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  Further praise for Germany 1945

  ‘If we think we know of the horrors faced by Germans in 1945, Bessel continually reminds us how wrong we are. He has delved extensively into the German archives, and
  seemingly read every academic article there is, to produce horror stories that even now, sixty years on, turn the stomach . . . Bessel is refreshingly dismissive about this selective and
  self-serving view that is now disturbingly current again in Germany, but he also makes the important point that it was part of a mental package that helps explain how the Germany that developed
  after the war did, in many respects, differ significantly from the old’

  Literary Review

  ‘The book that has stayed with me and made the deepest impression this year is Richard Bessell’s Germany 1945 . . . It is a spellbinding account which moves
  through the final months of war to the first months of peace and places at its heart what happened to Germans under the impact of mass destruction . . . Bessell manages to write about their
  experiences in a way that is moving, profound and unsentimental’

  Nick Stargardt, History Today

  ‘One of the illustrations in the book shows the author’s father, an American GI, being awarded a medal in Heidelberg in May 1945. Bessel has written a fine book
  that does his father’s memory proud’

  Mail on Sunday
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  To the memory of my father, who was there




  

  1

  INTRODUCTION:

  TO HELL AND BACK

  
    
      The mood of catastrophe – for us wearers of the star [of David], nine-tenths joyful, one-tenth fearful – but even when it comes to fear people say
      ‘Better a terrible end [than no end at all]! – is growing stronger. Victor Klemperer1

      •   •   •

      Now I hope that everything goes back to the way it was. It is wonderful when one can lie down in bed in the evening in peace. Hopefully the war will soon be over, the
      soldiers will be able to come home. Gerda J.2

    

  

  At midnight on New Year’s Eve, as 1945 began, German radio broadcast Adolf Hitler’s last New Year’s message to the German
  people. To a nation that faced certain defeat, he yet again asserted his faith in ultimate victory, concluding with his ‘unshakeable belief that the hour is near in which victory finally will
  come to that which is the most worthy of it: the Greater German Reich’.3 Popular reactions to Hitler’s message were astonishingly positive,
  although laced with disappointment that the leader had not offered any details of how victory might be achieved, whether through new weapons or new offensives, or how the Allied bombing campaign
  which was causing such destruction to Germany’s cities might be halted.4 Less than two weeks later, on 12 January, the great
  Soviet offensive began, and sealed the fate of the ‘Thousand-Year Reich’. By the end of January, the Wehrmacht had suffered its highest ever monthly total of casualties as the numbers
  of German military dead reached their peak of over 450,000 – far in excess of the 185,000 Wehrmacht members who died in January 1943, the month of the defeat at Stalingrad.5 Never before had so many people been killed in Germany in so short a time. This bloodbath opened the year 1945; with it, what Marlis Steinert has described as
  Germans’ ‘last flicker of hope’ arising from Hitler’s New Year’s message was extinguished.

  In late March 1945 an intelligence report, apparently drafted by the Security Service of the SS, described German popular opinion in the blackest of terms. The last remaining, desperate hopes of
  avoiding defeat had evaporated. The collapse of the German fronts in east and west, the Allied bombing, the ‘chaotic transport disarray’, had led to a ‘general
  hopelessness’:

  
    
      A large proportion of the population has become accustomed to living only day-to-day. They make the most of any comforts of life that present themselves. Any otherwise
      trivial excuse is used to justify drinking up the last bottle which originally was saved for the victory celebration, for the end of the blackout, for the return of a husband or son. Many are
      getting used to the idea of making an end of it all. Everywhere there is great demand for poison, for a pistol and other means of ending one’s life. Suicides due to real depression about
      the catastrophe which is expected with certainty are an everyday occurrence. Numerous conversations with families, with relatives, friends and acquaintances are dominated by planning how one
      also could get by under enemy occupation. Savings are being set aside, hiding places are being sought out. Especially the elderly torment themselves day and night with sombre thoughts and no
      longer are able to sleep for worry. Things that no one dared to imagine only a few weeks previously are today the subject of open discussions in public-transport vehicles and among complete
      strangers.6

    

  

  Six weeks later those ‘things that no one dared to imagine only a few weeks previously’ had come to pass: The Wehrmacht surrendered
  unconditionally and Allied armies occupied the whole of Germany. Instead of the victory in which Hitler had asserted his ‘unshakeable belief’, Germans experienced total defeat. Never
  before in modern world history had a country been defeated so thoroughly as was Nazi Germany. At the end of the Nazi ‘assault on the roots of civilization’,7 Germany lay in ruins – politically, socially, economically and morally.

  •   •   •

  For decades, historians have examined in impressive detail the catastrophic course of modern German history in order to explain how a developed and cultured nation could
  abandon democratic and civilized values, launch brutal wars of imperialist plunder and racist violence, engage in organized campaigns of mass murder unparalleled in human history, and carry the
  barbarous Nazi programme through to a catastrophic and suicidal end. In short, we have been concerned, rightly, to explain how humanity in central Europe slid into the abyss of tyranny, violence,
  war and genocide. However, that is far from the whole story, and in recent years increasing attention has been paid to the end of Nazi Germany as well as its beginning. For as important as it is to
  understand how people got themselves into the horrors of Nazism and war, it is at least as important to understand how they emerged from the other side, to understand how they managed to get
  out.

  The hole from which the Germans had to climb in 1945 was incredibly deep. After Nazi Germany had subjected people across the European continent to horrific violence, particularly in the closing
  stages of the war the Germans themselves were subjected to deadly violence on a massive scale. Germany had been the target of a bombing campaign which was unprecedented in its destructive power,
  reached its peak in early 1945 and claimed the lives of nearly half a million people.8 The bombing, the evacuations from cities endangered by the Allied
  air assault, the westward flight of millions of Germans ahead of the Red Army and the subsequent expulsion of millions more following the Wehrmacht’s surrender, left at least a quarter of
  the German population homeless. The Nazi concentration camp empire had degenerated into a series of collection points in which almost no provision was made for the needs or
  indeed survival of prisoners herded into them, with predictably horrific consequences. The Nazi political system collapsed, and what had remained of it in the spring of 1945 was abolished by the
  Allied occupying powers. Millions of German soldiers had been killed or wounded, and millions more were in Allied prisoner-of-war camps. The country’s transport system was largely at a
  standstill; electricity and gas supplies were cut; telecommunications systems no longer functioned; water and sewerage systems were severely damaged; food supply was precarious and many people
  faced the prospect of severe malnutrition; disease was rampant and medical services were severely disrupted. Far from being Europe’s masters, Germans now were ruled by occupying armies. A
  people which had been schooled in racism and conquered a continent, subjecting its inhabitants to murderous violence on a massive scale, now had to make the transition to life in postwar society in
  the most inauspicious circumstances.

  That transition forms the hinge on which the history of twentieth-century Germany and Europe turns: from the most terrible outburst of human violence in world history to the beginning of a
  period characterized (at least in Western Europe) by peace and prosperity. After the experience of destruction, defeat, disease, death and destitution on an unimaginable scale, Germans took their
  first steps along a path that would lead to stable democratic government, prosperity beyond the dreams of most people before the Second World War, and peaceful civilized behaviour.

  Germany did indeed go to hell and, in 1945, began to come back; the peaceful second half of the twentieth century rested on the ashes of the first.

  •   •   •

  How is this remarkable transition – the turning point of Europe’s twentieth century as well as of the lives of millions of individuals – to be explained? The
  search for an answer to this question – and the central argument of this book – needs to begin with the enormity of the violence which overwhelmed Germany during the last year of the
  war.9 At the beginning of 1945 Germany witnessed the greatest killing frenzy that the world has ever seen, as military casualties
  reached their peak, the Allied bombing campaign was at its most intense, and millions of Germans fled westwards ahead of the Red Army. The violence which Germans now experienced in their daily
  lives was a profound shock, which pushed into the background their memories of the earlier phases of the war when they had the upper hand and were more often the perpetrators of violence than its
  victims. The effects of the shock of violence, of the trauma which 1945 signified for millions of Germans, can hardly be overestimated.

  This has to be understood in the context of the rise and fall of the Nazi racial state. The people’s shock at becoming the victims of violence on so massive a scale and of total military
  defeat was all the greater after the experience of a dictatorship which had propagated German racial superiority and been so stunningly successful in subjugating others. Popular reactions to what
  occurred in 1945, as well as the views of those still running the Nazi regime as it crumbled, had been conditioned by tremendous faith in the leader, widespread complicity in the crimes of the
  regime (from which millions of people had profited directly and indirectly),10 and broad agreement with many of the ideological assumptions that had
  underpinned the regime: that democratic government in the form of the Weimar ‘system’ had been a chaotic failure; that Germans and their culture were superior to other peoples and their
  cultures, especially those of eastern Europeans; that – in the words of a propaganda volume published just after the Wehrmacht’s 1939 campaign in Poland – Germany’s fighting
  forces consisted of the ‘soldiers of the best army in the world’;11 and that Germans could share in what Friedrich Meinecke, doyen of the
  German historical profession and later founding rector of the Free University in Berlin, had described to a colleague just after the conquest of France in 1940 as his ‘joy, admiration and
  pride at this army’.12 The rapid economic recovery and stunning diplomatic successes of the 1930s, the astonishing military triumphs during the
  first half the war, and the fact that Germans had been able to eat relatively well during the conflict thanks to their brutal exploitation of a conquered continent, made the complete military
  collapse and extreme violence visited upon them in 1945 – the sudden transition from power to impotence – all the more devastating. As a consequence, remarkably
  little remained of a movement and an ideology which had held Germany in its grip for twelve years.

  Thus, in 1945 Germans were transformed from active protagonists to passive observers of their fate. People who had become accustomed to ruling others now found themselves powerless and subject
  to the rule of foreign powers. The occupation and administration of Germany by the Allies, with important decisions taken out of German hands, were central to the remarkable shift in German
  mentalities that occurred in 1945. Their emergence from Nazism and war into a peaceful and prosperous postwar world had much to do with the fact that for years after May 1945 the Germans were not
  allowed to govern themselves. This formed a striking contrast with what had occurred after the armistice of November 1918. Then, the Germans had been defeated militarily, but unfortunately they
  were not made impotent. They were not stripped of their state, their army, their political institutions; their country – except for relatively small amounts of territory in the east and west
  – was not occupied by foreign armies; and they still were able to govern themselves, which they proceeded to do remarkably badly. After their unconditional surrender in May 1945 and the
  occupation of the entire country by foreign armed forces, however, things were very different: little opportunity remained for Germans actively to shape their future beyond the day-to-day struggle
  for survival.

  The violence and upheaval of the last months of war and the first months of occupation left Germans disorientated in other regards as well. The fixed points in the lives of millions of people
  had been obliterated, both physically and emotionally. Altogether roughly 26 million Germans had lost their homes, whether through bombing, flight, or expulsion. Those who still possessed a home
  often had to endure severe overcrowding or to inhabit buildings which were severely damaged. This meant more than the loss of a physical environment, with all the practical problems that signified;
  it also signified the loss of familiar points of reference – of community, of social and cultural networks. It meant, as Fritz Stern expressed it in a lecture given in Berlin in 1995 on ‘lost Heimat’, not simply ‘the loss of possessions, of one’s livelihood’ but, more importantly, ‘the human-spiritual loss’ of safety
  and security, of something that ‘also puts its stamp on the largely “unconscious self-confidence” or – to use the modern expression – on identity’.13

  The cataclysm of 1945 shook the ‘unconscious self-confidence’ of millions of Germans. Collective identities, social solidarities and the sense of place and security were undermined.
  The terror of the Nazi regime, which had been aimed not just against others but, increasingly, against Germans themselves during the last months of the war in order to prevent the crumbling of
  resistance to the Allies and any challenges to the dying regime, made collective action all but impossible. The destruction of infrastructure, which paralysed transport, post and
  telecommunications, increasingly restricted people’s sphere of activity to their own immediate vicinity. The smashing of Germany’s cities and the movement of millions of citizens from
  their homes destroyed communities, occupational connections and social networks. Everyday problems, the scramble to find food and shelter, were overwhelming. Family connections were broken, with
  millions of men dead, missing or in prisoner-of-war camps, and with millions of survivors left desperately searching for their relatives.

  It was not only what actually happened to Germans but also how they reacted to their predicament that corroded collective bonds and ‘unconscious self-confidence’. The loss of family,
  friends, homes, limbs and years of their lives, in the service of a criminal and lost cause, left behind an ocean of bitterness. At the same time, the fact that so many people had been complicit
  in, and profited from, the actions of a racist and murderous regime, and were in danger of being called to account by the victorious Allies, raised the question of guilt and the problem of having
  to deal with one’s own often chequered past. And the imposition of Allied rule brought with it new insecurities, ranging from fear of violence by occupation soldiers to fear of arrest by
  occupation authorities. Altogether, the German population was battered physically, economically and psychologically to an extent unprecedented in living memory.

  How individuals experienced the events of 1945 depended to a great extent on their age at the time. Of course, the bombing, the privations, the flight and expulsion from the
  east, and the Allied occupation affected the young as well as the old; those born and socialized under the Kaiser as well as those born during the Weimar period and socialized under the Nazis, and
  those who still were children when the war ended. Yet the place of 1945 in individual biographies differed significantly depending upon whether one had been born in, say, 1880, 1900, 1920 or
  1935.

  Those born in the 1880s could view the cataclysm of 1945 against the background of a childhood and socialization in the relatively stable and prosperous Wilhelmine Empire, a seemingly peaceful
  and secure world which had been shattered by the First World War, defeat in 1918 and the crises of the Weimar Republic, followed by the dizzying hopes and terrible catastrophes of Nazi rule. This
  was a cohort who, in a more stable world, would have been looking forward to a peaceful retirement in 1945. Those born in the years after 1900 had a rather different perspective. They included the
  men who constituted the ‘generation of the unbound’,14 those who had been able to take advantage of the extraordinary opportunities offered
  by the Third Reich and to make astonishing careers in murder and war. They were people who, in more settled times, would have been entering into positions of responsibility and authority during the
  late 1940s. The experiences and perspectives of those born around 1920, in the aftermath of the First World War, were different yet again. These were the people who suffered most acutely as a
  result of Nazism and war. This group consisted of birth cohorts half of whose male members would not survive their twenties and whose female members consequently stood relatively poor chances of
  finding a male life partner after the dust settled in 1945. Born in the crisis-ridden Weimar Republic and coming of age under Hitler, this was the generation for whose survivors the shock of 1945
  was perhaps most severe – people who were robbed of their young-adult years, whether due to military service, captivity as prisoners of war, war-related disability, or the absence of life
  partners.

  Finally, those born in the mid-to-late 1930s experienced the war as children; their childhood world and earliest memories often consisted of bombing, homelessness, flight and fear.15 This was the generation of Manfred Uschner, born in 1937 and during the 1980s a leading Socialist Unity Party functionary (as Private
  Secretary of the Politburo member Hermann Axen) in the German Democratic Republic. As a seven-year-old Uschner had witnessed his grandmother being burned alive in the bombing of Magdeburg on 16
  January 1945, an experience which, he asserted, had ‘burned itself into us for ever’ and about which nearly a half a century later he would write: ‘I have never shaken loose from
  it.’16

  For older Germans, the experience of 1945 was profoundly affected by memories of 1918. Frequent comparisons were made between what was happening at the end of the Second World War and what had
  happened at the end of the First. In the last weeks of the Second World War many Germans were convinced that – as one muttered in an air-raid shelter in Berlin at the end of March 1945
  – ‘if our soldiers were as clever as in 1918, the war already would be over’.17 And after it was over, many no doubt shared the
  opinion expressed in June 1946 by Dr Rudolf Paul, Minister-President of Thuringia and himself born in 1893, that ‘the collapse of 9 November 1918 was a tempest in a teacup compared with the
  typhoon of the year 1945’.18 The scale and intensity of the violence, the extent of the destruction, and the totality of the defeat made 1945
  very different from 1918.

  •   •   •

  The ‘typhoon’ of 1945 was no freak storm. It was the consequence of the determination of the Nazi leadership to ensure that there would be no repeat of the
  armistice that had ended Germany’s First World War. This time, they vowed, Germany would fight to the bitter end. It did not matter that there was no hope of avoiding catastrophic defeat: the
  final bloody battles would set the stage for future struggle; the greater the destruction the greater would be the inspiration for future generations. However, rather than provide inspiration for
  the next war, the ‘typhoon’ of 1945 did just the opposite: instead of inspiring a new generation of warriors, it left a population remarkably disposed towards pacifism. The shock of the
  cataclysm in 1945 made possible a transition very different than that which followed the First World War. The story of that shock and that transition is the subject of this book.
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  A WORLD IN FLAMES

  
    
      I believe that the year 1945 will be a very stormy one for us. Joseph Goebbels1

      •   •   •

      The sacrifices that were made on both sides from January 1945 were senseless. Albert Speer2

    

  

  On New Year’s Day 1945, Joseph Goebbels observed in his diary:

  
    
      Day and night heavy enemy attacks again have taken place, especially on Koblenz, Kassel and Cologne. The city of Koblenz has been hit especially hard in recent weeks, and
      Cologne slowly is being transformed into a complete pile of rubble. These Rhenish cities are to be most deeply pitied. Their remaining population is leading a truly hellish existence. I have
      received a dreadful report about the last heavy night attack on Heilbronn from a colleague whom I sent there. The city is 70 to 80 per cent destroyed. It exists without water, without gas,
      without electricity. The mood in the city is very grave. Again and again one has to ask oneself the question: How long will our people endure these terrible bombardments without sinking into
      lethargy? We can be happy that the current situation at the front is not contributing further to such a development of morale. The situation at the front currently is
      halfway bearable again. But I believe that where it is calm, that is the calm before the storm.3

    

  

  Goebbels was right. Less than two weeks later the Soviet Army launched the greatest offensive in military history, an offensive that would break the temporary stalemate in the
  east, bring massive casualties, and destroy any remaining belief that Nazi Germany might avoid total defeat. In January 1945 the roof caved in on the Third Reich.

  Never has there been a killing frenzy to match what occurred in Germany at the beginning of 1945. After years during which the armed forces of Nazi Germany had spread violence, devastation and
  mass murder across the European continent, the most destructive war ever fought well and truly came home to the Reich. As the Nazi empire contracted, with Allied armies closing in from both east
  and west, and as German defences against attack from the air became increasingly ineffective, the full violence of war was concentrated on what remained of what the Nazis referred to as
  ‘Greater Germany’. The last months of the war were, for Nazi Germany, by far the most bloody. In January, when Soviet armies launched the greatest offensive of the Second World War,
  that brought them from the Vistula to the Oder in only a couple of weeks, German casualties reached their peak: In that single month more than 450,000 German soldiers lost their lives – more,
  by a considerable margin, than either the United Kingdom or the United States lost in all theatres during the entire war. In each of the next three months – February, March and April –
  the number of German military dead exceeded 280,000.4 That is to say, more than a quarter of Germany’s entire military losses during the Second
  World War occurred in 1945; during the last four months of the war more Germans were killed than in 1942 and 1943 put together, and they were killed largely within Germany.

  Allied casualties – the overwhelming majority of which were Soviet soldiers battling their way into the Reich from the east – were probably even greater than those of the Germans; in
  the battle for Berlin the Soviet Army, whose tactics were hardly designed to minimise its own losses, suffered more than 300,000 casualties in the space of only three
  weeks.5 Altogether, it is likely that more than a million people died violent deaths in the first month of 1945 alone. But that was not all! Fleeing for
  their lives ahead of the advancing Red Army were millions of Germans, many of whom perished in the bitterly cold winter weather. At the same time the Allied bombing of German cities and towns
  reached its most intense phase. With German air defences no longer able to offer effective protection and the whole of Germany now within range of Allied bombers, a greater tonnage of bombs was
  dropped monthly than ever before. Both towns and countryside now came within range of low-flying Allied fighter planes, which were able to strafe German soldiers and civilians alike almost at will
  and inflicted further casualties on a terrorized population.6 And it was not just their military opponents who were spilling the blood of German
  ‘racial comrades’ (Volksgenossen). In the shrinking territory remaining under German control, the increasingly desperate police, judiciary, SS and Wehrmacht were applying deadly
  terror in ever greater measure against both foreign workers and Germans in order to maintain discipline, to stifle ‘defeatism’, and to prevent a repetition of what had occurred in 1918.
  During the final months and weeks of the ‘Thousand-Year Reich’, Germany was engulfed in violence and became a world in flames.

  The bloodshed of the first four months of 1945 was not just a continuation of the horrors which had descended upon Germany during 1944. It marked a qualitative as well as a quantitative change.
  During the last months of the war the Germans continued to fight, but without any hope of winning the war or even of somehow achieving a bloody stalemate. Outnumbered and outgunned, the Wehrmacht
  fought on without serious consideration of replacing losses of men and materiel, or of what might happen afterwards. Warfare was continued not out of any strategic considerations, but for its own
  sake. German cities now faced a fate that Nazi aggression had inflicted on the cities of others across Europe: evacuation, artillery bombardment, street fighting, occupation by foreign troops. The
  ability of German forces to resist the Allied onslaught was dwindling rapidly on all fronts – in the air, almost to the vanishing point. During the final months and
  weeks of war, as Allied forces largely destroyed the German transport and communications infrastructure, broke the back of the Wehrmacht, cutting military units off from one another, and eventually
  sliced Nazi-controlled territory in two, the fighting took on a quite different character.

  Nevertheless, as the year 1945 dawned it still seemed possible for Germans to hope that the war somehow might be fought to a stalemate. At the beginning of 1945, on land the National Socialist
  regime still had roughly 7.5 million men under arms.7 The Nazi ‘Fortress Europe’ had shrunk considerably during 1944, but almost all of
  ‘Greater Germany’ and a fair amount of foreign territory still remained under German control. To the west, the last major German offensive, the Operation ‘Watch on the
  Rhine’ launched in the Ardennes on 16 December (the ‘Battle of the Bulge’), had been checked; and Aachen had been the first German city to fall to the Allies when the Americans
  took it on 21 October 1944, after bitter street fighting. Nonetheless, the Western Allies had not yet made substantial inroads into German territory or managed to cross the Rhine. To the east, with
  the Soviet Army having been stalled along the Vistula for months, German forces still held much of Poland and had repeatedly demonstrated their skill in defensive military operations. They remained
  capable of achieving temporary tactical successes along a 900-kilometre front that stretched from the Carpathian mountain range in the south to the Baltic Sea in the north. On the seas, the sailors
  of the German Navy – in marked contrast to their counterparts in the autumn of 1918 – showed few signs of unwillingness to continue fighting or to follow orders, much less of
  revolutionary sentiment;8 the Supreme Commander of the Navy, Admiral Karl Dönitz, had some justification for his boast to Hitler in November 1944
  that the Navy ‘is precisely 180 degrees different than in the [First] World War’.9 The fighting over the previous half year had led to
  exceptionally heavy losses, especially since the Allied landings in Normandy on 6 June 1944 and the Soviet summer offensive which had been launched with 2.4 million men on 23 June; German forces
  had been driven back steadily in both east and west; France largely had been liberated by the year’s end, and some 30 Wehrmacht divisions had been cut off in Courland
  and Memel along the eastern Baltic and could be supplied only by sea. However, the German armed forces still displayed remarkable tenacity and ability to wage defensive war, and German lines more
  or less still held.

  •   •   •

  Thus, at the beginning of 1945, even after the failure of the Ardennes Offensive, some among the German leadership imagined that the Wehrmacht might be able to hold the Allies
  at bay and induce them to negotiate a settlement. One example, and a revealing sign of the extent to which German military leaders had lost touch with reality, was a proposal on 5 January by
  Reinhard Gehlen, head of the ‘Section Foreign Armies East’ (Abteilung Fremde Heere Ost), the intelligence-gathering organization collecting information about enemy forces in the
  east. Gehlen proposed strengthening the eastern front by 20 to 30 divisions to enable the Wehrmacht to mount an offensive and thus force Stalin to the negotiating table.10 Other initiatives may have been less fantastic, but were no less doomed to failure. On 1 January 1945, German forces spearheaded by divisions of the Waffen-SS mounted a major
  offensive in Hungary ordered by Hitler. Their objective: to break the encirclement of Budapest, which had been surrounded by Soviet forces the week before,11 and to secure oil resources without which, as Hitler put it, ‘a continuation of the war no longer is possible’.12 The
  fact that ‘a continuation of the war’ no longer made any sense was beside the point: Nazi Germany would keep fighting, regardless of the strategic implications and regardless of the
  cost. In incredibly bloody fighting, and after committing further reinforcements to check Soviet counterattacks, the German forces made surprising, if temporary, progress; the battles in Hungary,
  that continued into March and were described by Stalin himself as comprising ‘one of the heaviest offensives of the entire war’, caused difficulties to the Soviet Army similar to those
  which the Ardennes Offensive had caused the Americans.13 In the end, however, the inevitable result in Hungary was the same as in the Ardennes. The
  Nazi regime demonstrated that it still commanded a military force capable of inflicting serious damage on its opponents; yet it could not change the course of the war, and throwing so many
  irreplaceable troops and so much materiel into the offensive in effect served to hasten the day of Germany’s unconditional surrender.

  The fate of Nazi Germany was sealed in January 1945. Until that time, while Allied bombing already had exacted a terrible toll on German cities and towns – Aachen had fallen to the
  Americans, some (relatively small) portions of German territory were already occupied by Allied forces, and eastern portions of East Prussia had been overrun by the Soviet Army – the
  Wehrmacht was still fighting for the most part on foreign soil. That was the way Germany’s wars had been fought for most of living memory: the First World War ended while German forces still
  were standing on French and Belgian soil in the west and occupying huge areas in the east after the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk; and the Franco-Prussian War had been fought in northern France, not in
  the Rhineland. For Germans, war on the ground was something that happened in foreign countries – until 1945. Then, precipitously, the full force of war came to Germany itself.

  The fighting in 1945 was characterized by, on the one hand, the overwhelming superiority of the Allied armed forces, and on the other by the increasingly desperate predicament of a Wehrmacht
  whose supplies were depleted and whose mobility was diminishing rapidly. While the Wehrmacht managed with rather impressive skill to maintain a potent fighting machine in early 1945 – their
  administrative and organizational bureaucracy maintained an effective working routine to an astonishing degree almost to the last14 – it did so
  by employing tactics which could serve only to prolong the agony and killing for a few more weeks. Seventeen-year-old recruits were thrown into battle with only rudimentary training; reserves were
  sent into the front line; all remaining resources were expended in a futile attempt to stem the massive tide of Allied force. The Wehrmacht leadership committed itself to an utterly hopeless
  struggle, throwing its soldiers into battles which they could not hope to win and into positions where they only could be annihilated, thus ensuring that the maximum destruction would be visited on
  German cities and towns and on the civilian population. In the absence of any military rationale for prolonging the war, the Wehrmacht continued fighting, in effect sentencing both soldiers and
  German civilians to death and destruction on a monstrous scale. Few military leaders protested. In military terms, the war which German forces waged during the first four
  months of 1945, after the Ardennes Offensive had ground to a halt, amounted to a negation of the basic requirements of military leadership.

  •   •   •

  The radicalization of Nazi war at the front was paralleled by a radicalization of attempts to mobilize the home front, as the two melded into one. Faced with the imminent
  invasion of the Reich itself, the Nazi regime looked to a sort of levée en masse whereby the civilian population, alongside the Wehrmacht, would defend ‘fortress’ cities
  to the last drop of blood. In the absence of any coherent military options which might stem the tide, the regime referred increasingly to its ideology of eternal struggle to be taken up by a
  supposedly united, fanatical warrior people. The embodiment of this was the ‘Volkssturm’, called into being by Hitler in the autumn of 1944 as the Allies were making their first
  advances into German territory.15 Supposedly embodying the spirit of the Landsturm which had battled against the French in 1813 –
  Hitler’s call was made public on 18 October 1944, the anniversary of the ‘Battle of the Nations’ against Napoleon in 1813 – the Volkssturm was to bring all men
  between the ages of 16 and 60 capable of bearing arms into an ‘army of millions of idealists’ who would prefer death to surrendering the ‘freedom’ of the German
  people.16 What this was supposed to mean was described in graphic detail by Heinrich Himmler, in a speech for a swearing-in ceremony of men into the
  Volkssturm in East Prussia at the end of October 1944:

  
    
      Our opponents must know that every kilometre that they want to advance into our country will cost them rivers of blood. They will step onto a field of living mines
      consisting of fanatical uncompromising fighters. Every block of flats in a city, every village, every farmstead, every forest will be defended by men, boys and old men and, if need be, by women
      and girls. Furthermore, in the territory that they believe they have conquered, the German determination to resist will rise up behind them and, like the werewolves, fearless volunteers will do
      damage to the enemy and cut off his lifelines.17

    

  

  This was the Nazi vision of battle in the last months of the war. The old men and young boys of the Volkssturm (‘and, if need be, [. . .]
  women and girls’) were expected to confront the overwhelming might of the Soviet, American, British and Canadian armies with hand-held anti-tank weapons, and to die alongside the remaining
  soldiers of the Wehrmacht for the sake of the Nazi ‘people’s community’ (Volksgemeinschaft). If they could not reverse the tide of war, then they were to set a shining
  example for future generations – and expunge the disgrace of the surrender in 1918 – by dying in combat.18 That was the vision which Hitler
  presented in his last proclamation to Germany’s soldiers on the occasion of the last ‘Heroes Remembrance Day’ on 11 March 1945:

  
    
      It is therefore my unalterable decision, and it must be our general irreversible will, not to give posterity a bad example like those who came before us did. The year 1918
      therefore will not be repeated. [. . .]

      In large parts of the east and in many areas of the west we already are experiencing what is in store for our people. What we therefore have to do is clear to everyone: to continue to offer
      resistance and to strike at our enemies until they tire and finally crack in the end!19

    

  

  And it was a vision which framed the chilling order given in March 1945 for the ‘preparations for the defence of the Reich capital’:

  
    
      The Reich capital will be defended to the last man and the last bullet. [. . .]

      The enemy, who is to be granted not a minute’s peace, must be chewed up and bled to death in the closely-meshed net of nests of resistance, strongholds and resistance blocks. Any house
      or any stronghold that is lost is to be retaken immediately with a counterattack. [. . .]

      The precondition for a successful defence of Berlin, however, is that every block of flats, every house, every floor, every hedgerow, every shell-hole is defended to the utmost!

      It does not matter that every defender of the Reich capital masters the technique of using weapons down to the last detail, but much more that every fighter is inspired
      and permeated by the fanatical will TO WANT TO FIGHT.20

    

  

  This was a call, in effect, not so much for the defence of the Reich capital as for its destruction.

  Not surprisingly, the stream of orders demanding that each and every town, street, position and house be held at any cost, led to a growing gulf between the military leadership issuing the
  orders and the men whose lives were to be sacrificed in the futile fighting that would follow.21 The response, certainly in the west and south of
  Germany, and by March and April increasingly in the east as well, was one of save-yourself-if-you-can, of ‘defeatism’, ‘shirking’, ‘desertions’ and remaining
  separated from one’s unit in the hope of surviving until the war ended.

  To counter such understandable responses to Nazi demands for sacrifice, the regime intensified its terror against its own soldiers. In mid-February the Reich Justice Minister, Otto Thierack,
  ordered the creation of summary courts martial in areas threatened by Allied troops (which soon were to comprise virtually the entire country); their competence extended to all offences
  ‘which threaten German fighting strength or determination to fight’.22 For the military, on 9 March a ‘Führer Decree’
  ordered the creation of ‘Flying Courts Martial of the Führer’, consisting solely of officers and with their own execution squads.23
  During the last weeks of the war, the Army High Command effectively did away with the distinction between desertion and merely being absent without leave; in mid-March Field Marshal von Rundstedt
  (Supreme Commander in the West) and Field Marshal Model (Supreme Commander of the Army Group B) ordered that all those ‘found without reason away from their units on roads, in villages, among
  civilian treks, at field-dressing stations without being wounded and claim to be separated from their unit and searching for it, are to be sentenced by summary court martial and to be
  shot’.24 The flying courts martial set up to enforce this regime were in reality little more than roving death squads, and officers tempted to
  act responsibly and protect the men under their command by ordering tactical retreat were themselves threatened with the death penalty. As the conflict neared its end,
  soldiers and civilians willing to give up the fight had more to fear from their own regime than they did from the enemy.25 The spectre of 1918 was to
  be banished and the ideal of Nazi sacrifice was to be secured through terror.

  Nevertheless, the military situation did not match remotely the rhetoric and images conjured up by the Nazi regime. Despite the draconian punishments aimed at preventing a repeat of 1918, during
  the final months of the Second World War more German soldiers deserted than at the end of the First.26 The Volkssturm, intended to embody the
  fanatical will of a civilian population fighting shoulder to shoulder with its army, was incapable of offering serious resistance. Not just the Volkssturm, whose military value was virtually
  nil, but also the Wehrmacht increasingly lacked the necessary hardware. Whether in terms of armaments, logistics, ammunition, communications, or food and fuel, the Wehrmacht no longer possessed the
  requirements of a modern army capable of waging war effectively.27 Telecommunications between headquarters and theatres of battle were cut
  repeatedly.28 Between June 1944 and March 1945 the Wehrmacht lost three and a half million rifles, and by early 1945 the shortages of rifles and
  machine guns had become critical.29 Fuel supply was a chronic problem, making it impossible for the Wehrmacht to use the hardware remaining at its
  disposal. By February, it was receiving less than a fifth of the normal railway shipments of munitions; stocks of weapons were being depleted and it was difficult to distribute what replacement
  stocks there were; and army units increasingly found themselves without heavy weapons or adequate quantities of ammunition.30 German soldiers
  increasingly were left without the most basic requirements, as the members of one infantry division, charged with defending the town of Cleve (along the Lower Rhine near the Dutch border), found
  towards the end of 1944: the lack of motor vehicles undermined efforts to bring up artillery ammunition; a switch to horse-drawn vehicles failed due to the lack of horses; weapons and
  communications equipment were in desperately short supply; and radio links were non-existent.31

  In memoirs written in Allied captivity during the winter of 1945/46, General Erich Dethleffsen, Chief of the Command Group in the General Staff of the Army from 23 March to
  23 April 1945, described what he found when he reported for his new duties in late March:

  
    
      There was, at the moment that I had familiarised myself with my new functions, scarcely anything left to ‘lead’. The initiative lay completely with the enemy.
      Operational reserves did not exist, movement [of units] remained possible only to a limited degree given the largely destroyed rail network.32

    

  

  For the German military, just about everything was breaking apart: communications, supply, and authority.

  •   •   •

  With reports of military catastrophe cascading in after the collapse of the Ardennes Offensive and the Soviet breakthrough on the eastern front, the Wehrmacht was thrown back
  on hasty, desperate improvization. This resulted in some temporary tactical successes as German units sometimes managed to stall the progress of the Allies and, on occasion, even to score minor
  victories, while Allied forces regrouped and amassed supplies for their next offensive. The available documentation of Wehrmacht operations in early 1945 reveals the huge increase in losses of
  soldiers and equipment. The military value of many units, filled with very young or very old recruits lacking combat experience and without internal cohesion, was limited, and consequently they
  served as little more than cannon fodder.33 It was obvious therefore that fighting could continue for only a few weeks or, at most, a few months,
  before the inevitable collapse. Consideration was not given to the longer-term viability of the Wehrmacht or to the maintenance of a war-fighting capability even for the medium term. Military
  strategy in the conventional sense had gone completely out the window. The essence of Nazism had overwhelmed the ethos of the German military. The Wehrmacht no longer existed to win military
  victories but instead to sacrifice its soldiers in an apocalyptic final struggle.

  Pointless though this ‘strategy of self-annihilation’ may have been, it did not mean that the Wehrmacht was unable to cause enormous bloodshed; they still
  proved very effective in defensive tactics. German soldiers remained capable of inflicting serious losses on their opponents and were, despite everything, generally more effective in combat
  man-for-man than were British or American ground troops and, by a greater margin, than their Soviet opponents.34 Although outnumbered and outgunned,
  German soldiers were able to inflict more casualties per man on their enemies than Allied soldiers were able to inflict on the Germans. This ability and determination to keep killing until the
  bitter end and, particularly, to inflict huge casualties on the Soviet Army during the last weeks of the war, helped to fuel the furious revenge of Soviet troops when they arrived in Germany (most
  notably the orgy of rape which accompanied the arrival of Soviet soldiers in central Europe – in particular in Budapest, Vienna and Berlin – at the end of April and beginning of May
  1945). But the fact that the Wehrmacht was so comprehensively outnumbered, outgunned and outsupplied, and unable to move effectively, coupled with the determination of its leadership to throw as
  many men as possible into combat, ensured that there would be astronomical numbers of casualties on all sides until the Germans finally surrendered.

  The huge numbers of casualties were not limited to members of the Wehrmacht, but extended to the hapless auxiliaries who were drafted to make real the Nazi fantasies of a people in arms stopping
  the invader. Lacking serious military training, effective combat experience and adequate weaponry, the Volkssturm contributed to the huge casualty figures. The hopeless condition of the
  Volkssturm was reflected in the description by one member of a battalion hurriedly thrown onto the Oder front at the beginning of February 1945:

  
    
      The equipment consists of brown uniforms and coats with Italian steel helmets; snow jackets no longer are available, so that the men stand out against the snow especially
      clearly. The consequences are losses that could be avoided, also losses due to strafing. In addition, our own troops shot at the battalion, assuming that we were Russians. The footwear –
      in so far as it is not private property and good – consists of military boots that let in any moisture. There are only two field kitchens for the entire
      battalion.

      The armament consists of rifles. Machine guns and other heavy weapons no longer are available. 1200 oval and stick hand grenades have been sent without fuses, which despite constant efforts
      could not be obtained. They therefore are useless.

      As military action began immediately after we were transported, there was no training whatsoever with any weapon or in the field. 60 per cent of the men are completely untrained, the
      remainder are old soldiers.35

    

  

  They were little more than cannon fodder, and displayed little enthusiasm to join the hopeless struggle despite exhortations to defend their towns ‘to the last man and to the last
  bullet’. One Volkssturm unit after another failed to fight when Allied soldiers arrived.36 Not surprisingly, as the war drew to a close,
  Germans drafted into Volkssturm units were reluctant to die or suffer lasting injury (and to increase the damage done to their own communities) for an obviously lost cause. A description of
  the Volkssturm’s last stand in Aalen in Württemberg (to the east of Stuttgart) in April 1945 makes this abundantly clear:

  
    
      On 17 April the Volkssturm was called up. Out of 120 men from each company roughly 20–25 presented themselves, the rest stayed at home despite the threat of
      rope and bullet. Colonel Fischer threatened the commander of the Volkssturm with court martial, but in vain as even he could not magic one up.

      The weaponry of the Ahlen Volkssturm consisted of four French machine guns without suitable ammunition and 30 rifles, some of Czech and some of Italian origin, as well as a number of
      hand-held anti-tank weapons. It was a crime to order such a badly armed unit against an opponent with modern equipment. [. . .]

      The Volkssturm did not go into action. When they asked what they should do, the answer came: ‘Await further orders.’

      On Sunday afternoon only roughly 25 men of the entire Volkssturm were still in position, the rest already had sidled off. [. . .]

      On 22 April news came of the advance of the Americans. Their tanks rolled by [. . .] and met with no resistance except in Lippach.

      The Volkssturm in the approaches to Ahlen had wound itself up and had gone home.37

    

  

  The men in the Wehrmacht, however, could not simply go home when Allied soldiers arrived. They had to face the full hopelessness of Germany’s military position as the
  blows against the ‘Thousand-Year Reich’ came thick and fast in 1945. In the West the Ardennes Offensive had been checked by Christmas Eve; by the end of January, American forces once
  again were in possession of the territory they had held when the German offensive had begun. What had been launched as a reckless offensive designed to recapture Antwerp and, as Hitler had put it,
  ‘to make it clear to the enemy that . . . he can never count on our capitulation, never, never’,38 ended in a fiasco which effectively used
  up the reserves of the Army and the Luftwaffe. In the east on 12 January the Soviet Army took advantage of the weakened state of a Wehrmacht which had diverted resources for its failed operations
  in the west: Soviet armies launched the first of a series of vast offensives over virtually the entire front from the Baltic to the Carpathian mountains; by the end of the month they had driven
  forward from the Vistula to the Oder.

  The forces still at Hitler’s disposal, however tough and skilful they may have been, were handicapped increasingly by problems of supply. During these final months of the war, as German
  transport and communications were so disrupted and fuel supply so diminished that the ability of the Wehrmacht to fight effectively was undercut, the hopes of the Allied advocates of massive aerial
  bombing finally were realized. While the suffering the bombardment caused to innocent civilians was enormous, and although its continuation and intensification in 1945 has been condemned as
  ‘manifest insanity’ (Angus Calder) and as ‘morally and militarily wrong’ (Toby Thacker),39 the campaign appeared finally to justify the assertions of Arthur Harris, Chief of Britain’s Bomber Command, that the merciless bombing of Germany would make a decisive contribution to Allied
  victory. It was the conditions that resulted which, more than anything else, in late January 1945 at last convinced Albert Speer that no realistic hope existed for an armistice settlement; that
  Nazi Germany’s war was lost and that military collapse was inevitable.40 The railways, which had been Germany’s principal means for
  transporting men and supplies over long distances, were paralysed by the bombing. By February/March they were scarcely functioning at all.41 Now that
  the ability of the Luftwaffe, lacking the necessary fuel to get its remaining aircraft off the ground, to offer resistance to Allied incursions had disappeared, Allied bombers were largely
  unopposed: in March 1945 the bombing reached its peak, with the British and Americans dropping over 133,000 tons of bombs in a single month.42 German
  forces could not easily – if at all – move supplies and replacements to the front; troop units were pinned down due to constant strafing by Allied fighters and acute lack of fuel; and
  the destruction of communications systems made it increasingly difficult for German forces to coordinate their operations.

  That said, it was the vast Soviet offensive of January 1945 that broke the back of the Wehrmacht and removed, both among the Nazi leadership and among the population at large, any serious hope
  of avoiding defeat. Involving five Soviet Army groups altogether (the First, Second and Third Belorussian Fronts and the First and Fourth Ukrainian Fronts), it was the greatest offensive operation
  of the Second World War, and the first which resulted in the Allied conquest of large swathes of German territory. Facing the massed troops of the Red Army were the battered forces of the
  Wehrmacht’s Army Group Centre and Army Group A. The numbers of troops involved on the Soviet side were staggering. The Soviet First Belorussian Front (under the command of Marshal Georgi
  Zhukov) and First Ukrainian Front (under Marshal Ivan Koniev) had 2.2 million men with 7000 tanks and armoured vehicles at their disposal in central Poland; facing them were the 400,000 troops of
  the Wehrmacht’s Army Group A, a depleted force which could muster only a single division to defend each 24 kilometres of front and a mere 300 tanks
  altogether.43 To the north 1.67 million men and 3800 tanks and armoured vehicles of the Second and Third Belorussian Fronts (under the command of
  Marshals Konstantin Rokossovsky and Alexandr Vasilevsky respectively) were poised to smash through East Prussia.

  In his memoirs, General Heinz Guderian, the man who, after being named Chief of the German General Staff on 21 July 1944 (the day after the bomb plot of 20 July) had promised Hitler to stop the
  Red Army at the borders of East Prussia and who in his New Year’s message to the army expressed his ‘unshakeable belief in the Leader’,44 claimed that ‘the superiority of the Russians amounted to 11:1 in infantry, 7:1 in tanks, 13:1 in artillery’.45
  Guderian may have been exaggerating somewhat the advantage of the Russians in an attempt to minimize his own responsibility for the German military disaster of January 1945; other estimates put the
  Soviet superiority in tanks, for example, at just over three to one.46 But that was superiority enough, and the Wehrmacht’s position was made
  even worse by the fact that the men and supplies which the Germans still possessed could not necessarily be moved up to the front. According to Albert Speer, the extreme fuel shortages contributed
  ‘essentially to the rapid collapse of the German front’ when the Russians drove forward through Poland towards the Oder.47

  What Hitler, who had vetoed Guderian’s requests to bolster the eastern front against a possible Soviet offensive, initially had dismissed as ‘the greatest bluff since Ghengis
  Khan’48 turned into a military avalanche. After a massive artillery barrage in the early morning hours, at 8:00 a.m. on Friday, 12 January the
  ‘long-awaited major attack of the enemy’49 on the eastern front began. Soviet forces launched assault after assault along a vast front,
  aiming to drive first from the Vistula to the Oder and then from the Oder to the Elbe, thus bringing the war to a speedy conclusion. On 12 January the First Ukrainian Front attacked with
  overwhelming force from their bridgehead at Sandomierz and Baranóv in southern Poland, pushing forward by 15 kilometres on the first day;50 24
  hours later the Third Belorussian Front opened its attack in the north, along the eastern frontier of East Prussia; and on the following day, 14 January, the First and Second
  Belorussian Fronts began the main thrust of the offensive to the north and south of Warsaw, in the central area of the German-Soviet front. By 15 January, the day on which Hitler left for Berlin
  from what had been his ‘Eagle’s Nest’ headquarters in the west during the Ardennes campaign,51 Soviet forces had broken through
  German lines at every point where they attacked; the main fighting forces of the Wehrmacht’s Army Group A had been either bypassed, surrounded or annihilated. Within three days the Soviet
  offensive had become a German rout, and along a 250-kilometre front to the north of Warsaw a coherent German front no longer existed.52 The weather,
  with freezing conditions but little snow on the ground, proved ideal for the attacking Soviet tanks,53 whose formations rushed forward, sometimes by as
  much as 70 to 80 kilometres in a single day; by 17 January Soviet forces had advanced between 130 and 180 kilometres west of their initial positions – double the operational plans and
  expectations of the Soviet High Command when the offensive had begun54 – and the Wehrmacht had vacated Warsaw.

  Hitler reacted to the crisis in a characteristic manner, ordering that every tactical movement be reported to him in good time so that he could intervene in operations down to divisional level
  and compel German units not to surrender any ground.55 The front was to be held at any price, German troops surrounded by enemy forces were to fight to
  the last breath, and ‘fortress’ cities were to be defended to the end. No tactical retreat was permitted. But the tactics which had saved the Wehrmacht from collapse at the gates of
  Moscow in the winter of 1941/42 were pointless in the winter of 1944/45. German forces were so outnumbered and outgunned that Hitler’s determination to hold the line no matter what could at
  best only postpone the inevitable for a short period – and at a terrible cost in human life. Nothing could stop the onslaught. After only a week, the Wehrmacht’s defensive positions had
  been smashed or bypassed; on 18 January, Marshal Zhukov was able to report that the Germans were unable to offer effective resistance, and ordered his tank units to accelerate the charge
  forward.56

  •   •   •

  On 19 January Lodz and Krakow fell to the Russians, and Soviet forces had reached the old Reich border in the Upper Silesian industrial region. On 20
  January Zhukov’s forces were at the gates of Posen (Pozna[#324;]), and on 22 January Koniev’s troops had reached the Oder near Steinau. By 23 and 24 January they had reached the Oder
  both upstream and downstream from Breslau, established bridgeheads on the western side of the river at Steinau and at Oppeln, and thus denied the Germans the possibility of holding the line at the
  Oder. Further north Zhukov’s troops, having smashed their way through the German lines between Bromberg and Posen, reached the former borders of the Reich between Krenz and Unruhstadt on 26
  January. On the following day, in the south of Poland, troops of the 28th and 106th Corps of the First Ukrainian Front liberated the camps at Auschwitz.57

  By the end of the month, along the central part of the eastern front, the Soviet Army had captured the entire Upper Silesian industrial region to the south and the towns of Schwiebus, Schwerin
  and Landsberg to the north almost without a fight. With the loss of this industrial region (which, unlike the Ruhr, largely had escaped heavy bombing, and whose loss, according to Speer at the
  time, spelled the immediate reduction of Germany’s war production by a quarter),58 the writing was on the wall. Without Upper Silesian coal,
  Guderian noted in his memoirs, ‘the continuation of the war had become a question of a few months’.59 However, this realization did not
  prevent Guderian from ordering at the end of January that defensive barriers be set up between the Oder and Berlin, and in mid-February that preparations be made for blowing up the bridges across
  the Elbe.60 At the same time, on 30 January, units of the First Belorussian Front reached the Oder to the south of Küstrin, where they managed to
  establish a br idgehead over the r iver on the following day. Near the village of Kienitz, to the north of Küstrin, Russian infantry and artillery were crossing the iced-over
  river.61 By the beginning of February Soviet forces were laying siege to Frankfurt on the Oder and to Küstrin.62 After the war, General Vassili Chuikov (who had commanded Soviet troops at Stalingrad and whose Eighth Guards Army made rapid progress across Poland in
  January 1945) asserted that, but for timidity at Soviet headquarters and lack of adequate supplies, the Red Army could have stormed on from Frankfurt and Küstrin to take Berlin in
  February.63 Although Chuikov’s opinion was not widely shared, there can be little doubt about the magnitude of what Soviet forces had achieved.
  In less than three weeks the forces of the First Belorussian Front had pushed forward some 570 kilometres, averaging over 30 kilometres per day.64
  However, the Soviet pause to resupply and consolidate gains allowed the Wehrmacht to construct defences between the front and Berlin which would greatly hinder the Red Army’s progress over
  the next couple of months.

  The progress of Soviet forces on their northern flank, in East Prussia, was not the immediate success that it was in central Poland and the south. However, after a week of bitter conflict during
  which German forces managed to maintain a military front through tenacious fighting and tactical withdrawals, there too the Wehrmacht was driven back.65 On 18 January the troops of the Third Belorussian Front achieved their decisive breakthrough between Breitenstein and Schillen, and in the days which followed, one East
  Prussian town after another fell to the invaders: on 21 January Tilsit fell to the Red Army; on the 22nd Soviet forces occupied Allenstein; and on the 23rd the Russians were in Insterburg. The Red
  Army also reached Tannenberg, the site of Imperial Germany’s victory over the Russians in August 1914 – but not before the Germans hastily blew up the huge Tannenberg Memorial and
  salvaged the remains buried there of Paul von Hindenburg, the hero of the 1914 battle and the man who, as Reich President, had appointed Hitler to head a government in 1933.66 By the 26th, Soviet forces had reached the Baltic coast, cut East Prussia’s land link with the remainder of Germany, and encircled the Wehrmacht’s Fourth Army
  on the Frische Haff (the coastal lagoon which stretched southwest of Königsberg). Soviet forces now were only 20 kilometres away from Königsberg, and began to aim their artillery at the
  East Prussian capital. On the same day the Soviet Army arrived at Hitler’s former military headquarters, the massive ‘Wolf’s Lair’ complex near Rastenburg (which the Germans
  had blown up two days before), and had reached the defences around Königsberg. On 29 January the Russians surrounded the East Prussian capital, and by mid-February almost
  the whole of East Prussia, with the exception of the region immediately around Königsberg, was in Soviet hands.

  •   •   •

  When Stalin met with Roosevelt and Churchill at Yalta in the Crimea from 4 to 11 February, he therefore could negotiate with his Western Allies from a position of considerable
  strength: the Wehrmacht had been dealt a decisive defeat, the Germans had been driven out of Poland, the Upper Silesian industrial region had been conquered, and the Red Army stood a mere 65
  kilometres from Berlin. The German Army High Command now sought approval to evacuate the Courland and East Prussia and to withdraw troops from other fronts (Northern Italy, Norway and Yugoslavia)
  in order to defend the Reich in the east. Hitler would have none of it. Instead, to head his army groups he now named generals who he felt could be relied upon to follow his orders to hold out
  regardless of the circumstances: in East Prussia Colonel General Lothar Rendulic (who took command of the new Army Group North, cobbled together largely from the remnants of the Fourth Army); in
  Silesia Colonel General Ferdinand Schörner (who took command of the Army Group Centre, and who, despite – or perhaps because of – his high standing with Hitler as an uncompromising
  and ideologically driven commander, received approval for a tactical withdrawal from Upper Silesia at the end of January);67 and in Pomerania at the
  head of the newly cobbled-together Army Group Vistula, the Reichsführer-SS Heinrich Himmler.

  Himmler, who lacked any experience as a field commander, soon proved out of his depth and was replaced on 20 March as head of the Army Group Vistula by General Gotthard Heinrici. Schörner,
  however, rose to the occasion. Fanatically committed to the Nazi cause, slavish in his relationship to Hitler, and harsh towards those under his command, Schörner had risen rapidly through the
  ranks during the war. After commanding units in Greece in 1941 and southern Ukraine in 1944, on 20 July 1944 he was placed in command of the Army Group North, and in January 1945 became head of the
  new Army Group Centre. In the last months of the war Schörner distinguished himself by making liberal use of the death penalty against deserters and ‘cowards’
  in order to stiffen morale in a desperate attempt to prevent Soviet troops from advancing on Berlin; as he reported to Hitler in March, he had to ‘intervene harshly, in order to help overcome
  the consequences of an unremitting siege psychosis’.68 Vice had its rewards, however short-lived they may have been: Schörner was made a
  Field Marshal on 5 April 1945 (the last Field Marshal to be appointed by Hitler), and in his testament Hitler named his favourite general to be the last Supreme Commander of the Army.

  In the wake of the defeats in early 1945 the Wehrmacht frantically improvized: individual divisions were moved from other fronts to shore up the east, units were moved back and forth in order to
  plug gaps along the eastern front, and new divisions were cobbled together with 17-year-old recruits who had been given rudimentary military training and with older men from the
  Volkssturm.69 Despite acute supply and transport difficulties, and lacking reserves, the fact that the Soviet Army paused at the Oder in order
  to consolidate the gains it had made in January allowed the Wehrmacht more or less to stabilize its front. At the beginning of February Himmler, as the new commander of the Army Group Vistula, was
  charged with preparing a comprehensive line of defence along the Oder, to prevent further Soviet advances onto its west bank and to beat back the bridgeheads which the Soviet Army already had
  established over the river.70 This set the stage for two months of bloody fighting along the Oder, during which the Wehrmacht managed, in some places,
  to achieve minor tactical successes (such as the recapture of the Silesian towns of Lauban and Striegau in March).71 Nevertheless, their successes in
  stabilizing their battered eastern front could only be temporary, until the next Soviet onslaught which would bring the Russians to Berlin.

  •   •   •

  In the west Germany’s military situation was little better than in the east. The Ardennes campaign, although it had been a very unpleasant surprise for the Allies,
  succeeded only in leaving the Wehrmacht dangerously exposed along Germany’s western frontier. Of the half million men who had been committed to the offensive, the Germans had suffered nearly
  100,000 casualties,72 and they had lost nearly all their tanks and a large proportion of their aircraft. (On 1 January 1945 the
  Luftwaffe sent 1035 aircraft out to attack Allied airfields in southern Holland and Belgium; while they managed to destroy about 180 Allied aircraft and to damage another 100, the Germans lost 277
  planes – losses which could not be made good and which meant that never again would the Luftwaffe be able to mount a major operation.)73
  Altogether, the Wehrmacht suffered at least 130,000 casualties, including 19,000 dead, in the fighting in the Ardennes and Alsace, while U.S. forces took some 140,000 casualties, including 16,000
  dead.74 The Americans could make good their losses; two weeks after the battle the Americans had more soldiers, tanks and aircraft along
  Germany’s western border than they had had in mid-December, before the Ardennes Offensive had been launched.

  The Germans, however, could not replace what they had lost. Although the Wehrmacht continued to offer dogged resistance, by the end of January the armies under Eisenhower’s command were
  back where they had been before the ‘Battle of the Bulge’ began. While they still could inflict damage on the Allies, the strength of the German forces defending their country’s
  western borders had been broken.

  The Western Allies now were poised for the push into the Reich. The next great barrier was the Rhine. The plan, agreed by the Combined Chiefs of Staff meeting in Malta on 1 February, was for
  British, Canadian and U.S. forces under Bernard Montgomery’s command to cross the Rhine north of the Ruhr region and thence move towards Berlin; the remaining American armies, with French
  forces, were to clear the Rhineland and push forward south of the Ruhr. The renewed Allied offensives began on 8 February. Initially, however, progress was slow. After extensive bombing of the
  towns of Cleve and Goch and then a massive artillery barrage ‘exceeding any the British had employed previously in this war’,75 the armies
  under Montgomery’s command moved forward through the Reichswald Forest near the Dutch border. Although no longer capable of mounting major offensive operations and crippled by the total
  control of the air enjoyed by the Americans and British, the Wehrmacht still proved remarkably adept at defensive tactics, constructing numerous lines of defence in the forest
  and flooding the area. After a month of vicious fighting, the Allies achieved success, but not before the Wehrmacht had inflicted heavy casualties on the advancing British and Canadians and hardly
  a house in Cleve was left standing. The fighting in and around Cleve illustrates how mistaken it is to believe that by this stage of the war the Wehrmacht fought tenaciously only in the east, or
  that only the Russians were prepared to level German towns in their path. In early 1945 the fighting was incredibly bloody and destructive in the west as well as the east.

  In Alsace and south-western Germany the Americans too found the going tough during February.76 Even General George Patton, whose aggressive tank
  tactics had been so successful in the Ardennes, made slow progress as the American Army moved into the hilly woodlands of the Eifel towards Prün and Bitburg during February. The same was true
  of the fighting along the Germans’ ‘Westwall’ fortifications in the Saar-Mosel Triangle, and it was not until the beginning of March that American forces were able to take the
  city of Trier. As the thousands of graves at the U.S. military cemetery by the Franco-German border near St Avold (the largest American military cemetery for the dead of the Second World War)
  testify, the Wehrmacht continued to kill large numbers of Americans in the early months of 1945.

  Nevertheless, the Allies’ vast superiority in men and materiel proved decisive, and by the end of February they had managed to push German forces back all along the west bank of the Rhine.
  The race to cross the river was on: Allied units charged ahead in the hope of finding a river crossing intact, and German defenders worked feverishly to blow up bridges before the Allies could
  cross them.77 Although the Germans succeeded in causing further damage to their own country, it was only a matter of time before the Rhine would be
  breached. The moment came, famously and unexpectedly, on the afternoon of 7 March when troops of the 9th Armored Division of the American First Army arrived at the Rhine overlooking Remagen to the
  south of Bonn – by this time the Wehrmacht on the left bank of the Rhine was in full retreat – and to their amazement found the Ludendorff railway bridge over the river damaged but
  still usable. Troops of the American 27th Armored Infantry quickly crossed the bridge before the Germans could blow it up.78
  Within 24 hours 8000 American soldiers had crossed the river and established a bridgehead on the right bank. In the days that followed, thousands more American troops crossed this last major
  geographical obstacle standing between them and the heart of the Reich; by the time the bridge at Remagen finally collapsed some weeks later, eight bridges newly constructed by Allied forces were
  in use over the Rhine.79 German forces were facing a military disaster in the west scarcely less serious than the one they faced in the east.

  •   •   •

  Had the Germans succeeded in destroying the bridge at Remagen before American troops could cross it, no doubt the Rhine soon would have been breached somewhere else. Indeed,
  the Americans had considered Remagen far from the best location from which to establish a bridgehead on the far side of the river. Nevertheless, Hitler reacted to the events at Remagen with
  characteristic fury. He used the occasion to replace Field Marshal Gerd von Rundstedt as commander of German forces in the west with Field Marshal Albert Kesselring (who had distinguished himself
  by his brutality when commanding German forces in Italy) on 10 March, and to order a flying court martial into action. This flying court martial did its job, which was not to determine the facts of
  what had happened, but to carry out sentences that would exercise, in Goebbels’ words, an ‘educative influence’. Between 11–13 March the court sentenced to death five
  officers implicated in the failure to blow up the bridge; four were shot immediately, while the fifth owed his survival to the fact that he was taken prisoner by the Americans.80 In this way the men of the Wehrmacht were spurred on to destroy countless bridges as Allied armies swept into Germany. This campaign of destruction could not affect the
  outcome of the war, but it would cause enormous difficulties for the German people after the inevitable surrender.

  •   •   •

  By the time that Kesselring had replaced von Rundstedt, German forces in the west were ‘so weak and widely dispersed, their communications so badly disrupted and the
  means of communication so disjointed and uncertain, that no overall commander could now exercise effective control over the whole front’.81 Nothing now could hold back the Allied advance. By 7 March Cologne, which had been Germany’s fourth largest city but by 1945 was little more than a bombed-out shell, was
  in American hands; on the following day Bonn and Bad Godesberg had been taken; and by the 10th, British and American forces were spread along the western bank of the Rhine from the Dutch border to
  Koblenz. A few days later, beginning on the 15th, American forces were moving through the Saar region and the Palatinate; on 22 March American troops crossed the Rhine at Oppenheim and pushed
  forward towards Groß-Gerau to the south of Frankfurt, by which time the Remagen bridgehead was 50 kilometres wide. On 24 March, after three days of massive Allied bombing to destroy the
  Germans’ road and rail communications in the area, forces under Montgomery crossed the Rhine at Wesel, to the north of the Ruhr region; by 25 March there was no longer German resistance on
  the west bank of the Rhine. One after another, west German cities were occupied by Allied troops: Mainz on 22 March, Darmstadt on the 25th, Mannheim, Wiesbaden and Frankfurt on the 29th. Allied
  armies rushed forward – Montgomery’s troops from the north and Hodges’ U.S. First Army from the south (which by 27 March had reached Marburg, 110 kilometres east of the Rhine)
  – and on 1 April British and American forces met at Lippstadt. They had surrounded the entire Ruhr region, and with it Germany’s largest industrial centre and 21 Wehrmacht divisions
  with over 300,000 troops.

  •   •   •

  With Soviet forces massing for their drive to Berlin from the east and with the Western Allies streaming into Germany from the west, it made little sense for German forces to
  keep fighting. Yet keep fighting they did. The person who was overheard to mutter in a Berlin air-raid shelter at the end of March, ‘if our soldiers were as clever as in 1918, the war already
  would be over’ was right. The same judgement could have been levelled at the German military leadership. In 1918 their counterparts – including the man who became the chief propagandist
  for ‘total war’, Erich Ludendorff – recognized that their strategic position had become hopeless, faced the fact that their war could not be won, and
  demanded that the German government seek an armistice.82 In stark contrast, in a military situation which, during the first four months of 1945, was
  far worse, Germany’s armed forces committed themselves to a suicidal strategy of self-destruction, of fighting on without any real hope of victory. The Wehrmacht leadership, keen to
  demonstrate their loyalty to Hitler after the failed bomb plot of 20 July 1944 (in which a number of officers had been involved) were prepared to fight on German territory and to the end,
  regardless of the consequences for the men under their command.83

  As the Third Reich collapsed, the Wehrmacht leadership displayed no more consideration for the civilian population than they did for their soldiers. In eastern Germany, where the Soviet
  breakthrough in January had led to a human avalanche as millions of Germans fled westwards to escape the advancing Russians, the Wehrmacht did little or nothing to help. Notwithstanding the
  subsequent protestations of officers who justified their decisions in the last months and weeks of the war as an attempt to save the German people and the men under their command from capture by
  the enemy from the east, the actions of the German armed forces in early 1945 tell a different story.

  By the beginning of 1945 nearly 10 million Germans – in large measure urban dwellers seeking refuge from the bombing, or ethnic Germans from eastern Europe who had moved westwards as the
  Red Army approached – had been evacuated from their homes. Consequently, there was general agreement between the Nazi Party and Wehrmacht leadership that ‘thereby the capacity of
  Germany with regard to both housing space and provisions was reaching its limits’, and that at least in the west ‘if necessary, leaving the population behind in territory to be occupied
  by the enemy must be accepted’.84 In the east, where the impending problem was far greater, the Wehrmacht in late 1944 had displayed little
  interest in preparing evacuation plans for the civilian population; and when the dam broke in January 1945, with some 3.5 million Germans fleeing westwards by the end of the month, there was no
  evidence of a fundamental change in attitude. As Heinrich Himmler, in his role as Commander of the Army Group Vistula, put it when he justified his decision to prohibit evacuation measures in
  Brandenburg, ‘we are organizing defence and not running away’.85 Hitler and Dönitz, the Commander of the Navy
  (and soon to become Hitler’s successor) agreed: the highest priority for both shipping and the railways was to meet the needs of the military, not to transport terrified civilians
  westwards.86 Although in many places German soldiers helped fleeing civilians, the callousness of their officers contributed to the deaths of hundreds
  of thousands of German civilians, who were left to flee westwards on foot and often were overtaken by the Red Army.

  Things got no better as the end approached. In early March, retreating German troops in the Danzig region were described as having ‘callously forced’ civilians fleeing from the
  Russians off the roads and leaving them to their fate.87 On 15 March, Albert Speer (who knew that ‘the sacrifices that were made [. . .] from
  January 1945 were senseless’) distributed an order by Hitler making brutally clear the priorities for the use of scarce transport capacity:

  
    
      In cases of evacuation the following sequence is to be applied: Wehrmacht for operational purposes, coal, food being cleared out. Even transports of refugees can be taken
      only after the total fulfilment of these requirements, if empty space that really is unused is available.88

    

  

  Coal took precedence over people. And only three weeks before the German surrender, on 16 April, the Chief of Staff of the Armed Forces High Command, Wilhelm Keitel, rejected a proposal by
  representatives of the International Red Cross to provide safe zones for the civilian population in Berlin with the words: ‘Rejection, because [it is] only an attempt to discover if the will
  to resist still exists!! Agreement would be the first step towards becoming soft.’89 The priority of the Nazi regime and its armed forces was not
  to protect German women and children, but to fight to the very end.

  •   •   •

  The last three months of the war saw huge Allied encirclements, in which German armies and Volkssturm conscripts trapped inside ‘fortress’ cities were
  ordered to continue fighting to the last bullet. During February Soviet forces advanced into Pomerania from the south and cut off the Wehrmacht’s Second Army in Danzig
  and West Prussia, to the east. On 22 February, after a murderous artillery bombardment, the Red Army took the citadel of Posen (Pozna[#324;]), the birthplace of Paul von Hindenburg and the major
  railway junction between Berlin and Warsaw.90 By the time that the Germans in the city capitulated, 28,000 of the 40,000 men who had been defending
  Posen were either dead or wounded. In March it was the turn of Kolberg on Pomerania’s Baltic Sea coast, a town of particular symbolic importance. The apocalyptic scenes in Goebbels’
  last great film epic, Kolberg, showing the city besieged and blasted by French artillery during the Napoleonic Wars, became reality: on 7 March, a little more than a month after the film had
  been given its premier viewing (on 30 January, to Wehrmacht soldiers defending the fortress at La Rochelle on the Atlantic and in Berlin), Kolberg was surrounded by Soviet troops and declared a
  ‘fortress’. Yet film did not imitate life, nor did life imitate film: whereas in the film the town’s defenders prevailed against overwhelming odds, in 1945, as in 1806/07, the
  town fell to the enemy. On 18 March, after 68,000 civilians, over 1200 wounded, and more than 5000 soldiers had been evacuated by sea, the Soviet Army entered this ‘fortress’.

  At the end of March Danzig fell to the Russians, and the Wehrmacht withdrew to the Hela Peninsula and to the mouth of the Vistula, where Hitler ordered that they hold their positions at all
  costs. That they did, and when the war ended in May there still were some 200,000 German soldiers and refugees on Hela and at the mouth of the Vistula.91 In the Courland and East Prussia a similar story unfolded. The ‘Courland Army’ (previously Army Group North) fought on, supplied by sea, until 8 May, when its
  200,000 surviving soldiers finally surrendered. In East Prussia the Wehrmacht’s Fourth Army had also been ordered by Hitler to fight to the last man. When its commander, Friedrich
  Hoßbach, ordered a tactical retreat in January to prevent his soldiers from becoming surrounded, he was dismissed by Hitler. His successor, Walter Weiß, proved more compliant, and
  proudly reported to Hitler at the end of March that his army had held out for ten weeks against a superior enemy and was ‘defending every metre of German soil’.92 As a consequence the Fourth Army was almost completely destroyed, and not until 25 March did Hitler approve its withdrawal from the Frische Haff
  northwards to the Samland (the peninsula north of Königsberg). Hitler ordered that from there only the badly wounded be evacuated by sea from East Prussia; the rest were sent back into action.
  By this time, Königsberg lay in ruins. German forces in the city surrendered on 9 April; and although the ‘Fortress Commandant’, General of the Infantry Otto Lasch, did not
  capitulate until the Russians had reached his command bunker, on the following day Hitler sentenced him to death in absentia.93 Even after the fall of
  the East Prussian capital, the Wehrmacht still fought on in the Samland, and German forces in the port of Pillau did not surrender to the Soviet Army until 25 April.

  •   •   •

  The numbers of casualties in 1945 – German and Allied, military and civilian – were magnified by the determination of Hitler and Himmler to declare German cities
  threatened by Allied soldiers as fortresses which were to be held no matter what the cost. This was the tactic that supposedly would reverse Germany’s fortunes at the eleventh hour. What had
  happened to the Wehrmacht at Stalingrad now was supposed to happen to the Allies across Germany; if the Soviet Union’s war had its turning point in the merciless street-by-street fighting
  along the Volga, then Nazi Germany would achieve a similar outcome as the Allied invaders bled to death on the streets of German towns and cities. The war, in the Nazi leadership’s vision,
  would end in a gigantic battle of attrition, in which a fanatically committed German people would grind down Allied armies and break the will of Allied soldiers to keep fighting.94 Nazi Germany would never surrender. Instead of capitulating as they had in 1918, the Germans implacably would wear down the invader – or else go down in
  flames so as to set an example for future generations which someday might take up the struggle once again.95 Thus, during the first four months of
  1945, town after German town was surrounded by Soviet forces, to face the prospect of the most destructive imaginable final battle before the inevitable capitulation of ‘fortresses’
  where civilians were trapped, where massive artillery fire from the surrounding forces caused huge casualties among soldiers and civilians alike, and where the Wehrmacht and
  the ill-trained and ill-equipped Volkssturm units were expected to fight to their last breath.

  What this meant was illustrated by the fate of Breslau, the capital of Silesia and the largest city in eastern Germany. When, only two weeks after their great January offensive had been
  launched, Soviet forces reached the Oder both upstream and downstream from the Silesian capital, which now occupied a key position in the defence of southeastern Germany against the Soviet
  onslaught, Breslau was to become a battleground. On 22 January the front pages of the city’s newspapers carried an announcement by the Silesian Nazi Party Gauleiter and ‘Reich Defence
  Commissar’, Karl Hanke, that Breslau had been declared a ‘fortress’; that the city’s women and children were being evacuated; that the ‘men of Breslau’ were to
  ‘take their position in the defence of our fortress Breslau’, and that ‘the fortress will be defended to the bitter end’.96 (At
  the same time, however, Hanke – who himself remained in the ‘Fortress Breslau’ – moved the regional government offices to the comparative safety of Hirschberg and Waldenburg
  in the foothills of the Sudeten mountains.)97 It was not long before the ‘men of Breslau’ would have their opportunity to fight and die.
  Soon after the Red Army broke out from its bridgeheads at Steinau and Ohlau on 8 February, the entire northern Silesian plain was in Russian hands; and during the night of 15/16 February Breslau
  was surrounded completely by Soviet forces. By then, the city’s population numbered fewer than a third of the 600,000 people who had lived there before the war, and fewer than a fifth of the
  nearly one million people – many fleeing the Russians from further east – who had crowded there in mid-January. For the city’s defence, the German ‘fortress
  commandant’, Hans von Ahlfen, could call on approximately 45,000–50,000 men in total – Volkssturm formations together with hastily assembled Wehrmacht units, and Waffen-SS
  reservists; facing them were thirteen divisions of the Soviet Army’s First Ukrainian Front under Marshal Koniev.98

  Just days after surrounding the Silesian capital, Koniev’s forces made their first thrust towards the city centre. Soviet tanks attacked from the south and moved up their heavy artillery;
  house after house was set alight with incendiary grenades, which took a terrible toll on the civilian population. The Germans were able to repel this assault and to stabilize
  the front, but their successes served only to prolong the suffering. The city was pounded daily by Soviet artillery, and corpses became a regular feature on the city’s streets. Cut off from
  the rest of the Reich, all railway transport having ceased in mid-February, Breslau could be supplied only by air, from the airport at Gandau just outside the city. However, realizing that it was
  only a matter of time until the Russian advance made the use of Gandau impossible, in March the Germans set about constructing a makeshift airstrip along the Kaiserstraße, a wide boulevard to
  the east of the old city centre: buildings along the Kaiserstraße were detonated; men, women and children were put to work shifting the rubble, while Soviet artillery was aimed at the
  intended landing strip and Russian fighter planes strafed the area.99 In the event, the improvized landing strip proved of little value, and when
  Gandau was lost at the beginning of April it spelled the end of the evacuation of the wounded from Breslau.100 Altogether, the German forces defended
  the beleaguered city for nearly three months. On 6 April, referring to the 140,000 ‘desperate’ civilians trapped in the besieged city, the last ‘fortress commandant’ General
  Hermann Niehoff (who had replaced von Ahlfen on 9 March) requested permission to surrender, a request brusquely refused by Hitler, and then went on loyally to continue the senseless struggle for
  another month.101 ‘Fortress Breslau’ did not surrender until 6 May, a week after Hitler had killed himself and four days after Berlin had
  fallen to the Red Army. By the time Niehoff finally capitulated to the Russians, two thirds of the city had been destroyed, 20,000 houses had disappeared, roughly 6000 German and 8000 Soviet
  soldiers, and at least 10,000 civilians (including 3000 suicides) were dead.102

  The agony of the inhabitants of eastern Germany’s other major city, Königsberg, was scarcely less terrible. The east Prussian capital had been cut off by the forces of the Soviet
  Army’s Third Belorussian Front at the end of January, becoming the first major German city to be besieged by the Russians. Königsberg was indeed a fortified city already: it was
  encircled by 14 forts, each containing roughly 800 defenders, but these fortifications with their stone walls dating from the previous century were hardly capable of withstanding the sort of
  assault mounted by the five Soviet armies under Ivan Chernyakovsky’s command.103 The tens of thousands of civilians
  trapped inside the fortress were called upon to produce makeshift weapons for Königsberg’s ill-equipped defenders; the city was prepared for street-to-street fighting, with trenches dug
  and the cellars of buildings fortified. Constant artillery barrages made everyday tasks extraordinarily dangerous: over a thousand Soviet bombers, accompanied by hundreds of support aircraft and
  fighters, constantly dropped explosives; buildings were being destroyed and fires were breaking out throughout the besieged city. In this utterly hopeless situation the ‘Fortress
  Commandant’, General Lasch, had little to offer the 35,000 soldiers under his command other than death:

  
    
      Comrades! [. . .] The Fatherland demands of us an unconditional and final engagement. Only if we resolutely and properly stand side by side in this spirit do we have a
      future. Lack of discipline, however, brings the danger of our complete and dishonourable annihilation. [. . .] We want to fight as the Fatherland expects of us. Then we can be certain that we
      will gain something by fighting: if not our life, then our honour!104

    

  

  The language of sacrifice and ‘honour’ was all that remained – but that was insufficient to prevent Lasch from being condemned to death in absentia after
  finally capitulating to the Russians on 9 April. By that time, the city where Prussia’s kings once had been crowned, had been reduced to rubble, with thousands of its inhabitants dead or
  injured and 130,000 survivors (compared to a pre-war population of more than 300,000) facing more horror under Soviet rule.

  Such stubborn, suicidal tactics ensured that the last months of the war were the bloodiest, and that the most extreme violence and bloodshed occurred within Germany. The fighting in early 1945
  was incredibly destructive, with huge Allied offensives supported by massive firepower rolling over German positions, alternating with periods of dogged stationary fighting in German cities and
  towns where the defenders had been ordered to hold out at all costs. The Wehrmacht remained capable of limited tactical successes almost to the end, managing to mount
  offensive operations in Hungary in early March and to defend the Seelow Heights to the west of the Oder – where in mid-April the 129,000 men of the German 9th Army managed to hold back and
  inflict serious casualties on the more than 900,000 soldiers of Marshal Zhukov’s First Belorussian Front.105 Yet such successes came at a huge
  price. German forces were able to postpone the inevitable only by throwing everything they still had into battle. But ‘everything’ was not much: It was only a matter of a weeks until
  the Germans could fight no more.

  •   •   •

  That the Wehrmacht nevertheless continued to fight despite its mounting logistical problems, its almost total lack of resources, and the widespread realization that the war was
  lost – and despite the utter senselessness of the continued carnage – had a number of causes. No doubt there were some who continued to place their faith in an apocalyptic Nazi ideology
  and in the Leader, although such people were becoming increasingly rare; and ever more numbers were prepared openly to blame Hitler for the disastrous war (with some expressing the opinion that
  only Hitler himself still believed in a miracle).106 And no doubt, too, fear of the Soviet invader spurred on many who expected to be killed in any
  case once the ‘Bolshevik hordes’ arrived to take revenge for the crimes committed by Germans in the USSR. But there were more immediate causes. In the extreme conditions of early 1945,
  people’s horizons became limited to day-to-day survival. The sense of comradeship, not wanting to let down one’s fellow soldiers, and of sharing a common fate as their world came
  crashing down, assumed tremendous importance.107 At the same time, the alternatives to continuing to fight were removed when military commanders led
  their men into positions where they were surrounded by enemy forces and had nowhere to run, and as the regime’s terror against its own troops intensified.

  In particular, Wehrmacht ‘justice’ against its own soldiers, already incredibly harsh, became even more draconian in the war’s final months.108 The military leadership grew increasingly desperate to prevent their men from deserting – a possibility open to many more German soldiers now that so many were fighting
  within Germany, where they spoke the language and could find refuge among the civilian population. In early February the Chief of Staff of the Army Group Vistula admitted that
  ‘in the Wehrmacht we find ourselves in a leadership crisis of the greatest extent: The officer corps no longer has firm control of the troops. Among the troops themselves there are
  manifestations of disintegration of the worst kind. It is no isolated occurrence that soldiers remove their uniforms and attempt by all possible means to obtain civilian clothing in order to get
  away.’109 With hundreds of thousands of German civilians fleeing westwards from East Prussia, Pomerania and Silesia ahead of the Russians, it
  became increasingly tempting for soldiers to shed their uniforms and join the treks of refugees. Military police combed the territory behind the front lines for deserters and were given powers of
  summary court martial; tens of thousands of soldiers were caught and immediately sent back into battle; hundreds were summarily executed, some without any trial whatsoever.110 The aim was to exact revenge on alleged cowards and to terrorize into submission the rest, who effectively had no legal protection against their own army. The
  executions were well publicized among the troops – as for example when the soldiers in the Military District X (Hamburg) were informed that ‘on 27 March 1945, 21 soldiers, who the court
  martial has sentenced to death for desertion, were shot in Hamburg’, and that ‘every shirker and coward will face the same fate without mercy’.111 A few weeks later the last shred of legal trapping was stripped from the campaign against allegedly defeatist elements within the Wehrmacht when, in his ‘Call to the
  Soldiers of the Eastern Front’ on 15 April, Hitler ordered: ‘Whoever gives you orders to retreat, without you knowing him exactly, is to be arrested at once and if necessary bumped off
  immediately – whatever rank he holds.’112 The Supreme Commander and Head of State made it clear that neither legality nor military
  hierarchy were to be respected. German soldiers were expected to fight and to die, and if they hesitated they were to be killed by their comrades.

  Although by April 1945 the reach of Hitler’s orders was shrinking daily, the harsh measures had their effect. While many German soldiers managed to escape the Wehrmacht in the last weeks
  of war, most continued to fight, in the west as well as in the east even though, as the Army command in the west had admitted in mid-February, they were exhausted and
  ‘generally fed up’.113 Morale remained ‘depressed, but not bad’, according to the Commander of the Army Group South in
  March,114 and the Wehrmacht kept fighting. A repetition of November 1918, the great obsession of the Nazi and military leadership (many of whom had
  witnessed the collapse of 1918 as junior officers), did not materialize. According to a Wehrmacht report, drafted on 19 March, of an inspection visit in the area around the Remagen-Siegburg
  bridgehead over the Rhine: ‘Apart from exceptional cases – there really are no signs of a revolution-soldier in the mould of 1918.’ Nevertheless, while the ‘old
  fighters’ allegedly remained ‘steadfast’ and while ‘the Army from the general to the foot-soldier is bearing a constant burden that really deserves appreciation’, the
  report noted that many exhausted and dispirited soldiers were reacting passively to their dire predicament:

  
    
      An unwelcome phenomenon that already has spread widely is the apathetic and tired soldier who fights only when he is directed by an officer but then quickly collapses again.
      He is often completely listless, neither courts martial nor punishments nor the harshest orders impress him.

      The next type is the coward and deserter who just allows himself to be overrun without shooting.115

    

  

  Despite draconian orders threatening execution, soldiers who became separated from their units failed to display ‘the desire to join up with the fighting troops’ but
  instead showed an ‘intention to wander from one post to another at least for a few days’.116 Matters were made yet more difficult for the
  army leadership by the fact that ‘given the apparent hopelessness of the struggle’ German civilians displayed little enthusiasm for having the Wehrmacht make a last stand near them:
  ‘The population is worn down by the air terror and also does not want the final battle in their town.’117 In his memoirs, Albert Speer
  described how Field Marshal Kesselring, then Wehrmacht Supreme Commander in the west, reported to Hitler that ‘the populace was playing a negative role in the struggle against the advancing
  American forces’:

  
    
      More and more often the people did not allow our own troops to enter the villages. Deputations would go to the officers to beg them not to cause the
      destruction of localities by defending them. In many cases the troops had yielded to these desperate pleas.118

    

  

  Hitler’s answer was that the population of threatened areas should be forcibly evacuated. After some discussion, according to Speer, Hitler concluded, ‘We can no
  longer afford to concern ourselves with the population.’119

  Not surprisingly, there was little popular enthusiasm for the Nazi apocalypse. The carnage and destruction occurring on German soil for the sake of an obviously lost cause put the goals of the
  military leadership increasingly at odds with the hopes and interests of the German population, and contributed significantly to the disintegration of popular support for, and belief in, the
  legitimacy of the Nazi government. An armed force which, until early 1945, might have been regarded as defending the German nation against a bloodthirsty enemy, increasingly was looked on as a
  threat whose continued operations often served to undermine what little security German civilians still possessed. And yet, the fighting continued. Civilians did not rebel, and soldiers did not
  turn on their leaders; generally they kept fighting when they had to, but with increasing passivity in the hope that soon the war would be over and they might survive.

  •   •   •

  The apocalyptic rhetoric of the Nazi leadership notwithstanding, it was in January 1945 that the German people finally abandoned hope of avoiding total defeat and Allied
  occupation. Although Germans had made enormous sacrifices during the first five years of the war, as military casualties mounted (particularly in the east) and as German cities were pounded by
  British and American bombers (particularly in the west), there remained the hope that Germany somehow might avoid ‘unconditional surrender’ – a hope which had motivated the
  plotters of 20 July 1944. However, with the collapse of the eastern front in 1945, the last glimmer of such hope was snuffed out. It was at this point that the Allied bombing contributed to
  breaking German civilian morale, as its British proponents had long predicted it would and as Goebbels now admitted that it had;120 there no longer seemed any point in attempting to withstand the terrible toll of the bombing – prolonging the war would only increase the damage done before the
  inevitable surrender. As the casualties and suffering of the German people mounted to levels never before experienced, it became obvious to everyone – even to Albert Speer, whose efforts to
  maintain production of the materials required for war had been essential to sustain the slaughter of the last and most bloody year of the conflict – that there was no rational purpose in
  making further sacrifice.

  During April the Wehrmacht finally collapsed. It was then, in the spring of 1945, that the very last act in the history of the Nazi regime was played out. The inevitable finally happened: the
  overwhelming superiority of the Allies on the ground and their complete control of the air, the inability of the Germans to move their troops effectively or to make good the losses of men and
  supplies, acute shortages of weapons and ammunition, and the loss of large portions of the Reich itself finally led to the complete collapse of the German military effort. Heinrich Himmler’s
  order of 12 April 1945, demanding yet again the defence of ‘every village and every city with all means’, now had little effect: the Allies were marching through Germany at so rapid a
  pace, and the numbers of Germans prepared to support the pointless destruction of their country was diminishing so quickly, that the resonance of such demands for self-destruction had become
  minimal.121 Finally the Nazi regime was disintegrating under the pressure of comprehensive military defeat. The Nazi war machine was now an empty
  shell, and all that was left of Hitler’s ‘Greater German Reich’ was a country in shock. The military campaigns within Germany during the first four months of 1945 were of such
  force, of such overwhelming violence, that they delivered a profound shock to the German people. It was a shock which framed the ways in which Germans emerged from the nightmare of the Second World
  War to put their experiences of Nazism and war behind them.122

  •   •   •

  On 6 March the last German military offensive of the Second World War, ‘Operation Spring Awakening’ was launched in Hungary.123 By mid-March it was halted, and on 16 March Soviet forces mounted their counter offensive. Within days German lines had been broken and German formations
  crushed, forcing the Wehrmacht to retreat to the Austrian border. By 3 April the Russians were at the southern suburbs of Vienna, and ten days later the Soviet Army captured the Austrian capital.
  In the west, at the beginning of April British and American forces had surrounded the Ruhr region. With his forces overwhelmed and without adequate supplies, but ordered by Hitler to treat the
  entire Ruhr region as a ‘fortress’, Field Marshal Walther Model shot himself on 17 April; Germany’s largest industrial region, the heart of the German war economy, was captured
  and 317,000 Wehrmacht troops were taken prisoner. With American forces now racing eastwards across Germany, on 16 April the Russians had launched their massive offensive to take Berlin. A week
  later, on 23 April, they reached the southern city limits of the Reich capital. On 25 April, the day that Soviet forces had surrounded Berlin completely, Russian and American soldiers met near
  Torgau on the Elbe. The Third Reich was cut in half, the Wehrmacht command was split in two, and the fate of the Reich capital was sealed.
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  MURDER AND MAYHEM

  
    
      How incomprehensible the Germans are, that they are still killing one another at the last minute, destroying their country with their own hands. Ursula von
      Kardorff1

    

  

  In his posthumous memoir, Hugo Gryn, who later became a prominent rabbi in Britain, described the march on which, as an adolescent, he was
  forced to participate from Lieberose (a camp some 30 kilometres north of Cottbus) to the Sachsenhausen concentration camp, north of Berlin, in early February 1945:

  
    
      By this time, the hunger was very great and it was bitterly cold. Then we had to evacuate Lieberose and go to Sachsenhausen on foot. When we left Lieberose, we were marched
      some distance away, stopped, and then we heard lots of firing and then [there was] smoke. They killed and set on fire everybody who could not move out. This march was dreadful. Snow, mud. And
      when dusk came, turn left or turn right, walk into the nearest field, get down. In the morning, get up, except for those who could not get up, then we would move forward, wait a while, hear the
      shots and move on.2

    

  

  Of the 1400 men who started on the march on 2 February, Gryn recollected, only 900 arrived at Sachsenhausen on 10 February. The remainder of the roughly
  3000 prisoners at Lieberose had been massacred before the march began.

  The trek from Lieberose to Sachsenhausen, a distance of roughly 130 kilometres, was only one of the many death marches which took place across Germany during the last months of the war as the
  Nazi regime was stripped to its essentials: violence and murder.3 As the territories under Nazi rule shrank back to, and then within, the borders of
  Germany, and as those who once had terrorized the whole of Europe brought their recently developed skills back home to the Reich, the criminal violence of the regime continued while its
  administrative structures disintegrated. In its final blood-soaked months, the crumbling Nazi regime inflicted further violence and suffering on those still within its grasp: the inhabitants of the
  prisons and the concentration camp empire, the foreign labourers who had been compelled to work in the German war economy, and those Germans unwilling to sacrifice themselves in desperate campaigns
  staged to delay the inevitable capitulation.

  Unlike the Nazi campaigns of mass murder through 1944 – the attempt to murder Europe’s entire Jewish population, the onslaught against the Gypsies, the deliberate starvation of
  millions of Soviet prisoners of war, the massacre of civilians across occupied Europe and eastern Europe in particular – the terror and killings in Germany in early 1945 were the consequence
  of the regime’s breakdown rather than of its cohesion. And they took place against the background of a widespread public recognition that Germany’s war was lost. The erosion of public
  order drove the Nazi police state to lash out against foreign labourers who appeared to pose a growing threat of crime, and against ‘racial comrades’ who dared to admit that the war was
  lost; the destruction of Germany’s infrastructure meant that the already inadequate provisioning of the concentration camps and prisons collapsed; huge numbers of prisoners were being herded
  into camps inside what remained of German territory, and the breakdown of social and health services meant that the German victims of the bombing and fighting were left to depend largely on their
  own resources.

  •   •   •

  The most terrible aspect of the murder and mayhem of the last months of Nazi rule was the final chapter of the history of the concentration camps. The German military collapse
  at the beginning of 1945 created huge problems in running the camps, and led to the worst conditions and highest death rates seen in the concentration camps (as opposed to the extermination camps,
  whose sole purpose had been to kill human beings) during the entire war. First in the east, with the Soviet offensive beginning in mid-January 1945, and then in the west as the Americans, British
  and Canadians crossed the Rhine and streamed eastwards, camp after camp was liberated by Allied armed forces. The Germans, for their part, were keen to cover their tracks and hastily evacuated
  camps and prisons in order to prevent the inmates being freed by the rapidly advancing Allied armies. Prisoners, already gravely weakened by their treatment, were put on trains in the dead of
  winter and transported, often in goods wagons, without food or sanitary facilities, or – as Germany’s rail system broke down – were forced onto what became death marches, often
  without any particular end to the march in sight. The number of victims was enormous. Towards the end of the war the number of prisoners in the SS concentration camp empire had mushroomed as more
  and more were used as slave labour in the German war economy. In January 1945, when the evacuations from Auschwitz, Groß Rosen in Lower Silesia (about 60 kilometres south west of Breslau) and
  Stutthof near Danzig, began, there were 714,211 prisoners in the Reich (some 511,537 men and 202,674 women, of whom roughly 200,000 were Jews) – nearly 200,000 more than during the previous
  summer.4 Guarding them were some 40,000 SS personnel. Of the approximately 700,000 prisoners in the camps in January, somewhere between 200,000 and
  350,000 died during the winter and early spring of 1945.5 Starvation, freezing to death, disease, and shooting by guards on death marches claimed the
  lives of tens of thousands just weeks, and then days, before the camps in which they had suffered were liberated.

  Throughout the concentration camp empire, conditions deteriorated drastically during the last months of the war as the numbers of prisoners grew and supplies dried up. In Buchenwald, to the
  north of Weimar, where large numbers of evacuees arrived from Auschwitz and Groß Rosen in early 1945, nearly 14,000 people died between January and the beginning of
  April.6 In Mauthausen, 25 kilometres upstream from Linz in Austria, the highest monthly death rates during the camp’s entire existence were
  recorded for the period January-April 1945 – some four times the death rate over the preceding nine months; roughly 45,000 prisoners died there between the onset of winter in 1944/1945 and
  the beginning of the following summer.7 (Mauthausen, the first concentration camp to have been established outside the borders of the ‘old
  Reich’, also had received evacuees from Auschwitz and Groß Rosen in early 1945.) Particularly dreadful were conditions in the Mittelbau-Dora camp complex near Nordhausen in Thuringia,
  where prisoners had been forced to work in huge underground tunnels assembling, among other things, V-1 flying bombs and V-2 rockets.8 During the last
  months of the war some 60,000 prisoners, many of whom were evacuees from Auschwitz and Groß Rosen, were sent to Mittelbau-Dora. Weak, desperately ill captives were transported in open railway
  carriages in the middle of winter, and prisoners barely strong enough to walk were forced on death marches as the SS disposed of those described as ‘weak’ and ‘not capable of
  work’.9 Shortly after his liberation in 1945, a prisoner who had been forced to unload the dead and dying from rail cars as they arrived at
  Mittelbau-Dora described the scene:

  
    
      These people were evacuated from a camp in Poland before the Russian offensive. They were transported from Poland to central Germany in open goods wagons for 20 days without
      food. On the way they froze, starved or were shot. Men, women and children of all ages were among them. When we took hold of the dead, arms, legs or heads often came off in our hands, as the
      corpses were frozen.10

    

  

  Between mid-January and mid-February 1945 the number of prisoners at the main Mittelbau-Dora camp increased by 50 per cent; housing provision was primitive; death due to
  undernourishment and disease common. And, if that were not enough, the camp administration reacted to the worsening conditions by stepping up the terror: in March 1945, 150
  prisoners were hanged.11

  No less dreadful was what happened to the prisoners of Neuengamme in Hamburg – hardly the most notorious of the camp complexes – which encompassed 57 satellite camps and had roughly
  50,000 prisoners in its clutches (including some 14,000 in the main camp) when its evacuations began at the end of March. Prisoners were sent off on hastily organized railway transports or on foot
  to ‘reception camps’ – 9000 to the prisoner-of-war camp at Sandborstel near Bremervörde, 8000 to the concentration camp at Bergen-Belsen and 5000 to the satellite camp just
  established at Wöbellin near Ludwigslust. Many perished or were shot by guards on the way; many more died of hunger and disease after they arrived at the reception camps. (Some 1000 died at
  Wöbellin and 3000 at Sandborstel; the number of the Neuengamme prisoners who died at Bergen-Belsen is unknown.)12 However, the most terrible fate
  was reserved for the last 10,000 prisoners from Neuengamme. After the camp was finally closed on 19 April, the remaining prisoners were either taken by rail or marched by the SS to the Lübeck
  Bay, where (together with some other prisoners who had been evacuated from Auschwitz and Stutthof) they were loaded onto ‘floating concentration camps’: the freighters Athen and
  Thielbek in Lübeck harbour and the former luxury liner Cap Arcona berthed at nearby Neustadt. Due to overcrowding and lack of food or water, conditions on the ships were terrible
  in the extreme, but worse was to come. On 3 May, the Royal Air Force, assuming the ships to be troop transports, bombed them. The roughly 2000 prisoners on the Athen were lucky; the boat
  suffered only minor damage. However, the Thielbek with roughly 2800 on board and the Cap Arcona with its 4600 prisoners were hit. Only 450 of the prisoners on these two ships
  survived. The remaining 7000 either burned to death on board, drowned, or were shot while trying to escape the inferno – only days before they would have been liberated by the advancing
  British Army.13

  •   •   •

  It was not only the inmates of the concentration camps who faced deteriorating conditions and brutal evacuations in early 1945. Once the Red Army began
  its offensive in January 1945, German authorities had to decide what to do with the roughly 35,000 inmates held in prisons and gaols in the east of the Reich.14 Death rates among ordinary prisoners forced onto marches were not so high as among the much larger numbers of people evacuated from the concentration camps. However, conditions
  were awful enough: thousands of prisoners were herded, mostly on foot, towards penal institutions in central and western Germany in freezing weather, without proper clothing or shoes and without
  sufficient food (sometimes with no food at all). A prison governor described the fate of prisoners on a forced march in late January and February from the prison at Preußisch Stargard, to the
  south of Danzig:

  
    
      The weather conditions were disastrous. The progress of the trek was hindered by the heavy snowfall, the cold, the mass of refugees and army vehicles as well as the flooding
      back of masses of troops, prisoners of war etc. Every road was jammed, so that the treks sometimes had to wait for hours in one spot, just to move a few hundred metres forward.15

    

  

  Like the hapless concentration camp prisoners, the captives of the prison system were constantly on the move during the last weeks of the Nazi regime. Many died of exposure,
  exhaustion or hunger, or were shot by their guards along the way.

  Not only concentration camp and prison guards but also the police took part in this final orgy of murder. In the autumn of 1944, Himmler had authorized local police commanders that,
  ‘should the uncertainty at the front continue or even grow’, the ‘danger’ this posed was ‘to be removed’, i.e. prisoners were to be ‘fetched from the gaols
  and liquidated’.16 These were not empty words. In Cologne the Gestapo began selecting foreign prisoners for execution in late October 1944, and
  the killings continued until the beginning of March 1945. In the last weeks of the war, people whose court cases were still pending were executed. Altogether hundreds of prisoners were killed,
  hanged in the courtyard of the Cologne Gestapo headquarters. An assembly-line routine was established: the local Gestapo would prepare a list of prisoners on a Wednesday
  evening, the list would be confirmed by the Gestapo command by Thursday evening, and on Friday morning the listed prisoners would be executed one by one, after which the corpses were taken away by
  the city’s refuse service to be dumped in a mass grave in Cologne’s Western Cemetery. The killings continued until the Americans reached the city, and the last of the planned mass
  executions, scheduled to take place on 4 March, was called off only because of the heavy bombing that had taken place the night before.17

  As Allied troops approached, prisoners were removed hastily from prisons, internment camps, ‘worker education camps’ and the like. During the first three months of 1945 hundreds of
  prisoners along Germany’s western border were evacuated, often half-starved, suffering debilitating disease, randomly attacked by their guards, and – if they managed to survive the
  march – dumped in desperately overcrowded and filthy prisons or camps. At the end of many a march, those who had survived were executed. The overwhelming majority of the victims were
  foreigners.18 The evacuations not only provided an occasion for doing away with Germany’s prison population; they also proved an ideal means of
  spreading disease. For example, between 10 and 15 February the Gestapo camp at Brauweiler near Cologne was evacuated and over 200 prisoners marched off to the prison at Siegburg, which already was
  terribly overcrowded and where there was a virulent typhus epidemic. When prisoners were subsequently evacuated from Siegburg, they took the disease with them, infecting further prisoners when they
  arrived at the next station on their path.19

  •   •   •

  As the prospect of defeat and surrender drew nearer, imprisoned foreign labourers increasingly became targets of police violence. By August 1944 over 7.6 million foreign
  labourers (more than 5.7 million civilians and more than 1.9 prisoners of war) had been brought to the Reich from across Europe to serve the Nazi war economy, and made up over a quarter of the
  entire labour force.20 During the last months of the war, as Allied armies advanced and as there was less work to keep foreign labourers occupied in
  factories without the fuel or raw materials needed to maintain production, foreign workers became less and less inclined to do as they were told. Concern was expressed (for
  example, in a Wehrmacht report on civilian morale in Berlin at the beginning of 1945) about drunken foreigners carousing on trains, ‘hanging about by day’ in bars ‘apparently
  without anything to do’, and engaging ‘in brisk black-market activity’.21 Foreign workers, according to a report from Swabia in
  southern Germany, were behaving in a ‘more provocative, insolent, arrogant’ manner, and ‘the employers often no longer dare to reprimand the foreigners for fear of
  revenge’.22 Many barracks for foreign labourers had been destroyed by Allied bombing, leaving their erstwhile inhabitants to fend for themselves
  as best they could, and the Gestapo grew increasingly anxious about the activities of ‘foreigner gangs’ and ‘terrorists’ – labourers who had gone underground and lived
  from stealing among the ruins of bombed-out cities.23 Although often motivated by sheer hunger, those whom the Gestapo referred to repeatedly as
  ‘terror gangs’ seemed to confirm Nazi ideas about the inherently dangerous nature of foreigners and the need to deal harshly with the threat they posed. Looters were shot, and local
  Nazi Party functionaries were keen to let the public know about it, especially when those executed were foreigners.24

  Communication between Berlin and the rest of the country became more difficult to maintain as the telephone and postal systems collapsed, effectively allowing local officials greater latitude in
  responding to threats, both real and perceived. On 6 February Ernst Kaltenbrunner, the last chief of the Reich Security Main Office, decreed that heads of police offices throughout the Reich could
  themselves decide ‘about special treatments with regard to crimes deserving death’. Local Security Police commanders were allowed wide discretion when it came to executing foreign
  workers (especially in the case of Russian workers, where they were authorized to decide on their own). Lack of firmness was not to be tolerated: ‘From all police offices [I] expect the
  highest state of readiness, responsibility, robust action, no hesitation. Ruthlessly eliminate any defeatism in one’s own ranks with the harshest measures.’25 The fact that the Third Reich was collapsing did not motivate its leaders to reassess their suicidal course: it spurred them on to further acts of murder.

  This campaign of terror was particularly intense as Allied forces approached the Ruhr region, where huge numbers of foreign labourers lived in an increasingly bombed-out
  industrial landscape. In late January the head of the Security Police in Düsseldorf, Walter Albath, made clear to Gestapo offices throughout the region what was expected: ‘The current
  overall situation will induce [anti-social] elements and foreign workers and also former German Communists to engage in subversive activity. The greatest vigilance therefore is required.’
  Albath left no doubt what this meant: ‘in all cases that come to light’ they were ‘to strike immediately and brutally’.26
  During the late winter and early spring of 1945 – when controls over foreign labourers were eroding, when there was little to keep the work force busy in factories where production largely
  had ceased, and when hungry gangs of foreign labourers, emboldened by the imminent defeat of the ‘master race’, were roaming Germany’s streets – hundreds of foreign workers
  who had landed in Gestapo and police gaols, often for theft of food and for looting, were massacred.27 In Ratingen a ‘special police court’
  was established in mid-March on the orders of the Gestapo head in Düsseldorf, Hans Henschke, and promptly set about its work: on 12 March it sentenced to death for ‘gang
  criminality’ 35 ‘eastern workers’, who were dispatched in a bomb crater to the south of Essen with bullets to the back of the head.28
  A week later Henschke was at work again, this time ordering the execution of a further 30 ‘eastern workers’ near Wuppertal. Police gaols were emptied and prisoners marched to nearby
  forests where they were shot. In Gelsenkirchen on 28 March, 11 ‘eastern workers’ were shot by the local police in the city forest on the orders of the Gestapo in Münster; in Bochum
  between 25 March and 9 April at least 26 people, most of them workers from eastern Europe, were shot in the cellar of the police offices on the recommendation of the local Gestapo; and in Dortmund
  altogether more than 230 men and women, most of them Russian workers and prisoners of war, were shot in the back of the neck by the Gestapo between 7 March and 8/9 April 1945.

  Such executions by police were by no means confined to the Ruhr. During the last couple of months of the war, police across Germany were on the rampage against ‘community aliens’. On
  24 March members of the Gestapo office in Darmstadt removed the 14 remaining prisoners from the gaol attached to the local court in Bensheim and executed them in a nearby
  forest. Two days later a police commando shot 81 Russian women and six men in the course of the ‘evacuation’ of the ‘Workers’ Educational Camp’ in Hirzenheim near
  Frankfurt as the American Army approached. (These camps had been set up, under the control of the Gestapo, for the supposed work-shy; towards the end of the war they effectively were transformed
  into ‘extended police prisons’ for the growing numbers of people being scooped up by the Nazi police state.)29 On 31 March a commando of
  the Security Police at the Kassel-Wilhelmshöhe railway station rounded up and shot 78 Italian workers suspected of having plundered a Wehrmacht foodsupply train. The Gestapo chief in Hannover,
  Johannes Rentsch, proved particularly zealous, authorizing local Gestapo chiefs to execute Russian forced labourers without further ado: in Ahlem, to the west of Hannover, Gestapo officers murdered
  82 imprisoned labourers and prisoners of war at the beginning of March, and on 6 April a further 154 Soviet forced labourers imprisoned in the police gaol and the ‘Workers’ Education
  Camp’ at Lahde fell victim. In Kiel between January and the end of April 1945, the Gestapo murdered at least 200 prisoners; in Frankfurt on the Oder the Gestapo liquidated over 750 prisoners
  from the penitentiary in Sonnenburg, including some 200 foreigners. On 12 April the Leipzig Gestapo shot 52 prisoners, most of them eastern European labourers, in nearby Lindenthal, and five days
  later did the same to some 300 concentration camp prisoners in Abtnaundorf. Throughout Germany the pattern was repeated: prisoners were selected, transported to some isolated place of execution,
  shot and dumped in mass graves. This ‘naked terror of the final phase of war’ was not simply a response to orders emanating from the centre; it persisted beyond the point where any
  direct link remained with the Nazi leadership in Berlin – for example, in Schleswig-Holstein, which had been cut off from Berlin at the end of March but where the Gestapo and SS continued to
  murder prisoners.30

  It has been estimated that altogether over ten thousand people were executed in this way within the Reich during the last months of the war.31
  Roughly 90 per cent of the victims were foreigners, the majority of them foreign labourers from Eastern Europe.32 The remainder
  were a few German Jews who had managed to survive the deportations to the death camps, Communist resisters, and Germans who for some reason or other had been considered suspicious. Many things
  fuelled this last wave of murder: prejudice against eastern Europeans whose behaviour may have appeared to confirm racist stereotypes; hatred of people whose countrymen were pounding Germany into
  the ground; grudges and thirst for vengeance; the growing radicalization of German police, to whom acts of brutality became almost second nature; and a feeling among Gestapo and SS members, who saw
  little future for themselves in a postwar world, that they might as well take as many people down with them as possible. In some respects these murders paralleled the execution of German
  ‘defeatists’ and deserters during the last weeks of the war. Yet they had another, racial dimension: the foreigners most frequently targeted – generally from eastern Europe,
  branded as criminal, often ragged and in ill health, disorderly and constituting a threat to Germans now that the Nazi state was crumbling – were of precisely those groups which the Nazi
  regime had sought to exterminate. Although in some instances German police moderated their behaviour as Allied armies approached, in others they continued to murder prisoners even as Allied
  artillery shelled the towns in which they were working.33 Often, the perpetrators of this last outburst of Nazi violence were people who had learned
  their trade in Nazi-occupied eastern Europe – many of the commanders of the Security Police responsible for the wave of murder within Germany in early 1945 had been heads of Security Police
  squads in the east (for example, in the General Government in Poland)34 – and now were employed to ‘strike immediately and brutally’
  to shore up the home front in the ‘final struggle’. The Nazis’ war of extermination had come home.

  Not all the killing was done by people in uniform or ordered by officials. The war, and years of racist dictatorship, had also eroded standards of civilized behaviour among many
  ‘ordinary’ people. In the last weeks of the war, the murder of ‘others’ became almost fortuitous, an action demanding little thought. To take one example, an account of an
  almost routine act of murder in the Ruhr region:

  
    
      At the beginning of April 1945, as American troops already stood at the Rhine-Herne-Canal near Oberhausen, the miner C. and a certain K. were in a
      bunker in Oberhausen. A woman appeared and said that a flat in the Ruhrortstraße was being looted by Russian workers. C., K. and a few other men went to the flat, but found no one there.
      A Russian worker was discovered on a railway embankment nearby. He was seized by C. and K. and brought to the police. They [the police] claimed that the matter was not their affair. No one
      seemed concerned about whether the Russian worker had been looting or not. A Wehrmacht officer declared that he did not have any people available to shoot the Russian. K. showed a real desire
      to kill the worker: ‘. . . the Russian must be shot; if the Wehrmacht does not do it, then he, K., would do it himself.’ Subsequently C. and K. went with the Russian worker, whom
      they held by the arms, to the Sports Ground Concordia. They were accompanied by ‘other people, especially by adolescents’. K. shot the alleged looter in the sports ground in front
      of a bomb crater.35

    

  

  Vigilante action, not just against foreign labourers but also what the Nazi leadership referred to as ‘popular justice against Anglo-American murderers’ – the
  lynching of British and American bomber crews who bailed out over German territory36 – reflected both the diminishing reach of the state and the
  brutalization of everyday life.

  •   •   •

  The terror in the areas remaining under German control in early 1945 was aimed not just against hapless prisoners and foreign labourers who found themselves in the wrong place
  and the wrong time. It was targeted against German ‘racial comrades’ as well. As Allied armies smashed their way into the Reich and it became obvious that Germany’s war was lost,
  ‘defeatism’ and looting by Germans as well as foreigners became increasingly serious concerns for a Nazi leadership determined to fight on to the bitter end. The spectre of 1918, when
  Germany’s armies supposedly had been ‘stabbed in the back’ at home, was never out of the minds of Adolf Hitler and the Nazi (and military) leadership. A repetition of November
  1918 was to be prevented through terror. Germans who appeared to be ‘defeatist’, who sought to avoid fighting and dying in the futile final battles, were to be
  hunted down and killed. Minor infractions could result in execution, as in the case in early February of an unfortunate town council official in Silesia accused of having ‘left his official
  post near the front line at a time of danger without sufficient reason and without the knowledge of his superiors’. The man was sentenced by a special court and executed.37

  On 15 February 1945 the terror aimed against Germans was given an ostensibly legal framework when Reich Justice Minister Otto Thierack issued a decree establishing summary courts martial in
  ‘defence districts threatened by the enemy’. The jurisdiction of these courts martial extended to all offences ‘which jeopardize German combat strength or determination’
  – a category so broad as to include almost anything.38 Chaired by a professional judge sitting alongside a Nazi Party official and an officer
  drawn from the Wehrmacht, the Waffen-SS or the police, these courts were designed to operate almost completely outside what was left of a legal framework. Three decisions were open to it: to
  execute the accused, to release him or her, or to hand the accused over to a regular court. With these summary courts martial, the last shreds of legal protection for the accused were swept away.
  Empowered to hand out death sentences to anyone who allegedly undermined the war effort, these courts were, as Martin Bormann noted with satisfaction, ‘a weapon for the annihilation of all
  parasites of the people’.39 While some judges, to their credit, evaded serving in these courts, others did as they were expected.

  Although we lack a systematic investigation of how these summary courts martial operated, it appears that they did the job for which they had been designed. Hastily constituted, they sprang into
  action as Allied armies approached, and severe measures were applied to stop local inhabitants from surrendering their towns in an effort to prevent the death and destruction which, inevitably,
  would result from continued fighting. Judges and assessors were hastily called to serve on the courts, which wasted little time on legal niceties before handing out draconian sentences. For
  example, the summary court martial set up in Lohr (between Aschaffenburg and Schweinfurt) had as its chairman a local court official, serving together with two lay assessors:
  a lieutenant who had been wounded and happened to be convalescing in Lohr with his in-laws and a junior officer who also had been wounded and was employed as an instructor in a local training
  school for the Volkssturm. The prosecutor was a lieutenant who had been discharged from the Wehrmacht as unfit for duty after suffering a severe head wound and who then headed the
  Volkssturm training school. The two lay assessors and the prosecutor had attempted to avoid serving on the court, but were compelled to do so on military orders. However, their initial
  reluctance to get involved did not prevent them at the beginning of April – after a hearing lasting barely 45 minutes – from sentencing a local doctor to death for having tried to
  secure the surrender of the town to the approaching Americans without fighting.40 The results of this quasi-judicial murder campaign frequently were
  displayed for all to see. For example, as the war neared its end and the Americans approached Lohr, the SS hanged six local notables.41

  In the east it was no different. For example, in Stargard in Pomerania on 17/18 February, shortly before the town was conquered by the Soviet Army, the last ever edition of the Stargarder
  Tageblatt announced in a banner headline, which could serve as an epitaph for the Third Reich, ‘On Adolf-Hitler-Square the hanged are swinging in the wind’.42 Over 60 years later (in the interview in which he revealed his membership, as a 17-year-old, in the Waffen-SS) Günter Grass recalled: ‘The first dead that I
  saw were not Russians, but Germans. They were hanging from the trees, many of them were my age.’43

  Hundreds of Germans were executed in the last weeks of the war for displaying insufficient enthusiasm for continuing the war or for trying to bring the fighting to a stop.44 Not all of these cases necessarily were processed through Thierack’s special courts, because some functionaries of the regime and SS members found resorting even to
  this summary process too laborious. In the chaos of the last days of the Reich, true believers lashed out at their ‘racial comrades’, but the shape this took depended greatly on local
  circumstances. Where local Nazi Party bosses were particularly fanatical and the fighting on the ground particularly intense, the local population was especially at risk. One
  such case was that of Heilbronn, in south-western Germany. Heilbronn had been bombed heavily in December 1944, and from the 3rd to the 12th of April 1945 there was bitter and enormously destructive
  fighting on the ground before the Americans finally overcame German military resistance. The district Nazi Party leader Richard Drauz (later described as the ‘butcher of Heilbronn’)
  proved remarkably bloodthirsty, and unleashed an utterly lawless wave of terror against the local population, leading to a shooting spree by local Nazis. This left 14 people, including a
  local-government official and his wife, dead for allegedly having displayed white flags from their homes.45 Another case was that of Erwin Helm, a
  career army officer who had advanced to the rank of major. During the last stages of the war, Helm became the leader of a ‘snatch squad’ of the Wehrmacht’s Seventh Army and then
  got his own ‘court’ which left a bloody trail across southern Germany. Helm drove around in a grey Mercedes bearing the sign ‘flying court martial’ and leaving behind
  numerous soldiers and civilians executed, often without even the pretence of judicial proceedings.46 During these last days of the Reich, the Nazi
  ‘racial community’ was held together by terror and murder, and as the Allies arrived many Germans had more to fear from their own regime than from their external enemies. As the
  intelligence staff of the U.S. Sixth Army Group, which had occupied large portions of Baden, Württemberg and western Bavaria, observed at the end of April 1945, German civilians had to protect
  their homes and property not so much against the Allies as against Nazi fanatics unwilling to accept defeat.47

  •   •   •

  German soldiers were no less likely to become victims of Nazi terror than were German civilians. As the Wehrmacht crumbled and its lines of communication were destroyed, the
  opportunities increased for German soldiers to leave their units, cast off their uniforms, hide among the civilian population and try to sit out the final stages of the lost war. Not surprisingly,
  the number of soldiers who deserted rose substantially.48 And not surprisingly, ruthless measures were taken to prevent desertion: military police and
  SS units patrolled behind the lines, and any soldier who was apprehended and unable to provide the necessary identification or who was suspected of desertion faced the rope or
  the firing squad.49

  The more brutal the retaliation, the more pleased was the Nazi leadership. Thus, in January 1945, Himmler commended the commander of the ‘fortress’ city of Schneidemühl (200
  kilometres east of Berlin), not least because he had shot retreating German soldiers and hung signs from the corpses announcing ‘that is what happens to all cowards’.50 Orders distributed to the Nazi Party Gauleiters on 9 March to ‘strengthen the front’ by capturing deserters, stipulated that all Wehrmacht soldiers
  discovered away from their military units and who had not been wounded were to be shot.51 The leadership was determined that there would be no
  repetition of the end of the First World War, when, according to Hitler in Mein Kampf, ‘tens of thousands of deserters [. . .] were able to turn their backs on the front without
  special risk’. Hitler had been adamant that ‘the deserter must know that his desertion brings with it the very thing that he wants to escape. At the front a man can die, as a
  deserter he must die. Only by such a draconian threat against any attempt at desertion can a deterring effect be obtained, not only for the individual, but for the whole
  army.’52 Wehrmacht ‘justice’ treated those accused of desertion with remarkable severity, and some 15,000 were executed. (By
  contrast, a mere 18 German soldiers had been executed for desertion in the First World War, and only one American soldier and no British soldiers were executed for desertion during the Second World
  War.)53

  •   •   •

  The mayhem of the last months of the Third Reich was facilitated and exacerbated by the destruction of Germany’s infrastructure by Allied bombing and the battles fought
  on German territory. Communication – which was necessary for the regime to maintain its grip on the population – became increasingly difficult. Many services that people in developed
  countries tend to take for granted no longer existed: telecommunications, the postal service, the railways, local public transport, road networks, gas and electricity supply, and water and fuel
  supply, largely ceased to function. In the heavily bombed city of Siegen, for example, the gas supply had been cut in mid-December 1944 and gas remained unavailable for the
  remainder of the war; electricity supply ceased on 15 March 1945 and was not restored; the supply of running water was largely disrupted from the beginning of March, leaving people to get their
  water from street pumps; and railway traffic ceased completely in mid-March 1945.54

  The collapse of infrastructure meant that civil administration, schools and the police, as well as military units, increasingly were cut off from the central authorities, from one another, and
  from the people they were meant to rule. As the Third Reich approached its end, directives from Berlin or from regional centres no longer necessarily reached their intended recipients. At the local
  level, those in government or Party offices and in police stations were left increasingly to their own devices, for good or ill. While some local functionaries used their new-found freedom to
  distance themselves from the more insane orders of the leadership, others seized the opportunity to lash out against fellow citizens who failed to display sufficient commitment to the Nazi cause.
  The collapse of infrastructure also led people – both Germans and the millions of others who had been brought, generally against their will, to the Reich – to behave in ways which
  brought them increasingly to the attention of the Nazi police state. This was true particularly with regard to food: rations were cut repeatedly in early 1945, and even what notionally could be
  purchased according to the reduced ration schedules, was no longer available.55 Consequently, Germans looked increasingly to the black market towards
  the end of the war, and engaged in looting. Civilians, soldiers and foreign labourers looted shops and homes, railway cars, left-luggage offices at railway stations, wine cellars, coal stores, and
  government installations as civil order broke down and police no longer were able to protect property.56 Crime, which had risen during the war, now
  increased substantially, and the police were less and less able to suppress it.57 The bombing created new opportunities for theft, from the ruins of
  businesses and dwellings; as the black market grew, Germans were drawn into illegal activity. With parents working long hours, serving in the armed forces or dead, and with schools closed in order
  to provide shelter for refugees or taken over by the Wehrmacht,58 young people were drawn into activities branded as illegal; and
  as the infrastructure disintegrated, it became increasingly difficult for the police to impose order. They could murder, but they no longer necessarily could control.

  Unlike the circumstances which prevailed during the previous years of Nazi rule, the savagery let loose by the regime during the first four months of 1945 was not the product of its tight
  control of German society. Instead, it was an expression of the breakdown of order, which brought a willingness, and indeed desire, to engage in violence and an utter disregard for the lives of
  individual human beings. The horrors of the death marches and the appalling conditions in vastly overcrowded concentration and transit camps in early 1945, as well as the terror meted out to German
  soldiers, civilians and foreign labourers during the last months of the Reich, arose from the inability to deal with the consequences of collapse, or to respect the most basic human values. After
  twelve years of Nazi rule, violence had become second nature to the regime; in the end violence was all that it had left to offer.

  •   •   •

  In 1945 the connection between the regime and the people appears to have broken almost completely. The vast majority of Germans no longer shared the perspectives offered by the
  Nazis and increasingly sought just to survive as best they could. While Hitler and those closest to him welcomed and sought death – and expected Germans to do the same – most people
  still in Nazi-controlled territory wanted to emerge in one piece from the escalating nightmare. The violence of the Third Reich no longer offered rewards for Germans, who now distanced themselves
  from their regime. No longer was there any sense in continuing to support the war effort, since to continue the war served only to postpone the inevitable at a huge cost in life and property. The
  destruction of other countries – or at least the profiting from the exploitation and destruction of other peoples and countries – may once have provided a basis for popular support for
  ‘Hitler’s People’s State’.59 In the end, however, when all that the regime could offer its people was increasingly vicious and
  random violence from which no one could be safe – this link between people and regime was severed.

  The end of the Third Reich spelled the end of dictatorial control over the lives of Germans. This neither occurred suddenly, when the German armed forces finally
  surrendered in May 1945, nor meant that the Nazi regime was incapable of extinguishing hundreds of thousands of lives in its final months. The murder and mayhem of the final months resulted from
  the regime lashing out in desperation, with its remaining fanatical supporters tied to their apocalyptic ideology while its hapless subjects were compelled to look after themselves, often in the
  most dreadful circumstances. With the collapse of the regime, the bases for the Nazis’ attempt to mobilize the German population for campaigns of violence, conquest, domination and murder,
  were swept away. Their last measures cost many people their lives, but they failed to prevent Germans from trying to avoid death. In the end, as the Third Reich collapsed, collective dreams and
  nightmares gave way to individual fears and hopes.

  The violence dispensed by an increasingly desperate Nazi regime during its last months not only cost huge numbers of concentration camp prisoners, foreign labourers, German soldiers and
  civilians their lives. It also contributed to the transformation of Germany into a nation of self-proclaimed victims, where it was everyone for him or her self. The murder and mayhem of the first
  four months of 1945 helped to distance the population from National Socialism, as Germans were exposed to what other people across the European continent knew only too well. Nazism was no longer
  identified with economic recovery, order, conquest and strength, but rather with fear and wanton murder. In a sense, the final terror campaigns achieved their purpose: to a considerable extent
  German society was atomised in 1945, which helped to prevent a repetition of what had occurred at the end of the First World War. The chaos, desperation, fear and violence of early 1945 reduced
  people’s horizons and concerns to their own small worlds. The larger universe faded away as Germany went down to defeat. In this ‘zero hour’ the Nazi past was largely left behind
  and personal survival became all-important. This perhaps was the last achievement of Nazism, and it was achieved through violence, brutality and murder.
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  FLEEING FOR THEIR LIVES

  
    
      Nothing at all was prepared. The population fled aimlessly in all directions. E. Müller1

      •   •   •

      We believed that we soon would return. No one imagined the scale of the tragedy. Former mayor of Löbau, Neumark District2

    

  

  When they emerged from the Second World War, Germans remembered not so much the suffering that their regime had inflicted on others from
  1939 onwards as they did the suffering they themselves experienced in 1945. Of all the hardships which Germans endured at the end of the war, it was the removal of millions from their homes which
  perhaps cast the darkest shadow. During the last months of the war and in its aftermath, the German people, whose own regime had brutally removed populations from their homes across Nazi-occupied
  Europe, became victims of one of the greatest forced removals of people in the history of the world.3 Millions lost their homes in the east – in
  the former eastern German provinces of East and West Prussia, Pomerania, Silesia and the eastern portions of Brandenburg; in the Sudetenland, in Romania, Yugoslavia, Poland, Hungary and the Baltic
  countries – either having fled or been expelled and moved westwards into what became the four occupation zones of Germany. (Austria, it should be noted, became home to relatively few of the refugees and expellees after the war – roughly 430,000 altogether.)4 The first postwar German census, carried
  out on 29 October 1946 in the four occupation zones, recorded 5,645,000 expellees from the former eastern regions of the Reich.5 When one adds those
  expelled from Czechoslovakia (primarily from the Sudetenland, where some 3.3 million Germans had lived before the war and from which nearly 3 million refugees came to postwar Germany), from
  pre-1939 Poland, Hungary, Yugoslavia, Rumania and the Baltic, and those who went to postwar Austria, the total approaches 12 million.6

  This huge forced removal fundamentally altered the human and social geography of the German people as well as the economic and political geography of their country. It spelled the end of German
  settlement in regions that had been inhabited by German speakers for hundreds of years and that had formed the old heartlands of Prussia and of the East Elbian land-owning aristocracy. It cut
  millions of Germans off from their Heimat, from the communities and connections which had sustained them and from which they had drawn a sense of identity, and it altered the religious and cultural
  map of Germany. It changed the face of German-speaking Europe and created a sense of victimhood among millions of Germans who had lost homes that they were never to see again.

  The Potsdam Agreement reached by the victorious ‘Big Three’ in the summer of 1945 stipulated blandly that ‘any transfers [of population] that take place should be effected in
  an orderly and humane manner’.7 However, the manner in which the transfer of the German population was carried out by the Poles and the Czechs was
  hardly humane. Early estimates of casualties among the Germans who fled or were expelled from their homes in the east exceeded a million dead; according to rough calculations made by the West
  German government in the 1950s, as of late 1950 1,390,000 people who had lived in the former eastern regions of Germany were unaccounted for, presumed dead, as a consequence either of the fighting
  in the last months of war, of the deportations carried out by the Soviet authorities, or of the dreadful conditions that had accompanied the move westwards.8 Altogether, it has been estimated that by 1944–1945 some 16.5 million Germans were living in the areas of eastern Europe (excluding the Soviet Union)
  to be affected by the exodus. By 1950 something over 11.5 million had left, as a result either of flight or of expulsion; of the remainder, some 2.2 million were unaccounted for by the Germans and
  presumed dead (with the remainder having stayed more or less where they were.)9 Claims that more than a million died are probably overestimates, made by
  a West German government keen during the 1950s to emphasize the suffering of the German people; more recent calculations have put the number at about 500,000 – which itself is hardly an
  insignificant figure.10

  •   •   •

  The story of German flight and expulsion from eastern Europe did not begin with the Soviet military offensive of January 1945. Neither were all those who were displaced from
  the east long-standing inhabitants of the areas they vacated, nor did all those who moved westwards in the later stages of the war do so amidst the panic of early 1945. To begin with, some of those
  who fled or were expelled from the east, beginning in early 1945, had themselves resettled – or been resettled – during the war, to live in dwellings which had been taken from Poles
  whom the Germans had forcibly removed. A substantial number of ethnic Germans were resettled during the war, particularly from the Baltic countries after the USSR took them over in 1940; in January
  1944 roughly 352,000 of these ethnic Germans from the Baltic were in occupied Poland. In addition, an even larger number of Germans from the Reich had taken up the Nazi challenge to settle and
  ‘Germanize’ the conquered east, and in January 1944 these numbered some 472,000 in occupied Poland.11 Thus at least some of the Germans
  forcibly removed from their homes in 1945 and 1946 had profited from the forced removal of others, in particular in occupied Poland, during earlier stages of the war.

  Furthermore, the movement of Germans from their homes within Germany did not begin suddenly in January 1945. On the one hand, millions had been evacuated during the war from cities threatened by
  Allied air attacks or had lost their homes due to the bombing. Many of these evacuees were moved eastwards, to regions from which they then would be removed at the end of the war: during the war an
  estimated 825,000 Germans were sent from areas endangered by the bombing to the eastern provinces, 450,000 of these to Silesia alone.12 On the other hand, the successes of the Red Army during the second half of 1944 led many Germans to flee westwards from areas where they had settled (or been settled during the
  war) in the Baltic, in Poland, in Romania, and then from East Prussia as Soviet forces reached that province in the autumn of 1944. Thus on the eve of the great migration westwards, the population
  of eastern Germany included ‘racial comrades’ evacuated both from territories further to the east and from cities in the west.

  •   •   •

  For those lucky enough to have left eastern Germany behind before January 1945, the experience generally bore little resemblance to what their compatriots would experience in
  the months that followed. One such was the historian Wolfgang Schieder, who was born in Königsberg in 1935 and who, in an interview in March 1999, described his move from East Prussia to
  Bavaria:

  
    
      I lived in Königsberg until I was nine, then I had to leave from there – like all the Germans. It is easy to assume that the flight from East Prussia had a
      traumatic effect on me, but that was not the case. Already at the beginning of 1944 my parents had me, together with my younger siblings, brought to the countryside in West Prussia, where my
      grandmother owned a farm. In the autumn of 1944 I went by train via Berlin on endless journeys to Bavaria. As a child I did not experience that as dramatic but rather as something incredibly
      exciting. I did not feel the loss of Heimat which had afflicted an entire generation of German refugees and expellees, and naturally I therefore did not have any revisionist dreams later. I
      felt myself at home in Bavaria relatively quickly, although at the beginning I did not speak the dialect and, in the village where we had landed, was of the ‘wrong’
      confession.13

    

  

  Schieder’s childhood home of East Prussia had been the first part of the Reich reached by the Soviet Army and the first German province whose
  population faced mass evacuation. In the initial waves of evacuation from East Prussia – the first in late July/early August 1944 and the second in October, as Soviet forces occupied sections
  of northeastern East Prussia – roughly one quarter of the population (in the main women and children, the elderly and the ill), left the province.14 What occurred in October 1944 was of tremendous importance for events in early 1945, for it framed expectations everywhere of what would happen if and when the Russians
  arrived. The name which was seared into German consciousness was Nemmersdorf, a village in the district of Gumbinnen in north-eastern East Prussia. Nemmersdorf was occupied by Soviet forces on 20
  October as they marched into the districts of Gumbinnen and Goldap; when Wehrmacht units re-occupied the area a few days later, they found that numerous German civilians had been killed. The Nazi
  propaganda machine made the most of the scene, giving it prominent and graphic coverage: the ‘gruesome Bolshevik crimes in East Prussia’, including pictures of mutilated corpses of
  German victims, were featured prominently in German news propaganda so as to arouse the greatest possible fear.15 The propaganda worked. The atrocities
  in Nemmersdorf became almost legendary, with descriptions of how the Russians left behind a scene (according to later testimony of a member of a Volkssturm unit charged with clearing up
  Nemmersdorf in the wake of the short-lived Soviet occupation in 1944) of mutilated dead bodies, of naked women nailed to doors, of infants whose heads had been smashed, of dozens of corpses of
  women and children ‘almost without exception murdered in a bestial manner’.16 The immediate effect was panic. Not only did the temporary
  Soviet occupation of north-eastern East Prussia lead to substantial flight by Germans in the autumn of 1944, but the images of Nemmersdorf fuelled fears which drove millions to flee westwards ahead
  of the Red Army in early 1945.

  East Prussia therefore occupies a special place in the history of the removal of Germans from what had been eastern Germany. As a consequence of the evacuations from the eastern districts of
  East Prussia in 1944, roughly a half a million people already had left the province by the beginning of 1945, in generally well-organized programmes, for Pomerania or for
  Saxony and Thuringia further to the west. Whereas in March 1944 the total population of East Prussia (not including the RegierungsbezirkWest Prussia) had been 2,346,000, at the end of 1944
  only 1,754,000 remained in those parts of the province still under German control.17 This meant that when the Soviet Army conquered the north-east of
  East Prussia the area was largely devoid of people; hundreds of years of German settlement there had come to an end. In many places elsewhere in the province, however, the population increased as
  refugees found temporary sanctuary. For example, the numbers of people in the Braunsberg district, along the Baltic coast between Königsberg and Elbing, grew between September and December
  1944 from 66,000 to 97,000.18

  The wave of flight from East Prussia in the wake of the Soviet offensive in January 1945 was quite different from what had gone before. This time the evacuations were chaotic. Despite the
  exposed position of the province, the East Prussian Nazi leadership had not prepared for the eventual evacuation of the remainder of the civilian population. Like his counterparts in Danzig-West
  Prussia (Albert Foerster) and in Lower Silesia (Karl Hanke), the East Prussian Nazi Party Gauleiter and ‘Reich Defence Commissar’, Erich Koch, stubbornly refused to countenance
  evacuation orders. According to the mayor of Insterburg (in the north-east of the province, and East Prussia’s third-largest town after Königsberg and Allenstein):

  
    
      . . . preparations for evacuation in the event of enemy danger were neither made nor permitted. The Gauleiter [Koch] asserted repeatedly that not only the Wehrmacht but,
      above all, the [civilian] men now called up by him would hold fast to the soil of the Heimat, and that no enemy would be able to penetrate the province again.19

    

  

  Koch, the Insterburg mayor claimed, had ‘repeatedly asserted that there was no danger for the population. [. . .] The Wehrmacht and the Volkssturm would [. . .]
  smash any enemy attack.’20 Consequently, instead of a planned evacuation, when the Red Army appoached there was panic. With
  the Russians at the gates, the civilian population did not wait for orders: ‘Almost nowhere did a timely and organized evacuation take place, on the contrary the departure of the East
  Prussian population constituted a disorderly flight which was triggered at the last moment and which was completely chaotic.’21

  From the 19th to the 26th of January hundreds of thousands of East Prussians streamed westwards. However, for many it was too late. The unexpectedly rapid Soviet advance in the south of the
  province – Allenstein was occupied by Soviet forces on 21 January – severed rail links and cut the overland routes of escape. The East Prussian population also received scant assistance
  from the military. Although the commander of the Wehrmacht’s Fourth Army, General Friedrich Hoßbach, ordered – without Hitler’s permission and against the dictator’s
  expressed wishes – that the forces under his command attempt to break out to the west, he displayed little concern for the fate of the civilian population. According to Hoßbach, the
  treks of civilians hampered the attempts of the Wehrmacht to break through to the west; consequently, he ordered that they ‘must get off the roads’, and on 24 January he noted callously
  that ‘the civilian population has to remain behind . . . That sounds cruel, but unfortunately it cannot be helped’.22 (This contrasts
  sharply with the image that Hoßbach projected in his memoirs, where he referred to the military commander’s ‘moral obligation’ and asserted that ‘in the deliberations
  for the conduct of the struggle for East Prussia the fate of the population could no longer remain neglected’.)23 As a result, most of the East
  Prussians who fled overland at this time ended up in the hands of the Soviet forces. Only a small proportion managed to reach the western bank of the Vistula.

  Left in the lurch by both the Nazi Party and the Wehrmacht, the civilian population faced a terrible choice. Cut off from the Reich by land, they now had only two paths of escape westwards: over
  the ice on the Frische Haff and along the Frische Nehring (the sandy spit of land that paralleled the East Prussian coast) along the Baltic, or by ship from the port of Pillau, to the north of
  Königsberg. Tens of thousands tried to flee over the ice while temperatures reached 20–30 degrees below zero; many fell victim to the freezing weather or to strafing from Soviet aircraft, while German police combed groups of fleeing people for adolescents and middle-aged men who were pressed into Volkssturm units. By the end of February
  – as the ice over the Frische Haff was breaking up – some 450,000 had escaped via this path.

  The sea route remained open longer. Ships began ferrying evacuees out of the province from Pillau on 25 January. One woman from Königsberg who managed to escape by sea from Pillau later
  described the scene:

  
    
      It was bitterly cold, the temperature was between 20 and 28 degrees below zero. Since Pillau had not been prepared for such an onslaught, a large proportion of the poor
      people had to camp out under the stars, and therefore many of the people [who had] gathered, especially children, already froze to death there. As soon as a ship berthed in the harbour it was
      stormed. Any organization dissolved.24

    

  

  Another refugee described what happened at Pillau on the last Sunday in January, when 28,000 people from Königsberg arrived at the harbour desperately hoping to board a
  ship heading westwards:

  
    
      At the harbour everyone was pushing towards the ships. There were terrible scenes. Human beings became animals. Women threw their children into the water [against the moored
      boats] just in order to keep up or in order that they not be crushed to death in the crowd. The general confusion was now made even greater when completely disorganized military units streamed
      into the city and into houses, looted, intermingled with the refugees and also pushed to get themselves onto the ships. In order to get through the cordons to the harbour, soldiers took
      children from their mothers and claimed that they wanted to bring their families on board! Others put on women’s clothing and thus attempted to get away on the ships.25
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