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Preface


Adm. Wilhelm Canaris, Adolf Hitler’s chief of military intelligence, accomplished something that neither President Franklin D. Roosevelt nor Prime Minister Winston Churchill could ever achieve: he saved the lives of several hundred Jewish refugees and other racial and political “undesirables” by rescuing them from Nazi Germany and other Nazi-occupied countries. While Rabbi Stephen Wise and members of the World Jewish Congress, along with other Jewish leaders, protested Adolf Hitler’s campaign against the Jews in occupied Europe, Admiral Canaris actually removed hundreds of Jews from Nazi territory right past both the Schutzstaffel (SS) and the Gestapo.

By using his rank and authority, Admiral Canaris was able to smuggle hundreds of refugees, mostly Jews but not exclusively, out of the Third Reich by disguising them as his own intelligence agents. Many other individuals, in both the United States and Britain, tried their best to rescue Jews from Hitler and the Nazis, but Admiral Canaris actually succeeded. Admiral Canaris did as much to save Jews and other prisoners from Nazi death camps as Oskar Schindler but received far less credit for what he accomplished—which includes rescuing five hundred Jews from the Netherlands by enlisting them as his own agents and smuggling them out of the country. And Oskar Schindler was not being watched by the Gestapo and the SS while was carrying out his rescue operations.

Researching this book did present its problems, mainly because information regarding the admiral’s rescue efforts turned out to be so hard to find. This scarcity of information accounts for the fact that so few detailed accounts have been published about Admiral Canaris’s rescue activities. In fact, one reference librarian suggested that this project should be abandoned because there is not enough information to support a book-length account of the admiral’s efforts to rescue Jews and other “undesirables.”

No records exist that give the exact number of Jews and other refugees whom Admiral Canaris helped to escape the Nazis. The admiral was not able to smuggle to safety every victim of the Nazis, or even everyone he wanted to save, but he did his best to assist anyone who needed help. In March 1941, the head of the Abwehr section in The Hague approached Canaris with an idea for rescuing hundreds of Jewish residents in the Netherlands. Admiral Canaris approved the plan, and the transporting of about five hundred Jews began in May. The refugees were disguised as Abwehr agents and sent to South America, officially designated as “infiltration agents,” where they joined hundreds of authentic German agents operating in Argentina, Uruguay, Brazil, and nearly every other South American country. Their first stop was Spain, where they sailed to South America from Spanish ports. This was accomplished with the cooperation of Spanish dictator Francisco Franco, who had been friendly with Canaris since before the war. The admiral also encouraged sympathetic Abwehr officers to assist any Jews and refugees who were in trouble and did his best to see that Jews and “half Jews”—those with one Jewish parent—were supplied with false Abwehr identification. The fact that the Abwehr had the authority to issue its own visas, passports, and other documents made it impossible for the SS or the Gestapo to stop or even question these refugees.

In addition to Jews, the Nazis also persecuted intellectuals, Catholic priests, Polish nationalists, and anyone else they considered unsympathetic to the Hitler regime. Admiral Canaris also assisted as many of these “undesirables” as possible. The wife of the Polish military attaché to Berlin was given the necessary support to escape to Switzerland, and the archbishop of Krakow fled Poland with Canaris’s help. While the Nazis waged their campaign of persecution against these “objectionables,” Admiral Canaris was doing everything possible to hinder their campaign.

Wilhelm Canaris has frequently been called the mystery man of Adolf Hitler’s military intelligence department. He was a career naval officer, with an outstanding war record, who rebelled against the Nazi government. He was a product of a country that practiced institutionalized anti-Semitism, but he also helped rescue Jews and other enemies of the Third Reich at the risk of his own life. Although he was head of the Abwehr, Nazi Germany’s military intelligence branch, the admiral often gave the impression of not being able to handle the routine duties of a naval officer, let alone serve as the chief of Hitler’s spy network. An American journalist who met Admiral Canaris several years before the war admitted that he could not see how such a dull, uninteresting, and not-very-bright naval officer could have been appointed head of German military intelligence. “I could not believe that this rumpled, tongue-tied, absent-minded little man was the new chief of the Abwehr,” the journalist remarked.

But Admiral Canaris’s unmilitary bearing was actually a cover that he had devised for himself, and it camouflaged a very sharp and devious mind. He had been appointed director of the Abwehr because of his record as a naval officer during World War I, as well as for his political views—he was an ardent German nationalist who admired Adolf Hitler and believed that Germany should be the equal of every other European nation in terms of military might. When Adolf Hitler and the Nazis came to power in the early 1930s, Canaris supported their intent to rearm Germany and, especially, their desire to rebuild the German navy. He often spoke out in favor of Hitler and what he had accomplished to restore German prestige. But when the Nazis began their campaign of assassination and terror, including the systematic murder of thousands of Jews and other “undesirables,” the admiral turned completely against the regime. He determined to do everything possible to fight Hitler and the Nazis.

On the day World War II began in September 1939, Admiral Canaris said that a victory for Hitler would be catastrophic. To mislead and misinform German generals in the field, he deliberately gave incorrect and misleading intelligence reports regarding enemy intentions—as head of the Abwehr, Canaris had the ability to submit false information without being detected. This not only put German forces at a military disadvantage but also caused Hitler to lose faith in all of his intelligence services, including loyal agents who were supplying genuine information. Admiral Canaris also began rescuing “undesirables,” individuals who had religious or political beliefs that went against the Nazi point of view, and kept them from falling into the hands of the SS and the Gestapo. Admiral Canaris was deeply disturbed by Hitler’s persecutions, both on moral and religious grounds. Rescuing religious and political outcasts not only gave Canaris the satisfaction of saving lives but also helped to frustrate Hitler and his regime at the same time.

But the SS was beginning to become suspicious of Admiral Canaris as well as of his rescue activities. Border guards stopped a Jewish family at the Czech-German frontier and found thousands of American dollars in their luggage. Foreign currency was strictly regulated; the guards wanted to know exactly how they managed to acquire so many US dollars. Their explanation was that the Portuguese consul in Munich asked them to hold the money “on account.” It was discovered that the consul was an associate of Admiral Canaris and was also involved in a scheme to smuggle Jews out of German-occupied countries disguised as Abwehr agents.

The Gestapo was informed of this incident. They, in turn, informed the Sicherheitsdienst (SD)—the intelligence division of the SS. The Portuguese consul, Dr. Wilhelm Schmidhuber, was arrested and beaten by the Gestapo. Under pressure, Dr. Schmidhuber began talking about Admiral Canaris and his efforts to rescue Jews. An investigation was begun to determine exactly what Canaris knew about this rescue operation, but the admiral had enough political influence to stop it. The head of the SD, Reinhard Heydrich, had also become suspicious due the fact that so many Jews had been employed as Abwehr agents. Heydrich had the idea of combining the Abwehr and the SD and assuming control of both departments. He was always on the lookout for information that could be used against Admiral Canaris and his agency. But Heydrich was assassinated by Czech agents on May 27, 1942, which left Admiral Canaris in charge of the Abwehr and free to continue with his rescue campaign.

The admiral’s project for smuggling Jews out of Germany and German-occupied territory was unintentionally furthered by Hitler himself. In the summer of 1942, a sabotage operation, code-named Operation Pastorius, was launched against the aluminum and light-metals industry in the United States. Two four-man sabotage teams were sent across the Atlantic by German U-boats. One team landed in Florida; the other group came ashore on Long Island, New York. But one of the men, George Dasch, was an anti-Nazi who had made up his mind that the sabotage operation would not succeed. He went to the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) and reported details of the operation to federal agents. The FBI arrested the other men before they had the chance to do any damage.

When the failure of Operation Pastorius was reported to Hitler, he blamed Admiral Canaris for the fiasco—the operation had been carried out under the auspices of the Abwehr. Hitler shouted that the lives of eight specially trained saboteurs had been wasted because of the admiral’s incompetence. Admiral Canaris tried to explain that the men who had taken part in the operation were actually amateurs who had been chosen for the job because of their familiarity with America, not because of any specialized training. But Hitler was in no mood to be placated. “You should have used criminals or Jews,” he shouted, going on in the same general tone for quite some time. Admiral Canaris, along with the others in the room, stood by without saying a word.

Hitler’s outburst about using Jews gave Admiral Canaris an idea. He decided to take the remark literally and to interpret it as an order, a Führerbefehl, a special decree issued by Hitler. Whenever the admiral used his authority to assign new Jewish “agents” to the Abwehr, anyone in either the SS or the Gestapo who questioned Canaris’s order would be told simply, “Orders from the Führer.” At the time of Hitler’s outburst, both Feldmarschall Wilhelm Keitel and Heinrich Himmler were present, which conveniently supplied Canaris with two high-ranking witnesses to the Führerbefehl.

But the stress of his anti-Nazi activities, including the rescue of “undesirables,” was beginning to take its toll on Admiral Canaris’s health. By 1943, he was physically exhausted as well as mentally drained. In January, he was asked to help prevent an elderly Jewish man from being deported to Poland, which would almost certainly mean his death. The admiral had to decline, explaining that he was “hemmed in” and would not be able to assist.

Admiral Canaris was finally dismissed as head of the Abwehr at the beginning of 1944. The Abwehr’s failure to give any advance warning of the Allied landings at Anzio in January 1944 convinced Hitler that it should be abolished. Canaris was dismissed from the service on February 18, 1944. He was named director of the Economic Warfare Department, which was nothing more than a make-work desk job. Friends advised the admiral to go to Spain, where he would have the protection of Spanish dictator Franco, but the admiral did not want to leave. “I want to share the fate of Germany,” he told his wife. He came closer to getting his wish than he realized at the time. Admiral Canaris was implicated in the plot to assassinate Hitler on July 20, 1944, and was hanged on April 9, 1945, less than a month before Hitler committed suicide.

Adm. Wilhelm Canaris’s role in rescuing Jews has largely been overlooked, in spite of the fact that his rescue campaign was highly effective. In July 1944, he was accused by the Nazis of helping individuals who did not agree with Hitler to escape from the country, including “numerous Jews [and] persons with religious affiliations” who were threatened by the Nazis. This was one of the charges used to convict and execute him. Admiral Canaris risked his life on several occasions to help Jews and other refugees escape certain death at Auschwitz and Dachau. Just before the war in Europe came to an end, circumstances sent Admiral Canaris to his own death at a concentration camp.












Chapter One



Orders from the Führer

Adm. Wilhelm Canaris listened to the tirade in complete silence. Unwelcome news always put Adolf Hitler in a bad mood, and the news concerning Operation Pastorius had been nothing short of disastrous. Since the early morning hours of June 28, 1942, he had not heard any good news concerning the operation. It soon became apparent that everyone who had taken part in the action, all eight men, had been arrested. They had been in the United States less than two weeks when they were taken into custody and had accomplished nothing, not a single act of sabotage. Hitler had been venting his anger for at least a quarter hour over the failure of the sabotage mission, screaming and shouting and working himself up into a near frenzy.

Operation Pastorius was the code name for a sabotage mission directed against several aluminum and light-metal alloy factories in the eastern and midwestern United States. These factories supplied the US aircraft industry with most of the alloys needed for making airplanes of all types, including bombers and fighters. Two four-man teams had been sent across the Atlantic aboard German submarines; they had been assigned the task of putting these plants out of action and had been given special training on the sabotaging of light-metal factories. Four of the men landed on Long Island, New York; the other group came ashore on the coast of Florida. All eight men had lived in the United States for many years before the war and were well acquainted with American ways and customs. But one of the men, George Dasch, was an anti-Nazi who made up his mind to undermine the sabotage operation. He went to the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) shortly after coming ashore and reported the details of the sabotage mission to federal agents. The FBI arrested the other seven men before they had the chance to do any damage.

Hitler had also sent for Col. Erwin von Lahousen, the head of Abwehr II, the department responsible for sabotage and sedition. Hitler wanted to scold Colonel von Lahousen for his part in the fiasco along with Admiral Canaris. Canaris was the overall chief of the Abwehr, the German military intelligence service. Feldmarschall Wilhelm Keitel, the overall commanding general of German armed forces, and Heinrich Himmler, chief of the Schutzstaffel (SS), were also present. Everyone in the room stood in silence during Hitler’s outburst.

At the top of his voice, Hitler demanded an explanation for the disaster. The lives of eight highly trained saboteurs had been wasted, he said, because of the bungled expedition, and he wanted to know why Operation Pastorius had failed so dramatically. Admiral Canaris did his best to explain that the men were not trained agents or munitions experts. All eight men were amateurs who had been chosen for the Pastorius assignment because each of them had lived in the United States and was familiar with the country. But Hitler was in no mood to be placated. If eight men had to be sacrificed, he shouted, Admiral Canaris and Colonel von Lahousen should have chosen men that were unnecessary to Germany, lives that would not be missed. “You should have used criminals or Jews!” he said.1 Admiral Canaris said nothing in response to that or anything else Hitler had to say during the rest of his outburst.

Hitler’s outpouring about using Jews as agents did serve one useful purpose, at least to Admiral Canaris’s way to thinking. It gave him an idea: he decided to take this offhand remark and use it as the basis for a rescue operation to smuggle Jews out of German-occupied territory. He turned it into a Führerbefehl, a special order issued by Hitler, and used the remark as a mandate to disguise Jews and other “undesirables” as Abwehr agents. Once these new “Abwehr recruits” had been issued their papers and identity cards, they could be assigned to duties outside the country, beyond the reach of the Gestapo and the SS. Sending Abwehr employees overseas was nothing out of the ordinary; Admiral Canaris already had many members of his agency at work abroad. Thousands of intelligence agents had been assigned to South American countries, including Argentina and Uruguay, which gave Admiral Canaris a perfect cover for his rescue operation. Smuggling Jews and other victims of the Nazi regime out of the country was a fairly simple matter. An eyewitness to the admiral’s activities recalled, “Numerous Jews or half-Jews were dressed in army uniforms on Canaris’ instigation, carrying official military intelligence ID cards.”2 If anyone questioned the nationality of his new agents or showed any sign of suspicion, the admiral had an answer already prepared: “Orders from the Führer.”3

While the Nazis were waging their war against Jews, Christian clergymen, intellectuals, and anyone else they considered inconvenient, Admiral Canaris was doing his best to hinder their efforts. He used his rank and influence to save as many “undesirables” as he could from concentration camps and death chambers. Because the Abwehr had the authority to create identity cards, passports, and visas, along with any other documents that Admiral Canaris might need for his purposes, the Gestapo had no effective method to stop or even question the admiral in his rescue efforts. His standard response, “Orders from the Führer,” would be enough to justify sending a growing number of agents to Switzerland or Spain, and then across the Atlantic, under the very noses of the Gestapo.

The admiral would often invoke the name of Adolf Hitler to help strengthen an argument or give his point of view added authority and prestige. During the course of a conversation with a Nazi Party member or a government official, he would nonchalantly say something like “I have also spoken about this to the Führer” or “The Führer thinks . . .” Just mentioning “the Führer” was often enough to make his point of view prevail, even though the discussion he had with Hitler may have had nothing to do with the topic under discussion and had probably been about the weather or somebody’s health. It was not exactly the same thing as mentioning a Führerbefehl, but it had the same effect.

* * *

Wilhelm Canaris had not always been an opponent of Adolf Hitler or the Nazi Party. He had been a career officer in the German navy all of his working life and had an outstanding record as a junior officer during World War I. His background in the German naval service and his enthusiastic support for German nationalism gave no indication that he would ever become an anti-Nazi, which makes his turning against Hitler even more remarkable.

Young Willy Canaris first became interested in a naval career in 1902, when he was fifteen years old, during a trip to Greece with his parents. While the family was visiting Athens, he discovered a monument dedicated to an Adm. Constantine Kanaris, who had been one of the heroes of the Greek War of Independence. Kanaris managed to compile quite an impressive war record—he led a night attack on the Turkish fleet in the Chios Channel on June 18/19, 1822; he also destroyed several Turkish troop transports off Samos in August 1824. Wilhelm made up his mind that he wanted to be a naval hero, just like his famous—at least in Greece—ancestor. He would eventually discover that he was not related to Admiral Kanaris in any way, but this did not deter his dream of becoming a naval officer. Even after he rose to the rank of admiral himself, Wilhelm Canaris kept a portrait of Constantine Kanaris in the living room of his house in Berlin and would tell visitors that the Greek admiral was his “grandfather.”4

When Carl Canaris, Wilhelm’s father, found out that his son was interested in a career as an officer in the Imperial German Navy, he was more than slightly surprised. Carl was a manager at the Lower Rhine Smelting Works in Duisburg-Hochfeld, as well as a member of the firm’s board of directors. He was a hardheaded member of the bourgeoisie and expected his children to follow his example. Willy’s eldest brother, Carl August, worked his way to the top of the German steel industry and was appointed manager of the Henschel locomotive and machine works. Willy’s﻿ sister Anna married an engineer named Rudolf Buck, who became the director of the giant Buderus Ironworks. The entire Canaris family was involved in either the iron and steel industry or the coal-mining business. Wilhelm was expected to become an engineer or an executive in steel manufacturing, just like his relatives. Carl Canaris was not really opposed to his son’s decision to become a career naval officer; he just did not quite know what to make of Wilhelm’s choice of careers.

But, then again, Willy was always a bit unusual. He read a lot—probably too much, at least according to his father’s way of thinking—and tended to keep to himself instead of joining in the activities of other boys his own age. The root of his sympathies for outsiders and outcasts can be traced to this part of his life. He was bookish and precocious, traits that made him unpopular with his classmates at school. Most of Wilhelm’s time was spent reading or playing by himself—he was quiet and introverted by nature and did not make friends easily. When he entered the Steinbart Gymnasium in Duisburg, he remained an outsider. Even though he was one of the best and smartest students in his class, he only had one friend. He knew what it felt like to be disliked and excluded and would feel sympathy for outcasts throughout his life. This sympathy would extend to political and religious outcasts in Hitler’s Germany, along with other victims of the Nazi regime.

Although the elder Canaris did not oppose a military career for his young son, he could not understand why Wilhelm had chosen the navy. Carl Canaris was of the opinion that a career in the cavalry would be much more suitable for the son of a wealthy iron-smelting executive—much more glamourous and socially acceptable. He even went so far as to buy a horse for Wilhelm, which turned out to be a very well-received gift; the boy did go on to become an accomplished horseman. Under pressure from his father, Wilhelm finally did apply for a commission in the Bavarian 1st Heavy Cavalry Regiment. But he still had his heart set on a lifetime as a naval officer.

In September 1904, an event took place that changed the course of Wilhelm’s life. On September 26, Carl Canaris died of a stroke at the age of fifty-two. Wilhelm’s mother, Amélie, agreed that the cavalry could not offer the life that her son was looking for. Wilhelm was determined to go to sea; Amélie could see that. He would never be happy in the cavalry or in any other branch of the German army. She also did not see the glamour that her husband saw in the cavalry. She gave Wilhelm her permission to pursue his dream and submitted his name to the Cadet Admissions Board at the Kiel Naval Academy, to which he won acceptance.

Amélie Canaris influenced her son’s life in other, subtler ways as well. She was not very much like her husband as far as temperament and disposition were concerned. Carl Canaris is usually depicted as a stiff-necked and hardheaded Prussian with a direct manner and a no-nonsense attitude toward the world in general and toward Wilhelm in particular. He did not really care if Willy wanted to join a cavalry regiment or not; Carl wanted Willy to join the cavalry, and that was that. Amélie Canaris had the opposite attitude. She was lively, cheerful, and enthusiastic. Her ancestors had been farmers from Silesia, which had become part of Prussia in the mid-1700s. But they were never Prussians at heart; they were much too calm and easygoing. Amélie was also easygoing and gentle. She treated young Wilhelm with more generosity than her husband, taking his interests to heart and sympathizing with him, while Carl tended to be stern and uncompromising. This attitude would influence Wilhelm in later years. His tendency to sympathize with outcasts and outsiders, like his mother, instead of sharing his father’s hard and unforgiving attitude, would sometimes put him at odds with his superiors, especially after the Nazis came to power in the 1930s.

Because of his mother’s sympathetic attitude, Wilhelm was allowed to embark upon a career as a naval officer. He entered the Naval Academy at Kiel on April 1, 1905, at age eighteen. For the next two and a half years, Midshipman Canaris endured the harsh discipline of the academy’s instructors, along with all the drills aboard the training ship Stein, the lectures in physics, mathematics, navigation, and all of the other activities that a naval cadet had to perform on his way to becoming a naval officer. During his time aboard the Stein, which was a three-masted training vessel, he experienced a number of problems because of his height—he was only five feet, three inches tall. Climbing the ship’s masts and rowing its whaleboat required physical strength and stamina that he did not have. But he managed to survive everything the academy inflicted upon him—drills, rope climbing, and all. With willpower and determination, as well as a better-than-average intellect, he did complete all of the academy’s requirements. Midshipman Canaris passed his final examinations and was assigned to the light cruiser Bremen in October 1907.

The Bremen was a new ship, commissioned in 1904, and turned out to be a plum assignment for the young academy graduate. The cruiser’s primary task was to “show the flag” along the Atlantic coast of Central and South America, to let the citizens of Brazil, Argentina, Panama, and all the other countries of the region know that the kaiser, Wilhelm II, had interests in that part of the world. Showing the flag was a peaceful way of making Germany’s presence felt, but it was still a form of intimidation. Midshipman Canaris’s main task was to act as the ship’s linguist: he spoke English quite fluently, was fairly conversational in French, and had some understanding of Russian. He also assisted with the training of crew members when needed and gave lectures in subjects assigned by his superiors.

The officers aboard the Bremen liked the little midshipman and enjoyed having him in their company. Even though young Canaris was short in stature and tended to be quiet and introverted, he was also cheerful and conscientious. Every officer on board had only praise for him—in their reports, they always made it a point to mention his efficiency, his reliability, and his enthusiasm. After Canaris was commissioned as a sublieutenant on September 28, 1908, the Bremen’s captain had this to say about him: “He promises to be a good officer once he acquires a little more confidence and self-assurance.”5 He would go on to acquire a good deal of both and to become an excellent, if not always conventional, officer.

Sublieutenant Canaris was not your usual junior officer, even when he was twenty-one-years old. Most officers his age were interested primarily in naval matters: navigation, gunnery, tactics. While Canaris was also interested in these, he also had other things on his mind. For one thing, he read a great deal more than any of his fellow officers on a variety of subjects. Also, he had an interest in languages—something he did not share with any other officer aboard the Bremen. Because his ship would be steaming in waters close to Central and South America, Sublieutenant Canaris took it upon himself to learn Spanish; he had an ear for languages and managed to pick up it fairly quickly and easily. His newly acquired language was put to good use in 1909, when Sublieutenant Canaris was sent ashore to speak with senior officials in the Venezuelan government regarding German influence in the region. He spoke so effectively to the country’s political leaders that the president, Vincente Gomez, awarded Canaris the Order of Bolivar, Fifth Class. Many years later, when he was a senior officer, Admiral Canaris would use his fluency in Spanish to form a special relationship with Spanish dictator Francisco Franco.

Sublieutenant Canaris enjoyed his time as a junior officer aboard the Bremen and also enjoyed the companionship of the other officers. But it is the lot of a junior officer to be transferred for his own professional development, and Canaris said a fond farewell to the ship and its officers in January 1910. His next assignment was to a torpedo boat squadron; he took part in the unit’s North Sea maneuvers. Five months later, he was transferred to another torpedo squadron, just in time for more North Sea exercises. He made a favorable impression on the officer commanding the squadron, who recommended him for future command of a torpedo boat. But the frigid weather, along with the rough conditions connected with serving aboard the small boats, damaged his health; he developed a serious lung disorder, which made it necessary for him to leave the squadron.

As the result of his health issues, Sublieutenant Canaris was granted six month’s medical leave. He was also promoted to lieutenant senior grade. In December 1911, Lieutenant Canaris received another assignment at sea, aboard another cruiser, which was much more to his liking. His new ship was the Dresden, which had been commissioned only two years earlier. Aboard the Dresden, Lieutenant Canaris sailed to the eastern Mediterranean, as well as to the gulf coast of Mexico. In July 1914, the Dresden received orders to evacuate the former president of Mexico, Victoriano Huerta, to another country—Mexico was in the throes of a civil war, and Huerta was persona non grata in his own country. Lieutenant Canaris was sent ashore to escort the former president to the Dresden—his language skills were once again put to use—and Huerta was taken to Kingston, Jamaica.6

Up to that point, Lieutenant Canaris’s naval career had been respectable but not outstanding. He had shown himself to be intelligent and highly efficient, and his knowledge of languages had proved invaluable on two separate occasions. But he had not had the chance to show that he was anything more than a slightly above-average junior officer. At the end of August 1914, that situation changed abruptly and completely.

On the afternoon of July 31, 1914, the Dresden’s radio operator received an urgent message from Naval Headquarters in Berlin: “Drohende Kriegsgefahr Grossbritannien, Frankreich, Russland. Bundesgenosse Österreich-Ungarn, voraussichtlich Italien. Nicht heimhehren. Kreuzerkrieg führen gemass den Mobilmachungsbeftimmungen [Imminent danger of war Great Britain, France, Russia. Allies Austria-Hungary, probably Italy. Don’t go home. Waging cruiser warfare according to the mobilization regulations].”7 This amounted to a war warning. German cruisers were to carry out unrestricted warfare against British merchant shipping, much in the same way that submarines would attack merchantmen later in the war.

If the message was meant to be inspiring, it had just the opposite effect. Although the Dresden was a fairly new ship, she was low on coal and supplies. Also, she was a light cruiser, with a main armament of ten 4-inch guns. She would now be up against the Royal Navy, the largest and most powerful navy in the world—British battleships were armed with 14-inch guns. The Dresden was in desperate need of fuel, fresh water, food, and good luck. Her captain, Fritz Lüdecke, changed course; he could not go back to Germany. Instead, he would sail for the coast of Argentina and hunt for British shipping before enemy warships caught up with him.

Lieutenant Canaris suddenly found himself with a brand-new job: he was now the Dresden’s intelligence officer. Because the ship had been given the assignment of intercepting and sinking enemy shipping, it was vital to have up-to-date information on British merchant vessels in the area. But the Dresden’s main source of information consisted of broadcasts from radio stations in Central and South America, which were notoriously unreliable—these stations relied upon British sources, mainly British news agencies, for their data. The British were well aware that German warships were tuning into these stations and deliberately supplied them with inaccurate reports. In order to find reliable statistics regarding the movements of British shipping, German cruisers, including the Dresden, had to find their own contacts. Because Lieutenant Canaris was the only man on board who spoke fluent Spanish, he was given the task of finding reliable information on the British merchant fleet and its activities.

Lieutenant Canaris not only spoke and understood Spanish but also had acquired some actual experience in intelligence work when he was stationed aboard the Bremen. In 1908, he had been instrumental in building an intelligence network in Brazil and Argentina. The Bremen’s captain, Albert Hopman, had established contacts in these countries with the help of a relative, referred to simply as “Uncle Rudolf” in Hopman’s diary. “We went ashore with Canaris and settled cipher matters with Uncle Rudolf,” according to an entry dated November 25, 1908. Another entry, dated December 24, 1908, gives another insight into Lieutenant Canaris’s intelligence activities: “Went ashore with Canaris and negotiated with Herr Georgius about V. Informant matters.” A V-Mann—Vertrauensmann, or “trusted person”—was an informant or agent.8

This was a brand-new world for Lieutenant Canaris, and he loved both the work and the challenge. He discovered that he had a talent for cloak-and-dagger work as well as for subterfuge. Among the tasks he performed as intelligence officer was making contact with acquaintances, mostly businessmen who lived in Brazil and Argentina, people he met during his days aboard the Bremen. He also arranged for an American radio station at San Juan, Puerto Rico, to receive a report from the Dresden that the cruiser would be going back to Germany by way of the Azores; Lieutenant Canaris knew that this broadcast would be passed along to British intelligence by American sources.

Another misleading report sent by Lieutenant Canaris informed a Brazilian station that his ship would be heading toward Germany. Actually, the Dresden was steaming southward at the time, picking up coal and provisions from German freighters on her way to Montevideo, Uruguay. British intelligence did not realize that they had been duped, or at least did not find out that the Dresden was operating off the coast of Uruguay and Argentina, until the cruiser had sunk two British merchantmen. The Dresden’s captain, Fritz Lüdecke, was very happy to find out that his intelligence officer had such a knack for duplicity.

But the Dresden’s effect upon British shipping went beyond the sinking of the two freighters. Even though these were the only two ships sunk by the Dresden, British naval intelligence spread the word that a German cruiser was operating off the coast of Argentina. This warning served to keep British vessels out of Brazilian and Argentinean ports.

Word of the Dresden’s presence off Argentina also sent British warships to the area. Early in September, Lieutenant Canaris’s contacts sent word that the cruisers HMS Good Hope and HMS Monmouth, along with the light cruiser HMS Otranto, were heading south to intercept the Dresden. Captain Lüdecke made a decision to leave the area and head for the Pacific Ocean; he had been ordered to sink British merchant shipping, not to fight with British cruisers. After entering the Pacific, the Dresden inadvertently made contact with the German Far East Squadron, under the command of Adm. Graf von Spee. It would turn out to be a very happy accident.

Admiral von Spee’s squadron was quite an impressive group of warships, consisting of the heavy cruisers Scharnhorst and Gneisenau, the light cruisers Nürnberg and Leipzig, the auxiliary cruiser Prinz Eitel Friedrich, an auxiliary vessel, and eight colliers. Now the Dresden had joined the group as well. The British warships chasing the Dresden also made their way into the Pacific, right behind the German cruiser. Lieutenant Canaris’s connections in Argentina and Chile kept the Dresden—along with the rest of Admiral von Spee’s Far East Squadron—informed of the enemy’s movements. On the night of October 6/7, 1914, Dresden sent a signal to Admiral von Spee to report that British warships were steaming to the west off Cape Horn. Another signal was sent soon afterward: “Unconfirmed report from freighter in Coronel, Chile: British cruiser squadron rumored waiting for German Far East Squadron off Easter Island.”9 The signal also mentioned that two enemy cruisers had passed to the west of Punta Arenas on the morning of October 5.

Thanks to Lieutenant Canaris, Admiral von Spee had accurate information regarding the enemy’s warships, while the British commanders had no exact idea where von Spee’s cruisers were headed. The reports kept coming in from contacts in Chile and were immediately sent off to Admiral von Spee. Lieutenant Canaris expanded his intelligence base by keeping in touch with the captains of German-owned merchantmen and asking them to keep a lookout for British ships. The freighter captains were more than happy to oblige and began sending their own reports to Lieutenant Canaris aboard the Dresden.

All of the reports gave Admiral von Spee a priceless edge: they allowed him to locate the British squadron off the Chilean port of Coronel on November 1, 1914. The German cruisers opened fire as the daylight was beginning to fade and sank HMS Good Hope and HMS Monmouth. Only the increasing darkness saved the Otranto and Glasgow. The Battle of Coronel was a complete, and completely unexpected, German victory. The Royal Navy had been the undisputed rulers of the seas up to that point. As impressive as the accuracy of the German gunners had been at Coronel, the victory would never have taken place without the brilliant intelligence work of Lt. Wilhelm Canaris.

Admiral von Spee recognized the role that Lieutenant Canaris played in the unlikely victory at Coronel and rewarded him accordingly—the young lieutenant was presented with the Iron Cross, 2nd class. Handing the British cruisers such a setback whetted the admiral’s appetite for still more successes in the not-too-distant future. His immediate plans were to return to the South Atlantic and sink more British warships and merchant vessels. But unfortunately for the German cruisers, Admiral von Spee’s plans excluded Lieutenant Canaris. The admiral did not bother to ask the lieutenant what his contacts knew about British activities in the South Atlantic.

The admiral received word that an armed rebellion had broken out in South Africa and also that the British fleet would be steaming there to help defend British colonists in that part of the world. If all the British warships left the South Atlantic for Africa, the main British naval base in the area, Port Stanley in the Falkland Islands, would be left unprotected. From Admiral von Spee’s point of view, he now had the opportunity to remove the influence of the Royal Navy from the entire region, once and for all. All he had to do was attack Port Stanley; after what his Far East Squadron had done at Coronel, it seemed to him that the port was his for the taking. It seemed like a good scheme, at least on paper.

But the captains of Admiral von Spee’s cruisers, including Captain Lüdecke of the Dresden, did not agree. There was no information on British defenses protecting Port Stanley, they argued; there was only a rumor that the British fleet would be departing for Africa. Before planning any sort of attack, it would be best to find out exactly what the British had left behind before they sailed off for South Africa—they certainly would not have left one of their primary naval bases undefended. Lieutenant Canaris should at least be given enough time to get in touch with his intelligence contacts and find out exactly what they knew about Port Stanley. It would be best—actually essential—not to act without acquiring some good, solid intelligence first.

But Admiral von Spee would not listen. His cruisers had just decimated a squadron of the finest warships in the world, and he intended to follow up his victory at Coronel with an attack on Port Stanley. He did not want to wait until Lieutenant Canaris supplied him with reports from his contacts, which might take weeks. On the morning of December 8, 1914, the German Far East Squadron advanced toward the Falkland Islands and found itself confronted by a full array of British warships: two battlecruisers and six cruisers. As soon as Admiral von Spee realized his predicament, he reversed course and did his best to escape the trap he had set for himself. But the British warships were faster than the German cruisers and had no trouble overtaking them. The Battle of the Falkland Islands, as it became known, was Coronel in reverse. Admiral von Spee’s fleet was destroyed, one cruiser at a time, and the German Far East Squadron ceased to exist. Admiral von Spee was killed during the course of the battle, along with two of his sons. Only the Dresden was able to get away. Captain Lüdecke managed to outrun the British squadron, and the cruiser escaped into the darkness.

The Dresden found a hiding place in one of the small bays along Chile’s southernmost coast. But the Chilean government sent Captain Lüdecke a message, which Lieutenant Canaris translated from Spanish: because of international neutrality laws, the Dresden would only be allowed to remain in Chilean waters for twenty-four hours.10 British authorities were behind this demand; the British consul in Punta Arenas was well aware that the Dresden was in the vicinity of the Strait of Magellan and also that at least seven British warships had been sent to find and sink her. But thanks to Lieutenant Canaris and his contacts in Punta Arenas, which were every bit as active as the British diplomatic staff in the town, Captain Lüdecke was kept well informed of what the enemy warships were up to. The Dresden always managed to keep one step ahead of the enemy. The cruiser escaped from Punta Arenas because of Lieutenant Canaris’s connections—the Royal Navy squadron was headed directly for the Chilean port, but the Dresden had already sailed by the time the British warships arrived.

Lieutenant Canaris’s man in Punta Arenas was also responsible for the Dresden being able to replenish her supply of coal and resume commerce raiding. A collier, Sierra Cordoba, was sent to rendezvous with the German cruiser based on information sent by Canaris’s contact. This gave Captain Lüdecke a new lease on life. He sent a message to Berlin: “On 3 February, will try to break through to the west coast of South America with ‘Sierra Cordoba.’ Will attempt to continue cruiser operations in East India given availability of sufficient coal.”11

Now that Dresden had her coal bunkers filled, Captain Lüdecke lost no time in leaving Chilean waters and heading for the open Pacific. The cruiser rang up full speed and made her way through the tangle of small islets on her way out to sea. Before leaving, Lieutenant Canaris instructed his contacts in Punta Arenas to circulate a report that the Dresden was steaming eastward, into the Atlantic; this was for the benefit of British agents in the area, who would send the misleading information on to British naval intelligence. The Dresden reached the open sea, finally clear of Chilean waters, on February 14.

Captain Lüdecke took the Dresden on a north-northwesterly course, away from the coast of Chile and into the shipping lanes. On February 27, he encountered the British freighter Conway Castle, a sailing vessel carrying a cargo of barley. After taking the crew off, Captain Lüdecke ordered the Conway Castle to be sunk by gunfire. The crew was later transferred to a Peruvian ship. It would be the last prize the Dresden would claim.

By early March, the Dresden was running low on coal and supplies again, and her engines were in dire need of a complete overhaul. Captain Lüdecke knew that his ship was no longer in fighting trim and that she would have no chance at all of surviving a battle with British warships. He also knew that several British warships were out looking for him; radio traffic between them made him well aware that the Dresden was heavily outnumbered and outgunned. He did manage to escape one enemy cruiser, HMS Kent, but realized that his only hope of surviving was to find a neutral port and request to be interned there for the rest of the war.

Captain Lüdecke did succeed in finding sanctuary in Cumberland Bay, on the north coast of the Chilean island of Más a Tierra. But HMS Kent discovered Dresden’s hiding place and radioed for other British warships to reinforce her. HMS Glasgow joined the Kent on the morning of March 14; the two cruisers opened fire on the Dresden. In the course of the barrage, the German cruiser was hit repeatedly and badly damaged. Captain Lüdecke dispatched Lieutenant Canaris to the Glasgow by open boat; he wanted his intelligence officer to lodge a complaint. The Dresden was in Chilean waters, Lieutenant Canaris told the Glasgow’s captain. Firing on the German ship in neutral waters was a violation of international law. The Glasgow’s captain was not interested in the fact that the Dresden was in Chilean territorial waters. His orders were to sink the Dresden; any details about neutrality or international law would have to be settled by diplomats at a later date.12

The British reply was expected; Captain Lüdecke did not really expect the two enemy cruisers to cease fire and withdraw because of his objection. The protest was only a ruse to buy time. While Lieutenant Canaris was arguing with the captain of the Glasgow, Captain Lüdecke was making preparations to scuttle the Dresden and evacuate her crew to Más a Tierra. By the time Lieutenant Canaris returned to the ship, the crew had already been taken off and the demolition charges set. At 11:15 a.m., the charges blew in two cataclysmic explosions; what was left of the cruiser Dresden settled on the bottom of Cumberland Bay.

The ship had escaped capture by the British, but the crew now faced the prospect of indefinite internment. Lieutenant Canaris did not intend to sit out the war in the quiet confines of the island of Quiriquina, a few miles away from the mainland of Chile. He was an officer in the Imperial German Navy and intended to rejoin the navy, and the war, as soon as he could arrange an escape from captivity. His opportunity came on the night of August 3/4, 1915.

Lieutenant Canaris made the acquaintance of a local fisherman during his time on Quiriquina and arranged for the fisherman to take him over to the mainland. As soon as he landed, he made his way to the German embassy in Santiago. The embassy staff issued him a counterfeit Chilean passport in the name of Reed Rosas. By train and by horseback, Lieutenant Canaris crossed the Andes and made his way across Argentina to Buenos Aires. From there, he sailed to Amsterdam aboard the Dutch steamer Frisia. He docked in the Netherlands on September 30 and finally arrived in Berlin on October 4.

When he presented himself at the German Admiralty, Wilhelm Canaris was a physical wreck. The seven-thousand-mile journey had taken its toll; he had lost a considerable amount of weight and was both physically and mentally exhausted. Canaris was never exactly the hardy and robust type to begin with. After returning from South America, he was in a seriously debilitated and rundown condition. In November, after a few weeks of recuperation, he was presented with the Iron Cross, 1st class, by the kaiser and was also promoted to Kapitänleutnant. He was then sent home for extended leave to recover from his weakness and fatigue; the Admiralty recognized the effect of the two-month ordeal on the young officer.

Lieutenant Canaris’s first assignment after returning to duty was as an intelligence officer in Spain. German naval intelligence had established a base in Madrid shortly after the war began. The lieutenant’s instructions were to keep track of Allied shipping in the Mediterranean, as well as to inform U-boats in the area of enemy ships and their movements. His fluency in Spanish, along with his natural flair for guile and deception, served him well at his new post in Madrid. He avoided making contact with the German embassy as much as possible; using his counterfeit Chilean passport, which he retained after returning from South America, and going by the name Reed Rosas made avoiding the embassy and its staff fairly easy. Only a few select people at the embassy knew anything about Lieutenant Canaris or the reason for his appearance in Madrid.

Once he had established himself in his new position, the lieutenant quietly went about his business. He acquired information about the movements of enemy ships from the dockhands at the port of Cartagena and passed all useful information—number of ships, course and speed, port of departure and destination—to the U-boat base at Pola, Croatia, on the Adriatic Sea. These reports proved invaluable to submarine commanders, who used them to track and sink several Allied ships. According to one source, “He blew up nine British ships from his base in Spain.”13 German submarines operating from Pola owed their success directly to the crafty little intelligence officer in Madrid.

In spite of his achievements, Lieutenant Canaris was not very happy with his work or his assignment. Even though he was probably the most successful German agent in Spain, “his heart was not really in it.”14 He was a naval officer. As far as he was concerned, a naval officer should serve at sea, especially in wartime. Senior officers at the German Admiralty were in complete agreement with him. The Admiralty was always looking for qualified, intelligent officers for its U-boat flotilla, which was growing both in size and efficiency, and Lieutenant Canaris was looking to get away from his intelligence job in Madrid. Their mutual need was met in October 1915, when Wilhelm Canaris was assigned to the Inspectorate of Submarines. He would be going back to sea, at long last, in a completely new environment.

Lieutenant Canaris’s first assignments in the U-boat arm consisted of a wide range of training courses—and many of them. There were courses on submarine warfare, including the care and handling of torpedoes, along with instruction on handling and operating as well as supplying and provisioning a submarine. Submarine school lasted nearly two years. Lieutenant Canaris passed his final examinations on September 11, 1917, and was pronounced operational—according to his superiors, he was well qualified to command a submarine.

After several weeks of staff duty at the U-boat base at Cattaro, in Croatia—which must have seemed like several years to the paperwork-hating lieutenant—Canaris was given command of a mine-laying submarine at the end of November 1917. He performed his job so well, sowing mines in Allied shipping lanes in the Mediterranean, that he was given command of U-34 and sent to the western Mediterranean. This patrol proved to be another success: U-34 torpedoed and sank three British freighters, which earned Lieutenant Canaris special mention from his superior officers. Word of his achievements eventually reached Kaiser Wilhelm, who asked, “Is this a descendent of the national hero of the Greek War of Independence?”15

Because of his accomplishments with U-34, Lieutenant Canaris was given command of a new submarine, UB-128. By the time the boat had finished her sea trials and was ready for her first patrol, summer was almost over. Unfortunately for Lieutenant Canaris, the U-boat war in the Mediterranean was also coming to an end. German submarine bases in the Adriatic Sea were shut down when Austria-Hungary surrendered to the Allies in October 1918. All U-boats received a signal to return to Germany; their war in the Mediterranean was over, and their Adriatic bases were being destroyed.

On their journey back to Kiel, the crew of UB-128 received a series of distressing radio signals. From the news reports, it had become evident that the fighting was not going well. Not only had Austria-Hungary surrendered, but the military situation for Germany was growing more desperate with each passing day. Finally, on November 11, everyone on board received the news they had been dreading: Germany had surrendered, Kaiser Wilhelm had abdicated, and a republican form of government had been declared. The war was over, and a new world had begun. Not everyone knew exactly how they would fit into this new world, including Wilhelm Canaris.

The men of UB-128 found out just how foreign and alien the new Germany had become during their first day in Kiel. The governor of the port town, Gustav Noske, gave a talk to the crew to explain what had happened while they were away: a revolution had occurred, and all traces of order had been replaced by rebellion and anarchy. Lieutenant Canaris and the rest of the crew found this hard to believe, so much so that Governor Noske was asked to give another, more detailed lecture on the following day. During the course of this second talk, a policeman interrupted with an urgent message: a group of mutineers was preparing to break up the meeting and arrest the governor. Everyone was shocked by this interruption, but all were now also convinced that they had returned to a new and altogether frightening country. Order and authority had been replaced by mob rule and lawlessness.
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Lt. Wilhelm Canaris (center) and crew members of the submarine UB-128 in the summer of 1918. After World War I, the Treaty of Versailles limited the size of the German navy and strictly prohibited submarines.  Source: National Archives.


The mutiny was not restricted to Kiel; it had spread throughout Germany. The port of Lübeck had also been taken over by rebel sailors earlier in November; they had taken the city and were holding their officers prisoner. Other captive towns included Dresden, Hanover, Cologne, and Breslau. They were occupied and ruled by what were known as Councils of Workers and Soldiers. In Kiel, Governor Noske managed to work with the local council and was eventually elected as its head. This helped to restore a degree of order and also led to the appointing of a naval officer as a liaison between naval headquarters and Governor Noske. That officer was Lt. Wilhelm Canaris.

Lieutenant Canaris and Gustav Noske became allies in the revolution/civil war that divided the country and reached its climax in Berlin in mid-January 1919. Two right-wing paramilitary groups, the Freikorps (army volunteers) and the Naval Brigade (navy veterans), moved against the Council of Workers and Soldiers on January 15. Lieutenant Canaris was with them during this offensive; the left-wing council offered no resistance. By the end of the day, all public squares, buildings, and other municipal property occupied by the council had been taken over by the army/navy volunteers.

The Berlin uprising had been put down, but the left-wing revolutionaries continued to occupy other cities throughout Germany. Members of both the Freikorps and the Naval Brigade took violent steps to counter the activities of these groups. They shot communists and communist sympathizers in organized executions and were not above committing acts of cold-blooded murder. Two leading communists, Rosa Luxembourg and Karl Liebknecht, were both shot by members of the Freikorps. Lieutenant Canaris may or may not have known about the two shootings—there is not enough evidence about his involvement either to convict or to acquit. He was certainly involved with the new Citizens’ Defense units (einwohnerwehren) that guarded banks, utilities, and public buildings against communist uprisings. These units were in complete violation of the controversial Treaty of Versailles. Lieutenant Canaris also had the diplomatic ability to address the National Assembly of the Weimar Republic and come to the defense of the einwohnerwehren. Gustav Noske, who had become minister of defense in the Weimar Republic, was very glad to have the lieutenant on his side.

Lieutenant Canaris’s influence increased with the passing of time. He became a member of the German Admiralty staff, as well as a leading advocate of rebuilding the German navy—this became Canaris’s leading cause throughout the Weimar era. Because of his connections within the Admiralty, along with his association with Gustav Noske, the thirty-three-year-old naval officer became even more prominent. Gustav Noske had an idea of becoming dictator of Germany and made Lieutenant Canaris a member of his personal staff. It looked as though the lieutenant had hitched his wagon to a rapidly rising star.

But because of political infighting, Gustav Noske lost a sizeable portion of his political power. The peace terms of the Treaty of Versailles, signed at the end of June 1919, limited the German army to one hundred thousand men; Noske disbanded both the Freikorps and the Naval Brigades and resigned as defense minister. Left- and right-wing political factions were at each other’s throats. Naval officers revolted against the Councils of Workers and Soldiers; their uprising was countered by the left-wing councils, which gained the upper hand. Officers were taken prisoner by rebellious enlisted men. Lieutenant Canaris was among the officers placed under arrest and spent several days in a Berlin jail. After a series of humiliating “interrogations,” he was sent back to Kiel with a demotion; he was now a naval staff officer.16

In spite of his demotion, Lieutenant Canaris’s main focus was still the restoration of the German navy. The Versailles Treaty restricted the German navy, called the Reichsmarine during the Weimar Republic, to a very small fleet, which consisted of about a dozen warships, a dozen torpedo boats, and no submarines. One of the battleships was the Schleswig-Holstein, commissioned in December 1906. The Reichsmarine was meant to be a strictly defensive unit, and a very small one at that. Because this new peacetime navy had been so sharply reduced from the battle fleet that existed during the war—most of the German warships had either been handed over to the Allies or scuttled to keep them out of enemy hands—many of the navy’s sailors had no ships, no assignments, and no purpose.

When Lieutenant Canaris reported to Kiel to take up his new job, he immediately saw that something had to be done about the Reichsmarine. Along with other officers, including the station commander, Canaris decided that the only acceptable course of action would be to rebuild and rearm the navy in secret. Germany would not always be controlled by the Allied powers and their damned Versailles Treaty. When the country was finally free of her current predicament, the new Germany would need a modern, blue-water fleet.

The first step toward rebuilding the navy would be to reestablish discipline among the sailors stationed at Kiel. Lieutenant Canaris quickly discovered that most of the men had none at all; they were disrespectful and surly and had no intention of either listening to officers or obeying orders. He was disheartened by what he saw but also determined to do something about the problem. The more rebellious men were dismissed, and members of the Freikorps and the Naval Brigade were recruited. Both organizations had been outlawed by the Versailles Treaty, and their members had either dispersed or gone underground. Money would also be needed. With the help of a retired captain who had access to a cache of surplus arms and ammunition at the Kiel naval arsenal, Lieutenant Canaris sold a quantity of these weapons to other countries. This was highly illegal, but as far as Canaris was concerned, any viable method that helped him reach his goal was permissible.

Every one of these activities was against the law. Expanding the navy’s personnel lists went directly against the Versailles Treaty, which strictly limited the Reichsmarine to fifteen thousand officers and men. Selling government property was punishable by a prison sentence. Plotting to rebuild the German battle fleet was also prohibited by the Versailles Treaty as well as by the government in Weimar, which made Lieutenant Canaris guilty of treason. The fact that he managed to perform these clandestine activities without getting caught shows just how talented he had become at subterfuge. This ability would serve him well in the years to come, when he would use it to deceive a completely different German regime.

While he was involved in his secret plot to build a new and illegal German navy, Lieutenant Canaris received orders from Berlin that gave him a new assignment. He was ordered to report to the training ship Berlin, which was based at Kiel, and assume duties as the ship’s executive officer. The training ship’s captain was Wilfried von Loewenfeld. Lieutenant Canaris had met Lieutenant Commander von Loewenfeld during the earliest days of the Kiel mutiny. In those days, von Loewenfeld had been an advocate of upgrading the Reichsmarine to a modern battle flotilla and had even formed his own secret anti-Weimar military unit, known as the Third Naval Brigade. In other words, his views on rebuilding the German navy coincided exactly with Canaris’s.

But Lieutenant Canaris very quickly discovered that Commander von Loewenfeld had completely changed his outlook since they had known each other in 1918. The commander no longer wanted anything to do with secret military groups or with the movement to build a new and modern German navy. In fact, he seemed to be going out of his way to show his support for the Weimar Republic as well as for the Treaty of Versailles. The fact that Commander von Loewenfeld was cold and unfriendly also helped to make Lieutenant Canaris’s life a misery. Even though his first cruise aboard the Berlin was a voyage to Spain, which he regarded as his second home, the lieutenant could not have been unhappier. He became so discouraged that he seriously considered resigning his commission and leaving the naval service.

One incident that helped to make Canaris’s time aboard the Berlin a bit less depressing was meeting Reinhard Heydrich, an acquaintanceship that would affect his life and his naval career in years to come. Heydrich was nineteen years old in the summer of 1923, when he was assigned to the Berlin as a naval cadet. Cadet Heydrich seemed to be a model officer trainee: he always did what he was told and performed all of his duties efficiently, which earned him excellent fitness reports from his superiors. But his manner and his personality made him an outcast among the ship’s junior officers. He was tall, lanky, and on the awkward side physically; his manner consisted of an irritating mix of shyness and arrogance. Also, his family background helped to separate him from the other cadets and young officers. Both of his parents were musicians. His mother sang opera, and his father founded the Halle Conservatory of Music. Cadet Heydrich himself was a talented violinist. But his taste in music and his upbringing just separated him from the other men aboard the Berlin.

The fact that Reinhard Heydrich was not accepted by the others is exactly what brought him to Lieutenant Canaris’s attention. “Canaris, who had a soft spot for loners, took to the young man.”17 The two got along very well and also had a lot in common: both of them were German nationalists and politically to the right. Heydrich frequently visited Canaris’s house and often played violin duets with the lieutenant’s wife, Erika, while Canaris cooked dinner. (Canaris married Erika Waag on November 22, 1919.) Heydrich’s naval career would be cut short in 1931, when he was dismissed from the service for having an affair with a girl and refusing to marry her. Later in the year, the former naval officer would be appointed head of the newly created Sicherheitsdienst (SD), the security service of the SS. When Canaris became head of the Abwehr, German Military Intelligence, in 1935, Reinhard Heydrich would become his opponent.

But in 1923, the presence of the gawky nineteen-year-old cadet was one of the few bright spots for Lieutenant Canaris aboard the Berlin. The lieutenant was very disenchanted with life aboard the ship. He especially disliked Commander von Loewenfeld and his pro-Weimar political point of view. The ship’s doctor noted that Lieutenant Canaris showed definite signs of fatigue and general mental exhaustion, which resulted in a pronounced lack of concentration. Canaris fully agreed with the doctor’s evaluation; he realized that he was not in the best state of mind or in the best of health. And he also knew the reason behind his sudden lack of vitality: he was completely fed up with the Reichsmarine and everything that went with it. He had been promoted to the rank of lieutenant commander and should have been happy that his career was advancing exactly as he had planned. Instead, he could see no future for himself in the Reichsmarine. As far as he was concerned, the navy had nothing to offer him.

From Commander Canaris’s point of view, the navy was outmoded and obsolete and was being kept that way deliberately by the Weimar Republic and the Treaty of Versailles. He wanted to rebuild and modernize the navy, to transform the fleet into a force to rival the British navy, and saw that there could be no hope of this while the Versailles Treaty was in effect. His record from the war would have been the envy of any officer in any navy, but it meant nothing to Commander von Loewenfeld or to anyone else in the Versailles-controlled Reichsmarine. In January 1924, Canaris finally decided that enough was enough and submitted his resignation. “Because I no longer feel physically equal to the demands of the service in the Reichsmarine, I request my discharge at the end of March with statutory maintenance as provided by the WVE [Armed Forces Welfare Law].” The letter, dated January 15, 1924, was submitted to the base commander at Kiel, Adm. Ernst von Gagern. Wilhelm Canaris intended to leave the navy and go to work in the family iron-smelting business.18
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Reinhard Heydrich. Wilhelm Canaris and Heydrich met when Heydrich was a young officer. The two had a lot in common and became friends. Source: National Archives.


Admiral von Gagern was not happy when he received Commander Canaris’s letter of resignation. Canaris was one of the best brains in the navy, or at least one of the best brains that he had ever encountered, and he did not want to lose an officer of his ability. The admiral responded in February 1924, “I would like to keep you, your intelligence, drive, and efficiency for the navy’s benefit,” and he assured the thirty-seven-year-old officer that the current political situation would not last forever. He went on to say that he would try to change “our political, etc., circumstances” himself and also mentioned something about an assignment in the Far East for the disillusioned lieutenant commander.19

The admiral’s letter certainly had its desired effect: it changed Commander Canaris’s mind about leaving the navy. It was obvious that Admiral von Gagern shared the same ultimate goal as himself—they both wanted nothing less than the complete rebuilding and rearming of the German navy. Now that he had an ally—and a highly influential one—Wilhelm Canaris completely changed his point of view concerning both the navy and his naval career. His one ambition was to help remake the German navy into a formidable war fleet and to hell with the Versailles Treaty and all of its humiliations! It was beginning to look like that ambition was shared by a number of naval officers, including at least one well-connected admiral. (The admiral was also a baron. His full title was Rear Adm. Ernst Freiherr von Gagern.)

Not everyone who wanted to rearm the German military forces or hated the Versailles Treaty was a naval officer. “Down in Bavaria the young firebrand Adolf Hitler grasped the strength of the new nationalist, antidemocratic, antirebellion tide,” historian William L. Shirer wrote. “He began to ride it.”20 Commander Canaris was fairly well informed about Adolf Hitler and his activities. He had heard, like everyone else in Germany, about the failed Munich Beer Hall Putsch of November 1923 and might possibly have met Hitler.21

Adolf Hitler and his upstart National Socialist German Worker’s Party appealed to Commander Canaris, as well as to a good many other German officers. The feature that he admired most about Hitler was his disdain for the Versailles Treaty. In Mein Kampf, Hitler said that the treaty was “a shame and a disgrace” and an “instrument of boundless extortion and abject humiliation” that will make all of Germany shout, “Give us arms again!” Every political party and politician in Germany was against the treaty, but Hitler made it a special target of his contempt. Commander Canaris could not have agreed more with Hitler and his opinions.22
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