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  About the Book


  Berlin was the nerve-centre of Hitler’s Germany – the backdrop for the most lavish ceremonies, it was also the venue for Albert Speer’s plans to forge a new ‘world metropolis’ and the scene of the final climactic bid to defeat Nazism. Yet while our understanding of the Holocaust is well developed, we know little about everyday life in Nazi Germany. In this vivid and important study Roger Moorhouse portrays the German experience of the Second World War, not through an examination of grand politics, but from the viewpoint of the capital’s streets and homes. He gives a flavour of life in the capital, raises issues of consent and dissent, morality and authority and, above all, charts the violent humbling of a once-proud metropolis.


  About the Author


  Roger Moorhouse is an historian and author specialising in modern German history. He is the co-author, with Norman Davies, of Microcosm: Portrait of a Central European City, and the author of Killing Hitler: The Third Reich and the Plots Against the Führer.
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  Introduction


  For all its breezy modernity, Berlin is a city that positively reeks of history. If one were looking for a single location – a focal point – for the bloody trials and tribulations of the twentieth century, then one would have to look no further. From the bullet-scarred buildings to the lingering shadows of totalitarian regimes, Berlin experienced world events not as something remote or imperceptible, but rather as immediate, tangible and very real. Last year the city celebrated the twentieth anniversary of the fall of its hated Wall, the moment in which it became the crucible of the death spasms of communism. A generation earlier it had been the plaything of the squabbling superpowers, serving as the backdrop to earnest speechifying and sinister spy swaps. And a generation further back, the then capital of the Third Reich had been the very epicentre of Nazi power – the canvas upon which Speer’s architectural dreams and Hitler’s racial vision would be made real.


  Berlin was one of the very few European capitals to experience the horror of the Second World War at first hand. Not only was the city subjected to the full wrath of the Soviet ground offensive and siege in 1945, but it also found itself in the very front rank of the air war. Its wartime military history, therefore, is a catalogue of superlatives. As the most important Allied target, Berlin attracted more air raids, more aircraft and more bombs than any other German city. It was the most aggressively defended target, employing the largest number of personnel in the most elaborate network of defences and costing the largest number of Allied airmen’s lives. It also outstripped its rivals in its civilian death toll: with an estimated 200,000 casualties it suffered the largest non-military loss of life of any city of Western and Central Europe.


  Yet though Nazi Germany and the Second World War are subjects that continue to occupy and fascinate historians, the story beneath those superlatives – the story of civilian life in Berlin during the war – is one that has remained curiously unwritten.


  There are a number of reasons why this apparently obvious subject should have become one of the few remaining lacunae in the historical record of Nazi Germany. Historians have traditionally tended to pay comparatively little attention to the social history of Nazism, preferring the ‘top-down’ approach of analysing the role of Hitler, the Nazi elite or the military. The result is that few of the volumes in the ever-burgeoning canon of literature on the Third Reich shed any light on civilian life at all.


  Other factors serve to reinforce this bias. Most important, perhaps, is the fact that those historians that do venture into the social sphere of the Third Reich often tend to concentrate their attentions on the persecution and destruction of the Jews. This is, of course, right and proper, but it has also led to a profound imbalance in our understanding of German society as a whole. We know little about the challenges posed to the German people by living in a dictatorship, the compromises demanded and the principles that, in some cases, had to be abandoned. We know little about the ways in which consent was engendered, how it was maintained and what happened when it broke down. In short, there are a plethora of books explaining how a minority died under Nazism, but there are very few that explain how the majority lived.


  Happily, there are a number of factors that strongly encourage an examination of the social history of wartime Berlin. Historiography has been shifting in this direction in recent years, as historians look beyond the bare facts to discern popular reactions to events. Where once grand strategy and high politics were the dominant themes of history, nowadays much more humble everyday subjects and sources begin to proliferate. One might call this process the democratisation of history, marking as it does the shift away from ‘the great and the good’ in favour of the ‘view from below’. This trend is also illustrated by the many published memoirs and diaries that now seem to be ubiquitous in the bookshops.


  The most urgent argument in favour of this approach, however, is that this is the final opportunity we have to allow those that experienced the war directly to tell their stories. Many of the ‘voices’ that I have used in this book are from published sources, but I also wanted to make use of the personal accounts of ordinary Berliners, which have never been recorded for posterity. To this end, I undertook a programme of interviews in the German capital, in which I crisscrossed the city to meet people for whom ‘Berlin at War’ forms part of their personal story.


  Yet as time marches on – this spring saw the sixty-fifth anniversary of the end of the Second World War – those that experienced the war even as adolescents are now well into their seventies. Sadly, some of those elderly Berliners whom I interviewed have passed away in the interim. Many of them are still in rude health, a few quite astonishingly sprightly, but there are some, I fear, that will not see the publication of a German edition. The generation that experienced the war at first hand is gradually slipping away. And as the African saying runs: ‘When an old man dies, a library burns to the ground.’


  Over coffee and cake in gemütlich surroundings, I would often hear the most hair-raising tales of personal pain, loss and survival; occasionally there were tears as long-suppressed memories were brought to light once again. Though it was never demanded or requested, I felt obliged to render such contributions anonymous, out of respect for the privacy of those who I interviewed and whose unpublished memoirs and diaries I have quoted.fn1


  Needless to say, I gleaned far more material in this process than I could ever sensibly use in the writing of this book. Much of it was also very subjective, unverifiable, occasionally misremembered or accompanied by the whiff of self-exculpation. But in spite of those caveats, the experience demonstrated to me that eye-witness testimony has a vital role to play in history; personal accounts and anecdotes can bring a fresh perspective, colour or context to even the most hackneyed and well-trodden narrative. Some purists wax rather sanctimonious about this ‘personalisation of history’, which they perceive as the elevation of the personal above the political and empirical. But I would suggest that if it is done correctly and responsibly, then this personal approach not only has a role to play, it is an essential ingredient of the historian’s art of bringing the past to life.


  Of course, other primary sources are readily available. There is a wealth of published memoirs, ranging from the well-known works of Missie Vassiltchikov or William Shirer to the vast number of obscure volumes never translated into English. Countless unpublished diaries kept by ordinary Berliners during the war were subsequently bequeathed to relatives or donated to the archives. It is this mass of primary material that has been my constant companion in writing this book. Here too I have been able to incorporate only a fraction of those ‘voices’ into my narrative, but their words have shaped my understanding of the subject.


  Yet even with the best possible research and the richest ‘raw material’, it is still a hugely complex task to tell the story of a city of five million souls over six years of warfare. In the circumstances, my approach has been necessarily pointillist, seeking to give a flavour of events, rather than make any grand claims to comprehensiveness. The book’s structure also required a degree of ingenuity. Given the complexity of the story that I wanted to tell, I dispensed early on with the idea of a unified linear chronology and realised that some nod towards a thematic approach would be necessary. The result is an attempt to combine both the thematic and the chronological in a single narrative arc. I would willingly concede that this has sometimes been a difficult balance to strike and I beg the reader’s indulgence if occasionally he or she has to rewind a little between chapters.


  The result is something rather novel: a ‘Berlin-eye view’ of the Second World War, telling the story of that conflict as ordinary Berliners would have experienced it. It gives a flavour of everyday life in the German capital, charting the violent humbling of a once-proud metropolis – the fear, the cruelty, the petty heroism and the individual tragedy. What emerges most vividly, I believe, is the rich political diversity of Berlin society. The German capital was never a natural constituency for the Nazis: its left-wing traditions, vibrant Jewish community and cosmopolitan elite saw to that. Consequently, it witnessed more opposition to the Nazis – on every level – than any other German city; more Jews survived in the underground there – aided and abetted by ordinary Berliners – than anywhere else in Germany.


  I hope the book will demonstrate that we are fundamentally missing the point if we imagine wartime Berliners to be an indoctrinated mass of Nazified automata, sleepwalking into catastrophe. As numerous interviewees made clear to me, Berlin was a city where minorities of active Nazis and active anti-Nazis flanked an ambivalent majority, who were often simply motivated by self-preservation, ambition and fear. In this respect, at least, it strikes me that wartime Berliners had much more in common with ourselves than we would care to concede. ‘They’ are really not so very different from ‘us’.


  fn1 For stylistic reasons pseudonyms are employed in the text, while the authors are cited in the endnotes with only their first name and an initial of their surname.


  Prologue: ‘Führerweather’


  Unbroken sunshine was forecast for Thursday 20 April 1939, Führerwetter as it was known in Nazi Germany. Across the city, Berliners woke that morning in eager expectation of what promised to be one of the highlights of the year. It was the fiftieth birthday of the German Chancellor and Führer of the Greater German Reich, Adolf Hitler, and a series of events, parades and receptions would mark the occasion. A public holiday had been decreed, a grand spectacle was in the offing and the forecast of good weather would only have heightened the party mood.


  Across the capital, therefore, thousands of ordinary Germans prepared for a day out. Veterans of the First World War would polish their medals and pin them proudly on their chests. The women would take care to select stout shoes and carry coats and some refreshments: bread rolls, perhaps, and cold meats. The better prepared among them would take folding chairs or stools. Some even packed a mirror periscope to ensure a good view of proceedings. The younger generation, meanwhile, mostly members of the various Hitler Youth organisations, would don their neatly pressed uniforms, shine their belt buckles and check their complement of badges. Boys would comb their hair; girls would wear plaits or neat ‘German’ braids. For all of them, the excitement of that morning would have been palpable.


  Before setting off for the city centre, those attending the celebrations would have been wise to read the official directions that were published in every newspaper. They were advised not to stray too close to tracked vehicles during the parade and warned to stay well clear of horses. The instructions of police and Party officials, they were reminded, were to be heeded without delay and without contradiction. During the parade itself, photography was strictly forbidden.1


  The official preparations for the day were no less thorough. The administrative centre of the city was closed to traffic from 7.00 in the morning. The Tiergarten railway station – close to the site of the parade – was also shut. Those travelling into the centre of Berlin to enjoy the festivities were advised to alight as close as possible to the restricted area and continue their journey on foot. Finally, due to a planned fly-past that afternoon, the airspace over central Berlin was to be closed to air traffic for the entire day.2


  Large numbers of participants and visitors would require overnight accommodation in the capital. The majority of the 50,000 or so military personnel who were directly involved in the parade could be housed in the barracks at Lichterfelde and Potsdam, or at the various other military installations that surrounded the capital. VIPs and special guests, meanwhile, were given rooms in two of Berlin’s best hotels; the Adlon and the Kaiserhof, where they were even afforded an SS guard.3 The many thousands of ordinary visitors, who had come from all over the Reich and abroad, found accommodation – if they were lucky – in Berlin’s many less renowned hotels and guest houses. For the lowliest among them, the city’s numerous parks offered ample opportunities for pitching a tent.


  Hitler, meanwhile, had wanted for nothing that morning. He had risen unusually early. As his valet, Heinz Linge, later recalled, ‘The Führer donned his brown Party uniform . . . [and] put on the golden dress belt of a German general as Supreme Commander of the Wehrmacht. He stood before the mirror in his bedroom for ages, feasting his eyes on his own image like a peacock and repeatedly adjusting his jacket.’4 His staff, standing to attention in the marbled halls of the Reich Chancellery, had been similarly preened. ‘Servants stood at the doors’, Linge went on:


  wearing magnificent uniforms with silver lanyards and medals on their chests . . . the adjutants and liaison officers were lined up, together with Hitler’s bodyguard and the pilots from his own flight. Then there were the soldiers from the Leibstandarte in their black SS uniforms, their new belts made in imitation of Kaiser Wilhelm’s guards. Officers from the Leibstandarte – like those from the Wehrmacht – wore silver lanyards and dress-uniform belts.5


  At 8.00 that morning, the band of the SS-Leibstandarte performed a short recital in the garden of the Reich Chancellery, playing ‘Deutschland, Deutschland über Alles’ and the ‘Horst Wessel Song’. Hitler, standing beneath the elegant classical portico, listened intently before thanking the performers and returning inside. There, he perused the vast accumulation of gifts that was presented on the long negotiating tables. He had received a selection of presents from his inner circle at midnight the previous evening, but most would be presented this morning. As his secretary Christa Schroeder wrote to a friend that week:


  the number and value of the presents this year is staggering. Paintings (Defregger, Waldmüller, Lenbach, even a glorious Titian), then wonderful Meissen sculptures in porcelain, silver table- and centre-pieces, magnificent books, vases, drawings, carpets . . . aircraft and ship models and similar military items which give him the greatest pleasure.6


  Yet, in addition to such treasures from his political colleagues and admirers, Hitler also received countless more modest gifts from ordinary Germans: pillows and blankets embroidered with swastikas, handicrafts, huge cakes, boxes of sweets and local delicacies. ‘How many thoughts from fanatical, adoring women’, Schroeder mused, ‘had been woven into this handiwork!’7


  An hour or so later, after a short breakfast, Hitler left the Chancellery to review a parade on the Wilhelmstrasse, where the Leibstandarte, the SS-Totenkopf and a battalion of Schutzpolizei marched past in perfect order, to the blare of a military band. The streets – festooned as they were with swastikas and thronged with well-wishers – gave an impressive foretaste of what was to follow.


  The next hour was taken up receiving the congratulations of esteemed guests, delegations and the representatives of foreign powers. The first to attend was the Papal Nuncio, bringing the best wishes of the new Pope, Pius XII. He was followed by the President of Bohemia and Moravia, Emil Hácha, and the President of Slovakia, Jozef Tiso. Next, Hitler received the congratulations of the Reich Government, a delegation of senior Wehrmacht personnel, and a visit by the Lord Mayor of Berlin, Dr Julius Lippert. Telegrams were also delivered, among many others from King George VI and from Henry Ford. Lastly, at 10.20, Hitler was formally awarded the Freedom of the City of Danzig, presented by the city’s Gauleiter, Albert Forster.


  Then, shortly before 11.00 that morning, Hitler once again climbed into his Mercedes Tourer to be driven to the reviewing stand, located on the East-West Axis. For the duration of the short journey, as he passed the countless columns of troops mustered for the parade, he stood impassively in the footwell of the Mercedes, his right arm outstretched in salute.


  The majority of Berliners, now thronging the route of the parade, had probably endured a rather less hectic morning. They might have listened to the radio, or taken the opportunity offered by the public holiday to enjoy a leisurely breakfast. Those preparing to visit the city centre would have discussed which vantage points to head for. Those who planned to stay at home could listen to proceedings from the comfort of their armchair, as the entire occasion would be relayed by a team of radio commentators, with light music punctuating the action. Listeners with a trained ear would even notice the usual musical choreography at work; the jaunty ‘Badenweiler March’, for instance, which signalled the imminent arrival of the Führer.


  Special editions of the news magazines were crammed with pictorial accounts of Hitler’s life and achievements. The newspapers, too, published special editions to mark the occasion. All of them would have reproduced the text of the congratulatory speech given by Joseph Goebbels, who had exhorted the previous night that: ‘no German at home or anywhere else in the world can fail to take the deepest and heartiest pleasure in participation. It is a holiday of the nation, and we want to celebrate it as such.’8


  Most newspapers also carried a large selection of congratulatory letters and poems sent in by readers. The SS paper Das Schwarze Korps quoted readers expressing their ‘eternal pride’ in ‘the miracle’ of Hitler, or lauding Berlin as the ‘epicentre of events at this momentous time’.9 Another paper followed suit, printing the dubious poetic musings of an eighty-year-old reader, who, it was claimed, was ‘delighted to have experienced these times’.10 Goebbels’ Berlin paper Der Angriff carried a saccharine piece expressing the congratulations of three ‘unknown Berliners’ – a policeman, a housewife and an SA man.11


  * * *


  For those who ventured into the city centre that morning, a genuine spectacle awaited. All Germans were obliged to hang out a swastika flag on such an important day, and it was an instruction that few dared to contravene. Nonetheless, many Berliners went beyond mere perfunctory compliance. In the suburbs, countless balconies and windows were adorned with flags, photographs or elaborate garlands. The city centre was extravagantly festooned. In the commercial districts, almost every shop and office building had photographs or busts of Hitler mounted in their windows, surrounded with flowers and wreaths. All ministries and state-owned enterprises, of course, competed with each other to demonstrate their devotion. Nazi Party offices cast restraint to the four winds and hung portraits and framed slogans on their outside walls. Central streets of the capital – especially in the main administrative district – were barely recognisable. Wilhelmstrasse, for instance, where the Reich Chancellery was located, was a sea of swastika banners, while Unter den Linden and Friedrichstrasse were also decked with flags, bunting and festive garlands. One publishing house even sought to outdo its rivals by erecting an enormous 25-foot portrait of Hitler, complete with floodlights and flags, bearing the words ‘Our Loyalty: Our Thanks’.


  The centrepiece of the celebrations was the East-West Axis; a newlyconstructed boulevard running for seven kilometres west of the Brandenburg Gate. According to one eyewitness, on both sides of the carriageway stood ‘dazzling white miniature temples of wood . . . ornamented with clusters of scarlet, white and black swastika flags . . . At other prominent points forests of masts displayed the devices of all the districts of Greater Germany.’12 The American correspondent William Shirer could not help but be impressed by the scene: ‘I’ve never seen so many flags, standards, golden eagles and floodlit pylons in my life’, he wrote, ‘nor so many glittering uniforms, or soldiers, or guns. Nor so many people at a birthday party.’13


  Shirer’s excitement was understandable. With 50,000 troops poised to participate in the parade and as many as two million spectators ready to watch, it was to be the largest ceremonial event ever staged by the Nazis. The most fortunate, or best connected, would have secured a seat in one of the large grandstands surrounding Hitler’s reviewing platform. On either side of the East-West Axis, close to the Technical High School, a pair of large tribunes had been constructed. The first, on the south side of the boulevard, was open to the public. The other, on the north, contained a VIP enclosure to accommodate Hitler’s special guests and assorted representatives of the military and the Party. Each grandstand had been built to hold approximately five thousand spectators, and was flanked by enormous pillars, each topped with a gilded eagle clutching a swastika in its talons. Those who had managed to find a seat would have had every reason to feel extremely pleased with themselves. From there, they could watch the afternoon’s proceedings in relative comfort.


  One spectator who had done especially well was a young Wehrmacht lieutenant, Alexander Stahlberg. As he recalled in his memoirs, a simple ruse was all that was required to get a seat in one of the grandstands:


  I learned that thousands of tickets were being issued solely to Party members and prominent personalities, so (quite without authority) I put on my new made-to-measure dress uniform, hung the sword of the Pasewalk Cuirassiers at my side and went down to the [grandstand]. There I simply followed the signs to the individual groups of seats on the stand. CD – Corps Diplomatique – seemed to me the best chance, and in the twinkling of an eye there I was amidst all the pomp and circumstance of the foreign military attachés.14


  Most spectators, however, had no such luck. They lined the route of the parade dozens deep, waiting. There was much pushing and shoving, as ever more Berliners joined the throng and all had to be held back by the lines of smiling SS and SA men with their arms linked. Some children complained of tiredness and asked incessantly whether the Führer was there yet. Others wriggled through to the front rank of the crowd, where they could watch proceedings through the legs of the men in the police cordon. As the tension rose, some spectators fainted and had to be revived by the nurses of the Red Cross; a few – despite the imprecations and threats of the police – bravely perched on windowsills or climbed the still-bare trees of the Tiergarten to get a better view. Nonetheless, despite the strain and the excitement, the crowd was generally in excellent humour. William Shirer described it as ‘a pure holiday mood . . . The Führer’s birthday was a national holiday, with the result that all the youngsters of the city were in the front row . . . with the elders, usually the whole family – father, mother, uncle, aunt – grouped behind.’15


  The crowd was a microcosm of Nazi Germany. Alongside Berliners, it included representatives of every district, province and Gau of the Reich. Regional accents and dialects proliferated; Rhinelanders rubbed shoulders with Saxons, Bavarians with Frisians and Sudeten Germans with East Prussians. Every uniform imaginable was represented, from the dark brown overalls of the Reichsarbeitsdienst to the short trousers of the Hitler Youth and the smart field-grey parade dress of the Wehrmacht. In the hours before the spectacle, the crowd entertained themselves listening to martial music piped through the network of loudspeakers. They would have swapped stories, compared notes perhaps on how many times they had seen their Führer in the flesh, or maybe tentatively expressed their concerns about the precarious international situation. Most, however, would have simply been happy to be there, to enjoy the holiday atmosphere and participate in such a memorable occasion. Then, as Hitler first appeared – making his way to the reviewing stand – the crowd was briefly hushed before erupting into a chorus of cheers and hurrahs.


  Of course, there were also some present who did not support the Nazis and had turned out in the Tiergarten merely to witness what they had rightly expected would be an historic spectacle. One such Berliner recalled that, as the crowd roused itself to acclaim Hitler’s arrival, she and her partner dived into a side street to avoid any accusation of recalcitrance. ‘Behind us’, she wrote:


  the crowd stretched out the ‘German Greeting’. ‘Sieg Heil! Sieg Heil!’ we hear them shout. Those who don’t raise their arm are arrested. Yet, as we look around, we see around fifteen or twenty people who, like us, have managed to extricate themselves from the crowd and have hastily disappeared into the calm of the side street. ‘Good day’, we say as we pass. ‘Good day’, they reply genially. One of them even raises his hat with a smile.16


  Some were not so cowed, however, and dared to register a protest. ‘On a kitchen stepladder in the middle of the push sits a workman’, one eyewitness wrote, ‘lean, unshaven, in blue mechanic’s overall. He looks pensively at the rolling trucks. “You take all that, and no gas,” we hear him growl, “and it’s just junk.” People around look up at him, horrified. When they see that no one is protesting, they venture an approving smile.’17


  The majority of the spectators, however, would scarcely have noticed such independently minded protest. Most of them were doubtless lost in the moment, enjoying seeing their Führer at close quarters and revelling in the enthusiasm exuded by the rest of the crowd. The cult surrounding Hitler was very much in place by 1939, with all Nazi ceremonial being minutely stage-managed so as to consciously and deliberately invoke wonder and reverence in the watching public. Many of those witnessing events that day in Berlin would have felt euphoric emotions akin to a religious experience.


  After the initial excitement of Hitler’s arrival and the progress of his motorcade along the East-West Axis, a hush descended as the Führer reached the reviewing platform. As Alexander Stahlberg recalled: ‘Then came the great moment when the birthday boy drove by, standing in his big 7-litre Mercedes. The good company into which I had so successfully insinuated myself rose, as is proper on the arrival of a Head of State, and saluted in silence.’18 There, opposite the heavy Wilhelmine backdrop of the Technical High School, Hitler alighted from his Mercedes and climbed a few steps to a central dais where a plush red and gilded chair awaited him. Above him, his personal standard hung stiffly, and to his rear – behind the grandstand – an enormous gilded eagle was flanked by six large banners, all bearing the swastika. He greeted his guests. To his left sat the representatives of his latest territorial acquisition – the ‘Protector’ of Bohemia and Moravia, Konstantin von Neurath, and the province’s diminutive President, Emil Hácha, looking forlorn in a sober dark suit and a top hat. To Hitler’s right sat the President and Foreign Minister of the newly independent Slovak republic along with the German Foreign Minister, Joachim von Ribbentrop. Behind him, the bemedalled commanders-in-chief of Germany’s armed forces were arranged: Hermann Göring for the Luftwaffe, Admiral Raeder for the Navy and Generals Brauchitsch and Keitel for the Wehrmacht. In a large VIP enclosure to the rear of them sat the serried ranks of the senior military in a mass of grey uniforms, broken only by patches of black for the Navy, whose white hats gleamed in the sunshine. Behind and on either side of the military, another enclosure contained more special guests including the representatives of foreign powers – military attachés, ambassadors and consular staff – as well as numerous lesser Party and state functionaries, accompanied by their coiffured wives. For the ordinary spectators, gathered in the grandstands to either side, or across the boulevard, it was all a most impressive sight.


  After a brief lull, the proceedings began with a display of German air power. Berliners craned their necks skyward as squadrons of Heinkel bombers and Messerschmitt fighter aircraft droned past in tight formation. Hitler acknowledged the display, nodding to himself with satisfaction and sharing a word with Göring.


  Following this aerial prelude, the procession proper could begin. First, the three hundred or so colours and standards of all the participating regiments were paraded, their bearers marching in step to the repertoire of the Leibstandarte military band. This was followed by divisions of infantry and marines goose-stepping in immaculate order past the tribune. When the paratroopers appeared, marching in close formation wearing their camouflage jumpsuits, a buzz went through the crowd: this was the first time that this new elite formation had paraded in public.


  Next came the motorised units, first, the panzer-grenadiers, loaded into Opel trucks that trundled past the podium four abreast. They were followed by motorcycle sidecar units, each carrying three men and pedantically arranged in number-plate order. Armoured cars came next, followed by reconnaissance vehicles and searchlight teams. All the latest machinery was on display. Panzers followed; some clattered along churning up the fresh road surface, others were mounted on lowloaders, their crews – resplendent in black uniforms and berets – perched on the accompanying trucks. One young spectator was especially enthused. Watching the soldiers and machinery, he was struck by how precisely the ranks were drawn up and the tremendous discipline that was demonstrated as they marched or drove past the reviewing stand. ‘It was a feast for the eyes’, he recalled, ‘and the applause never seemed to end.’19


  Lastly, all manner of artillery filed past. Every type was in attendance, from the smallest horse-drawn field howitzer, to the 88mm anti-aircraft gun and the massive K-3 cannon, hauled by an equally massive 18-ton FAMO half-track. For the grand finale, the colours of the participating regiments were returned to the saluting base and were massed before the Führer. As a commander – precariously mounted on a skittish grey – gave the orders, the flags were dipped in solemn salute.


  From the first bugle call to the last hurrah, the parade had lasted almost five hours. If arranged in a single line, its troops and machinery would have formed a queue over 100 kilometres long.20 It had been the largest peacetime display of military might ever seen. Throughout, Hitler acknowledged the passing regiments and divisions in his trademark manner: his left hand resting on the belt buckle at his waist, while his right arm was outstretched in salute. Only occasionally – when a lull in proceedings would allow – he would sit for a time and exchange a few words with those around him. But mostly he stood, stern-faced, watching his military machine pass by. Hitler liked to boast of his ability to stand and salute much longer than any of his fellow Nazis,21 and on this occasion his claims were well proven. Christa Schroeder was one of those who marvelled at his stamina. ‘It is simply amazing to me where he gets his strength from’, she wrote. ‘Hours without a break standing and saluting are damned tiring. Just watching we got dog-tired.’22


  The reaction of the crowd to this martial spectacle, however, was anything but tired. Those that opposed the Nazis or were unnerved by such demonstrations of military might would generally have stayed away, so the vast majority of those present surely felt nothing but a surge of pride at the very visible restoration of German power, and – as they saw it – German honour. Their reaction was simply one of enthusiasm, wonder and occasional amusement. The appearance of the cavalry squadrons raised a cheer, for instance, not least as the occasionally wild-eyed horses injected a spirit of glamour and unpredictability into proceedings. At other times, the sheer scale, complexity or novelty of the military hardware on display prompted exclamations of amazement. One journalist reported that the phrase ‘Neee . . . sowat!’, which roughly translates to ‘Well, I never!’, was a commonly heard response.23


  Naturally, the entire event would be thoroughly exploited for the purposes of propaganda. Official photographers had lined the route and dutifully captured every sight and vista, many of which would later appear in commemorative volumes, a must for every German coffee table. In addition, Goebbels had selected twelve cinematographers to record the procession. Their brief was clear. ‘Transcending the present’, it said, they were to:


  create a historic document for the future, to capture in pictures the greatness of this day for all to see. This parade must become a paradigm of film reporting. It is not simply a matter of outward form – the spirit of the hour must be captured also, the whole atmosphere of discipline and concentrated power. Every second of the action must be captured as it occurs.24


  They would not disappoint. Between them, they would shoot over eight kilometres of film,25 material which would be used – accompanied by appropriately martial music – in the newsreel of the day.


  As the parade concluded and Hitler returned to the Reich Chancellery to receive foreign delegations in a private reception, the crowds that had thronged the East-West Axis or packed the grandstands began to drift away. A few would have moved on to other celebratory events elsewhere. Many with young children, meanwhile, would have found themselves magnetically drawn to the tanks now parked up on the East-West Axis, whose crews allowed eager young boys to clamber aboard and peer inside, wide-eyed. The majority, however, simply made for home or else sought refreshment in the crowded bars and restaurants of the city centre. Inevitably, as the hostelries filled to overflowing, the revellers spilled out into the street where they sang and danced the night away, restrained only by the cordons of jovial SS and police, who sought to keep the main thoroughfares open. For many of them, the party would only end with the break of dawn.


  The mood among the revellers was optimistic. Germany’s military and political might had been demonstrated to full effect that afternoon, and it was all a far cry from the humiliations of Versailles, the grim years of the Depression and the political chaos of the 1920s. Hitler, it appeared, had delivered what he had promised and had restored German prestige and self-confidence. That afternoon, it must have seemed to the Berlin public as though their Führer had made good on his prediction expressed in Mein Kampf: ‘It shall be a greater honour to be a citizen of this Reich, even as a street-sweeper, than to be the King of a foreign state.’26 Even William Shirer, not a natural ally or admirer of the Nazis, would have agreed with that assumption. That afternoon, he recorded: ‘you get the impression from the people in the street that they feel pretty good about these things, and certainly proud of them. They seem to feel that they have got somewhere and are going places, as a nation.’27


  Such optimism was not misplaced. In the spring of 1939 Hitler’s Germany was at the very peak of its power. In the preceding few weeks, German troops had marched into Prague, occupied what had remained of Czechoslovakia and annexed the disputed Memel territory from Lithuania. Of course, such events had injected a rather fraught tone to international relations, but the vast majority of Germans fervently believed that Hitler was committed to peace and would be able to negotiate such tensions away.


  Greater Germany, therefore, was a reality and – crucially for the German public – it was at peace. Straddling the continent from the North Sea to the Danube Basin and from the eastern Baltic to the Rhine, it was the largest and most populous state in Europe. Beyond its borders, Germany wielded enormous influence. It had successfully overcome the worst effects of the Depression. Its economy was booming – having already reached full employment – and was drawing much of central Europe into its ‘area of influence’. Germany’s political model, meanwhile, was proving increasingly attractive to those nations seemingly hamstrung by democracy and struggling with political extremism and unrest. Even the overt display of military might seemed to have done little to dampen the enthusiasm. As one commentator noted that day, the crowd at the parade ‘didn’t strike you as thinking much about war, even though they were looking at the men and the machines which will fight it, if it should come’.28 Little wonder, perhaps, that so many Berliners viewed the future with unbridled optimism.


  1


  Faith in the Führer


  The 1st of September 1939 was a day that began like any other. A bright, late summer morning had dawned, with a sprinkling of dew on the ground and a cool breeze blowing down off the Baltic. Early risers opened their curtains and readied themselves for the day ahead. It was a Friday and work and school beckoned for most. The morning ablutions would be completed; clothes for the day would be selected and put on. Children would be hurried along, encouraged to follow the established routine. Then there would be breakfast: coffee pots would be placed on hobs, dark rye bread carefully sliced, and meat or cheese prepared.


  Those reading their newspaper over breakfast would have learned little about the momentous events then unfolding two hundred or so miles to the east. Though the main dailies would later produce an ‘extra’, hawked noisily in the heart of the capital, the regular editions carried no information about the events of that morning. Some printed stories suggesting that the ongoing crisis with Poland was coming to a head, listing Polish ‘outrages’ of recent months or giving details of a handgrenade attack carried out against ethnic Germans there.1 Some news stories were rather peculiar, the products perhaps of fevered speculation or the imagination of a Propaganda Ministry official. One suggested that the Polish army was moving against Lithuania and Latvia,2 while another reported that a Polish claim had been made to the city of Berlin itself.3


  Most reports in the newspapers, however, portrayed a city in which life appeared to be continuing very much as normal. The motorway link to Dresden was declared to be close to completion, and Berlin Zoo announced that children would be admitted half-price over the coming weekend. Book serialisations vied for space with small ads and reports from the financial markets. Entertainment listings were prominently displayed. The premiere of the film Die barmherzige Lüge (‘The Merciful Lie’) – a peculiar tale of a love triangle set during a German expedition to Mongolia – was scheduled for that evening in the UFA cinema on Kurfürstendamm. German cinema’s darling, Olga Tschechowa, meanwhile, was appearing in a stage production of the comedy Aimée at the Künstlertheater. Wagner’s Meistersinger was being staged at the Volksoper. In sport, a report on practice for the Belgrade Grand Prix noted with satisfaction that a German driver in a Mercedes had posted the fastest lap time.4


  Yet, at some point, the realisation would have dawned that this was not just another day. For some, word might have come from their neighbours, perhaps only a shouted and half-understood exchange across a stairwell. For those in the city centre, raised voices might have drifted up to them from the streets below. Hungry for information or clarification, they would have switched on their radios. The same announcements were broadcast across all stations – an official proclamation containing a flurry of phrases, such as ‘frontier violations’, ‘defence of German honour’, ‘duty to the last’ and ‘force being met with force’.5 Berliner Günter Grossmann was sixteen at the time. His description of hearing the news that morning was typical:


  7 a.m., I wake and turn our ‘Volksempfänger’ on to listen to the early concert. But, instead of that, I hear the voice of the Reich Chancellor, Adolf Hitler; a declaration of the Reich Government, that since 4 o’clock that morning German troops have crossed the Polish frontier and are on the advance . . . With that, our worst fears are realised: It is war! . . . I wake my parents and tell them what I have heard. There is consternation.6


  The dawning day would be one that few Berliners would ever forget. Heinz Knobloch remembered with particular clarity how he had heard the news. When he arrived at school that morning, he had been told that there would be no lessons and that he was to return home. ‘Fantastic!’ he recalled thinking, but neither he nor his classmates asked why.7 On arriving home, he was still none the wiser and was happily anticipating a day off school when a family friend called down from the next floor: ‘You should turn on the radio’, he was told. ‘There is something going on. The Führer is giving a speech.’8


  * * *


  At that very moment, Hitler was delivering one of the most important speeches of his life. He was ill prepared; he had not slept well and looked tired and drawn, despite receiving a stimulant injection from his personal physician.9 The stresses of recent weeks had taken their toll, and, as was usual, he had been up late the previous night, dictating the text of his speech to his secretaries. His usual ailments were also affecting him that morning: stomach pains, headaches, insomnia. His halitosis had been so bad, one member of his entourage recalled, that those around him had struggled not to step backwards in revulsion.10


  Shortly before ten o’clock that morning, Hitler had climbed into a Mercedes limousine and had been driven the short distance from the Reich Chancellery to the Kroll Opera House, where the Reichstag had been called for a special sitting. From the Chancellery, Hitler’s convoy would have wound its way north onto Wilhelmstrasse, before turning west onto Unter den Linden, heading for the Brandenburg Gate. Hitler’s mood would scarcely have been lightened by the sights that greeted him on the way. From around eight o’clock that morning, units of SS and SA had been dispatched to hold back the crowds that were expected to line the route after hearing the news. But there were no crowds. Almost all of those who witnessed the scene testified to the peculiar emptiness that echoed around Berlin’s central district. The Swede Birger Dahlerus recalled that ‘the streets seemed rather deserted and as far as we could see . . . the people with few exceptions stared in silence as Hitler passed by’.11 Even Albert Speer conceded that the area of the Chancellery, which was usually besieged by people whenever Hitler was there, was ‘strikingly quiet’.12


  Passing through the Brandenburg Gate, Hitler’s car would have turned north and skirted around the Reichstag building – now largely abandoned after being burnt out in the infamous fire of 1933 – before entering the manicured lawns and parkland of the Königsplatz. To the south, the tree-lined Siegesallee, or ‘Victory Avenue’, disappeared into the Tiergarten, flanked with white marble statues of the Prussian kings. Ahead stood the Kroll Opera House.


  Originally constructed in 1844 to provide Berlin with a venue for diverse cultural and festive events, the Kroll was a most impressive building. Looking like an elegant Roman palazzo, it had once boasted three large halls, fourteen function rooms, a generous veranda and a resident orchestra of sixty musicians. In its heyday, it was said, there was space to accommodate fully five thousand Berliners.13 The Kroll had earned its greatest fame in the late 1920s for producing challenging contemporary works, such as those of Hindemith, Stravinsky and Schönberg, but had been closed in 1931 by those conservative forces who despised its modernistic licence. Thereafter, the building had stood empty for two years until 1933, when Hitler needed a replacement venue for the Reichstag. After the necessary alterations had been made, the Kroll Opera became the new home of the German parliament.


  Yet, in this capacity, the Kroll served as little more than the backdrop for the death throes of an ailing democracy. It was there, in March 1933, that a cowed Reichstag passed the ‘Enabling Act’, which empowered the Nazi government to legislate without its consent – thereby providing Hitler with, in effect, dictatorial power. After that, the Kroll Opera saw only sporadic Reichstag meetings, in which the deputies – shorn of their communist and socialist contingents – dutifully passed whatever legislation was put before them. As one historian has written, the formula for such meetings was always the same: ‘Göring, as President, greeted the members; there was a moment of silence for the Nazi martyrs; Hitler spoke; Göring thanked the Führer; laws were rubber-stamped; the ‘Horst Wessel Lied’ was sung. Then they all went home.’14 With that ignominious development, the Kroll Opera House should perhaps finally have faded into obscurity. But its most famous – or infamous – hour was yet to come.


  Hitler arrived outside the Kroll in bright sunshine. Stepping from his car, he was met by members of his entourage – Heinrich Himmler, Martin Bormann and his adjutant Julius Schaub. He briefly inspected an SS guard of honour before walking the fifty or so yards to the front steps. Entering the main hall, he passed the ranks of Reichstag deputies, all now standing in silence with their right arms raised in the ‘Hitler greeting’. There were no dissenters. All those of independent or oppositional mind had long since been intimidated, co-opted or otherwise removed from the chamber. Even those deputies who had been unable to get to the capital at short notice had been replaced by members of Hitler’s bodyguard.


  In its Nazi incarnation, the main hall of the Kroll was little changed and the Reichstag deputies were seated, like the opera audiences before them, in the stalls and in the two grand tiers above. The only real changes were on the former stage, where an enormous stylised eagle rose – its outstretched wings reaching the full width of the fire curtain – with the rays of the sun seemingly emanating from the swastika held in its claws. On either side were two massive swastika banners. Beneath that, in the area once inhabited by the orchestra and choir, members of Hitler’s cabinet were arranged in seated banks facing out into the hall itself. In the centre, Göring – as Reichstag President – sat in a high leather-backed chair, overseeing proceedings. Below him stood the lectern with a bank of microphones, where Hitler would speak – standing – flanked by seated Gauleiters and ministers.


  After a brief introduction from Göring, Hitler arrived at the podium and composed himself. As a hush descended, he began to speak. Sounding hoarse and tired, even hesitant at the outset, he nevertheless quickly warmed to his task, presenting a masterful portrait of feigned innocence. He outlined his spurned proposals for ‘peaceful discussions’ with the Poles, his attempts to find mediation and his ‘patient endurance’. He railed against Polish ‘provocations’ – border incidents and acts of terror allegedly perpetrated against innocent German civilians – before speaking of the perfidy of the Poles and their unwillingness to commit to a negotiated settlement of the crisis. In response, he warned that ‘no honourable Great Power could calmly tolerate such a state of affairs’ and stated that his ‘love of peace and endless forbearance’ should not be mistaken for ‘weakness or even cowardice’. He was resolved, he said, ‘to speak to Poland in the same language that Poland has employed towards us in the months past’. Hitler then revealed what most people already knew:


  We have now been returning fire since 5.45 a.m.fn1 Henceforth, bomb will be met with bomb. He who fights with poison gas shall be fought with poison gas. He who distances himself from the rules for a humane conduct of warfare can only expect us to take like steps. I will lead this struggle, whoever may be the adversary, until the security of the Reich and its rights have been assured.15


  He went on to outline the sacrifice that he was demanding of the German people; a sacrifice that he, too, had been ready to make in the Great War. ‘I am from now on’, he proclaimed, ‘just the first soldier of the German Reich.’ Referring to the field-grey tunic he had donned for the occasion, he said, ‘I have once more put on that coat that was most sacred and dear to me. I will not take it off again until victory is secured, or I will not survive the outcome.’16 After the requisite chorus of Sieg Heils, Hitler left the chamber.


  If he had been hoping to convince the people of Berlin and the wider Reich through the force of his delivery, Hitler was mistaken. Though the Nazi Gauleiters and Party men had given their predictably enthusiastic verdict, the general public was not so easily swayed. A young diplomat in the American Embassy recalled watching workmen from his office window that morning, while Hitler’s speech was being broadcast. ‘They were unimpressed by the fact that their Führer was speaking’, he recorded; ‘they did not even stop their work to listen.’ The end of the speech, with its admission that the war against Poland had begun, was met with similar apathy. Even the lusty rendition of the national anthem left them unmoved. ‘The workers across the street had almost finished’, he recalled. ‘They were undisturbed by the declaration of war. After all, nobody had asked their opinion about it.’17


  A depressed atmosphere greeted Hitler as he returned to the Reich Chancellery that morning, where a small, somewhat grim-faced crowd had gathered on the Wilhelmstrasse and on the Wilhelmplatz. His arrival was met not with the usual chorus of cheers and slogans, but, rather, with an eerie silence; with some silently raising their right arm in a Nazi salute. The Gauleiter of Swabia, Karl Wahl, who had been present at Hitler’s Kroll Opera speech, confirmed this negative mood in the capital. ‘I have not seen a trace of that which I experienced in 1914’, he wrote in his memoir, ‘no enthusiasm, no joy, no cheering. Everywhere, one encountered an oppressive calm, not to say depression. The entire German people seemed seized by a paralysing horror that made it incapable of expressing either approval or disapproval.’18


  As Hitler dismounted from his car, the band of the Leibstandarte did their best to maintain a martial air, but the mood was distinctly downcast. Before he disappeared behind the heavy doors of the Chancellery, Hitler cast a perplexed glance towards the hushed crowd. Watching the scene, one eyewitness remembered hearing the distinctive sound of women weeping.19


  * * *


  In spite of the momentous events unfolding at the Kroll Opera, most commentators noted the sheer ordinariness of the day. A little less traffic on the streets, perhaps, and a few more uniforms in evidence on the pavements, but otherwise the buses, trams and trains were full, and everybody went about their business as they had done before, albeit occasionally huddling around a radio to listen to the latest announcements. William Shirer summed up the public mood in Berlin:


  The people in the streets, I noticed, were apathetic despite the immensity of the news which had greeted them from their radios . . . Across the street from the Adlon Hotel the morning shift of labourers had gone to work on the new I. G. Farben building just as if nothing had happened, and when newsboys came by shouting their extras no one laid down his tools to buy one.20


  This apparently relaxed attitude was partly due to the fact that Berliners had already experienced a number of international crises over the past few years and all of them had blown over without conflict. Hitler, after all, had made his reputation and career by his piecemeal and peaceful dismantling of the so-called ‘Versailles System’; he had blustered and threatened, even annexed disputed territories, but he had always stopped short of war. And this was how the German people wanted him to continue. As they saw it, he had been restoring German honour, restoring Germany’s status as a sovereign Great Power, but avoiding the outright warfare that had been the root cause of her malaise. Far from appreciating that the invasion of Poland would be the prelude to an all-consuming conflagration, therefore, most saw it merely as an isolated skirmish, more akin to the Austrian Anschluss or the recent occupation of Bohemia and Moravia. A discussion one Berliner had with a taxi driver, early that weekend, showed this thinking with particular clarity:


  ‘You know,’ he went on, ‘Hitler is really a great guy. With the [Nazi–Soviet] pact the Poles haven’t got a chance. I bet you not one of these boys,’ and he pointed to the heavy tanks now rattling by, ‘will have to fire a single shot, or maybe just a few bullets to clean up the place. But this time there won’t be any dead lists in the papers, and we’ll have plenty to eat. No sir, Hitler won’t get us into war.’21


  The Berlin public was well primed, therefore, to accept the officially proclaimed fiction that Germany was the innocent party and was now ‘returning fire’ in what was being billed as a limited, punitive campaign. ‘If Germany had been attacked’, many would reason, ‘she must defend herself.’ Erich Neumann saw evidence of this attitude at Innsbrücker Platz in the south of the city, that morning. He was changing trams as Hitler’s speech was broadcast and he heard a ripple of applause run through the crowd, while a few bystanders cursed the Poles or muttered ‘finally!’22


  Elsewhere, however, the news was received with contemplation and, in many cases, a profound sense of foreboding. Seventeen-year-old schoolgirl Else Diederichs recalled the mood on a Berlin train that morning: ‘I remember that we all sat there with these frightfully serious faces. We were depressed. We had the feeling that something quite terrible was coming . . . I can still see them before my eyes, how all those faces looked.’23


  The crowds watching the newsreels that day also failed to respond with their usual enthusiasm. As one eyewitness remembered:


  I walked into one of the inexpensive movie houses around the Friedrichstrasse station. The newsreel was on. There were a few pictures of manoeuvres of the English navy, but they were not hissed. Göring reviewing air-force troops caused applauding murmurs and consenting smiles. Goebbels, shown as he opened some party gathering, was met with dead silence. Hitler, photographed as he rode up to the new chancellery building, received a few female ‘Heils’, but the crowd remained tensely quiet.24


  It was the first time in years, the author noted, that the image of the Führer had not caused ‘wild and roaring applause’.


  For some, the day brought forth unwelcome recollections of the Great War. Dorothea von Schwanenflügel recalled her parents looking at one another in terror when the invasion of Poland was announced: ‘My God’, her father exclaimed, ‘wasn’t one war enough in our lifetime?’25 Others had more immediate fears: particularly for sons, husbands and brothers in the armed forces, many of whom had already been called up for active service.


  For the younger generation, the outbreak of war caused genuine consternation. One young Berliner recalled hearing the declaration that ‘German troops were returning fire’, but could only ask himself ‘who are they shooting at?’26 Theodore Willmann, meanwhile, was more bewildered still, not least by the sudden air of seriousness at home. ‘One day’, he remembered, ‘my mother and aunts Annuschka and Heide gathered at the window of my bedroom and gazed out in agitation. My mother said – in a voice that almost made me scared – “It is war”. I stood on my bed and strained to see out, beyond the grown-ups, but I couldn’t see anything.’27


  For most Berliners, therefore, the mood on the outbreak of war was one of shock. Yet, though many had not yet realised the horrors the invasion of Poland portended, there was nonetheless a quiet determination to adapt to the new reality. That same afternoon, for instance, the first ration cards were distributed and many Berliners immediately set out to the shops to stock up on necessities. Heinz Knobloch was dispatched by his mother to a department store by the Hallesches Tor to buy something – anything – exempt from the rationing. He managed to return with two tins of sardines.28 He was lucky to have escaped with his booty intact: the new legislation against hoarding meant that some of the more punctilious shopkeepers were already insisting on opening all tins immediately upon purchase.29


  Sandbags were also distributed, which were to be filled and stacked against cellar and ground-floor windows, to protect against bomb blasts. To this end, large piles of sand swiftly materialised across the city, in private courtyards and in public spaces. Each block diligently set to work, dividing their labour so that the women would sew the hessian sacks, while the men would fill them, tie them off and stack them for use. One young man described the scene behind his home.


  Everyone met down in the yard. Even those whom we’d never noticed or spoken to before all lent a hand. The men reinforced the cellar windows with wooden boards. The women sewed the sandbags. One by one they were filled. ‘Don’t hurt yourselves lifting those!’ the porter called to us boys as we set to with the bags.


  . . .


  Those who couldn’t help, made coffee. And then cakes appeared from somewhere. It was like a holiday . . . an atmosphere that I had never experienced . . . The war seemed somehow harmless.30


  As afternoon turned to evening another novelty made itself known. While the news of the outbreak of war was being solemnly digested across the city, the air raid sirens wailed into life for the first time. One foreign correspondent noted, quite correctly, that that first air raid brought the war home to the inhabitants of Berlin far more effectively than the countless announcements and decrees of that day.31 As the opening drone of the warning siren sounded, many reacted with no little panic, unsure of where they should go. One diarist recalled the confusion: ‘Outside a strange noise is heard – up and down, down and up, a long-drawn howl. Andrik springs up. “Air raid alarm!” he cries startled. We look around not knowing quite what to do.’32


  In spite of the confusion, that first raid on the evening of 1 September passed off without serious incident. No bombs fell and it is unclear whether the ‘raid’ was a propaganda exercise or just the result of a lone plane that strayed too close to the capital. Whatever its origins, the regime took advantage of the event to sing Berliners’ praises. According to officials, the alarm was greeted by a ‘remarkable calmness and discipline’ among the civilian population of Berlin. ‘Within a few minutes’, the newspaper articles claimed, ‘the streets of the capital were completely deserted.’ The mood in the cellars was ‘serious, but calm and optimistic’. Within a mere quarter of an hour of the ‘all clear’, they claimed, Berliners were back on the street, going about their business ‘as if nothing had happened’.33


  The reality was rather different. One Berlin diarist found that the alarm caused the greatest unease. It was all ‘most disagreeable’, she wrote, ‘and almost makes us feel as if we’d disgraced ourselves’.34 Another remembered eating with her father in a Berlin restaurant, when the siren sounded for the first time. She was immediately gripped by fear:


  I panicked and thought ‘now there’ll be mustard gas and phosgene’. I ran into the restaurant, opened the case, pulled out an item of papa’s underwear and hurried towards the buffet. I wanted to wet the underwear in the sink so that I could cover my mouth and nose if there was a gas alert . . . I just wondered why the other guests all sat calmly at their tables and continued eating and drinking.35


  She soon discovered, to her embarrassment, that her fellow diners had all assumed that the siren was a test.


  For those waking to a bright autumn morning the next day, 2 September, it might have been possible to imagine, albeit briefly, that the momentous events of the previous day had been no more than a bizarre dream. That is until the German press and radio wrenched them back into the new reality of military offensives, artillery bombardments and ‘Polish perfidy’. The newspapers that morning triumphantly recorded that German forces had advanced all along the line; Danzig had been welcomed back to the Reich, Teschen on the Polish–Czech frontier had fallen and the rail link to Gdynia had been severed. The only problem, it seemed, was that the British and French were still declaring their support for their beleaguered Polish ally. Though they had not yet declared war, both had ordered a general mobilisation.


  The world’s politicians also went into action. President Roosevelt had issued an appeal the previous evening to all the governments caught up in the European crisis. ‘The ruthless bombing of civilians in unfortified centers of population’, he wrote, had ‘sickened the hearts of every civilized man and woman and [had] profoundly shocked the conscience of humanity.’36 In response, he asked all would-be combatants to affirm their determination to desist from bombing civilian populations or undefended cities. He requested an immediate reply.


  Mussolini, too, sought to exert his influence. Despite previously pledging to support Germany in the event of war, the Italian leader now prevaricated and tried instead to broker a peace conference, clearly hoping to pose – as he had done at Munich the previous year – as the voice of moderation. When this idea foundered – scuppered by Hitler’s unwillingness to be pacified and the British insistence that German troops withdraw from Poland prior to any talks – he chose neutrality, dressed up for his domestic audience as ‘non-belligerence’. Though the German press indulgently neglected to mention the Duce’s decision, Hitler was privately furious.


  While the diplomatic storm raged worldwide that weekend, Germany presented an image of outward calmness. Hitler busied himself reading situation reports from the front and refused to hear what he called ‘bad news’ about the wider crisis. Foreign Minister Ribbentrop, therefore, assumed temporary control of what remained of German diplomacy. His primary objectives were to forestall the creation of a united front against Germany, and to shift the blame for any widening of the war firmly onto the shoulders of the British and the French. To this end, he prevaricated and obfuscated to the best of his ability, repeatedly sending the Italian ambassador, Bernardo Attolico, to act as an intermediary with the British and French, while simultaneously hoping that any such exchanges would be overtaken by events. He also attempted to undermine Britain’s new-found assertiveness by inviting Chamberlain’s adviser, Sir Horace Wilson, to Berlin for talks.37


  In Britain, meanwhile, Prime Minister Chamberlain also prevaricated, hoping to the last to prevent war, while the British cabinet and parliament pushed for a robust response to Hitler’s invasion of Poland. An initial British warning, sent on the evening of 1 September, had brought no response from Hitler, and, on the afternoon of 2 September, cabinet met and unanimously decided that an ultimatum should be communicated to Berlin. Chamberlain, however, was more cautious and sought to clutch at the straws offered by Mussolini. That evening in the House of Commons he suggested the possibility of an international conference to resolve the crisis, if the Germans agreed to withdraw their forces from Poland. In a ‘short and fierce debate’,38 he was shouted down, however. And when cabinet met again later that evening, it was resolved to convince the Prime Minister of its will. Chamberlain gloomily agreed. The ultimatum would be delivered to the German capital the following morning.


  The population of Berlin, meanwhile, carried on as best they could. William Shirer, for one, believed that he discerned a slight improvement in morale on the morning of 2 September. People were, he wrote, ‘a little more cheery’ now that the first night of blackout and air raid was behind them. Berlin ‘had a fairly normal aspect’, he recalled, ‘shops were open . . . work on the new buildings went on as usual.’39


  Other commentators disagreed with this rosy assessment, however. The British ambassador, Sir Nevile Henderson, was one. ‘In order to see for myself the mood of the people’, he wrote in his memoirs, ‘I went for a walk down Unter den Linden, the main street of Berlin. Few people were about, and everyone seemed completely apathetic.’40


  Henderson was heartened to record that Berliners did not vent their discontent in displays of hostility towards the British. ‘I happened to want a drug called “Codeine”’, he recalled:


  and went into a shop to buy it. The chemist glumly told me that he could not give it to me without a doctor’s prescription. I mentioned that I was the British Ambassador. He repeated that he was sorry, but the regulations on the subject were quite definite. So I said again, ‘I don’t think you understand, I am the British Ambassador. If you poison me with your drug, you will get a high decoration from your Doctor Goebbels.’ The chemist’s lugubrious face lit up with pleasure at this feeble joke and he at once gave me all the codeine that I wanted.41


  Even so, he noted that ‘The whole atmosphere in Berlin was one of utter gloom and depression.’42


  Certainly, considering the fine weather of that weekend, it was apparent that few Berliners were enjoying the city’s parks or waterways. One memoirist, for instance, recalled being told by a friend that she had been the only pedestrian on Unter den Linden, at 11.30 that morning.43 Racked with anxiety or confusion, most were busy stocking up on food supplies, making the necessary alterations to their cellars, or checking their precautions for the blackout. Some of the city’s children found themselves being swiftly dispatched to relatives or friends in the country, out of harm’s way. They appeared at the capital’s railway stations, looking pale and anxious, wearing tags around their necks bearing their names and destinations.


  At 9.00 a.m. the next day – Sunday 3 September – Nevile Henderson entered the Reich Chancellery to deliver London’s ultimatum to the German government. He was met by Hitler’s interpreter, Paul Schmidt, who had been asked to officiate by Ribbentrop, as the latter was unwilling to be the recipient of such bad news. Schmidt, who had overslept that morning after the feverish activity of the previous week, recalled that Henderson bore a serious look when he arrived punctually on the hour. The pair shook hands; they had come to know each other quite well over the months of Henderson’s residence in Berlin. Henderson declined the offer of a seat, and stood solemnly in the middle of the room. As Schmidt recalled, he announced, in a voice betraying genuine emotion:


  I regret that on the instruction of my Government I have to hand you an ultimatum for the German Government. More than twenty-four hours have elapsed since an immediate reply was requested to the warning of September 1st, and since then the attacks on Poland have been intensified. If His Majesty’s Government has not received satisfactory assurances of the cessation of all aggressive action against Poland, and the withdrawal of German troops from that country, by 11 o’clock British Summer Time, from that time a state of war will exist between Great Britain and Germany.44


  When he had finished, Henderson handed the ultimatum to Schmidt. The two expressed their regrets, shared a few heartfelt words and then bade each other farewell. As Henderson departed for the British Embassy, Schmidt took the ultimatum to Hitler.


  After negotiating an anteroom packed with most of the German cabinet and a number of senior Party functionaries, Schmidt entered Hitler’s office. Both the Führer and Ribbentrop looked up in expectation. He stopped a short distance from Hitler’s desk and slowly translated the document. When he had finished, there was silence:


  Hitler sat immobile, gazing before him. He was not at a loss, as was afterwards stated, nor did he rage as others allege. He sat completely silent and unmoving. After an interval which seemed an age, he turned to Ribbentrop, who had remained standing by the window. ‘What now?’ he asked with a savage look.45


  That afternoon, after the ultimatum had expired and war had been formally declared, the news was broken to the German people. For those listening on the radio in the capital, the announcement interrupted a broadcast of Liszt’s sombre Hungarian Rhapsody No 1. Immediately afterwards, in a speech that was relayed via loudspeakers in the streets of Berlin, Hitler attempted once again to justify his actions and to put the blame for the conflict on the ‘British warmongers’. He spoke of his ‘peaceful efforts to secure bread and labour for the German people’, and his difficulties in finding an understanding with the British, who sought ‘new, hypocritical pretexts’ for limiting Germany. He concluded by warning that the British ‘shall find out what it means to wage war against National Socialist Germany’, and reminded his listeners that ‘Germany will not capitulate ever again’.46


  Although it was altogether rather perfunctory, one might have expected that Hitler’s speech would at least have stirred patriotic emotions and mobilised Berliners to leap to the defence of their country. Yet, as Shirer noted, when news of the declaration of war was relayed to the German people that day, there was little obvious reaction. ‘I was standing in the Wilhelmstrasse’, he wrote, ‘when the loudspeakers there suddenly announced that England had declared a state of war with Germany. There were I should say about 250 people standing there in the sun. They listened attentively to the announcement. When it was finished there was not a murmur. They just stood there like they were before. Stunned.’47


  That afternoon, the German newspapers were hurrying to catch up with events. Many of them produced extras, which were then eagerly hawked in the city’s streets. One of the headlines blared:


  BRITISH ULTIMATUM TURNED DOWN


  ENGLAND DECLARES A STATE OF WAR WITH GERMANY


  BRITISH NOTE DEMANDS WITHDRAWAL OF


  OUR TROOPS IN THE EAST


  THE FÜHRER LEAVING TODAY FOR THE FRONT


  GERMAN MEMORANDUM PROVES ENGLAND’S GUILT48


  Though the extras were distributed free of charge, there were few takers.


  Later that day, as British Embassy staff prepared to leave Berlin, Sir Nevile Henderson noted that a small crowd of Berliners had gathered outside the embassy building and was watching as the staff’s luggage was loaded onto military trucks. ‘It was an absolutely silent crowd’, he wrote later, ‘and if there was hatred or hostility in their hearts, they gave no single sign of it.’49 One might dismiss this account as an example of British wishful thinking, but his observations were confirmed by Helmuth James von Moltke, a Berlin lawyer who would later become one of the most prominent members of the German resistance. In a letter to his wife that week, he described the scene of Henderson’s departure:


  This war has a ghostly unreality. The people don’t support it. I happened to pass when Henderson left the Wilhelmstrasse yesterday. There were about 300 to 400 people, but no sound of disapproval, no whistling, not a word to be heard; you felt that they might applaud at any moment. Quite incomprehensible. People are apathetic. It’s like a danse macabre performed on a stage by persons unknown; nobody seems to feel that he’ll be the next one crushed by the machine.50


  The broad mass of the German people reacted to the outbreak of the Second World War proper, on 3 September 1939, with horror. As William Shirer noted: ‘there is no excitement here in Berlin . . . no hurrahs, no wild cheering, no throwing of flowers – no war fever, no war hysteria . . . make no mistake, it is a far grimmer German people that we see here tonight than we saw last night or the day before.’51 If there had been some who, two days earlier, might have been excited by the prospect of a limited skirmish against the Poles, few relished a wider war against the British and the French. For the vast majority, even those born after 1918, the First World War loomed very large indeed. Not only had its human cost been enormous, but its political consequences had racked Germany, leading to revolution, political unrest and territorial truncation. The desire of Germany to avenge itself was strong – and had, of course, been one of the primary wellsprings of Nazi support – but for most this meant stopping short of war. The prospect of returning to the fray two decades on against the same enemies was one that seems to have left most Germans in something approaching a state of shock. As one Berliner wrote that day, the mood in the capital was profoundly depressed. ‘The atmosphere here is terrible’, he said, ‘a mixture of resignation and mourning . . . It could not be worse.’52


  Christabel Bielenberg, as an Englishwoman married to a German and living in Berlin, perhaps felt the pain of the new war more than most. She recalled listening to Neville Chamberlain’s Downing Street radio broadcast on 3 September, which contained the fateful words ‘this country is at war with Germany’.


  I sat motionless on the sofa. The voice carried on with its message but I was no longer listening. . . .


  The room seemed very small, much too small, and I got up suddenly and went out through the French windows into the garden . . . The air outside was gentle and warm. A pungent smell of pine trees from the Grunewald hung over the garden and it was very dark.


  I sat down on the low brick wall which separated our flower beds from the lawn, and stared into the darkness. Ahead of me a narrow shaft of light from the sitting-room window pinpointed my path through the dew, some dahlias beside me, the rough bark, the shadowy branches of an apple tree beyond. . . .


  An electric blue flash from the S-Bahn lit up the blacked-out sky, our little house, the billowing curtains of the room upstairs where the children were sleeping. An apple slithered through the branches of the tree behind me and fell with a soft thud on to the flower bed beneath. It was very peaceful and very still in the garden.53


  That peace, it seemed, was soon to be shattered.


  After the Polish campaign was completed, in early October 1939, the German people might still have imagined that the chances for peace were good. After all, the Poles had been defeated and, with that – cynics would have argued – the Allied casus belli had effectively been removed. Moreover, as no open conflict had yet erupted on the Western Front, it was reasonable to assume that a settlement was possible.


  This certainly was the logic adopted in Berlin’s government circles, even by Hitler himself. On 6 October, after returning from Warsaw, where the last pockets of Polish resistance were being subdued, the Führer stood before the Reichstag – once again assembled in the Kroll Opera House – and made what became known as a ‘peace offer’ to Britain and France. He began with a long, rambling piece of self-justification: summarising the successful campaign in Poland, pouring scorn on his opponents and praising Nazi–Soviet cooperation. He summed up his own thinking by asking:


  Why should there be war in the West? To restore Poland? The Poland of the Treaty of Versailles shall never rise again. This, two of the world’s greatest states guarantee. The final structure of this area, the question of the restoration of a Polish state, are problems which cannot be resolved through war in the West, but rather solely by Russia on the one hand, and Germany on the other.54


  Though he made it abundantly clear that any supposed settlement would have to be on his terms, Hitler nonetheless proclaimed his readiness for peace. He hinted vaguely at the possibility that an international conference might settle Europe’s problems and that a new Geneva Convention might regulate warfare ‘among civilized states’: prohibiting the killing of the injured, for instance, or the use of poisoned gas. He concluded with the faux-pious hope that God might see to it that the Germans ‘and all others [may] find the proper path, so that not only the German Volk but all of Europe may rejoice in the new happiness of peace’.55


  Four days later, while Germany waited for Britain’s response to Hitler’s peace offensive, a curious episode tested German resolve to the full. When Christabel Bielenberg visited the market that October morning, she noticed immediately that something was afoot. ‘What had happened?’ she asked herself:


  There shouldn’t have been a cabbage-leaf left, instead the stalls were only half cleared, only the do-or-diers were queuing and the other ladies were standing round in animated groups. As I passed down between the rows, one or two heads nodded smilingly in my direction. It was the baker’s wife who enlightened me as she clipped off my bread coupons and recklessly pushed an extra loaf into my old string bag. ‘We won’t be needing these much longer, Frau Dr,’ she said. ‘Wieso?’ ‘Why, haven’t you heard? Peace, they say, peace negotiations are going on at this very minute.’56


  The same scene played out countless times across Germany that morning. The rumour of peace spread like wildfire, overwhelming the telephone system with the increased traffic. Though it had not emanated from the German media, it nonetheless quoted reliable sources, such as the Air Ministry and German radio. Wild claims were trumpeted: Chamberlain’s government had fallen; the British King had been forced to abdicate; peace had returned to Europe.


  A few managed to remain circumspect. Helmuth James von Moltke, for instance, wrote to his wife on 10 October of ‘a suggestion . . . that the war may come to an end’. If it were true, he said, it would come as a ‘welcome relief’, but, he conceded, ‘I don’t know if there’s anything in it.’57 The majority of Berliners, however, rejected caution in favour of celebration. According to William Shirer, there was tremendous rejoicing all over Berlin. ‘The fat old women in the vegetable markets’, he wrote, ‘tossed their cabbages in the air, wrecked their own stands in sheer joy, and made for the nearest pub to toast the peace with Schnaps.’58 In a market in the suburb of Prenzlauer Berg, it was said that traders abandoned the usual rationing procedure in the mistaken belief that such pettifogging was now redundant.59 Christabel Bielenberg recalled the scene in her suburb of Dahlem:


  I was soon the centre of a chattering group all eager to tell me exactly what was going on. Peace negotiations, oh yes, with the British of course, a special envoy . . . No one seemed to know any precise details. Most had got the news from someone who’d had it from someone else; but one thing was certain: everyone . . . was beside themselves, and our joy reached its peak when the police sergeant, on duty guarding the market, pushed through the crowd and added his voice, behind which was all the authority of the law, to our babbling conjectures.60


  The peace rumour was certainly not confined to the ‘babbling’ housewives at market stalls. In the university, it was relayed during lectures with no doubts expressed as to its authenticity. Factories stopped work to discuss the news, and even those in government ministries began to celebrate.61 Cheering crowds of civilians greeted troop transports returning from the Polish campaign: ‘You can go home!’ they cried, ‘The war is over!’62


  An American observer noted that the Germans he saw on the streets of the capital that morning were smiling in a way that he hadn’t seen since the time of the Anschluss. ‘On Potsdamer Platz’, he wrote, ‘I saw people who had gone crazy with joy. Strangers grabbed strangers by the arms to tell them the wonderful news. “Peace, brother, peace!” Other people grabbed strangers and embraced them in a delirium of joy. It looked like New Year’s Eve in the daytime.’63


  As the rumour spread, it was embellished still further. Eden, it was said, would take over from Chamberlain. The Duke of Windsor would accede to the British throne and a special plane was due to land at Tempelhof that very day, bringing a British envoy and a draft peace treaty. Then, as if to give final confirmation to the rumour, word spread that Hitler would speak that afternoon at three o’clock. In response, jubilant crowds began to gather outside the Reich Chancellery on the Wilhelmstrasse chanting ‘Wir wollen unseren Führer!’ – ‘We want our Leader!’64 Across the city, pubs were filled to overflowing and radios were switched on everywhere at the appropriate moment. Berliners, like Germans elsewhere in the Reich, waited with bated breath to hear the good news. For those sober enough to realise it, the reaction was all very different from that of barely a month earlier, when war had been declared.


  The American William Russell witnessed the Berlin public as they eagerly gathered to hear Hitler’s speech. ‘It was already three o’clock’, he wrote:


  I stopped in front of a radio shop, where a large crowd was collected on the sidewalk to listen to an outside loud speaker. Martial music blared from the radio. The Germans talked happily amongst themselves.


  We waited for an hour, hearing the stirring music all the time. Finally, not at three o’clock but at four, came the voice of Adolf Hitler. The crowd on the sidewalk was deathly quiet.


  Der Führer spoke.


  . . .


  The Voice spoke for forty minutes.


  It had finished, and the sound of rousing ‘Sieg Heil, Sieg Heil, Sieg Heil!’ came through the noisy loud speaker.


  There was no mention of the new peace in any sentence.


  The Germans on the sidewalk around me were puzzled. Could it be that everybody in Germany knew that peace had arrived except Hitler?


  Had nobody told him?


  The crowd was bewildered, and disappointed.65


  That disappointment, it seemed, proved to be just as infectious as the jubilation that had preceded it. An SS security report, for instance, noted a ‘profound dejection’ evident in the populace following the official denial.66 Christabel Bielenberg retrospectively chided herself for believing in such a ‘ridiculous affair’. She vowed, from that point on, ‘never to believe anything that I had not seen with my own eyes or heard with my own ears’.67 William Russell commented on the ‘gloom’ that settled on Berlin that night. ‘The faces which had been alight with joy all day were secret and hurt . . . Berlin was completely blacked out. Just like every other night. But in the hearts of the people it was blacker still.’68


  Even the more sober observer Helmuth James von Moltke was crushed by the sudden realisation that Germany was in the war for the long haul. In the following days, he wrote once again to his wife in Silesia: ‘The catastrophe is rushing towards us. I’ve reached the point where I can no longer see anything standing between us and this catastrophe. Only a miracle can give us a brief respite.’69


  Goebbels, meanwhile, set about tracking down the source of the rumour. In a radio broadcast he vehemently denied the stories, directing his trademark venom at the ‘peace-loving rumour mongers’ who had fallen victim to ‘fishwives’ gossip’70 spread by the British Secret Service. In truth, there is no evidence that the peace rumour originated in Britain. The subsequent investigation traced its immediate origin to the German Post Office, and its director was duly hauled over the coals.71 But Goebbels was incensed: ‘There must be exemplary penalties’, he raged in his diary. ‘It will rain punishments.’72


  Whatever its precise origin, the peace rumour had clearly struck a chord with the wider German public. As the crowds listening in expectation to Hitler’s speech that afternoon had demonstrated, the country was gripped by a fervent enthusiasm for peace. To the dismay of the Nazi leadership, it was clear that Berliners and the German people as a whole were not ready for war.


  fn1 Whether by accident or design, Hitler had misrepresented the time at which his forces had opened fire. The first shots had actually been fired an hour earlier, at 4.45 a.m.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/Styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/Images/p13c.jpg





OEBPS/Images/p13b.jpg





OEBPS/Images/p14b.jpg





OEBPS/Images/p14a.jpg





OEBPS/Images/p12a.jpg





OEBPS/Images/p11b.jpg





OEBPS/Images/p13a.jpg





OEBPS/Images/p12b.jpg





OEBPS/Images/p10e.jpg





OEBPS/Images/p10d.jpg





OEBPS/Images/p11a.jpg





OEBPS/Images/p10a.jpg





OEBPS/Images/MyCoverImage.jpg
RANDOM HOUSE @BOOKS

Berlin at War

Roger Moorhouse






OEBPS/Images/p9b.jpg





OEBPS/Images/p10c.jpg





OEBPS/Images/p10b.jpg





OEBPS/Images/p8a.jpg
Schufzraun 2
50 Personen

Ruhe bewahren!

Jauchen verboten! 1






OEBPS/Images/p9a.jpg





OEBPS/Images/p8b.jpg





OEBPS/Images/p6c.jpg





OEBPS/Images/p6b.jpg





OEBPS/Images/p7b.jpg





OEBPS/Images/p7a.jpg





OEBPS/Images/p5a.jpg





OEBPS/Images/p4b.jpg





OEBPS/Images/p6a.jpg





OEBPS/Images/p5b.jpg





OEBPS/Images/p4a.jpg





OEBPS/Images/p3c.jpg






OEBPS/Images/p2a.jpg





OEBPS/Images/p2b.jpg





OEBPS/Images/p1a.jpg





OEBPS/Images/p16a.jpg





OEBPS/Images/p1b.jpg





OEBPS/Images/p3b.jpg





OEBPS/Images/p2c.jpg





OEBPS/Images/p3a.jpg





OEBPS/Images/231a.jpg
Uns’re Fanne flattert uns voran Our flag flutters before us
A SR - SR TN i —





OEBPS/Images/254b.jpg
I = 12. 1016 L 12. 0. 1042





OEBPS/Images/231b.jpg
Unser Balaur wackelt uns voran ‘Our Baldur wobbles before us
Unser Baldur ist ein dicker Mann Our Baldur is a fatty





OEBPS/Images/map1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/pub.jpg
VINTAGE BOOKS

London





OEBPS/Images/map2.jpg





OEBPS/Images/p16b.jpg





OEBPS/Images/254a.jpg





OEBPS/Images/254.jpg





OEBPS/Images/p15b.jpg





OEBPS/Images/p15a.jpg





