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Praise for

WHAT REALLY HAPPENED: THE DEATH OF HITLER


“Robert J. Hutchinson’s What Really Happened: The Death of Hitler is by turns a historical account, a Cold War political thriller, and a forensic detective story all rolled into one. Hutchinson has an unerring sense of the important details while maintaining a dynamic and vigorous narrative throughout. What Really Happened: The Death of Hitler is a riveting summary of more than seventy years of myth, mystery, and misdirection about where, when, and how Adolf Hitler met his end.”

—DANIEL ALLEN BUTLER, author of Field Marshal: The Life and Death of Erwin Rommel

“An excellent primer and clarifier on the circumstances of Hitler’s death. Robert Hutchinson provides a well-written antidote to ‘fake history.’ ”

—ROGER MOORHOUSE, British historian and author of Killing Hitler: The Plots, the Assassins, and the Dictator Who Cheated Death



Praise for

WHAT REALLY HAPPENED: THE LINCOLN ASSASSINATION


“Robert Hutchinson gives a fresh and comprehensive account of the well-known story of Abraham Lincoln’s assassination, putting it in a new light. Included are the plans gone awry, the what-ifs, and a journey deep inside the twisted mind of John Wilkes Booth, who called an audible that day and changed the course of history. If you’re going to read one book about the Lincoln assassination, this is the one.”

—SCOTT RANK, author of History’s 9 Most Insane Rulers and host of the History Unplugged podcast
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Rebellion against tyrants is obedience to God.

—Benjamin Franklin







INTRODUCTION



The announcement, although longed for by much of the civilized world, was still a surprise when it came.

At 10:25 p.m. on May 1, 1945, German radio ceased the music it was playing, Bruckner’s Seventh Symphony. A stern announcer’s voice came on the air:

“It is reported from the Führer’s headquarters that our Führer Adolf Hitler, fighting to the last breath against Bolshevism, fell for Germany this afternoon in his operational headquarters in the Reich Chancellery,” the announcer intoned in German. “On April 30, the Führer appointed Grand Admiral Dönitz his successor.”1

A moment later, the voice of Grand-Admiral Karl Dönitz, commander-in-chief of German forces in the north, came over the radio waves:

“German men and women, soldiers of the armed forces: Our Führer, Adolf Hitler, has fallen,” Dönitz declared. “In the deepest sorrow and respect the German people bow. At an early date he had recognized the frightful danger of Bolshevism and dedicated his existence to this struggle. At the end of his struggle, of his unswerving straight road of life, stands his hero’s death in the capital of the German Reich. His life has been one single service for Germany. His activity in the fight against the Bolshevik storm flood concerned not only Europe but the entire civilized world.”
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Based on Nazi radio reports, newspapers around the world featured enormous headlines stating that Hitler was dead, including this May 2, 1945, edition of the U.S. Army newspaper The Stars and Stripes. Wikimedia Commons



Then Dönitz repeated what the announcer had said—that he was now the acting head of state. Dönitz asked for the German people’s confidence as he strove to save Germany from destruction by “the advancing Bolshevist enemy.” He promised his listeners that “if we do all that is in our power, God will not forsake us after so much suffering and sacrifice.”

The next day papers across the world broadcast the stunning news with banner headlines.

“Der Führer Gefallen,” reported the Hamburger Zeitung.2 “Hitler Dead,” the U.S. Army newspaper, The Stars and Stripes, blared in giant type that took up half the page.

Other papers mirrored the message, with a few noting that there was no actual evidence for this news aside from the claims of the Nazis themselves.

From the very first reports of Hitler’s death, there was skepticism. The Nazis hadn’t invented fake news, but they had certainly perfected it, and some newspapers were understandably hesitant to accept the reports at face value.

“I still find it difficult to believe that Hitler is really dead,” the Associated Press’s Berlin correspondent Louis Lochner wrote. “Hitler couldn’t afford to accept unconditional surrender, so what may prove to be the legend of his meeting a hero’s death had to be staged. I still cannot escape the feeling that Hitler is some place where nobody expects him to be.”

The problem was that no one in the West could investigate what really happened for quite some time.

Western Allied forces did not enter Berlin for almost two full months after Germany formally surrendered on May 8, 1945.

While the conquest of the city had been assigned to Soviet Russia at the Yalta Conference the previous February, U.S. and British commanders had wanted to push ahead anyway. British Field Marshal Bernard Montgomery’s 21st Army Group was within striking distance of the city from the west, and there were plans for the U.S. Army’s 17th Airborne Division, 82d Airborne Division, and 101st Airborne Division to seize the key Berlin airfields of Tempelhof, Rangdor, and Gatow.

But other Allied military leaders, including General Dwight Eisenhower, supreme commander of Allied forces in Europe, feared that Nazi forces might try to take up a redoubt in the heavily defended German Alps where they could delay the end of the war by months, perhaps even years. One of the biggest rumors of World War II was that the Nazis had built a vast, virtually impregnable underground fortress hidden in the Alps. But that wasn’t the only reason American forces held off from seizing Berlin. Another American general, Omar Bradley, warned that it might cost a hundred thousand casualties to capture the capital in the face of desperate German resistance.

As a result, Eisenhower ordered Western Allied forces not to cross the Elbe and Mulde Rivers to the west of Berlin. Instead, the Western Allies would concentrate on southern Germany and on cutting off any resistance there, making sure German troops did not head into the mountains. The United States would let Stalin have Berlin.

For seven weeks, U.S. and British military forces stood outside the German capital as the 1st Belorussian Front of the Soviet Red Army, under the command of Marshal Georgy Zhukov, destroyed and looted much of the city.

What the German population had feared the most, the vengeance of the Soviet military, is precisely what it got. There were widespread reports of summary executions and rapes of German women.3 Thousands of German women committed suicide rather than endure that fate. There were accounts of men shooting their wives and all of their children. Some women deliberately slashed their faces with razors to avoid attracting the attention of Soviet soldiers.

The British were furious. They had wanted to capture Berlin and were already thinking about what the postwar map of Europe would look like. Eisenhower, a soldier and not a statesman, wanted the war to end as quickly as possible and with as few Allied casualties as possible. He was regarded as dangerously naïve by British leaders such as Winston Churchill.

When the Western forces finally did enter Berlin on the Fourth of July, 1945, to take control of their respective sectors, one of the great mysteries they faced was this: What happened to Adolf Hitler?

People today, accustomed to movie reconstructions of Hitler’s final days in the so-called Führerbunker, as in the 2004 German film Downfall, don’t realize that these reconstructions took decades to gradually piece together. Many of the witnesses to the final days in the Führerbunker were dead, missing, or being held prisoner in Soviet military camps, kept away from both journalists and Western intelligence investigators. Some were able to tell their versions of what happened only a decade or more after the war had ended. A few never told the full stories of what they knew until the 1990s or even the 2000s.

The truth is, in the early months and years after the war, no one in the West knew what really happened to Adolf Hitler. All investigators had to go on were the initial reports from the Nazis themselves and conflicting statements from the Soviets. And no one seemed able to produce a body… or even part of a body.

By all accounts, Soviet troops arrived at Hitler’s Chancellery headquarters on May 2. At first, the Soviets said they had found no remains of Adolf Hitler at all. He appeared to have vanished. However, just a few days later, Russian sources contradicted this initial report and said that Hitler had, in fact, been killed and his body burned. They also produced a photograph of a dead man who looked very much like Hitler with a bullet hole in his forehead, a body said to have been found inside the bombed-out bunker. Yet by the end of that summer of 1945, the Soviets had reversed themselves yet again and were now claiming that Hitler actually had escaped… aided by the Western Allies!

Where Was Hitler’s Body?

In the final days of the war, Berlin was in chaos. Soviet units battled the remnants of the German army, reinforced by teenage boys and old men, in savage door-to-door combat. Top Nazi officials such as SS Chief Heinrich Himmler put on disguises and were caught trying to sneak out of the city under assumed names. Others, including Hitler’s longtime secretary and confidant Martin Bormann, vanished without a trace.

Many wondered: Could the same thing have happened with Hitler?

It was well known that the German dictator had used body doubles, including a man named Gustav Weler, who occasionally took Hitler’s place at ceremonial events.

Could top Nazis have faked the Führer’s death, killed one of the body doubles—and spirited their leader out of the country?

While unlikely, such a scenario was not outside the realm of possibility. Even during the final Soviet assault, planes continued to fly in and out of Berlin, using the city’s deserted boulevards as makeshift runways. Nazi Armaments Minister Albert Speer had flown into the city on April 23 to say a final goodbye to Hitler, Eva Braun, and his other comrades. A plane was spotted taking off from the East-West Axis Road, in the Tiergarten, as late as April 28. Could Hitler have escaped by plane?

In early July, after American forces had entered Berlin, Time magazine reported that Hitler’s chauffeur had claimed that the Nazi leader had been shot in the head and his body burned outside the Reich Chancellery.

Yet if that were true, where were Hitler’s remains? Where was Hitler’s body?

To this day, it has never been found.

To make matters even more confusing, in July 1945, British newspapers began reporting that a Soviet officer had claimed that a blackened body thought to have been Hitler’s corpse was in reality “a very poor double.”4


[image: Image]
From the late 1940s until the mid-1960s, sensationalist tabloids such as the Police Gazette regularly ran stories alleging that Adolf Hitler had escaped from Germany and was living secretly in Argentina. Pulp International



Not surprisingly, rumors about what really happened to Hitler ran wild in the years after the war.

Almost immediately, in July and August 1945, there were reports that Hitler had been sighted alive. There were literally thousands of news reports of Hitler sightings in 1945 and then throughout the rest of the 1940s.

“The Hitler mystery continues to grow daily,” one newspaper report in recently declassified FBI files stated. “As most of the other Nazi bigwigs prepare to go on trial for their lives at Nuremberg, the most hunted of all the Nazis, Adolf Hitler, still is absent and unaccounted for. Is Hitler dead or alive or in hiding? If he died, as most of his confederates claim, why has his body never been identified or found?”5

One account said that Hitler had succumbed to a cerebral hemorrhage. Another claimed that the Nazi leader had been held prisoner by Himmler. Still others asserted that Hitler had escaped from Berlin at the last minute and made his way to South America.

The most plausible rumor was that Hitler and Eva Braun had boarded a small plane at the last minute, flown to a secret Nazi airbase in Denmark and then on to Spain, and then escaped Europe by submarine, traveling across the Atlantic to the German colony in Argentina. The idea was that, before Hitler and Braun escaped, subordinates had dressed another man’s corpse in the Nazi leader’s uniform and a woman’s body in Eva Braun’s clothes to make it appear they had died.

This rumor was buttressed by apparently accurate accounts of German submarine activity off the Argentine coast in the summer of 1945. The rumors were sufficiently credible that no less an authority than General Eisenhower himself was reported to have believed, at least for a time, that Hitler actually had escaped.

More creative stories even claimed that the doubles likely had dental work done before they were killed to fool any doctors carrying out autopsies on their bodies.

The Official Story

In September 1945, the Western Allies launched an investigation to determine the truth. British intelligence decided to get to the bottom of conflicting Soviet accounts and possible disinformation to find out what really happened in the Führerbunker in late April. A young British Army major, Hugh Trevor-Roper, who in civilian life was a professional historian at Oxford, was assigned to investigate the matter.

Trevor-Roper spent only two months on his initial investigation and was only able to interview about seven German eyewitnesses. Many of the key witnesses of events in the final days in the bunker had been taken away to Soviet prison camps.

Nevertheless, Trevor-Roper’s account of what happened to Hitler, published in his 1947 book The Last Days of Hitler, became the consensus view among mainstream historians and remains so to this day. (Trevor-Roper’s credibility took a beating in the 1980s, however, when he vouched for the authenticity of one of history’s great hoaxes, the forged documents known as The Hitler Diaries.)

According to Trevor-Roper and most professional historians, by the last days of April 1945 it was apparent to all, including Hitler himself, that the jig was up. The Thousand Year Reich was coming to an end after just a dozen years.

Berlin was surrounded by the Soviet Red Army. Soviet artillery units were systematically destroying the city, block by block. Hitler believed that his two most trusted lieutenants, Field Marshal Hermann Göring and Heinrich Himmler, had both betrayed him—Göring by trying to usurp his position as Führer and Himmler by negotiating with the Allies.

In the early hours of April 29, according to the official consensus, Hitler married his longtime mistress, Eva Braun, and then dictated his last will and testament to his secretary, Gertraud “Traudl” Junge. Perhaps mindful of the ignominious end of Benito Mussolini and his mistress—hanged upside down for public humiliation in Milan just two days before—Hitler stated in his will that he had no intention of suffering execution at the hands of his enemies.

“I will not fall into the hands of an enemy who requests a new spectacle, exhibited by the Jews, to divert his hysterical masses,” Hitler declared in the document, which the Allies obtained after the war. “I have therefore decided to remain in Berlin, and there to choose death voluntarily at the moment when I believe the residency of the Führer and Chancellor can no longer be held.”

According to the witnesses interviewed by Trevor-Roper, the next day, April 30, Hitler ate lunch with his two secretaries around two in the afternoon. He was then joined by his new wife, who wore a dark blue dress. The couple met with everyone remaining in the Führerbunker, shaking hands and bidding farewell.

Around 3:30 p.m., Hitler and Eva Braun retired to Hitler’s spare personal quarters. After a brief delay, a single shot was heard. When two men finally entered the bedroom, they found Hitler lying dead on the sofa, soaked with blood. Next to him lay Braun, an unused revolver lying next to her. She apparently had died by biting down on a cyanide capsule.

The body of Hitler was wrapped in a blanket and carried, along with that of Braun, down the bunker hallway passages to a stairway leading to the emergency exit above. Outside, machine-gun fire crisscrossed nearby streets and artillery shells could be heard pounding the neighborhood.

Two or more people were observed by a guard in a nearby gun tower carrying Hitler’s body, the face and chest wrapped in a blanket, while another carried the clearly visible body of Eva Braun. The men laid the two bodies side by side in a large bomb crater in the garden outside the bunker. They then poured over them 180 liters of gasoline from five Jerry cans that had been placed nearby earlier that morning.

But before the soldiers had finished the job, Russian artillery fire forced them to retreat to the safety of the bunker doorway. One of the men had to light a rag doused in gasoline and toss it from the bunker doorway over to the depression where the bodies had been placed. As the gasoline caught fire and the bodies burst into flames, the soldiers stood at attention and raised the Nazi salute. Continuing artillery fire forced them to seek refuge in the bunker, but they returned periodically to pour more gasoline upon the corpses.

After dark, when the bodies had been burning for a few hours, the soldiers returned to bury what was left of them. The soldiers moved the remains to a nearby bomb crater, filled the crater with dirt, and smoothed the dirt over. They intended to keep the burial site a secret, but the guard in the tower was still watching, and he could see the burial spot clearly. And, it would turn out, he was not the only witness.

This was where Hugh Trevor-Roper ended his account—with the burial of the bodies. The Oxford historian admitted that he was unable to determine what happened to Hitler and Eva Braun’s mortal remains. Their bones, he said, “have never been found.”

The Continuing Mystery Surrounding Hitler’s Death

Inevitably, much of the public remained skeptical of the official story. Polls taken at the end of the war revealed that 50 percent of Americans didn’t believe Adolf Hitler and Eva Braun had committed suicide in their bunker in 1945 as captured Nazi officials claimed. Instead, they believed the dictator had faked his own death and escaped, perhaps to Argentina.

This wasn’t a crazy opinion. It was widely reported in the news that Joseph Stalin had told Allied leaders that Soviet forces never discovered Hitler’s body and that he personally believed the Nazi leader had escaped justice. At least two German submarines crossed the Atlantic and landed on the coast of Argentina in July 1945. Plus, there were numerous reports of top Nazi officials successfully fleeing to South America, where there was a large German colony.

And as incredible as it sounds, the mystery surrounding Adolf Hitler’s death only deepened over the decades. In May 1960, Israeli agents announced that they had kidnapped and spirited away to Israel none other than SS-Obersturmbannführer Adolf Eichmann, one of the chief facilitators of the Holocaust. He had been living quietly under an assumed name in a house he had built for his family at 14 Garibaldi Street in the San Fernando neighborhood of Buenos Aires. Eichmann’s capture seemed to give credence to the theory—later popularized in Frederick Forsyth’s 1974 novel The Odessa File—that there existed a secret international network dedicated to helping top Nazis escape after the war.

A few years after Eichmann was tried and executed by the Israeli government, the Soviets appeared to change their story once again. In 1964, Marshal Vasily L. Chuikov, the Soviet general who led the final assault on Berlin, claimed in his published memoirs that the Soviet Army had indeed found the “scorched body of Hitler”—despite what Stalin and other Soviet leaders had said—when they arrived at the Reich chancellery building on May 2, 1945.

“When the troops of the Eighth Guards Army broke into the courtyard of the Reich Chancellery on the morning of May 2, they found a still smoking rug, and in it the scorched body of Hitler,” Chuikov wrote.6 The general didn’t say, however, what the Soviets ultimately did with Hitler’s remains. Four years later, in 1968, a Russian journalist claimed he knew what had really happened. In a book published in Germany, the journalist, Lev Bezymenski, who had served as an interpreter during the Battle of Berlin, stated that the Soviets had secretly buried Hitler’s body in a hidden location, along with the remains of Eva Braun and the entire family of Nazi propaganda minister Joseph Goebbels. What’s more, he added that the Soviets had physical evidence of Hitler’s death in their top secret archives—a portion of his skull, teeth, and jawbone.

This was an important development—yet this account, too, was widely doubted. For one thing, the Soviets adamantly refused to allow outside experts to examine any of the physical evidence they claimed to have in their possession. Soviet officials permitted Bezymenski to reproduce in his book photographs of teeth they claimed were Hitler’s but refused to allow any Western scientists or investigators to see, much less examine, the dental remains for themselves. Only after the fall of the Soviet Union in the 1990s, and then again in 2003, did Russian officials permit Western journalists to take new photographs of skull and jaw fragments that the Russians claimed had been taken from Hitler’s autopsy a half-century earlier.

And it wasn’t until 2009, sixty-four years after Hitler’s alleged death in 1945, that the Russians finally allowed scientific experts to test the physical remains, and they weren’t happy with the results. University of Connecticut archaeologist and bone specialist Nick Bellantoni flew to Moscow to examine the skull fragments and perform DNA tests. His conclusions shocked the world: The skull fragment that the Russians claimed was from Hitler had actually belonged to a woman between the ages of twenty and forty, Bellatoni announced. It was not Hitler’s skull after all.

This was a bombshell revelation that resulted in headlines across the world.

“Tests on skull fragment cast doubt on Adolf Hitler suicide story,” The Guardian asserted in a headline in September 2009. The paper concluded, “In the wake of new revelations, the histories of Hitler’s death may need to be rewritten—and left open-ended.”7

“Adolf Hitler may not have shot himself dead and perhaps did not even die in his bunker, it emerged yesterday,” agreed the UK’s Daily Mail newspaper. “The story of Hitler’s death will have to [be] rewritten as a mystery—and conspiracy theorists are likely to latch on to the possibility that he may not have died in the bunker at all.”8

That claim was an understatement.

Almost immediately, a slew of books appeared asserting that Hitler not only hadn’t died in the manner historians had long believed—shooting himself in the head in his underground bunker—but had actually escaped to Argentina, just as the Soviets had originally claimed. The most influential of these revisionist accounts was Gerrard Williams and Simon Dunstan’s 2011 thriller, Grey Wolf: The Escape of Adolf Hitler.

As unbelievable as the conspiracy theories in these books appeared, it soon came to light that at least some experts had taken the claims of Hitler’s escape seriously enough to investigate them: officials at the U.S. Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) and Central Intelligence Agency (CIA).

In 2014, President Barack Obama signed an executive order authorizing the release of all top secret FBI and some CIA documents related to Hitler’s death. Researchers quickly discovered that both agencies had indeed investigated claims of Hitler’s escape well into the 1950s and beyond, even dispatching field agents to Argentina. Because of this, in 2015, the History Channel launched a three-year reality TV series, Hunting Hitler, hosted by a former CIA case worker, that set out to investigate afresh the circumstances of Hitler’s death. As the series was running, in 2017, Western scientists were finally able to perform exhaustive forensic analyses on the physical remains the Russians have in their archives.

What Really Happened?

Thus, as we can see, there has been enough obscurity and conflicting claims surrounding the death of Adolf Hitler that it seemed an appropriate subject for the recently launched What Really HappenedTM series.

The goal of this series is to summarize the facts surrounding key events in history as clearly and accurately as possible, without embellishment. The series seeks to avoid theories, conspiracy or otherwise, and stick closely to what is actually known or can be reasonably proven from existing evidence. For this book, then, I wanted to tackle head-on some of the enduring questions that have surrounded Hitler’s death, including…


	What did surviving Nazi eyewitnesses really say about the Führer’s final days in the bunker—and could they have been lying to aid Hitler’s escape?

	If Hitler didn’t escape, why did the Allies not find his body?

	What about Hitler’s proven use of body doubles? Could Hitler have used a body double in the bunker while he and Eva Braun flew to safety in a long-range aircraft that took off from a runway in Berlin’s Tiergarten?

	How did Hitler managed to escape numerous assassination attempts when hundreds of top military leaders were plotting his death?

	Why did the FBI continue to investigate reports of Hitler’s survival for more than a decade after World War II—reports that were only declassified in 2014?

	What about sensational claims in books such as Grey Wolf that Hitler and Eva Braun lived in an isolated chalet in the Andes—and that Hitler died in 1962?

	Why were forensic tests on crucial physical evidence only conducted in 2017, more than seventy years after World War II ended?



… to name just a few.

To probe these questions, I delved into mainstream historical accounts written by Hugh Trevor-Roper and other top historians, examined firsthand the once–Top Secret reports in FBI and CIA files released in 2014, and studied the first-person accounts of eyewitnesses who were with Hitler in his bunker during the final days of World War II.

Some of these eyewitness memoirs have become available only in the last few years as the last surviving Nazis, such as Hitler’s bodyguard, Rochus Misch, penned their autobiographies in their old age (Misch wrote his account, in German, in 2013). And as noted above, the results of physical tests, conducted in 2017, only became available in 2018.

To piece the story together, we begin with the famous attempt to assassinate Hitler that occurred on July 20, 1944, long planned by high-ranking officers in the German military but finally carried out by the young German aristocrat Claus von Stauffenberg. We begin with this and other assassination attempts because what happened later—Hitler’s final orders and decision to hole up in an underground bunker in Berlin—was shaped by Hitler’s perception that he had been betrayed by his own military. And a look at the July 20 assassination plot inevitably requires briefly exploring some background information on who Hitler was, how he came to power so quickly, and why he was able to captivate an entire nation to such a degree that the only way they could break free was through his death. From there, we trace the unfortunate events that prevented Stauffenberg from succeeding and explore how Hitler’s survival only fed his increasingly irrational sense of his own invincibility and drove forward the final bloody events of the war. In the final months of 1944 and in early 1945, it became clear to many that Germany was an apocalyptic drama right out of Wagner’s operas, a Götterdämmerung or “twilight of the gods” in which Hitler would fight to the death. The failure of the German military to kill Hitler meant there would be no negotiated peace and no pause in the carnage—that the industrialized slaughter would go on until Hitler was dead. Finally, we examine how the final climax to the story—the death of Hitler—ended up not merely shrouded in mystery but actually covered over, for more than sixty-five years, with deliberate lies and deception. As we will see, the answer to the question of what really happened to Adolf Hitler was only definitely resolved in 2018.

As part of this investigation, I took a year-long crash course in German at a local college and traveled to Berlin to see for myself the site of Hitler’s bunker (now buried beneath a parking lot off Gertrude-Kolmar-Strasse), the Bendlerblock complex of offices where Colonel Stauffenberg plotted Hitler’s death and was himself executed, the Reichstag, the Wannsee Villa where the Final Solution was revealed and discussed, Plötzensee Prison where Hitler’s would-be assassins were executed, Stauffenberg’s house, and other sites related to the Nazi era. I also watched the twenty-two lost film interviews with Führerbunker eyewitnesses, conducted in 1948 by Nuremberg Judge Michael Musmanno but only rediscovered and released to the American public in 2015.

As with all book projects I’ve undertaken, I could not have finished this one without the support and patience of my wife and children. My five adult children must have viewed with alarm the growing pile of books about Nazis that suddenly appeared in my office, the endless documentaries about World War II in our Netflix and Amazon Prime feeds. I should also thank Alex Hoyt, my agent; Elizabeth Kantor, my editor; and Alex Novak, the publisher of Regnery History. As always, I would also like to thank my beautiful and research-obsessed wife, Glenn Ellen, for sticking with me for more than thirty years and enduring the craziness of the writing life. She is my inspiration in more ways than she knows.

—Robert J. Hutchinson,

Berlin, February 2020







1 PLOTTING THE DEATH OF HITLER




At 5:30 on the morning of July 20, 1944, a young German officer sat up in his bed in the cozy three-story house he shared with his older brother at 8 Tristanstrasse in the once leafy but now desolate suburb of Wannsee in southwest Berlin. The house still stands, an eerie reminder of a long-ago crisis and the mystery of how it ended.

The young officer had only slept for four hours the night before. Yet now he was wide awake, every nerve in his body on fire.

His name was Claus Philipp Maria von Stauffenberg.

Only thirty-six years old, the father of four young children, Stauffenberg had recently been promoted to chief of staff of Nazi Germany’s Reserve Army—known somewhat derisively as the Ersatzheer or Fake Army.

Just days before, Adolf Hitler had ordered the young officer to come up with a plan to provide badly needed reinforcements for the German troops who were fighting overwhelming Soviet forces on the Eastern Front. Stauffenberg had worked late into the night finalizing the report he would present personally to the Führer later that day.

Yet unbeknownst to Hitler, Stauffenberg and his associates were in reality doing everything they could to fail at their assigned task—without appearing to do so. The last thing they wanted was to send more young Germans to die fighting the Soviets, thereby prolonging the war.
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The plot within the German Army to kill Adolf Hitler was taken over in 1944 by a young aristocrat and army officer named Claus Philipp Maria von Stauffenberg. Wikimedia Commons



Stauffenberg stood up stiffly from his bed. His driver would arrive in just a few minutes, at precisely six o’clock.

Movie-star handsome—he looked a little like a young Clark Gable—Stauffenberg had a straight jaw, blue eyes, a full head of dark-brown hair, neatly parted on the left, and a bright smile.

Yet he was now also severely handicapped.

On April 7 the year before, serving with Field Marshal Erwin Rommel’s Afrika Korps in Tunisia, Stauffenberg had been badly wounded during the fighting that followed the Battle of Kasserine Pass, where Rommel had been engaged in a massive counteroffensive against newly arrived British, American, and French forces.

Stauffenberg, then a lieutenant colonel, had driven alongside units of the 10th Panzer Division near the Tunisian mountain town of Mezzouna. Suddenly, Spitfire fighter bombers from the Allied Desert Air Force appeared overhead and strafed Stauffenberg’s vehicle. He was nearly killed.

Despite three months in a military hospital in Munich, Stauffenberg lost his left eye (he now wore a black eye patch), his entire right hand, and the ring and pinkie fingers of his left hand.

Getting dressed in the standard-issue uniform of the Wehrmacht was therefore an ordeal. The tunic was thick gabardine material with large brass buttons and a stiff collar, and Stauffenberg had difficulty getting it on and off with only two fingers and the thumb on his left hand.


IN THEIR OWN WORDS


“They are shooting Jews en masse. These crimes must not be allowed to continue.”

—Claus von Stauffenberg, August 19421





With the steely determination for which he was known, Stauffenberg had trained himself to do it.

Now he quickly washed his face, shaved, and carefully pulled on a freshly ironed tunic. Stauffenberg wanted nothing unusual to draw attention to himself. Months of careful planning were about to come to fruition. The destiny of Germany, and of the entire world, was about to be irrevocably changed.

Since the previous autumn, the young German officer had taken over as de facto leader of a five-year-old conspiracy within the Wehrmacht—Germany’s armed forces—to overthrow the Führer. He was determined to do what dozens of other top-ranked generals, politicians, and religious leaders had been planning for years but failed to accomplish: to kill Adolf Hitler.

In addition, the conspiracy was far more ambitious than merely an attempt on Hitler’s life.

Stauffenberg and his associates were determined to save Germany from utter destruction, particularly from the marauding and revenge-minded Soviet Red Army.

Yet to do so, they not only had to kill Hitler and his top aides but also somehow neutralize the vast Nazi organization that had penetrated, like a virus, every facet of German life.

The conspirators had hit upon a brilliant way to do this: take advantage of an already existing Nazi plan, code-named Operation Valkyrie, that called for the Reserve Army bureaucracy to take control of the country in the event of an attempted coup or catastrophic breakdown of the Nazi government.


  EYEWITNESS ACCOUNT





“A man of intractable will… Stauffenberg was clear and purposeful in one respect: he did not want Hitler to drag the fatally imperiled army down with him in his own destruction. A soldier to the core, the salvation of his fatherland was equivalent in Stauffenberg’s mind to the salvation of the Wehrmacht.”

—Hans B. Gisevius, July 20 plot survivor2





The Nazis themselves had foreseen the possibility of a coup attempt. They feared that the four million foreign workers, prisoners of war, and outright slaves inside Germany might rise up against the government.

Playing on that fear, the conspirators had persuaded Hitler to establish an elaborate parallel system of communications and operations that could be activated, in an emergency, to maintain government control.

And unbeknownst to Hitler’s inner circle, anti-Nazi conspirators had partially infiltrated this alternative government apparatus at the highest levels. The key word, however, is partially. Some of the highest-ranking members of the Reserve Army, such as Stauffenberg, were plotting to kill Hitler; others took a wait-and-see attitude; and still others knew nothing about the plot.

General Friedrich Fromm, the head of the Reserve Army since 1937, was one example of an officer who was on the fence. The fifty-six-year-old career army officer, who knew about the conspiracy against Hitler, was an opportunist who took no active part in the plot but promised to support the conspirators if a coup succeeded.

Yet in a stroke of good luck, Stauffenberg—one of the few junior officers Hitler trusted—had recently been promoted to be Fromm’s deputy. It was this role, in fact, that required him to report to Hitler regularly.

As the Nazi war machine collapsed in the face of the combined Soviet and Western Allies’ advance, Hitler was continually reorganizing his military units and pretending he still had forces at their peak strength. In fact, however, the full-strength divisions that Hitler was moving around on his large military maps existed only on paper and in his own mind; in reality, he was deploying the tattered remnants of decimated units and the unfortunate teenagers and old men the Nazis dragooned into service at the end of the war.

The plan that Stauffenberg and his fellow conspirators had hatched was to kill Hitler and then blame his assassination on disloyal Nazi leaders. The conspirators would then activate the Operation Valkyrie alternative government, and the Reserve Army units under the control of the Valkyrie command center would quickly arrest all the top Nazi leaders, seize the communications centers, and declare that the Army had saved the country from anti-Hitler conspirators among Nazi Party officials.

In other words, the conspirators would use the Nazi government’s own emergency plan against it.

The plotters would then immediately declare a ceasefire and negotiate with the British and American governments for a separate peace to stop the advance of Soviet forces into Europe. It was an audacious plan that could well have worked—and saved millions of lives.

A German Prince

Stauffenberg was an unlikely choice to head up such an operation. He was only thirty-six years old and a member of the most prominent family in southern Germany. His parents held the titular ranks of count and countess.

Stauffenberg’s father, Alfred Klemens Philipp Friedrich Justinian, was a high official in the Kingdom of Württemberg, which, until 1918, had been a constitutional monarchy within the German Empire established in 1871. His mother, Gräfin von Üxküll-Gyllenband, came from an equally distinguished family. Born in 1907, Stauffenberg was raised in the rarefied atmosphere of a lavish country estate, Castle Stauffenberg, located amidst the rolling green meadows and lush forests of Lautlingen, just south of the university town of Tübingen. He and his two brothers, Berthold and Alexander, spent their childhood riding horses (Stauffenberg was an expert equestrian), playing classical music (he played the cello), and wandering the hills of Bavaria as part of the Wandervogel German youth movement.

Unsure of what to do with his life— he considered careers in music and architecture—Stauffenberg eventually followed the example of other sons of the aristocracy and joined the Army in 1926 at the age of nineteen. He was commissioned a lieutenant in 1930.

Like many Germans, Stauffenberg neither supported nor opposed the Nazis when they first came to power. He took a wait-and-see attitude and liked some aspects of the Nazi program. Stauffenberg supported the rearmament of Germany’s military, the renewal of German national pride, the annexation of parts of Poland and the Sudetenland, and even some aspects of Nazi racial ideology. Yet Stauffenberg, who was raised and remained a Roman Catholic all his life, never joined the Nazi Party.

The young aristocrat had been a member of the circle of intellectuals attracted to the esoteric writings of the German poet Stefan George, who had called for a spiritual aristocracy— what he called a “Secret Germany”—to rebuild the nation. Although the Nazis incorporated into their propaganda some of George’s concepts, including the idea of a “Thousand Year Reich,” George despised the Nazis. He fled to Switzerland shortly after Hitler came to power, dying there in 1933.

That same year, Stauffenberg married a young Lutheran aristocrat named Magdalena (“Nina”) von Lerchenfeld, the daughter of a Bavarian politician and a Baltic-German noblewoman. Although both their mothers were Lutherans, the young couple married in a Catholic ceremony in Bavaria, and their five children were raised Catholic.

As the years passed, whatever initial enthusiasm Stauffenberg may have felt for the Nazi promises to revitalize Germany dissipated. He became severely disillusioned.

Stauffenberg was not entirely free of the anti-Semitic bias of his age. Recent scholarship has even challenged the notion that he was an unqualified hero.3 Yet the barbarism of the Nazis towards the Jews and other persecuted minorities—seen, for example, during the Kristallnacht attacks on Jewish synagogues in 1938—genuinely disgusted him.

As a young officer, Stauffenberg participated in the German invasion of Russia code-named Operation Barbarossa. There he learned of and was appalled by the atrocities committed by the murderous Schutzstaffel (SS) units in Poland and elsewhere, including the mass shootings of Jewish civilians in Russia. He also witnessed the atrocities committed against Russian prisoners of war. (Some historians have recently claimed that he was complicit in some of these atrocities.)4

Soon Stauffenberg discovered that there was strong opposition to Hitler and the Nazis within the German Army. Disaffection with the Führer in the Wehrmacht had begun as early as 1934 but intensified in 1938. Many in the top ranks of Germany’s professional army regarded Hitler, who had served with distinction during World War I but only achieved the low rank of Gefreiter (lance corporal), as an arrogant, untrained military amateur who could very easily lead Germany to destruction. Yet so long as Germany’s newly rearmed armies swept from victory to victory, the anti-Hitler members of the military felt powerless to take action.

At first, it seemed that Hitler could do no wrong. The lightning-fast conquests, first of Poland and then of France, convinced many Germans that Hitler was a military genius. In reality, Hitler may not have known much about military strategy and tactics, but he had an instinctive grasp of the weakness of political leaders—and exploited that weakness every chance he got.

The Flight to the Wolf’s Lair

Just a few minutes after 6:00 a.m., Stauffenberg’s regular chauffeur, Gefreiter (Lance Corporal) Karl Schweizer, parked outside the house on Tristanstrasse. Stauffenberg and his older brother Berthold walked outside, passing through the brick gate that marked the entrance to the property.


[image: Image]
The house on Tristanstrasse in the Berlin suburb of Wannsee that Stauffenberg shared with his brother. Wikimedia Commons5



The night before, following Stauffenberg’s instructions, the driver had made his way to an address in nearby Potsdam, another quiet Berlin suburb. There he picked up a briefcase from a high-ranked Army official, Lieutenant Colonel Fritz von der Lancken.

Unbeknownst to Schweizer, who was not part of the conspiracy, the briefcase contained two rectangular blocks of plastic explosives, along with special acid detonators. For weeks, Stauffenberg had been carrying this briefcase of explosives with him into meetings with Hitler, waiting for an opportune moment to trigger the explosives and blow the Nazi dictator to bits.

After a frustrating series of aborted attempts, Stauffenberg believed that this moment had finally come.

Stauffenberg and his brother climbed into the staff car. They drove about a mile through the quiet, deserted streets to the home of Stauffenberg’s adjutant, Lieutenant Werner Karl von Haeften, age thirty-five, who was waiting outside on the street with his own brother, Lieutenant Bernd von Haeften, a naval officer. The four men then took the thirty-minute drive to Rangsdorf Airfield, located just twenty-five miles to the southeast.

At the airfield, they were joined by Major General Hellmuth Stieff, forty-three, and his aide, Major Röll. While their brothers both remained at the airfield, Stauffenberg and Haeften joined Stieff and Röll in the waiting Junkers JU-52 transport aircraft.6

One of the very few officers with personal access to Hitler, Stieff had once volunteered to kill Hitler himself in an elaborate suicide mission. Just two weeks earlier, Stieff was supposed to trigger a bomb when Hitler appeared at an enormous palace near Salzburg, Austria, but he had backed out at the last minute. It was only after Stieff had repeatedly refused pleas to carry out the mission that Stauffenberg had finally made up his mind that he would have to do it himself, despite his considerable physical handicaps.

Yet this presented a serious logistical problem: As the highest-ranking officer of the Reserve Army who was part of the conspiracy, Stauffenberg had to survive the assassination attempt. He had to return to Berlin in one piece to direct Operation Valkyrie, the takeover of the Nazi government by Reserve Army units. It was this complication, the fact that Stauffenberg had to perform not one but two impossible jobs—kill Hitler and also direct the Reserve Army takeover of the country—that partly explains what would happen next.

As Stauffenberg, Haeften, Stieff, and Röll climbed aboard the plane, Stauffenberg and Haeften waved goodbye to their brothers, who remained behind.

It was only 350 miles northeast from Rangsdorf Airfield to the small military landing strip outside of Hitler’s infamous Wolfsschanze, or Wolf’s Lair, his secret military headquarters near Rastenberg, East Prussia (now part of Poland). The flight would take about two hours.


[image: Image]
The ruins of Hitler’s secret headquarters in the forests of Prussia, now within the borders of Poland, can still be seen today. Hitler spent more than eight hundred days in this heavily guarded compound of bunkers and fortresses. Shutterstock



Stauffenberg was familiar with Hitler’s military headquarters. In fact, he had been there only five days earlier, on July 15, when he aborted another bombing attempt because none of the other top Nazi leaders, such as Hermann Göring and Heinrich Himmler, were present. At that time, the other organizers of the plot to kill Hitler were convinced that they had to eliminate all of the top Nazi leadership in one fell swoop. But now Stauffenberg believed they were running out of time. Hitler had to be killed immediately; otherwise, they might not get another chance.

The Wolf’s Lair was an elaborate compound of some sixteen hundred acres7 located in the middle of a thick forest, divided into three concentric security zones. These zones were manned by some of Hitler’s most loyal bodyguards, soldiers from the SS Reichssicherheitsdienst and the twenty-thousand-man-strong Führerbegleitbrigade. The outer zones were heavily guarded, protected by land mines, steel fencing and strictly monitored checkpoints. The innermost security zone, where Hitler stayed, contained a series of ten bomb-proof bunkers, including the Führerbunker, made out of steel-reinforced concrete six feet thick.

There were numerous wooden buildings inside the compound perimeter, including barracks, a radio and telex center, a cinema, a tearoom, mess halls, and so forth. Many top officials of the Reich, including Martin Borman, Hermann Göring, and Nazi Foreign Minister Joachim von Ribbentrop, also had quarters in this complex.

For all practical purposes, the Wolf’s Lair was impenetrable to conventional attack, though Hitler feared that an airborne commando unit might succeed in landing inside the perimeter.

As the war turned against Nazi Germany in 1942, Hitler spent no fewer than 800 days in this security bubble—safe, he thought, from attempts by the Allies or disloyal Germans to kill him. He would freely walk about the grounds, often taking his beloved dog Trudi on long strolls.

The Allies knew the precise location of the Wolf’s Lair, but both the Western Allies and Stalin had decided against an assassination attempt. Incredibly, they had concluded that Hitler was more valuable to them alive than dead. The military experts believed that it was Hitler’s own blundering errors—such as the decision to invade Russia in 1941—that had brought the war effort so close to its inevitable conclusion. The Allies feared that, were Hitler killed, his far more capable generals might be able to regroup, perhaps in the natural fortress of the Bavarian Alps, and significantly prolong the war.

And once Hitler was holed up in his heavily guarded Wolf’s Lair compound, the days of lone assassin attempts on his life by ordinary Germans were probably over. The only serious threat to Hitler came from within his own army. Yet, surprisingly, the guards at checkpoints throughout the Wolf’s Lair complex—and at Hitler’s personal residence, the Berghof, in the mountains of Bavaria—routinely checked credentials but never searched the belongings of top military officials entering. Had they done so, they would have discovered the secret bombs that Stauffenberg and others had brought into the inner sanctum of the Nazi regime on more than one occasion.


[image: Image]
The sheer scale of the Allied invasion at Normandy stunned Germany’s high command and may have strengthened the resolve of Stauffenberg and other plotters that, for the good of Germany and what was left of Europe, Hitler had to be killed. United States Coast Guard



Hitler’s security forces knew that there were civilian plots against the Führer’s life. As a result, fewer and fewer officials were allowed to see him. What his security guards did not suspect was an attack from within the top echelons of the military itself.

By this time, most of the German General Staff knew that the war was lost. Just over a month earlier, on June 6, the long-dreaded Allied invasion of the European continent occurred, at the beaches of Normandy in France. Code-named Operation Overlord, it was the largest seaborne invasion in history: more than 156,000 soldiers aboard 6,500 ships from the United States, Britain, Canada, and Free France, and more than 200,000 vehicles hit the beaches in successive waves along five locations on the Normandy coast. They were supported by 13,000 aircraft raining down death and supplies from the skies. After the beachhead was secured, it’s estimated that up to 1.3 million men came ashore to push towards Germany.


JUST THE FACTS

The D-Day invasion, Operation Overlord, involved:

156,115 U.S., British, and Canadian troops

6,939 ships and landing vessels

2,395 aircraft and 867 gliders



After a month of fierce fighting in the bocage, the French name for the dense hedgerow country near the beaches, the Allies finally liberated the heavily fortified French port of Cherbourg. The invasion had succeeded.

Just a few days earlier, on June 22, the Soviet Red Army had launched a major offensive from the east (code-named Operation Bagration) with 120 divisions. More than 2.3 million Soviet soldiers advanced against a battered and retreating Germany army of only 800,000 men.

Stauffenberg’s plane landed at the Wolf’s Lair airstrip at a quarter past 10:00 on the morning of July 20. It was already sweltering when the men climbed out of the plane into the bright Prussian sunshine. Within fifteen minutes, Stauffenberg and Haeften were on their way through the thick woods to the Wolf’s Lair compound, a drive of about four miles. On Haeften’s lap were two identical briefcases, each holding one of the rectangular blocks of plastic explosives. The plan was for Stauffenberg to arm both and place them at strategic locations in the underground briefing room where he would present his report to Hitler. The combined blasts in such a small space would kill everyone in the room.

Within twenty minutes, the staff car had arrived at the first main checkpoint, through which they passed without incident. The next checkpoint was two miles away, through a minefield. They had to pass through yet another checkpoint—and then another—before they finally entered a large open area that was patrolled by heavily armed members of the SS. This was the most secure area in the entire Third Reich, requiring a special pass issued by Heinrich Himmer’s personal Chief of Security. Incredibly, at none of these checkpoints were the possessions of Stauffenberg or his companions subjected to search.

Seemingly without a care in the world, Stauffenberg descended from the staff car in which he rode, casually handing his briefcase containing the plastic explosives to Haeften. He then announced that he was walking over to the mess hall for some breakfast.

Haeften took the briefcase containing the plastic explosives with him and went with General Stieff to a meeting in the main Army bunker.8 Before Stauffenberg went into his meeting with Hitler, he and Haeften would exchange briefcases.

But for now, Stauffenberg sat at a large table outside the mess hall, under an oak tree, where he was joined by the operations officer at Wolf’s Lair, Captain Heinz Pieper. Observers would later marvel at how relaxed Stauffenberg had seemed. He was waiting calmly to meet the most dangerous man in Europe—a man who, had he known what Stauffenberg was planning to do, could have ordered him shot on the spot or gruesomely tortured to death. Yet Stauffenberg sat contentedly in his seat, calmly eating his breakfast.

A Historical Enigma

It’s difficult for modern readers to appreciate the historical enigma that is Adolf Hitler. By some accounts a polite, modest man in person, kind to dogs and children and a longtime vegetarian, he bewitched an entire nation with his magnetic speeches and appeals to restored German greatness.

Yet Hitler was more than just a populist. He instigated the greatest crimes against humanity the world has ever seen: the deliberate attempt to systematically annihilate eleven million Jews in Europe and, once that was accomplished, to kill untold millions more Gypsies, Poles, Russians, and others.

Hitler was obsessed with the Germans’ supposed need for Lebensraum, living space. The “final solution” to this problem, in his view, was the literal extermination of entire populations. The Nazis set about this task by creating six industrialized death camps in Poland—Chelmno, Belzec, Sobibor, Treblinka, Auschwitz, and Majdanek—that were able to kill up to ten thousand prisoners per day.

When World War II was over, the battle-hardened Allied armies stood in horror at what they discovered: the mountains of human hair shaved off death-camp victims, the collected gold teeth, the enormous piles of emaciated human bodies.

In the end, the U.S. Holocaust Museum estimates the Nazis murdered in cold blood as many as 17 million people—6 million Jews, 5.3 million Soviet civilians, 3 million Soviet prisoners of war, 1.9 million Polish civilians, 250,000 people with disabilities, 300,000 Serbs, up to 220,000 Roma, and more.9

Eighty years later, historians still struggle to grasp the magnitude of the slaughter Hitler and his followers unleashed. The Germans alone lost between 4.4 and 5.5 million soldiers and another 400,000 civilians killed in Allied bombing attacks. The Russians lost 10 million soldiers and at least 16 million civilians, including deaths from famines. Altogether, historians estimate that World War II, the Holocaust, and war-related famines ended up killing between 50 and 75 million people over 15 years.10 The killing only stopped when one man, Hitler, was dead.

Yet the mystery is how anyone from such a modest background could set in motion evil on such an apocalyptic scale. Hitler started out in life as an impoverished, somewhat dreamy artist and would-be architect, eking out a living selling cheap watercolor postcards on the streets of Vienna.


[image: Image]
Adolf Hitler, fourth from the left in the top row, is seen here in a class picture taken in 1899, when he was just ten years old. Wikimedia Commons



He was born on August 20, 1889, in the small town of Braunau am Inn but raised in a suburb of Linz, Austria, in what was then the multiethnic Austro-Hungarian Empire. Hitler’s father died in 1903 when he was just fourteen. His mother died four years later, leaving Hitler an orphan. As a result, the future dictator left the Realschule or secondary school in Linz, also attended by the famous Jewish philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein, without graduating. He was technically a high school dropout.

Following his mother’s death in 1908, Hitler received a small inheritance. Just eighteen, he moved to the bustling Austrian capital of Vienna with a childhood friend named August Kubizek. In his memoirs of his childhood friendship with Hitler, Kubizek claimed that, while Hitler at first saw himself as an artist and tried to earn a living through art, he ultimately came to believe that he was destined for a career in politics. Either way, Hitler’s money soon ran out. He was often homeless, forced to seek refuge in shelters and soup kitchens.12


  EYEWITNESS ACCOUNT





“Hitler’s father would definitely have been anti-Jewish.… At [high school], Hitler must have known something of the political aspects of the Jewish question… for when I got to know him he was already openly anti-Jewish.”

—August Kubizek, Hitler’s childhood friend11





Without his secondary school leaving certificate, or Abitur, Hitler could not gain admission to a university. The famed Vienna Academy of Fine Arts twice rejected his application. He was also turned down by the School of Architecture (most of Hitler’s watercolors were of buildings, not of people).

Vienna at this time was a cosmopolitan melting pot of ideas, both good and bad. It was there that Hitler was exposed to a wide range of pan-Germanic and anti-Semitic currents, a fact he documented in detail in his autobiography, Mein Kampf (My Struggle). He described his time in Vienna as “five years of misery” and said that it was there that he became aware of two “menaces” to the German people—Marxism and Jews—which he soon decided were one and the same.13 Yet strangely, while Kubizek claimed Hitler was overtly anti-Semitic even in his adolescence, the future dictator apparently had some Jewish acquaintances, or at least business partners, in Vienna.14

After five years in Vienna, and perhaps to escape the Austrian draft, in 1913 Hitler moved to Bavaria, to the boisterous southern German city of Munich, then, as now, a center of German art and culture. When World War I broke out in August 1914, the failed artist promptly enlisted in the Bavarian Army—even though he was not a German citizen and thus technically ineligible.
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Adolf Hitler (seated, far right), shown here with comrades from the Bavarian Reserve Infantry Regiment 16, served as a courier during World War I. Like many Germans, he came to believe the false claim that the German military had been winning World War I but was betrayed by corrupt politicians who formed the Weimar Republic. Deutsches Bundesarchiv15



Hitler served with distinction throughout the war. He held the dangerous but lowly position of dispatch courier, carrying messages from front-line positions to commanders in the rear. Hitler was thus present at many of the most famous battles of World War I, including the Battle of the Somme, where a shell fragment wounded him in the leg. A mustard gas attack also temporarily blinded Hitler at the end of the war, landing him in a hospital. For his injuries, he was twice awarded the Iron Cross for bravery.

Then, for Hitler, the real disaster occurred. The Armistice agreement that ended the bloody fighting at 11:11 a.m. on November 11, 1918 (still celebrated as “the eleventh minute of the eleventh hour of the eleventh day of the eleventh month”) struck Hitler and many other battle-weary German soldiers as a hideous betrayal.

Many Germans would come to believe in the now-discredited “stab in the back” (Dolchstosslegende) theory of the war: that the German army was victorious on the battlefield but betrayed by cowardly politicians back home—particularly by the liberal republicans who, just as the war was ending, overthrew the constitutional German monarchy and instituted, largely peacefully, what became the Weimar Republic. The widely acknowledged vindictiveness of the Versailles Treaty imposed by the Allies—the terms of which made Germany’s economic recovery difficult—contributed to the acceptance of this false theory. In truth, Germany was not winning but losing the war when it finally capitulated. However, that may not have been evident to the millions of German soldiers in the field.

Later, Nazi propaganda would take advantage of widespread resentment over Germany’s defeat in World War I to build popular support. The Nazis would claim that the “architects” of Germany’s defeat and the creation of the Weimar Republic were primarily Communists and Jews out to weaken Germany’s national identity. This propaganda seemed plausible because of an attempt by German Communists, inspired by events in Russia in October 1917, to take advantage of the turmoil in Germany and seize power by force—just as the Bolsheviks had done.

The so-called Spartacist uprising broke out in January 1919 led by two openly Marxist intellectuals, Karl Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg. The new Social Democrat government crushed the revolt with the help of recently deactivated units of the German military, the so-called Freikorps. Both Liebknecht and Luxemburg were eventually beaten to death by soldiers and became martyrs to the communist cause. Luxemburg was Jewish—as were some other members of the German Communist Party. German anti-Semites made use of this fact to portray Jews in general as closet communists and enemies of the German people, plotting to defeat Germany from within.
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American newspapers from 1919 onward show the alarm with which the world viewed the political chaos then raging in Germany. It was this chaos that helped the Nazis build support among large swaths of the German populace. Wikimedia Commons16
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