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      Preface and Acknowledgments

    


    
      When I was growing up in America in the 1950s, evaluating Hitler’s commanders was all very simple: all Germans were Nazis, and all Nazis were evil. The higher in rank a Nazi rose, the lower he sank as a human being. A German general would, then, logically be a horrible human being. A typical Nazi (i.e., German) general would be brutal, absolutely regimented, totally insensitive to human suffering, and completely ignorant of anything outside the immediate sphere of his profession. Other than a certain amount of skill in military science (and an unsurpassed talent for destruction and disorganization), he had no redeeming qualities whatsoever. He undoubtedly ate with his hands, wiped his mouth on his coat, burped loudly, interrupted people anytime he felt like it, screamed, threw things, pitched fits, and was really happy only when he was launching unprovoked invasions of innocent countries. His favorite hobbies were mass murder, bombing undefended villages, and eating small babies for breakfast.


      After I became an adult, the picture I perceived became much more complex. I was somewhat shocked to discover that not all Germans were Nazis, and not all Nazis were German; furthermore, the men who came closest to doing away with Hitler (prior to 1945) were none other than German officers. Eventually my interest in military history led me to study the Wehrmacht in depth, and I discovered that there were all types of people in the German armed forces: heroes, cowards, Nazis, anti-Nazis, non-Nazis (as opposed to anti-Nazis), Christians, atheists, professionals, well-educated men, high school dropouts, backroom politicians, chameleons, innovators, dissenters, geniuses, the obtuse, men who looked to the future, and men who lived mainly in the past. They came from many social classes, with varied backgrounds, varied educations, and varied levels of skill and intelligence. Also, they had many different types of careers and various kinds of luck.


      Dr. Mueller and I would like to express our appreciation to a number of people for their assistance in the completion of this work. First, we would like to thank our wives, Donna Mitcham and Kay Mueller, for their long-suffering patience and assistance in proofreading. Thanks also go to Paula Leming, professor of foreign languages, for help in translating; to Colonel Jack Angolia and Dr. Waldo Dalstead, for the loan of certain photographs; to Valerie Newborn and the staffs of Huie Library, Henderson State University, and Professor Melissa Matthews of the University of Louisiana at Monroe, for their assistance in acquiring interlibrary loans; and to the staffs of the National Archives, the Library of Congress, the Army War College, the Defense Audiovisual Agency, the Air University, and the Bundesarchiv, for their help in securing documents and photos used in this book. Also, thanks go to Colonel Edmond D. Marino and the late Theodor-Friedrich von Stauffenberg for their invaluable advice.

    

  


  
    
      


      introduction

    


    
      The purpose of Hitler’s Commanders is to describe the lives and careers of selected German officers from all three branches of the Wehrmacht, as well as from the Waffen-SS (armed SS). These officers were picked by Dr. Mueller and me on the basis of the diversity of their characters and careers, the availability of information, and our own interests. Some readers may take issue with certain of these selections, but since there were 3,663 general officers in the German Army alone during World War II, it is natural that our selections should differ from those of others; in fact, it would be quite remarkable if any author or sets of authors would choose exactly the same cast of characters we selected.


      Naturally, we begin this book with the generals of the High Command, since Dr. Mueller knew the Keitel, Jodl, and Warlimont families; wrote a biography of Wilhelm Keitel; and had significant insight into the leaders of the headquarters of the armed forces. Bernhard Lossberg was selected as a subject because he is an excellent example of the kind of independent-minded, far-sighted military expert who could not be tolerated in the toxic environment around Hitler, and whose career was subsequently ruined as a result. Walter Buhle is an example of a “true believer.” He was competent within his own sphere of interest but a Nazi to the core. Wilhelm Burgdorf and Hermann Reinecke are more typical of the senior officers at Fuehrer Headquarters—more Nazi than Buhle but less competent.


      Friedrich Fromm is another type altogether, and the kind of man found all too frequently in the highest military echelons of the Third Reich: the opportunistic chameleon. He was more than willing to lend his considerable abilities to Hitler and his cronies when they were winning, in exchange for profession, prestige, promotions, and decorations; when they were losing, however, he wanted to be on the side of the resistance, but only if they succeeded in killing Hitler. If they failed, he wanted it to appear that he was against them all along. He was perfectly willing to commit murder to maintain this illusion.


      Only two officers in Fuehrer Headquarters stand tall: Lossberg and Georg Thomas. As a member of the anti-Hitler conspiracy, Thomas was more fortunate than most: he only ended up in a concentration camp, rather than in a shallow grave with a bullet in the back of his neck.


      Our second chapter deals with the commanders on the Eastern Front and discusses an entirely different cast of character types with varying degrees of competence, skill, luck, and moral clarity. They were generally very good at their profession and have only one thing in common: all were sacked by Hitler. In addition, two died in action and one faced the firing squad.


      The generals of Stalingrad chapter deals with the men who directed Hitler’s legions in the decisive battle of the war. Here, the blind obedience of Friedrich Paulus and Arthur Schmidt to Hitler’s orders had a devastating effect on operations and even determined the final outcome of the war. How each commander dealt with this situation after the 6th Army was surrounded is an interesting character study of each individual, all of whom were under tremendous pressure. They also make an interesting case study of one of the Third Reich’s major strengths: superb commanders at the corps level and below.


      The commanders of the Western Front chapter was tough to write because there were so many to choose from. Nikolaus von Falkenhorst was a man who evokes some sympathy. He was a competent and basically decent non-Nazi who wanted to do the right thing but was caught in the Byzantine politics that was the Third Reich at war. Hugo Sperrle, on the other hand, engenders no sympathy. Also a non-Nazi, he was more ruthless than Falkenhorst and got caught up in the corruption of Nazi-occupied France. Friedrich Dollmann is an even more interesting character study. Certainly he was, like Sperrle, promoted above his ceiling. Originally a definite pro-Nazi, he changed his tune completely and not from self-serving motivations. When he discovered what the Nazis truly were, he suffered a genuine attack of conscience—something one finds all too rarely in the history of Nazi Germany.


      The chapter on the panzer commanders could easily be expanded into an entire book, especially if the essays on Heinrich von Luettwitz, Baron Hasso von Manteuffel, and Hans Valentin Hube were included. The dominant theme of such a book would parallel that of chapter 5: professional brilliance. The generals of this chapter were all non-Nazis, although Heinz Guderian certainly made a close pass to National Socialism, no matter what he said after the war.


      The Luftwaffe was officered by a very complex set of officers with an extremely wide range of abilities, talents, and political opinions, although it contained relatively few anti-Nazis. Despite having a Jewish father, Erhard Milch was certainly pro-Nazi, and one who did not suddenly discover—after the war—that he had really been an anti-Nazi all along. Interestingly, his brother was a practicing Jew and an attorney. He defended his brother at the Nuremberg trials but without much success. Erhard certainly did not help his own case when he called the anti-Hitler conspirators “vermin” from the witness stand.


      Perhaps the most competent man the reader will encounter in this book is Walter Wever. A true genius of the first order and a consummate diplomat, he is included because—in my view—he could quite literally have made all of the difference in the world. As the first chief of the General Staff of the Luftwaffe, he was constructing an air force that might well have won the war for the Third Reich. After reading the essay on Wever, the reader will, of course, have to draw his or her own conclusions. Fortunately for Western civilization, Wever was not a good pilot and was killed in an air accident in 1936.


      Most of the rest of the men found in the Luftwaffe chapter are young fighter pilots. Their perspective on the war and life in general differed considerably from that of their leaders.


      The naval officers covered here fall into two basic categories: admirals and U-boat aces. The admirals make interesting character studies. Here we find self-serving careerists, great efficiency, blind obedience, incompetence, and a corporate cut-throat mentality at the highest levels. (Note that I use the term cut-throat in a figurative, not a literal, sense.) The young aces, on the other hand, represent courage, professionalism, devotion to country, and a determination to do their duty in a fight against overwhelming odds. This is one reason why three out of every four men serving on U-boats lost his life in World War II.


      The Waffen-SS (armed SS) is not an uplifting chapter. They were all Nazis. The Waffen-SS differed from the SS that ran the concentration and extermination camps, but not entirely. There was some overlap. Theodor Eicke and Helmut Becker, for example, worked in the camps prior to the war and would not hesitate to kill anyone of whom the Fuehrer decided to dispose. Even the other subjects are not an attractive lot, with the possible exception of Michael Wittmann, who was just a soldier doing his job. True, he did it much better than almost anyone else and is now internationally famous as perhaps the greatest tank ace of all kind. He killed hundreds of men, but they were all armed and capable of defending themselves. For that reason, he is the one leader in the SS chapter about whom we have not written a single negative word.


      One aspect of this book that warrants specific mention is the relative lack of field marshals covered here. This is because my book Hitler’s Field Marshals and Their Battles was published in the United States in 1990 and has been republished in paperback and hardback editions since then, so I thought it inappropriate to cover them again here. We made five exceptions: Wilhelm Keitel, Ritter Wilhelm von Leeb, Georg von Kuechler, Fedor von Bock, and Friedrich Paulus. (Field Marshal Walter von Reichenau is briefly covered also, but only superficially, and only because of his relationship to Paulus.) Keitel is included because Dr. Mueller knew his family and wrote a book on his life many years ago. Paulus is here because, in a chapter on the generals of Stalingrad, it would be impossible to leave him out. The remaining three—Leeb, Kuechler, and Bock—are discussed in the chapter on the commanders of the Eastern Front because they represented three different types of generals. Leeb was a moral, Christian, anti-Nazi, straitlaced Bavarian general of the old school, who had no use for Hitler or his party. Bock cannot be labeled pro-Nazi, non-Nazi, or anti-Nazi; he can only be described as pro-Bock. Kuechler fell somewhere in between. Even so, the current treatment of these three is considerably different from that in Hitler’s Field Marshals. There the emphasis was on their battles; here it is on their personalities and characters.


      The world has turned around many times since Dr. Mueller and I began writing the first edition of Hitler’s Commanders in 1989. Gene has now retired, and I have left academia and am near the end of my career as a World War II historian. In the past two decades, however, more information on some of our subjects has come to light, especially in the form of personnel records. Several of our subjects have died in the interim, and other new records have become available. Also, several commanders have been added to this edition. The purposes of this edition, however, are the same as the original: to entertain the reader while simultaneously giving him or her a greater insight into the workings of the German armed forces in World War II. Dr. Mueller and I hope you enjoy the second edition of Hitler’s Commanders.


      Dr. Samuel W. Mitcham, Jr.


      September 26, 2011
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      The Generals of the High Command

    


    
      Wilhelm Keitel. Alfred Jodl. Bernhard Lossberg. Georg Thomas. Walter Buhle. Wilhelm Burgdorf. Hermann Reinecke. Friedrich “Fritz” Fromm.


      Wilhelm keitel was born on the family estate of Helmscherode in western Brunswick on September 22, 1882. Although he longed to be a farmer, as his ancestors were, the modest 650-acre estate was too small to support two families. Consequently, Keitel joined the 46th Field Artillery Regiment in Wolfenbuettler as a Fahnenjunker (officer-cadet) in 1901. The desire to return to Helmscherode, however, remained with him throughout his life.


      Keitel was commissioned second lieutenant on August 18, 1902, entered an instructor’s course in the Field Artillery School at Juterbog in 1905, and in 1908 became regimental adjutant. He was promoted to first lieutenant in 1910 and to captain in 1914. (See appendix I for a table of equivalent ranks.)


      In 1909, Wilhelm Keitel married Lisa Fontaine, an attractive, intelligent young woman from Wuelfel. Her father, a wealthy estate owner and brewer, initially disliked Wilhelm due to his “Prussian” background but eventually became reconciled to the marriage. Lisa bore Wilhelm three sons and three daughters. Like their father, all three sons became officers in the German Army. Definitely the stronger partner in the marriage, Lisa wanted her husband to advance as high as possible in the ranks of the military. Incidentally, Herr Fontaine was wrong about Keitel’s background: he was not Prussian at all, but Hanoverian. This same mistake was made by Adolf Hitler and the Allied prosecutors at Nuremberg later on.


      In early summer 1914, Keitel took a well-earned holiday in Switzerland, where he heard the news of the assassination of Franz Ferdinand, the archduke of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Keitel was hurriedly recalled to his regiment at Wolfenbuettler and was with the 46th Artillery when it was sent to Belgium in August 1914. He saw considerable action and in September was seriously wounded in the right forearm by a shell splinter. After recovering he returned to the 46th, where he became a battery commander. In March 1915, he was appointed to the General Staff and transferred to the XV Reserve Corps. In late 1915 Keitel came to know a Major Werner von Blomberg, and the two men began a friendship that continued throughout both their careers. Keitel finished his service in the Great War as a General Staff officer with the XIX Reserve Corps (1916–1917), the 199th Infantry Division (1917) (both on the Western Front), and the General Staff of the army in Berlin (1917–1918), and as a staff officer with the Marine Corps, fighting in Flanders (1918).


      The Treaty of Versailles, which ended World War I, was a very harsh one. Among other things, it abolished the General Staff and limited the German Army (now dubbed the Reichsheer) to 100,000 men, of whom only 4,000 could be officers.1 Keitel was accepted into this officer corps of the Weimar Republic and spent three years as an instructor at the Cavalry School at Hanover before joining the staff of the 6th Artillery Regiment at Minden in Westphalia. He was promoted to major in 1923 and from 1925 to 1927 was assigned to the organizational branch of the Truppenamt (Troop Office), as the clandestine General Staff was called. In 1927 he moved to Muenster as commander of the II Battalion, 6th Artillery Regiment. He was promoted to lieutenant colonel in 1929—a significant accomplishment in the Reichsheer, which, like most small armies, was characterized by slow promotions. That same year he returned to the General Staff as chief of the Organizations Department.


      An interesting event took place in Keitel’s career in late summer 1931, when he took part in a military exchange trip to the Soviet Union. He admired the Russia he saw, noting the vast spaces, abundance of raw materials, the Five Year (economic) Plan, and the disciplined Red Army. Following this trip he continued to work at his arduous task of increasing the size of the German Army in contravention of the Treaty of Versailles.


      Although Keitel did his job very well, as even his personal enemy Field Marshal Erich von Manstein later admitted, his abilities were taxed to the limits. The demanding (and illegal) work took its toll both physically and mentally. The nervous Keitel smoked too much and, by 1932, was suffering from arterial embolism and thrombosis and had severe phlebitis in his right leg. He was recovering under the care of Dr. Guhr in the Tara Mountains of Czechoslovakia when Adolf Hitler became chancellor of Germany on January 30, 1933. Keitel’s close friend Werner von Blomberg became minister of defense the same day.


      In October 1933, Keitel began a year of troop duty. He served first Infantry Commander III (and one of the two deputy commanders of the 3rd Infantry Division) at Potsdam, Frederick the Great’s old garrison town near Berlin. In May 1934, he heard Adolf Hitler speak at the Sportplatz in Berlin and was moved by the Fuehrer’s words. That same month Keitel’s father died, and Wilhelm inherited Helmscherode. He seriously considered leaving the army to manage the family estate, even though he had just been promoted to major general the month before; however, as he wrote later, “My wife was unable to keep house with my stepmother and sister, and I could not solve the problem.”2 No doubt Lisa wanted him to remain in the army, and he did so.


      In July 1934, Keitel was transferred to the 12th Infantry Division in Leibnitz, more than 300 miles from Helmscherode. Because of this distance, he once again seriously considered leaving the service. General Baron Werner von Fritsch, the commander of the army, dissuaded Keitel by offering him a new assignment, which he accepted. On October 1, 1934, Keitel, now stationed at Bremen, assumed command of what was soon to become the 22nd Infantry Division.


      Keitel thoroughly enjoyed his new command, organizing units and developing measures necessary to build the division up to full combat strength and effectiveness. (Many of the battalions he helped organize would later be destroyed at Stalingrad.) While he built the 22nd Division he also made frequent visits to Helmscherode and increased the value of his family estate. Then, in August 1935, War Minister von Blomberg offered Keitel the post of chief of the Wehmachtamt (Armed Forces Office). Although Keitel hesitated, his wife urged him to accept the appointment, which he eventually did.


      Upon arriving in Berlin, General Keitel put aside his former reluctance and enthusiastically embraced his new role. Working closely with him was Lieutenant Colonel Alfred Jodl, the chief of Division “L” (national defense). The two men developed an intimate professional relationship that lasted until the end of the Third Reich. Keitel labored tirelessly to promote his idea of a unified command structure for all three services and received encouragement from von Blomberg. However, all three branches of the armed forces—the army, the navy, and most especially Goering’s Luftwaffe—rejected the idea, and Blomberg quickly abandoned the concept. That result caused Keitel to gravitate to the idea of absolute and unquestioning support of the Fuehrer (the Fuehrer Principle) and subsequent personal loyalty to Hitler. After the war he presented a document at the Nuremberg Trials, wherein he stated that the Fuehrer Principle “applied throughout all areas and it is completely natural that it had a special application in military areas.”3


      Keitel was proud when, in January 1938, his eldest son, Karl-Heinz, a second lieutenant of cavalry, became engaged to Dorothea von Blomberg, one of the war minister’s daughters. There was also another wedding: Field Marshal von Blomberg, whose first wife had died several years earlier, married Eva Gruhn, a 24-year-old stenographer with the Reich Egg Marketing Board, in the middle of January. The Blomberg wedding was a small, quiet, civilian affair, with Adolf Hitler and Hermann Goering appearing as witnesses. Little did anyone suspect that this simple ceremony would cause the crisis that would culminate in the final act of the Nazi revolution.


      Shortly after the Blombergs exchanged vows, a minor police official happened upon the dossier of a Margarethe Gruhn, which he immediately delivered to the office of Count Wolf-Heinrich von Helldorf, the police president of Berlin.4 When he read it, Helldorf was appalled. Margarethe’s past included prostitution and an arrest for posing for pornographic pictures. Helldorf, a former military officer, took the file to Keitel, hoping the chief of the Wehrmachtamt would suggest a proper and quiet procedure for having the matter settled. Were Margarethe Gruhn and Eva Gruhn the same person? Was the sex offender the same woman the war minister had recently married? Keitel did not know and suggested the file be taken to Hermann Goering, who had met the minister’s wife. Keitel was apparently unaware that Goering was waiting for just such an opportunity to have Blomberg sacked, so that he could take control of the war ministry himself. Goering went directly to Hitler and exposed the entire incident, which led to Blomberg’s dismissal. Events did not work out exactly as Goering planned, however.


      Following the ouster of Blomberg, Keitel was ordered to report to Hitler. The Fuehrer shocked Keitel by saying that he, Hitler, had to charge General von Fritsch, the commander-in-chief of the German Army, with the criminal offense of homosexuality under paragraph 175. Although the charges were the result of carefully produced lies by Heinrich Himmler and Goering (with the help of Reinhard Heydrich, Himmler’s top man in the Security Service), and even though Fritsch was later acquitted by a military tribunal, the dismissals of Blomberg and Fritsch led to the creation of the Oberkommando der Wehrmacht (the High Command of the Armed Forces, or OKW) and the total subordination of the German armed forces to the will of Adolf Hitler.


      On February 4, 1938, to Hermann Goering’s private chagrin, the dictator personally assumed the post of war minister and simultaneously appointed Wilhelm Keitel commander-in-chief of OKW—thus providing himself with his own personal military staff.


      Why was Keitel chosen as chief of the High Command of the Armed Forces? Because the Fuehrer needed someone on whom he would rely to carry out his will and to keep his “house” in order—someone who would not question his orders and who would identify with the Fuehrer Principle. Keitel fit that role. He was, as General Walter Warlimont later wrote, “honestly convinced that his appointment required him to identify himself unquestioningly with the wishes and instructions of the Supreme Commander, even though he might not personally agree with this, and to represent them faithfully to all those involved.”5


      Keitel organized the OKW into three subdivisions: the Operations Staff, under Alfred Jodl; the Abwehr (the intelligence/counterintelligence bureau), under Admiral Wilhelm Canaris; and the Economics Staff, directed by Major General Georg Thomas. All three sections were in direct competition with other agencies of the Third Reich. The OKW Operations Staff competed with the general staffs of the three services, but especially with the General Staff of the army; the economics office had rivals in the Todt Organization and the Four Year Plan; and the Abwehr had overlapping responsibilities with the army, air, and naval intelligence staffs; with Joachim von Ribbentrop’s Foreign Office; and with Himmler’s SD (Sicherheitsdienst, or Security Service), which finally absorbed the Abwehr in 1944.


      While the preceding seems incongruous, the problems multiplied during the Nazi era. New organizational groups appeared throughout the history of the Third Reich, intensifying the competition and contributing to an eventual chaos of leadership in which only one individual could make important decisions and resolve crises—and he was named Adolf Hitler.


      Crucial to the whole concept of high command was the relationship between the Fuehrer and Keitel, who trusted Hitler and served him very obediently. The OKW transmitted Fuehrer Orders and aided in coordinating the German economy to meet military demands. General Warlimont described the OKW as the “working staff” or even the “military bureau” of Hitler, the politician. Nonetheless, Keitel did exercise some early influence on at least two occasions: he succeeded in getting his own nominee, Walter von Brauchitsch, to replace General Fritsch, and in having his younger brother Bodewin named chief of the Army Personnel Office.6


      The OKW never performed as Keitel envisioned—that is, as a real command for the armed forces. Hitler literally used Keitel during the Austrian crisis in February 1938, to bully Austrian Chancellor Kurt von Schuschnigg into surrender.7 When the war began in 1939, the chief of OKW merely performed desk duties. Actual operational planning was carried out by Franz Halder, the General Staff of the army, and Halder’s colleagues. Keitel supported Hitler’s attack on Poland, as well as the successful German invasions of Denmark, Norway, the Netherlands, Belgium, and France in 1940. Although the actual plan for the Norwegian campaign (Operation Weser) was drafted by Warlimont, Jodl, and Hitler, the OKW chief created the administrative structure to carry out the operation. This 43-day campaign ended successfully and was the only military operation coordinated solely by the OKW.


      Along with the other generals, Keitel applauded Hitler’s victory over France in June 1940. Hitler paid tribute to Keitel by promoting him to field marshal on July 19, 1940, and by giving him an endowment of 100,000 Reichsmarks—a gift Keitel never spent because he felt he had not earned it. That same July Keitel took leave for a hunting trip to Pomerania and visited Helmscherode for a few days. Returning to duty in August, he worked on preparations for Operation Sea Lion—the invasion of England (which, however, never took place).


      Rather than attack his one remaining enemy, Hitler decided to invade the Soviet Union. Keitel was alarmed and voiced his objections directly to Hitler. The Fuehrer retorted that the conflict was inevitable, and therefore Germany must strike now, while she had the advantage. Keitel then wrote a memorandum outlining his objections. Hitler rebuked the field marshal savagely. Shocked and upset, Keitel suggested that Hitler replace him and appoint an OKW chief whose strategic judgment was more amenable to the Fuehrer. Hitler rejected Keitel’s request for a frontline command and sharply criticized him. He shouted that he, the Fuehrer, would decide when to replace his chief of OKW. Keitel turned and left the room without a word. From then on, Keitel submitted to the will of Adolf Hitler, almost without reservation, although he occasionally offered very weak objections to certain of the dictator’s notions.


      In March 1941, Hitler secretly decided to wage a new kind of warfare, in which all restraints were cast aside. This war would be vicious and aimed at the total eradication of the enemy. Accordingly, Keitel issued Hitler’s draconian Commissar Order, which called for the liquidation of Soviet political officers, who always accompanied Red Army troops. Keitel also affixed his signature to a decree of July 1941, and it specified that the Reichsfuehrer-SS (Heinrich Himmler) would politically administer all rearward areas in the East. This order was tantamount to endorsing mass murder.


      Although Keitel tried unsuccessfully to soften some of the decrees coming from Hitler, the field marshal continued to obey his orders. Keitel had unbounded faith in Hitler, and the Fuehrer craftily exploited this relationship. A series of decrees aimed at subduing Soviet resistance emanated from Fuehrer Headquarters, including instructions to kill 50 to 100 Communists for every German soldier who died in occupied territory.8 These orders originated with Adolf Hitler but bore Wilhelm Keitel’s signature.


      The failure of the German armies to win a quick, decisive victory in Russia caused Hitler to berate his generals and call for even harsher measures. Keitel meekly succumbed to Hitler’s outrages and continued to sign infamous orders, such as the Nacht und Nebel (night and fog) decree of December 7, 1941, which directed that “persons endangering German security” were to vanish without a trace, into the night and fog. The responsibility for carrying out this decree was assigned to the SD, and many resistance members and other anti-Nazis were secretly executed under the provisions of this order.9 In many cases their bodies were never found.


      Although on occasion the OKW chief offered quiet objections to Hitler’s proposals, he remained extremely loyal and was precisely the type of individual Hitler wanted in his entourage. Unfortunately, Keitel’s behavior adversely affected the behavior of his subordinates. Keitel would not defend them and submitted to the will of the Fuehrer on almost every issue.10 Such irresoluteness led many officers to refer to him as LaKaitel (lackey).


      On July 20, 1944, Colonel Count Claus von Stauffenberg planted his briefcase, containing a bomb, under the briefing table at the Wolf’s Lair during a Fuehrer conference. At 12:42 p.m. the bomb exploded. The chief of OKW was momentarily stunned, but as soon as he recovered, Keitel rushed to Hitler, shouting, “Mein Fuehrer! Mein Fuehrer! You’re still alive!” He then helped Hitler to his feet and embraced him wildly. Keitel supported the dazed Fuehrer as the two left the demolished wooden hut, which had been a briefing room only minutes before.


      After the failure of this assassination attempt, Keitel became closer than ever to Hitler, and as Albert Speer observed, Hitler also leaned on Keitel.11 The OKW marshal showed no mercy in carrying out measures against the attempted coup. He arrested his own signals chief, General Erich Fellgiebel, and ordered the arrests of Colonel General Friedrich Fromm, the commander-in-chief of the Replacement Army, and Field Marshal Erwin von Witzleben. Keitel displayed no sympathy for “disloyal” officers, such as Field Marshal Erwin Rommel, upon whom he had never wasted any love.12


      During the final months of the war, as the Soviets continued their march to Berlin, Keitel issued decrees against enemy “terrorist activities.”13 His accepting without question the need for brutal retaliation against partisans and saboteurs clearly indicated that Keitel had reached the point where he accepted Hitler’s orders verbatim. During the Battle of Berlin, Keitel completely lost his grasp of reality. He blamed General Walter Wenck and Field Marshal Ferdinand Schoemer for the fall of the capital, as well as Colonel General Gotthard Heinrici, who retreated to the west without authorization. Keitel failed to realize that Germany had lost the war—no matter what these three officers did or failed to do.


      On May 8, 1945, Wilhelm Keitel performed his last official act for Germany. Appearing in full-dress uniform, with his marshal’s baton in hand, he signed the surrender document in the presence of the Soviets in Berlin. He then returned to Flensburg-Muervik, the seat of the rump German government, now headed by Grand Admiral Karl Doenitz. He was arrested there a few days later by the British military police and remained in custody for the remainder of his life. He was tried at Nuremberg, where he admitted his responsibility for carrying out Hitler’s orders. Although his honesty did not lessen his crimes, he nonetheless faced his accusers truthfully. He was found guilty of committing crimes against peace, of war crimes, and of crimes against humanity. On October 16, 1946, Wilhelm Keitel was hanged. As he dropped through the gaping hole, he shouted his last words: “Deutschland uber Alles!” (Germany above all!)


      Field Marshal Keitel had naively believed that in serving Hitler he served the German people. He realized only after the war that his actions were wrong—something he did not grasp during the seven-year period from 1938 to 1945, when he helped Hitler carry out his demonic policies and wage his war. In the end, Keitel unconsciously aided in dooming the Prussian officer corps, which, in his own inept way, he had tried to defend.


      alfred jodl was born in Wurzburg on May 10, 1890. His father was a retired Bavarian artillery captain who had been compelled to leave active duty because of his intended marriage to a Franconian girl from a simple milling and farming family. Alfred was one of the five children produced by this union. There were three daughters, all of whom died at an early age, and another son, Ferdinand, who rose to the rank of general of mountain troops during World War II.14


      Educated in cadet schools, young Alfred Jodl joined the Bavarian Army as a Faehnrich (senior officer cadet) in the 4th Bavarian Field Artillery Regiment in 1910. He attended the Bavarian War School in Munich (1910–1912) and was commissioned to second lieutenant on October 28, 1912. Shortly thereafter he married his first wife, Countess Irma von Bullion of an established Swabian family, despite the objections of her father, Colonel Count von Bullion. The countess, who was five years Alfred’s senior, was an intelligent and vivacious socialite whom he dearly loved.


      Jodl saw action as an artillery officer on both the French and Russian fronts in the Great War of 1914–1918. During the first month of the war he was wounded by a grenade splinter but soon recovered and returned to the front in December. Promoted to first lieutenant in January 1916, he served as a battery commander in the 19th Field Artillery Regiment (1916–1917), the Austro-Hungarian 72nd Honved Field Cannon Regiment (1917), and the 10th Bavarian Field Artillery Regiment (1917). He returned to the 19th as regimental adjutant in May 1917. His last World War I assignment was as adjutant, 8th Bavarian Artillery Command (Bavarian Arko 8) (December 1917–December 1918). Jodl remained in the army after the war, and after commanding batteries in four different regiments in the Augsburg area, he began clandestine General Staff training in 1921. His superiors were very happy with his performance, and a typical officer fitness report from his period described him as “very thoughtful, decisive, energetic, a good sportsman, eager, an excellent leader and suitable for higher command.”15 During the Weimar era, Jodl attended the University of Berlin (1923–1924), served on the staff of the 7th Infantry Division in Munich (1924–1927), commanded a battery in the 7th Mountain Artillery Regiment at Landsberg/Lech (1927–1928), and served as a General Staff training officer with the 7th Infantry Division (1928–1932). Promoted to captain in 1921 and major in 1931, he received an appointment to the operations branch of the Troop Office (Truppenamt), as the secret General Staff was called, on June 1, 1932.


      Jodl was a highly respected officer; however, his unbridled enthusiasm for Hitler and the Nazi Party created a chasm between himself and many other officers—a gap that was never bridged. In 1935 Jodl (by then a colonel)16 entered the Armed Forces Office (Wehrmachtamt), and when Hitler created the High Command of the Armed Forces (OKW), Jodl took charge of the National Defense Office. A few weeks later, in March, 1938, Lieutenant General Max von Viebahn suffered a nervous breakdown because he feared war would result over the Austrian crisis.17 Jodl replaced him as chief of operations of OKW.


      Colonel Jodl took on his new task with enthusiasm and leveled harsh criticisms at the army generals (such as Ludwig Beck) who, following a Hitler talk on August 10, claimed Germany was not ready for war. Jodl, writing in his diary, called the generals’ attitude “pusillanimous” and wrote that they should focus on military strategy, not political decisions. He further noted that it was a tragedy that the whole nation supported the Fuehrer with one exception: army generals. He castigated the generals for not recognizing Hitler’s “genius.”18 Without question, Jodl had unbridled faith in Hitler and truly believed the Fuehrer was politically infallible.


      Although Jodl now assumed Hitler would utilize the OKW Operations Staff to plan his military campaigns, the Fuehrer turned instead to OKH (Oberkommando des Heeres, the High Command of the Army) in the early planning stages. Meanwhile, Jodl was promoted to major general in 1939 and assumed command of the 44th Artillery Command (which became the 44th Infantry Division) in Vienna in November 1938. An avid mountaineer, Jodl became hopeful when General Keitel (the chief of OKW and brother of the chief of the Army Personnel Office) discussed the possibility of Jodl’s receiving command of the 2nd Mountain Division in early October 1939; however, he did not get to command this or any other mountain division because the war intervened.19


      On August 23, 1939, Keitel telegraphed Jodl to return to OKW as chief of operations; there he would conduct the planning for the attack on Poland (Case White). Jodl would remain in this post throughout the war, receiving a promotion to general of artillery in 1940 and to colonel general on January 30, 1944 (the 11th anniversary of the Nazis’ assumption of power). He bypassed the rank of lieutenant general altogether. He enjoyed his first personal conversation with Hitler on the Fuehrer’s train during the Polish campaign and remained loyally at Hitler’s side until the end of the war.


      Due to the fact that Hitler turned to OKH to direct the campaigns against Poland (1939) and France (1940), Jodl made the decision to support Hitler whenever disagreements arose between OKH and the Fuehrer. According to his deputy, Walter Warlimont, Jodl initiated an order in May 1940, directing the 1st Mountain Division to turn south (i.e., carry out a Hitler order) without OKH approval. Such an action—in direct violation of the military principle of unity of command—is evidence of both Jodl’s outspoken support for Hitler, as well as of his frustration (shared by his superior, Keitel) with the lack of command authority of the OKW.


      Operation Weser (the invasion of Norway) finally gave OKW an opportunity to exercise direct operational control. The Fuehrer sealed Weser for OKW by appointing General of Infantry Nikolaus von Falkenhorst as commanding general of the operation and as commander of Group XXI.20 Normally, such command assignments were made by OKH and then sent to Hitler for routine approval. Hitler further decreed that Falkenhorst was to serve directly under him and that Falkenhorst’s staff be composed of officers from all three services. Consequently, Weser came directly under Hitler’s command through the OKW.


      The operation was planned principally by Jodl and his staff. The German invasion of Norway caught the British (who were themselves planning to occupy Norway) completely by surprise. Although the campaign succeeded, a particularly tense situation developed when the British destroyed 10 German destroyers that had escorted Major General Eduard Dietl’s landing force to Narvik in northern Norway. The British also landed a large number of troops north of Narvik on April 14. A worried Hitler frantically ordered that Dietl’s troops be instructed to fall back to the south.


      Jodl realized the folly of Hitler’s judgment. To abandon the battle merely because the enemy threatened the Narvik position might endanger the entire campaign. Jodl pointed out to Hitler that a march south would not only be impossible, but could well result in considerable loss of airplanes, which would then have to land on frozen lakes to resupply the mountain troops. Hitler, having calmed down, agreed to postpone a decision. However, on April 17, the navy suggested that Dietl’s group might be destroyed and thus rekindled Hitler’s anxieties. Even Goering entered the fray against OKW, claiming there was now no way the Luftwaffe could assist Dietl.


      Hitler came completely apart and, screaming, ordered Dietl’s withdrawal from Narvik (after promoting him to lieutenant general). Jodl’s staff was astounded. Lieutenant Colonel Bernhard von Lossberg, of the OKW planning staff, refused to send the order to Dietl, and Jodl confronted the Fuehrer directly. Pounding the table with his fist, Jodl told Hitler that Dietl’s group should fight where it stood and not give up. Jodl emphasized that the position had not been lost and should not be passively surrendered. Hitler finally succumbed to Jodl’s stubbornness and allowed Dietl to remain at Narvik. By the end of the month, it was clear that Jodl had been correct and that the Germans were winning the Norwegian campaign. Hitler was pleased and asked Jodl to join him for lunch. For the next two years, Jodl sat at Hitler’s table for meals. The Fuehrer had great confidence in Jodl’s military judgment as a result of Operation Weser, and, for his part, Jodl’s faith in Hitler remained unimpaired.


      Alfred Jodl thus became invited into the so-called inner circle of Adolf Hitler. This entourage consisted primarily of civilians; furthermore, as Albert Speer told Dr. Mueller, all were silent, loyal admirers who would listen for hours on end to the Fuehrer’s monologues. Jodl’s participation caused the OKW general considerable grief, for it separated him from his staff; and, since he was a soldier, Jodl considered himself to be merely a “guest.”21 Nonetheless, he basked in the glory of Germany’s victories in 1940.


      Operation Barbarossa, the invasion of Soviet Russia, added another front for the German armed forces. Jodl was skeptical of the prospects for success (Keitel openly objected to the attack), but the OKW chief of operations believed the Fuehrer’s genius would defeat the hated Bolshevist empire. Barbarossa was an OKH theater, while OKW’s task was to make certain that Hitler’s directives were followed. At the situation conferences Hitler turned more and more to Jodl for advice, rather than to General Franz Halder, the OKH chief of staff, even though OKH directed operations in the campaign. A Byzantine atmosphere emerged at Hitler’s headquarters with Jodl and other staff officers on center stage with Hitler. As a result, Jodl “became divorced from his own staff” and even “contrived to bypass Keitel and establish a direct relationship with Hitler.”22 Jodl was drawn to Hitler by the Fuehrer’s willpower, revolutionary thinking, and initial successes. Jodl believed Hitler had a “sixth sense” and would continue to achieve great victories.23


      The strategic decisions regarding the Eastern Front brought about the first crisis between Hitler and Jodl. In August 1942, when Jodl defended Halder against Hitler’s criticisms, Hitler flew into an almost uncontrollable rage and never again joined Jodl at meals or shook hands with him. A second, more serious crisis occurred in September, when Hitler became impatient with the lack of progress of Field Marshal Siegmund Wilhelm List’s Army Group A in the Caucasus sector. The Fuehrer sent Jodl to List’s headquarters to investigate the situation and to press for a faster advance. To Hitler’s surprise and anger, Jodl returned and defended List’s analysis of the situation. An argument ensued between the two men, resulting in Hitler’s decision to replace Jodl with General Friedrich Paulus after the expected victory at Stalingrad.24 This victory, of course, never came. Paulus surrendered to the Russians, and Jodl remained at OKW.


      Although Hitler treated Jodl with a cold shoulder for a while, the Fuehrer came to realize that Jodl was indispensable. For his part, Jodl remained loyal to Hitler and continued to carry out his orders. Indeed, the relationship between the two strengthened during the remainder of the war. To his credit, however, Jodl flatly refused to issue Hitler’s Commando Order, which called for the execution of captured enemy commando troops. Nonetheless, even though he realized that after Stalingrad the war could not be won, Jodl believed he must continue to obey and support his supreme commander.


      The spring following the Stalingrad disaster Jodl suffered a personal tragedy. His loving wife went to Koenigsberg to undergo major spinal surgery. In part, the Jodls picked this city because it was farther from Allied air bases than any other German city and had not been attacked by enemy bombers. When the Allies launched their first major bombing raid against this East Prussian city, Frau Jodl was forced to seek protection in a cold and damp air raid shelter. As a result, she contracted double pneumonia, which, in her already weakened condition, proved fatal shortly thereafter.25


      Later that year, in November, Jodl married Louise von Benda, who had admired him for some time. She stood by him throughout his agonizing postwar trial at Nuremberg and took it upon herself to successfully vindicate her husband at the Hauptspruchkammer proceedings in Munich in 1953.26


      During the final 18 months of the war, Jodl continued to labor at Fuehrer Headquarters. The general suffered minor injuries during the July 20, 1944, explosion at the Rastenburg headquarters when Count von Stauffenberg narrowly missed assassinating the dictator. The blast drew both Keitel and Jodl closer to the Fuehrer. Jodl remained with Hitler in Berlin until late April 1945, when he left for Admiral Doenitz’s command post. Ironically, one of the last orders Hitler issued (April 25) placed supreme command authority in the hands of OKW. It came too late and was a clear reminder of how the dispersion of authority hampered the German war effort. By then defeat was certain, and Hitler recognized that his loyal commanders were, as he told Goebbels, exhausted.27


      The end came soon after Jodl left the Fuehrer Bunker. Colonel General Alfred Jodl bore the responsibility of signing the document by which Germany surrendered unconditionally to the Allies. He did so at Rheims on May 7, 1945, with tears rolling down his face.


      Jodl (along with Doenitz and his government) was arrested on May 23, 1945, and held for trial at Nuremberg. His defense was honest and befitting a soldier who carried out his duties. As Albert Speer wrote, “Jodl’s precise and sober defense was rather imposing. He seemed to be one of the few men who stood above the situation.”28 Under interrogation, Jodl insisted that a soldier cannot be held responsible for political decisions and stated that Hitler’s decisions were absolute. He faithfully followed the Fuehrer, he said, and believed the war to be a just cause. The tribunal, however, rejected his arguments, found him guilty, and sentenced him to death by hanging. While at Nuremberg, Jodl dictated a letter to the wife of his defense counsel, concluding with the following words: “He [Hitler] had himself buried in the ruins of the Reich and his hopes. May whoever wishes to condemn him for it do so—I cannot.”29 At 2 a.m. on October 16, 1946, Colonel General Alfred Jodl was hanged. Later that morning his body was cremated, and his ashes were secretly scattered beside an anonymous stream somewhere in the German countryside. Despite this fact, a cross bearing Jodl’s name and rank may be seen in the family plot at the Fraueninsel Cemetery near the Chiemsee. His first wife is buried to the right of his empty grave; his second wife (who died in 1998) lies on the other side.


      bernhard lossberg, who was described by David Irving as “a towering figure with a game leg and a fearless nature,”30 was born in Berlin-Wilmersdorf on July 26, 1899. His father was General of Infantry Friedrich-Karl “Fritz” von Lossberg, who had a brilliant career as a General Staff officer in the Kaiser’s army, ending up as chief of staff of the 4th Army in Flanders in 1918.31 Educated in the gymnasiums at Eisenach and Stuttgart, Bernhard entered the service in 1916 (just before his 17th birthday) and saw action in the Great War as a member of the elite 2nd Grenadier Regiment in Russia and France, and was wounded three times. One of these wounds left him with a permanent limp. He was commissioned second lieutenant in 1917.


      Selected for the Reichsheer, young Lossberg served in the Prussian 5th Infantry Regiment at Stettin (now Szczecin, Poland) from 1920 to 1927, where he commanded a signals platoon at Prenzlau and served as a battalion adjutant. He was promoted to first lieutenant in 1925, joined the staff of the 3rd Infantry Division in 1930 at Frankfurt/Oder, and later Group Command 2 (1932). Lossberg was then posted to the staff of Wehrkreis III in Berlin,32 and while there, he received his promotion to captain on January 4, 1933. Recognized for his hard work and ability to assimilate data into meaningful military strategy, Lossberg was assigned to the operational planning department of the Defense Ministry and was promoted to major in 1936. (Lossberg was also a noted bridge player.)


      With the expansion of the Wehrmacht in Hitler’s Reich, Lossberg was transferred to the 44th Infantry Regiment at Bartenstein, East Prussia, where he commanded a company. He continued to impress his superiors and in 1938 was attached to the OKW to plan joint service maneuvers. In the fall of 1938, he was sent to Spain, where he worked with Special Staff W, which recruited volunteers and transported war material to the Condor Legion. On January 2, 1939, he was promoted to lieutenant colonel and later that month assumed duties with the OKW Planning Staff, where he remained for much of World War II.


      Early on, Lossberg (along with Warlimont, Jodl, and others) envisioned a unified command structure for the armed forces. Although Wilhelm Keitel, the chief of OKW, supported this very rational concept, Hitler rejected it; indeed, the Fuehrer treated the armed forces as he did other state organizations, by dividing authority and power. In any event, Lossberg continued his work on operational plans for OKW, including Case White—the invasion of Poland. In August 1939, Lossberg and Keitel were invited to Hitler’s home in Munich. The Fuehrer assured both officers that Case White would “never” be cause for a world war. Events were to prove otherwise.


      The first major challenge for the OKW was the Norwegian campaign. Serving directly as Hitler’s personal staff, the OKW operations staff planned the invasion, with Hitler acting as commander-in-chief of the operation. While the Germans successfully landed forces in Narvik in early April 1940, the British sank all the German Navy’s destroyers there and threatened Dietl’s combat group at Narvik with defeat or with internment in Sweden. Hitler was on the edge of despair. For the first time he exhibited the panic and indecisiveness that he sometimes showed later. On April 14, a nervous and agitated Fuehrer told Keitel to order Dietl to evacuate Narvik. “The hysteria is frightful,” Jodl wrote in his diary. The coded message was given to Lossberg, who angrily refused to send it. Instead, he visited Jodl, who sent him to see Colonel General Walter von Brauchitsch, the commander-in-chief of the army. Lossberg wanted him to appeal to Hitler to reverse this decision, but the weak-willed Brauchitsch refused on the grounds that he had nothing to do with the Norwegian campaign. He did, however, sign another message to Dietl (apparently drafted by Lossberg), congratulating him on his promotion to lieutenant general and stating: “I am sure you will defend your position [i.e., Narvik] to the last man.” Lossberg then returned to Jodl and tore up Keitel’s handwritten message before his eyes.33


      Adolf Hitler, however, still paced nervously. He sent Lossberg to General von Falkenhorst’s headquarters near Oslo to observe the situation. Lossberg returned on April 22 and reported that the British had landed only five thousand troops. Once again Hitler panicked and suggested how Falkenhorst should move his forces. Lossberg rejoined that the general controlled all the key points and Hitler should leave everything in Falkenhorst’s hands—in other words, Hitler should mind his own business. The Nazi dictator did not enjoy being lectured to and for weeks afterward would not allow Lossberg into his presence. The colonel’s analysis, however, proved correct, and Falkenhorst’s forces seized control of the entire country.


      Meanwhile, Lossberg returned to his operational planning duties at OKW, and his next task was a significant one indeed. He carried out a feasibility study of a Russian campaign. Lossberg finished his 30-page report in July 1940, and gave it the code name Fritz, his son’s name.34 Lossberg stated that for Germany to defeat Russia, the Berlin and Silesian industrial areas would have to be protected from enemy bombing. Hence, the invasion must penetrate deep into the Soviet Union, allowing the Luftwaffe to devastate important rear areas.


      The primary targets in the Russian campaign, Lossberg concluded, should be Leningrad and the north, where better roads and railroads existed (or at least the Abwehr reported them to exist). German success there would also remove Soviet influence from the Baltic region and would bring both Leningrad and Moscow under German artillery fire. Furthermore, the push north would be bolstered by Group XXI, operating from Norway via Finland. He proposed the thrust north as follows: “An attack by two army groups from the general line east of Warsaw to Koenigsberg, with the southern group the more powerful [the group assembling around Warsaw and southern East Prussia] and being allocated the bulk of the armored and mechanized units.”35


      The key to the success of his plan would be the encirclement of the Soviet armies from the north and their failure to withstand a rapid onslaught. Lossberg also wrote that Russia’s only hope would be to take the offensive and invade the Rumanian oil fields. Such a move would be forestalled by a German-Rumanian military agreement. Besides, Lossberg argued, the Soviets would not abandon the Baltic region, which they had seized only a few months before.


      Although OKH drafted the operational plan for what was to be code-named Barbarossa, it basically followed Lossberg’s plan, except that a third army group (Army Group South) was added. Although the Wehrmacht invasion of Russia proceeded rapidly in the summer of 1941, the invading armies bogged down in the mud of early winter. Then they struggled forward—but only very slowly—in subfreezing temperatures. Once again concern appeared on the faces of the men at Fuehrer Headquarters, with army generals pleading for a retreat so defensive lines could be set up. Hitler, however, insisted that the Wehrmacht continue the advance. Lossberg, believing there to be a need for a firm, unified command, tried to convince Jodl to form a unitary German staff to coordinate all services. It should be commanded by an officer who clearly demonstrated exceptional leadership—General Erich von Manstein. Jodl refused, for he knew that Manstein and Hitler did not get along.


      Later that winter, sensing Lossberg’s criticisms, Hitler demanded that the colonel be replaced. (The Fuehrer had not forgotten the Norwegian incident, either.) On January 1, 1942, Lossberg was promoted to full colonel and became Ia (operations officer) on the staff of the Wehrmacht commander, Norway (i.e., Falkenhorst). After two and a half years in this backwater theater, Lossberg was named chief of staff to Admiral Wilhelm Marschall, the special commissioner, Danube, in June 1944, and was promoted to major general on September 1, 1944. His last assignment was as chief of staff of Wehrkreis VIII, headquartered in Breslau, a post he held until the Replacement Army was dissolved and its various components were sent to the fronts in March 1945. Without an assignment at the end of the war, Bernhard Lossberg surrendered to the British at Neustadt/Holstein on May 5, 1945. Released in July 1946, he retired to Wiesbaden, where he wrote Wehrmachtfuehrungsstab: Bericht eines Generalstabs-offizier (In the Armed Forces Operations Staff: Report of a General Staff Officer). He died in Wiesbaden on March 15, 1965.


      georg thomas, the son of a factory owner, was born into an upper-middle-class family in Forst, Brandenburg, on February 20, 1890. He entered the Imperial Army as a Fahnenjunker in 1908 and received his commission as a second lieutenant in the 63rd Infantry Regiment in 1910. By 1914 he was adjutant of the III Battalion of the 63rd Infantry, which fought in France and Russia. Thomas ultimately served on various regimental staffs, as well as the General Staff. He was promoted to captain on April 18, 1917, and ultimately served on the staff of the 6th Infantry Division in France. Thomas earned the respect of the men with whom he worked and proved to be daring in combat. He received several decorations, including the House Order of Hohenzollern; the Iron Cross, First Class; the Wounded Badge; the Cross of Honor for War Service, Saxe-Meiningen; and the Austro-Hungarian Military Service Award, Third Class.


      After the war, Thomas joined the Reichsheer, served on the staff of the 4th Infantry Division at Dresden, and in 1928 was assigned to the staff of the Army Weapons Office. He received his promotion to major on February 1, 1929, and became chief of staff of the Ordnance Department in 1930. During his years (1928–1938) with army ordnance, the highly gifted Thomas thoroughly studied the economic aspects of preparing for war (as well as prosecuting the war) and, in applying the lessons learned from World War I to his studies, concluded that economic warfare was equally as significant as armed warfare.36 A nation’s economic resources, Thomas argued, must be constantly inventoried for their most effective wartime use, and this must also be a major factor in preparing for war. Hence, through several written memoranda to his superiors, Thomas pushed forward the concept of a centralized agency supervising a “defense economy” to enable Germany to make the most effective use of its economic resources, especially in the production of armaments.


      Although Thomas’s proposal was an ambitious one, given the complexities of an industrial society, it was the stubbornness of the three services that doomed his ideas. The army, navy, and air force insisted on supervising their own armaments programs. Consequently, the armed forces looked upon Thomas as only an adviser. “Thomas’ staff never managed to exert any decisive influence on essential decisions regarding armaments,” Wilhelm Deist wrote later.37 Undaunted, Thomas continued with the economic preparations for war. His accomplishments and abilities were rewarded when he was promoted to major general on January 1, 1938, and was again promoted on January 1, 1940, to lieutenant general.


      Already skeptical about the Nazi government, Thomas became more disillusioned after the Fritsch affair in 1938, during which Hitler removed Colonel General Baron Werner von Fritsch as commander-in-chief of the army on trumped-up charges of participating in homosexual activity. Even though he was subsequently cleared of the false charges, Baron von Fritsch was not reemployed. After this incident, Thomas could no longer accept National Socialism and later described his decision as “my complete inner breach with this system.”38 As a result, he began discussions with two conspirators—General Ludwig Beck (who resigned as chief of the General Staff in August 1938) and Carl Goerdeler (the mayor of Leipzig)—primarily to explore ways of preventing a conflagration that Germany could not survive.


      In late summer 1939, a concerned Thomas submitted a memorandum to the chief of OKW, Colonel General Wilhelm Keitel, warning that an attack on Poland would lead to a world war for which the Reich was economically unprepared. Keitel scoffed at the notion and refused to act on Thomas’s memorandum. An obsessed Thomas responded with a more detailed report containing tables and graphs “illustrating the economic warfare capacity of Germany and other great powers, from which Germany’s inferiority clearly emerged.”39 This time Keitel looked with astonishment at the analysis and forwarded the report to Hitler. The Fuehrer responded nonchalantly, telling Keitel that the general should not worry, as the Soviet Union (one of the great powers cited by Thomas) would cooperate with Germany. To Keitel the matter was ended; for Thomas it had just begun.


      Thomas still believed that the conflict Hitler initiated when he invaded Poland on September 1, 1939, ultimately would lead to Germany’s destruction. He therefore became intimately involved with the conspirators (Beck, Goerdeler, and associates) who were trying to devise a plan to remove Hitler and other top Nazis from their positions of power. During November 1939, Thomas attempted to convince General Franz Halder, the chief of the General Staff, and General Walter von Brauchitsch, the commander-in-chief of the army, to arrest Hitler. Both men adamantly refused, with Halder citing the soldier’s duty to obey his supreme commander (Hitler). Brauchitsch was even more upset and suggested to Admiral Wilhelm Canaris, the chief of the Abwehr, that Thomas be arrested. The enigmatic Canaris—himself a peripheral member of the anti-Hitler conspiracy—hushed up the whole affair. Concerned with the possibility of German armies invading neutral countries, Thomas again tried to convince Halder to take some action; Thomas showed Halder a message from Dr. Josef Mueller, a Bavarian lawyer friendly with Pope Pius XI, which stated that if both Hitler and Foreign Minister Joachim von Ribbentrop were eliminated, the Vatican would intercede to bring about peace. Halder again rejected Thomas’s pleas.


      Failure to convince others to act against Hitler subdued Thomas’s conspiratorial activities for a while. Following the successful German invasion of Denmark and Norway in the spring of 1940, a discouraged Thomas decided to let fate run its course. By then he had been promoted to general of infantry (on August 1, 1940) and had become head of the Economic Department and Armament Office of the army (in addition to his duties at OKW). Although he conscientiously carried out his duties, his efforts were still plagued by the interservice rivalry mentioned earlier.


      Operation Barbarossa, the invasion of the Soviet Union in June 1941, once again stirred the despondent Thomas. During late August and early September, he journeyed to the Russian Front, visiting several army groups to gauge possible support for a coup against Hitler. Although he received no direct assent to such a plan, General Thomas was “moderately satisfied,” according to fellow conspirator Ulrich von Hassell, the former ambassador to Italy.40


      It was during this trip to the Eastern Front that Thomas witnessed the murder of Jews by the Einsatzgruppen—the mobile killing units of the SS and SD. An infuriated Thomas shared his experience with Baron Friedrich von Falkenhausen, another active conspirator, and the two of them visited Field Marshal von Brauchitsch. They wanted to ascertain how Brauchitsch now felt about the Hitler regime. Brauchitsch responded by pointing out to his visitors that it was his duty to obey his Fuehrer. Thomas then blurted out that Brauchitsch was partly responsible for the murder of the Jews. The field marshal walked away without replying.


      A rebuffed Thomas returned to his duties and on May 6, 1942, was appointed to the Armaments Council. Although he still disdained the Nazi regime, he carried out his duties and participated in the planning, for example, of the economic exploitation of occupied Russia. Later that month, in fact, he was appointed chief of the new Armaments Office of the Reich Ministry for Armaments and Munitions. Although he had an impressive title, economic authority was still divided, with Albert Speer (Hitler’s designated munitions expert) assuming more and more control. Consequently, Thomas resigned his post in the armaments and munitions ministry on November 20, 1942. He continued his duties at OKW, however.


      Thomas took no further part in the anti-Hitler conspiracy after the Casablanca Conference of January 1943. At the conclusion of these meetings, U.S. President Franklin D. Roosevelt announced that the Allies would accept nothing less than the unconditional surrender of Germany, Italy, and Japan. Since Thomas saw that the war was clearly lost and that no alternative German government could expect any softening of the Allied terms, the general felt that the assassination of Hitler would serve no purpose except to make Hitler a martyr in the eyes of the German people.41


      After the July 20, 1944, assassination attempt, papers were discovered that implicated Thomas as a possible conspirator. Although the Nazi tribunal failed to uncover any direct evidence linking Thomas with the attempt on Hitler’s life, he was nevertheless arrested and sent to the prison camp at Flossenburg. He also spent time at Dachau Concentration Camp and was finally imprisoned in a concentration camp in South Tyrol, Italy. As the war came to an end, Thomas was rescued by American troops and quickly freed. He moved to Frankfurt-am-Main, but his health had been broken during his imprisonment, and he died there on December 29, 1946.


      walter buhle was born in Heilbronn, Wuerttemberg, on October 26, 1894. He joined the Imperial Army as a Fahnenjunker on July 10, 1913, received his commission in August 1914 (just as World War I broke out), and served mainly with the Wuerttemberger 124th Infantry Regiment (27th Infantry Division) in Lorraine and the 122nd Fusilier Regiment (26th Infantry Division) on the Eastern Front. Severely wounded in June 1915, he recovered, underwent mortar training, and served with a mortar battalion for the rest of the war. After serving as a signals officer with the Reichsheer’s 13th Infantry Regiment at Ludwigsburg, Wuerttemberg (1921), he transferred to the Wuerttemberger 18th Cavalry Regiment, where he began his General Staff training. After attending the College for Politics in Berlin (1925–1926), Buhle worked in the Defense Ministry and Group Command 1 in Berlin (1926–1930). Promoted to captain in 1926, he commanded a company in the 13th Infantry Regiment from 1930 to late 1932, when he returned to the Defense Ministry and was assigned to the Organizations Department (T-2). Promoted to major in 1933 and lieutenant colonel in 1936, he commanded II/87th Infantry Regiment, a former provincial police unit in Aschaffenburg, northwest Bavaria, from October 1936 to October 1937. He was Ia of Wehrkreis V at Stuttgart from October 1937 to November 1938, when he was posted to the army General Staff. He was promoted to full colonel in early 1939 and, in recognition of his knowledge and technical expertise in the field of armaments, he was named head of the Organizations Section of OKH five days before World War II began. A convinced Nazi, Buhle was rewarded for his loyalty and hard work by promotion to major general in 1940 and to lieutenant general in 1942.


      Buhle was given greater responsibility when he was assigned to the post of chief of the army staff at OKW in January 1942. He was disliked by other generals, for he meddled in everything and was a trusted informant for Hitler. General Warlimont noticed his personality flaws and wrote that Buhle bypassed Keitel (the chief of OKW and his direct superior) and established a direct, personal relationship with Hitler.42


      Buhle’s isolation at Fuehrer Headquarters, along with his propensity for offering a view on all matters (his “meddling”) was apparent at a Fuehrer conference on July 25, 1943. The conference centered on the Italian situation, which had deteriorated, as Mussolini had been removed from power the previous day, and the German situation in the Mediterranean was potentially desperate. Hitler was discussing the situation with Jodl and Keitel when Buhle interjected that Italy must be given top priority for all transport vehicles. He even insisted that everything on the assembly line or on the way to the East should be sent to the German troops in the Rome area. He made this recommendation at a time when army groups Center and South were fighting the largest armored battle in history at Kursk and needed all the vehicles they could possibly get to supply and reinforce their regiments.


      Buhle, in charge of army transport, fumed at the generals who always demanded more and, Buhle believed, interfered with his allocation plans. In December 1943, for example, Buhle complained during a Fuehrer briefing that he could assure that there would be adequate tank battalions in the West, provided no one took them away. “No sooner have I got something together,” he went on, “than it’s gone.”43 Hitler angrily asked if Buhle was referring to him, which of course he was not. His remark was aimed at Colonel General Kurt Zeitzler, who had replaced Halder as the chief of OKH in September 1942.


      This type of criticism of OKH by Buhle and others contributed to Hitler’s declining confidence in General Zeitzler. On the other hand, Hitler demonstrated his faith in Buhle by promoting him to general of infantry on April 1, 1944. The Fuehrer wanted to make him chief of the General Staff in place of Zeitzler later that year; however, Buhle was severely wounded by the July 20 explosion at Hitler’s headquarters and was in the hospital for some time. He did not fully recover for weeks after that. Ironically enough, the would-be assassin was Colonel Count Claus von Stauffenberg, a talented General Staff officer who had been one of Buhle’s principal assistants in the Organizations Branch from 1940 to 1942. After some initial friction the two had worked well together, although the aristocratic Stauffenberg commented at the time that Buhle was “not altogether” a gentleman.44


      In January 1945, Hitler chose Buhle to replace Emil von Leeb as head of the Army Weapons Office (i.e., chief of armaments for the army).45 Buhle did his best to supply the German field forces, but the combination of Allied bombing and lack of labor made his task nearly impossible. Nonetheless, he gave it his best effort. It is interesting to note that it was Buhle who by chance found Admiral Wilhelm Canaris’s diaries, which clearly indicated that the former chief of the Abwehr had been in contact with the anti-Hitler conspirators of July 20. Ever the pro-Hitler informer, Buhle handed the evidence over to the Gestapo. As a result the admiral was stripped naked, taken out, and hanged by the SS on April 9, 1945.


      General Buhle survived the war and the subsequent trials. Released from Allied captivity in 1947, he retired to Stuttgart, where he died on December 28, 1959.


      wilhelm burgdorf was born on February 15, 1895, in Fuerstenwalde/Spree. On August 3, 1914, as World War I was breaking out, the 19-year-old Burgdorf joined the Imperial Army as a Fahnenjunker in the 12th Grenadier Regiment of the Brandenburger 5th Infantry Division. Commissioned second lieutenant in 1915, he rejoined the main body of his regiment on the Eastern Front in the spring of 1915 and was named adjutant of its fusilier battalion. Burgdorf fought in Belgium and France, including the battles of Verdun and the Somme. He became regimental adjutant in 1916 and held the post until after the end of the war, fighting in Alsace, Champagne, the Russian Front, and Italy. Returning to the Western Front in early 1918, he fought in the Battle of Picardy, the Aisne, the Marne, and the Ardennes.


      After the armistice, Second Lieutenant Burgdorf joined the Reichsheer as adjutant of the 54th and then 10th Grenadier Regiment, a platoon leader in the Prussian 10th Grenadiers (1920–1921) and its successor unit, the 8th Infantry Regiment at Frankfurt/Oder (1921–1923). He became adjutant of the I/8th Infantry at the start of 1923, and began his General Staff training in the fall of that year. Despite a solid record, he was not promoted to first lieutenant until 1925.


      After a thorough training program, Burgdorf returned to the 8th Infantry at Frankfurt/Oder (1925–1933), where he worked as a signals officer, regimental adjutant, and company commander. He was on the staff of the 4th Infantry Division at Dresden (1934–1936) and, by the end of 1936, was serving as adjutant of Wehrkreis IX (IX Corps) at Kassel. He was promoted to captain in 1930, major in 1935, and lieutenant colonel in August 1938.


      During the early days of the war Burgdorf served as adjutant of the IX Corps on the virtually inactive Western Front. Prior to the invasion of France, however, he was named commander of the 529th Infantry Regiment, which he led in Belgium and France (1940) and in the savage battles on the central sector of the Russian Front (1941–April 4, 1942). After the Soviet winter offensive of 1941–1942 had been checked, Burgdorf (who had been promoted to full colonel in September 1940) was made a department chief in the Army Personnel Office (Heerespersonelamt, or HPA), a part of OKW, in May 1942. On October 1, 1942, he was promoted to major general and named deputy chief of the Army Personnel Office; he was elevated to lieutenant general in October 1943. No doubt his overt allegiance to the Nazi Party played a major role in his rapid advancement.


      The failed assassination attempt by Colonel von Stauffenberg on July 20, 1944, led to further advancement for Burgdorf, as well as his participating in the extraction of revenge on the anti-Hitler conspirators. General of Infantry Rudolf Schmundt, the Fuehrer’s Army adjutant and chief of the HPA, was mortally wounded by the explosion, which only slightly injured Hitler. Taken to the Rastenburg hospital, Schmundt succumbed to his injuries on October 1, 1944, and Hitler named Burgdorf his successor.


      Adolf Hitler demanded quick and brutal revenge be meted out to the conspirators. One victim was Germany’s most popular commander, Field Marshal Erwin Rommel, the legendary Desert Fox, who was implicated in the plot. Field Marshal Keitel called upon Burgdorf to carry out a secret mission—to confront Rommel with the testimony that accused him of complicity in the “treason.” If the statements were true, the popular Rommel was to be given a choice: suicide or a trial before the People’s Court.


      Obediently, Burgdorf and his deputy, Lieutenant General Ernst Maisel, went to Rommel’s home at Herrlingen on October 14, armed with the letter and a box of poison ampules. Burgdorf had the residence surrounded by SS men; then he and Maisel went inside and confronted the gallant field marshal with Keitel’s letter. To Maisel’s surprise, Rommel admitted that he had plotted to help have Adolf Hitler deposed. Burgdorf then presented the field marshal with his choices. If he chose suicide, Hitler promised him a state funeral with full military honors and guaranteed safety for his family, including a pension for his wife and son. If the Desert Fox chose the People’s Court, he could expect his family to share his fate. Erwin Rommel chose the poison and was dead within an hour.


      While one can only speculate about Burgdorf’s thoughts when he carried out his mission at Rommel’s house, his later remarks clearly demonstrate his unwavering loyalty to Hitler and the Nazi cause. As the new chief of the Army Personnel Office and now an accessory to the murder of one of the Fuehrer’s opponents, Burgdorf became part of Hitler’s inner circle and remained at his side until almost the moment of his death. Hitler appreciated Burgdorf’s absolute loyalty and rewarded him with a promotion to general of infantry, effective November 1, 1944. Also, it was on Burgdorf’s recommendation that Hitler appointed General of Infantry Hans Krebs to replace Colonel General Heinz Guderian as chief of the General Staff in March 1945.


      Wilhelm Burgdorf was a stocky, brutal man. He was a heavy drinker and was hated by much of the officer corps because of his slavish devotion to Nazism. During the last two months of the war, Burgdorf did his best to maintain order and did not believe the situation in Berlin was utterly hopeless—as in fact it was. As Goebbels recorded in his diary on March 13, 1945, “The Army Personnel section is the first Wehrmacht organization where everything is totally in order and of which no criticism can be made. Obviously therefore General Burgdorf has done a good job here too.”46 Indeed, although Hitler raged about army officers, SS officers, and even long-time party faithfuls, there is no record of him ever berating Burgdorf. Meanwhile, the general allied himself with Goebbels and Martin Bormann, the inner sanctum of Hitler’s unreal world in the last days of the Reich. Burgdorf and Bormann got along particularly well. At a party at Rastenburg, for example, the two hard-drinking Nazis actually danced together and denounced the treacherous field marshals.47


      Burgdorf briefly recognized his flaunting of duty and integrity as a German officer; on April 8, 1945, he told Krebs, “Ever since I took on this job, nearly a year ago, I’ve put all my energy and idealism into it. I’ve tried every way I know to bring the army and party closer together. . . . In the end they accused me in the forces of being a traitor to the German officer class, and now I can see that those recriminations were justified, that my work was in vain, my idealism wrong—not only wrong but naive and stupid.”48


      The chief of HPA soon recovered from his moroseness, however, and remained loyal to the Fuehrer and the Nazi cause until the end. As the Soviets closed in, Burgdorf made it clear that he would remain in the bunker. He was among those who were present at Hitler’s final farewell, shortly before the Fuehrer committed suicide. General Burgdorf, General Krebs, and an SS bodyguard were the only ones who remained in the bunker following Hitler’s death. It is generally believed that Burgdorf and Krebs shot themselves in the cellar of the New Chancellery on May 1, 1945, shortly before the Russians arrived. Their bodies were lost in the confusion accompanying the fall of Berlin, and their final resting places are unknown.


      hermann reinecke was born at Wittenburg/Elbe on February 14, 1888. Educated in cadet schools, he joined the army as a Faehnrich in 1905 and was commissioned second lieutenant in the 79th Infantry Regiment in 1906. During World War I he served the Kaiser enthusiastically and courageously, fighting on both the Eastern and Western fronts and receiving the Hohenzollern House Order; the Iron Cross, First Class; the Hamburg Hanseatic Cross; and the Austro-Hungarian Military Service Cross. He became a first lieutenant during the first months of the war and in 1916 was promoted to captain.


      Remaining in the army after World War I, Reinecke served on the staff of the 2nd Infantry Regiment at Allenstein, East Prussia (now Olsztyn, Poland) and from 1928 to 1932 was on the staff of the Defense Ministry, where his duties varied but included working with the staffs of technical schools and supply services. He was promoted to major in February 1929 and in October 1932, assumed command of the II Battalion, 6th Infantry Regiment at Luebeck. He was promoted to lieutenant colonel in June 1933.


      In August 1938, Reinecke was appointed head of the General Military Affairs Office of the Armed Forces High Command (OKW). He excelled in his new role, which included supervision of indoctrination training, and he enjoyed hobnobbing with Nazi bigwigs. His attitudes and connections naturally did his career no harm. He was promoted to major general on January 1, 1939, and to lieutenant general on August 1, 1940.


      Reinecke made every attempt to please both his superiors in OKW and party officials at the Reich Chancellery. Many army officers referred to him as “little Keitel,” comparing him unfavorably to Wilhelm Keitel, the chief of OKW, who practically threw himself at Hitler’s feet. This nickname was also a slap at his height: Reinecke was only five foot seven and weighed 150 pounds.


      At a meeting in July 1941, with Major General Erwin Lahousen of the Abwehr, Colonel Breuer of the POW Department, and Gestapo Chief Heinrich Mueller, Reinecke declared that the only goal of every Russian was to destroy Germany; the Soviets should, therefore, be considered mortal enemies and treated accordingly. He then accused the German officer corps of failure to recognize this, claiming it was still “in the ice age.”49


      Appropriately enough, under Nazi logic, Reinecke was placed in charge of Soviet prisoners of war, and his handling of this task reflected his pathological hatred of Communism. Repeating his earlier sentiments, on September 8, 1941, he issued the following order:


      Bolshevism is the mortal enemy of National Socialist Germany. For the first time the German soldier faces an enemy not trained merely as a soldier but with Bolshevisk political schooling, which is so pernicious to the people. For this reason the Russian soldier loses all claim to treatment as an honorable soldier according to the Geneva Convention.50


      Furthermore, Reinecke ordered, Russian prisoners of war were to be beaten if they demonstrated any sign of resistance and were to be immediately shot if they tried to escape. These measures, along with similar actions taken by the army and the SS, resulted in a 65 percent death rate for Soviet prisoners of war. The Geneva Convention accords regarding treatment of POWs were completely ignored. Recognizing Reinecke’s loyalty to Nazism, the government appointed him an honorary member of the People’s Court in 1942 and on June 1 of the same year promoted him to general of infantry.


      Reinecke gloated in the limelight of Nazi recognition and continued to emphasize how important it was for OKW officers to be properly indoctrinated politically. Indeed, in 1943, he informed Hitler that he and Bormann’s staff were recruiting hard-core, veteran party warriors to work with young “battle-hardened” army officers. Such enthusiasm did not go unnoticed, and in July 1943, Reinecke became chief of the Combined Armed Forces Office (Personnel). In this new position he introduced what for Germany was a new idea for indoctrination: the National Socialist Leadership Officers, who, modeled on their Soviet counterparts, would serve as German “Commissars.”


      Reinecke’s concept became formalized in February 1944, when Hitler approved the appointment of National Socialist Leadership Officers (NSFOs) to the OKW and OKH. The OKW established its NSFO staff under General Reinecke, while General of Mountain Troops Ferdinand Schoerner was named chief of the NSFOs for the army. Almost immediately friction occurred between Reinecke and Schoerner over the role NSFOs should have with the regular armed forces.


      Major General Ernst Maisel of the Army Personnel Office voiced the army’s disdain when he criticized Reinecke’s speech, “The Duties of the NS-Leadership Staff of OKW and the Purpose and Objectives of the NS-Leadership,” given at Sonthofen on May 15, 1944. In it, Reinecke had told future NSFOs that it was their duty to instill a patriotic, Nazi belief among soldiers to defend Hitler’s Reich. General Maisel caustically remarked that Reinecke did not speak with the “heart of a combat soldier”—nor could he.51 How could Reinecke, a desk general, have any idea how to motivate fighting men, Maisel asked, or understand how little importance political indoctrination really had? Nonetheless Reinecke set up a training program for NSFO recruits (most were reserve officers who were simultaneously Nazi Party members). The program concentrated on instilling a so-called Nazi fighting spirit into the men in uniform. To assist in these efforts, Reinecke sought the support and the approval of Nazi stalwarts Bormann and Himmler.


      Reinecke also advocated making NSF training part of normal operations—that is, political indoctrination would take place on a continual basis as part of the daily routine. He wanted NSFOs to share privileges granted to other army officers—an idea that infuriated regular Army officers, who felt NSFO men did not deserve such privileges because they were not combat soldiers.


      The July 20, 1944, attempt on Hitler’s life directly affected Reinecke’s role in the Third Reich. During the chaotic hours following the explosion, Reinecke (acting on the orders of Keitel) assumed command of Berlin, after ordering Lieutenant General Paul von Hase, the incumbent commandant, to hand his forces over to him. Even though Hase was one of the conspirators, he obviously realized that the coup attempt had failed, and he did as Reinecke instructed, apparently hoping that this last-minute change of face would save him from the gallows (which it did not).52 Meanwhile, Reinecke quickly restored order in the capital and made it clear to the Berlin garrison that Hitler was alive and very much in command.


      Reinecke later served as president of the Court of Honor, which tried officers who were involved in the plot against Hitler, quickly expelled them from the army, and handed them over to the People’s Court.


      During this same period, Bormann told him that the NSFO program had to be strengthened. To accomplish this, Reinecke issued an order on August 8, instructing NSFOs to “concentrate their entire energy toward the utmost activation and fanaticization of the soldiers.”53 He directed them to get the most out of the troops and to ignore standard operating procedures. Now, more than ever, fanatical loyalty to the Fuehrer and Germany must be stressed.


      Reinecke amplified his views in an article that appeared in the October 1944 issue of the Political Soldier, a magazine published by OKW in cooperation with the Nazi Party. He wrote that the goal was to have the soldier act as if the Fuehrer were with him; soldiers, he wrote, must realize that they carry Hitler’s vision with them. The NSFOs must talk to all officers and men and have the troops reaffirm their oath of allegiance to the Fuehrer. However, not even the Hitler mystique could stop the Soviet steamroller in the East or the Allied thrust into France. Consequently, the NSF program failed to accomplish its objectives, as war-weary soldiers paid little attention to political indoctrination, and combat officers stonewalled NSFOs at every opportunity. Party stalwarts blamed Reinecke for the NSF failure, but Field Marshal Keitel supported him and fended off the criticisms of the party. Martin Bormann, as head of Hitler’s chancellery and secretary of the party, received the criticisms but, because of Keitel’s interference, hesitated to take any action. As the reprobation continued, however, Reinecke felt more and more responsible for the failure of the program and suggested to Bormann that he, the party secretary, assume command of the NSFO system. Loyal Nazi supporter that he was, Reinecke could no longer bear the pain of having failed to politically acclimate the fighting men of Germany. The general further volunteered to dismantle his staff and to support any reorganization Bormann proposed. Reinecke’s condescending to party opinion infuriated Keitel, who had stood by his general. A rift subsequently occurred between the two that never healed. Even so, Bormann refused to take any decisive action, and Reinecke retained command of the NSFOs. He finally gave up hope of effective political indoctrination and, on April 9, 1945, virtually admitted defeat when he ordered the NSFOs to actively fight the enemy and refrain from any political proselytizing.


      At the end of the war Reinecke surrendered to the Allies and was placed in a detention camp by the U.S. Army. Shortly thereafter, as his activities became known (especially his brutal treatment of prisoners of war), he was tried by a U.S. military tribunal and sentenced to life in prison on October 28, 1948.54 Incarcerated at Landsberg, Reinecke later had his sentence reduced to 27 years, and he was released in October 1954. He retired to Hamburg and died on October 10, 1973, at the age of 85.


      * * *


      friedrich “fritz” fromm was born in Berlin-Charlottenburg on October 8, 1888. He entered the Imperial Army as a Fahnenjunker in the 55th Field Artillery Regiment in late December 1906, and was commissioned second lieutenant in 1908. He was adjutant of the I Battalion when World War I broke out and was promoted to first lieutenant in November 1914. As part of the Alsacian 38th Infantry Division, Fritz Fromm fought in Belgium, East Prussia, and Poland; was wounded at least once; and was admitted to the General Staff in 1915. He became adjutant of the 38th Artillery Brigade of the 38th Division in 1915, and fought at Aisle, at Verdun, at the Somme, and in Flanders. He received an accelerated promotion to captain in the spring of 1916. He spent the last two years of the war on the staff of the 30th Infantry Division (also an Alsacian unit) and fought in Champagne, including the Battle of Cambrai.


      After the armistice, Fromm was retained in the Reichsheer and by 1920 was commanding a battery in the Prussian 3rd Artillery Regiment at Frankfurt/Oder. He was transferred to the staff of the 3rd Infantry Division (also at Frankfurt/Oder) in 1922 and to the Defense Ministry in 1927. From June 1932 to January 1933, he commanded the IV Battalion of the 3rd Artillery Regiment at Potsdam.


      On February 1, 1933—two days after Hitler took power—Fromm was named chief of the Defense Office in the Defense Ministry. He remained in Berlin the rest of his career, rising to chief of the General Army Office in the Defense Ministry and later the War Ministry and OKH. When Germany mobilized, he was named commander-in-chief of the Replacement Army, effective August 31, 1939. Headquartered in the Bendlerstrasse, a huge building complex that served as Nazi Germany’s Pentagon and was formally the site of the Defense Ministry, Fromm was also named chief of army armaments and equipment in November 1939. He did not relinquish control of the General Army Office to his deputy, General of Infantry Friedrich Olbricht, until June 1940. Meanwhile, Fromm was promoted to major (1927), lieutenant colonel (1931), colonel (February 1, 1933), major general (November 1, 1935), lieutenant general (January 1, 1938), and general of artillery (April 20, 1939).


      Fromm did not look like a typical Prussian general. He was a heavy cigar smoker, very overweight, and out of shape. He was, however, an enthusiastic hunter and enjoyed the pleasures of life. He was also a corporate climber who first and foremost looked after the career and well being of Fritz Fromm. This, however, did not mean that he was not competent. German mobilization functioned smoothly, as did the German draft. Fromm was also responsible for supervising the German Wehrkreise, training German soldiers and officers, rebuilding battered divisions and forming new ones. He did not lose control of the panzer replacement and training units and facilities to Heinz Guderian until early 1943, after the fall of Stalingrad. Despite his best and repeated efforts, Guderian was never able to take the assault gun arm from the Replacement Army, where Fromm kept it under the artillery branch. This was probably a good thing for the German Army. Assault guns flowed smoothly from the Replacement (or Home) Army to the field forces, along with exceptionally well-trained officers and crews. In the period from June 1941 to January 1944, the assault guns (most of which were mounted on obsolete Panzer Mark III chassis), knocked out more than 20,000 Soviet tanks. It is difficult indeed to imagine them performing any better than they did.


      Fromm succeeded in ingratiating himself with Hitler, who recognized how well the Replacement Army functioned and the part it played in his victories. On July 19, 1940, after the fall of France, Hitler rewarded Fromm by promoting him to colonel general and decorating him with the Knight’s Cross, which was normally reserved for combat soldiers. As the war progressed, however, Fromm’s standing at Fuehrer Headquarters began to slip. Heinrich Himmler wanted control of the Home Army for himself; Wilhelm Keitel, the commander-in-chief of OKW, hated Fromm bitterly, and the feeling was mutual.


      For his part, Fromm realized that Germany was losing the war. He wanted to remain on top, even if Germany fell.


      Meanwhile, a crippled lieutenant colonel returned from the hospital. General Olbricht named the man his chief of staff. Recognizing that this man was brilliant, Fromm took him from Olbricht, named him chief of staff of the Replacement Army, and promoted him to colonel. His name was Claus von Stauffenberg.


      Fromm soon learned that Stauffenberg was the de facto leader of the plot to overthrow Adolf Hitler. He allowed him to proceed and is even said to have told Stauffenberg, “Don’t forget Keitel!” when he launched his coup. The general, however, refused to join the conspiracy himself. His attitude was that he would join it (and take the credit) if it were successful, but he would deny all knowledge and suppress it if it were unsuccessful.


      Using a delayed-action fuse, Stauffenberg detonated a bomb in Hitler’s briefing hut at the Fuehrer Headquarters near Rastenburg, East Prussia, on July 20, 1944. After he returned to Berlin, the conspirators launched a military coup against the Nazi regime, without informing Fromm. The general, however, soon learned that Hitler was still alive and, when the one-eyed colonel announced that he had detonated the bomb himself, urged him to commit suicide. Instead, Stauffenberg arrested his commander-in-chief.


      Late that evening, the coup collapsed, and pro-Nazi forces freed General Fromm and arrested several conspirators. With Fromm’s permission, Colonel General Ludwig Beck, the former chief of the General Staff, was allowed to shoot himself. When his wound did not kill him, Fromm ordered a sergeant to finish him off. Then, acting with lightning speed, Fromm announced that a court-martial (consisting of himself) had convicted four other officers and sentenced them to death. Major Otto Ernst Remer, the commander of the Watch Battalion that had captured the Bendlerstrasse and freed Fromm, objected, because the executions were against the orders of the Fuehrer (who wanted them taken alive), but he was quickly and firmly overruled by Fromm. At 10 minutes after midnight on July 21, a firing squad executed Stauffenberg, Olbricht, Lieutenant Werner von Haeften (Stauffenberg’s aide), and Colonel Albrecht Mertz von Quirnheim, another prominent conspirator. Fromm was preparing to execute others at 12:30 a.m., when SS Colonel Otto Skorzeny arrived and put an end to the killings. Fromm then went to see Propaganda Minister Dr. Paul Joseph Goebbels, to take credit for suppressing the coup.


      Goebbels listened to Fromm’s remarkable claim in disbelief and said “You have been in a damn hurry to get your witnesses below ground.” He then had Fromm locked in the basement. Typically, Fromm asked for a bottle of wine. After drinking that, he asked for another. Somewhat put out, Goebbels agreed, but remarked that he was not going to provide an unlimited supply.


      Although Fromm was expelled from the army by the so-called Court of Honor, the People’s Court and Gestapo did not have enough evidence to convict Fromm of treason because too many of the witnesses were dead. Hitler had him tried for cowardice instead. He was sentenced to death on March 7, 1945, and was executed by a firing squad at the Brandenburg-Goerden Prison on March 12. His last words were, “I die because it was ordered. I had always wanted only the best for Germany.”55
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      The Warlords of the Eastern Front

    


    
      Fedor von Bock. Ritter Wilhelm von Leeb. Georg von Kuechler. Georg Lindemann. Friedrich Mieth. Count Hans Emil Otto von Sponeck. Gotthard Heinrici.


      Fedor von bock was born in Kuestrin, Brandenburg province, on December 3, 1880, the son of Moritz von Bock, a distinguished Prussian general. He spent his childhood in the old fortress city of Kuestrin on the Oder River, quartered in buildings dating back to Frederick the Great. He spent hours playing on the banks of the fortress moat, imbibing the lessons of history—especially Prussian military history. All of this left an indelible mark on his development and character. All he ever wanted to do in his entire life was reach the top ranks of the army, and indeed he had a lifelong contempt for anything that was not Prussian or military. He once confessed that the only kind of art to which he could respond was the performance of a brass band. Indifferent to good food or drink, he could fast for days and still execute his duty in a demanding—indeed, fanatical—manner. He grew up to be overly serious, extremely ambitious, arrogant, opinionated, and humorless. One officer recalled that his “piercing gray eyes, in a severely lined face, look through you, their appraising regard not softened by any amiable pretense . . . his cold detachment would just as well become a hangman. . . . If he has a mental awareness of spheres of life other than that of the Army, and human beings other than those in uniform, he gives them no consideration.”1


      Capable but not brilliant, von Bock threw himself into his career with a fanatical zeal. Educated in cadet schools at Potsdam and Gross Lichterfelde, he was commissioned into the elite 5th Potsdam Foot Guards Regiment in 1898. He became a battalion adjutant in 1904 and regimental adjutant in 1906. After attending the War Academy, he joined the General Staff as a provisional member in 1910 and became a permanent member in 1912, the year he was promoted to captain. He then became Ib (General Staff officer, supply) for the elite Guards Corps, a post that he held when the war began. In September 1914, he became Ia (chief of operations) of the Guards Corps, before joining the staff of the 11th Army on the Eastern Front in May 1915.2 In January 1916, Bock temporarily assumed command of a battalion in the Prussian 4th Foot Guards Regiment. He led this unit with such fanatical courage that he won the Pour le Merite in the process. The official citation did not state the circumstances leading to the award, but it did not use the usual adjective “conspicuous” when referring to his bravery; instead, it described his courage as “incredible”: almost unique praise for the Imperial German Army.3


      After his tour as a battalion commander, Bock became first General Staff officer (Ia) of the 200th Infantry Division, a reserve unit of southern Germans not up to the standards of the Guards. Here Bock was almost universally hated by the other officers of the staff.4 This was a trend that would endure: none of Bock’s staff officers ever liked him or had much respect for him, largely because he took credit for their ideas himself.5 Nevertheless, Bock was promoted to major at the end of 1916, and the division did well on the Russian Front. A 1918 American intelligence report called it “one of the best divisions in the German Army.”6


      In April 1917, Bock returned to France as Ib on the staff of Army Group Crown Prince, which was commanded by Crown Prince Rupprecht of Bavaria, with whom he was friendly. On July 27, 1917, he became the chief of operations, working under Rupprecht’s chief of staff, Count Frederick von der Schulenberg.


      Following the armistice, von Bock served on the Army Peace Commission and then became an associate of Hans von Seeckt, commander-in-chief of the Reichsheer. As chief of staff of Wehrkreis III in Berlin, Major von Bock was involved in the clandestine activities of the Black Reichswehr, a secret organization of illegal military formations operating under the disguise of volunteer civilian laborers. In September 1923, this group got out of hand and rebelled against the Weimar Republic, forcing General von Seeckt to suppress it by force of arms. At the ensuing trial, the recently promoted Lieutenant Colonel von Bock was called to the witness stand, where he denied any knowledge of the Black Reichswehr. He was lying, of course, but he got away with it, as did Kurt von Schleicher and Baron Kurt von Hammerstein. The left-wing press also accused Bock of being involved in several political murders conducted by the Femegerichte (Secret Court), another illicit right-wing organization. Again, however, they were unable to prove their allegations.


      Bock’s subsequent Reichsheer career was less controversial. He became commander of the II Battalion, 4th Infantry Regiment at Kolberg, Pomerania (now Kolobrzeg, Poland) (1924–1926); commander of the 4th Infantry (1926–1929); commander of the 1st Cavalry Division at Frankfurt/Oder (1929–1931); and commander of Wehrkreis II at Stettin (1931–1935). He was successively promoted to full colonel (1926), major general (1928), lieutenant general (1931), and general of infantry (1931), the rank he held when Hitler came to power.


      General von Bock was a non-Nazi but certainly not an anti-Nazi. He wholeheartedly supported Hitler’s military policies and was not concerned with his domestic or foreign policies; as a result Bock was considered acceptable by the Fuehrer and his Nazi Party cronies. When many of Bock’s colleagues and peers were relieved or forced into retirement on the thinnest of pretexts, Bock would not lift a finger to help them or utter a single word of protest. Hitler thus saw him as a willing tool. Bock, of course, was well aware that the removal of senior generals only helped him move up the professional ladder. He was given command of Army Group 3 at Dresden in 1935 and was promoted to colonel general on March 1, 1938.


      Bock’s army group (temporarily redesignated 8th Army) was in charge of the occupation of Austria in 1938 and had the task of incorporating the units of the former Austrian Army into the German Army. Here Bock’s true personality came out again. He openly displayed his contempt for everything Austrian, including his own war decorations from the Austro-Hungarian Empire, which he referred to as “scrap iron.” During this period, Hermann Goering invited him to parades, ceremonies, and other social events celebrating the Anschluss. Bock, however, considered Hitler’s deputy a civilian and therefore beneath him. He rejected all invitations, without even the pretense of politeness. Because of Bock’s lack of social adroitness, Hitler soon had to transfer his difficult general back to Dresden. His own patrimony notwithstanding, Hitler himself held many Austrian traits in low regard, however, so Bock’s attitude was not to count against him.


      Later in 1938, Bock commanded some of the forces that occupied the Sudetenland. He was accompanied by his nine-year-old son, who was wearing a sailor’s suit and a beret. He wished, Bock told foreign journalists, to impress the boy with “the beauty of and exhilaration of soldiering.”7 Shortly thereafter, another general ran afoul of the Nazis, and Bock was summoned to Berlin to replace Gerd von Rundstedt as commander-in-chief of Army Group 1.


      For the 1939 invasion of Poland, Bock’s headquarters was redesignated Army Group North, and it had a strength of about 630,000 men. Rundstedt was called out of retirement to command the other army group used in Poland (Army Group South) and had the major responsibility for the campaign. Bock nevertheless relished his role, for he liked Poles even less than south Germans or Austrians. He overran the Polish Corridor and drove all the way to Brest-Litovsk in eastern Poland, where he linked up with the Soviets. By early October Bock had successfully completed all his assignments and was on his way to the Western Front.


      According to the original German plan, Bock’s headquarters (now designated Army Group B) was supposed to direct the major effort against the Western Allies. Unfortunately (from Bock’s point of view) the German plan was an unimaginative rehash of the Schlieffen Plan, which had failed in 1914. Bock wrote a memorandum criticizing it, and Hitler agreed. Then, early in 1940, Erich von Manstein proposed a superior plan, which envisioned Rundstedt’s Army Group A delivering the main blow. Subsequently adopted, the Manstein Plan left Bock with a vital but secondary mission: drive into the Low Countries with enough vigor to convince the Allies that his was the main attack. That he succeeded in this mission no one can doubt. His two armies (the 18th and 6th) overran Holland and most of Belgium and finished off the remnants of the French forces at Dunkirk, taking tens of thousands of prisoners in the process.


      During the second phase of operations in the West, Bock, with three armies and two panzer groups under his control, overran western France. After the French capitulated, Bock was promoted to field marshal on July 19, 1940. After this he briefly commanded occupation forces in France but made himself so obnoxious that Hitler transferred him back to Poland, where he directed defenses on the Eastern Frontier. The dour field marshal was ill with stomach ulcers much of the winter.


      By now even Fedor von Bock was sick of the excesses of the Nazi regime and went so far as to knowingly tolerate having members of the anti-Hitler conspiracy on his staff. These men hoped to gain his support in a coup d’état against the Nazi government but were doomed to disappointment. Bock’s attitude was characteristic: “I will join you if you succeed but will have nothing to do with you if you fail.” Bock did not modify this position for the rest of the war.


      Field Marshal von Bock was opposed to the invasion of the Soviet Union in 1941; nevertheless, his headquarters (now called Army Group Center) had the most important objective of the campaign—Moscow. Initially he was assigned 51 of the 149 German divisions committed to Operation Barbarossa, including nine panzer and seven motorized divisions. Despite his pessimism over Germany’s chances, Bock initially did very well in the invasion—perhaps even showing a flash of military genius in the process. Less than a week after the campaign began, Bock’s panzer spearheads closed in on Minsk, 170 miles behind the Soviet frontier. Hitler grew nervous at his own success and suggested that Bock switch to a much shorter envelopment. Bock protested so strongly against this timidity that Hitler let him have his way. Minsk was surrounded on June 29, and the battle ended on July 3. Bock had captured 324,000 men and captured or destroyed 3,332 tanks and 1,809 guns.8


      Spearheaded by his two panzer groups under Hermann Hoth and Heinz Guderian, Bock’s forces continued to win victory after victory in several major battles of encirclement. In the Smolensk pocket, which was cleared on August 5, he took 310,000 prisoners and captured or destroyed 3,205 tanks and 3,120 guns. At the battle of Roslavl, which ended on August 8, he took 38,000 prisoners and captured or destroyed 250 tanks and 359 guns. The Gomel pocket had yielded 84,000 prisoners, 144 tanks, and 848 guns by August 24.9 By the last week of August, Bock had advanced more than 500 miles and was only 185 miles from Moscow. He had inflicted more than 750,000 casualties on the Soviets and captured or destroyed some 7,000 tanks and more than 6,000 guns, while Army Group Center had lost fewer than 100,000 men. The road to the Soviet capital was open when, much to von Bock’s disgust and over his protests, Hitler shifted the focus of the war to the north and south, against Leningrad and Kiev. Bock was forced to give up four of his five panzer corps and three infantry corps—giving the Soviets the time they desperately needed to organize the defense of their capital, their most important city.


      It was one of the greatest mistakes of the war.


      Field Marshal von Bock had little choice but to go over to the defensive in early September, while Stalin poured reinforcements into this critical sector. After a series of fierce attacks, he forced Bock to evacuate the Yelnya salient, but otherwise Army Group Center held its line against continually worsening odds. By the end of September, Bock was facing 1.5 million to 2 million men.


      After the fall of Kiev in early September, Hitler considered going into winter quarters, but Bock, Brauchitsch, and Luftwaffe Field Marshal Albert Kesselring, among others, argued against it. Bock still felt that he could capture Moscow, despite the exhaustion of his men, the worn condition of his tanks, and the questionable campaign weather.


      Bock got off to a good start in the double battle of Vyazma-Bryansk, which Carell calls “the most perfect battle of encirclement in military history.”10 Beginning on September 30, Bock smashed and encircled 81 Soviet divisions in two huge pockets. Although several Russian units succeeded in breaking out before the battle ended on October 17, Bock nevertheless captured 663,000 men and captured or destroyed 1,242 tanks and 5,412 guns.11 The offensive was halted only by heavy rains, which immobilized the German advance.


      Bock was now only about 70 miles from Moscow, but the first snows had already fallen, and the Russian roads had turned into rivers of mud. Motorized supply columns could make only about five miles per day, and there were more than 2,000 vehicles stuck on the unpaved Moscow Highway alone. Furthermore, OKH was unable to provide the troops with winter clothing. Rundstedt and Leeb, the other two army group commanders in the East, now wanted to go over to the defensive, but Bock stubbornly insisted that the drive be resumed as soon as the ground froze and he could bring up food and ammunition.


      The advance resumed on November 15. Struggling forward without winter clothing in temperatures below zero, with 70 percent of their vehicles inoperative, the German soldiers made a magnificent effort and pushed to within six miles of the Kremlin. Moscow could not be taken, however, and Bock’s stubbornness had placed his entire army group in jeopardy. Exhausted and at the end of a long and tenuous line of communications, the forward German divisions simply could not be supplied. Many units lived on a diet of horse meat for days at a time.


      Stalin launched his counteroffensive on December 6. Despite Hitler’s orders that all units stand and if need be die where they were, Army Group Center was slowly pushed back in heavy fighting. Some divisions were forced to abandon all their artillery, while some panzer divisions lost almost all their tanks because there was not enough fuel to withdraw them. Soon 9th Army was in danger of being encircled, and it looked as if Army Group Center might be destroyed. Casualties were appalling.


      Fedor von Bock had suffered his first defeat. As disaster closed in on his divisions, Bock’s reaction was to contact Colonel Rudolf Schmundt, Hitler’s personal adjutant, and complain about his deteriorating health, especially his stomach ulcers. He asked Schmundt to relay the details of his illnesses to Hitler, which Schmundt no doubt did. Two days later, on December 18, 1941, Field Marshal Keitel telephoned and said that Hitler suggested he take an extended leave to restore his health. Bock jumped at the chance. He was replaced that same day by Field Marshal Guenther von Kluge.


      One month later, on January 17, 1942, Field Marshal Walter von Reichenau died, probably from a heart attack. The next day Hitler summoned Bock (now miraculously recovered) to Fuehrer Headquarters and offered him command of Army Group South, which Bock quickly accepted. By March, the Red Army offensives on this sector had been halted, largely because of Soviet troop exhaustion, supply failures, and deep snow. Now both sides began a race to build up supplies for a renewed offensive in the spring.


      Bock’s command in 1942 was characterized by much greater caution than before. The field marshal obviously had been affected by his defeat at Moscow. When the Soviets launched their spring offensive on May 12, Hitler rejected several nervous requests from Bock and did not authorize the commitment of his reserves until May 17, when the Reds were within 12 miles of Kharkov. As a result, Army Group South won a major victory, capturing 240,000 men and capturing or destroying more than 1,200 tanks and 2,000 guns. The German forces suffered only 20,000 casualties. Hitler, however, was understandably unhappy about the lack of nerve Bock had displayed before Kharkov.12


      Hitler now began the second phase of his summer offensive (Operation Blue) by ordering Bock to clear the Don in preparation for drives against Stalingrad and the Caucasus. Bock was openly critical of this plan because it relied too heavily on undependable foreign armies to guard the flanks of the German advance. He nevertheless attacked with more than a million men on June 28. In contrast to 1941, however, his advance was very slow, and he appeared to be preoccupied with the security of his left flank. Against Hitler’s orders, he allowed himself to be pinned down in a prolonged battle at Voronezh—a fruitless battle, which he continued even after Hitler ordered him to break it off. As a result, several large Soviet formations escaped across the Don, and the expected large haul of prisoners did not materialize. For this reason Hitler relieved Bock on grounds of illness on July 15 and never employed him again. Privately Hitler told Rudolf Schmundt that he still admired Bock but could work only with commanders who obeyed orders to the letter.


      In early May 1945, with Hitler dead and the Russians already in Berlin, Fedor von Bock received a telegram from Manstein, informing him that the Grand Admiral Karl Doenitz was forming a new government in the vicinity of Hamburg. The ambitious Bock left for that city at once—even this late in the war angling for a new command. Accounts of his death vary. On or about May 4 his car was on the Kiel Road when it was attacked by a British fighter-bomber.13 According to some accounts, British soldiers found his bullet-riddled body several days later, along with those of his wife and daughter. Other reports have that Bock was still alive when the British arrived. He was rushed to the Oldenburg Naval Hospital, where he died without regaining consciousness. He was 64 years old.


      ritter wilhelm joseph franz von leeb is the least known of the three Germans who commanded army groups from 1939 to 1941 and the only one of the three who could properly be classified as an anti-Nazi. Ironically, he was the last to be dismissed, and the only one to be relieved at his own request. Unlike Rundstedt and Bock, however, he was never reemployed.


      He was born in Landsberg-am-Lech, Bavaria, on September 5, 1876, into an old Bavarian military family. His father was Major Adolf von Leeb, and his future wife, Maria Schrott, was the daughter of a general of cavalry. Young Wilhelm entered the Bavarian 4th Field Artillery Regiment at Augsburg as an officer-cadet (Fahnenjunker) in 1895. Duly commissioned on March 3, 1897, he first saw action as a platoon leader in the East Asian Field Artillery Regiment at Peking, China, in 1900, during the Boxer Rebellion. After returning to Europe he attended the Bavarian War Academy at Munich, graduated in 1909, and served on the Bavarian General Staff in Munich, the Greater General Staff in Berlin, and as a battery commander in the 10th Artillery Regiment at Erlangen prior to the outbreak of World War I. He was a captain and Ib of the I Bavarian Army Corps in Munich in 1914, when World War I began.


      Captain von Leeb served on the Western Front, primarily as Ia of the Bavarian 11th Infantry Division, during the first two years of the war. His division was transferred to the East in 1916, and during operations in Galicia and Serbia, Leeb won the Bavarian Military Order of Max Joseph for exceptional bravery. This decoration carried with it an honorary nonhereditary knighthood—hence he held the title Ritter (knight) but could not pass it on to his descendants.


      Leeb was promoted to major in the summer of 1916 and fought against the Russians in the Battle of Kovel, and later took part in the conquest of Rumania. In May 1917, he was transferred back to the Western Front, as the second General Staff officer (Ib) on the staff of Crown Prince Rupprecht of Bavaria, and remained there (like Fedor von Bock) until the end of the war. According to one source, he served briefly with the Freikorps in 1919.14 In any event he was a department chief in the Reich’s Defense Ministry in Berlin in October 1919. Selected for retention in the 100,000-man army, he rose rapidly in the Reichsheer. Promoted to lieutenant colonel in 1920, he became chief of staff of Wehrkreis II at Stettin in 1921 and in 1922 returned to Munich as chief of staff of Wehrkreis VII. He was a year at Landsberg as commander of the II Battalion of the 7th Mountain Artillery Regiment (1924), before being promoted to colonel in February 1925. In 1926 he was commander of the 7th Artillery Regiment, then stationed at Nuremberg. Two years later Wilhelm von Leeb was named Artilleriefuehrer V (Artillery Leader V) and one of the two deputy commanders of the 5th Infantry Division at Stuttgart. He was promoted to major general and named Artilleriefuehrer VII and deputy commander of the 7th Infantry Division in Munich in 1929. On December 1, 1929, while serving as commander of the 7th Infantry Division at Munich, Leeb was promoted to lieutenant general and in 1930 became commander of Wehrkreis VII.


      By the time the Nazis came to power in 1933, Leeb was known as an austere and forbidding, no-nonsense Christian officer with a high moral code. He was openly suspicious of the Nazi Party and its leader at a time when almost all of the other generals were enthusiastically supporting Hitler’s rearmament program. A practicing Catholic, he made a point of going to mass in uniform (with his family), much to the displeasure of the party, whose ideals he rejected. Uncompromising in matters of principle, Ritter von Leeb refused to attend a dinner for Alfred Rosenberg, a top Nazi, because he was an anti-Christian.


      For his part, Adolf Hitler privately denounced Leeb as “an incorrigible anti-Nazi” and had him placed under Gestapo surveillance—one of the first generals to earn this dubious distinction.15 Leeb, however, was a thinker and an intellectual, not a plotter or a conspirator. He was not a member of the German resistance and did not even know of the Stauffenberg assassination plot of July 20, 1944, until after it had failed.


      An anti-Nazi attitude was not yet an impediment to advancement in the German Army, so von Leeb was named commander-in-chief of Army Group 2 at Kassel in late 1933, and on January 1, 1934, was promoted to general of artillery. In the mid-1930s his book, Defense, was published, and in 1938 it was republished by the German War Ministry in the prestigious Militarwissenschaftliche Rundschau (the Scientific Military Review), adding to Leeb’s international reputation as an authority on defensive warfare. His work on the subject was translated into English and Russian and was even incorporated into the Soviet Field Service Regulations.


      Despite his preeminence, Leeb was one of the first commanders removed after General Walter von Brauchitsch assumed command of the army on February 4, 1938, and immediately began sacking commanders whom Hitler considered hostile to National Socialism. Leeb was involuntarily retired effective March 1, 1938, with the honorary (charakterisierte) rank of colonel general. Simultaneously, he received a singular honor when he was named honorary commander of the 7th Artillery Regiment. He was recalled to duty in August, as commander of the newly activated 12th Army, when it seemed certain that the Sudetenland crisis would lead to war. After the Anglo-French diplomatic capitulation at Munich, Leeb’s forces occupied southern Bohemia in October 1938, and shortly thereafter the general returned to his retirement home in Bavaria. He was recalled to active duty again the following year, however, and this time Hitler’s policies really did lead to war.


      During the Polish campaign, Leeb’s Army Group C (which had evolved from his old headquarters, Army Group 2) was charged with defending the Western Front, while the main German armies conquered Poland. His three armies (the 1st, 5th, and 7th, plus Army Detachment A) controlled 51 divisions—mostly older-age or reserve formations. None of them was armored or motorized, so Leeb might have been in serious trouble had the French launched a major offensive. Leeb was not particularly worried about his situation, however, because he, like Hitler, considered an early Allied reaction unlikely. They were right—the French attempted only one limited offensive in the Saar area, beginning on September 9. It was halted on September 13 after a gain of only 16 miles, and Leeb regained all the lost ground by October 24, at a cost of less than 2,000 dead.


      Wilhelm von Leeb was opposed to the Western campaign of 1940 from the beginning—on moral grounds. The death of his son, Lieutenant Alfred von Leeb of the 99th Mountain Infantry Regiment, no doubt contributed to his outspoken opposition to the operation. Young Leeb was killed in the Battle of Lvov—a city subsequently turned over to Stalin under the terms of the Soviet-German Non-aggression Pact—a fact hardly calculated to endear Hitler’s policies to the elder von Leeb. In the fall of 1939, Leeb wrote the “Memorandum on the Prospects and Effects of an Attack on France and England in Violation of the Neutrality of Holland, Belgium and Luxembourg,” in which he predicted that the entire world would turn on Germany if she violated Belgian neutrality for the second time in 25 years.16 He urged the commander-in-chief of the army to confront Hitler on this issue, but the weak-willed General von Brauchitsch would have none of it. Therefore, on November 9, 1939, Leeb met with his fellow army group commanders, Gerd von Rundstedt and Fedor von Bock, at Koblenz. Leeb wanted all three of them to resign if Hitler continued with his plans for an invasion of the West. Faced by the united front of his army group commanders, Leeb felt, Hitler might be compelled to change his plans. Rundstedt and Bock, however, were not troubled by Leeb’s sort of scruples, and the commander of Army Group C returned to his headquarters in disgust. He even considered resigning his command unilaterally but concluded that it would be an empty gesture, since it would do no good.


      In the Western campaign, which began on May 10, 1940, Army Group C had only 17 divisions (all infantry) under the 1st and 7th armies. Its mission was purely secondary: feint against the Maginot Line to prevent the French from reinforcing the critical sector to the north. In this mission Leeb was entirely successful. After the French campaign he was rewarded with a field marshal’s baton on July 19, 1940.


      After a brief period of occupation duty in southern France, the headquarters of Army Group C was transferred to Dresden in October, to begin preparations for the invasion of the Soviet Union. Characteristically, Leeb protested against Hitler’s latest military adventure, but to no avail.


      For the invasion of Russia, which began on June 22, 1941, Army Group C was redesignated Army Group North and controlled the 18th Army (Colonel General Georg von Kuechler), the 16th Army (Colonel General Ernst Busch), and the 4th Panzer Group (General of Panzer Troops Erich Hoepner). Leeb’s objectives were to advance rapidly, cut off and destroy the main Soviet forces in the Baltic States, and drive on to Leningrad.


      Leeb’s problems in this campaign were mammoth: difficult terrain, poor roads, and insufficient forces for his mission. He had only 26 divisions, of which only three were panzer and three were motorized, and he faced 30 Soviet divisions, including four armored and two motorized divisions—and his opponents had 20 more divisions in reserve. In addition to all this, Leeb himself was neither trained nor suited to handle large mobile formations, which he commanded here for the first time in his long career. Nevertheless Leeb’s regiments struggled forward down dirt roads, through thick forests, across a landscape broken by many swamps, lakes, marshes, and streams. They breached the Dvina River line, took Ostrov, repelled repeated Soviet counterattacks, smashed entire opposing armies, and pushed on to Staraya Russa, which fell in bitter house-to-house fighting.


      There can be little doubt that Leeb mishandled his armor during this campaign, forcing it to advance on a broad front, instead of thrusting forward in a concentrated drive, as Hoepner proposed. At one point Leeb even used a whole panzer division (the 8th) to clear his lines of communication. This process took an entire month and constituted a terrible waste of valuable armor. Leeb’s approach to the campaign was conservative and cautious—perhaps overly cautious. Nevertheless, on September 8, 1941, Leeb began his climactic push on Leningrad, which was already within range of his 240mm guns. Stalin hurled three fresh armies into the battle and committed three more against Leeb’s right flank at Staraya Russa and Kholm. Leeb’s men repulsed every attack and, on September 11, the 6th Panzer Division penetrated through the Duderhof Hills and the Leningrad fortifications to positions overlooking the city. Meanwhile, the 58th Infantry Division broke into the suburbs and captured a tram car only six miles from the heart of Leningrad, while the 126th Infantry Division took Schleusselburg off to the east on Lake Ladoga, sealing off the city. Leeb was poised for the final attack, and the second city of the Soviet Union seemed doomed when, on September 12, 1941, a message arrived from Adolf Hitler, ordering him not to take the city. Leningrad was to be starved to death instead, and Leeb was to immediately transfer the 4th Panzer Group (with five panzer and two motorized divisions) as well as the entire VIII Air Corps to Army Group Center.


      Leeb at once protested against this strategically ridiculous order, but it did no good: Hitler was insistent. This decision turned out to be one of the great blunders of the war. It tied down two German armies in a useless siege, which was finally broken in January 1944. Leningrad never fell.


      Meanwhile, despite the lateness of the season, Hitler ordered a frustrated Field Marshal von Leeb to take the Tikhvin bauxite-producing region and occupy the eastern shore of Lake Ladoga—which would require an advance of 250 miles—in the middle of the Russian winter. Juergen von Arnim’s XXXIX Panzer Corps smashed the Soviet 4th Army and actually succeeded in capturing Tikhvin on November 8, but was met with fierce counterattacks from Stalin’s Siberian reserves, which forced it to retreat on November 15. By the time it limped back to its starting line, the XXXIX Panzer had been more than decimated. The 18th Motorized Division alone had suffered 9,000 casualties in the Tikhvin operation and was reduced to a strength of 741 men—about the size of a normal peacetime battalion.


      By mid-December the Soviet winter offensive was in full swing, and Ritter von Leeb was wondering aloud if Hitler and Stalin were secretly allied against the German Army. Leeb also annoyed Hitler and the Nazis by protesting against the massacres of Soviet Jews by the SS, SD, and Lithuanian irregulars, and by his requests to retreat in spite of Hitler’s hold-at-all-costs orders. Still, there is no evidence that Hitler planned to sack Leeb, as he had done with Rundstedt, Guderian, and others who were much less anti-Nazi than Leeb. Instead, it was the marshal’s own growing sense of frustration that led to his downfall. On January 12, 1942, he requested permission to pull Count Walter von Brockdorff-Ahlefeldt’s II Corps out of Demyansk, to keep it from being encircled. Hitler rejected this request on the grounds that such salients tied down more Soviet than German troops. As a result, 100,000 badly needed German soldiers were surrounded a few days later; Leeb, however, refused to accept this kind of strategic reasoning and, on January 16, asked to be relieved of his command. He was placed in Fuehrer Reserve the next day and not employed again.


      Leeb was arrested by the Western Allies at the end of the war and, in October 1948, at the age of 72, was sentenced to three years’ imprisonment as a minor war criminal—a sentence that seems severe, given his record. After his release the old marshal, a relic of a bygone era, returned to Bavaria, where he died in the town of Hohenschwangau on April 29, 1956. He was 79 years old.


      Wilhelm’s younger brother, Emil von Leeb (1881–1969), commanded the 15th Infantry Division (1936–1939) and Wehrkreis XI (1939) prior to World War II. Promoted to general of artillery on April 1, 1939, he led the XI Corps in the Polish campaign and was chief of the extremely important Army Weapons Office (Heereswaffenamt, or HWA) from March 1940 until January 1945, when he was replaced by Walter Buhle. He was discharged from the army on May 1, 1945.


      georg von kuechler succeeded Wilhelm von Leeb as commander-in-chief, Army Group North, on January 17, 1942, and was charged with the task of maintaining the Siege of Leningrad. As was the case with Leeb, this turned out to be his last command.


      Kuechler was born in Schloss (Castle) Philippsruh, near Germersheim, on May 30, 1881, the son of an old Prussian Junker family. Educated in cadet schools, he joined the Imperial Army as an officer-cadet in the 25th Field Artillery Regiment at Darmstadt in 1900 and received his commission the following year. He continued to serve in the artillery until 1907, when he was transferred to the Military Riding School in Hanover. Promoted to first lieutenant in 1910, he spent the next three years at the War Academy, undergoing General Staff training. In 1913 he was assigned to the topographical section of the Greater General Staff in Berlin. When World War I broke out the following year, he was promoted to captain and given command of an artillery battery.


      Captain von Kuechler distinguished himself in World War I, which he spent primarily on the Western Front. He served as a battery commander in the 9th Reserve Field Artillery Regiment on the Western Front (1914–January 1915), on the General Staff of the IV and VIII corps and as first General Staff officer (Ia) of the 206th Infantry and 9th Reserve divisions, all on the Western Front. After the war he was a General Staff officer to General Count Ruediger von der Goltz, who fought the Reds in the Baltic States in 1919 and 1920. Briefly a member of the Freikorps, Kuechler joined the Reichsheer in 1920 as a staff officer with the I Corps (later Wehrkreis I) in East Prussia.


      Thoroughly Prussian in his attitude, despite a curious untidiness in his personal appearance, Kuechler advanced steadily during his postwar career. Initially, he served as an instructor in the Infantry School at Munich (1920–1921), followed by tours in the Army Construction Department (T-4) (1921–1923); as battery commander in the Hessian-Wuerttemberg 5th Army Regiment at Ulm (1923–1926); in the Infantry School at Ohrdruf, Thuringia, and then Dresden, Saxony (1926–1928); and in the Artillery School at Jueterbog, about 40 miles southwest of Berlin (1930–1932). He became Artillery Commander I at Koenigsberg, East Prussia, on October 1, 1932.17 He was promoted to major (1923), lieutenant colonel (1929), colonel (1931), and major general (April 1, 1934). In 1935, he was named inspector of army schools and promoted to lieutenant general. In 1937, he succeeded Brauchitsch as commander of Wehrkreis I and, on April 1, 1937, was promoted to general of artillery.


      Kuechler had a very important and potentially dangerous command in those days, as East Prussia was surrounded on all three land sides by a hostile Poland. Kuechler coordinated with Nazi Party formations in matters of frontier defense, expanded the military forces in his area, and supported Hitler in the Blomberg-Fritsch crisis. Accompanied by Heinrich Himmler and Gauleiter Erich Koch, his forces occupied Memel, Lithuania, on March 23, 1939, in the last of Hitler’s bloodless conquests.


      When the war broke out on September 1, 1939, Kuechler’s headquarters (redesignated 3rd Army) controlled seven infantry divisions, an ad hoc panzer division, and four brigade-size units. His forces took Danzig, helped clear the Polish Corridor, and pushed south toward Warsaw, against the Polish Modlin Army. Later, 3rd Army was diverted to the east, where it overran the Polish defenders on the Narew and Bug, and linked up with the Soviets.


      After the fall of Poland, Kuechler’s headquarters was redesignated 18th Army (to fool Allied intelligence) and was sent west, where it was given the mission of conquering the Netherlands the following spring. For this task, Kuechler was given five infantry divisions, the SS-Verfuegungs Motorized Division, and the weak 9th Panzer Division, which was equipped mainly with light Czechoslovakian tanks. He also had the support of strong Luftwaffe forces and of the XI Air Corps—Germany’s parachute, glider, and air-transported combat forces, which seized key towns and bridges in the Dutch interior and held them until the ground forces arrived. As a result, Kuechler conquered the Netherlands in only five days, before the Dutch Army had time to mobilize. He then turned south, where his forces occupied Antwerp, and launched the final assault on Dunkirk on June 4, capturing 40,000 French soldiers whom the British Navy had been unable to evacuate.


      During the second phase of the Battle of France, Georg von Kuechler was given the historic task of capturing Paris. Initially in reserve with six infantry divisions, 18th Army was not committed until the French were in full retreat. Paris was declared an open city on June 13, and the 218th Infantry Division took possession of the city on the morning of June 14, marching down the Champs-Elysees in parade formation. Kuechler, however, was always prouder of his capture of Dunkirk than of the French capital, which was already doomed before 18th Army was committed and fell virtually without opposition.


      General von Kuechler had performed brilliantly in the campaign of 1940, often leading his men from the sidecar of a motorcycle, frequently exposing himself to enemy fire in order to help wounded enlisted men—a habit well calculated to inspire admiration in the ranks. His men loved him for these demonstrations of the compassion he felt for them. For his services in Poland, the Netherlands, Belgium, and France, Kuechler was promoted to colonel general on July 19, 1940. Then he was sent back to Poland, to guard the Reich’s new eastern borders against the Soviets. During Operation Barbarossa, his 18th Army formed the left wing of the German invasion, conquered the Baltic States (Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia), and, on Hitler’s orders, laid siege to Leningrad. When Ritter von Leeb asked to be relieved, he was replaced by Georg von Kuechler on January 17, 1942.


      When Kuechler took command of Army Group North, the situation was already desperate. He controlled the 18th Army (General Georg Lindemann) and the 16th Army (Colonel General Ernst Busch), which together faced 12 Soviet armies. Kuechler had virtually no reserves, and his exhausted men had very little winter equipment or clothing in temperatures that dropped to 49 degrees below zero Fahrenheit. Kuechler simply did not have the forces to man a continuous line, so he made the winter campaign in the northern sector a battle for the major crossroads, reasoning that the Soviets would not be able to resupply their spearheads once the spring thaw set in if he continued to hold these key positions. This strategy took considerable nerve, but Kuechler pulled it off.


      The fighting centered on Novgorod, Staraya Russa, Kholm, and Demyansk. Because Hitler had forbidden withdrawals, Kholm was encircled on January 21 and Demyansk was surrounded on February 8. Both garrisons were resupplied by the Luftwaffe despite terrible losses. At Staraya Russa, the Soviets were thrown back only after hand-to-hand fighting in the streets.


      Kuechler resorted to many improvised and patchwork measures to hold his strongpoints and to limit or seal off breakthroughs. He created ad hoc battalions of Latvian volunteers, used service troops and Luftwaffe ground units as infantry, and weakened several sectors (and took the risk of more Soviet breakthroughs) to reinforce key strongpoints. By early March, however, it became evident that he had mastered the crisis, and his front was more or less stabilized. Now he began a series of counterattacks aimed at destroying Soviet penetrations and rescuing the surrounded garrisons.


      On March 15, Kuechler began an offensive on either side of the Soviet’s Volkhov salient. Four days later two Soviet armies were cut off. The battle to collapse the pocket was fierce, and fighting continued until July, but in the end 17 Red Army divisions were destroyed. Most of the defenders were killed; only 32,000 men surrendered.


      Meanwhile, Kuechler made two unsuccessful attempts to rescue the garrison at Kholm. On May 5, however, the third attempt was successful, and the defenders were saved after a siege of 103 days.


      To relieve the 100,000 men trapped around Demyansk, Kuechler created a special assault force of five divisions he carefully mustered near Staraya Russa. Under Lieutenant General Walter von Seydlitz-Kurzbach, these divisions began to advance on March 21 and penetrated five separate Soviet defensive lines and 24 miles of mud. Seydlitz reached the western edge of the pocket on April 20. It was May 2, however, before the German gains could be consolidated and a tenuous overland supply line established with the II Corps at Demyansk.


      For Kuechler’s part in checking the Soviet winter offensive of 1941–1942 and for his subsequent victories, Adolf Hitler promoted him to field marshal on June 30, 1942.


      The Siege of Leningrad was a problem that plagued Kuechler throughout his tenure of command at Army Group North and eventually ended his career. A planned German offensive in the fall of 1942 had to be cancelled because of the Stalingrad crisis, and after that about all Kuechler could do was to try to maintain his siege lines. He repelled several massive attacks in October, but on January 12, 1943, a dozen Red Army divisions struck at Schluesselburg and by the 19th had established a six-mile-wide corridor to the city, linking Leningrad to the outside world for the first time in 17 months.


      Throughout 1943 Army Group North was neglected by Hitler and the High Command of the Army. From December 22, 1942, Kuechler lost eight divisions to other theaters, including both of his panzer divisions and two of his three motorized divisions. By October 10, 1943, he had 43 divisions: 30 infantry (almost all understrength), three jaeger (light divisions with only two infantry regiments), and three security divisions (with only two infantry regiments and no organic artillery). He had only one motorized infantry division. His other five divisions (four Luftwaffe Field divisions and a training division) were of little combat value. Nevertheless, in November 1943, Hitler forced him to commit five infantry divisions to the Battle of Nevel, on the extreme southern end of his line. Kuechler protested against this depletion of his reserve because he feared an imminent Soviet attack in the Leningrad sector but was curtly overruled.


      Kuechler was right. In late December 1943, he was forced to give up three more divisions.18 He now had only 40 understrength divisions to defend some 500 miles of front at a time when a full-strength division could expect to successfully defend only about six miles against a determined attack. In late December, Kuechler urgently requested permission to abandon the Siege of Leningrad and retreat to the Panther Line in the west, a move that would shorten his defensive line by 120 miles. Hitler not only denied him permission but, as if to add injury to insult, also transferred three more infantry divisions (the veteran 1st, 96th, and 254th) to other sectors. All three were taken from 18th Army, which was facing Leningrad. Again Kuechler protested; again he was ignored.


      The Soviet offensive struck 18th Army in full fury on January 14, 1944. On January 17 Georg Lindemann, the commander of 18th Army, requested permission to retreat, but Hitler refused to allow it. The situation continued to deteriorate until the following evening, when Kuechler signaled OKH that he intended to retreat that night, whether Hitler approved or not. Hitler did approve that night, but only after General Kurt Zeitzler informed him that the retreat was already in progress. The Fuehrer, however, would agree only to local withdrawals. No general withdrawal to the Panther Line was permitted. Finally, however, on the orders of Army Group North, 18th Army did begin a general retreat on January 30. It had suffered 31,000 casualties (including 14,000 killed) and was down to a strength of 17,000 men.


      Hitler approved the order of January 30 but the next day summoned Kuechler to Fuehrer Headquarters and relieved him of his command. He was made the scapegoat for the entire disaster and was never reemployed.


      * * *


      Field Marshal von Kuechler was not a great general and has been accused of moving too slowly in conquering the Baltic States in 1941. These charges seem unjust, considering that all of his divisions were non-motorized infantry. Although Kuechler is almost unknown in the West, he in many ways typifies the anonymous German general in the East. He was a tough, respected, highly competent commander who was neglected and ignored by Berlin until a disaster occurred. Then he was relieved, made the scapegoat, and sent into permanent retirement. Hitler would have done much better to have followed his advice in 1943 and 1944, even if it meant giving up Leningrad a few weeks earlier.


      After his forced retirement, von Kuechler faded into obscurity. He was approached by Dr. Carl Goerdeler and Johannes Popitz, the civilian leaders of the anti-Hitler conspiracy. Like many others he expressed sympathy for their goals but refused to join them himself.


      Throughout World War II, Georg von Kuechler dealt with enemy civilians in a civilized manner. He refused to cooperate with SS and SD murder squads and had several violent clashes with Erich Koch over that Nazi Gualeiter’s brutal policies. He even halted the forced evacuation of civilians from eastern Estonia in the fall of 1943 because it was causing too much suffering among the enemy’s population. Partisans, however, he treated like terrorists and bandits; some of them were. For this he was arrested at the end of the war and, at Nuremberg, was convicted as a minor war criminal. On October 27, 1948, he was sentenced to 25 years in prison. He was released in February 1955 and faded back into obscurity. In 1959 he was living in retirement with his wife in the village of Zurueckgezogenheit, in the Garmisch-Partenkirchen area. Unfortunately he wrote no memoirs. He died on May 25, 1968.


      Georg von Kuechler was replaced as commander-in-chief of Army Group North by Colonel General Walter Model, who was promoted to field marshal on March 1, 1944, and was named commander-in-chief of Army Group North Ukraine the same day. He, in turn, was succeeded by Colonel General Lindemann, the commander of the 18th Army.


      georg lindemann was born at Osterburg in Altmark on March 8, 1884, and entered the Prussian Army as a Fahnenjunker in 1903. He was commissioned into the Magdeburger 6th Dragoon Regiment in the Rhineland in 1904 and was a first lieutenant in the 13th Hussar Regiment in 1913. He served with 5th Army during the drive on Paris in 1914 and then finished his General Staff training. Promoted to captain on November 28, 1914, he had returned to the Western Front as a General Staff officer by the spring of 1915 and was on the staff of the 1st Army in France by the summer of 1916. In the latter stages of the war, he was on the General Staff of the Westphalian 220th Infantry Division, which suffered heavy casualties at Lens in early 1918. Lindemann was chief of operations of the 200th Infantry Division on the Western Front when the war ended. He emerged from the conflict with both grades of the Iron Cross and the Hohenzollern House Order with Swords. When he returned to Germany, he was assigned to border protection duties with the staff of Volunteer Division von Lettow-Vorbeck. Late in 1919, he became an instructor at the Infantry School at Munich. Selected for retention by the Reichsheer, he spent the Weimar era in the cavalry, first with the 7th (Prussian) Cavalry Regiment at Breslau (1922–1925), where he commanded a squadron (1923–1925); on the staff of the 2nd Cavalry Division, also at Breslau (1925–1928); as commander of an instructional group at the Cavalry School at Hanover (1928–1931); and as commander of the 13th (Prussian) Cavalry Regiment at Hanover (1931–1934). He became a major in 1926 and a lieutenant colonel in 1931. Promoted to full colonel in 1933, he served as commandant of the War School at Hanover (1934–1936) and assumed command of the newly authorized 36th Infantry Division at Kaiserslautern. He was promoted to major general on April 20, 1936, and to lieutenant general on April 1, 1938.


      Lindemann led the 36th Infantry during the so-called Phoney War of 1939–1940 and directed it in the attacks against the Maginot Line during the Western campaign of 1940, where he had little opportunity to distinguish himself.19 Nevertheless the ambitious and pro-Nazi Lindemann was awarded the Knight’s Cross on August 5, 1940, and on October 1 was given command of the L Corps, which was then forming in Baden-Oos, Germany. One month later he was promoted to general of cavalry.


      General Lindemann’s L Corps was rushed to the Balkans with the 46th, 76th, and 198th Infantry divisions in the spring of 1941, but arrived too late to participate in the fighting in Greece and Yugoslavia. After detraining in Rumania, the corps headquarters was sent to Bulgaria and then back to Berlin, where it was stationed when Germany invaded the Soviet Union. In August it was sent to Smolensk and then to the Leningrad sector, where Lindemann (with the 269th Infantry and the SS Motorized Division “Police”) covered the right flank of Leeb’s major thrust into the Duderhof Hills. After Hitler’s halt order robbed Leeb of his opportunity to capture the city, Lindemann’s troops dug in and spent the rest of 1941 in the siege lines west of Leningrad. They would still be there when 1944 began.


      Why Georg Lindemann was given command of the 18th Army when Colonel General von Kuechler replaced Leeb as commander-in-chief of Army Group North on January 17, 1942, can only be explained by political intrigue, Lindemann’s pro-Nazi attitude, and his willingness to do the Fuehrer’s will, since Lindemann had done nothing to warrant such a rapid advancement and there were dozens of generals with better claims to army-level command than he. In fact, of the three other corps commanders in the 18th Army, two (General of Artillery Albert Wodrig and General of Infantry Kuno-Hans von Both) were senior to Lindemann. The other, General of Infantry Mauritz von Wiktorin, had the same date of rank. The pro-Nazi Lindemann nevertheless took charge and played a creditable role in the Battle of the Volkhov Pocket, where two Soviet armies were cut off and destroyed. After this battle he was promoted to colonel general (on July 3, 1942). Later in 1942 and in 1943, he turned back several Soviet attempts to raise the Siege of Leningrad, although he could not prevent the Red Army from establishing an overland supply corridor to the city in January 1943.


      Grateful to Lindemann nevertheless, the Fuehrer presented him with Oak Leaves to his Knight’s Cross on August 21, 1943. Hitler’s gratitude took on more tangible form than decorations, commendations, and verbal praise, however; in the fall of 1943, the 18th Army commander received a check for 200,000 Reichsmarks, sent by his Fuehrer for “true and faithful service.”20 What effect this “gift” had on Lindemann’s subsequent attitude can only be speculated upon, but it probably was considerable.


      In late 1943, Georg von Kuechler pleaded with Adolf Hitler to allow him to lift the Siege of Leningrad and retreat to the Panther Line, well to the rear, before the Soviets could launch their next massive offensive against the 18th Army. When Hitler asked Lindemann’s opinion, the cavalryman confidently stated that his army could hold its positions against the Russian onslaught.


      Hitler, who had now heard exactly what he wanted to hear, naturally took Lindemann’s word for it and refused to sanction a retreat.


      On January 4, 1944, seeing disaster on the horizon, Field Marshal von Kuechler showed up at Lindemann’s headquarters and practically begged him to reconsider his opinion. Once again, however, the army commander expressed his confidence in his ability to hold his lines despite a lack of reserves.


      Lindemann’s optimism led to disaster, for he had badly underestimated the strength of the Soviet attacks and overestimated the ability of his 21 divisions (five of which were Luftwaffe Field units) to check them. He should have known better. He had no reserves, no armor, very few assault guns, and his air support was virtually nil. In addition, his depleted divisions held frontages as wide as 25,000 yards—about twice as much as they could reasonably have been expected to hold. Kuechler believed that Lindemann’s lack of realism stemmed from his desire to draw attention to himself—to show what he could do under the very eyes of the Fuehrer. This much he accomplished—and proved that under such circumstances he could not do very much.


      The Soviet offensive struck on January 14 with a clear superiority of six to one, and by January 17 the poorly trained Luftwaffe ground units were crumbling. Only the determined resistance of Felix Steiner’s III SS Corps (which included the SS Police and Nordland divisions, as well as the nearly useless 9th and 10th Luftwaffe Field divisions) prevented the complete collapse of the army’s left wing, but even so it was thrown back with heavy losses. Lindemann’s left flank was on the verge of being overwhelmed, and 18th Army was threatened with a double envelopment.


      Although Kuechler ordered a retreat (against Hitler’s wishes) on January 18, 18th Army was crushed by the end of the month and had lost more than two-thirds of its combat strength. Adolf Hitler and Colonel General Lindemann must bear primary responsibility for this disaster, even though the Fuehrer blamed Kuechler and replaced him with Walter Model. Incredibly, when Model was named commander of Army Group North Ukraine on March 1, 1944, Georg Lindemann succeeded him as commander-in-chief of Army Group North.


      By March 31, the situation in the northern sector had stabilized, largely because Hitler had allowed Model to retreat to the Panther Line and because bad weather (snow, thaw, and rain) had caused the Russian advance to flounder. Army Group North enjoyed a period of relative calm until June 22, when, south of Lindemann’s forces, the Soviets struck Army Group Center in an offensive of almost unbelievable strength. Entire corps and divisions were overwhelmed and erased from existence. Army Group North also came under attack—not as immense but very heavy nonetheless. Also, the near annihilation of Army Group Center left Lindemann’s right flank exposed. At the end of June, he requested permission to pull back his uncovered southern wing. Colonel General Kurt Zeitzler, the chief of the General Staff, not only supported this request but also suggested that Army Group North be allowed to shorten its line (and thus release more combat formations) by evacuating Estonia and falling back to the Riga-Daugavpils (Duenaburg) line. Hitler responded by denying Lindemann’s request to retreat and ordering him to attack to the southeast, to take some of the pressure off Army Group Center. When Lindemann was unable to accomplish this impossible mission, Hitler relieved him of his command on July 3, 1944, and replaced him with Colonel General Johannes Friessner.


      General Lindemann was unemployed for six months but gradually regained favor with the Fuehrer and on January 27, 1945, was named Wehr-macht commander, Denmark. His command was territorial in nature and consisted of a few older-age units, some garrison troops, and a few coastal defense batteries. None of these had particularly high morale. Even after Hitler’s death, however, Lindemann ordered his men to refuse any orders to lay down their arms and to resist with force any attempt to make them do so—even though this order ran counter to the policies of Hitler’s designated successor, Grand Admiral Karl Doenitz, who had told Lindemann that he wanted the war ended with a minimum of casualties. Fortunately, Lindemann’s pleas fell on deaf ears. Finally seeing that the situation was hopeless and that his men would not obey his fanatical orders, Lindemann surrendered to the British at Copenhagen on May 8, 1945. He was released from captivity in May 1948 and retired to Freudenstadt, in the Black Forest, where he died on September 25, 1963.


      friedrich mieth, an officer of great physical and moral courage, was born in Eberswalde, Brandenburg, about 30 miles northeast of Berlin, on June 4, 1888. He entered the army in 1906 as a Fahnenjunker in the 2nd Jaeger Battalion and was commissioned in the infantry in 1907. He served with distinction in World War I, where he fought on the Western Front, in Rumania, and with the Turkish Army. He performed well, became a company commander, and was wounded at least once. He remained in the army throughout the Weimar era, joined the General Staff, worked in the Defense Ministry, and was promoted to major in 1928. After Hitler came to power, the highly capable Mieth rose rapidly as the Wehrmacht expanded, being promoted to lieutenant colonel (1933), colonel (1935), and major general on April 1, 1938. In the meantime he commanded the 27th Infantry Regiment at Rostock, Pomerania (1936–1938) and served as chief of staff of Wehrkreis XII (1938–1939), which headquartered in Wiesbaden, Hesse. He was chief of staff of the 1st Army on the Western Front when World War II broke out.


      Mieth was one of the first officers to clash with Hitler and the Nazis over the Einsatzgruppen (murder squads) and the SS and SD atrocities in Poland. In January 1940, Reinhard Heydrich, the brutal chief of the SD, set up a liquidation camp at Soldau, Poland, near the East Prussian border. When Mieth learned of this, he assembled the officers of the 1st Army and told them, “The SS has carried out mass executions without proper trials. The SS has besmirched the Wehrmacht’s honor.”21


      Prior to Mieth’s speech Hitler may have been unaware of Heydrich’s specific actions, but he certainly endorsed them in principle. In this clash between the army and the SS he quickly demonstrated which side he was on. Mieth was dismissed from his post on January 22 and sent into retirement. General Franz Halder, chief of the General Staff of the army and sometimes an anti-Hitler conspirator, rescued Mieth from professional oblivion three weeks later by naming him chief of the Operations Department (O Qu I) of OKH. This took a considerable amount of courage on Halder’s part. Remarkably, Mieth was promoted to lieutenant general on March 1, 1940—only five weeks after Hitler had sacked him.


      In his new job, Mieth was involved in planning and executing the Western campaign of 1940—especially the operations on the Upper Rhine. During the last phase of the Battle of Dunkirk he served as OKH liaison officer with the 18th Army in a successful effort to transfer its divisions to the south as rapidly as possible. Partially as a result of these efforts, elements of the 18th Army took Paris on June 14. Later Mieth helped coordinate the buildup of forces between Army Group A (von Rundstedt) and OKH for the final phase of the conquest of France and toured the 9th Army’s front as the representative of General Halder. He was named chief of staff of the Armistice Commission on June 25, 1940.


      After France capitulated and Operation Sea Lion, the invasion of the United Kingdom, was cancelled, Friedrich Mieth apparently tired of his duties in Berlin and asked for a command. He took over the 112th Infantry Division near Mannheim on December 10, 1940, the day it was officially activated. Sent to Russia in July, the 112th fought at Bobruisk, Kiev, and Bryansk and suffered heavy losses during the retreat from Moscow in the winter of 1941–1942. It was occupying a relatively static sector of Army Group Center’s line when Stalingrad was encircled on November 23, 1942.


      When the Rumanian armies collapsed, Hitler upgraded headquarters’ 11th Army to Headquarters, Army Group Don, and called upon the brilliant Field Marshal Erich von Manstein to stabilize the front and save 6th Army. Manstein hastily summoned Mieth and named him commander of security and rear-area troops for the new army group. Because of the rapid speed of the Soviet breakthroughs, however, Mieth’s real function was to organize ad hoc units and lead them into combat to help stem the Russian tide. On New Year’s Day 1943, for example, he was in the Zymlia sector, commanding four ad hoc combat groups, each of approximately regimental strength, plus the 336th Infantry Division and what was left of the 7th Luftwaffe Field Division. With these forces he was conducting a delaying action near the Don River.22 His hastily organized headquarters was already known as Korps Mieth.


      From January to July 1943, Mieth fought in the battles along the Don, in the Donetz, and in the retreat to the Mius. During this period he had to maintain constant flexibility because his units were always changing, as the southern sector of the Eastern Front underwent crisis after crisis. On March 4, for example, Mieth controlled the 336th and 384th Infantry divisions and the 23rd Panzer Division. Five weeks later all these units had been transferred, and Mieth was directing the 3rd Mountain and the 304th and 335th Infantry divisions. Mieth, however, proved himself to be an excellent field commander, and on April 20, 1943 (Hitler’s birthday), he was promoted to general of infantry. His headquarters was recognized as a permanent formation on July 20, when it was upgraded to IV Corps—named after a unit destroyed at Stalingrad. In the meantime, it received its corps units, including the 404th Artillery Command (Arko 404), the 44th Signal Battalion, and the 404th Supply Troop.23


      Friedrich Mieth continued to distinguish himself on the Russian Front throughout 1943 and into 1944, earning his Knight’s Cross and Oak Leaves in the process. He did not make headlines in America or Britain, or even in Germany, for that matter. He was, rather, one of many solid, dependable, highly competent German generals, fighting very skillfully against heavy odds, for a cause in which he did not believe and for a leader and regime he did not love, but for a country he did love. Meanwhile, IV Corps was pushed inexorably back, across the Dnieper, out of the Nikopol Bridgehead, across the Nogay Steppe and over the Bug and Dnestr, all the way to Moldavia in the eastern Carpathians, where the Soviet spring offensive of 1944 was finally brought to a halt. Here, as part of Colonel General Johannes Friessner’s Army Group South Ukraine, it awaited the next, inevitable Soviet attack.


      In the meantime, secret negotiations were taking place between representatives of the Soviet Union and the political enemies of Hitler’s ally, Rumanian dictator Ion Antonescu. On August 20, the anticipated Soviet offensive began with a massive artillery bombardment, followed by strong ground attacks. In all, the Soviets had 90 infantry divisions and six tank and mechanized corps, or more than 925,000 men. Friessner met them with 360,000 German soldiers (23 divisions, of which 21 were infantry) and 23 Rumanian divisions—all of which had lost the will to fight. Of the army group’s 392-mile front, 160 miles were held by unreliable Rumanian troops. Although the Germans held their positions, the Rumanian front broke in a number of places, and there were incidents of Rumanians disarming and arresting German liaison staffs and cutting German communications and even firing on German troops. Friessner was already retreating when the Soviets sprang the trap.


      On the afternoon of August 23, Antonescu was deposed and arrested and Rumania defected from the Axis, and that night the king broadcast a message to the Rumanian people stating that Rumania would join the United Nations against their common enemy—Germany. Meanwhile, the Rumanian Army stopped fighting the Soviets, whose motorized columns surged unopposed into the German rear. They were already 40 miles behind IV Corps before Mieth learned what was going on in Bucharest. Two days later Rumania formally declared war on Germany.


      Meanwhile, on the morning of August 24, Friessner made the difficult decision to save what little of his army group he could save (for the defense of Hungary) and abandon the rest. Those forces already cut off in Rumania would have to break out and escape on their own—if they could. These included virtually the entire 6th Army (resurrected since Stalingrad) and the IV Corps of the 8th Army.


      On August 21, Mieth’s corps consisted of the German 370th, 79th, and 376th Infantry divisions and the 11th Rumanian Division. Outflanked by a major Red Army attack to the west, Mieth at once retreated to the south, parallel to the Pruth River, although he lost a number of heavy guns in the process. (It had rained, and his horses could not move them out of the heavy mud.) Mieth had already lost contact with the corps on both his flanks.


      August 22 was a day of continuous fighting with Soviet vanguards, as IV Corps slowly fell back to the previously prepared Trajan position. The sky was cloudless and the heat oppressive. The rainwater had already evaporated, and dust choked the veteran foot soldiers, who nevertheless beat back every Soviet attack. By this point of the war, the Luftwaffe was long since a spent force even in the East. Soviet airplanes bombed and strafed all the roads more or less continuously. No one had seen a German fighter plane for a long time.


      Despite these difficulties, Mieth managed to keep his corps together—except for the 11th Rumanian, which had been engaged but was still not conforming to his instructions. Mieth ordered Lieutenant General Friedrich-August Weinknecht, the commander of the 79th Infantry, to visit the Rumanian commander, to coordinate operations and bring the 11th back into the battle. While the two divisional commanders were talking, panic-stricken hordes of Rumanians—led by their officers—suddenly appeared and rushed by them, babbling something about being under tank attack even though not one vehicle could be heard. The Rumanian commander tried to halt the rout and even resorted to using his whip, but he could not perform a miracle. The next day he was forced to report that his division had dissolved.


      Fourth Corps continued its withdrawal on August 23, under the remorseless sun and cloudless sky. Soviet mechanized and armored attacks against the rearguards were bolder now and beaten off with difficulty. No food had arrived for some time, and the troops ate their Iron Rations or lived on what little corn they could find in the poor Rumanian fields.24 The wounded, without medication or proper attention, were carried along in primitive farm carts and died like flies in the scorching heat. By August 24 the men were nearing exhaustion when Mieth learned from a radio interception that Soviet armor had overrun Husi, cutting IV Corps off to the south and destroying or dispersing the supply units in the process. Any possibility of help or resupply was now gone. Meanwhile, stragglers from two other crushed German infantry divisions joined Mieth’s columns in an effort to escape the impending disaster. On August 25 and 26, with strong Soviet forces to his front and rear, Friedrich Mieth launched a series of desperate attacks against Husi; however, due to the swampland that almost surrounded the town, the stiffness of the Soviet resistance, and the rapidly diminishing combat strength of his exhausted corps, he was unable to take the place and reopen the escape route to the south. He therefore ordered all carts burned and all unwanted horses shot.


      General Mieth’s new plan was desperate, although definitely in line with the situation. He planned to change direction and march to the west. Fourth Corps would attack across the Berlad River, destroy all its remaining equipment, and break into small groups. These parties were then to head for German lines in the Carpathian Mountains, about 70 miles away—or at least Mieth hoped they were heading for German lines. He had had no contact with any higher or adjacent headquarters for days (although he must have assumed—correctly—that the latter had already been destroyed). In reality, Mieth had no way of knowing where either German or enemy forces were located.


      The German assault group was supposed to form up for the attack on the night of August 27–28. It was to be spearheaded by the 79th Infantry Division and led by the four assault guns still left to the division, followed by its two combat engineer companies. The infantry by now was low in ammunition and too exhausted to be of much use. The foot soldiers who could still walk followed like zombies, in stupefied silence.


      General Weinknecht tried to carry out the assault as scheduled, but it proved to be impossible. The combat organization of the 79th Infantry Division was breaking down, communications were gone, and the exhausted troops, many of whom had not eaten for days, simply could not be aroused in sufficient numbers. Delay followed delay until well after daybreak. Meanwhile, a hollow-eyed General Mieth showed up at the division command post, shaken and disheveled. He told how his headquarters had been overrun by Soviet troops a few hours before. With the Reds pressing heavily into his rear, Mieth was not happy that Weinknecht had not yet crossed the river, and the two exchanged harsh words, largely brought on by the physical and mental strain of the preceding nine days.25 In any event, the 79th Infantry, followed by other units and stragglers, crossed the river under artillery and mortar fire and overran the Soviet blocking positions on the morning of August 29. Friedrich Mieth himself was right up front with the engineers in close combat, and this is where he died. Due to conflicting reports, we do not know for sure whether he fell to a Soviet bullet or to a heart attack, but he certainly would have preferred the former.


      Once across the Berlad, IV Corps broke up as planned. Later that day, Red Army radio traffic revealed that Mieth’s men had broken across the river in strength and that about 20,000 of them had pushed southwest of Husi. Almost all of these were run down and killed or captured by the Soviets or the Rumanians. Only one member of the 79th Infantry Division reached German lines in Hungary 12 days later.26 He was now 300 miles from Iasi, where the ordeal began. The detailed reports of the other divisions of the IV Corps are lacking, but they could not have done much better. In sum, Army Group South Ukraine lost all but five of its divisions in the Rumanian disaster. Three of these were west of the Soviet offensive when it began and were not engaged, and two (the 13th Panzer and 10th Panzer Grenadier) were mobile enough and acted quickly enough to escape. Some rear-area units, of course, were far enough behind the front to escape as well, and a few isolated bands of infantry made their way back to German lines weeks after the fighting began. Exact losses will never be known but could not have been much below 200,000 men. Most of these were never heard from again.


      count hans emil otto von sponeck was born in Duesseldorf in the Rhineland on February 12, 1888, the fourth child and only son of Count Emil von Sponeck, a Rittmeister (captain of cavalry) and squadron commander in a Westphalian ulan (lancer) regiment. His father died eight months later and his mother raised her children in Freiburg/Breisgau, an area in southwestern Germany between the Rhine River and the Black Forest. Sponeck entered the Karlsruhe Cadet School in 1898 and graduated at the head of his class in 1905. He then enrolled in the senior German cadet school at Gross-Lichterfelde—Imperial Germany’s West Point. He joined the army as a second lieutenant in the 5th Guards Grenadier Regiment on March 19, 1903.


      Sponeck was an outstanding junior officer and athlete who excelled in soccer and gymnastics. He also got on well with the ladies. He married Anneliese Honrichs, a Berliner, on October 29, 1910. She gave him his first child, Hans-Curt, on July 23 of the following year. A second son, Hans Wilhelm Otto, was born in 1913.


      Hans von Sponeck became adjutant of the 5th Guards’ II Battalion in 1913. He went to war with the 2nd Guards Division in 1914 and fought in France and Russia. Severely wounded in February 1915, he returned to duty as adjutant of the less elite 262nd Reserve Infantry Regiment. In the fall of that year, he was given the great honor of being admitted to the General Staff (on probationary status) without undergoing the usual abbreviated wartime training course. He spent the rest of the war in army group level staff positions. He was promoted to captain in 1917.


      Selected for retention in the Reichsheer, Sponeck was a company commander in the 4th Infantry Regiment at Kolberg (1921–1923) and as a company commander in the prestigious 9th Infantry Regiment at Potsdam (1923–1924). Then followed staff assignments with Artillery Command III in Berlin (1924), the Army Organizations Department in the Defense Ministry in Berlin (1927–1930), and as Ia of the 3rd Infantry Division in Frankfurt/Oder (1930–1934). He was progressively promoted to major (1928), lieutenant colonel (1932), and colonel (1934).


      In 1934, even before Hitler’s military expansion was fully underway, Sponeck was given another choice assignment: commander of the 48th Infantry Regiment at Neustrelitz, Mecklenburg, in the Lake District of northeastern Germany. While here, he set aside his wife and filed for divorce.


      Meanwhile, the Luftwaffe was expanding from virtually nothing and needed qualified senior commanders and experienced General Staff officers. On December 12, 1937, Sponeck was attached to the air force as commander of Luftgau III (Air District III) in Berlin, a post similar to the army’s Wehrkreis and normally commanded by a full (three-star) general. Sponeck was promoted to major general on February 1, 1938.


      General von Sponeck soon ran afoul of Hermann Goering because of his support of Colonel General Baron Werner von Fritsch, the former commander-in-chief of the army, who was dismissed on trumped-up charges of homosexuality. Sponeck even went so far as to serve as a character witness for Fritsch at his court-martial, for which he was severely reprimanded by the Reichsmarschall, who was also president of the court-martial. On March 11, Sponeck was transferred out of Berlin to Munich, where he assumed command of Luftgau VII.


      Shortly after moving to Bavaria, Sponeck married Gertrud Konitzer, another Berliner, on April 7, 1938. She would give him one child, Hans-Christof, who was born in August 1939, just as her husband marched off to war. Meanwhile, Sponeck was transferred to Bremen, where he assumed command of the 22nd Infantry Division on November 11, 1938. He was given the task of converting it into an air landing unit. Perhaps he was given this mission because of his familiarity with the Luftwaffe; in any case, he was promoted to lieutenant general on February 1, 1940.


      The 22nd Air Landing was held in reserve behind the Western Front during the Polish campaign of 1939. In the Western campaign of 1940, however, it and the 7th Air Division (Germany’s first parachute division) were heavily engaged from the first day. They had the task of capturing key positions in the Netherlands and holding them until help arrived. Sponeck was supposed to capture The Hague, the capitol, and the Royal Family. The Dutch reaction, however, was too prompt, and Sponeck failed in all three missions; in addition, he was severely wounded and almost captured. He was nevertheless awarded the Knight’s Cross by Adolf Hitler.


      After the fall of France and the Low Countries, the 22nd remained in the Netherlands, preparing for the invasion of Great Britain, which never came. At the beginning of 1941, it was sent back to Germany, and that spring it was transferred to Rumania and placed in the 11th Army’s reserve. It fought in the battles of southern Russia and southern Ukraine and pushed all the way to the entrance of the Crimea. In September, it pushed across the Perekop Isthmus, despite heavy resistance; helped overrun the western Crimea; and took part in the first, unsuccessful attempts to capture Sevastopol, the main Soviet naval fortress on the Black Sea. On October 10, Sponeck was given command of the XXXXII Corps, covering the 11th Army’s eastern flank on the Kerch peninsula. With only two German “marching infantry” divisions (the 46th and 170th), a few infantry battalions from the 72nd and 73rd Infantry divisions, some corps units (most notably the 107th Artillery Command), and a few marginal Rumanian mountain formations, it was in an exposed and dangerous position.


      On November 21, Army Group South’s 1st Panzer Army captured the vital city of Rostov, north of the Crimea. They were almost immediately faced with massive Soviet counterattacks. Hitler ordered that the city be held at all costs. Rather than lose most of the 1st Panzer Army, Field Marshal Gerd von Rundstedt, the commander-in-chief of Army Group South, retreated anyway. Hitler sacked him on November 30.


      On December 6, Stalin unleashed his huge winter offensive all along the line, from Leningrad to the Mius. Hitler responded by commanding that the German Army hold where it was, all along the front, even if it meant encirclement. Soon 103,000 men were needlessly surrounded at Demyansk, and another 5,500 were trapped at Kholm. But several senior German commanders—faced with the annihilation of their divisions and the needless sacrifice of their men—acted responsibly and retreated anyway. Among these was Colonel General Heinz Guderian, the commander of the 2nd Panzer Army and the “father of the Blitzkrieg.” He was fired on December 26. But still, brave generals retreated. Others simply resigned or went on sick leave and left the decision to their successors. It became clear to the Fuehrer that some of the army generals were going to act in accordance with the tactical situation and were not prepared to obey his senseless orders without question. To bend them to his will and force him to accept his amateurish micromanagement of the Eastern Front, harsher measures would be required.


      On December 26, the Reds launched an amphibious invasion of the Kerch peninsula. Their plan included the establishment of two major beachheads and several secondary landings. By December 28, Sponeck had wiped out one of the two major beachheads near the city of Kerch, but, since his infantry was non-motorized and he had no panzers, he was unable to defeat them all, and several of the landings were behind his fronts and were being reinforced by the Soviet Navy. Seeing that he would eventually be cut off and destroyed, Sponeck signaled Erich von Manstein, the commander of the 11th Army, and requested permission to retreat. In accordance with Hitler’s orders, permission was denied. Sponeck’s second and third appeals—each stronger and more desperate than the last—were also rejected.


      By December 29, Sponeck’s forward units—the 46th Infantry Division and a few smaller formations—were down to 10,000 men. Despite heavy casualties, the Soviets had more than 40,000 men ashore north and south of Kerch, on the eastern extremity of the Crimea. Then came the news of fresh Russian landings on the southern coast, in the vicinity of Theodosia. With all of Sponeck’s reserves committed, it was clear that there was no way XXXXII Corps could defeat this new threat, and that it was only a matter of time before the 46th Infantry was cut off and destroyed. It took General von Sponeck only 30 minutes to decide. In disobedience to the Fuehrer’s orders, he commanded his men to fall back to the Parpach neck, where the Kerch peninsula narrowed and a defensible position might be established.


      The retreat from Kerch lives on in the minds of the old men who survived it because of its horror. The temperature was minus 22 degrees Fahrenheit, but it felt much colder because of the strong winds that were blowing ice and snow. Unprepared for winter, the column was soon strung out for 80 miles, and most of the trucks and motorized vehicles broke down or slipped off the icy roads and had to be abandoned. Horses, which were mostly without food, collapsed and had to be shot. This meant that the division’s artillery and Arko 107’s guns had to be abandoned, because they were horse-drawn. The retreat through this frozen hell lasted 46 hours. Most of the men who fell asleep in the snow never woke up, and there were thousands of cases of frostbite, often resulting in amputations. Most of the division’s heavy weapons and equipment were lost. The 46th Infantry Division was crippled in a movement that did not involve enemy contact.


      Sponeck was right in his assessment of the defensive value of the Parpach neck, where he established his defensive line. The next day, the pursuing Soviet tanks attacked and, with the help of some timely reinforcements from Manstein, were beaten off with serious losses. Later that day, January 1, 1942, Sponeck received orders to turn over command of the XXXXII Corps to Lieutenant General Franz Mattenklott, the commander of the 72nd Infantry Division. He was to report to Berlin for court-martial proceedings. The trial began on January 23.


      Sponeck was charged with disobeying the orders of a superior officer. The outcome of the trial was preordained, as the president of the court-martial was Hermann Goering, the number two Nazi and a man who had clashed with General Sponeck before. Sponeck contended that, as a Prussian officer, he had been taught to act on his own initiative—even against orders—if the tactical situation demanded it in order to save his men. This defense was brushed aside, and General von Manstein did not lift a finger to help him. He was found guilty and sentenced to death.


      Having found his example and made his point to the other generals, Hitler commuted Sponeck’s sentence to six years in prison. He was sent to the Germersheim Fortress, where he enjoyed a privileged life for a prisoner. He was allowed an occasional visit to town, where he could buy books and cigarettes. His wife was allowed to visit him one week per month, and his youngest son (who turned three in 1942) could visit as well. Then came the Stauffenberg assassination attempt of July 20, 1944. In the aftermath, Heinrich Himmler acquired vast new powers. One of his first acts was to order the execution of Hans von Sponeck.


      On July 23, Lieutenant General Count von Sponeck faced the firing squad. He was allowed to take Holy Communion and his request to be neither bound nor blindfolded was honored. He was shot at 7:13 a.m.


      Both of Sponeck’s wives were present at his execution and jointly asked for his body, which was given to them. They buried him in a local cemetery. No speeches or eulogies were allowed at his funeral, but the Lord’s Prayer was said. After the war, his remains were moved to the Soldiers’ Cemetery at Dahn, in the Palatinate, where they still lie.


      Anneliese, Sponeck’s first wife, died in Berlin in 1961. His second wife was still alive at last report. Hans-Curt, his oldest son, became a fighter pilot in Norway and over Germany, and ended the war as a captain and chief of operations of the 3rd Fighter Division of Air Fleet Reich. He died in 1999.


      Count Hans Wilhelm von Sponeck, the general’s second son, also became a captain, but in the cavalry. He was killed on the Don sector of the Russian Front in 1943.


      Hans-Christof von Sponeck, the general’s youngest son, was only five years old when his father was shot. He became a conscientious objector and had a career as a diplomat, retiring recently as assistant secretary general of the United Nations. In the 2000s, he headed the Oil-for-Food Program in Iraq. He held a requiem at his father’s grave on the 55th anniversary of his death.


      General von Sponeck had several grandchildren, at least one of whom now lives in the United States.


      gotthard heinrici was born in Gumbinnen, East Prussia (now Gusev, Russia) on December 21, 1886. His father, Paul, was the local Lutheran minister, and he instilled a sense of religious values in Gotthard that lasted all of his life. Even after the Nazis told him it was in the best interests of his career to stop attending church every Sunday, he continued to do so, and in full uniform—much to their annoyance. The Prussia military tradition was also in his blood, since members of his family had served in the Kaiser’s army since the 12th century. Gotthard entered the Imperial Army as a Fahnenjunker in the 95th (6th Thuringian) Infantry Regiment on March 8, 1905. He attended the War School at Hanover and was commissioned second lieutenant on August 18, 1906. He served as adjutant of the II Battalion, was promoted to first lieutenant in early 1914, and was regimental adjutant when World War I began. Initially he saw action with the 3rd Army in the Belgian Ardennes and in the capture of Namur. His division (the 38th Infantry) was then ordered to turn around and head back to Germany, because the Czar’s armies had invaded East Prussia. Heinrici fought in the Battle of Tannenberg and then in Poland, as the Russians retreated toward Moscow. By 1915, he was a company commander in the II Battalion. He did his job so well that he was named acting battalion commander, despite his very junior rank. His generals remedied this situation with a special accelerated promotion to captain. It is safe to conclude that Heinrici’s performance did not go unnoticed at higher headquarters. In the spring of 1916, he was named adjutant of the 83rd Infantry Brigade, which was also part of the Thuringian 38th Division, and was recommended for General Staff training.


      Meanwhile, in September 1915, the 38th was transferred from the Eastern to the Western Front. After fighting in the trenches, it was committed to the Battle of Verdun, where it held Hill 304 for five months, despite serious casualties. One of them was Lieutenant Heinrici, who was severely wounded in a poisonous gas attack. When he recovered that fall, he was assigned to the staff of the XXIV Reserve Corps, to begin his General Staff training. His on-the-job training continued when he was assigned to the staff of the 115th Infantry Division, with which he took part in the conquest of Rumania. He was temporarily assigned to the General Staff of the army in March 1917 and attended the abbreviated General Staff course at Sedan in September and October. Following graduation, he was named Ib (second General Staff officer and chief supply officer) of the VII Corps. After serving with the VIII Corps, Heinrici was named chief of operations (Ia) of the 203rd Infantry Division in February 1918.


      Heinrici’s division (which was previously considered only mediocre), was full of new recruits, and it played an important role in the Ludendorff Offensives. By the end of the war, it was decimated and exhausted.27


      After the armistice, Heinrici returned to East Prussia, where he joined the staff of the I (Eastern Prussian) Military District. He was named Ia of Volunteer Division von Tschischwitz, which defended the border areas from Polish incursions. In the fall of 1920, after the Treaty of Versailles, he became a tactics instructor for the 1st Infantry Division in Koenigsberg. Four years later, he became a company commander in the 14th Company of the 13th Infantry Regiment at Schwaebisch-Gmuend in eastern Wuerrtemberg (1924–1927). He then returned to General Staff assignments as a group leader in the Army Organization Department in Berlin (1927–1930). From 1930 to 1932, he commanded the III Battalion of the Prussian 3rd Infantry Regiment at Osterode (now Ostroda, Poland). Heinrici became Ia of Group Command 1 (one of Weimar Germany’s two army-level headquarters) in Berlin in 1932, and the following year he became a department chief in the Defense Ministry. In this post, he was promoted to major general on January 1, 1936. He had previously been promoted to major (1926), lieutenant colonel (1930), and colonel (1933).


      Heinrici continued his advancement on October 12, 1937, when he became commander of the 16th Infantry Division at Muenster, Westphalia. Promoted to lieutenant general on March 1, 1938, he took his unit to the northern sector of the Western Front when World War II began. The Western campaign had not yet begun, however, when Heinrici was promoted again, this time to commander of the XII Corps.28 A general of infantry as of June 1, he was part of the 1st Army during the fighting against the Maginot Line. Before the conquest of France was completed, however, Heinrici was given command of the recently formed XXXXIII Corps, which he led while Hitler’s Wehrmacht finished off the French Army. He prepared his corps for the invasion of Great Britain and, after Operation Sea Lion was cancelled, took it to Poland in the spring of 1941.


      From the beginning of Operation Barbarossa, the XXXXIII Corps was in the middle of the fighting on the Eastern Front. It took part in the major victories at Brest-Litovsk, Minsk, Bobruisk, Kiev, and Bryansk. During the Battle of Moscow, it pushed as far as Tula and was actually east of Moscow when the Soviets launched their winter offensive. Despite being badly outnumbered and surrounded on three sides, Heinrici successfully extricated his corps, like the superior general he was.


      Meanwhile, Guenther von Kluge succeeded Fedor von Bock as commander of Army Group Center. General of Mountain Troops Ludwig Kuebler replaced Kluge as commander of the 4th Army on December 19, but he was not up to the task. When he was replaced by Gotthard Heinrici on January 20, 1942, 4th Army was scattered, exhausted, frozen, under attack by several Soviet armies, and on the verge of disaster.29


      When the great commanders of World War II are discussed, Gotthard Heinrici is never mentioned. Perhaps he should be. He was certainly not charismatic like Rommel or Guderian or Patton; in fact, he was about as charismatic as a 20-pound sack of fertilizer. But he was incredibly competent and, by early 1942, everybody in the German Army knew it. Short and small (he weighed only 160 pounds and was five foot seven, with blue eyes and gray hair), he was nicknamed Giftzwerg, which literary translates into “our poisonous dwarf.” A better translation into the American vernacular would be “our tough little bastard.” The sagging morale of the 4th Army picked up immediately when they learned who was their new commander.


      It picked up even more in the days ahead. Heinrici was good in the attack, but he proved to be a genius in the defense. He had an almost clairvoyant ability to discern when and where the Soviets were about to launch a major attack or full-scale offensive. Only a few hours before they attacked, he would pull his front line back one or two miles, to a carefully prepared second line of defense, which was usually superior to his forward position. Right on schedule, the Russians would pound his original line with thousands of guns, mortars, bombs, and rocket launchers. They never hit a thing. When they advanced at dawn, there were bomb and artillery craters all over the place, but no dead Germans. Except for the tanks, their fighting vehicles and trucks would bog down in the craters while the German artillery—also in new positions—had a field day, slaughtering the stuck infantry. The Soviet tanks, meanwhile, pushed forward without infantry support. They were slaughtered by German armored vehicles and anti-tank weapons, which, in their new positions, were fully supported by Heinrici’s artillery, flak guns, infantry, and combat engineers, who frequently placed sticky shape charges right on the Soviet tanks. There were, after all, no Red infantrymen around to stop them. Heinrici did this again and again and again, winning victory after victory after victory. And 4th Army’s front was never broken.


      Gotthard Heinrici was promoted to colonel general on January 30, 1943, a year after he assumed command of his army. This was far later than it should have been. But the Nazis were very suspicious of Heinrici. He was too religious and, as a thorough professional, clearly looked down on and despised the Nazis and their political soldiers, and refused to cooperate with the SS and their murder squads. On the other hand, helping to overthrow the German head of state—even if it was Hitler—was something he would never consider. It went against his Prussian concept of loyalty.


      In May 1944, Heinrici fell seriously ill with hepatitis. He was evacuated back to Karlsbad for treatment, but it took him months to recover. He was succeeded as commander of 4th Army by General of Infantry Kurt von Tippelskirch, who was a fine commander but who lacked Heinrici’s tactical genius.30 Meanwhile, Stalin concentrated 2.5 million men, more than 6,000 tanks, more than 45,000 guns and 7,000 aircraft against Army Group Center (3rd Panzer, 9th and 4th armies), which had 700,000 men and a few hundred tanks and assault guns, and practically no air support. On June 22, 1944, Stalin unleashed Operation Bagration. By the time it was over, 4th Army had lost 130,000 of its 165,000 men.


      Heinrici recovered from his illness and returned to the Eastern Front on August 16, 1944, but this time as commander of the 1st Panzer Army. A few days later, the 1st Hungarian Army was attached to his command, which was now known as Armeegruppe Heinrici. The 1st Panzer was not really a tank army any longer, but rather consisted mostly of second-rate infantry units. Heinrici’s main task, however, was to defend the mountainous terrain and passes of Slovakia, which for a man of his talents was not much of a challenge. He was still holding them on March 20, 1945, when he replaced Heinrich Himmler as commander-in-chief of Army Group Vistula. He was assigned the task of defending Berlin.


      Heinrici’s new assignment was not difficult: it was impossible. With two armies (the 3rd Panzer and 9th), Heinrici faced three Soviet fronts (army groups) and dozens of Russian and Polish armies—more than 2.5 million men; 6,250 tanks; 7,500 aircraft; 41,000 guns; and more than 3,000 self-propelled rocket launchers. Heinrici had 700,000 men; perhaps 1,000 worn out tanks and assault guns; 9,000 artillery pieces; and virtually no air support. Since he knew he could not win this battle, General Heinrici did not even try. His plan for this campaign was to (1) hold the Soviets off as long as possible; (2) avoid a battle in the city of Berlin, insofar as that was possible; and (3) make sure as many of his men could surrender to the Western Allies as was possible. He accomplished all three tasks to as high a degree as was humanly possible.


      The Battle of Berlin (as the last Soviet European offensive of World War II was called) began on April 16. The Red High Command thought that they would be in Berlin in three days. It took them two weeks to reach the Reich Chancellery. This was in large part because their initial, overwhelming bombardment—fired by tens of thousands of artillery pieces, mortars, heavy guns, and rocket launchers—had struck thin air and missed the Germans entirely. Army Group Vistula had pulled back to its second line of defense a few hours before. General Heinrici had done it again.


      After wading through terrain that looked like a moonscape—and suffering tens of thousands of casualties in the process—the Red Army finally managed to push through the German line. Heinrici’s main body, the 3rd Panzer Army and the 9th Army, retreated north and south of Berlin, respectively, although much of the less mobile 9th Army was encircled at Halbe, southeast of Berlin. The battle for the city itself was left to LVI Panzer Corps, and had it been left up to Heinrici, the city would have been given up without a fight. Since this was not possible, Heinrici attempted to stop the Russians before they reached the urban area. What has gone down in history as the Battle of Berlin was really nothing more than a contested mopping-up operation. General of Artillery Helmuth Weidling, the commander of the LVI Panzer, had 45,000 soldiers, police, and Hitler Youth, augmented by 40,000 Volkssturm, the old men and boys of the German home guard.


      Berlin was surrounded on April 25. By April 26, the Reds were nearing the Fuehrer Bunker and Hitler and his cronies were screaming for Heinrici to save them. Since he could not do this, he had determined not to even try—he refused to waste the life of a single soldier. Hitler’s orders to the contrary were ignored. Field Marshal Keitel figured this out on April 29, when he caught up with Heinrici and relieved him of his command. (He was temporarily succeeded by Kurt von Tippelskirch, because General Hasso von Manteuffel refused to accept the post.) Heinrici was ordered to report to Berlin and he actually considered going, but was dissuaded from doing so by his aide, Captain Helmuth Lang. Lang told him that he would be murdered in Berlin, like Field Marshal Rommel. A startled Heinrici asserted that the Desert Fox had died of a brain hemorrhage—the story that the Nazi Propaganda Ministry had told the German people. No, Lang replied—that is what the Nazis wanted people to believe. He had been Rommel’s aide and had been in Rommel’s home when Generals Wilhelm Burgdorf and Ernst Maisel arrived, carrying cyanide capsules. The Desert Fox had been forced to commit suicide.


      Instead of going south to Berlin, Heinrici traveled north, initially to Ploen. The British took him prisoner at Huerna bei Flensburg on May 28.


      Heinrici spent the next three years in various prisons, mainly at Island Farm Special Camp 11. He spent most of his time there with his cousin, Field Marshal Gerd von Rundstedt, with whom he was very close.31 He was released on May 19, 1948. He died at Waiblingen, Wuerttemberg on December 13, 1971.
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