold words of wisdom. And nobody heard them. The sound cut out just as Bonhoeffer reached the climax of his mini broadcast. He initially suspected foul play, but it turned out he’d simply gone over his allotted time, leaving the studio engineer no choice but to switch to the next scheduled program.16 Determined to get his thoughts on record somewhere, Bonhoeffer mailed a copy of his radio script to a regional newspaper, which published the full text.17


LATER THAT SAME winter’s night, another speaker took to the airwaves. Chancellor Hitler kept his remarks surprisingly short and sweet. His inaugural radio address to his countrymen lasted only thirteen and a half minutes. He talked about how German unemployment must be reduced “within four years” and how he would be “happy if the world, by restricting its armaments, made unnecessary any increase in our own weapons.” No sturm. No drang. No beating of the war drums.18


“Herr Hitler in office,” the New York Times reported, “spoke more moderately in tone and words tonight than he had as the roving spellbinder of the last two years.”19


Earlier that day, however, Hitler issued a more typical fire-breathing “proclamation” to Nazi Party insiders, assuring them he would deal with “the Communist murder organization” intent on destroying his newly born Third Reich. “Keep calm!” he instructed his followers. “The hour for crushing this terror will come.”20
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Sounds and Fury


DESPITE BEING WORTH some $100 million, Henry Ford had a part-time job. The president of Ford Motor Company moonlighted as a newspaper publisher, using the editorial pages of the Dearborn (Michigan) Independent as a personal megaphone. In the early 1920s he decided to step out from behind that curtain of anonymity and release a compilation of the paper’s political and cultural ruminations under his own name. The four-volume set was titled The International Jew: The World’s Foremost Problem. Adolf Hitler kept copies stacked on a table outside his office for curious readers.1 This was Henry Ford without brakes applied. Among the topics expounded upon were “How Jewish International Finance Functions,” “The Jewish Associates of Benedict Arnold,” and, in volume three, chapter 47… Jews and jazz, a nascent art form that clearly had gotten under his country-music-loving midwestern skin.


“Popular music is a Jewish monopoly. Jazz is a Jewish creation,” Ford groused. “Monkey talk, jungle squeals, grunts and squeaks and gasps suggestive of cave love are camouflaged by a few feverish notes.… It is rather surprising, is it not, that whichever way you turn to trace the harmful streams of influence that flow through society, you come upon a group of Jews?”2


Oh, and by the way: jazz-inspired crazy-leg dances like the Charleston encouraged promiscuity.3


Monkey talk? Cave love? Apparently bemused by Ford’s jibes, in 1927 Julian Fuhs—a slim, bespectacled pianist who split time between the United States and his native Germany—went into a Berlin studio with his small orchestra and recorded “Let’s All Henry Ford,” a swinging Charleston-flavored instrumental that contained a few incongruous country-and-westerny fiddle riffs and honking horns. The song name was a playful twist on “Let’s All Go to Mary’s House,” a hot-jazz hit from a few years before.


Dubbed “Berlin’s Jazz King” by the Associated Press, Fuhs was the first German band leader to cover George Gershwin’s “Rhapsody in Blue.” He had a string of other records to his credit that posed no threat to Gershwin, among them “Bananas’ Skin Stomp” and “Auf Wiedersehen, Herr Doktor.”4 In an interview with a Canadian newspaper, Fuhs said Germans initially regarded this high-spirited, unregimented slice of Americana as “too much noise.” But it grew on them.


“Jazz music today is recognized by all the people—with the exception of a few National Socialist grumblers who still want the Vienna Waltz to come back, which of course it never will.”


GERMANY WAS ON the cusp of political and social upheaval. Hitler combined personality-cult charisma with nostalgia-laced xenophobia. Musically speaking, his forte was a tightly choreographed Vienna waltz of authoritarianism, the polar opposite of the raucous ensemble jazz of multiparty democracy. His Brownshirts and SS enforcers lost no time sending public messages that Chancellor Hitler’s ascension marked the dawning of a new, more muscular day in Germany.


Fuhs, meanwhile, had put down deeper roots in Berlin. He and his wife, Lily, owned an eponymous nightclub where he sometimes played solo piano. “Bei Julian Fuhs” was on the city’s west side, just down the street from the Eden Hotel, a magnet for artists, actors, and journalists. Late one night in mid-March 1933, two Brownshirts barged into the club and roughed up Fuhs without warning, calling him a “dirty Jew” and a “dirty liar,” falsely claiming he owed money to a creditor. Lily called the municipal police, who hauled the intruders away.


Two and a half weeks later, six men—four of whom were Brownshirts—bulldozed their way through the door at five o’clock in the morning and ordered a round of drinks.5 Fuhs explained that only customers with a club membership could be served alcohol after three a.m. That didn’t go over well. Two of the men pounced on him, again screaming “dirty Jew” and punching him repeatedly until his face was bloodied. One Brownshirt drew a gun and held employees at bay, while another Brownshirt fired four shots into the walls and ceiling. City police had to come break up that melee too.


Berlin’s Jazz King was, indeed, Jewish—and he no longer felt safe in Germany.


As a teenager, Fuhs had visited relatives in New York City. He liked America so much he stayed for a few years and, in 1916, became a US citizen, later getting called to duty during World War I with a noncombat unit. Now, with Germany seemingly on the verge of losing its mind, his dual passport became an escape card.


Once Julian Fuhs recovered from that Brownshirts beating, he gradually shut down his nightclub and in 1934 moved back to New York with no intention of ever setting foot in Berlin again.


FRANZ VON PAPEN figured wrong. Adolf Hitler didn’t “squeal” upon taking office. He conspired. It took only a month. Shortly after nine o’clock on the night of February 27, 1933, a fire raged through the venerable Reichstag building. The grand old edifice couldn’t be saved, but police did arrest Marinus van der Lubbe, a young, unemployed Dutch bricklayer, at the scene. Hitler proclaimed the fire “a sign from God,” adding that van der Lubbe’s arson was part of a communist coup that fizzled. German Communist Party leaders said, no, van der Lubbe actually was a tool of the Nazis, who’d duped him into setting the fire and then concocted a fanciful insurrection scenario in order to justify eradicating their political opponents.


As for van der Lubbe, he insisted he acted alone. Without the issue of culpability ever being resolved, the Dutchman was tried, convicted, and beheaded. Three Bulgarian communists also were arrested but acquitted for lack of evidence.


The homeless German parliament took up residence in Kroll Opera House, a fitting backdrop for the Wagnerian drama of Nazi politics. Incensed that those three Bulgarians escaped punishment, Hitler unilaterally decided all future treason cases would be adjudicated by a newly created “People’s Court,” the Volksgerichtshof. He further capitalized on the Reichstag fire by badgering Hindenburg into approving a bundle of supposedly temporary restrictions on civil liberties. They included suspensions of freedom of the press, freedom of assembly, freedom of speech, habeas corpus, and the right to privacy for telegraph and telephone communications.


Those measures were merely a prelude to passage of the Enabling Act, signed into law on March 23. For all intents and purposes, the Reichstag voted to make itself obsolete by granting Hitler almost unfettered dictatorial powers. All facets of life were about to be recalibrated to reflect his vision of the world; for example, an “Aryan Paragraph” inserted into the Enabling Act stipulated that all civil servants had to be of racially pure stock, which immediately threw thousands of Jews out of work. Gleichschaltung, they called it: the synchronization of every aspect of German life, making it one unified beating heart of Nazism. No corner of the culture would be spared. Thus, the term “Nigger-Jew jazz” gained traction, an ugly pejorative for a musical genre now considered irredeemably decadent and contrary to Aryan values.6 Café and dance-hall owners began posting notices saying, “Swing Dancing Prohibited,” a first step toward the Reich Broadcasting Corporation banning jazz on the radio.


JAZZMAN JULIAN FUHS was not the only one.


Nazi supporters attacked Jews and other perceived enemies practically at will during the early days of the Third Reich. In the first two months after Hitler took office, Jews holding foreign passports filed 150 complaints of violence or abuse at their respective embassies in Berlin.7 Of course, no one was monitoring the six hundred thousand Jews who were German citizens. They were the easiest prey and unlikely to report an attack. If they did, it was even more unlikely that the authorities would pay any attention. But people saw things, heard things, and quietly said things. Word seeped out.


Max Neumann, part owner of a family department store in Konigsberg—the capital city of East Prussia, some 380 miles northeast of Berlin—was abducted by a gang of Brownshirts on or about March 13, 1933. He was severely beaten and the store looted. Neumann died of his injuries three days later.


On March 21, forty-five-year-old Dr. Arno Philippsthal—a Jew and an avowed socialist—saw a female patient at his office in Berlin who was a Nazi Party member. He prescribed cod-liver oil for an ailment, which she declined to take. The doctor then jokingly suggested, “Maybe you should say The Lord’s Prayer or sing the Horst Wessel Song,” the latter being the Nazi Party anthem.


Two hours later, Brownshirts hustled Philippsthal out of his office and took him by car to their nearby barracks, where for a week they beat him so badly he had to be taken to the municipal police hospital. His patient file said he was admitted “in a bad general state.” He died five days later after lapsing into a coma.


Arthur Weiner, an attorney active with the Jewish community in Chemnitz—an industrial city 160 miles south of Berlin—was arrested at his apartment by Brownshirts on April 10, his body discovered two days later in a sandpit about forty-five miles from town. He’d been shot in the head.


An internal report compiled by the Chemnitz police department listed thirty-one incidents of torture committed by Brownshirts in that city alone between April and mid-June. Some of the victims were Jews, but most were targeted for belonging to a trade union, the Social Democratic Party, or the German Communist Party. According to the police report:




As soon as the detainee does not say what the interrogating SA man wants to know, he is beaten by a number of SA men with rubber truncheons and other objects. This torture is repeated several times in the course of the interrogation. There are cases where the victims were tethered, stripped naked and beaten to unconsciousness.… They were stabbed in the buttocks with red hot irons and put in a kind of box during the night, like a snake curled up.… Pepper was scattered in the wounds and then the wounds were washed out with vinegar.





Seven of those thirty-one victims died.


AMERICAN FREELANCE JOURNALIST Dorothy Thompson created a stir in Germany and abroad with a series of investigative stories she wrote for New York City’s Jewish Daily Bulletin in May and June 1933. She was from upstate New York but had moved to Europe in 1920, living for stretches in Vienna and Berlin. Thompson lived large. She’d been married to (and divorced from) a Hungarian writer, carried on a long-term lesbian relationship with a German sculptor, and covered European politics first for the Philadelphia Public Ledger and later as Berlin bureau chief for the New York Post. In 1928 she married American novelist Sinclair Lewis and settled down, relatively speaking, in New York City and Vermont.


Thompson had a closet full of stylish hats, a brassy manner, an intrepid devotion to work, and didn’t take guff from anyone; in the best sense of that hard-bitten professional patois of the day, a “newspaper broad.” She reported for the Jewish Daily Bulletin that postelection rampages by Nazi thugs resulted in “perhaps hundreds” of deaths and “tens of thousands” arrested.


Munich’s Völkischer Beobachter (People’s Observer) newspaper, the longtime mouthpiece of the Nazi Party, said an April 1933 raid conducted by more than 120 stormtroopers and police “took place quietly” in a Berlin neighborhood primarily inhabited by Polish Jews. Thompson provided a starkly different account, saying the assault team had entered a synagogue and destroyed part of the Torah, cut the beards off Orthodox Jews, and thrashed people indiscriminately.


She obtained the address of one victim from a source at the Polish consulate and, accompanied by her friend Edgar Mowrer—Berlin correspondent of the Chicago Daily News—proceeded to that location, climbed the stairs of a drab tenement, and knocked on an apartment door. It opened a crack.


“Who are you?” a woman whispered.


“Foreign journalists.”


“Go away!” she said, closing the door.


Thompson kept ringing the bell until the woman relented and let them inside, saying they needed to speak to her husband who had “gone away.” They continued talking, and a man gingerly shuffled into the room dressed in a hospital gown: the husband.


“The Polish consulate told us bad things happened to you,” Thompson said. “We shall not reveal anything you say.”


“I tell nothing,” the man sharply replied. “But what the Polish consul told you is true.” He let his gown fall open. Thompson and Mowrer could see he was wrapped in bandages from his knees to his throat.


“I will tell you nothing,” he repeated.8


EARLY IN HER reporting trip Thompson mailed a letter to Lewis, eager to share with her husband what she’d been witnessing in Germany. “It is really as bad as the most sensational papers report.… It’s an outbreak of sadistic and almost pathological hatred,” she wrote. “Most discouraging of all is not only the defenselessness of the liberals but their incredible (to me) docility. There are no martyrs for the cause of democracy.”9


Curiously, a letter sent at the same time to her London friend Harriet Cohen—a concert pianist who kept company with widowed British prime minister Ramsay MacDonald—was less restrained. Perhaps Thompson hoped Cohen would share it with the prime minister, a high-minded pacifist. She said that Hitler’s Brownshirts were “perfectly mad” in their hounding of Jews and other quarry. “They beat them with steel rods, knock their teeth out with revolver butts, break their arms… urinate on them, make them kneel and kiss the Hakenkreuz [the Nazi swastika].… I feel myself starting to hate Germany. And already the world is rotten with hate.”10


IN A MEETING in late March 1933 with the foreign press corps in Berlin, General Hermann Göring—Hitler’s corpulent and ever-preening “minister without portfolio”—acknowledged there had been some postelection fatalities, a stunning admission. However, Göring immediately qualified his statement by adding that such “individual acts of lawlessness” were “negligible” and to be expected under the circumstances.


“Where there is planing, there are shavings,” he said, employing an odd carpentry metaphor before lapsing into public-relations gibberish. “The deaths incident to the national revolution were actually no more than there were in the normal unhappy Germany in her internecine conflict.”11


The transformation of the country continued unabated. April 1 brought a one-day nationwide boycott of Jewish stores and businesses. Signs with a bright yellow circle on a black background (the international symbol for quarantine) appeared in many shop windows. On other windows Brownshirts scrawled “Jude” in red or white paint.12 Nazi supporters took to the streets carrying placards that read “Germans, defend yourselves! Don’t buy in Jewish shops!” The boycott proved to be more of a symbolic show of force. Almost everyone who insisted on patronizing a Jewish business was allowed to do so, but as the Völkischer Beobachter noted, “The Jews now have been made to understand that we no longer intend to bargain with them, but that we propose to tackle them in their most vulnerable spot: their purses.”


Very few Jews hadn’t already gotten that message. They’d been ostracized from most professions, were not allowed to withdraw large sums of money from their bank accounts, and as a rule couldn’t depart the country because the government refused to issue them passports. “Amongst the Jews there is a terrible despair,” Britain’s Manchester Guardian newspaper reported. “They are neither allowed to make a living in Germany nor to leave.”13


In May, books were burned. All thirty of Germany’s universities held pep rally-like events. In Berlin some forty thousand Nazis gathered in the public square near the opera house, where a bonfire worthy of a Viking funeral lit up the night sky. A band played martial music. A student wearing a Nazi uniform told the crowd “un-German” works needed to be incinerated before they corrupted any more pristine minds.14


Books by Sigmund Freud got tossed into the flames, “for falsifying our history and degrading its great figures,” someone shouted. In went copies of Erich Maria Remarque’s World War I pacifist novel All Quiet on the Western Front, guilty of “degrading the German language and the highest patriotic ideal.” Books by the truckload flew through the air and onto the fire. The words of Thomas Mann… Karl Marx… muckraking American author Upton Sinclair… and Hugo Preuss, the man who wrote the Weimar Republic constitution.


Joseph Goebbels, Hitler’s diminutive, clubfooted minister of propaganda, stepped out of the shadows to address the book burners. “Jewish intellectualism is dead. National Socialism has hewn the way,” he said. “The German folk soul can again express itself.… The old goes up in flames, the new shall be fashioned from the flame in our hearts.”15


THROUGH THE NAZI rallies, boycotts, and book burnings, the world watched and waited. Did Hitler mean all the provocative things he’d said before taking office? Would he act upon them now, or would the responsibility of governing tame his tongue and temper his politics?


The German press had no choice but to be favorable in its coverage. Yet foreign journalists, subjected to appreciably less pressure by government censors, gave the Nazis a semi-honeymoon. Dorothy Thompson, Edgar Mowrer, and a few others were writing tough pieces, but for every one of those there was the Christian Science Monitor reporter who concluded Hitler had brought to “a dark land a clear light of hope” and that “only a small portion” of Jews seemed to be suffering in the process.


In July 1933 Anne O’Hare McCormick, a roving reporter for the New York Times, got Hitler to sit for a rare one-on-one interview in his Chancellery office. The snake charmed her. “The dictator of Germany seems a rather shy and simple man,” McCormick wrote in her front-page story. “His voice is as quiet as his black tie,” his eyes “curiously childlike and candid.” For those Times readers who might have been wondering, Hitler “has the sensitive hand of the artist.”16


He assured McCormick his focus was on creating a “program of public works,” “cutting red tape,” and fostering a strong German national identity. Unfortunately, the Reichstag had gotten in the way of his reforms, so “it has disappeared.” Same for opposition political parties.


Regarding the “fantastic” allegations of violent reprisals and of Jews being mistreated, Hitler insisted the Nazi changeover had been commendably peaceful, accomplished “without breaking a windowpane.”


THAT WAS NONSENSE, but the Nazi propaganda machine papered over such lies and the public had been cowed into silence. New laws made it a crime to disseminate “information detrimental to Germany.” Punishment could be swift and harsh. Edith Hammerschlag, a twenty-five-year-old typist at the Kodak Company in Berlin, was sentenced to eight months in prison for telling colleagues she’d heard of Jews whose eyes had been cut out by Nazis.17 Torsten Johnson, a merchant seaman from Brooklyn, New York, got hit with a six-month sentence. While on layover in the port city of Stettin near the Baltic Sea, he’d had a few drinks in a tavern and made the mistake of blabbering to everyone within earshot that Hitler was “a Czechoslovak Jew.”18


Foreign governments maintained a cordial, nonconfrontational posture. To do otherwise might “prejudice the friendly feelings” between nations, as Secretary of State Cordell Hull delicately phrased it in a memorandum to the US diplomatic corps in Germany.19 Privately, there was a mix of caution and consternation. Two days after the April boycott of Jewish businesses, George Messersmith, the American consul general in Berlin, wrote to Hull about the accelerating climate of repression. “The point has been reached where it is really dangerous for the average individual to express an opinion which would not be favorable to the present regime. Even with his best friend the average German is unable to have free expression of opinion.”20
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Church and Stateless


IN APRIL 1933 Sabine Bonhoeffer and her husband, Gerhard Leibholz, a law professor at the University of Göttingen whose job was imperiled because of the Aryan Paragraph, asked Dietrich to conduct a funeral service for Gerhard’s father. He was a converted Jew who’d raised his children as Protestants, but had never himself been baptized. Under both Nazi race law and Lutheran church policy (which required proof of baptism for interments), the elder Leibholz had no right to a Christian burial.1


Bonhoeffer’s church superintendent advised him not to perform the service. Ignoring his family’s wishes, he complied—and would soon write a letter of apology to his sister and brother-in-law lamenting that decision: “How could I have been so much afraid at the time?… All I can do is ask you to forgive my weakness.”


Just as Bonhoeffer struggled with that funeral request, church officials were facing prickly institutional dilemmas. How to coexist with Nazis? Roughly 30 percent of Germans were Catholic. Six months after Hitler became chancellor, Pope Pius XII, in his younger days the Vatican’s ambassador to Germany, negotiated with the government what amounted to a mutual hands-off agreement, the “Concordat.” The dynamic was more complex with the country’s forty-five million Protestants. They belonged to several dozen relatively autonomous denominations, ranging from Lutheran to the Evangelical Church of the Old Prussian Union. These churches were loosely collected under the national umbrella of the German Evangelical Church, colloquially called the “German Protestant Church.”


That Protestant bloc represented a potentially powerful adversary to the Nazi Party, which, therefore, sought to infiltrate the German Protestant Church. The party backed a group of “German Christians” who favored the establishment of a state-controlled German Protestant National Church, or Reichskirche, rallying around the catchphrase “One Nation! One God! One Reich! One Church!” Some went so far as to suggest the Old Testament be excised from the Bible, it being filled with so many stories of distasteful Jews.


The government also began to push all clergy and congregations to adopt its ethnic-purification Aryan Paragraph. This intrusion into church affairs energized some Lutheran activists, who coalesced around the likes of conservative theologian Karl Barth at the University of Bonn and Martin Niemöller, a World War I U-boat commander who’d had a spiritual awakening and was now pastor of St. Anne’s Church in the Berlin suburb of Dahlem. These dissidents called themselves the “Young Reformation Movement for the Renewal of the Church.” One of their first public statements minced no words, rejecting “as a matter of principle” the exclusion of non-Aryans and adding that “the State is supposed to judge; the Church is supposed to save.”


DIETRICH BONHOEFFER WAS one of the Young Reformers, and he waded deeper into the church-state controversy by writing a hot-potato essay. “The Church and the Jewish Question” circulated informally in pastoral circles and then, in June 1933, was published in Vormarsch, a Protestant magazine devoted to politics and culture, exposure that carried with it the risk of attracting the prying eyes of Nazi bureaucrats.2


In his essay Bonhoeffer reiterated some Christian dogma offensive to Jews, namely, that upon dying they’d have to choose between either gaining entry into heaven by accepting Jesus as savior or else spending eternity rotting in hell with other heretics. However, he broke significant new ground by denouncing Hitler’s persecution of Jews and by reminding Christians they had a moral imperative to oppose such injustice. Bonhoeffer said if the runaway train of government repression couldn’t be stopped by conventional methods, then the church was obliged “not only to help the victims who have fallen under the wheel, but to fall into the spokes of the wheel itself.”3


His essay didn’t change many minds within the University of Berlin’s Theology Department. He watched in disbelief as students and faculty began wearing swastika pins on their shirts and jackets, telling one of his Union Theological Seminary friends, “The most intelligent people have totally lost both their heads and their Bible.”


In mid-July 1933 Hitler ordered the German Protestant Church to hold elections within ten days for all its local and regional governing councils, a flagrant attempt to try to stack church leadership in his favor. Those races were as hotly contested as political campaigns; in a way, they were political campaigns. A group of Young Reformers used an office in Dahlem as their base. Gestapo agents dropped by one evening and took away boxes of leaflets and files. The next day Bonhoeffer and Reverend Gerhard Jacobi went to Gestapo headquarters on Prinz Albrechtstrasse and complained to Chief Rudolf Diels, who returned some of the confiscated material. Diels also suggested the two pastors avoid making any waves in the future lest they wind up in Dachau, a concentration camp for political malcontents the Gestapo recently opened outside of Munich.


ON THE EVE of the church elections Hitler weighed in with a radio endorsement, exhorting listeners to vote for candidates “exemplified by the German Christians who stand firmly upon the foundation of the Nationalist Socialist State.” Election Day was a Sunday. Bonhoeffer was still employed as a chaplain at Technical College of Berlin, and that morning he conducted its worship service, preaching from the gospel of Matthew about the eternal rock upon which Jesus built his church.


“Nothing shall be made easy for us,” Pastor Bonhoeffer told the congregation. “It may be that from a human point of view great times for the church are actually times of demolition.”


Perhaps he sensed what was coming. Lutheran moderates and reformists got steamrolled by the German Christians, who racked up pluralities of 70 percent in nearly every church council election. They may have benefited from some shady ballot stuffing, but the Hitler bandwagon effect was undeniable. The vote was such a wipeout the Young Reformation Movement for the Renewal of the Church was laid to rest. In its place, Niemöller, Bonhoeffer, and about twenty of their discontented peers started the “Pastors’ Emergency League to Resist Hitlerism,” seeking to halt the Protestant National Church’s gradual assimilation into the Nazi Party.4


Disheartened by the church-elections drubbing, Bonhoeffer shifted gears and concentrated on his ecumenical work. For several years he’d been traveling throughout Europe to attend such tongue-tying symposiums as the “Conference of the Youth Commission of the International Section of the World Alliance for Promoting International Exchange Through the Churches.” In September 1933 he went to a World Alliance gathering at the Grand Hotel in Sofia, Bulgaria. There he successfully lobbied delegates to pass a resolution condemning “the State measures against the Jews in Germany” and denouncing the Aryan Paragraph as contrary to “the Gospel of Jesus Christ.”


The Sofia resolution was a moral victory, but short-lived. A week later representatives of the Protestant National Church met in the town of Wittenberg, convening inside historic Castle Church, the burial place of Martin Luther. Pastor Ludwig Müller, an East Prussia Nazi who supported government control of the church, was easily elected Lutheran bishop, now referred to as “Reichbishop.”5


The only good news coming out of Wittenberg for members of the Pastors’ Emergency League was that Hitler decided to forget about making clergy adopt his Aryan Paragraph. It wasn’t worth taking a beating in the international press. Besides, he’d already caused so much chaos the German Protestant Church no longer presented a viable political threat.


IN OCTOBER HITLER felt emboldened enough to pull Germany out of the League of Nations, an ominous spurning of the international community. Two days later Bonhoeffer packed his suitcase and sailed away again. He’d been offered a two-year joint pastorship at a pair of German-speaking Lutheran churches in London. He informed Reichbishop Müller that he would not be preaching the Nazi-friendly German Christian message. When asked to reconsider, he refused, prompting another bishop to say of him and other uncooperative pastors, “What complicated people you all are.”


Bonhoeffer felt increasingly out of step with almost everyone in Germany. Before departing for England, he sent a letter to Karl Barth, whom he valued as a mentor and guiding light. Barth regarded this London sojourn as a mistake, but as Bonhoeffer explained to him, “It was time to go for a while into the desert.”
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Dangerous Situation


THE UNITED STATES had ten consulates in Germany. One of their most experienced diplomats was forty-eight-year-old Raymond Geist, a consul officer in Berlin since 1929. He had a doctorate in philosophy from Harvard, did postgraduate work in English literature at Columbia University, spoke fluent German along with French, Italian, Spanish, Greek, Latin, and some Arabic—and interacted with the Gestapo state police almost every day while dealing with one diplomatic crisis or another.1 Geist was a fixer: the person called in the wee hours of the morning when, say, a German American jazz musician got knocked around inside his nightclub or a tipsy Brooklyn seaman insulted a dictator in a dive bar.2 Thanks to Geist’s intervention, Torsten Johnson’s jail sentence for disrespecting Adolf Hitler got reduced from six months to two.3


Geist was a bachelor who lived with his older sister. He spent a lot of his free time driving or bicycling around Berlin, venturing as far as fifty miles outside the city.4 A large, blocky man, he was a sight to behold pedaling down the road, passing motorists perhaps momentarily mistaking him for a circus bear on the loose. As Geist cycled or drove, he collected intelligence. He noticed that after Hitler became chancellor, military construction boomed, with as many as fifty projects eventually on tap: airports, barracks, training grounds, antiaircraft installations. Through 1933 and 1934 Geist spotted stormtroopers doing military exercises in fields and forests, seemingly gearing up for war. He saw Hitler Youth staging mock attacks in the woods, often under the direction of military officers. Even groups of Deutsche Jungvolk, composed of boys ages ten to fourteen, were being taught how to march and throw hand grenades.


As consul general, George Messersmith read the reports filed by Geist and other consuls spread across Germany. His own memos became more pointed. “With few exceptions, the men who are running this Government are of a mentality that you and I cannot understand,” he confided in a June 26, 1933, dispatch to Undersecretary of State William Phillips. “Some of them are psychiatric cases and would ordinarily be receiving treatment somewhere.… There is a real revolution here and a dangerous situation.”5


Despite the ugliness unfolding all around him, Messersmith didn’t believe Hitler had staying power. In mid-November he wrote Secretary of State Hull, marveling at how an entire country could be “hypnotized and terrorized” into a psychologically altered state. How mind-boggling crazy, this Nazi blather about Aryan supermen destined to rule the world. “It is a movement based on propaganda, spectacles and insincerity, and it is inconceivable that for an indefinite period the 65 million people in Germany will endure it.”6


Perhaps it seemed so “inconceivable” because other people had to do the enduring. How should one resist this Nazi mania? What price was worth paying? Who could be trusted with your secrets? With your life? George Messersmith had no need to ask himself those questions. He could leave Germany anytime at will—and did so in April 1934 when President Franklin Roosevelt appointed him ambassador to Austria. Messersmith boarded a plane and left Adolf Hitler’s propaganda, spectacles, and insincerity behind. Tens of millions of Germans couldn’t do that.


One of them was Harald Poelchau.


ON APRIL 1, 1933—the day of the nationwide Jewish boycott—Poelchau started a new job at Tegel Prison in Berlin. It was a civil service position. He was one of nine chaplains (seven Protestant, two Catholic) attending to the spiritual needs of Berlin’s prison population, scattered over a dozen facilities.7 Pastor Poelchau was twenty-nine years old, thinly built with a pompadour of reddish-blond hair, and a disciple of liberal theologian Paul Tillich, his doctoral thesis adviser at the University of Frankfort am Main.


Poelchau’s father was a conservative Lutheran church pastor, but Harald felt a calling to social justice. At Tegel he ministered to some six hundred prisoners in overcrowded, austere conditions. Full portions of meat were served just three times a year: Easter, Pentecost, and Christmas. Religious services were permitted, but the chapel pews had been modified by adding chest-high wood partitions every few feet, creating cubicles that prisoners had to sit in while worshipping. The wardens, however, generally gave Poelchau a free hand. Prisoners could tend a garden he maintained on a small plot of ground outside, and the guards didn’t bother to examine his briefcase as he entered and left the building.


A year into the job, on April 17, 1934, Harald Poelchau’s life changed. That day he was the clergyman assigned to a condemned prisoner he had never met. His execution took place a few miles away at Plötzensee Prison, the city’s host site for capital punishments.8 It was as if the clock had been turned back to the Middle Ages. The defendant and three accomplices were convicted of armed robbery and murder.9 Just after dawn he was marched into the prison courtyard, where a judicial representative read the charges and the sentence. Two execution assistants dressed in black then stepped forward, forced the man to the ground, and positioned his neck on a chopping block. With all the dignity afforded a farm-fresh chicken, the executioner lopped off his head in one swift stroke of an extra-large hand ax.


Poelchau felt sick to his stomach. Spurting blood soiled his clothes. “The presiding officer took pity on me,” he later said, “and told me I could leave.”


Two months after that jarring introduction to the macabre responsibilities of prison pastoring, Richard Huettig, a twenty-six-year-old communist, was beheaded for the fatal shooting of an SS man.10 The evidence was circumstantial at best. Poelchau attended that execution too, calling it “judicial murder.” Huettig became the first German put to death by a Nazi court for presumably political reasons.


DEATH SENTENCES TRADITIONALLY had seldom been imposed, usually just two or three a year. Then Hitler came to power. There were sixty-four executions in 1933 and seventy-nine in 1934.11 And the new People’s Court was just getting warmed up. As arrests and convictions for crimes against the state increased, Pastor Poelchau’s work took a darker turn. He became a death chaperone of sorts. More of his ministry involved counseling and comforting doomed men. He would visit their cell in Tegel Prison the night before an execution, talking, praying, helping with farewell letters.


These awful hours passed mostly in silence. “How much time left?” a prisoner would ask. The pastor would check his wristwatch. Ask and check. Ask and check. As dawn approached, the prison cobbler came to fetch the defendant’s shoes and belongings. Poelchau then accompanied him in the green transport van to Plötzensee Prison, lighting a last cigarette or perhaps jotting down final thoughts during the fifteen-minute ride. When it was over, he informed the family, always an awkward task, especially since the Nazis did not provide advance notice of executions. Prisoners would only learn the night before that their time had come.


What a wretched but hallowed responsibility to be that last friendly face, to be the one trying to somehow ease the transition from here to Hereafter. It gave Poelchau nightmares, but the convictions kept coming, executioners kept sharpening their blades, and he kept staring at the dying light in anxious eyes of women and men as the numbers grew larger.


As they carted Richard Huettig’s broken body away on that June morning in 1934, Pastor Poelchau had no idea how far out of control Germany would spin or that he might someday lose track of how many souls he escorted out of this world. Eventually, the numbers got too big, too inconceivable. He stopped counting and started estimating—somewhere around one thousand corpses.
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“Thinking with Blood”


WHILE DIETRICH BONHOEFFER was doing his “desert” ministry in London, Dorothy Thompson came back to Berlin for a visit in August 1934. She checked into the elegant Hotel Adlon in the shadow of the Brandenburg Gate, the historic entryway to the city. Nine days into her stay, a front-desk clerk rang her room and said, “Madam, there is a gentleman here from the state secret police.”1


“Send him up,” Thompson replied.


Moments later, a young Gestapo official dressed in civilian clothes politely tapped on the door and handed her a letter, which read: “It has come to the attention of the authorities that you have recently again arrived in Germany. In view of your anti-German publications in the American press, the German authorities, for reasons of national self-respect, are unable to extend to you a further right of hospitality.”2


To avoid the embarrassment of being forcibly expelled, the government suggested Thompson “leave the domain of the Reich” within twenty-four hours.


She had just returned from a meeting at the US embassy with Ambassador William Dodd. They’d informally discussed a writing project Thompson was mulling over about the Third Reich. She immediately phoned Dodd and asked, “What shall I do?” He told her to get hold of Raymond Geist “at once,” which she did.3 Geist sprang into action. He learned from his Gestapo contacts that those investigative stories Thompson wrote for the Jewish Daily Bulletin a year ago had infuriated Hitler, as did an April 1932 Cosmopolitan Magazine blistering profile in which she asserted Adolf Hitler was a pale imitation of Italian dictator Benito Mussolini, not to mention “formless, almost faceless… ill-poised, insecure… the very prototype of the Little Man.”4


Thompson was getting the boot almost exactly a year after her friend Edgar Mowrer left Germany under duress. In May 1933 he had won a Pulitzer Prize for his dogged coverage of Hitler for the Chicago Daily News, quickly making himself a target of government harassment. By September Ambassador Dodd said the American embassy could no longer guarantee Mowrer’s safety, so he reluctantly accepted an offer to become the paper’s Paris bureau chief.


All Geist could do for Dorothy Thompson was negotiate a one-day delay in her expulsion. However, she decided not to linger and the next evening boarded a Northern Express sleeper train to Paris. The British and American press corps saw her off at Friedrichstrasse Station in a show of support that included a farewell bouquet of red roses. As soon as the train pulled into Paris, a scrum of French reporters appeared, peppering her with questions. “Chancellor Hitler is no longer a man,” Thompson declared. “He is a religion.”5 She had more to say, but saved it for a freelance article she quickly banged out for the New York Times, opining that any German who spoke up about “the reigning cult” of Hitler likely would be packed off to jail.6


“I, fortunately, am an American, so I merely was sent to Paris. Worse things can happen to one.”


THOMPSON ONCE DESCRIBED the Nazi seizure of German society as “the most fantastic and unreal revolution ever,” a phantasmagoria of base impulses and primal instincts that sank to the level of “thinking with blood.”7 Indeed, shortly before she was kicked out of the country in August 1934, Adolf Hitler had an especially gruesome brainstorm.


His SA paramilitary machine—run by Captain Ernst Röhm, a brutish World War I veteran with a face full of battle scars—had become a liability. Rambunctious and disorderly, the SA had grown to more than twenty times the size of the regular German army. Generals worried these Brownshirts were getting too difficult to control. Also, despite being a fixture at Hitler’s side since his early days in Munich, Röhm—overtly and unabashedly homosexual—didn’t mesh with the Nazi inner circle. For his part, Röhm felt Hitler had been co-opted by elitists and lost interest in building a truly classless German society. “He only associates with reactionaries now.… Getting ‘matey’ with the East Prussian generals. They’re his cronies,” Röhm griped to Hermann Rauschning, a conservative politician from Danzig, who was also cooling to the Nazis.8


Hitler decided something needed to be done. He spent months devising a Röhm strategy, with Göring and Heinrich Himmler, leader of the equally frightening but much more disciplined SS, counseling against restraint.9 Gestapo chief Rudolf Diels, who earlier had warned Bonhoeffer to watch his step, was given the task of weaving together a string of lies and distortions that painted Röhm as a turncoat on the payroll of the French government, thus providing Hitler with enough cover to wipe his SA slate clean, plus settle some outstanding political and personal scores.10 Hitler, Göring, Himmler, and a few others compiled a hit list of “Unwanted Persons” to eliminate.11


On Saturday morning, June 30, Himmler’s SS goons fanned out and wreaked havoc for two and a half days, sometimes with Gestapo assistance. Dozens of Brownshirts were lined up against a wall at Lichterfelde military academy outside Berlin and mowed down by a firing squad.12 General August von Schleicher, the last chancellor of the wobbly Weimar Republic, opened the front door of his villa and was greeted by a blast of bullets. The gunmen then killed his wife for good measure. Two of Franz von Papen’s aides: shot dead. Catholic priest Bernhard Stempfle, who helped edit Mein Kampf and perhaps knew too much about what made Hitler tick: shot dead. Retired Bavarian politician Gustav Ritter von Kahr, who refused to lend his support to Hitler’s 1923 Beer Hall Putsch: shot dead, his body mutilated and dumped in a marsh.


At around six in the morning, Hitler himself rousted Ernst Röhm out of bed at the Hanselbauer Hotel on Lake Tegernsee, some thirty miles from Munich. He and his senior SA officers had been ordered to come to the hotel for an important Saturday meeting, all a ruse. “Röhm,” Hitler said brusquely to his longtime compatriot, still foggy from a Friday night of heavy drinking, “you are under arrest.” He was ushered into a car. His Brownshirts were rounded up, taken to the hotel basement, and loaded onto a bus. They were driven to Munich and deposited in cells at Stadelheim Prison, where it so happened Röhm had been briefly detained after the 1923 putsch.


Some of those Brownshirts were dead before the end of the day. Hitler dithered about what to do with Röhm. Göring and Himmler advised him to show no mercy. On Sunday, Theodor Eicke, commandant of Dachau concentration camp, did the dirty work. He and a camp aide came to Stadelheim Prison to see Röhm. They gave him a pistol with one bullet in the chamber and an unspoken opportunity to commit suicide. They left him alone and returned ten minutes later to find Röhm still very much alive. “If I am to be killed,” he growled, “let Adolf do it himself.” Opportunity lost: the two visitors pulled out their own weapons and blew Röhm away at point-blank range, finishing him off with one shot square to the head.


THE WEEKEND PURGE became known as “the Night of the Long Knives” and claimed seventy-seven lives by Hitler’s fuzzy accounting.13 The body count may have been double or triple that. Regardless, the numbers didn’t matter to Minister of Justice Franz Gürtner. At a hastily called cabinet meeting, he gave his approval to the SS having dispensed with the formality of arrests and trials. The fatherland had a right, Gürtner said, to protect itself against “treasonable attack.”14 The cabinet declared the government’s conduct “legal as acts of self-defense by the State.”15 Hitler made that same dubious argument in a speech to the Reichstag, saying he had no choice but to move quickly and decisively against Captain Röhm and other loathsome traitors. “If anyone reproaches me and asks why I did not resort to the regular courts of justice, then all I can say is this: In this hour, I was responsible for the fate of the German people and thereby I became the supreme judge of the German people.”16


Two weeks later, doddering Paul von Hindenburg succumbed to lung cancer. Buried along with “the Old Man,” as he was affectionately known, was Germany’s flirtation with democracy. There would be no need for elections going forward. Chancellor Hitler permanently assumed the dual responsibilities of head of state and head of government. Out of respect for Hindenburg, he declined to take the mantle of president per se, instead anointing himself “Führer.” A special referendum was held on August 19 to see if the German people were in favor of investing supreme authority in one man, a twentieth-century emperor without a crown. Ninety percent voted yes.


The next day the code of honor was rewritten for members of the military. Henceforth, they would swear allegiance not to their country, but to their Führer.
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Writing Down, Speaking Up


THE RÖHM MURDER spree precipitated an act of genuine treason. That bloodbath was one of the reasons Hans von Dohnanyi, a lanky, straight-arrow staff attorney at the Ministry of Justice, began secretly compiling a running list of Nazi transgressions, which he referred to as the “Chronicle of Shame.” The file contained examples of graft, anti-Semitism, violence, intimidation, and the brainwashing of Hitler Youth. Dohnanyi was placing a bet on the future. Whenever Germany regained its political equilibrium, his diary-like dossier would be useful in documenting the legacy of Nazi atrocities and maybe aiding criminal prosecutions. Until that shining day arrived, however, he’d be a dead man if word of its existence reached the wrong ears.


Dohnanyi took the precaution of typing his notes on different typewriters.1 He told only a select few confidants what he was up to. One of them was Minister of Justice Franz Gürtner, who’d occupied his lofty position since 1932, but, like Dohnanyi, had not joined the Nazi Party. They had a good working relationship, and Gürtner didn’t interfere with the Chronicle of Shame. Yet, at the same time, he generally linked arms with Hitler, choosing to try to gently dissuade him from his worst ideas rather than push back. He equated his situation to that of a beleaguered physician. Nazism was a disease, but hopefully not terminal. “As long as the fever lasts,” he told Dohnanyi’s wife, Christine, “a doctor cannot leave his patient’s bed, even when he thinks there is nothing more he can do.”2 Gürtner didn’t address the possibility of the doctor becoming infected from prolonged exposure to a sick patient.


HAD HANS VON Dohnanyi’s life unspooled differently, he might have been conducting the Berlin Philharmonic instead of orchestrating a Chronicle of Shame. His father, Ernst, attended the Royal Academy of Music in Budapest and, at eighteen, composed a “Piano Quintet in C minor” that earned plaudits from the great Johannes Brahms. He later married a German pianist, Elisabeth Kunwald, and they moved to Berlin—actually, to Grunewald, the Bonhoeffer family’s upscale neighborhood. The Dohnanyis divorced in 1913, when Hans was eleven. Ernst returned to Budapest and continued his career as a premier pianist-conductor. Elisabeth made ends barely meet as a piano teacher, which required frugality and uprooting to a less fashionable area of the city.


Hans attended the same “gymnasium,” or upper school, as the Bonhoeffers. He was friends with Dietrich, but became even better friends with his sister Christine. Having seen his mother struggle financially, after graduation he studied law, not music. Dohnanyi relocated to Hamburg in 1924, landing an entry-level position with the Foreign Ministry, then jumped to the Institute of Foreign Affairs while picking up a doctorate degree in law on the side. His thesis choice reflected his work reputation for nose-to-the-grindstone intensity: “The International Lease Treaty and Czechoslovakia’s Claim on the Lease Area in Hamburg Harbour”—hardly a topic for glamour hounds.


Hans loosened up sufficiently in private to win the heart of Christine Bonhoeffer. They married in 1925. Scions of old-line families—the Hohenzollerns, Fürstenbergs, and Boeselagers being prime examples—gravitated to one another and bonded like carbon and hydrogen atoms, commingling lineages thick with barons, land grants, and coats of arms (the Bonhoeffers’ featured a lion grasping a bean vine, the Dohnanyis’ a golden pelican and a clutch of arrows).3 In this case it was a double family bonding. Christine’s older brother Karl-Friedrich soon took the hand of Hans’s sister Grete.


Christine was two years younger than Hans, and she abandoned her university zoology studies in favor of starting a family. By the time the Dohnanyis moved back to Berlin in 1929, they had three small children. Hans’s work in Hamburg paid off with a plum job: at age twenty-seven he became personal assistant to Franz Gürtner, in the Ministry of Justice. Even though he’d been an outspoken advocate of Weimar Republic democracy, Dohnanyi remained in place after the jolting transition to Nazism. In the summer of 1933 he and Gürtner were summoned for a meeting at the Berghof, Chancellor Hitler’s hideaway chalet in the Bavarian Alps near the town of Berchtesgaden. Dohnanyi’s first impression of Adolf Hitler was a lasting one.


“The man is mad,” he told Christine when he got home.4


TIME WORE ON, and Dohnanyi vented his frustration by adding pages to his Chronicle of Shame. A December 10, 1934, entry noted the director of the prison at Stettin had expressed concern about “the act of clemency” shown “prisoner Kuessner,” sentenced to eighteen months for an armed robbery committed while wearing his SS uniform, but “released on probation after only 2-1/2 months.”5 On May 10, 1935, the prosecutor in Halle reported Walter Glaubrecht complained of mistreatment while in protective custody at Lichtenburg concentration camp, saying he was forced “to run honor laps” while SA men followed behind “constantly beating him with batons.” Glaubrecht said there was a “ghost cell” where prisoners were “abused without any reason and even beaten to death. Heart failure was given as the official cause of death.” A July 1935 entry described an incident in Magdeburg. A man named “Sonntag” was overheard saying, “I was and still am faithful to the Kaiser.” Several days later, more than seventy Nazi Party members and Hitler Youth ransacked his house, “resulting in the usual damage,” as the prosecutor put it.


Dohnanyi also tucked into his chronicle a May 14, 1935, memo that he drafted for Gürtner, who sent it to Minister of the Interior Wilhelm Frick, the man in charge of administering the burgeoning chain of concentration camps used for warehousing political prisoners. The subject was “Ill-Treatment of Communist Internees.” Gürtner commendably reprimanded Frick for “numerous instances” of mistreatment that had come to his attention. He said prisoners were being abused not only to divulge information, but often “out of sheer fun, or for sadistic motives.” Gürtner mentioned that guards at one camp had gotten into an altercation with a female prisoner and subjected her to multiple lashings with “whips and rawhides.” Prisoners at Hohenstein camp endured hours of slow-drip water torture on their heads. At Hamburg camp four prisoners had been tied to cross-shaped racks and fed only bits of bread for days on end.


Such practices were “an insult to every German sensibility,” said Gürtner. If they didn’t stop immediately, the Ministry of Justice would take action. To make sure Frick got the message, Gürtner added that “during the suppression of the Röhm revolt, the Führer ordered the shooting of three members of the SS who had ill-treated prisoners.”


AMONG THE POLITICAL prisoners regularly battered and bullied by guards was Carl von Ossietzky. Being privy to most of the Third Reich’s legal machinations, Dohnanyi knew his case well. For the keeper of the Chronicle of Shame, it was a cautionary tale about the perils of being too vocal a critic of Germany, both before and after Nazism.


Below average in height with a hawk nose and jutting jaw, Ossietzky looked like a middleweight boxer who wasn’t afraid to take a punch. He had served on the front lines in World War I and came home a pacifist. He found his niche as editor of a muckraking Berlin newsweekly, Die Weltbuhne (The World Stage), and in 1929 published a scoop: Weimar government pilots were training and testing aircraft in the Soviet Union, a blatant violation of the Treaty of Versailles.


Prosecutors filed treason charges, and Ossietzky was convicted in late 1931. He had an opportunity to flee to Switzerland, but wouldn’t go, saying, “If you wish to fight effectively against rottenness in a nation, you must do it from the inside. A man speaks with but a hollow voice from across the border.”6 Sentenced to eighteen months in prison, he got out in seven thanks to a Christmas 1932 reprieve.


Freedom tasted sweet, but he enjoyed only a morsel. Ossietzky passionately believed in disarmament, which early on put him at odds with Adolf Hitler. While still behind bars he took potshots at the Nazis. “Nationalism and anti-Semitism,” he wrote in one Die Weltbuhne article, “are the barrel organs of fascism.… Today there is a strong smell of blood in the air.”


Chancellor Hitler didn’t want to hear that kind of talk. The morning after the February 1933 Reichstag fire, he had Ossietzky arrested and whisked off to Esterwegen, a remote punishment camp in Lower Saxony. Prisoner 562 had been placed under “protective custody,” Hitler’s quiet way of silencing and removing potential troublemakers.7
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Tending Flocks


THERE WERE SIX German Lutheran churches in the Greater London area. In mid-October 1933 Dietrich Bonhoeffer had taken the helm at both St. Paul’s in the city’s East End community of Whitechapel and at the generically named German Evangelical Church in the southeast district of Sydenham. St. Paul’s ministered to a blue-collar congregation. Sydenham skewed upper class, stocked with tweedy business executives and expats from the German diplomatic corps.1 The two churches conducted their services in English, which Bonhoeffer was told he spoke with a thick American accent.


He lived in the Sydenham parsonage, a large two-story neo-Victorian brick house perched on a hill from which, on spectacularly sunny days, one could see the Big Ben clock tower and Westminster Palace shimmering in the distance. He had two spacious upstairs rooms to himself. It was not the lap of luxury. The wood floors squeaked. The windows didn’t shut tight. There was no central heat, the hot water was sporadic, and mice had the run of the place. Beyond that, Bonhoeffer had to endure dreary British weather and drearier British food. He made his accommodations more accommodating by bringing from Germany his phonograph, his records, a hefty supply of his books, and his Bechstein grand piano. His parents pitched in by loaning him some spare furniture and one of their housekeepers.2


The pastor and his parishioners got along fine, but no one mistook it for a match made in heaven. A polymath armed with advanced degrees, Bonhoeffer could be unintentionally intimidating. His sermons—written out in advance in longhand—were more intellectually demanding and less homespun than his predecessor’s.


Despite his courtly manners, Pastor Bonhoeffer could be an unbending perfectionist and, surprisingly, even a cutthroat Ping-Pong player. He was a stickler for details, right down to the proper execution of hymns. To his ear, St. Paul’s congregation tended to sing every verse slower than the preceding one, as if their batteries were running low. He asked the church organist to pick up the tempo, but nobody would follow his lead. Bonhoeffer gave up on that idea and focused instead on forming a choir, which hopefully would prove capable of at least doing justice to Christmas carols.


BONHOEFFER REVELED IN being responsible, at age twenty-seven, for the well-being of two churches, though frustrated by the paperwork. He marveled at how his role as pastor provided him an entrée into the hopes and dreams, the disappointments and sorrows, of so many people who were relative strangers, each of their lives a novel waiting to be written. “It is really incomprehensible that so much should happen in so small a congregation,” he said in a letter to his parents.


Still, the closest new friendships he formed were not with congregants. Julius Rieger was five years older than Bonhoeffer and, like him, born in Berlin. He, too, had a doctorate to go along with his theology degree. Rieger had come to London in 1930 to take over the pastorship of St. George’s Lutheran Church in the East End, not far from St. Paul’s.3 He happened to be in Berlin just prior to Bonhoeffer’s move to England. They connected for a get-acquainted meal at a restaurant by the city zoo. Berlin was then abuzz with the news that Germany had just withdrawn from the League of Nations.


“This has brought the danger of war very much closer,” Bonhoeffer lamented. Rieger thought that was doomsday overstatement. He did, however, share Bonhoeffer’s belief in ecumenism and his admiration of George Bell, the bishop of Chichester and a member of Britain’s House of Lords who was one of the movement’s pioneers. Bonhoeffer knew Bell only from afar before his arrival in London. That quickly changed.


He and Bell enjoyed an instant rapport. They were born on the same day (February 4, albeit twenty-three years apart) and had mutual interests in art, music, and politics. The bishop had a worldwide network of contacts, and, to Bonhoeffer’s surprise and delight, they included Mohandas Gandhi, leader of India’s ongoing populist rebellion against British colonial rule. Bonhoeffer had read Gandhi’s memoir during his fellowship year at Union Theological Seminary. The concept of nonviolent civil disobedience intrigued him so much he wanted to make a pilgrimage to India. Could Gandhi’s tactics work in Nazi Germany?


In October 1934 Bell wrote a letter of referral on his behalf: “A friend of mine, a young man, at present [a] German pastor in London… is most anxious that I should give him an introduction to you.… He wants to study community life as well as methods of training. It would be a very great kindness if you could let him come to you.”4


A few weeks before Christmas, Bonhoeffer received a response in the mail. Gandhi invited him to visit his ashram in northern India and to bring a traveling companion. “The sooner the better,” he added, providing Bonhoeffer could withstand the oppressive heat and vegetarian meals.


Julius Rieger volunteered to go along. Bonhoeffer ran the Gandhi invitation by Reinhold Niebuhr, his old professor at Union Theological Seminary and a dyed-in-the-wool pragmatist. He thought it a bad idea, possibly a dangerous one.5 Hitler seemed immune to moral suasion. Employing nonviolent resistance against the Nazis would be like blowing kisses to a charging grizzly bear. Nonetheless, Bonhoeffer persisted in making plans. A diplomat at the German embassy in London graciously gave him several tropical-weight suits, which he had altered in anticipation of spending a few months in sweltering India.6


He never got to wear them.


BONHOEFFER MISSED BERLIN. He telephoned home nearly every day and found reasons to get back every few weeks for a brief business or pleasure trip. From London, he still managed to keep active in church politics, much to the consternation of Protestant National Church officials. In March 1934 Theodor Heckel, head of the church’s foreign affairs office, demanded that Bonhoeffer sign a statement promising to “refrain from now on from all ecumenical activity.”


Bonhoeffer cordially declined to sign. As if to thumb his nose at Heckel, he spoke at an ecumenical conference that August in Denmark, mounting a spirited defense of pacifism as being integral to world peace. It was profoundly immoral, he said, for Christians to “use weapons against one another because they know that in doing so they are aiming those weapons at Christ himself.”


The Pastors’ Emergency League—in which Bonhoeffer, Karl Barth, and Pastor Martin Niemöller figured so prominently—had dissolved in May 1934. Undaunted, they scrambled to organize an offshoot of the Protestant National Church. Their “Confessing Church” would operate without ties to the Nazi Party, staking out a position firmly opposed to the deification of Hitler. More than two thousand pastors soon joined the splinter church.


THAT KIND OF agitating didn’t sit well with the government. In January 1935 Martin Niemöller discovered, in the strangest of ways, that his phone had been tapped. He was part of a small contingent of religious leaders asked by Adolf Hitler to come discuss their grievances at the Reich Chancellery. The meeting began with Hermann Göring reading aloud from a transcript—of one of Niemöller’s private telephone conversations.


Further ratcheting up the intimidation, that night eight Gestapo officers rummaged through his church rectory, looking for, but failing to find, evidence of unlawful activity.7 Niemöller was an idiosyncratic critic. He had voted for Hitler in 1933 and was not above hurling anti-Semitic thunderbolts from the pulpit (in one sour sermon blaming Jews for Jesus’s Crucifixion).8 His main bone of contention with the Nazis was their interference with Lutheran Church policy, not the mistreatment of Jews.


Crusty Karl Barth received his comeuppance too. He was suspended from the University of Bonn in November 1934 for refusing to take a mandatory loyalty oath to Hitler and refusing to begin his classes by giving a ceremonial Nazi salute. At a disciplinary hearing, Barth pled his case by reading an excerpt from Plato’s Apology and arguing it would be incongruous, if not sacrilegious, for a theology professor “to begin a commentary on the Sermon on the Mount with ‘Heil Hitler.’”9 His powers of persuasion were such that he ended up getting terminated rather than suspended. The University of Basel promptly offered him a faculty position, and he went back to his native Switzerland.


Bonhoeffer read about Barth’s travails in the London Times. “I can hardly believe it’s true,” he said in a letter to his brother Karl-Friedrich. “But if it is, perhaps I ought to come home, so that there’s at least someone at the universities who’s prepared to say these things.”


The timing proved fortuitous, if not providential. Bonhoeffer had taken a leave of absence from his part-time teaching job at the University of Berlin to go to England, and that door remained open. In addition, the fledgling Confessing Church, determined to function outside the gravitational pull of its parent Nazi-friendly Protestant National Church, had established two small, independent seminaries and was about to add three more. Bonhoeffer agreed to become the director of one of them. After only a year and a half in London, he resigned his dual pastorships. By mid-April 1935 he was back on the ground in Germany.


THE PROPER NAME was Brandenburg Preachers’ Seminary of the Confessing Church of the Old Prussian Union, known as just “Preachers’ Seminary.” About a hundred ordinands were enrolled at the five locations. Bonhoeffer had twenty-three of them in his charge, and he rushed to get a seminary ready on short notice. He rented some cabins on a windswept beach by the Baltic Sea (where the pastor and his seminarians would unwind by walking the dunes, usually dressed in suits and ties), but in June found permanent quarters on the thirty-acre compound of an abandoned school outside Finkenwalde, a town about 150 miles away, near the Oder River.


Berlin was a good three-hour drive south, but Bonhoeffer made the round-trip weekly in his Audi convertible so he could continue teaching his class at the University of Berlin. That gave him a chance to gather the latest political gossip from family and friends. Hans von Dohnanyi could always be counted on to provide inside word on things like the Röhm purge (the real death toll, he said, was 207 people murdered, not 77, as Hitler claimed) or new race laws Hitler was contemplating.


Finkenwalde was a shoestring operation that relied on supporters for everything from money to food. Again confiding in his brother Karl-Friedrich, Bonhoeffer said he had no regrets about taking the job: “I do believe that at last I am on the right track, for the first time in my life.” He had the good fortune to receive help from two trustworthy new acquaintances.


Ruth von Kleist-Retzow was the widowed matriarch of a sprawling estate in the nearby town of Klein-Krossin. A devout Christian and fervent anti-Nazi, she attended a few Sunday services at Finkenwalde and became Bonhoeffer’s champion and benefactor.10 She donated furniture and rugs to the seminary and provided him with an office on her estate where he could escape to write and think in peace. They became so close that Kleist-Retzow asked Pastor Bonhoeffer to christen a few of her grandchildren.


Eberhard Bethge had been expelled from the Lutheran seminary at Wittenberg for identifying too closely with the Confessing Church. He then enrolled at Finkenwalde. Bonhoeffer played the piano, but was stockily built like a cello. Bethge, taller and leaner, played the flute and resembled one.11 He was only three years younger than Bonhoeffer, an unpretentious, dark-haired, bighearted son of a country pastor. Their personalities complemented each other so well that they fast became an inseparable pair. After finishing his Finkenwalde studies, Bethge stayed on as Bonhoeffer’s right-hand man.


“I don’t know a single person who can’t stand you, whereas I know quite a few people who can’t stand me,” Bonhoeffer once wrote to Bethge, only half in jest. “It’s due to your being open and modest by nature, whereas I’m reserved and more demanding.”


As he did with his London churches, Dietrich Bonhoeffer put his personal stamp on Finkenwalde. He wanted the seminarians to live in a communal house. It had a music room outfitted with two grand pianos, and he made sure their religious education included exposure to his record collection of Negro spirituals. Each day started and ended with a communal Bible reading, hymns, and prayers in the dining room, not the chapel. The morning session featured a half hour of meditation. Many of the Finkenwalde “brothers” had trouble getting the hang of it. Some fell asleep. Others complained about seminary mates smoking pipes while trying to tap into their subconscious. Bonhoeffer insisted they keep meditating.


The curriculum emphasized practical skills over academics. Students wrote sample sermons and were taught the nuts and bolts of conducting baptisms, weddings, and funerals. “Brother Bonhoeffer,” as they were free to address him, set aside one evening a week for a discussion of current events, where the talk would drift into topics such as pacifism or the ethical quandaries associated with a citizenry rising up and killing a malevolent dictator.12


THANKS TO THE adrenaline shot of public works projects and increased military spending, the German economy was rebounding. The average person had more reichsmarks in his or her pocket—but also less personal freedom by the day. The Nazis continued expanding their efforts to silence discordant voices and to foster Gleichschaltung. The long arms of the Gestapo and SS reached everywhere. Bonhoeffer took the precaution of not using Bishop George Bell’s name when talking on the telephone: if someone happened to be listening in, their ears would certainly prick up upon hearing mention of a high-ranking British cleric/politician. Therefore, Bishop Bell became “Uncle George.” Back in Berlin, Bonhoeffer’s family took similar measures. Fearful of informants, Paula and Karl Bonhoeffer stopped talking politics around their housekeepers.


On December 2, 1935, the government issued a long-winded “Fifth Decree for the Implementation of the Law for the Protection of the German Evangelical Church,” an attempt to slowly strangle the stubbornly independent Confessing Church. It could no longer raise money, distribute newsletters, make public declarations, train seminarians, or conduct ordinations.


A glum Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote to friends, saying, “Everything we do here is now illegal.” But he had no intention of stopping.
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The Party’s Party


NAZI GERMANY CHANNELED the splendor of ancient imperial Rome once a year. As many as a million of the truest true believers would converge upon the medieval city of Nuremberg for September’s “Party Congress,” a cross between a political convention, tent revival, and intricately staged Busby Berkeley musical extravaganza. The production spilled over six square miles and lasted a week. Synchronized tanks on parade. Goose-stepping soldiers on parade. Prancing cavalry on parade. Hitler Youth on parade. Torchlight marches. Waves of party members waving swastika flags. A battalion of searchlights sweeping the sky. Flames dancing high in gigantic, elevated fire bowls. And, always, a couple of electric appearances by Chancellor Adolf Hitler.
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