


[image: 001]




[image: 001]





Table of Contents

 


Enigma Books

Also published by Enigma Books

Title Page

Dedication

Acknowledgements

Introduction

 


Chapter 1. - A Question of Loyalty

Chapter 2. - The Early Assassins

Chapter 3. - Himmler’s Bomb Plot

Chapter 4. - The Resistance Is Born

Chapter 5. - Chamberlain and the September Coup

Chapter 6. - A Coup to Save the Peace

Chapter 7. - Pope Pius Aids the Resistance

Chapter 8. - “The Living Hitler Must Die”

Chapter 9. - Stauffenberg Takes Charge

Chapter 10. - “Valkyrie”

Chapter 11. - Aftermath of Failure

Chapter 12. - “A Gang of Criminals”

 


Bibliography

Notes

Index

Copyright Page





Enigma Books






Also published by Enigma Books

Hitler‘s Table Talk: 1941–1944 
In Stalin‘s Secret Service 
Hitler and Mussolini: The Secret Meetings 
The Jews in Fascist Italy: A History 
The Man Behind the Rosenbergs 
Roosevelt and Hopkins: An Intimate History 
Diary 1937–1943 (Galeazzo Ciano) 
Secret Affairs: FDR, Cordell Hull, and Sumner Welles 
Hitler and His Generals: Military Conferences 1942–1945 
Stalin and the Jews: The Red Book 
The Secret Front: Nazi Political Espionage 
Fighting the Nazis: French Intelligence and Counterintelligence 
A Death in Washington: Walter G. Krivitsky and the Stalin Terror 
The Battle of the Casbah: Terrorism and Counterterrorism in Algeria 1955–1957 
Hitler‘s Second Book: The Unpublished Sequel to Mein Kampf 
At Napoleon‘s Side in Russia: The Classic Eyewitness Account 
The Atlantic Wall: Hitler‘s Defenses for D-Day 
Double Lives: Stalin, Willi Münzenberg and the Seduction of the Intellectuals 
France and the Nazi Threat: The Collapse of French Diplomacy 1932–1939 
Mussolini: The Secrets of His Death 
Mortal Crimes: Soviet Penetration of the Manhattan Project 
Top Nazi: Karl Wolff—The Man Between Hitler and Himmler 
Empire on the Adriatic: Mussolini‘s Conquest of Yugoslavia 
The Origins of the War of 1914 (3-volume set) 
Hitler‘s Foreign Policy, 1933–1939—The Road to World War II 
The Origins of Fascist Ideology 1918–1925 
Max Corvo: OSS Italy 1942–1945 
Hitler‘s Contract: The Secret History of the Italian Edition of Mein Kampf 
Secret Intelligence and the Holocaust 
Israel at High Noon 
Balkan Inferno: Betrayal, War, and Intervention, 1990–2005 
Calculated Risk: World War II Memoirs of General Mark Clark 
The Murder of Maxim Gorky 
The Kravchenko Case: One Man‘s War On Stalin 
Operation Neptune 
Paris Weekend 
Shattered Sky 
Hitler‘s Gift to France 
The Mafia and the Allies 
The Nazi Party, 1919-1945: A Complete History 
Encyclopedia of Cold War Espionage, Spies, and Secret Operations 
The Cicero Spy Affair 
A Crate of Vodka 
NOC 
The First Iraq War: Britain‘s Mesopotamian Campaign, 1914-1918 
Becoming Winston Churchill  
Hitler‘s Intelligence Chief: Walter Schellenberg 
Salazar: A Political Biography 
The Italian Brothers 
Nazi Palestine 
Code Name: Kalistrat 
Pax Romana 
The De Valera Deception 
Lenin and His Comrades 
Working with Napoleon 
The Decision to Drop the Atomic Bomb 
Truman, MacArthur and the Korean War






To the men and women who lost their lives in the 
struggle against Adolf Hitler






The worth of a man is certain only if he is prepared to sacrifice his life for his convictions.

—General Henning von Tresckow1

 

I beg the world to take our martyr‘s deaths as penance for the German people.

—Dr. Carl Goerdeler2

 

Fate was against us.

—General Karl-Heinrich von Stulpnagel3

 

We have accepted the necessity to do our deed in order to save Germany from untold misery. I expect to be hanged for this, but I do not regret my action and I hope that someone else in luckier circumstances will succeed.

—Fritz-Dietlof Count von der Schulenburg4

 

A little encouragement to those Germans ready to risk their lives to free
 Germany of Hitler could have brought peace before the Russians had
 crossed the Vistula and before the Western Allies had advanced beyond
 Normandy.

—William Casey5
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Introduction

During his infamous regime, Adolf Hitler had many enemies among the German people. These included persons of high position in the military and the government as well as among the general population. From 1933 through 1945, thousands of Germans performed innumerable actions to attempt to stop the Nazi regime from committing the crimes it did, some in large ways and many others in small, personal ways. It is regrettable that the courage of many of these individuals, who in the course of their lives under such a ruthless tyranny took grave risks to commit small acts of defiance, will never be acknowledged properly. Most of them simply vanished into the oblivion that claimed millions of others during Hitler‘s reign.

Many people in Germany wished to see an end to the rule of terror that represented the Nazi regime. Few of them had the resources to commit the supreme act, the murder of Adolf Hitler. This book is about those who had the resources and acted on them, what motivated them to attempt to assassinate the Führer, and why they failed.

Those living in open societies typified by the Western democracies may find it difficult to understand how people of high rank, including the Chief of the General Staff of the German army, would be unable to successfully move against a regime soaked in the blood of its own people. There are some critical elements of society under the Nazis that the reader should keep in mind while reading this book.

The first is that no one in Germany escaped scrutiny by the Gestapo or other secret police forces created by the Nazis. Not  even generals and field marshals were immune. They were followed and their actions were reported just as were citizens. Gestapo agents were charged with ferreting out any act of opposition or disloyalty to the regime, from an incautious remark made at a cocktail party to a plot to kill a ranking Nazi official. The regime knew it had many enemies among the German people, and it employed agents to find them. Their performance rating depended on the number of subversives they exposed and arrested. Not infrequently their evidence was fabricated to lend credibility to their charges and increase the stature of the security forces.

Hitler‘s enormous popularity was a second factor that worked against those who plotted his death. It must be remembered that the German people of the 1930s and into the war years had no history of democracy other than the time of chaos and economic deprivation they had experienced during the short-lived Weimar Republic of the 1920s. Historically, Germanic people were more in tune with an orderly, militaristic society than one in which they participated in elections to choose their leaders.

Just as the Italians overlooked the evils of Benito Mussolini‘s regime with the simplistic rationalization “He made the trains run on time,” the Germans endured the Nazis largely because they succeeded where no earlier government had in stabilizing the economy and ending the violence in German cities provoked by clashes between paramilitary forces representing opposing ideologies. Hitler abrogated the oppressive Treaty of Versailles, won back the Rhineland, brought Austria into union with Germany, annexed the Sudetenland to the Reich, and deposed the despised government of Czechoslovakia, all without committing a single German soldier to battle. These accomplishments earned him hero status in the eyes of many, if not most, Germans. There is no avoiding the fact that he was extremely popular. This popularity was a factor that lay heavily on the minds of the men who would depose Hitler. They knew their actions would not be viewed favorably by a large share of the population, civilian or military.

In order for a generals‘ coup to be successful it requires the support and obedience of a large number of lower-ranking officers and the troops who would be called on to arrest or shoot government  officials. The enlisted ranks of the German army, as with most modern armies, were more typical of the general populace than were the higher ranks, so Hitler‘s popularity with them was about equal to that of the general population. The possibility that troops would refuse to obey orders to arrest government officials, including the Führer himself, or to engage in combat against the Nazi regime was a specter that haunted the men who plotted against Hitler. There was also the possibility that a coup, or even an attempted coup, could result in a prolonged conflict between proand anti-Nazi forces, throwing Germany into a bloody civil war that might lay the country open to attack from other European states. Plotting a coup against Hitler was a complex matter that involved much more than choosing the method by which to arrest or kill him.

From the time Hitler came to power in January 1933 until his death in April 1945, countless attempts were planned on his life. Some small number of these plans were actually executed or came close to execution. Those that bore the best possibility of success, both in terms of killing Hitler and replacing his regime, involved generals and other high ranks of the German army.

To document all the accounts of the many individuals and groups who actively opposed the Nazi regime would take several volumes. This chronicle of the attempts to take Hitler‘s life and replace his regime acknowledges the perseverance of two dedicated men, General Ludwig Beck and Lieutenant Colonel Hans Oster. Their ceaseless activity in the resistance against Hitler and the Nazis is the thread that runs through this book beginning with Chapter 4, when the resistance of military officers first took the form of a planned coup.

Many of the individuals who appear in this book will be unknown to most readers, but it is important that their actions and motives are known and understood so that we may all know that even in the darkest and most tyrannical states, there will always exist men and women who are willing to risk their lives, their fortunes, and their honor to oppose evil.






1.

A Question of Loyalty

I swear by God this holy oath, that I will render to Adolf Hitler, Führer of the 
German Reich and people, Supreme Commander of the Armed forces, 
unconditional obedience, and that I am ready, as a brave soldier, to risk my life at 
any time for this oath.



 

When Adolf Hitler imposed this oath on all German military personnel he bonded the fate of the armed forces irrevocably to his own. It was August 2, 1934, just hours after President Paul von Hindenburg‘s death. Hitler had already determined to abolish the presidency and declare himself Führer. Every German soldier, sailor, and airman would swear personal allegiance to Hitler, as would every subsequent member of the armed forces of the Third Reich, from privates to field marshals.

At the start of the twenty first century, it seems almost ludicrous that so many intelligent, educated, and powerful senior officers acceded to such an oath and allowed its implications to cause the death of millions of people and the devastation of their own nation. However, history has recorded that most of them did exactly that.

Many German military leaders entered into a pact with one of the most evil men in history because they believed that collectively they could control him, and because most considered themselves above politics and therefore safe from the machinations of politicians. Years later at the Nuremberg Tribunals they learned differently.

The significance of an oath sworn to Hitler personally is enormous. It is best understood in the context of the Prussian-German officer class, men born to a heritage of unconditional obedience to the head of state. Traditionally, each officer had a personal identification and a personal bond with his ruler. This code of unquestioned obedience and fidelity extended to every soldier of every rank.

The practice of swearing a personal oath to the leader did not originate with Hitler. More than sixty years earlier, Article 64 of the Prusso-German Constitution of 1871 demanded similar loyalty from the armed forces to the person of the Kaiser: “All German troops are obliged to obey unconditionally the commands of the Emperor. This obligation is to be incorporated in the military oath.”

Americans in particular find it difficult to understand the subtle difference between the oath sworn by German soldiers and their own. American soldiers pledge their allegiance to the nation, the ideals on which America was founded and on which it has flourished, not to an individual political leader. It is an oath of loyalty freely given by the individual to the nation. German soldiers, on the other hand, swore their allegiance not to a principle or a belief but to an individual, whether he was the Kaiser or the Führer. They pledged to obey the leader‘s commands, even if it meant personal or national suicide, as it ultimately did.

Before World War I the German army played no role in the political life of the nation. In fact, it was a court martial offense for an officer to express a political opinion differing from that of the Kaiser, who was acknowledged to be the state. To reinforce the army‘s isolation from public policy, Wilhelm II issued a decree in 1907 prohibiting members of the armed forces from discussing political issues.

The urgency for decisive action in the conduct of the war caused this situation to change slightly when Generals von Hindenburg and Erich Ludendorf were required to step into the vacuum created by the Kaiser‘s inability to provide strong political leadership. From 1916 until the collapse of the monarchy in 1918, these two men functioned as surrogate despots, operating behind the throne, governing the country as a virtual military dictatorship.

The war‘s end caused the collapse of the monarchy and brought about the disintegration of social order in Germany. What remained of the army became hopelessly politicized. Coup was followed by counter-coup, and groups of soldiers known as Freikorps (Free Corps) roamed the country engaging in sundry activities, ranging from repelling a Polish invasion to waging pitched battles with private political armies. In several regions localized revolts against the new democratic authorities spawned fledgling communist soviet states, most of which were promptly put down by Freikorps forces.

The situation came to a head on March 13, 1920, when the capital, Berlin, was occupied by a mostly Freikorps coup under the right-wing leader Dr. Wolfgang Kapp. Most of the government leaders, having been forewarned of the impending coup, escaped to Stuttgart. From this sanctuary they issued a call for a general strike in the capital. The strike was eminently successful, and on March 17 Kapp was forced to withdraw from Berlin.

While a scattering of the army joined the Kapp coup, most remained neutral, especially those who were trying to hold together the remnants of the old general staff. In many ways the Kapp coup was the turning point for the army‘s relations with politics. As a result of what he saw as the potential disintegration of the army through political upheaval, army Commander General Hans von Seeckt initiated a process designed to re-establish the army as an apolitical body. His plan was to use the 100,000-man German army sanctioned by the Versailles treaty as the nucleus for a revival of a grand army on the order of the old Imperial Army. To accomplish this, the army had to be isolated from the chaos of the current German political scene.

Under von Seeckt‘s leadership soldiers were commanded to ignore politics and concentrate on “the old spirit of silent, selfeffacing  devotion in the service of the Army.”1 Many willingly followed the general‘s dictates.

In 1930 General Wilhelm Gröner re-emphasized the importance of a soldier remaining aloof from politics when he said, “The soundness of any armed force rests upon unreserved, unlimited obedience.” He went on to point out the dangers of officers allowing personal political views to dictate whether certain orders would be obeyed.2

When Hitler came to power, military discipline was firmly reestablished in the German army. While this obedience had its virtues, its greatest weakness was that German army leaders were insulated from political decisions, especially decisions that could lead to war. For the most part the generals were innocents in the arena of power politics. Hitler would take full advantage of their political naiveté.

Why would the imperious members of the German officer class reduce themselves to swearing unconditional obedience to a criminal who headed a gangster organization that happened to momentarily control the central government? Many simply conformed to secure their positions of power and privilege. For others, the oath merely represented a routine requirement in their customary tradition of virtually blind obedience to the state and whoever happened to be in command.

On January 30, 1933, Adolf Hitler became chancellor of a Germany torn by internal strife and teetering on the brink of economic disaster. Although in later years he liked to claim he had been swept into power through a popular mandate, he was actually appointed to the post by the old, sick, and semi-senile Reich President and Supreme Commander, Field Marshal Paul von Hindenburg, who would have appointed as Chancellor practically anyone who offered even a glimmer of hope of bringing peace to the nation. Adolf Hitler was the last in a long line of Hindenburg‘s appointments. He was destined to serve the longest term.

Before Hitler‘s appointment the army had a brief attempt at running the country with Hindenburg‘s selection of General Kurt von Schleicher as Chancellor. Von Schleicher actually held three positions simultaneously: Defense Minister, Commissioner for  Prussia, and Reich Chancellor. Although he enjoyed the complete support of the two most influential men in the military, Army Commander-in-Chief General Curt von Hammerstein-Equord, and Chief of the General Staff General Wilhelm Adam, his tenure as Chancellor survived only fifty-seven days. He was a master manipulator whose personal duplicity prevented him from creating an effective government capable of restructuring the country.

In an ironic twist of fate, Schleicher, the man who had plotted against so many earlier Chancellors, was himself undone by the malicious intrigues of Werner von Alvensleben, a notorious rumor monger. Alvensleben disseminated vicious rumors that Schleicher was scheming to place President Hindenburg under house arrest and assume dictatorial powers over the country.

Shocked by this fabrication, which he believed, Hindenburg dismissed Schleicher and handed the reins of government to Adolf Hitler, who had garnered 36.8 percent of the popular vote to come in second in a three-way race for the presidency against Hindenburg and a communist candidate in 1932. Once firmly settled in the Chancellory, Hitler swore that no power on earth would “ever get me out of here alive.”

Loyal to their Prussian tradition, most military officers continued to remain aloof from politics, except when their personal stations of power and privilege were threatened. One real danger was the rise of the National Socialist Party‘s paramilitary organization, the SA, Sturm Abteilung or Storm Detachment.

In 1933 the German army numbered 100,000 men. The SA membership exceeded one million men, many of them hardened criminals who respected no moral code. From the time Hindenburg appointed Hitler Chancellor until the old field marshal‘s death, two armies existed in Germany: the constitutionally sanctioned Reichswehr, referred to by many people as “the President‘s Army,” and the SA, “the Chancellor‘s Army.” Outnumbered more than ten to one, without considering the other private armies across the country that would likely support the SA in a civil war, the regular army, with no tanks or artillery, had little chance of defeating the SA in a direct confrontation.

Adolf Hitler realized he needed the unequivocal support of the army to hold power and expand the German Reich. He also recognized that the Prussian tradition of loyalty and obedience could work for him once he won the generals over to his side. On the other hand, the SA had outlived its usefulness. With its membership consisting predominantly of street fighters and assassins, Hitler recognized it would be no match for a well-trained and professionally led army of an enemy nation. The SA was incapable of fighting the wars that were required to fulfill Hitler‘s dream of a vast German empire.

A long-simmering dispute between Hitler and SA head Ernst Röhm over the role of the storm troopers had persisted for some time. Hitler continued to view the SA as a political force useful for inflicting terror and death on the Führer‘s opponents. A member of the “radical” wing of the Party, Röhm wanted his force to sweep away the regular army along with its officer class. The SA would then become the nucleus for a people‘s army. The generals were aware of Röhm‘s plans but were helpless to do anything about them.

Early in his rule, Hitler successfully wooed the army. Less than twenty-four hours after his appointment as Chancellor, he addressed the Berlin garrison without waiting for an invitation to do so. He told the troops of the new spirit he intended to infuse in the future Germany. Two days later, on February 2, 1933, Hitler met with a group of generals and admirals at the home of General von Hammerstein. In a two-hour session he promised them there would be no need to fight a civil war against the SA, and he further assured them that they could begin a full-blown rearmament program even though the Versailles treaty forbad it.

June 30, 1934, became known as the Night of the Long Knives, as Adolf Hitler made good on his promise by initiating a bloody purge of the SA. More than two thousand people, mostly SA leaders, were killed by Heinrich Himmler‘s Schutztaffel (SS), which was in fact a subsidiary of the SA and therefore technically under Röhm‘s control. Röhm‘s murder, along with many of his closest associates, ended forever the possibility of the SA posing a genuine challenge to the army.

Although some generals were repulsed by the blood lust of the Nazi purge, Hitler effectively blunted any hostility from the military by giving them anything they wanted, including money and estates that were provided as gifts to selected senior officers. Less than a month later the generals reciprocated and gave Hitler what he wanted, their pledge of unconditional loyalty.

Several generals objected to the personal oath of allegiance to Hitler—especially General Ludwig Beck, who called it the blackest day of his life. Beck was prepared to resign rather than take the oath but was dissuaded from doing so by his friend, Army Commander-in-Chief General Werner von Fritsch. Beck later became chief of the rejuvenated General Staff. However, he never wavered in his opposition to Hitler. If anything it grew stronger, finally culminating in his resignation on August 27, 1938, over the planned invasion of Czechoslovakia. He promptly became the central figure in the military opposition to the Nazis.

General Beck was everything a good Nazi was not. Born to an upper-middle-class family near Wiesbaden in the Rhineland in1880, he was the son of a metallurgical engineer. In 1898 he entered the Fifteenth Prussian Field Artillery, completed General Staff training in 1911, and served as a staff officer at various headquarters during World War I.

It was at these staff postings that Beck acquired the habit of working long hours, often arriving before dawn and remaining until the early hours of the following day. During the war Beck had enjoyed a brief encounter with private life, something he never had again. On May 12, 1916, he married Amalie Pagenstecher, a merchant‘s daughter. The following year they had a daughter, Gertrud, but shortly after the baby‘s birth this happy occasion was marred by Amalie‘s death on November 16, 1917. Beck apparently never considered remarrying.

A man of high moral character, charming but austere, Beck earned a reputation as a great military planner largely because of two outstanding accomplishments. The first was his planning of the withdrawal, under exceedingly difficult conditions, of ninety divisions of the German army at the close of World War I. The second was a book on military tactics that he wrote between 1931 and  1933. Die Truppenführung is one of the best-known German military publications. This volume of tactics was widely read and earned its author great respect both for its contents and for the elegance and clarity of its prose.

If Beck had a weakness, it was that he was more a man of thought than a man of action. He took a long time to make decisions because he carefully weighed all sides of an issue and considered all the possibilities. However, unlike many other great thinkers, once he had deliberated on his course of action, Beck was prepared to take daring risks. This was clearly demonstrated by his unswerving leadership of the anti-Nazi conspirators in the army for almost six years.

Ludwig Beck became the center of resistance to Hitler and the Nazis not because he was a dynamic leader and man of action but because he stood well above Hitler: He occupied the high moral ground that attracted the loyalty of men with moral character.

The history of the military opposition to Hitler‘s regime has been scarred by charges of opportunism, largely because the most widely publicized attempt to overthrow Hitler occurred in the summer of 1944, when most German military leaders recognized that the war was lost. Had that been the only attempted coup, the charges might carry the weight of truth, but the famous bombing of the map room at Hitler‘s headquarters near Rastenburg in East Prussia on July 20, 1944, was actually the last in a series of attempts on the Führer‘s life. Most of them were carried out by military officers working in close contact with Beck.

Even now, almost a half-century after the war, many people are only vaguely aware of the fact that anti-Nazi groups operated in Germany throughout Hitler‘s regime. The roster of anti-Nazis includes civilians, government officials, and military officers. Their views ran the gamut of political philosophies, from rightwing monarchists through democratic republicans to socialists and, finally, to communists.

The dissidents engaged in a myriad of activities, including sabotaging manufacturing plants that produced gas for the concentration camps and printing and distributing anti-Nazi propaganda. However, in a totalitarian society under the vigilant control of the  secret police forces, these efforts ultimately accomplished little except the deaths of most of the conspirators. In reality only one opposing faction could bring about change, the anti-Nazi group in the German army.

Hitler‘s only serious opposition in the armed forces came from the army. The air force was headed by Hitler‘s close confidant and ardent Nazi supporter, Hermann Göring. The navy, grateful to Hitler for its escape from the constraints of the Versailles treaty, was loyal to him, although considerably less committed to Nazism than the air force. The army alone remained to stop Hitler, and only a small number of its officers took part in attempts to do so.

Resistance to Hitler was swiftly punished by the Gestapo and the SS security forces. It is therefore remarkable that many of the men who first formed the core of army opposition in 1938 were still alive to advance their cause when the July 20, 1944, plot was planned.

Many of these men struggled with their consciences because of the oath they had sworn to Hitler, balancing inborn Teutonic fealty against the devastation they saw him bringing to Germany and the world. But let it be said that these men, whose actions we will examine in the coming chapters, made a moral decision to risk their lives and oppose evil.

Some German army generals were ardent supporters of Hitler, including Hans Krebs, Walter von Reichenau, Alfred Jodl, Wilhelm Keitel, Walther Model, Eduard Dietl, and Schörner. Generals who were anti-Nazi and active conspirators for the overthrow of the regime included Ludwig Beck, Hans Oster, Erwin von Witzleben, Karl Heinrich von Stulpnagel, Henning von Tresckow, Thomas, and Alexander von Falkenhausen. Only a small fraction of staff and field officers felt strongly on either side of the issue of Hitler and the Nazis. The overwhelming majority of German officers took no side in the conflict between the Nazis and the anti-Nazis. Like most people everywhere, they quietly followed orders.

Conspicuously absent from the roster of anti-Nazi generals is the name of Field Marshal Erwin Rommel. Although historians and novelists have speculated about Rommel‘s alleged role in the conspiracy against Hitler, in truth there is no hard evidence that Field  Marshall Rommel participated to any degree in the July 1944 attempt to kill Hitler.

Part of the difficulty in determining whether Rommel was actually involved is that most of the plotters died as a result of the bomb‘s failure to kill Hitler. Since few conspirators keep diaries that could fall into the hands of the government, it is not even possible to ascertain with any degree of certainty that Rommel was taken into their confidence. We do know that Rommel was considered “Hitler‘s General” by many of his contemporaries. Hitler clearly liked Rommel; the field marshal was one of only a handful of people, civilian or military, who could speak openly with the Führer, even when they disagreed with him.

Two days after the attempt on Hitler‘s life, one officer, under severe interrogation, is alleged to have confessed to the Gestapo that Rommel was among the conspirators. On the other hand, there are indications that not only the leaders of the plot, Beck and Stauffenberg, but most of the others involved regarded Rommel with suspicion. He was felt to be at best a questionable ally.

Lieutenant General Dr. Hans Speidel was the one member of the conspirators who survived the war to claim that Rommel was a co-conspirator. Six years Rommel‘s junior, Speidel was born in the same German province of Württemburg. He became Rommel‘s close friend during World War I when they served together in the same Brigade. In April 1944 Speidel was appointed Rommel‘s Chief of Staff in France, as the Desert Fox anticipated the Allied invasion.

Although Speidel flagrantly used Rommel‘s headquarters to further the cause of the anti-Nazi conspirators, he was never able to recruit Rommel in any plot against Hitler. Although evidence exists that Rommel may have favored coming to terms with Eisenhower after the Allied forces had secured a solid position in France, Rommel, the quintessential German soldier, would never break the oath he had taken to the Führer. Speidel so cleverly covered his tracks and camouflaged his part in the plot that the Nazi court that tried him for treason following the July 1944 attempt on Hitler‘s life returned a verdict of not guilty. He was released despite Hitler‘s personal message to the court claiming that he believed Speidel to be guilty.

In the postwar years anyone associated with the plot to kill Hitler was considered a “good German” by the Allies and therefore trustworthy. Speidel later served in the postwar German army and as Allied Commander of Land Forces, Central Europe, under the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO).

Two factors fomented the myth that Rommel was an active participant in the July 1944 attempt to kill Hitler. The first was the revelation, made public in April 1945 by Rommel‘s son, Manfred, that the field marshal was pressured to commit suicide by Hitler‘s emissaries. That revelation, coupled with the fact that many officers involved in the attempted coup took their own lives when it failed, made it easy for Rommel‘s supporters to conclude that he too was a member of the conspiratorial circle.

The second factor involved reports circulated after the war ostensibly by Hans Speidel, implying that he had discussed the plot against Hitler with Rommel. Speidel never directly claimed that Rommel was actually involved, simply that he had talked to Rommel about the fact that there was an anti-Nazi coup plan at work involving several generals. This in itself is evidence of nothing, since it was widely known among a great many generals who were not involved that a plot to kill Hitler existed. In fact, some were later executed simply because they knew about the conspiracy but failed to warn Hitler.

Based on these two factors, stories were fabricated about secret meetings between Rommel and Count von Stauffenberg, the driving force behind the July 20 assassination attempt and the man who carried the bomb into Hitler‘s conference. There is no evidence to confirm that such meetings ever took place, nor is there any reason they should have. There is no evidence Rommel ever took part in any meeting of conspirators. The extent of Rommel‘s involvement was to listen quietly to the circumspect conversations of Speidel and Lieutenant Colonel Caesar von Hofacker as the two tried unsuccessfully to enlist him in their cause.

Why the Rommel myth? Perhaps the answer lies with those Americans who romanticize some of our military opponents whose feats have become legendary. Mention of the civil War calls to most Americans‘ minds the name of Robert E. Lee, the aristocratic confederate  commander who came close to winning the war and destroying the nation. Myth has made Lee appear larger than life, a romantic leader who fought gallantly for a lost cause. Myth had dealt with the evil of Lee‘s cause by saying, “Lee was such an effective military opponent, surely he didn‘t believe in slavery.” We now know this was not the case.

Another enemy commander on his way to being whitewashed by American historians is Japanese Admiral Yamamoto, the man who led the sneak attack on Pearl Harbor. We are now asked to believe he was the “reluctant admiral,” a man of honor who was merely following orders. A man of honor would not launch a sneak attack against a country with which his nation was not at war. The Yamamoto myth deals with that evil by saying, “Yamamoto was such an effective military opponent, surely he didn‘t believe in starting a war against the United States.” Although there may be some truth in the statement, the fact is that he did plan the attack and did command the forces that carried out the deed.

Field Marshal Rommel was a formidable commander in North Africa against the British and American forces. At Kasserine his forces devastated the U.S. army in its first major encounter with the Axis, killing hundreds and taking thousands prisoner, His tactics in desert warfare earned him the respect and grudging admiration of many Allied commanders. The result of these feelings led inescapably to the myth that said, “Rommel was such an effective military opponent, surely he couldn‘t have been a Nazi. Rommel was such an effective military opponent, surely he must have been part of the plot to kill Hitler.”

It was false. For Rommel it was a matter of remaining loyal to his oath to Hitler. It was simply a question of loyalty.

Perhaps the last word on the myth that has developed around Rommel and the plot to kill Hitler should come from his wife, Lucie. On September 9, 1945, while many Germans were desperately trying to prove they were neither Nazis nor Nazi supporters, she issued a statement that said in part, “I want it made quite clear that my husband had no part whatever in the preparations for, or execution of, the July 20th plot.”3






2.

The Early Assassins

Long before he attained power in Germany and well before dissident officers in his own army plotted his death, Adolf Hitler had political enemies who were trying to kill him. Most of the initial attempts on Hitler‘s life were made by what could be termed the “usual suspects.” That is, for the most part, Hitler‘s political opponents, including but not limited to communists, socialists, right-wing extremists, Jews, Christians, and even disaffected National Socialists.

Society in Germany of the 1920s was a nightmare far worse than an untamed American frontier town of the late nineteenth century. Lawlessness was the order of the decade. Private armies and militias proliferated, many of them created to serve as bullyboys for political parties, which themselves multiplied rapidly. No matter how extreme or ridiculous one‘s views, there was bound to be a political party that embraced them.

Many of these parties habitually resorted to violence to curb their opponents. Private political armies not only provided protection at party rallies and demonstrations but also frequently disrupted  rallies staged by opposition parties. Countless pitched battles were waged by these armed gangs in towns and cities throughout Germany. When Hitler began his climb to power, political assassination had become a fact of life in Germany.

Assassination attempts on Hitler‘s life began long before he ascended to political power. The first recorded attempt occurred in Munich in 1921. In November of that year Hitler spoke at a beer hall rally that was attended by a large audience, which included some three hundred people who were either members of opposition groups or merely violently hostile to him. The crowd included members of the Independent Socialist Party, the Majority Socialist Party, and the Communist Party.

Hitler‘s speech, “Who Are the Murderers?”, was a vitriolic denunciation of the assassination on October 25, 1921, of Majority Socialist Reichstag Deputy Erhard Auer.

It was routine at such gatherings for the audience, both proand anti-speaker, to consume beer in inordinate quantities and to cache the empty steins under the tables to use as ammunition in the inevitable melee. During Hitler‘s speech sharp remarks were exchanged between members of the gathering: this triggered first an avalanche of steins, then the throwing of chairs, and finally a brawl that erupted throughout the hall. In the midst of the ensuing battle, the twenty-five Nazi Storm Troopers on hand for just such an eventuality managed to shepherd most of the three hundred opponents out of the building before the police appeared in sufficient strength to secure the hall.

Before the police arrived several unknown assailants fired shots at Hitler, none of which hit the target. The gunfire was returned, possibly by Hitler himself, who always carried a pistol. These shots also failed to find a target. By the time the SA men cleared the hall of opponents many people had been injured, however, none seriously.

Incredibly, Hitler persisted with his tirade for fully twenty minutes more, until police reinforcements finally closed the hall and dispersed the crowd into the street. Police reports show that some 150 steins were smashed, together with a number of chairs and  tables, and the hall was strewn with lengths of brass pipe, brass knuckles, and similar weapons commonly used in civilian riots.

In 1923 Hitler again narrowly escaped death. Two attempts were made on his life by unknown assassins. The first occurred in Thuringia; a second, in which shots were fired at his car, in Leipzig.

In 1929 an SS soldier on guard duty at the Sportpalast reportedly secreted a bomb under the speaker‘s platform minutes before Hitler was scheduled to appear. After the usual introductions, Hitler began a speech anticipated to last several hours. The SS guard felt a sudden need to use the men‘s room; confident that there was ample time in which to set off the bomb, he left his position for what he expected would be only a brief absence. Unfortunately for him and the rest of the world, he was accidentally locked in the toilet. Unable to free himself from the locked room in time, he failed to trigger the bomb. Hitler escaped injury or death because of an odd twist of fate. A friend later called it the joke of the century. “The history of the world might have been changed if he hadn‘t had to go to the bathroom.”1

Three more failed attempts on Hitler‘s life occurred in 1932, all by unknown persons. The first took place on March 15 when a fusillade fired at him while he rode a train from Munich to Weimar missed the mark. The following June his car barely escaped attack by a group of armed men who waited in a blind on a roadside near the town of Straslund. A month following this ambush, another ineffective assault failed to kill Hitler when his car was stoned, although one rock did graze his head.

After Hitler became Chancellor, the assassination attempts not only persisted but in fact increased. On March 3, 1933, one day before the newly appointed Chancellor was to address a political rally in Königsberg to campaign for his slate of candidates in the March 5 Reichstag elections, police moved against a communist group whose leader, a ship‘s carpenter named Kurt Lutter, had organized a plot to blow up the speaker‘s platform while Hitler spoke. The plan took form during two clandestine meetings held in February that were infiltrated by a police informer who leaked the information to the authorities. An investigation failed to uncover the explosives, and since none of the conspirators would confess to  the crime of attempted political assassination, which carried the death penalty, Lutter and his group were ultimately released after being detained for several months.

Lutter was not the only conspirator against Hitler that year. Hardly a week passed without an assassination plot being unearthed, or at least a report of one filed with the police authorities. In February a schoolteacher reported a plot to poison Hitler, and the Bavarian Legation in Berlin revealed that Ludwig Assner, a former Nazi turned communist, claimed that Hitler was a madman who would plunge Germany into misery and that he, Assner, would kill him to prevent this from happening. Although police were on alert for the would-be assassin, his threats against Hitler were dismissed as trivial when he demanded a large sum of money in exchange for abandoning his plans.

Again in 1933, Hitler‘s life was threatened by a would-be killer at Hitler‘s country house not far from Berchtesgaden. The hilly countryside surrounding the house was crisscrossed with numerous walking paths along which Hitler liked to stroll, usually accompanied by a small entourage of security people and political followers. The Führer generally led the column while his disciples alternated walking alongside him to exchange a few words of intimate conversation. The security men maintained a discreet distance and performed their duties as unobtrusively as possible.

However, since the grounds which Hitler‘s party strolled were public property, it was not unusual for them to meet other strollers, sometimes even exchanging pleasantries. Repeated observances of a man in an SA uniform who was acting in a suspicious manner and was watching Hitler‘s group carefully did not escape the attention of the security forces. During a routine security check, a personal search revealed that he was carrying a loaded handgun, a serious violation of law, and he was immediately arrested.

Throughout 1933 and 1934, reports of planned attempts on Hitler‘s life were received almost weekly by police. They included bizarre stories of exploding fountain pens, tunnels crammed with explosives dug under buildings in which he was to appear, poison squirted in his face, and dozens of others including one claiming his plane would be shot down over East Prussia. Many of these rumors  were not taken seriously, largely because of the sources; however, at least fourteen were deemed sufficiently valid to merit earnest investigation by criminal police officials.

An alleged coup attempt against the Führer in 1934 by the leaders of the SA, which is perhaps the next best known plot against Hitler after the famous bombing of July 1944, remains an enigma to this day. The SA leader, Ernst Röhm, had long advocated replacing the German army with his own organization. Unproven rumors persisted that Röhm coveted the position of Führer for himself. Whether the rumors were valid or Hitler simply decided to appease his army generals and rid them of a nuisance, the alleged plot was Hitler‘s pretext for the arrest and murder of several hundred SA leaders from June 30, 1934, through July 2, 1934.

Hitler himself participated in Röhm‘s arrest while the latter was vacationing in Bad Wiesse, south of Munich. With the arrests accomplished and the prisoners en route to Stadelheim prison near Munich, Hitler and his entourage, including an SS security contingent, prepared to drive to Munich. Minutes before they were to leave, a truck carrying heavily armed SA bodyguards known as the Stabswache drove up. Learning that their leaders had been arrested, the SA men assumed combative positions against Hitler‘s cadre, creating a highly charged and dangerous situation for the Führer.

Hitler somehow persuaded the SA team to retire. Reluctantly they returned to their truck and started out on the road to Munich. Minutes after leaving Bad Wiesse, the men had a change of heart and resolved to kill Hitler, disarm his security force, and rescue the SA leaders. Concealing their truck well off the highway, they established a deadly ambush. Machine guns set up on both sides of the road created a lethal field of fire that could not fail to annihilate Hitler‘s party. However, Hitler distrusted the SA group and decided to take an alternate route to Munich as a precaution against just such a contingency. Had Hitler traveled the main road, it is likely the SA unit would have killed him.

Lacking documented hard evidence that the SA leaders planned to murder Hitler, and since Röhm and his closest confederates were executed, it will never be known whether the plot actually existed.  Hitler‘s brutal action against the SA caused former Nazis to join a growing list of those who wanted him dead.

In 1935, a right-wing group hatched an elaborate scheme to kill Hitler. The group‘s leader, Dr. Helmuth Mylius, was head of the Radical Middle Class Party, an industrial entrepreneur, and editor of a right-wing newspaper. Mylius and retired Navy Captain Hermann Ehrhardt developed a plan to infiltrate Hitler‘s SS bodyguard units with their own supporters. So successful were they that 160 men penetrated SS security and began accumulating data on Hitler‘s movements. The coup never came about because the Gestapo, having been informed of the plan, infiltrated the group and arrested most of the participants.

During 1936, David Frankfurter, a Jewish medical student living in Berne, killed Wilhelm Gustloff, Hitler‘s deputy in Switzerland. Gustloff became Frankfurter‘s substitute target when the assassin realized his primary target, Adolf Hitler, was beyond his reach. A year later it was learned through SS contacts with the Haganah, the Jewish intelligence service in Palestine, that Gustoff‘s murder was part of a failed assassination plan against Hitler by a Paris-based group known as the Alliance Israélite Universelle.

In December 1936, a young German Jew who had been living in Prague infiltrated into Germany as part of a plot to kill Hitler by blowing up a building in the Nuremberg Stadium. Helmut Hirsch, acting under the influence of Otto Strasser, one of Hitler‘s most virulent opponents, agreed to plant the bomb built by another of Strasser‘s followers.

Hirsch arrived in Stuttgart on December 20, three days before the scheduled meeting with his contact, a Strasser disciple who was to deliver the bomb. Hirsch did not know his contact had been arrested crossing the German-Polish border with the bomb, and under questioning by the Gestapo he revealed the bombing plan and identified the would-be bomber. Since Hirsch had used his own name at the hotel when he completed the forms required of all guests, it was a simple matter to track him down and arrest him.

On March 8, 1937, Helmut Hirsch was tried, convicted, and sentenced to death by beheading. The execution was carried out on June 4 in Plötzensee.

Otto Strasser had long been an irritant to Adolf Hitler, and he probably instigated more than a few death plots against him. Otto and his brother, Gregor, were socialists before joining Hitler‘s National Socialist Party. Gregor entered into an unqualified allegiance to Hitler, but Otto held some serious reservations. He openly disagreed with Hitler on important issues such as a major strike by metalworkers in Saxony. Otto Strasser championed the workers; Hitler, who was being subsidized by wealthy industrialists, was ordered by them to disclaim Strasser and condemn his support for the strikers. Hitler and Strasser met twice in Berlin‘s Hotel Sanssouci on May 21 and 22, 1930, to reconcile their differences. Neither man budged from his position and they parted enemies. Expelled from the Party, Otto Strasser formed his own socialist organization, which he called the Black Front.

When Gregor Strasser died in Hitler‘s attack on the SA, Otto realized that he had lost the protection his brother‘s position in the Nazi Party had afforded him and that his own life was now in danger. He fled Germany and continued to scheme against Hitler from asylum in Poland, Czechoslovakia, and later Paris. Throughout 1937 and 1938, German intelligence uncovered a steady flow of information revealing plots to kill Hitler by the Black Front, as well as other opponents of the Führer, many of whom were German émigrés.

The year 1938 was a busy time for another would-be assassin, Maurice Bavaud. Through a strangely twisted logical reasoning, Bavaud concluded he must kill Hitler because the German dictator had reneged on his promise to squash the communists. Bavaud was a Swiss citizen attending a French Catholic seminary in Brittany when he came under the influence of another seminarian, Marcel Gerbohay. Gerbohay founded a small secret society of seminarians who called themselves the Compagnie du Mystère. This group was pledged to fight communism wherever it appeared, especially in Russia.

Gerbohay portrayed himself as a descendant of the Romanov dynasty that had ruled Russia for over three hundred years. He prophesied they would rule again when the communists were overthrown. Hitler, whom many thought would be the instrument  for the destruction of the Russian communists, was now showing every indication that he intended to co-exist peacefully with the Soviet Communist regime.

At Gerbohay‘s bidding, Bavaud set off from the seminary on a mission to assassinate Hitler because of his outward tolerance of the communists. He returned to his family‘s home in the west Switzerland town of Neuchâtel and lived briefly with his parents and his five brothers and sisters. While he earned his keep helping his mother in a small grocery she ran to supplement her husband‘s postal worker‘s salary, Bavaud studied German and read the French translation of Mein Kampf.

On October 9 he bid his family farewell and set off on an odyssey that would crisscross Germany in pursuit of Adolf Hitler. He told his family he was going to Germany to find work as a draftsman, a trade he had learned before joining the seminary. He spent a fortnight visiting relatives in the German resort town of Baden-Baden. Telling these relatives he was going to Mannheim to seek work, he instead left Baden-Baden and proceeded south to the Swiss border town of Basel, where he purchased a 6.35-millimeter Schmeisser automatic pistol. He then traveled four hundred miles by rail to Berlin, where he expected to find Hitler.

In Berlin Bavaud learned that the Führer was at his mountain retreat near Berchtesgaden. Determined to kill his quarry, Bavaud immediately entrained for the resort three hundred miles to the south. Arriving in Berchtesgaden on October 25, he checked into an inexpensive hotel, the Stiftskeller, and found a source where he purchased extra ammunition for his pistol. To improve his nonexistent shooting skills he went deep into the woods and used trees for target practice. He decided that he would be able to shoot Hitler if he could get within twenty-five feet of him. It apparently did not occur to Bavaud that there was no guarantee that if he was successful in shooting Hitler the Führer would necessarily die.

Unfortunately, Bavaud again missed connections when Hitler left Berchtesgaden shortly after he arrived. Dejected over this second failure to find his target, Bavaud decided to plan more carefully by learning as much as possible about Hitler‘s movements  before taking further action. However, his German was only rudimentary, and he was severely handicapped in these inquiries.

One afternoon while eating lunch he met two French instructors with whom he carried on a lively conversation, claiming to be an ardent admirer of Hitler who wanted to meet the Führer. Although his companions could not be of any help, the conversation was overheard by a police captain sitting at the next table who spoke French. Captain Karl Derkert told Bavaud that he was connected with Hitler‘s security and assured the young Swiss that to arrange a personal audience with Hitler would require a letter of introduction from a high-ranking foreign official. But if he only wanted to see Hitler up close, Derkert advised, he should go to Munich in time for the anniversary of the November 9, 1923, putsch. Hitler traditionally led a parade through the city‘s streets that retraced the route he and his band had taken in 1923.

On October 31 Bavaud once again boarded a train, this time for Munich, where he rented a furnished room. Using a tourist map, Bavaud plotted the route of the march during the days preceding the celebration, looking for a vantage point from which to shoot Hitler. A series of grandstands had been constructed along the route, and for one of them he was able to obtain a ticket by impersonating a reporter for a Swiss newspaper.

Not entirely confident with his marksmanship, he located a suitable site about twenty-five miles from the city where he could safely practice his shooting skills.

The morning of November 9 was cold and clear. Dressed in a heavy overcoat, with his pistol inside the coat pocket, Bavaud made his way through the thousands who thronged the streets of Munich and arrived at the grandstands near the Marienplatz with time to spare. He found a front-row seat and sat quietly, hoping to remain inconspicuous while he waited for Hitler. The street in front of him, as well as along the entire march route, was flanked on both sides with two rows of burly SA men who stood shoulder to shoulder to keep the crowd from rushing into the streets. The intended assassin knew he would have to shoot Hitler from the grandstand because it would be impossible for him to push his way through the brownshirted guards. Suddenly the cry went up, “The Führer is coming!”

Rising as one, the people in the grandstand, Bavaud included, stood to view the approaching parade. Inside his pocket his hand gripped the pistol tightly, ready to remove it quickly when Hitler came within range. With his heart pounding, the young man stood poised to act as the line of marchers approached. When the parade drew abreast of Bavaud, disappointment gripped him as he realized that Hitler was marching on the opposite side of the street, not in the center as he had expected. This placed his target more than fifty feet away, twice his confidence range with his weapon. Bavaud released his hold on the Schmeisser and could do nothing except watch Hitler and his entourage turn a corner and disappear from view.

Bavaud was disappointed but far from discouraged. He purchased some tastefully expensive stationery and envelopes and returned to his room, where he proceeded to forge a letter of introduction to Hitler from French Foreign Minister Pierre Flandin. The letter stated that Bavaud carried a second letter that was to be read by Adolf Hitler only. It was a poorly conceived ruse born of desperation. That Bavaud even imagined such a letter would gain him admittance to Hitler‘s presence is incredible. To believe that the foreign minister of France would use this young Swiss citizen to carry important correspondence to the Führer of Germany instead of his own ambassador was the height of foolishness.

Hearing erroneously that Hitler had returned to his retreat, Bavaud again boarded a train for Berchtesgaden. At the station he hired a taxi to take him to the Berghof, but he was prevented from entering the grounds by the armed guards who told him Hitler was not there, but still in Munich. Bavaud rushed back to the railroad station and took the next train to Munich, arriving about the same time Hitler‘s private train left on its way to Berchtesgaden.

Frustrated and nearly out of money, Bavaud gave up his quest to kill Hitler and decided to leave the country. He did not have enough money to travel to Switzerland, so he hid aboard a train bound for Paris where he hoped to obtain from the Swiss embassy sufficient funds to return to his parents‘ home. When he was discovered by a railroad conductor he was turned over to the police at Augsburg, who handed him to the Gestapo because he was a  foreigner and because he was carrying a gun and letter addressed to Hitler. For some insane reason Bavaud had failed to dispose of the incriminating letters and the weapon he intended to use against Hitler.

Under arduous interrogation Bavaud eventually confessed his plan to the Gestapo. He was put on trial, found guilty, and on May 14, 1941, was beheaded.

Having traveled hundreds of miles pursuing his fantasy to kill Hitler, Marcel Bavaud succeeded only in bringing about his own demise. Perhaps he would have accomplished his mission had he been a bit more imaginative and more resourceful, but he was doomed from the beginning because of a grievous lack of planning. Even when certain failure became apparent, the poor fellow was not smart enough to rid himself of the evidence that ultimately incriminated him.

Also active in 1938 was a group of would-be assassins gathered together by Dr. Wilhelm Abegg, a former Prussian state secretary. Abegg‘s plan was to build a compact bomb small enough to be concealed inside the clothing of an assassin yet powerful enough to cause widespread damage when it exploded. Abegg sought to eliminate as many Nazi leaders as possible along with Hitler.

Abegg devised an imaginative scheme to accost Hitler and the other Nazis with a deception that just might have worked. He formed a team of ten assassins, all former Prussian police officers who had served time in Nazi concentration camps and who had been ransomed by Abegg. The Prussians were to be dressed in stolen uniforms of Italian army courier officers. Each man was assigned a target whom he would approach, presumably with an important message from the Italian government. The man assigned to Hitler was to blow himself up along with his target, while the others were to shoot their assigned targets at the same time.

Abegg‘s plan was never activated because he had difficulty constructing a suitable bomb. After learning through contacts in the military that high-ranking officers were planning a coup against Hitler, he decided to step aside and leave Hitler‘s assassination to the generals. He believed they could carry it out much more effectively than he could.

There were countless other plans by civilians to kill Hitler, but none of them ever came as close to achieving their goal as those described here—except for the determined attempt by Georg Elser, which is related in the following chapter.
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