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Praise for Sophie Scholl and the White Rose


‘An inspiring story.’


Times Higher Education


‘A wonderful book. The story of the White Rose is so important.’


Elie Wiesel, Holocaust survivor and Nobel Laureate


‘The animated narrative reads like a suspense novel.’


New York Times


‘Heart-wrenching and inspiring.’


San Francisco Chronicle


‘Inspiring…and could not be more timely. This is a book worth reading anytime, anywhere.’


Studs Terkel, Pulitzer Prize-winning author of The Good War


‘A dramatic story of courage during the darkest period of the 20th century… And it’s a story with new chapters unfolding. This book is a fundamental resource and a memorable read.’


Toby Axelrod, author of Hans and Sophie Scholl: German Resisters of the White Rose


‘Regrettably, it’s time to remember the rise of Nazism and what brave people did to stand up to it, only to find out they stood up too late. It’s all there in Sophie Scholl and the White Rose.’


Alan Alda, Emmy and Golden Globe Award-winning actor


‘Jud Newborn and Annette Dumbach’s powerful, co-authored book is even more compelling today. It will remain relevant as long as we need inspiring examples of those who risk themselves in the fight against oppression and bigotry. The White Rose students epitomize the need to be “Upstanders”, not “Bystanders.”’


Dr William Shulman, President of the Association of Holocaust Organizations


‘Scholl is to young Germans what Anne Frank is to young Jews.’


Dr. Ralf Horlemann, German Ambassador to Azerbaijan


‘Illuminating, intellectually stimulating, deeply moving – not only concerning the brave actions of the White Rose resisters, but each listener’s own consciousness.’


Prof. David Redles, author of Hitler’s Millennial Reich


‘I’ve been so inspired reading [this] splendid book…[which] will remind new generations how important it is to speak out against hatred and injustice, wherever they may find it.’


Joel Grey, Academy Award-winning actor


‘Sophie Scholl and the White Rose…remains relevant in our own time. Whatever medium is used to tell this story – perhaps with this book and Jud Newborn’s new discoveries as the basis for a major motion picture – it needs to be told again and again.’


Prof. Annette Insdorf, author of Indelible Shadows: Film and the Holocaust


‘Masterful… This revised edition contains a ton of new information, a reworked introduction, a foreword by Studs Terkel, additional photos, and much more, expanding this remarkable tale. Essential.’


Library Journal (Starred Review)


‘Newborn and Dumbach weave the personal story of each resistance member into a thrilling narrative rich in historical details. The White Rose members prove that one can resist even when the opportunities to do so are extremely limited.’


Haaretz Literary Supplement, Israel


‘When people ask what could have been done? How could Hitler have been opposed? Given them Sophie Scholl and the White Rose. That will answer their question.’


Prof. Deborah E. Lipstadt, Author of Denial: Holocaust History on Trial
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Not in the flight of thought


But in the act alone is there freedom.


DIETRICH BONHOEFFER


Executed by hanging in Flossenbürg Concentration Camp, April 1945


We must always take sides. Neutrality helps the oppressor, never the victim. Silence encourages the tormentor, never the tormented.


ELIE WIESEL


Nobel Prize Acceptance Speech, December 10, 1986


Cast off the cloak of indifference you have wrapped around you. Make the decision before it is too late!


Leaflet of the White Rose Resistance, January 1943


To the German men and women who resisted – and all those who fight for freedom and democracy today – this book is dedicated.
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PREFACE TO THE 80TH ANNIVERSARY EDITION



When the exiled Thomas Mann, Germany’s great Nobel Laureate for Literature, learned about the words, deeds and fate of the first White Rose members to be executed, he broadcast an almost ecstatic message of praise for these young people back to Germany on 27 June 1943. They ‘knew and publicly declared’ the truth about the evils of Hitler’s regime, in their indefatigable struggle to break through the wilful ignorance, complacency and moral cowardice of their countrymen.


But in the five years since the seventy-fifth anniversary edition of this book, the principles of truth and decency which the White Rose fought for have been increasingly attacked and democracy undermined in Europe and the United States in ways both brazen and stealthy, and the need to ‘know and publicly declare’ has become the urgent task of every truth-loving citizen.


Today we face a normalizing of the far-right as political parties with Nazi or fascist origins and affinity are elected into European parliaments and the US Congress, and acquiring mass popular support. Demagogues, dictators and other would-be political leaders advance their power-hungry goals by arousing the resentment and aggression of their followers, propagating dangerous conspiracy theories while using pernicious Nazi terms such as ‘fake news’ (die Lügenpresse) to deflect attention from any legitimate, rational criticism of their own fallacies, lies or crimes. In Iran outraged young women, with their young male supporters, risk and lose their lives in their struggle against an oppressive religious regime, while Vladimir Putin’s atrocious invasion of Ukraine unfolds before our eyes, fuelled at home by ludicrous propaganda.


These deeply troubling developments make the message of the lonely White Rose more urgent than ever before. Unlike Nazi Germany, many of us live in countries where we are still free and able, without risking our own lives, to stand together against the forces of deceit at home, and in solidarity with those in other countries around the world where people young and old are fighting for freedom and their lives.


Can we find effective ways to emulate the White Rose today? Do we have the fortitude and insight to ‘know and publicly declare’, so that the kind of freedom-loving principles which anti-democratic movements try to destroy are instead strengthened and upheld?


We, the authors, hope and trust that this eightieth anniversary edition will make some small contribution toward that end.





PREFACE TO THE REVISED EDITION



The seventy-fifth Anniversary of the White Rose movement is enough to justify a new edition of this book. It is seventy-five years since those extraordinary days from 18–22 February 1943 when Hans Scholl and Sophie Scholl—as representatives of their equally important comrades—stepped into history by enacting what amounted to the first fully fledged public protest by Germans against Nazism to occur since Adolf Hitler’s consolidation of power in 1933. But there are more reasons than this anniversary to justify—indeed, to demand—a new edition. The symbol and reality of the White Rose students has only grown in importance, within Germany and internationally, since our original publication.


A visitor in postwar Germany would have experienced a country with a shocked and sullen ambivalence about its recent past. This was perhaps not so surprising, considering that the rest of the world was also struggling to come to terms with the deeds of the war. However, when we first heard, and tried to learn more about, the White Rose underground resistance movement, our questions were met with silence and a bristling resentment at our raising them at all. Some said angrily that the White Rose members were traitors to their country in a time of war. Others said the students were spoiled adolescents who showed no concern for their unknowing families and friends, who ended up paying for their suicidal acts. Another widespread opinion was that they were university-bred romantics who enjoyed the daring and danger of playing games with the Gestapo.


It was the same kind of silence one encountered if the concentration camps and death camps were mentioned. The hostility was strong and the message was clear: these subjects were taboo and not to be brought up in company. This taboo remained until the late 1970s when an American TV series, Holocaust, became an unexpected success. More than fifty percent of the adult German population viewed at least one episode of the show, and special telephone lines were set up to deal with the thousands upon thousands of calls the network received from viewers expressing anguish, grief, animosity, rage, shock, horror and disbelief—the gamut of human emotions. Critics pointed out that the series was a Hollywood version of what happened, not a German one, but it was too late: the wound had been opened.


Soon afterwards, two well-known Munich film-makers introduced the White Rose to the screen. Michael Verhoeven’s The White Rose and Percy Adlon’s Five Last Days won numerous awards and made a deep impression on the German public. It was a searing experience for an audience to watch Hans, Sophie and Christoph go to their death by guillotine. As the film ended, photographs of the real protagonists flashed on the screen reminding the viewer that these events were true and had actually happened.


The members of the White Rose have since captured the imagination of Germans throughout the country. Members have been honored with street signs, plazas, schools and other institutions named after them, including Germany’s greatest humanitarian literary award, the Geschwister-Scholl Prize. There are also memorials dedicated to the group—most importantly in front of the Ludwig-Maximilian University of Munich, where the White Rose Foundation has “scattered” piles of White Rose leaflets made of bronze around the square. No student can enter the university’s halls of learning without first recalling the deeds of the White Rose. Germany’s former president Richard von Weizsäcker gave an address at the University of Munich in 1993, which he began by quoting a few lines from one of the White Rose leaflets: ‘Cast off the cloak of indifference you have wrapped around you. Make the decision before it is too late!’ He then addressed the audience in his own words, arguing that the decisive issue was how students today reflect on the legacy of the White Rose:


‘More than half a century has passed since the White Rose called out these words before their arrest and death . . . Each new generation, including our own, realizes that those words are really addressed to us. Again and again, we feel their deep echo . . . Each person is responsible for what he does and for what he allows to happen. In the darkest moment of 20th-century history, the White Rose demonstrated this truth.’


For German society today, the White Rose members epitomize and embody one of the highest values that Germans cherish: civil courage. Having spent more than seven decades coming to terms with the crimes of the Nazi era, most Germans know the importance of individual responsibility in speaking out against attempts to undermine their hard-won democracy. Time and again they have gathered in protest against anti-Semitism, xenophobic policies and, more recently, the rise of right-wing political factions. We fear that not only Germans but all of us will be increasingly called upon to protest against the growth of divisive or extremist groups. There are many ways to be what we call a ‘White Roser’ today. While we do not advocate or encourage anyone to risk his or her life—quite the opposite—the smallest acts of non-violence will serve to have wider ramifications in the fight against injustice.





FOREWORD



By Studs Terkel


Jud Newborn and Annette Dumbach have captured a very important aspect of the Nazi era. In this marvelous work, they explore something extraordinary that was happening among a remarkable group of young German students—particularly a brother and sister, Hans and Sophie Scholl.


Whenever I see a white rose, I think immediately of those two, and of their heroism amidst the horror. They let us know that even in Nazi Germany there were some among the young, however few in number, who represented the best that there was in the world.


The authors have done a truly wonderful job in conveying the significance of the White Rose. This is a book worth reading anytime, anywhere.


The gallantry. The humanity.





SOPHIE SCHOLL AND THE WHITE ROSE






PROLOGUE



February 25, 1943


IT WAS GROWING DARK in Berlin; a raw night was setting in. A slim young man in a slightly shabby field-gray uniform was pacing up and down beside the Kaiser Wilhelm Memorial Church, a solemn and massive structure that loomed above the fashionable section of western Berlin.


The soldier walked back and forth as if he were waiting for someone. It was 1800 hours—6:00 pm. People were still leaving work at that time, and some were going into the shops that had not yet closed for the evening.


The young man in uniform, Falk Harnack, had been raised in Berlin but had spent years away, studying in Munich, and now was on military duty, stationed at a town near what used to be the Czech border. He had a sensitive, finely chiseled face, light hair, and pale eyes—an artist’s face. In fact he was an artist, a dramatist, and had been a director at the National Theater at Weimar—before the war.


The city’s appearance undoubtedly depressed him. Germany had been at war for about three and a half years now, and each week of combat on faraway fronts made cruder and deeper lines in Berlin’s weary countenance. Each time Harnack came to the capital, fewer of the elegant shops on Tauentzienstrasse and Kurfürstendamm were still in business; the lights were dimmer on each visit.


Falk Harnack probably had no right to be in Berlin that day: he may not have had a pass, or permission to leave his unit at Chemnitz. But like many others, he could have calculated on slipping through the variety of spot checks and military controls on the trains. There were so many men in uniform in the Third Reich, it was impossible to check them all.


Harnack was supposed to meet Hans Scholl at the Kaiser Wilhelm Church at six. As the minutes passed, he might have surveyed the passing scene, perhaps lit a cigarette and tried to relax. On the streets around the traffic island where the church was located were men in uniforms much like his own, only theirs were dusty or smeared. Some of the soldiers had bandaged arms and legs, some walked on crutches or with canes. Berlin was a major transit-point for troops returning from the Russian front; even the walking wounded would take advantage of a few hours’ layover to take in the sights of the capital city. There were army uniforms everywhere: no one even seemed to notice them amid the scattering of men in the smart blue of the air force—Göring’s elite, the gentlemen fliers—and the Party men, in well-pressed brown with their red armbands, emanating health and importance.


It was time for Harnack to move on. Hans Scholl, the student from Munich he was expecting, had not arrived. However, a second rendezvous had been set up for seven o’clock if the first didn’t work out. Harnack might have reflected about where to go to spend the three-quarters of an hour or so that remained, and perhaps even considered entering the church—not that he was much of a believer. But the very presence of the church, its bleak power, might have triggered raw memories that would be impossible for any man in his situation to repress totally.


On Christmas Eve, two months before, the Harnack family had joined together to sing a hymn, “I Pray to the Power of Love.” Arvid Harnack, Falk’s elder brother, had requested that the family sing it, after his death. Arvid had been executed by the Gestapo at Plötzensee, a fortresslike prison on the outskirts of Berlin, a few days before Christmas.


Perhaps Harnack chose instead to stroll down the blacked-out streets rather than enter the church. He would blend in easily and inconspicuously with the pale and expressionless passersby on Ku-damm. But his thoughts and reflections could not be ordinary ones. His brother, a prominent official in the Economics Ministry, had been arrested, tortured, and executed as a member of the skeletal German resistance, and now, only ten days ago, his American sister-in-law, Arvid’s wife Mildred, had been executed in the same way. Mildred Fish Harnack, an American woman who had met Arvid at the University of Wisconsin at Madison years before, had given up her homeland and family to share the challenge and perils of living in an alien land that grew colder and more implacable with every passing year: she too was gone.


In all likelihood, the young man didn’t allow himself to dwell on such thoughts. He was in Berlin to meet Hans Scholl and introduce him and his friends in Munich—the group that signed its clandestine leaflets “The White Rose”—to the “center” of the German resistance; at least that was the way Hans Scholl had put it when they met in Munich a few weeks before.


Scholl was a South German type, not at all Prussian in mentality or appearance; he was a tall, dark fellow, with brown eyes and enormous intensity. He was in his mid-twenties, just five years younger than Falk, although undoubtedly Harnack felt decades older in experience and outlook. When he had first met Hans Scholl and his friend Alex Schmorell and they talked about organizing resistance, the two South Germans had struck him as enraged innocents, a volatile combination. They had seemed almost unaware of the dangers they were exposing themselves to. But Mildred and Arvid had known the dangers, had had no illusions about the kind of enemy they were dealing with; had that knowledge helped them?


Mildred’s hair had turned completely white in those months in the Gestapo cell, her face had become smaller but even more vibrant and alert. She had been given a six-to-ten-year prison sentence at the secret trial, while the men in the network were sentenced to death: her sentence was almost an act of mercy. But it was countermanded by Adolf Hitler himself and Mildred had to die, like Arvid and the others, strangled on a rope attached to a meat hook. The prison pastor reported that as they took her away her last words were “And I loved Germany so much. . . .”


Hans Scholl and Alex Schmorell. Harnack mixed up those names—Scholl and Schmorell—although the two youths were strikingly different. Alex was tall, lean, had tawny brown hair; there was an ironic gleam in his gray eyes and he had a light, casual way that made people around him want to smile. One sensed in him that rare breed in the Third Reich, a man who held on to life with easy reins, not taking it too seriously, ready to break out onto new paths. He needed the spice of adventure or risk to make the daily humorless routine bearable. Alex was half-Russian and his friends called him Shurik, one of the Russian nicknames for Alexander. He was odd man out, the fair, feckless Slav in a gray Wehrmacht uniform. He wanted to be a sculptor even though he was a medical student—a kindred spirit to Falk, the artist in the gray phalanx. Falk and Alex had hit it off right away: if times were different, they might have become friends; actually, they almost looked like brothers.


Harnack had first encountered Hans and Alex at his military base at Chemnitz when they journeyed there illegally to meet him. It must have seemed like years ago, but in fact it had only happened some four months before.


Why had he agreed to meet them at all? His sculptress friend Lilo in Munich had asked him to, maybe that was the main reason, but perhaps he was also just a bit curious as to who they were: students in Munich—which was not exactly a bastion of resistance.


Harnack himself had been a student at the University of Munich; he had watched the brownshirts take over the university and the city in 1933. He and his friends had fought back—but that was ten years before, early in the reign of terror. He, Günther Groll, and the others had also put out leaflets calling on the people to resist Hitler; they had tried to sabotage Nazi buildings in Munich, had had fistfights with brown-shirted students. They had not believed, could never have believed in those days, that Hitler would remain in power, that the country would watch in passive silence as the men and women who spoke up or fought back were destroyed, swatted to death, as if a crazed giant were annoyed by small and insignificant gnats.


Harnack and his friends called for a university strike in 1938; it was a total failure. Soon after that he had left Munich for his theater activities at Weimar, having earned a doctorate in theater sciences.


Hans and Alex had visited him on a Saturday morning last November. They met outside his barracks and went to the Sächsischer Hof, an inn in nearby Chemnitz, the same place where Arvid and Mildred had spent the night when they visited him.


The three of them talked all day and through the night, in the small tavern downstairs and, later, up in their room. There had been no need to play conspiratorial games; trust was—and had to be—absolute. They handed Harnack copies of the White Rose leaflets written, duplicated, and mailed out in Munich since the summer of 1942; there were four of them, typed single-spaced and badly, on cheap duplicating paper; four leaflets of condensed rage.


They waited impatiently for his reaction. He was blunt in his response; he told them that the leaflets were academic, intellectual, and much too flowery to have an impact on the masses. One could see immediately that they were created by intellectuals living in a world of literature and philosophy who didn’t speak the language of the working people.


They agreed with him. They were determined to learn, to develop the skills of the underground; they realized leaflets were not enough, just a place to start, and they wanted to link up with the network of German resistance. They had been isolated in Munich, a handful of students, and a few of them had briefly been posted to the Russian front; that experience redoubled their determination. The war had to be stopped and Hitler destroyed: it was the only way to save Germany and restore it to its rightful place in the community of peoples.


Harnack warned them that the resistance was not based on well-meaning intellectuals and their outrage, but on coldly rational premises. It had to be a wide anti-Fascist front in every city in Nazi Germany, from Communists on the left, through the Social Democrats and liberals, to the conservative and military opposition on the right. People who had loathed each other in the Weimar days had to forget the past and work together for one goal: kill Hitler, overthrow the government, and negotiate peace with the Allies.


Alex and Hans seemed excited; it was likely they had not anticipated hearing such ambitious plans. The three talked on for hours, even exploring what the world would look like once they succeeded with their plans. Hans wanted to give up medicine after the war and go into politics. It is often the case that conspirators have a great need to be visionaries.


Harnack’s plans for Hans Scholl in Berlin are not completely clear, but one appointment had been fixed: he would take Scholl to the Bonhoeffer residence immediately.


Harnack had already paid a visit to Dietrich and Klaus Bonhoeffer at their flat that afternoon at four. He had come to know the distinguished pastor and his brother better after his brief and final visit to Gestapo headquarters before his brother Arvid’s execution: Arvid had instructed him to maintain contact with the resistance. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, whether one was a committed Protestant or not, was a man who inspired enormous admiration. His very appearance, his warm face behind round, scholarly spectacles, invited trust and almost a sense of relief that such a man could exist in this time and place. Bonhoeffer had studied theology with Harnack’s uncle at the University of Berlin, and was one of the founding and leading members of the Confessing church, a segment of the Lutheran church of Germany that refused to accommodate itself to Hitler, Jewish persecution, foreign conquest, and murder.


Bonhoeffer was resistance. His execution in 1945 in the Flossenbürg concentration camp days before Allied liberation had a kind of somber inevitability—the destiny of a man who stood for everything decent and creative his nation had produced and now rejected. An inmate in prison with him in the last years of the war reported later that “when he walked into a room you could no longer be a coward.” He believed in direct engagement with and for one’s fellow man; he believed that piety alone was not Christianity, but a hollow excuse to ease the conscience. Bonhoeffer, in February 1943, had links with the officers, government officials, and aristocrats who, in 1944, would be involved in the plot to take Hitler’s life, as well as with leftists like Arvid Harnack and his circle. Bonhoeffer was committed to a united resistance, and its ideological and sectarian roots were secondary, if not irrelevant.


During Harnack’s visit that afternoon, Bonhoeffer had undoubtedly expressed his heartfelt condolences at the loss of Arvid and Mildred; what probably remained unspoken was the fact that both Bonhoeffer and the Harnack couple had refused the chance to escape. On separate occasions they had all visited the United States in the late thirties. All three had been offered refuge; friends begged them not to return to Germany. They had turned down the offers. Bonhoeffer wrote to Reinhold Niebuhr at the Union Theological Seminary in New York that he could not stay in America, that he had to share the trials of the German people in order to have the right to take part in the reconstruction of a moral and just German society after the war.


Harnack returned to the meeting point at seven. Scholl was not there. The minutes were crawling by. It had been only three weeks ago, in early February, that Harnack had gone to Munich and seen Scholl. He met the group during a period of two days at Scholl’s rented room on Franz-Joseph-Strasse in Schwabing, the bohemian section of town not far from the university. Hans Scholl lived in typical student digs: French-impressionist prints tacked on the walls, piles of books and manuscripts. It was a provisional chaos, the sort perhaps permitted only students—if anyone—in the tidy and organized society of the Third Reich.


Alex informed Harnack that the leaflets had made an impact in Munich. Students had staged an improvised protest when the gauleiter (district party leader) of Bavaria had given an offensive and boorish speech at a university commemoration in January. The leaflets surely had helped give them the courage. Schmorell and Scholl and their friend Willi Graf had now gone even further: they were painting anti-Nazi graffiti on the walls of the university and other major public buildings at night—and carrying loaded guns to protect themselves. The Nazis were using forced female laborers from the East to scrub away the words “Down with Hitler” and “Freedom,” but the traces were still visible.


Harnack felt the overcharged tension in the room; these people seemed to have been without sleep for days. He was uncomfortable about various objects in the room that indicated carelessness: handwritten essays that might have been drafts for new leaflets, and lists of names and addresses.


The next day, Hans insisted that Harnack go with him to the university and persuade Professor Kurt Huber, the one academician who sympathized with them and had even gone so far as to help them create leaflets, to join them for a group meeting at Hans’s room that afternoon. They waylaid him after his seminar. He was reluctant to come, and obviously felt wary about Harnack and his leftist politics. But Hans was persistent and Huber came.


With the exception of Christoph Probst, the core of the group was there, all in heavy coats and mufflers; the building had run out of heating fuel.


Sophie Scholl, Hans’s sister, was dark, serious, and quiet. She listened intently but made no contribution to the discussion. Willi Graf, with thinning blond hair and deep blue eyes, was intent and silent, probably the least accessible personality in the group. Professor Huber was haggard and upset; Harnack had attended his lectures years earlier and was very aware of Huber’s deeply conservative political and social attitudes.


The discussion quickly turned into conflict, Harnack saying little, although it seems clear that he was the focal point of the dissension. Schmorell argued with Huber, but the bitter encounter was between Huber and Hans Scholl, the student he had encouraged, supported, and inspired. The moment of ideological rupture had arrived: now it was not just a question of resistance. Huber refused to work with Communists on any level. He believed that the Nazis were a domestic version of Bolshevism, and it was for this reason that he detested them.


Harnack finally left; the atmosphere was filled with tension. But the date of meeting in Berlin had been agreed upon—today, Thursday, February 25, 1943: the group was determined to go on.


It was now almost 7:20 pm . . . the second meeting-time had passed some time ago.


Hans Scholl was not coming.


Harnack didn’t know why, but he must have known that something had gone wrong. He could not have known how wrong. The news had not yet reached the general populace in Berlin.


Three days earlier, Monday, February 22, 1943, Hans Scholl, his sister Sophie, and their friend Christoph Probst had been tried for treason by the People’s Court in Munich. At five o’clock in the afternoon of the same day, they were beheaded.


Falk Harnack could also not know that of all those present at that last meeting in Munich, he would be the only one left alive by the end of the year.





ONE



The first week of May 1942


AS THE TRAIN pulled out of the Ulm railway station, Sophie Scholl sat back in her seat. It was an unusually warm day for early May and the trip promised to be a pleasant one. She was alone in the compartment as the train began to move in the direction of Munich, some 150 kilometers to the southeast. On the rack above her head was a suitcase; next to her on the seat was a small bag containing a bottle of wine and a cake.


There was nothing exceptional about the young woman’s appearance; she was slender, with shoulder-length brown hair and brown eyes. She was dressed simply, in a chocolate brown pleated skirt and a pink pullover; perhaps the fresh daisy she wore behind her ear was unusual, and it did make her look younger than her twenty-one years. She was neat and respectable-looking, wore no makeup, setting no great store on physical appearances.


The train began to pick up speed, clattering through the outskirts of the city. From her window the young woman would be able to see the sweep of Ulm’s tall cathedral spire, soaring hundreds of feet above the old city center to the northeast; beneath it, on the square surrounding the cathedral, was the home of her parents.


Although her face may not have shown it, the departure from her home had aroused strong feelings in her. In a few days she would celebrate her twenty-first birthday, and the trip to Munich was a pivotal one. She was going to study at the university there, a goal she had worked and waited for since she was eighteen and had finished her Abitur, the high-school graduation exam.


The train roared over the Danube, whose surface glistened in the sun; the river vanished. Already the outskirts of the city were opening up to fields drenched in the golden yellow of dandelions. No matter how excited she was, she would make a mental note of these flashing images to record later in her diary.


The world of nature meant a great deal to her: the sight of a stream or the rolling contours of the land gave her a sense of peace and provided a pathway to some inner haven of calm; her diaries, letters, and old school essays were filled with descriptions of nature.




Just as I can’t see a clear brook without at least stopping to dangle my feet in it, I can’t see a meadow in May and simply pass by. There is nothing more seductive than such fragrant earth, the blossoms of clover swaying above it like a light foam, and the petal-bedecked branches of the fruit trees reaching upward, as if they wanted to rescue themselves from this tranquil sea. No, I have to turn from my path and immerse myself in this richness. . . .


When I turn my head, my cheek grazes the rough trunk of the apple tree next to me. How protectively it spreads its good branches over me. Without ceasing the sap rises from its roots, nurturing even the smallest of leaves. Do I hear, perhaps, a secret heartbeat? I press my face against its dark, warm bark and think to myself: homeland, and am so indescribably happy in this instant.





Sophie Scholl’s lyrical thoughts may not have been the musings of an average German girl in the spring of 1942, in the midst of total war, but they were not extraordinary either. Since the late nineteenth century, young people in Germany had been turning to nature to escape the constricting society they found around them. The Wandervogel (birds of passage) were groups of youths, especially students, mostly male, who hiked through the mountains and across the hills, camped along lakes and rivers, sang folk songs and recited poetry into the night. They had become a German tradition and a way of life. To commune with living things, to move with the sun and the water and the creatures of the earth, was a way to find freedom, a way to protest the rules and restrictions of bourgeois society, a way to reject the ugly smear of factories and mill towns that were eroding the meadows and the forests, a way to affirm youth and purity.


Literature and philosophy as well as song and poetry had grown out of this tradition, and until the onset of war in the early years of the 1940s, an unceasing stream of young people spent their summer and winter holidays scaling the mountains and trudging together through the valleys of their country, some even going abroad for a tramp through Finland, Yugoslavia, or Italy. Perhaps in no other country in the world was nature—not just its existence, but the idea of grappling with it as a group, trying to become a part of it, taking on its severe challenges and searching for its deeper truths—more profoundly a part of life than it was among the educated youth of Germany in this century.


Their yearning for freedom did not, however, translate into political activity or movements for social change. Their deep admiration for “exotic” folk cultures all over the world did not necessarily imply an acceptance of ethnic minorities at home. And their otherworldliness ultimately left them ill prepared to cope with those who later would abuse their hopes and appropriate the forms of their protest.


After 1933 and the establishment of the Third Reich, aspects of this youth movement were incorporated into National Socialist ideology and into Hitler Youth programs and excursions. Protesting this, some young people formed clandestine youth groups, which they tried to maintain in defiance of the Party and at no small cost to themselves.


By the spring of 1942, however, there were few young people at home with concerns like these. Most of them were in the military—a considerable number of them fighting in Russia—or in compulsory activities related to the war effort. After training as a kindergarten teacher, Sophie Scholl had been stationed for six months at a work camp that was run like an army barracks; from there she was sent into the fields, helping out farmers whose labor supply was running short after total mobilization. Then she had to work yet another half-year in the kindergarten attached to a munitions factory in Blumberg.


But all this was behind her; now, the landscape danced by in a golden shimmer. In a few hours she would celebrate her birthday with her older brother Hans, who would be waiting for her when the train arrived in Munich.


Sophie Scholl was an unusually reflective young woman. Her diaries and her letters to her unofficial fiancé, Fritz Hartnagel, an officer on the front lines in Russia, showed a deep concern with the realities of war and a fierce unwillingness, no matter how difficult things might be for her, to feel self-pity, or indeed any form of egotism, when men and women were suffering and dying in a savage and meaningless war. Even her own profound pleasure at finally achieving the long-sought goal of entering the university—not an easy matter in a nation where the quota on female students had been limited to 10 per cent of the student body—was probably mixed with feelings of guilt, as well as concern for Fritz and all her other friends at the front. These ambivalent feelings about experiencing pleasure, about having the right to enjoy oneself when others were in agony, had become characteristic of the entire Scholl family.


Life in the Third Reich had been a complex and ambivalent experience for the five Scholl children. Sophie, the fourth child and youngest daughter, had always known emotional and relative economic security; her parents were a harmonious and loving couple. Her father, Robert Scholl, had been mayor in several small towns in Swabia, an area of southwest Germany known for its rural charms, thrifty people, and spirit of independence, before settling in Ulm, where he opened his own office as a tax and business consultant. He was a big, rather heavyset man, with strong opinions and an unwillingness, if not an inability, to keep those opinions to himself. His views were never fashionable ones: he had worked as a medic in the First World War because of pacifist convictions, and during the war had met Magdalena, a Protestant nursing sister, who was to become his wife.


Mrs. Scholl was a gentle and soft-spoken woman who made her husband, home, and children the center and purpose of her life. In traditional style, she was the serene foil to her dynamic and strong-willed husband. She tried to soothe troubled waters and maintain the peace; Robert Scholl was not a man who adopted the prejudices or values of the rural and small-town folk among whom he happened to live. Even when he was Bürgermeister in the twenties, he did not find it necessary to visit the local pubs and have desultory chats with farmers and shopkeepers over a glass of wine or beer. When the political climate became increasingly conservative toward the end of the decade, he lost his mayoral post for advocating too liberal a position. Later, in Ulm, he would maintain some contact with Jewish friends and business associates despite the pressures around him, as well as with young artists who, like him, despised the new regime.


The Germans have a word for individuals with Robert Scholl’s kind of personality—Einzelgänger, a man who goes his own way, alone. He brought up his children in the same manner; it was a hard but full and rich life. The price he ultimately paid was the heaviest that can be exacted from a father.


Sophie must have felt a twinge of uncertainty at the idea of separation from her family in Ulm, which over the years had become more and more an island of safety in a society gone mad. It had been different at first. In the days when her brother Hans was an active Hitler Youth leader—all the children had been members of the movement—the most disturbing aspect of their lives had been the conflicts this had aroused with their father. But those days were long over. All of the Scholl children had grown disillusioned with National Socialism, and after a few tension-filled years, the family was reconciled. Where before the children seemed to have sided with youth against their own parents, now their political and social attitudes were in tune again with their natural affections. Along with a loose network of like-minded friends, their family stood posed against a regime that was making increasing inroads into the peace and autonomy of their lives.


The train on the stretch between Ulm and Augsburg moved slowly east through Bavaria. Looking out her compartment window, Sophie would still see a countryside much like Swabia with its patterns of brown and green neatly cultivated fields. As the train approached small towns and the outskirts of Augsburg itself, the land along the tracks would be lined with small, orderly gardens. These were plots rented out to industrious employees of the German railroad, the Reichsbahn; they were carefully fenced with white pickets, and in the center of the plot a small toolshed often stood, designed to resemble a one-family house, complete with flower boxes beneath the windows. Owning one’s own piece of land was part of the German image of earthly perfection; and even if it was not truly one’s own, it made for pleasurable weekends in nature and gave people a sense of being rooted in the landscape, like the flowers and vegetables they tended.


In the spring of 1942, these gardens had gained in importance: they had become part of the home-front effort to produce enough to feed the population and the faraway military forces, in a time of increasing food shortages and rationing. The German people had just endured a difficult winter, worsened by a campaign against the Soviet Union that was heralded as another blitzkrieg victory but instead had bogged down. Hitler had been angered by the sinking public morale that winter: “If the German Volk is not prepared to assert itself for its own survival,” he had said, “fine, then let it vanish.” By spring, however, there came a change; the winter had been gotten through and the mood of the population was tentative but hopeful; there were no significant signs of opposition. People were particularly enthusiastic about the successful U-boat campaign against Allied shipping, and Hitler had promised in March that the “Bolshevik hordes,” which had not been defeated that past winter, would be annihilated in the coming summer months. Even the new Allied technique of saturation bombing seemed to strengthen the resolve of the German home front, although it also spread a terrible fear of the unexpected. Only three weeks before Sophie passed through Augsburg, that city of renaissance facades had been hit in a major air raid—and in broad daylight—to the shock of its inhabitants.


The winter of 1941/42 had been a difficult time for Sophie Scholl. More than two years earlier, she had passed her Abitur and received her diploma, despite the warnings of her high-school principal, who had been informed about her lack of enthusiasm for National Socialism. But then a series of delays had occurred, preventing her from joining Hans at the university. First came a period of training as a kindergarten teacher, which she had tried to use as a stopgap to avoid compulsory farm work with the National Labor Service. But that failed and she had to suffer six months of heavy labor and indoctrination under the thumb of fanatical Nazi women leaders. After that she had thought she was free to study. But the conscription order came from yet another government agency, the War Assistance Program, demanding an additional six months from her as an attendant in a kindergarten attached to a munitions factory in Blumberg, near the Swiss border. She had to resign herself; there was no way out.


The mothers whose children she looked after worked in a brick factory that produced metal parts for the military. Blumberg itself was a small and unattractive industrial town. It was hard for Sophie to find any saving graces here, even though she did become fond of the children. But her chores were menial and exhausting, and as she labored, she was aware always that her work helped indirectly to perpetuate a war she deplored, conducted by a regime she had gradually come to consider criminal.


There were no like minds in Blumberg, no one to talk with; it was a dark period. “Many people think of our times as being the last before the end of the world,” she wrote later in her diary.




The evidence of horror all around us makes this seem possible. But isn’t that an idea of only minor importance? Doesn’t every human being, no matter which era he lives in, always have to reckon with being accountable to God at any moment? Can I know whether I’ll be alive tomorrow morning? A bomb could destroy all of us tonight. And then my guilt would not be one bit less than if I perished together with the earth and the stars.





During the course of her work at Blumberg, Fritz Hartnagel was called back temporarily from Russia to train new soldiers for the North African front. On several weekends Sophie was able to escape the kindergarten and join Fritz in nearby Freiburg. They had met at a dance in Ulm when Sophie was sixteen years old and Fritz was twenty; his courtly manners and gentle personality had made an immediate impression on her. But she soon became aware of troubling political differences between them. Fritz had been raised in a milieu that was conservative, although not National Socialist, and had gone on to become a career soldier. For him, loyalty to the Wehrmacht had been an honorable tradition long before the rise of Adolf Hitler; Fritz seemed to think that he could keep the two aspects of Germany separate.


Sophie wrote honestly to Fritz of her feelings about their relationship as it developed, but she did so in the probing and contradictory way of a headstrong and sensitive teenager. “It is true, isn’t it,” she wrote him in one letter, “that sometimes in the evening you think of me? You dream occasionally of our vacations together. But don’t just think of me as I am; think of me also as I would like to become. Only then, if you still can care for me, will we truly understand one another.”


As a soldier, Fritz needed to know Sophie was waiting for him at home. But later, as the war progressed and her horror of it increased, Sophie felt it urgent that Fritz understand her political passion, which was not just a female whim but a fundamental part life. “I’ve always been aware subconsciously of the career to which you are committed,” she wrote. “I can’t imagine how two people with such differing perspectives . . . could live together.” Nonetheless, she continued to write him; he began gradually to change his attitude, and her deep feelings for him persisted. “When I was able to get home,” she wrote Fritz in February 1941, shortly after he had been in Ulm on leave,




it first hit me that you had left and I couldn’t do anything about it. Every day before that an evening with you was waiting for me after school, now no more, strange feeling. I had grown too accustomed to your warmth. That is also a danger. At home I looked at the notebooks that you had bought and I got the stupidest surge of hope that I’d find something of you, something especially meant for me. I would so much like to have something of you that I could always keep by me, that nobody else would notice.





Past Augsburg, the flatter Bavarian fields leading to Munich were now visible from Sophie’s train window and in twenty minutes her train would be pulling into Munich Central Station, with its arching ceilings and great clock. Its bustling ramps would be filled with young people arriving and others waiting to greet them, many of the young men in soldiers’ uniforms. Somewhere on the platform, Hans would be standing, waiting for her.


During the last months at Blumberg, Sophie got the news that someone had denounced her father; she was deeply shocked. The informer—his own secretary—was a woman whom the Scholl family had thought was well disposed toward them. One day she overheard her employer say in a moment of anger that Hitler was a “scourge of humanity.” Apparently she had felt it her duty, as a loyal German citizen, to report his comment to the Gestapo; they arrived at the Scholl home shortly thereafter, and hauled off Robert Scholl to be questioned. But almost immediately he was released, his trial put off indefinitely. The reason given was that his private consulting firm was in the midst of a crucial, long-range project for Ulm’s municipal Finance Department, a project that was not to be interrupted.


From that day on, Robert Scholl and his family lived with the fear of his impending trial. And they could never be sure that one day the Gestapo might not show up again; once Robert Scholl was in Gestapo hands, anything would be possible.


Sophie found some solace from these troubles in a small chapel at Blumberg, where she could practice on the organ. During these stolen moments, her thoughts would turn to profound questions, intertwined with her anguish over the conditions she experienced around her. The last months, and all of the years since she had rejected National Socialism, had been difficult ones for her, but they had been important ones as well. “Isn’t it a riddle,” she wrote to a friend back home,




. . . and awe-inspiring, that everything is so beautiful? Despite the horror. Lately I’ve noticed something grand and mysterious peering through my sheer joy in all that is beautiful, a sense of its creator. . . . Only man can be truly ugly, because he has the free will to estrange himself from this song of praise.


It often seems that he’ll manage to drown out this hymn with his cannon thunder, curses and blasphemy. But during this past spring it has dawned upon me that he won’t be able to do this. And so I want to try and throw myself on the side of the victor.





But the dark days at Blumberg were over now, and Sophie was on her way to Munich, to her brother, to a free, cosmopolitan life. All of the delays were behind her; she had no regrets. The experiences of the past few years had toughened her, made her self-reliant, nourished her search for a life of the spirit. Her father’s favorite line from Goethe had taken on personal meaning: Allen Gewalten zum Trotz sich erhalten— “Despite all the powers closing in, hold yourself up.”


By now the train was moving slowly through the flat industrial outskirts of Munich. Before long she would see Hans on the platform at the station, a tall and handsome man, undoubtedly scowling intently into each window of the train as it passed him. She would descend with her suitcase and birthday bag and make her way to meet him.


His intense features would soften, his face lighting up in a broad smile of welcome; he was accompanied, as so often, by an attractive young woman, Traute Lafrenz.


As she and her brother embraced, Sophie’s self-restraint and patience would have been rewarded at last. She had arrived, she was with Hans, it was spring, her new life had begun.
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