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PREFACE

In assessing the dissolution of Hitler’s regime, the prominent German historian Hans Mommsen has claimed that from 1943 on, the Third Reich was in an accelerating process of internal dissolution, a situation that prompted the most radical members of the party, state, and military increasingly to assert control and assume new tasks. Further, Mommsen contends that in the last year of the war the Nazi Party embraced an “allencompassing ideological mobilization,” returning to the revolutionary ambitions of the Kampfzeit, the period of struggle leading to power. As part of this marshaling of support, the key goal was to cultivate “a fanatical will to hold on” and to demonstrate that the Volksgemeinschaft (national community) “possessed a massed will to action.” To Mommsen, the breakdown of the state opened for ardent Nazis the possibility of a revival of notions of a revolutionary makeover of German society, which not only required the total mobilization of the people but also mass terror directed against any recalcitrant members of the national community.1

As Mommsen noted, in Adolf Hitler’s last official proclamation, dated February 24, 1945, he stressed “our unshakeable will” to fight on, evoking a vision of protracted struggle on German soil, one in which the western Allies in particular would tire of fighting a desperate foe determined to defend every village and house to the last man. If defeat could not be averted, Hitler, Goebbels, and other top Nazis seemed intent on securing “the victory of the National Socialist idea” in the future. As part of this endeavor Goebbels struggled to create an effective Werwolf (Nazi guerrilla) movement, both to promote guerrilla war as well as guarantee the survival of Nazi ideology. Efforts to raise a people’s militia, the Volkssturm (“people’s storm”), and the establishment of training camps where Hitler Youth would be indoctrinated to fight on for Nazi ideology, even after Allied occupation, were also indicative of this attempt to arouse fanatic zeal among the people. “We know that the idea lives on,” Goebbels asserted, “even if all its bearers have fallen.”2

Curt Riess, a journalist with the New York Times, noted that same February 1945 that this invocation of self-sacrifice, so reminiscent of Wagner, seemed to be succeeding “in making the Germans believe that even defeat and death can be—no, indeed are—something desirable and great.” This Todesverlangen (longing for death), Riess claimed, had always played a key role in German art, literature, and music, so “what Goebbels wants is nothing but to make the Germans feel that the world’s end has come with the German defeat and that their death, therefore, is a fate full of meaning.” Mommsen himself conceded that the extent to which this strenuous mobilization campaign took hold among the general populace was difficult to assess, although there is little doubt that the effort succeeded in prolonging the war.3 Despite the descending chaos, the energy and dynamism imparted by the party and its agents stabilized the Nazi system and enabled it to resist the desire of many citizens for an end to the war. Thus, in a cruel irony, the accelerating process of self-destruction actually served to create a certain coherence that aided the maintenance of the Nazi system and made it incapable of ending a lost war.

Whether intentional or not, Mommsen’s claims mirror the basic ideas of chaos and catastrophe theory. Originally developed to explain phenomena in the natural world, these notions have increasingly been applied to human society. According to these hypotheses, a system in a state of turbulence and disorder is unpredictable, but out of this seeming chaos can come patterns, coherence, and a temporarily stable yet dynamic structure. Since chaos can manifest itself in either form or function, an unstable system by definition is one in the process of going from being to becoming. Catastrophe can result from this chaos, especially when a system bifurcates, or branches. Yet even in this advanced state of disarray a pattern, a coherence, stable vigorous structures, and an explosion of energy can emerge. The energy flowing through the system thus produces a self-organizing, self-maintaining, dynamic structure on the edge of chaos where, ironically, systems perform at their greatest potential. Even as it disintegrates, then, a system can organize itself to a higher level of complexity and dynamism.4

Finding the order in something is, of course, a necessity for historians, but order is subtle because it is context dependent. That is, the researcher must understand all the complexities of a system to gain a meaningful appreciation of it. Chaotic disorder can erupt in extreme agitation, the result of which is often randomness. Such a system would display aberrant, illogical behavior, but can also produce stability and coherence before an eventual explosion. The more complex a system is, the more numerous are the disturbances that threaten its stability, and therefore the greater the energy necessary to maintain its coherence. Complicating analysis, unstable or aperiodic systems (such as human civilizations) display complex behavior that makes predictions difficult, if not impossible. When such systems are stressed beyond certain limits, sudden outbursts of chaos take place, characterized by aberrant behavior. Human decision making, for example, has the unmistakable imprint of chaos on it. One factor that aids in decision making, though, is one’s belief system. In “deep chaos” an element that helps determine a course of action is the historical dimension, a memory of a past event that took place at a critical moment and that will affect decision making, such as Hitler’s determination at the end of World War II not to have another “November 1918.” Order, of course, suggests symmetry, that one part of the pattern is sufficient to reconstruct the whole. Disorder also contains symmetry, in the sense that all possible transitions or movements are equally possible. Thus, it is difficult to analyze a system in decomposition, since different parts of the complex behave differently, although there is a tendency to react to disturbances by returning to a stable cycle that was active when the disturbance occurred.5

In the sense of a system in a state of disintegration that nonetheless continued to radiate an aura of control and seemed to have the situation in hand, chaos theory seems a good explanatory model for the Nazi regime at the end of World War II. As Herfried Münkler has emphasized, despite the continually invoked image of a Götterdämmerung, of a societal breakdown accompanied by catastrophic violence and disorder, the collapse of the Nazi system, coming at the end of a long and ruinous war, resembled more a slow process of deterioration than a sudden, shattering burst of light and fury.6 Indeed, despite the evidence of defeat all around, average Germans, both military and civilian, continued obstinately to play their assigned role. The years of extreme exertion had clearly exhausted most Germans, yet hope still flickered in some that one last effort to stabilize the military fronts might result in some sort of political solution or perhaps allow time for the appearance of powerful miracle weapons. In evident confirmation of Mommsen’s assertion, the energy imparted by a few managed to trump the lethargy of the many, and allowed the Nazi regime to remain a threat both to its citizens and to the enemy now on German soil. Indeed, the very uncertainty and chaotic nature of the situation at the local level aided those fanatics determined to resist, for, lacking any clear course of action, rank-and-file Germans tended to go along with directives from above.

This study owes much to the intersection of two developments: despite the persistently high levels of interest in World War II, there have been amazingly few studies of the final days and weeks of the war, especially on the western front; in addition, over the past decade or two, there has been a growing interest in investigating the impact of National Socialism at the local and regional level. As Münkler has stressed, this perspective allows one to get past the propagandistic images of grand rallies and popular adulation to the “normality and banality” of the system at the grassroots level, which, after all, was the fundament on which the Nazi regime was erected. Without the efforts of the spear carriers at the local level, who readily carried out the orders from above, the system could hardly have functioned.7

As with any local or regional study, there are a series of problems and questions: How did this process of disintegration play out? How much did the actions and events at the end of the war owe to ideology, and how much to a mere clinging to power by Nazi officials? How much did the constantly invoked Nazi image of a Volksgemeinschaft contribute to the stubborn, persistent German resistance long after any hope for victory remained? What role did ideological fanaticism play in the Wehrmacht (armed forces)? What was the relationship between people, party, and army? Did the majority of civilians desire a rapid end to the war, or were they willing, however apathetically and sullenly, to do their duty and carry out Nazi decrees? Had most Germans silently rejected Nazi ideology even before the collapse of the regime? Moreover, what of the issue of victimization: to what extent could German civilians be seen as victims of their own government? To most, the war’s end precipitated a sudden awareness of all that had been lost under the Nazis: lives, property, health, personal freedom and autonomy, honor, national reputation. To what extent, though, did this cause average Germans to turn away from the system? Did the loss of so much of value disgust and disillusion ordinary citizens, or did it cause them to cling stubbornly to Nazism, because otherwise the senselessness and futility of their actions would overwhelm them?8

This, then, is an attempt to illustrate and understand the attitudes, expectations, actions, and motives of those at the sharp end of war in April and May 1945, and in the chaotic months that followed. The goal is not to give a complete depiction of all the events in the Franconian area of Bavaria, which in any case would be impossible, but to achieve a representative and plausible portrait of the collapse of a society, and how it affected those involved, whether soldiers or civilians, victors or losers, perpetrators or victims. Ironies abounded, not least that in April 1945, in the “most German of regions,” a key question for German civilians was, were the Americans the enemy or liberator?9 Another important issue concerned the notion of civil courage. How was it acquired? Why did some choose to resist the senseless Nazi mania for destruction at the end of the war, while others willingly obeyed the Nazis, even when they knew their actions were illegal and immoral, in addition to being pointless?

Most Germans did not experience the end of the war as liberation, at least as commonly thought by the term. But they were liberated in another sense. For them, it meant the end of the illusion of German hegemony. The end of the war witnessed a societal collapse whose consequences were a struggle for survival, a subsistence economy, occupation, and waves of refugees and displaced persons to absorb. Another important point to emerge was the limited leeway for individual decision and action: for German civilians and soldiers by the threat of flying courts-martial, for foreign forced laborers by the reality of terror directed at them, for the average American soldier by the decision of too many Germans to engage in senseless resistance.10 Still, although their freedom of action was constrained, neither the German civilian population nor the postwar refugees consisted simply of passive victims caught between two fronts, for throughout the region people pressured local authorities to end the senseless resistance, or sought revenge for their tribulations in the “liberation” that followed. Not all the events of these terrible days can be satisfactorily explained, involving as they did a perplexing mix of military and ideological compulsion, contempt for life, self-assertion, desire for survival, fear, confusion, and anxiety, but out of the chaos perhaps some historical understanding will emerge.

In writing this book, I have benefitted greatly from the efforts of many people. I would like to extend thanks, both for their suggestions for improvement and their encouragement, to numerous colleagues with whom I have had conversations over the past few years at various historical conferences, as well as to the anonymous readers who read part of this study, which appeared as an article in War and Society. The late owner and editor of the Windsheimer Zeitung, Herr Heinrich Delp, provided a significant stimulus to this project both by opening the archives of his newspaper to me and by talking openly and honestly about the many controversial events in and around Bad Windsheim at the end of the war. I would also like to extend my gratitude to Herr Christoph Rückert, Herr Michael Schlosser of the Stadtarchiv Bad Windsheim, and Herr Kurt Güner of the Fränkische Landeszeitung for their assistance and generosity. I have profited enormously from the support of my colleagues Dr. Ronnie Day and Dr. Colin Baxter, with whom I have had countless conversations concerning various aspects of World War II, from the problems of researching day-to-day military events to the question of relating local events to the larger context. I would also like to thank Nikki Lindsey, a former graduate student at East Tennessee State University (ETSU) now in the Ph.D. program at the University of Illinois, for aiding me in my research and for posing stimulating questions that forced me to think more carefully about this project. Professor Christa Hungate in the Department of Foreign Languages at ETSU has been a valued and trusted friend to me and my family; she has generously given of her time and self to aid in my research, especially in Germany. The Research Development Committee at ETSU provided grants that aided my research in Germany and at the U.S. National Archives. Finally, I owe an enormous debt of gratitude to the outstanding Interlibrary Loan Service at ETSU’s Sherrod Library, and its director, Kelly Hensley, who has been a model of professional service and assistance. To all of these people, as well as those at the various archives who assisted me, I offer my sincere thanks and appreciation. Their efforts on my behalf have provided me a lesson in the meaning of professionalism and collegiality. The faults in this book are mine alone.

In “Love Song,” Rainer Maria Rilke wrote of the mystical affinity between two people in love: “Everything that touches us, me and you, takes us together like a violin’s bow, which draws one music out of two separate strings.” This expresses far better than I ever could my feelings toward my wife, Julia, who once again gave me the support and encouragement needed to complete this project. Moreover, in addition to all of her other activities, she somehow found the time and energy to create the maps used in this book. I can truly say that without her this book could never have been completed. My wonderful daughter, Kelsey, with her lively imagination, creativity, and love of learning, has been a continual joy and inspiration to me. I have learned more from her in the past decade than I can ever hope to teach her. Both of them have enriched my life beyond measure, and to them this book is lovingly dedicated.


1

WAITING FOR THE END

With German forces reeling back to the Reich in disarray following the hammer blows of the Normandy and Southern France campaigns, the end of the war in Europe seemed tantalizingly near in autumn 1944. Readers of the New York Times thus might be forgiven if, on November 12, they read with skepticism two items that suggested otherwise. In an article entitled “The Nazis Still Hope for a Miracle,” George Axelsson, the paper’s correspondent in Stockholm, noted that the Nazi leadership understood they could no longer win the war. While Axelsson had hinted in an earlier article that the Nazis might conduct a guerrilla war from the Bavarian Alps, he now stressed their determination to prolong the fighting in order to inflict maximum casualties on their enemies, as well as in the hope of splitting the “unnatural” Allied coalition. Despite the looming chaos and massive destruction visited on Germany, it could thus be expected that the Germans would continue to fight doggedly, trusting in yet another of Hitler’s miracles to save them. The other piece, “Hitler’s Hideaway” by London correspondent Harry Vosser, seemed to hint at what that miracle might be. Emphasizing that the Eagle’s Nest, the Führer’s retreat near Berchtesgaden, lay in a virtually impregnable area, Vosser underscored the probability of protracted guerrilla resistance by elite Schutzstaffel (SS) fanatics. Not only had the area been cleared of civilian inhabitants, he claimed, but an elaborate series of tunnels and storage areas for food, water, arms, and ammunition had been carved out within the mountains. With a nicely apocalyptic touch, Vosser also alleged that the Berchtesgaden district, some fifteen miles in depth and twenty-one in length, had been wired in such a way that the push of a single button would suffice to blow up the entire area.1

Fantastic stuff, and likely not taken terribly seriously either by the casual reader or by any American official who happened to read the articles. Not, that is, until after the German counterattack in the Ardennes, the Battle of the Bulge, provided a shocking demonstration of their continued ability to spring nasty surprises. Yet another in a distressingly long line of intelligence oversights—stretching back through the failure to note the defensive potential of the hedgerow country in Normandy to the blunder at Kasserine Pass during the North African campaign—this latest fiasco put the Allied intelligence community on full alert. By its very nature an inexact science, intelligence assessment is a bit like trying to put a jigsaw puzzle together without seeing the original picture. Forced to process a mixture of scattered and imperfect information, some rumor, some planted by the enemy, some accurate, analysts try to take the bits and pieces and create a credible assessment based on an appraisal of enemy intentions and capabilities. Stung by the Ardennes embarrassment and fearful that they had overlooked key evidence, American and British intelligence officials in early 1945 began reexamining information, focusing on three key areas: secret weapons, guerrilla activity, and prolonged resistance in an Alpenfestung (Alpine Fortress, or national redoubt).2

Of the three fears, the latter seemed most likely and threatening. Not only did the Alpine area of southern Germany, western Austria, and northern Italy, with its massive mountain ranges, narrow valleys, and winding roads, offer an ideal defensive terrain, but German forces in Italy had already demonstrated their skill at such fighting. Furthermore, the commander of the German forces in Italy that had so stymied and frustrated the Allies, Field Marshal Albert Kesselring, had just been appointed commander of all German troops in the south. In addition, Allied advantages such as superior air power and ground mobility would to a considerable extent be neutralized by the poor weather and cramped mountainous terrain. Moreover, underground factories in southern Germany were known to be producing the latest miracle weapon, jet airplanes, which might operate from airfields hidden in the mountains. Finally, the human factor could not be ignored, especially since Hitler had already issued any number of “stand and die” orders. Headlines in the Völkischer Beobachter, the Nazi Party newspaper, seemed to confirm such a determination to fight to the last, repeatedly proclaiming, “We will never capitulate,” and “Relentless people’s war against all oppressors.” Indeed, to Churchill and others, the sustained and fanatical German resistance around Budapest and Lake Balaton in Hungary seemed pointless except as a desperate attempt to keep the eastern approaches to an Alpenfestung open for retreating German troops.3 Worried about protracted resistance from a mountain stronghold, aware of the increasing imperatives of the Pacific war, and, not least, determined not to be caught off guard again, Allied intelligence officials set about assembling evidence to confirm their explanation for German actions.

THE ALPENFESTUNG AND REDOUBT HYSTERIA

Once begun, the search resulted in what appeared to be ample substantiation of the reality of an Alpenfestung. Ironically, the notion of a national redoubt, indeed even the name, stemmed from Swiss efforts between 1940 and 1942 to construct a mountain fortress that would serve as a deterrent to any possible German attack. By late 1943, with the tide of war turning against them, the Germans began exploring the possibility of utilizing existing World War I positions in the Dolomite Alps of Northern Italy as the basis for a defensive line running east from Bregenz on Lake Constance to Klagenfurt and then along the Yugoslav border toward Hungary. Since many of these fortifications had remained in relatively good condition, the Germans assumed they could build a strong position rather quickly. Thus, it was not until September of the following year that work began on improving the southern Alpine fortifications. That same September, the Oberkommando der Wehrmacht (German Armed Forces High Command, or OKW) ordered a survey of the western and northern Alpine regions with an eye toward linking these with the southern defenses. An engineering staff under Brigadier General August Marcinkiewicz was established at Innsbruck for the purpose of mapping out future defensive positions, although no actual construction began.4

As the Germans began initial preparations for construction of an Alpine fortress, intelligence agents just across the border in Switzerland took note. In late July 1944, Swiss intelligence agent Hans Hausamann sent a report to his government indicating a growing concern that fanatical Nazis would hold out in the Alps until new secret weapons or a split in the Allied coalition produced a decisive turnaround in the war. Swiss intelligence also informed Allen Dulles, the Office of Strategic Services (OSS) representative in Bern with whom it maintained regular contact, of the possibility of prolonged German resistance. Although himself somewhat skeptical, Dulles conceded that the Swiss took the possibility of a redoubt seriously, so he dutifully dispatched this information to Washington, where it likely would have been relegated to the wild rumor file except for two coincidental developments in September. First, one of the many American intelligence agents working in Switzerland sent a detailed report to Washington informing of powerful German defenses in the Alps. He spoke of monstrous fortifications with underground factories, of weapons and munitions depots, of secret airfields and stockpiles of supplies. Should the Germans successfully retreat into this fortress, the agent warned, the war could be extended by six to eight months and American forces would suffer more casualties than at Normandy. Of equal concern, he predicted that the Nazis could hold out for two years in the event this last bastion was not assaulted, a situation which might encourage widespread guerrilla activity throughout occupied Germany. Then, on September 22, the Research and Analysis Branch of the OSS issued a scholarly analysis of southern Germany and its potential as a base for continuance of the war. Taken together, these reports nurtured a growing concern in Washington of the possibility of a last-ditch German defense in the south. After all, if the Swiss had created such a stronghold, it seemed only logical that the Germans could and would as well.5 
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Map 1: Alpenfestung

Once conceived, the fear of an Alpine fortress exercised a strange fascination on American officials determined to avoid any further shocks like the Ardennes offensive. The Germans had certainly undertaken some type of military activity in various areas of the Alps, the idea of a Götterdämmerung struggle in a mountain aerie conformed with Hitler’s personality and previous actions, and there seemed little reason to doubt that the SS would continue to obey orders and fight fanatically. Moreover, Bavaria had been the birthplace of Nazism, and many of its leaders, not least Hitler, displayed an almost mystical attraction to the mountains. Finally, because the redoubt lay in the future American zone of occupation, it would be solely an American problem if allowed to become operational. Unfortunately, despite the undeniable logic of American assumptions, much of the information on which their suppositions were based had been planted by SS-Sturmbannführer Hans Gontard, head of the Sicherheitsdienst (Security Service, or SD) office in the border town of Bregenz. Having intercepted the OSS report to Washington warning of the Alpenfestung, Gontard could only marvel at what seemed to him boundless American gullibility. In late September, in fact, Gontard showed a copy of the report to Franz Hofer, the Gauleiter (party leader) of Tyrol, whom the OSS regarded as a radical Nazi fanatic, in order to demonstrate the ineptitude of the American intelligence service. In a grand irony, Hofer not only perceived how American fears could be exploited by propaganda, but also that the idea of a mountain fortress made sense from a military perspective.6

In early November, therefore, he dispatched a memorandum to Martin Bormann, head of the Nazi Party and secretary to Hitler, that detailed the need for immediate construction of a defense line in the Alps. What had not existed, what the Americans had conceptualized, Hofer now tried to make a reality. In addition to construction of fortifications, he proposed diverting enormous quantities of supplies, munitions, machinery, and military equipment to depots within the proposed fortress area, closing the region to all civilians and refugees, transferring thirty thousand Allied POWs to the Alps for use as hostages, and withdrawing the German army in Italy, still largely intact and undefeated, to the southern defense line. To Hofer’s great distress, however, no one in authority in Berlin showed interest in his suggestions, regarding them as overly pessimistic. Bormann, in fact, refused even to pass Hofer’s memorandum on to Hitler for fear, at a time when great hopes were vested in the Ardennes operation, of being characterized as a defeatist.7

Only Propaganda Minister Joseph Goebbels recognized the value of an Alpenfestung, and then merely to exploit “redoubt hysteria” among the Americans. Convening a secret meeting of German editors and journalists in early December 1944, Goebbels ensured the dissemination of rumors about a national redoubt by expressly forbidding any mention of such a thing in German newspapers. Then, in January 1945, he organized a special propaganda section to concoct stories about Alpine defensive positions. All the stories were to stress the same themes: impregnable fortifications, vast underground storehouses loaded with supplies, subterranean factories, and elite troops willing to fight fanatically to the last. In addition, Goebbels saw to it that rumors leaked not only to neutral governments but also to German troops. Because Allied intelligence drew on POW interrogations as well as reports from neutral countries, these actions ensured the further dissemination of apparent evidence of the existence of an Alpenfestung. Finally, Goebbels enlisted the aid of the SD to produce fake blueprints, reports on construction timetables, and plans for future transfers of troops and armaments into the redoubt.8

Aided by the efforts of Goebbels’s team, American journalists seized the tantalizing story. In late January, Austrian-born Erwin Lessner reported in a sensational article in Collier’s on an elaborate guerrilla warfare school being run near Berchtesgaden. There, elite SS and Hitler Youth members were allegedly being instructed in partisan warfare, with the goal of harassing the conquerors and terrorizing any Germans cooperating in the occupation. Lessner emphasized that these young guerrillas, given the name Werewolves, would stage lightning raids out of an Alpine fortress, trying to inflict as much damage and as many casualties as possible before retiring back to their mountain citadel. Although confident that this guerrilla war would ultimately fail, Lessner warned that it could nonetheless cause grave difficulties if not taken seriously by the Allies. After all, he pointed out, the Nazis had the advantage of having studied all of the resistance movements that had opposed their rule, and so had a clear understanding of how to conduct an effective underground war. In Lessner’s assessment, the Nazis meant guerrilla war to be another Vweapon, which, after all, in German stood for Vergeltung (revenge, retaliation). The goal, then, was not victory as much as it was vengeance.9

A few days later the Swiss added fuel to the smoldering fire. The Zurich newspaper Weltwoche, under the headline “Festung Berchtesgaden,” reported on February 2 that “reliable reports out of Germany contained technical details of the construction of a Berchtesgaden redoubt position with the Obersalzburg as the nerve center.” As the nearest neighbors to Germany, the Swiss had instant credibility, which was reinforced in the article by the accumulation of detail about the alleged mountain fortress. Running along the rugged crest of the mountains, the defensive system,


with its installations of machine gun nests, anti-aircraft positions, radio transmitters, and secure bunkers at the passes provide evidence that the romantic dream [of sustained resistance] is taken seriously and that good German thoroughness is once again being directed at a fantastic goal…. In the heights around the Königssee, in the old salt mines in the area, in hollowed out mountains and along valley roads, little by little massive depots of war material, munitions, repair and maintenance shops are being established. Industrial facilities to produce war material are being built there. Airplane factories for jet fighters are being erected, huge fuel depots put in place…. Underground airfields and hangers stand ready…. Grain and potato supplies have been gathered.



“The fortress Berchtesgaden,” the article emphasized, “is no legend,” with its political purpose more important than its military significance. It was, the author declared, intended to keep alive “a bacterial culture of National Socialist ideology and strength” until the day when a renewed Nazism would again seize power.10

Little over a week after the Weltwoche article, a long piece in the New York Times Magazine, “Last Fortress of the Nazis,” seemingly confirmed the Swiss assertion. The author, Victor Schiff, almost certainly had read the Swiss article, for much of his detail mirrored the information contained in the Zurich newspaper. Schiff asserted that the Nazis, having nothing to lose, would fight bitterly to the last in the hope of a reversal of fortune, and that the fight would be carried on by Hitler’s fanatical elite, the SS. He went on alarmingly:


It is noteworthy that since the beginning of the Russian offensive very little has been heard of the SS troops on the Eastern Front…. It looks as if the Wehrmacht and Volkssturm are being deliberately sacrificed in rear-guard actions…. SS formations are likely to retreat swiftly southward to a region already selected as the last theater of operations in Europe…. It will stretch from the eastern tip of Lake Constance to the approaches of Graz in Styria …, [with] an approximate length of 280 miles and an average width of 100 miles, and a total area slightly larger than Switzerland…. It would be comparatively easy to defend this “fortress” for a very long time with some twenty divisions … behind the formidable barrier of the gigantic chain of central and eastern Alps…. The few gaps in the valleys … can be sealed with more fortifications and pill-boxes dug in the rocks, and [there is] little doubt that the Todt Organization is already being used to the limit for that purpose…. We can assume that the Nazi High Command has started hoarding reserves of arms, munitions, oil, food, and textiles in a series of underground depots within the Alpine quadrangle.



Pointing to the difficulty posed by such an Alpine fortress, Schiff observed, “If they succeeded in holding out till the autumn of 1945, operations would have to come to a standstill till the spring of 1946 … [because of] the impossibility of any real warfare in such regions during the winter.” Ending his gloomy assessment, Schiff raised the specter of “a monstrous blackmail,” noting, “Since D-Day all the main political hostages from Allied countries have been moved by the Gestapo [German secret police] from various parts of the Reich into this Alps quadrangle.”11

Nor could this article be dismissed as wild speculation, for Dr. Paul Schmidt, spokesman of the German Foreign Office, gave a speech on February 13 to foreign correspondents in which he boasted, “Millions of us will wage guerrilla warfare; every German before he dies will try to take five or ten enemies with him to the grave.” As another journalist, Curt Riess, argued, such talk played to the element of Todesverlangen (longing for death) allegedly rampant in German culture. Just as Wagner portrayed the world’s end as a “Twilight of the Gods,” so Hitler and Goebbels wanted their own Götterdämmerung and hoped to convince average Germans that their death was a “fate full of meaning.” By the end of the month, even the Soviets had gotten in on the action, warning in Pravda that the Nazis had made complete preparations for setting up “underground terrorist organizations” for the purpose of sabotage and revenge.12

Adding weight to these assertions, Dulles communicated his growing concern to Washington, stressing on January 22 that “The information we get here locally seems to tend more and more to the theory of a Nazi withdrawal into the Austrian and Bavarian Alps, with the idea of making a last stand there.” A few weeks later, in fact, Dulles raised the possibility of not one, but several redoubts, asserting, “When organized German military resistance collapses, there will probably be more than one ‘reduit’ or inner fortress of Nazi resistance…. It seems generally accepted now that a delayed defense fortress will lie in the Bavarian and Austrian Alps. Swiss sources have information which they consider reliable that substantial amounts of foodstuffs being [sic] collected here, and that some underground factories are being prepared to supply arms for mountain warfare.” The problem, Dulles admitted, was that “it is impossible to put your finger on the particular area where the foodstuffs are being collected, or where these underground factories are being prepared.” He then closed his dispatch with a horror scenario outlined by the National Zeitung of Basle: “The most important centers of resistance … are to be in Thueringen, south of Stuttgart, and in Middle Bavaria and Austria. There is plenty of protection there by mountains and hills, and many fortifications have been constructed. There is already an armament industry in operation…. The idea of [guerrilla warfare] existed in 1918…. Similar plans are now to be carried into effect by the Nazis, with their habitual thoroughness, and aided by their experiences with the resistance movements in occupied countries…. There are special schools for recruits … [and] huge underground ammunition plants and tremendous stores of ammunition and food.”13

As influential journalists and intelligence operatives supplied seemingly detailed and knowledgeable accounts of the likelihood of endless conflict in a mountain bastion, higher-ranking Allied intelligence officials too began to fall under its apocalyptic spell. The fear that thousands of GIs would be killed in subduing an Alpine fortress was a nightmare that had to be taken seriously. Increasingly, then, all military measures of the Germans came to be viewed through the lens of the apparent reality of an Alpenfestung. The continued fighting in Hungary now seemed to make sense only in relation to buying time for an occupation of the redoubt. In addition, the numerous trains heading to the south (most, ironically, carrying looted art treasures to safety) were interpreted as military supplies heading to the fortress area. Scattered rumors gleaned from POW interrogations that referred to mysterious SS movements, bombproof buildings in mountain regions that would serve as military headquarters for a guerrilla war, and underground production facilities all added to the emerging picture of a national redoubt. Even the missing SS divisions added to the weight of evidence pointing to a last-ditch resistence, since Allied intelligence had also noticed an absence of several key SS units before the Ardennes offensive. “Not enough weight is given the many reports of the probable Nazi last stand in the Bavarian Alps,” concluded a counterintelligence assessment issued by the War Department on February 12. “The Nazi myth which is important … [to] men like Hitler requires a Götterdämmerung.” In closing, the memo urged that American commanders “down to the corps level” be alerted to the danger. A month later, Dulles seconded this contention, noting that “present [German] military strategy seems to be built around the idea of a reduit.”14

Not to be outdone, the Research and Analysis Branch of the OSS issued a long report on February 22 summarizing much of the accumulating evidence from POW interrogations regarding an Alpine redoubt. Taking as a given the existence of an “inner bastion,” the OSS stressed that it was an ideal gathering point for all retreating German forces. Psychological factors also pointed toward a drawn-out resistance. “Comprising as it does the Obersalzburg, the holy of holies among Nazi sanctuaries,” the authors emphasized, “the [Alpine] region has a romantic appeal to potential last ditch heroes.” The report then detailed the myriad activities throughout the region that supported the notion of an Alpenfestung: movement of SS troops and forced laborers, construction of fortifications, road and rail improvements, construction of barracks, warehouses, and weapons depots, installation of communication facilities, and excavation of tunnels. Taken together with evidence that the greatest efforts were in the Berchtesgaden area, the OSS could only conclude that the Nazis were concentrating their last resources for a defense of a national redoubt. Continued reports from prisoner interrogations over the next few weeks seemingly confirmed this assessment, as POWs spoke of underground barracks and armaments factories, movements of SS troops, removal of civilians from specific areas, and preparation of bridges and tunnels for demolition. Finally, Allied intelligence took particular note of the activities of Organization Todt, which had specialized in erecting defensive fortifications throughout Nazi-occupied Europe. As such, they had developed a system of standardized fabrication that allowed for the rapid construction of various types of reinforced concrete structures. Moreover, sufficient labor existed in the form of forced laborers and concentration camp prisoners to expedite any last-minute construction orders.15

Adding to the growing Allied fear was a mid-February report obtained by an OSS agent from neutral military attachés in Berlin that warned that the Nazis were preparing to conduct a bitter struggle from an Alpenfestung. “Military strong points are connected with each other by underground railroads,” asserted the attachés. “They have sufficient supplies for many months, the best weapons, and almost the entire German stockpile of poison gas. All people engaged in the construction of these secret facilities are to be killed, including any remaining civilians, at the beginning of the battle.” Since this report emanated from the heart of the crumbling Nazi empire, the OSS believed it could not be discounted, despite its sensationalist message and failure to address actual military possibilities. Nor could its claims of vast underground works be easily dismissed, for the Allies knew that the Germans had already moved many armaments factories into subterranean locations, which remained both undetected and undisturbed by Allied bombing.16

Peering into the unknown, worried about the possibility of yet another German surprise, Allied leaders increasingly agreed that the Alpenfestung was likely a reality. Allen Dulles noted in mid-and late March the likelihood that the fierce German resistance in the Ruhr and Berlin was aimed at gaining time to gather forces in the redoubt. He then stressed, “[Nazi leaders] now feel themselves as beyond the law…. We know that no fighters are more dangerous than those who fight with the energy of despair. They shrink from nothing …, for they have nothing more to lose.” According to Major General Kenneth Strong, the head of intelligence at Supreme Headquarters Allied Expeditionary Force (SHAEF), by March 1945 his office was “receiving a continuous flow of reports that the Nazis intended to stage a final prolonged resistance” from a national redoubt. Strong admitted that the “reports of deep dugouts, secret hiding-places, underground factories, and bombproof headquarters were confusing and unconvincing. No single piece of information could be confirmed.” An Alpine stronghold “might not be there,” he concluded, “but … we nevertheless had to take steps to prevent it from being established. After the Ardennes, I was taking no more chances.” Echoed Dulles from Bern:


I have reported several times about the alleged plans of the Germans to establish a maquis or reduit…. On the whole I am inclined to believe in this possibility, but I must admit that a critical analysis of reliable data received so far does not indicate that the preparations have as yet progressed very far.

There are a number of newspaper articles on the subject, with maps indicating the boundaries of the reduit and generalities about great hidden stores of provisions, about the preparation of underground factories, and the like. Much of this is probably fiction…. Some plants have been moved into the mountains…. Some preparations have undoubtedly been made, but not yet on the scale we have been led to believe….

[The Germans] have neither the supplies, the transport or the men to spare [for] any great effort to fortify and stock a vast inner fortress. And, from the practical angle, the talk of building in the mountains great new underground factories is nonsense. It would take years. There are some tunnels … which can be used and adapted. But new construction on a great scale … has been out of the question.



Still, he hedged, “This does not mean … that we will not have to fight the Nazis into mountain retreats. It is likely that we will have to do so.” And here he added a point important to military planners: “Nature itself, without much preparation, as the Italian campaign has shown, may make the going slow, difficult, and costly…. Much in the way of supplies and manpower may possibly be flung into this area at the last moment, unless our armies can cut off the Nazi retreat.” In late March he returned to this theme, stressing, “Elaborate fortifications are not in themselves necessary to make a mountain area … a formidable fortress if defended by resolute men … [willing] to make a determined stand.”17

As Allied intelligence officials struggled to gain a clear picture of German intentions, they sought to supplement their sketchy knowledge with information obtained from other channels. The SHAEF “Weekly Intelligence Summary” for the week ending March 11, for example, worried that “the main trend of German defense policy does seem directed primarily to the safeguarding of the alpine zone,” and emphasized that both ground reports and limited photoreconnaissance evidence of some twenty sites indicated the likelihood of German plans for resistance in the Alps: “Defended both by nature and by the most efficient secret weapons yet invented, the powers that have hitherto guided Germany will survive to organize her resurrection. Here armaments will be manufactured in bombproof factories, food and equipment will be stored in vast underground caverns and specially selected corps of young men will be trained in guerrilla warfare, so that a whole underground army can be fitted and directed to liberate Germany from the occupying forces…. It thus appears that ground reports of extensive preparations for the accommodation of the German Maquis-to-be are not unfounded.” In closing, the intelligence summary claimed that “considerable numbers of SS and specially chosen units are being systematically withdrawn to Austria; that a definite allocation of each day’s production of food, equipment, and armaments is sent there …; [and] that some of the most important ministries and personalities of the Nazi regime are already established in the Redoubt area.”18

Immediately following the release of this report, SHAEF ordered an increase in photoreconnaissance over the suspected redoubt area. As with most of the accumulating evidence, aerial observations seemed either to confirm, or at least not to contradict, the emerging picture of an Alpine bastion. Although intelligence officials were troubled by the lack of any clear pattern to Nazi construction activity and the absence of any indication of a deliberate German move to man an Alpine fortress, aerial photographs did show a disturbing increase in the number of antiaircraft sites and weapons around Berchtesgaden. In his official postwar report, Eisenhower admitted, “Although there was no evidence of any completed system of defenses … air reconnaissance … revealed underground construction activity…. It was believed that some subterranean factories had been established in the area.” In addition, ULTRA decrypts indicated the movement in late February and early March of German military headquarters to the south. Adding another piece to the emerging puzzle, British intelligence decoded a mid-March Japanese diplomatic message from Bern, Switzerland, that reported, “considerable stocks of war material were being accumulated in two last battlegrounds, or redoubts.” Although British intelligence generally remained more skeptical about the German ability at this late stage of the war to outfit and equip an Alpine bastion, Churchill nonetheless admitted that the possibility of such a redoubt needed to be investigated.19

By mid-March, then, the Alpenfestung had advanced from a speculative secondary issue to one that now began to influence Allied strategy. No further confirmation of that was needed than one look at the giant map that hung in Eisenhower’s headquarters bearing the legend “Reported National Redoubt.” Daily, it seemed, red marks, each representing some kind of defense installation, sprouted on the map like a fever rash. Troop concentrations and jagged lines of defensive fortifications; food, ammunition, fuel, and poison gas dumps; power stations; barracks and headquarters; bombproof underground factories—each day more symbols were added, until the map was awash with red dots. Although uneasy that most were also labeled “unconfirmed,” intelligence officers at SHAEF, stung by their earlier failures, now overreacted. To them, the forbidding mountain terrain of southern Germany and Austria seemed the greatest remaining threat in Europe, a nearly impregnable mountain stronghold that might prolong the war by months or even years.20

Despite a sober analysis by the Psychological Warfare Division (PWD) at the end of February that regarded the whole notion of an Alpenfestung as a dubious product of Nazi propaganda, and which also emphasized German deficiencies in food, munitions, and fighting power, American intelligence officers in particular had succumbed to redoubt fever. In early March, both Bradley’s Twelfth Army Group and SHAEF’s Joint Intelligence Committee issued summaries that stressed the likelihood of fanatical resistance in the Alps, both to obstruct Allied occupation of south Germany and lay the basis among the young generation of a future myth that National Socialism had never capitulated. Moreover, as late as mid-April both continued to note disturbing facts, such as long lines of rail and highway traffic moving toward Berchtesgaden and the concentration of two-thirds to three-quarters of German SS and armored divisions in the south. OSS reports also seemed to confirm the assessment of the military intelligence officers. Dulles reported on April 6: “While we believe that press [sic] has somewhat exaggerated extent of German preparations and probable territorial extent of reduit, there is evidence that considerable activity has recently developed … and that sufficient supplies and weapons have been stored … to equip with light arms and feed approximately 25,000 men for period of [one] year. Work on defense of important passes into reduit and on certain underground plants … and hidden depots has also been pushed.” In a telegram the next day, Dulles concluded, “Reduit becoming a reality. Large quantities of supplies are being accumulated…. Further indications are that OKW is being transferred…. Weissenberger [head of Wehrkreis (military district) XIII] is ardent Nazi and must be expected to fight to end.”21

By March 21, the threat had led some American commanders, Bradley among them, to rethink operational goals. In a memorandum entitled “Reorientation of Strategy,” the G-2 of Twelfth Army Group noted the continued German will to resist even after losing areas vital to military production. Further, the G-2 emphasized that “all indications suggest that the enemy’s political and military directorate is already in the process of displacing to the ‘redoubt’ in lower Bavaria.” Since Twelfth Army Group’s G-2 also observed a change in German defensive tactics, giving priority to the utilization of obstacles, followed by concealment, cover, fire, and movement, all of which suggested a trend toward guerilla warfare, the inescapable conclusion seemed to be that the Germans were slowly withdrawing into a prepared fortress area. As a result, Allied strategy needed to be adjusted accordingly. Bradley now proposed that instead of thrusting toward Berlin, American forces should first split Germany in two in order to “prevent German forces from withdrawing … into the Redoubt,” then pivot south to eliminate any remaining enemy resistance. Although based on a misassessment of Nazi intentions and capabilities, this analysis nonetheless correctly noted a variety of developments and put forward a reasonable reaction to changed circumstances.22

In contrast, a report issued a few days later by the G-2 of General Alexander Patch’s Seventh Army, which would do the bulk of the fighting in the redoubt area, was frankly alarmist. Colonel William Quinn, who suffered from a particularly acute case of redoubt psychosis, issued an assessment on March 25 entitled “Study of the German National Redoubt,” in which he expected the Germans to continue their stubborn resistance along the Seventh Army’s front and slowly retire to the Alps as a last stand. Quinn concluded that the defensible nature of the Alpine region, the fact that troops from the eastern, western, and Italian fronts could all converge on the area, and the continued German resistance in the Balkans and Italy all pointed to the existence of an Alpine fortress. He also asserted that information from “fairly reliable sources” indicated that the Germans had stockpiled weapons for 200,000–300,000 elite Nazi troops, who would fight to the last under the leadership of Hitler and Himmler. Already, he claimed, “three to five very long [armament] trains” had arrived each week since early February from the Skoda works bearing new types of weapons. Further, elaborate underground munitions factories were being built, an aircraft plant capable of producing Messerschmitts was already in operation, hydroelectric plants were generating power, and giant depots containing foodstuffs had been established in the Salzburg area. Quinn proposed four scenarios for the expected German resistance: (1) an immediate retreat into the redoubt under cover of dispensable Wehrmacht units, (2) a planned retreat in stages, (3) defense of the outer reaches of the redoubt and an orderly withdrawal under pressure from Allied forces, and (4) defense of every piece of German soil to the last man. Of the possibilities, Quinn considered the third most likely, with German forces in the west holding tenaciously to the Steigerwald, the forested peaks along the Main River, and the Franconian Heights farther to the south, then pivoting on the Black Forest and Swabian Alps as they slowly withdrew to the south. This would allow maximum numbers of German forces to reach the Alpenfestung, which Quinn had no doubt would be defended, since the Nazi leadership still had the will to resist.23

Although a massive misreading of German capabilities, Quinn’s report seemed to gain legitimacy from other sources. The intelligence chief of the First French Army, part of the Sixth Army Group, issued a study that confirmed Quinn’s fears of the potential for an extended Alpine resistance. Recycling all the usual rumors, the French concluded that the reports of underground factories, storage depots, power plants, and synthetic fuel installations, in conjunction with the movement of prominent foreign hostages south, could only mean a Nazi intention to carry on the war from a mountain bastion. Despite the fact that his own G-2, General Eugene Harrison, doubted the veracity of the French report, General Jacob Devers, commander of the Sixth Army Group, passed it on to higher headquarters. At SHAEF, meanwhile, further ULTRA decrypts breathed more life into the redoubt. A series of Führer directives in late March, especially one ordering all units of the Ersatz (Replacement) Army, except those that were “pure German” units, to be placed in “rearward positions in order to support the front [in creating a] strategic zone in depth on the eastern and western fronts,” seemed to substantiate fears of a transfer of elite German units to the redoubt. So, too, did intercepts which indicated that SS units were being moved to the south, along with high-level military headquarters staff and civilian ministries. From the sheer volume of ULTRA intercepts, it appeared in late March that a redoubt was prepared and the Germans were moving to occupy it.24

There were some in the intelligence community who, while conceding that the Germans might have theoretical plans for a mountain fortress, doubted that the enemy had the actual ability to man or defend it. Nevertheless, many of these same skeptics also admitted that, given the inconclusive and indeterminate nature of the available information, the Allies should act as though the Alpenfestung existed. Not until April 18, for example, did Dulles express forceful doubts about the reality of the redoubt. Even then he raised concern over the large number of German forces, totaling well over two hundred thousand in northern Italy alone, in addition to those fighting near Vienna and in Bavaria, which might conceivably retire into the Alps and their consequent ability to hold “this difficult mountain area for some time, assuming, as we believe to be the case, that a reasonable supply of munitions and other military supplies and food have been collected there.” Three days later, though, he hedged again, saying, “Reduit is to be taken seriously but will contain so many unreliable elements that will [sic] not hold out for long…. Military preparations within reduit feverishly but ineffectively prepared.” Then, on April 25, Dulles reported cryptically, “OKW, Himmler ordered northern reduit front be held,” which seemed again to provide evidence that the Alpenfestung was real. In addition, faced with stiffening German opposition along the eastern front, the Soviet leader Josef Stalin weighed in with his belief that the enemy would conduct a last-ditch resistance from a mountain stronghold in western Czechoslovakia, Austria, and Bavaria. Referring to rumors of secret negotiations in Italy, Stalin in the strongest terms also expressed his fear that the western Allies might be colluding with the Germans to halt the fighting in the west and continue it in the east, with enemy utilization of a mountain redoubt the key to the strategy.25

That the Allies were aware of fairly strong German mobile reserves in Czechoslovakia added to their anxiety, as did the knowledge that arduous fighting would result if even a fraction of the troops withdrawing from Italy, the Balkans, and southern Germany reached the redoubt area. Moreover, the Allies had no specially prepared troops for guerrilla warfare in the mountains, and in any case wanted to avoid any prolonged fighting, for—in the words of General Walter Bedell Smith, Eisenhower’s chief of staff at SHAEF—there was “a hell of a lot of pressure” from Washington to redeploy troops to the Pacific. As General Omar Bradley remarked after the war, “This legend of the Redoubt was too ominous a threat to be ignored and in consequence it shaped our tactical thinking during the closing weeks of the war.” Eisenhower, further supported in his conviction by a message from General George Marshall, now acted to prevent the specter of an Alpenfestung from becoming reality. On the chill afternoon of March 28, he composed three messages, the first of which was most significant and unprecedented. For the first time, and in order to coordinate the movements of the two powerful converging armies, Eisenhower communicated directly with Stalin. In his cable, he not only inquired of Stalin’s plans, but revealed his own intention not to drive toward Berlin but to move forces to the south and southeast, “thereby preventing the consolidation of German resistance in a redoubt in southern Germany.” Eisenhower then dispatched messages to Generals Marshall and Montgomery informing them of his decision and emphasizing again the “importance of forestalling the possibilities of the enemy forming organized resistance areas” either in the Alps or in Norway.26

British leaders reacted angrily to Eisenhower’s actions, in part because they had not been consulted, partly because they thought the Americans failed to appreciate the political goals of the war, and also because British intelligence officials were less impressed by the possibility of the redoubt’s existence. Despite their often caustic and acerbic remarks, though, Eisenhower’s decision was not based on a whim but, as his subsequent dispatches to Marshall, Churchill, Montgomery, and the Combined Chiefs of Staff illustrate, was grounded in a sober strategic appraisal of the situation in late March 1945. Although his messages to Churchill, Montgomery, and the Combined Chiefs were terse and correct, the legendary Eisenhower temper revealed itself in the lengthy cable he sent to Marshall, in which he vented his fury at British condemnation of his action. “I am completely in the dark as to what the protests concerning ‘procedure’ involve,” he complained to the U.S. chief of staff. “I have been instructed to deal directly with the Russians concerning military coordination.” In defending his strategic decision to turn away from Berlin, Eisenhower noted irritably, “Even cursory examination of the decisive direction for this thrust … shows that the principal effort should under existing circumstances be toward the Leipzig region, in which area is concentrated the greater part of the remaining German industrial capacity, and to which area the German ministries are believed to be moving…. Merely following the principle that [British Chief of Staff] Field Marshall Brooke has always shouted to me, I am determined to concentrate on one major thrust.” Eisenhower also left no doubt of his disdain for British arguments advocating a “northern thrust” toward Berlin. Not only was “Berlin itself … no longer a particularly important objective,” but, he observed caustically, “the so-called ‘good ground’ in northern Germany is not really good at this time of year. That region is not only cut up with waterways, but in it the ground during this time of year is very wet and not so favorable for rapid movement…. Moreover, if, as we expect, the German continues the widespread destruction of bridges, experience has shown that it is better to advance across the headwaters than to be faced by the main streams.” Barely containing his anger, Eisenhower then noted, “The Prime Minister and his Chiefs of Staff opposed ‘ANVIL’; they opposed my idea that the German should be destroyed west of the Rhine …; and they insisted that the route leading northeastward from Frankfurt would involve us merely in slow, rough-country fighting. Now they apparently want me to turn aside on operations in which would be involved many thousands of troops before the German forces are fully defeated. I submit that these things are studied daily and hourly by me and my advisors and that we are animated by one single thought which is the early winning of this war.” Nor did the Supreme Commander leave any doubt as to how he believed that aim could best be realized, concluding his cable to Marshall, “I will thrust columns southeastward … in the Danube Valley and prevent the establishment of a Nazi fortress in southern Germany.”27

Although unspoken at the time, years later Eisenhower acknowledged another reason for his decision to opt for a southern advance over a northern one. In an interview with Cornelius Ryan, Eisenhower stressed, “Montgomery had become so personal in his efforts to make sure that the Americans … got no credit, that, in fact, we hardly had anything to do with the war, that I finally stopped talking to him.” Moreover, as SHAEF’s deputy chief of staff, British lieutenant general Sir Frederick Morgan, put it, “At that moment Monty was the last person Ike would have chosen for a drive on Berlin—Monty would have needed at least six months to prepare.” Echoing this sentiment was British major general John Whiteley, SHAEF’s deputy operations chief, who noted that “the feeling was that if anything had to be done quickly, don’t give it to Monty.” In his March 31 cable to Montgomery, Eisenhower had underscored this final point. “My purpose,” he emphasized, “is to destroy the enemy’s forces and his powers to resist.” Left unsaid was his belief that Montgomery could do neither quickly.28

That the Alpenfestung existed only as a myth, as a refuge rather than a redoubt, did not become apparent until weeks later. Although Eisenhower’s decision might now seem hasty and ill-advised, given what was known at the time of both the overall military situation and Nazi tendencies, his determination to prevent a prolonged guerrilla war appears prudent. In a cable to Marshall on April 7, for example, Eisenhower noted a growing problem: “In our advance into Germany we are experiencing the same thing that always happens in an invasion of enemy territory, namely, the need to drop off fighting units to protect the rear and to preserve order among the population. This task is becoming particularly acute because of the habit of displaced persons, released by our advances, to begin rioting against their ex-masters. Because of this drain on our forces we must economize everywhere if we are to maintain the vigor and strength of our planned offensives.” And maintaining vigor seemed especially important (as Eisenhower stressed in another message to Marshall later that day) in order “to disrupt any German effort to establish a fortress in the southern mountains.” A week later, in a cable to the Combined Chiefs of Staff, the Supreme Commander still worried that “present evidence indicates that the Germans intend with every means in their power to prolong their resistance to the bitter end in the most inaccessible areas … which their troops still occupy…. [O]perations against certain of them … may involve considerable forces and also may last for some time…. [T]he storming of the final citadels of Nazi resistance way well call for acts of endurance and heroism on the part of the forces engaged comparable to the peak battles of the war.” Significantly, Eisenhower also indicated his appreciation of “the urgent necessity for the early release of forces … for the prosecution of the war against Japan.”29

With the latter in mind, Eisenhower later on April 14 dispatched another message to the Combined Chiefs in which he stressed that “to reduce the length of time for which the enemy may prolong hostilities” it was necessary to “capture … those areas where he might form a last stand effectively…. The capability of enemy forces in the south to resist will be greatly reduced by a thrust to join the Russians…. However, the national redoubt could even then remain in being, and it must be our aim to break into it rapidly before the enemy has an opportunity to man it and organize its defense fully.” Eisenhower’s greatest fear, as he noted in a cable to Marshall, also on April 14, was that “operations in the winter would be extremely difficult in the national redoubt.” Nor was the Supreme Commander alone in his fears. Influential journalists, such as Drew Middleton and Hanson Baldwin of the New York Times, continued throughout April to warn of serious military and political problems from Nazi diehards determined to resist to the death in the national redoubt.30 The twin ironies of Allied redoubt psychosis, as expressed in March and April 1945, were that Allied military officials were thinking more like the Nazis than the Nazis themselves, and that they mistook the logical consequences of the military attempt to split Germany in two for a deliberate Nazi decision to wage a partisan war from an Alpine fortress.

In any case, without the determined American movement to the south, German military leaders might well have sought belatedly to make a virtue of necessity and turn the redoubt into a reality. Hitler had, in fact, planned to leave Berlin for Berchtesgaden. Not until late April did he decide to stay and die in the ruins of the German capital. In driving southeastward to the Alps, the U.S. Seventh Army and the French First Army together took some six hundred thousand prisoners from mid-April to the end of the month, a total much greater than their own combined combat strengths. It thus seemed impossible that any sizeable number of German troops had reached the Alpenfestung. When asked on May 5 at the surrender ceremony the number of Germans cut off in the Alps, the German emissary for Army Group G, Lieutenant General Hermann Foertsch, astounded General Jacob Devers, commander of the Sixth Army Group, when he indicated at least 250,000 and as many as 350,000 in an assortment of remnants, with the higher figure more nearly correct. In addition, the Seventh Army bagged prominent military figures such as Field Marshals Albert Kesselring, Gerd von Rundstedt, Wilhelm List, and Wilhelm Ritter von Leeb, as well as political luminaries of the Nazi state such as Robert Ley, Julius Streicher, and Ernst Kaltenbrunner, the latter the head of the Reichssicherheitshauptamt (Reich Main Security Office, or RSHA), all of which seemed to add credence to the possibility of a redoubt. Moreover, SS troops under the command of General Gotlieb Berger, which included General Max Simon’s Thirteenth SS-Army Corps with its remnants of the Seventeenth SS, Thirty-fifth SS, and Second Gebirgsdivision (mountain division), did not surrender until two days later. Although disorganized, weary, and short of food, munitions, and supplies, the total bag of more than nine hundred thousand prisoners since mid-April impressed American military officials as much for what might have been as for the absence of any redoubt.31

If British displeasure failed to recognize Eisenhower’s reluctance to incur what he saw as needless casualties or his moral repugnance at the useless destruction produced by hopeless German resistance, they also overlooked his fear that prolonged fighting in Europe would have a negative impact on both the Pacific theater as well as the grand alliance. At this late stage of the war, Hitler could only hope to buy time, but given the prospect of new German secret weapons and the growing tensions in the allied coalition, any delay in defeating Germany raised the prospect that Hitler might be able to secure more advantageous peace terms. In the end, then, Eisenhower’s aim was simple and straightforward—to destroy the German forces completely in the shortest possible time. Preventing any German retreat to the Alpenfestung had now become his primary concern.32

“THE GERMAN PEOPLE WILL NEVER CAPITULATE”

As a direct consequence of Eisenhower’s strategic decision, powerful American forces (including the Twelfth and Fourteenth Armored Divisions, the 106th Cavalry Group, and the Third, Fourth, Forty-second, and Forty-fifth Infantry Divisions, a force of well over seventy-five thousand men and one thousand tanks) struck south and east into the heart of Middle Franconia, an area of early and extensive support for the Nazi Party. They went with the initial object of seizing the symbol-laden city of Nuremberg, then advancing rapidly to prevent any linkup of German forces in the Alpine regions south of Munich. Opposing this advance, typical of this late stage of the war, was a conglomeration of German units gathered under the overall direction of the Thirteenth SS-Army Corps, headed by SS-Gruppenführer Max Simon. A convinced National Socialist, Simon staunchly advocated merciless opposition, both against the American invaders as well as any war-weary members of the German civilian population inclined to avoid pointless resistance. Included in Simon’s command were Volkgrenadier and Volkssturm units of dubious value, along with the remnants of formidable outfits such as the Second Mountain Division, the Seventeenth SS-Panzergrenadier Division “Götz von Berlichingen” (composed in part of ethnic Germans from Russia), and the ruins of various other once-potent divisions. In all, around eighty-five hundred men and one hundred tanks of the Thirteenth SS-Army Corps, supplemented by various units cobbled together containing perhaps ten thousand men of doubtful value, along with specialized Kampfgruppen (battle groups), such as SS-Kampfgruppe Dirnagel with some three thousand men and twelve 88mm antiaircraft guns, were to defend a roughly sixty-mile section of the front in rural Middle Franconia. Under the direction of tough, capable, and resolute officers schooled in the harsh atmosphere of combat on the Russian front, these units were determined to resist in the west as long as possible, in the hope of buying time for what they, and Hitler, viewed as the inevitable falling-out between the Anglo-Americans and the Soviets. Fighting both from desperation and fatalism—“enjoy the war because the peace will be terrible,” ran a frequently heard refrain among German troops—they largely ignored Eisenhower’s late March appeal to avoid senseless bloodshed. The first three weeks of April, then, witnessed fighting in this region of a disconcerting intensity for so late in the war, seeming to validate the boast of the Völkischer Beobachter that “the German people will never capitulate.”33

The geographic and administrative designation “Franconia” itself indicated less a political than a cultural area, evoking historically romantic visions and associations with the great Frankish kingdoms of the distant past. Much like Germany itself, Franconia until the nineteenth century had been splintered into a series of small territories. Some political, a few consisting of important ecclesiastical holdings centered on Bamberg and Würzburg, and others key imperial cities such as Nuremberg, Rothenburg ob der Tauber, Dinkelsbühl, and Bad Windsheim. Franconia did not become part of Bavaria until the conclusion of the Napoleonic Wars. Typical also of Germany, some almost purely Protestant areas, primarily in Middle and Upper Franconia, stood juxtaposed with equally strong Catholic regions in Lower Franconia. Notable as well was a Jewish population well above the national average. In Middle Franconia, especially, numerous villages existed in which Jews made up one-third to one-half of the population. Fürth, with a populace that was 20 percent Jewish and by containing one of only three Talmudic academies in the old Holy Roman Empire, reigned as the capital of Franconian Judaism. Because of emancipation and the process of urbanization, the Jewish population in many of these villages shrank during the course of the nineteenth century, but at the beginning of the twentieth century Middle Franconia still had one of the highest proportions of Jews in Germany.34

With their ancient heritage as one of the founding clans of the original German nation, and their more modern view of themselves as a bridge between Bavarian separatism and Prussian centralization, Franconians also possessed a deep-rooted sense of patriotism and nationalism. Still primarily an agricultural area dominated by small market towns and farming villages despite the burgeoning industrial region around Nuremberg, Franconia in the years before World War I displayed a not atypical electoral landscape. While the Socialist Party dominated in and around Nuremberg and the Center Party benefitted in heavily Catholic areas, the Protestant electorate grew increasingly fragmented. Added to this were persistently high levels of anti-Semitism, albeit based more on economic resentment than religious or racial hatred. Not surprisingly, then, the defeat in World War I, the humiliation of the Treaty of Versailles, the persistent social and economic crises of the early 1920s, and above all the disastrous drop in agricultural commodity prices led to increasing political polarization that left heavily Protestant Upper and Middle Franconia susceptible to National Socialist entreaties.35

Continuing political uncertainty, threats of communist uprisings, and a deteriorating economic situation all influenced attitudes in Franconia. In the period 1919–1923, thousands of restless young men, students, and civil servants as well as World War I veterans, gathered in locally organized paramilitary groups whose politics mixed extreme völkisch nationalism and anticommunism with a general dissatisfaction at postwar developments. As early as the June 1920 Reichstag (Parliament) elections, large sections of Franconia evidenced an extreme political polarization, as radical parties of both the right and left made considerable gains at the expense of the moderate parties of the middle. While extremists in the nascent German Communist Party hoped the postwar chaos might lead to a Soviet-style revolution, the populist nationalists on the right reacted to the shock of defeat with thoughts of revenge against the alleged “November criminals”—above all, socialists, communists, and Jews—which they held responsible for Germany’s collapse. “In reality,” noted one early National Socialist leader in Franconia, “the war is not yet over and therefore it is still not lost.”36

The proliferation of völkisch paramilitary groups in Upper and Middle Franconia seemed to substantiate such a conviction, as organizations such as Bund Oberland, Freikorps Oberland, Wiking Bund, Grenzschutz Nordbayern, Bund Frankenland, and the Deutschvölkische Schutz-und Trutzbund asserted considerable political clout. Not only did these groups create a valuable personal network of populist nationalists, numbering among their members such later Nazi Party luminaries as Julius Streicher, Dietrich Eckart, Reinhard Heydrich, and Fritz Sauckel, but they also furnished much of the later political and ideological strategy used by the Nazis with such success in Franconia. The Schutz-und Trutzbund, for example, stressed “the pernicious and destructive influence of Jewry … and [considered] the removal of this influence to be necessary for the … salvation of German Kultur,” while another early völkisch nationalist, Carl Maerz, energized a not inconsiderable following of workers in Nuremberg with his attacks on “Jewish materialism.” His efforts to initiate a leftist anti-Semitism were continued after his death in 1921 by Streicher, the elementary schoolteacher and notorious Jew-baiter who in Middle Franconia sought to attract worker support through a policy of extreme nationalism and anti-Semitism.37

Then in his mid-thirties, Julius Streicher was a decorated war veteran, having won the Iron Cross First Class, who evidently developed an extreme hatred for Jews only after the defeat of 1918. “Through the study of books, as well as by a great many observations and experiences,” Streicher related to a Nuremberg court in December 1925, he acquired “the conviction that the Jews were the originators and manipulators of the war and the Revolution and so were guilty of the distress of our people.” In this, he was not unlike his later associate Adolf Hitler, who likewise sought at the time to infuse a worker-oriented nationalism and socialism with militant anti-Semitism, and who held Jews responsible for the German collapse. Streicher displayed undeniable rhetorical talents in mobilizing support throughout Middle Franconia in the early 1920s. In many villages and towns, reported the Bezirksamt (local government district office) Uffenheim, “almost the entire population is sworn to Streicher … and under the influence of the völkisch movement…. Even the Social Democrats support him.” The central theme of his speeches, that the “international Jewish conspiracy” was responsible for the present misery and suffering in Germany, not only found popular support but was accompanied by a steady radicalization of his anti-Semitism. In large parts of Franconia, then, much of the electorate had been effectively won over to the National Socialists even before they began widespread organizational efforts in the region.38

Streicher’s decision to join the Nazi movement in October 1922, which he viewed as a truly revolutionary group with a solution of the “Jewish question” at their crux, provided Nazism with an immediate boost in recruitment in Franconia, as he took the lead in organizing a number of new local branches of the party. His success as a propagandist, in fact, owed much to his ability to reflect and express local outrage and resentment. Just a few days before he joined the Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei (National Socialist German Workers Party, or NSDAP), for example, a Nuremberg court had acquitted a Jewish doctor, who had allegedly poisoned two local girls with a contraceptive, of manslaughter. Not only did the verdict outrage völkisch elements in the city, but Streicher’s public reaction illustrated well his peculiar propagandistic mix of racial hatred and pornographic sensationalism. However repulsive they appear now, Streicher’s tactics certainly proved successful, as he combined sentimentality, emotional intensity, violent threats, and utopian promises in an effort to gain total commitment to the Nazi movement. Over the next year local police reports indicated a steady growth of the Nazi Party as “young people streamed into the NSDAP in especially strong numbers.” Characteristically, the Nazis also agitated incessantly at the village level and generally exhibited an apparently boundless energy. In the first year of the Nuremberg branch, for example, twenty-nine restricted and twenty-six unrestricted meetings, along with forty-six mass demonstrations and one Christmas celebration, had been held. The result, as a police report of December 1922 noted, was that “the National Socialist movement was increasingly becoming the focal point of public interest.” Another report registered the success of the Nazis in attracting broad support, stressing that “a good portion of the [leftist] radical element is gradually learning to think in national terms” as a result of Nazi agitation. Significantly, many reports noted not only anti-Semitic utterances at Nazi gatherings, but also remarked on the often open sympathy shown by local police authorities, many of whom participated in local meetings.39

Described by Max Amann, at that time the head of the Nazi Party organization, as “the first great bulwark against the Bolshevik North,” Franconia generally supported direct action to strike down the unloved Weimar democracy. Numerous völkisch detachments from the region participated in the failed Nazi attempt of November 8–9, 1923, to seize power in Munich and launch a coup against the Republic. Still, the failure of the Putsch did little to alter the basic strength of the völkisch block in Franconia. Although the populist nationalist electorate remained in flux throughout the period 1924–1925, the Nazis encountered scant external opposition in rebuilding the movement in the area after 1925. The greatest difficulty, in fact, lay in reconciling the competing claims of leadership over the local and regional Nazi Party organization. Between 1925 and 1928 the Nazis resurrected numerous local groups throughout Middle and Upper Franconia, so that the area again became a stronghold for the party. By the Reichstag election of May 1928, the Nazis not only gained significantly higher percentages in Middle and Upper Franconia than in either Bavaria or the Reich (9.1/10.8 percent versus 6.4/2.6 percent), but among all electoral districts nationally Franconia gave the Nazis the highest percentage of votes (8.1 percent). In addition, two Nazi candidates, Ritter von Epp and Gregor Strasser, were elected to the Reichstag from Franconia, while in some small villages the Nazis captured more than 50 percent of the vote. Even before the breakthrough election of September 1930, then, the Nazis had effectively reestablished themselves in the towns and villages of Franconia, one official report noting with considerable understatement that the Nazis “appeared to have won more and more ground in the [electoral] districts.” Given the onslaught of the world economic crisis, then, it came as little surprise that in the Reichstag election of September 1930 the National Socialists increased their vote in Middle and Upper Franconia considerably. From 9.1/10.8 percent of the vote, the Nazis now garnered 23.8 and 23.9 percent, almost a quarter of the electorate. In some districts, in fact, they captured anywhere from 30.5 to 47.0 percent of the vote.40

Between the election of 1930 and the Nazi assumption of power in January 1933, the NSDAP in Franconia experienced explosive growth, in reality becoming in many areas nothing less than a state within the existing state. Continuing their frenzied activity, mass gatherings, verbal radicalism, and swelling violence, the Nazis increasingly asserted their authority. In Neustadt an der Aisch, for example, thanks to their majority on the city council, the Nazis were able as early as 1931 to prohibit Jewish firms from securing any city business, while Nazi-influenced city councils in other towns prohibited Socialist or Communist gatherings, spent welfare funds in a “National Socialist manner,” prohibited theater or musical performances deemed “cultural Bolshevism,” and blocked approval of city budgets. Not surprisingly, anti-Jewish tirades, claims of Jewish corruption and economic exploitation, lurid accusations of ritual murder and sexual depravity, desecration of Jewish cemeteries, and demands for a prohibition on shopping at Jewish-owned stores also increased apace. Indeed, in many areas local authorities by 1932 had ceased trying to rein in Nazi activities, one noting that the problem consisted precisely of the fact that “60–70% of the population have a pro-Hitler attitude.” The only surprise, then, was that in the various elections of 1932 the Nazis never achieved an absolute majority in Franconia, although in the presidential runoff election in April 1932 they reached 48.9 percent and in the July 1932 Reichstag election they polled 47.7 percent of the vote in Middle Franconia. In the heavily agricultural area of western Middle Franconia, however, not only did the Nazis gain a majority in the second presidential election, but in the districts of Rothenburg, Uffenheim, Neustadt an der Aisch, and Ansbach they garnered an astounding 80 percent of the vote.41

Now, in the sixth year of a lost war, Franconian ardor for National Socialism had waned noticeably. With the exception of the battle for Nuremberg, historians have accorded the slugfest in Middle Franconia little mention, but it provides insight into the fierce fighting that accompanied the end of the war, while emphasizing an important yet often overlooked point: even in supposedly “uneventful” areas actions took place that affected the fate of numerous individuals, both soldiers and civilians. For them, these events often had traumatic and life-changing consequences. As Earl Ziemke has noted, “A great many Germans died in the Spring of 1945, most of them in forgotten circumstances and without many questions asked.”42 In resurrecting and reconstructing their histories, one can draw out the larger historical pattern woven into these grassroots events, as well as impart something of the nature of life in the crumbling Nazi regime. With terror directed at them by Nazi Party functionaries and SS commanders, the local population endured frightful material destruction and sundry loss of life before the war finally ground to a halt. Swept up in the internal dynamic of war, with its characteristic pattern of order and obedience, will to survive and fatalism, camaraderie and a feeling of senselessness at events, many Germans had little desire to follow their Führer into a nihilistic orgy of destruction in the spring of 1945.

The problem, though, was the very unpredictability of the last-ditch resistance. This made any sort of orderly withdrawal from the war impossible. Those who were determined to resist injected a manic dynamism and energy that could stabilize the situation just long enough to ensure widespread destruction. So the situation at the tail end of this lost war remained more complex than a simple desire to resist or not to resist. It was neither and both—and required careful individual calculations of local circumstances, a continual balancing of constantly changing forces, and a feel for how to negotiate a path through the various dangers. Those who continued the fight did so for many reasons, out of habit, from fatalism, out of fear, as a result of self-delusion, and from ideological fanaticism, but the uncertainty they produced in both GIs and German civilians resulted in a tense and unpredictable atmosphere bound to lead to tragedy. As Reinhold Maier observed in late April 1945, the path from war to peace led through the “eye of a needle.”43 It was a path strewn with danger and uncertainty, but one which everyone had to traverse.
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FEARFUL ARE THE CONVULSIONS OF DEFEAT

By the spring of 1945, Adolf Hitler’s much vaunted Thousand Year Reich had become a vast battleground, a swarm of enemy tanks, jeeps, trucks, and soldiers, as Allied troops battered in from both east and west. The dead lay unburied in forests, or under the rubble of ancient cities, or in damp frontline trenches. The detritus of a disintegrating society lay remorselessly exposed: smashed boxcars, smoking locomotives, twisted rails in marshaling yards, smoldering debris in wrecked cities, long lines of forlorn refugees. The German soldier, the Landser (infantryman), watched fatalistically as the enemy threatened him constantly with sudden death from the air or a more mundane destruction by tank or artillery fire. The Reich’s economic chain also unwound with a relentless logic, as transportation dislocations meant fewer trains, which meant infrequent deliveries of food and fuel, which meant dwindling resources for the front, farms, factories, and homes.1

Even the weather seemed to contribute to the Götterdämmerung-like atmosphere. A steady cold drizzle hung over southern Germany in early April 1945, the sort that chills a man’s body and spirit. Nor did the dogged resistance of the German soldiers improve the mood of the average GI, for whom the thought of death or injury at this late stage, when Germany had clearly lost the war, seemed especially outrageous. Still, despite the evidence of collapse all around, few on the Allied side expected the Nazi regime to go quietly. “It is not to be expected,” predicted analysts in the War Department’s Intelligence Division at the end of March, “that Hitler in these last days of a national catastrophe will make an attempt to capitulate, step down, or negotiate with the Allies.” Neither did the Supreme Allied Military Commander, General Dwight Eisenhower, anticipate the surrender of the Wehrmacht without the complete conquest of German territory, despite his appeal on March 31 to German soldiers to lay down their weapons and to farmers to return to their fields and not engage in resistance. As one GI put it succinctly in his diary, “Although the Krauts seem totally beaten they are still fighting. I am uneasy about this…. I have a strange fear that they are still fighting because they have some new technological weapon being developed to throw at us.”2

“BETTER A HORRIBLE END THAN HORROR WITHOUT END”

The lack of response to Eisenhower’s appeal notwithstanding, no one could be under any illusions about the gravity of the German situation. Increasingly worried throughout the month about conditions in the west, for example, Joseph Goebbels noted in his diary on March 26 that “the situation in the west is more than ominous and at the moment one cannot see how or where we can stabilize our position.” Still, he detected a crucial transformation the next day, remarking: “The most critical development without a doubt is in the area of the Main River and near Aschaffenburg. Here the Americans have succeeded in a surprise advance, and in fact deep into our rear, as a result of which an extraordinarily critical situation has arisen for us…. This could lead to the most unpleasant consequences, for such a deep break-in was completely unexpected by most of the population as well as the few available Wehrmacht contingents.” By March 31 he observed gloomily, “Developments in the west naturally give rise to the greatest anxiety…. Looking at the map, one could well gain the impression that this is the beginning of a catastrophe …, and in fact the most deplorable feature of this development is that neither the civilian population nor the troops possess the necessary morale to continue the fight.” As Goebbels had realized, the Nazi regime could now hope only to delay its defeat, not prevent it. In southern Germany a coherent defense barely existed, the limits of Wehrmacht resources being taxed just to cobble together a makeshift effort. The scattered and hastily assembled detachments of replacement troops, officer trainees, Luftwaffe ground forces, local Hitler Youth groups, and the remnants of frontline outfits that had lost most of their tanks, artillery, and heavy weapons sought to take advantage of natural barriers, such as rivers or forested ridges, as well as the numerous towns and villages in the area, in the hope of slowing down the American advance. The newly formed contingents rushed to the front suffered from inadequate training, lack of officers, and poor supply. Hampered also by lack of mobility, transportation difficulties, shortages of food, fuel, trucks, tanks, and large-caliber antitank weapons, and further constrained by the complete American dominance of the air, an effective defense seemed hardly possible.3

The creeping disintegration of the German war effort also made a powerful impression on the local population. Although the popular mood in Germany had stabilized following the counteroffensive in the Ardennes in December 1944, with sizable segments of the population voicing both faith in Hitler and hope for a last decisive confrontation, morale, especially in the west, began to crack in the first weeks and months of 1945 as evidence of defeat mounted. Numerous internal intelligence reports stressed how the unending stream of refugees, the unhindered penetration of Germany by waves of Allied bombers, the terror of the incessant aerial bombardment, signs of troop demoralization and disintegration, and confirmation of the tremendous material superiority of the enemy all stunned and depressed the local citizenry. Although faith in Hitler remained relatively high among virtually all segments of the populace, German society increasingly began to fragment. Internal intelligence reports at the end of February 1945 insisted that while the behavior of the working classes remained “exemplary,” with almost “no grumbling in these circles,” the attitude of the “so-called middle classes” was characterized by “a profound lethargy and an extensive letting go.” The reports noted typical middle-class comments such as “Everything is lost, why go on working” and “In three months the war will be lost anyway.” By contrast, most discontent in the working classes, according to the reports, centered not on the regime as such, but on its failure to carry out a radical restructuring of German society in order to break the power of the conservative bourgeoisie. The general proletarian attitude seemed to be that it was high time to purge these stagnant elements, and that the Führer should finally listen to the working class. In the seeming absence of viable alternatives, most workers thus clung to Hitler and increasingly demanded ruthless action against the traitors held responsible for Germany’s present desperate plight.4

The popular mood, however, remained volatile, as Goebbels recognized. “We are already forced,” he admitted on March 2, “and will soon be forced even more to make extraordinarily severe reductions in the food ration…. As a result it will in practice fall below the tolerable minimum subsistence level…. One can imagine what the effect on the public will be.” A few days later, on March 8, he acknowledged, “Although our western enemies remain deeply impressed by the fantastic fighting spirit of our troops in the west …, one can admit that the morale of our soldiers is slowly deteriorating…. [T]hey have now been fighting uninterruptedly for weeks and months. Somewhere the physical strength to resist runs out. This also applies to a certain extent to the civilian population in the western German areas.” Two days later, Goebbels despaired, “Letters I am now receiving indicate that German war morale has reached its nadir. The letter writers complain of the defeatist attitude of large sections of the front, but also about the massive breakdown in morale among the civilian population.” Although noting with satisfaction on March 11 reports from Allied newspapers that large numbers of German POWs “still maintain the view that Germany must definitely win the war” and retained “an almost mystical faith in Hitler,” Goebbels nonetheless admitted on April 1 that “the morale both of the civilian population and of the troops [in the west] has sunk extraordinarily low. People no longer shrink from criticism of the Führer…. They have been demoralized by the continuous enemy air-raids and are now throwing themselves into the arms of the Anglo-Americans, in some cases enthusiastically, in others at least without genuine resistance. In some cases … the people have even taken active steps against troops willing to resist, which naturally has had an extraordinarily depressing effect on them…. [T]he morale of the civilian population is extremely alarming.” Goebbels’s key admission, in terms of any hope of effectively continuing the war, concerned the populace’s attitude toward Hitler. As he recognized a week earlier, “A fateful development seems to me the fact that now neither the Führer in person nor the National Socialist concept nor the National Socialist movement are immune from criticism.”5 Going beyond apathy and resignation, this emerging attitude represented a wholesale rejection of the social-revolutionary promise at the heart of the Nazi idea.

Reich propaganda officials, in their directives to the press, made especially strenuous efforts in the first months of 1945 to bolster morale and the spirit of sacrifice in the west. In a typical local newspaper from Middle Franconia, the Windsheimer Zeitung, numerous articles in January and February depicted the seriousness of the situation and the need for a willingness to sacrifice for the Fatherland. Many of these articles, however, had a “liturgical” quality to them, in that they conveyed in empty ritualistic form the substance of the message, if not always the spirit. In a lead article on January 6, for example, Hermann Delp, the editor of the paper and himself a respected World War I veteran, invoked historical examples from the Thirty Years War in his call for “resistance to the last.” But having fulfilled his obligation to higher political authorities, he left the ultimate purpose of that resistance ambiguous. Indeed, Delp’s examples might have suggested to careful readers that his calls for resistance aimed more at preserving the thousand-year-old imperial city of Bad Windsheim than fighting to the last against the external enemy. Although he concluded with a rousing appeal to “iron will” and the spirit of “unbroken resistance,” the title he chose for his article was likely more revealing of his true intention: “Old, sturdy city, your will to live will triumph over destiny.”6

The difficulty of measuring popular sentiment in a society in which the regime tightly controlled the flow of information, of course, lies in determining with what degree of skepticism readers perused the newspaper, and which articles had the greatest impact. Stirring poems, such as that by a local farmer that appeared on January 13, vowing defiantly, “We are Franconian farmers / always ready to die / We protect the homeland like ramparts / And don’t ask after the time / … We are Franconian farmers / Faithful always to the Führer / And if towns and walls crumble / We’ll build Germany anew!” as well as pithy slogans like “No victory without sacrifice!” seemingly conveyed a powerful message aimed at strengthening the will to resist. For every article pledging to “strike down the sons of the Steppe,” others recounting the suffering of the Nuremberg populace after the aerial bombardment of January 2, and the appearance of large numbers of urban evacuees in Bad Windsheim, each with a story of misery and hardship, likely produced contrary impressions. In addition, in assessing the popular mood, the plethora of articles offering advice on how to use substitutes and manage food shortages, not to mention the almost weekly reductions in the food ration, have to be balanced against the inflamed calls of local party leaders to swear loyalty to the regime to the death.7

Moreover, the steady drumbeat of announcements calling elderly men, young boys, and women for military duties, as well as urging them to contribute their antiquated weapons to the final struggle, surely shook the confidence of the typical citizen. As a refrain in south Germany went, mocking the promise of new miracle weapons, “Dear Fatherland, rest secure, Granny’s been drafted to the war; Could that be our new weapon?” Characteristic as well was the sardonic slogan of those overage men conscripted into the Volkssturm, “We old monkeys are the Führer’s newest weapon.” Yet another popular witticism had it that the Volkssturm was “the most valuable part of the Wehrmacht: silver hair, gold in their mouth, and lead in their bones.” Finally, the regular appearance of somber death notices, peculiar to German newspapers, announcing the loss at the front of a family member must have disheartened even the stoutest advocate of resistance. Revealingly, virtually none of the death notices, even those of SS members, now proclaimed that their sons, fathers, or brothers had died a glorious death in service for the Führer. They might speak of “God’s will,” or a “hero’s death,” or “fulfillment of duty,” or that the loved one died in service to the Fatherland, but in this region that had so early and consistently given its support to Hitler and the National Socialists, hardly anyone could now find solace in a death for Hitler or National Socialist Germany.8

In the west, where Anglo-American dominance could no longer be disguised, what was termed by the Nazi leadership a “spirit of Americanism” certainly began to spread. Intended by Nazi officials to convey the sense that individual concerns had begun to supersede concern for the nation as a whole, which lay at the core of National Socialism’s glorification of the Volksgemeinschaft (indeed, a constant Nazi slogan had been Gemeinnutz geht vor Eigennutz, common good before individual good), this “spirit of Americanism” manifested itself most frequently as an elementary hope for personal survival. This attitude owed little to overt political or ideological considerations, but rather exemplified a general feeling of war weariness. Few wanted to lose the war, but in general the broad mass of the population remained preoccupied with simple survival, things like scrounging for food on a daily basis and hoping to avoid the terror from the skies. As the Regierungspräsident (chief administrator) of Middle Franconia noted in early February, “The deep penetration of the Bolshevik winter offensive … in connection with the increasingly troublesome lack of coal has created a deep despondency in large sections of the population…. This depressed mood was sharpened in Franconia by the terror attack of January 2 on Nuremberg, the city of the Reichsparteitage [Nazi Party rallies].” Nor could an article on hunger that appeared in the Nationalsozialistische Parteikorrespondenz (National Socialist Party Correspondence) on February 21 have lifted morale to any extent. “Medical investigations have proven,” claimed the author, “that willpower also plays a considerable role in overcoming many eating problems…. Only those with a weak character have a panic attack when facing hunger…. It is an established fact that many metabolic afflictions occur only in connection with too rich a diet.”9

As the front drew ever nearer the ancient farms and villages of Middle Franconia, even those in rural areas who had until now been spared the nightmare of aerial bombardment began to feel its impact. “It was in the first days of April 1945,” remembered Lotte Gebert. “As always I rode my bike to my place of work in Bad Windsheim. About halfway there … I heard the hum of an airplane. I crossed the street, threw my bike in the ditch alongside the road, and cowered under a large tree with my face and body pressed to the ground. The airplane flew away and then returned. Its machine gun rattling, all the while it looked for something…. Suddenly all was quiet…. The airplane was gone…. It took a while before I could stand up. I leaned against the tree trunk. Tears ran down my cheeks.” The sense of an intimate clash with fate, of the terror of the hunted, also resonated in other accounts of personal confrontations with Tiefflieger (low-flying fighter-bombers). “We had a meadow [near Obernzenn],” recalled Anni Pachtner. “I was supposed to haul manure to it in a cart pulled by two cows…. [One day] as I finished unloading [the manure] a large airplane came out of the west, flying rather low. It attacked me straightaway. I thought that this was the end…. I couldn’t leave the cows alone so I stood meekly in front of them, assuming that we would now be shot. But nothing happened and the airplane flew away…. I went home as fast as the cows could walk, still shaking from fear…. I was twenty-four years old.”10

Individuals did not always escape unharmed, however. On the morning of April 5, Robert Beining, a journalist for the Windsheimer Zeitung, had just gone to pick up a business letter at the local train station, where a freight train had stood for days loaded with goods meant for the airbase at nearby Illesheim. American reconnaissance planes, he remembered, had constantly been circling the area, so he thought little of their presence on this day. At about 10:00 A.M., though, Beining heard the loud chattering noise of machine guns. “We sought as much protection as we could get under desks and behind file cabinets,” he recalled.


But when we heard the first bomb blasts we hurriedly scrambled into the cellar…. The reconnaissance planes had called in fighter-bombers, which now began to strike the entire station complex. Again and again we heard the sinister growling of the diving airplanes, then the clattering of machine guns, and finally the bomb blasts. A bomb struck so close … that a cellar window blew out [filling] the room with an enormous rush of air…. There were also a few children in the cellar who screamed and cried and called, “Mommy, I still want to live.” This wailing by the children was horrible….

After about thirty minutes the attack stopped and we could leave the cellar…. Everywhere [we saw] craters and destroyed freight cars. The locomotive, the last that the Bad Windsheim train station possessed, was burning. Tracks were twisted into coils…. [A] warehouse in which thousands of bushels of grain was stored was burning…. But the most tragic was that two young boys playing at the warehouse had lost their lives in this attack.11



Trapped as helpless prey in a surreal yet deadly game over which one had no control, the constant threat from the skies put an intense emphasis on self-preservation, because the body was reduced to a state of defenseless and motionless waiting. For those on the ground, these were painful moments, a murderous interlude during which the brain linked every sound with the thought of death. Caught in a narrowly circumscribed world of predator and prey, survivors recalled a feeling that the terror would suck them in, that they were slated to become the next victim of a pitiless thirst for destruction. Enfeebled and helpless when American fighter-bombers in the first week of April twice attacked Bad Windsheim, as well as the neighboring town of Uffenheim, local authorities could respond only with public notices warning of the danger of Tiefflieger, a warning that extended to farmers tilling their fields or herding their cattle to pastures. The incessant aerial assaults forced farmers to work in their fields only very early in the morning or late at night. Indeed, local farmers in Külsheim, a small village a few miles outside of Bad Windsheim, had become so agitated and enraged that they beat one downed American pilot so brutally that when he was delivered to the nearby airbase at Illesheim for interrogation he showed no signs of life.12

This complete American domination of the skies also meant interruptions in the delivery of basic food items and other supplies. Although food rations had already been cut three times between March 1 and April 12, with further warnings of shortages of essential provisions, the distribution of even these scarce foodstuffs could not be guaranteed. As a result, in Middle Franconia many people, despite increasingly severe threats, had taken to hoarding, while the appearance of virtually any food item in local stores resulted in long-suffering women forming queues almost instantaneously. At times, however, this generally orderly process broke down, as civilians began “to organize” food necessities for themselves. Ironically, American fighter-bombers presented many a Franconian village with a surprise gift in the form of a partially destroyed food warehouse or a shot-up supply train caught in a local station. Given the opportunity for ready plundering, hardly anyone could resist. In mid-April a local minister witnessed a typical scene. “Around 8 a.m. began a great running about on the main street toward the center of the town,” recorded the Reverend Geuder from Eibach. “After a time the people returned: they carried great quantities of shoes, linen, cloth, and the like. All came from a large police warehouse … that had been opened up so that it would not fall into enemy hands. The greed and the scuffling are so great that it appears that there have been wounded.” Later that same day, another “inglorious scene” took place at a local depot. A freight car loaded with food for distribution had instead been plundered, with some getting large quantities and others nothing. “Is this the result of twelve years of schooling in Volksgemeinschaft?” the minister asked bitterly.13

Similar scenes played out in towns to the south. A twenty-year-old woman in Aichach noted in her diary on April 24, “People are acting like they’re crazy. Everyone is trying to buy or grab whatever is available. Already in the early morning hours long lines stretched in front of the bakeries and grocery stores. Everyone wants bread above all because there is not supposed to be anymore in the near future. Everyone was walking and running and hurrying.” Not surprisingly, this headlong tumult often degenerated into a sort of mob frenzy. “The irrational people have stormed nearly every shop …,” the young woman continued. “One woman was knocked down, but the people just left her lying there and stepped over her…. The people are all rushing about frightened and panicky…. In the meantime, fighter planes returned and the people all ran into each other seeking shelter.” A few days later, she again witnessed similar scenes of mass tumult. Pondering the frenzied hoarding and long lines of people at food distribution spots, “I instinctively thought of the poem about Eppelein von Geilingen: ‘Die ganze Stadt war toll und voll, und was an Gift und was an Groll [the whole town was crazed and drunk, some from malice and some from rage.] …’ Everyone cursed the Nazis.”14

Particularly after the American capture of the Rhine bridge at Remagen in early March, popular sentiment in the west turned deeply despondent, one report noting the mood was “progressively declining, fatalistic. No matter what happens, call it quits.” Bitterly sardonic jokes were now directed at Hitler, in a grim parody of his earlier promises: “Give me ten years and you will have airy and sunny homes, you will not recognize your cities.” Indeed, it was now impossible to recognize cities turned into piles of rubble by Allied bombing. More pointedly, numerous comments reveal that many now seemed to regard the Allied bombing raids as retribution for the Nazi treatment of the Jews. In his revealing diary of life in Nazi Germany, Victor Klemperer, always a sensitive observer of the popular mood, noted as early as January 29, 1944, that some were saying the air “attacks on Berlin and the destruction of Leipzig were retribution” for bad treatment of the Jews, while on May 9, 1944, he recorded the latest witticism: “The Führer was right when he proclaimed that Berlin would be unrecognizable in ten years.” Most typical, however, was an expression of weariness so commonplace that even Goebbels repeated it in his diary: “Better a horrible end than horror without end.”15

THE DE-GLORIFICATION OF THE WEHRMACHT

Above all, the sight of an army in complete disintegration served to dampen the illusions of even the most ardent National Socialists. With their own eyes, the German population witnessed the collapse of the Wehrmacht, as sorry groups of ragged and demoralized men trudged through the streets of their towns and villages. “It was a picture of misery,” noted police official Fritz Rust of a scene near Frankfurt, “to see these exhausted, tattered, and for the most part weaponless remains of the German Army in flight. It was a picture of demoralization and dissolution.” Similar scenes were recorded as remnants of this shattered army reached Franconia, just to the south. “The whole day one saw retreating German soldiers,” Robert Beining noted of April 6:


Some were bandaged, some were not. Others limped as their feet had swollen. Only a few had weapons. Some came on farm wagons, a few still on military vehicles, we saw two on unsaddled ponies. A deadly seriousness lay on all their faces, the height of despondency…. My wife was shocked by the misery of these German soldiers. She cried. She also asked the question that concerned all of us: “why are we still fighting when we can no longer fight?” But one could only ask this question in a soft voice, and only then to close relatives, otherwise one would inevitably be brought before a flying court-martial.16



Increasingly, though, the stragglers asked themselves the same question. “What is to become of me, I’ve lost my home and my entire family?” Reinhold Maier recorded one Landser as asking. “I don’t know how I’m supposed to go on. I’ll do my duty further, although I don’t know why or what for.” Along similar lines, Ursula von Kardorff, evacuated to a village just a few miles from Maier’s, registered in her diary the bitterness of “a scruffy soldier … in whom the disintegration [of the army] was clearly recognizable…. This is like a horse race,” the soldier remarked to Kardorff, “and when the race is long since over and the horse is in the stall, a little man comes along ringing a bell and announces the winner. That’s where we are now.” The view from the garden, noted yet another observer in April 1945, was a “scene of struggling front soldiers, irresolute … with the remains of their pitiful vehicles, many without leadership, waiting for something that they themselves did not know what it was: give up or flee, fight or surrender, or mutilation and death—a bleak picture of earthly confusion.”17

In these last days of the war, a substantial portion of the Wehrmacht in the west seemed to be staggering to the rear, many retreating to their own homes, threatened with being sacrificed for something they no longer understood. To the farmers and villagers of Middle Franconia who had largely been spared the bite of war, the sight of these wretched troops filled them with a mixture of bitterness, shame, and pity. “The impression the tired and worn-out, mostly weaponless, German troops made,” observed the pastor of a small village, “was in many cases shattering and gave a vivid picture of the successful breakthrough of the German defense in the west.” Another observer in the same area agreed that the withdrawing troops had offered an “appalling picture,” as “many could barely walk, they threw away coats, helmets, cartridge belts and blankets, with difficulty they supported themselves with gnarled canes and pushed the wretched remains of their baggage in front of them in carts or children’s wagons.” “The many wounded soldiers, without weapons, many without packs, were a picture of misery,” confirmed yet another eyewitness. “One was painfully reminded of … pictures of the retreat of the Grand Army from Russia.” Indeed, the scene at Edelfingen, on the Tauber River just south of Königshofen, might have been a microcosm of the human misery of an army in disintegration: “From March 27 on heavy troop traffic, but only a few intact units, they have no heavy weapons and no tanks, individual soldiers on a variety of vehicles, wounded from disbanded military hospitals on foot, even those with amputated legs.”18

Nor was it just the sight of retreating soldiers that proved staggering. “Many German soldiers had become separated from their units,” wrote one contemporary observer, “they begged at night for food and civilian clothing, they moved into the forest and left their uniforms and weapons lying in the woods.” A noncommissioned officer who with a small squad of men had lost contact with their unit after a clash near Brettheim noted in a letter, “Only by the skin of our teeth did we make it through the already occupied area, around a sawmill and across a stream to a woods…. In the night I made a reconnaissance with four old hands in search of a case of American supplies, for we had already gone three days without getting anything to eat. I quickly determined that the Americans were there in such a large number that continuing on was pointless. Therefore we hid in the woods, then by twos and threes went off in the direction of our homes.” These were not isolated incidents, as other reports recounted soldiers stealing from civilians, mailing home parts of their uniform to be dyed and remodeled for civilian use, and openly deserting. So ubiquitous were these actions, in fact, that Victor Klemperer noted in early February both the constant SS patrols looking for deserters and an order to civilians not to feed, shelter, or aid begging soldiers. Indeed, Joseph Goebbels verified both of Klemperer’s observations, recording in his diary on April 4 the negative impression made by army stragglers and looters on the civilian population and the increasingly strenuous efforts to ferret out deserters.19

More importantly for civilian morale, reports from many areas referred to withdrawing German soldiers as “freebooters and the population as fair game,” of retreating German units behaving like “wild hordes,” of plundering and ransacking of local stores, of staging “drinking bouts.” One account complained that the Landsers stole anything that was not tied down and unashamedly looted local food stores, while another recorded angrily that in one small village a retreating soldier had casually tossed a hand grenade through the open window of a Gasthaus (inn), completely destroying it. Other reports bitterly described the retreating Germans as “robbers and bandits,” noting that their actions were causing “great outrage” in the local population. In February 1945, Klemperer recorded a conversation in which the talk was of “three sources of danger: the first: looting Eastern workers, the second: retreating German troops, the third: invading Russians.” Writing in April from a village near Aichach in southern Germany, Klemperer made clear that civilian fear of the disintegrating Wehrmacht had now risen to the top of the list of concerns. On two separate occasions he noted emphatically the popular mood, as expressed by several women in the village: “We are now afraid only of the German soldiers.”20 If not altogether frightened of their own troops, the unexpectedly predatory nature of many retreating soldiers certainly contradicted the carefully nurtured picture of the disciplined Wehrmacht as the protector of the Volk (people), leaving in its place, for many, a lingering image of disrepute.

So apparent was this growing bitterness among German civilians that the Psychological Warfare Division of the U.S. Army remarked on the “thorough-going change of attitude” experienced by the local population as retreating Landsers passed through: “The Wehrmacht is an army in disintegration and in retreat, and its soldiers are going through a nasty phase … of demoralization. This has strongly increased the inclination of these uniformed men to mistreat the unfortunate civilian population.” And the PWD noted the further consequences of this phenomenon: “If the hostility in the German population spreads, the last concrete embodiment of hope will have been lost. For the Wehrmacht was constantly … a symbol of German power and greatness.” Nor did Nazi intelligence organizations fail to recognize the growing problem, one commenting, “The growing conscious acceptance of personal powerlessness constitutes the root of nearly all demoralizing phenomena within the troops.”21

Although admittedly in many areas Landsers acted with discipline and self-restraint, and helped the civilian population where they could, the comment of one Nazi Kreisleiter (district leader) illustrated the general mood. “Very frequently,” he wrote, he had heard people say, “The Russians couldn’t wreak such dreadful havoc.” This attitude, along with the generally correct behavior of Anglo-American troops, proved devastating to morale in the west. Goebbels, of course, used fear to stiffen the popular mood, particularly in the east, emphasizing in lurid detail the bestial atrocities perpetrated by Soviet troops on German civilians. In noting the “tremendous tenacity and repeated ingenuity” with which the Nazi regime waged war, Victor Klemperer also observed, “They do not keep the mass of people in line by tyranny alone. But above all by the ever repeated …: Our enemies, and in particular the Bolshevists, want to annihilate you, literally kill you. They owe everything to the bogeyman of Bolshevism.” Again and again over the next few months Klemperer remarked on the “shameless” and “contemptible” use of racial hatred and fear to motivate the German public to further exertions. Goebbels’s propaganda raised the specter of “the hordes from Central Asia” and warned, “The Jewish-Bolshevist mortal enemy … wants to exterminate us. While old men and children will be murdered, women and girls will be degraded to prostitutes. The rest will be marched off to Siberia.”22 A perverse irony lay contained in this mirror image, as Goebbels imputed to the Russians the same murderous intentions the Nazi regime had harbored, and acted upon, in the German occupation of the Soviet Union, a fact that could not have escaped the notice of many Germans.

For their part, the western allies were savaged as “air pirates.” “They are murderers!” screamed the headline of an article emanating from Berlin on February 22. Not only did the writer denounce the allied “terror bombing,” he also stressed the “special joy” that the “Anglo-American air gangsters” took in the murder of innocent German civilians. Nor were allied pilots alone singled out for castigation. On the same day, an accompanying report claimed to have firsthand evidence, in the form of personal statements from witnesses, of the extensive murder of wounded German soldiers in Lorraine by American GIs. The crux of both these reports, and scores like them, of course, was to show the kindred nature of the enemies in the east and west. “I am now in the process of implementing a very strongly biased anti-Anglo-American propaganda in the German press and radio,” Goebbels admitted in late March:


Up to now we have handled the Anglo-Americans much too mildly…. As a result morale in the west has become … worse. Through our atrocity campaign against Bolshevism we have succeeded in again strengthening our front in the east as well as putting the civilian population in a state of absolute readiness for defense. That we have not succeeded as well in the west primarily goes back to the fact that large parts of the population and also our troops believe the Anglo-Americans will treat them leniently…. Our previous propaganda, as the consequences demonstrate, has failed in its effect on the German people.



The Nazi propaganda machine also capitalized on the Morgenthau Plan, an American proposal for the postwar dismantling of German industry and reduction of living standards, to argue that Germans had nothing to hope for, in terms of better treatment, from the western Allies. Indeed, Nazi propagandists screamed insistently that the war was a struggle against western plutocrats and eastern bolsheviks, with the malignant Jew serving as the common denominator. As Klemperer recorded meticulously in his diary, Nazi propaganda increasingly stressed the threat of “the Jewish-Bolshevist plague and its Anglo-American pimps,” and warned, “If we capitulate, we shall certainly die. Because not only the Bolshevists want to exterminate us, but the Anglo-Americans want to do so, too, behind both is the Jewish will to destroy.” Indeed, an inflammatory article appearing in the German press in mid-March carried the headline “The Slave Traders of Yalta,” and just in case the average German didn’t get the message, explicitly compared the Anglo-American slave traders of the early nineteenth century with their latter day counterparts, Churchill and Roosevelt, who meant to “sell the Germans into Bolshevist slavery.”23

Still, this shrill propaganda often backfired. As a report to the Stuttgart SD illustrated, when it came to atrocities, many Germans instantly made the salient connection:


Citizens are saying it is shameful to feature these [atrocities] so prominently in German newspapers…. What motive does the leadership have in publishing pictures like that…. They must surely realize that every intelligent person, upon seeing these victims, will immediately think of the atrocities we have committed on enemy soil, yes, even in Germany. Did we not slaughter the Jews by the thousands? Don’t soldiers repeatedly tell of Jews who had to dig their own graves in Poland? And what did we do with the Jews who were in the concentration camps? … We have only shown the enemy what they can do with us, should they win.



As another remark cited in the report showed, Germans were also increasingly bitter about their own treatment by the Nazi regime: Why should the Nazis be incensed because the Soviets “had killed a few people in East Prussia? What does a life mean here in Germany?” Still others spoke not only of the “terrible and inhumane treatment meted out to the Jews by the SS,” but also of the “blood guilt of the German people” and “heaven’s just punishment for the deportation of the Jews.”24

In the west, just as importantly, the generally correct treatment of civilians by American and British troops quickly undercut the apocalyptic forebodings of Nazi propaganda. Observing the entry of American troops into his village in Middle Franconia, the Protestant pastor and staunch German nationalist Adolf Rusam admitted that he immediately found these strange soldiers to be “pleasant, likable, ‘Germanic’ types,” with a relaxed, easygoing attitude that contrasted sharply with the propagandistic image of a cruel, conquering force. “Soldiers sat and lay around the orderly room,” he observed to his amazement, “smoking their cigarettes, reading, listening to the radio, and chatting about nothing in particular. It was unthinkable, according to German conceptions, that a soldier sprawled on a chair … would, with a casual movement of his hand and without the slightest effort to change his demeanor, pass a fountain pen to his officer so he could sign documents!” In a neighboring town, Rusam noted, the villagers appeared to be “nearly uncomprehending” that “quite a few Americans took part in the work of putting out fires.” In yet another area village, Rusam recorded an episode that appeared to him characteristic of the American occupiers. Just as the GIs entered the town a local woman had given birth to a baby. As the newborn was being washed an American soldier came into the house, saw the baby, and inquired about the mother. Upon being taken to the cellar where she was being attended to, the GI immediately sought to calm the obviously apprehensive woman. “And these are the ‘gangsters’ and ‘arsonists,’” Rusam noted disgustedly, “before whom our lying propaganda sought to instil a powerful fear!”25

Indeed, occupation often proved decidedly anticlimactic. When American troops entered Bad Windsheim on the morning of Sunday, April 15, no white flags were raised, no shots were fired, the Americans were simply there. A city administrator, Gustav Höhn noted in his diary, “It was eerily quiet on the morning of April 15—we all worried about the arrival of the Americans…. With more fear than courage I carefully left my cellar in full RAD uniform, armed with an 8mm Belgian pistol…. Just as I turned the corner [leading to the town hall] I saw an American tank. I immediately turned around and rushed back to the cellar, where I hurriedly changed clothes and hid the pistol in a crate of potatoes.” With a number of town officials present, an American lieutenant whose parents originally came from Stuttgart read the terms of surrender: weapons, munitions, cameras, binoculars, and electrical devices were to be turned over; all men between sixteen and sixty capable of work were to start rebuilding the Aisch River bridges immediately; a curfew from 6:00 P.M. to 6:00 A.M. was to take effect immediately. After the extreme tension of the preceding days, it all seemed so commonplace. “I was already back at work at the town hall [that afternoon],” marveled Höhn, “only now taking orders from the victors, just as a few days before I took them from the now-defeated SS men … [One of the first orders] I received from the occupiers was to clear the Rathaus [city hall] of Nazi emblems. With hammer and pliers I set about removing the symbols of the Third Reich in the conference room. All the time I was watched by an MP, who immediately took the emblems for himself as souvenirs.”26

Just to the south, in a small village near Aichach, Victor Klemperer noted with his customary meticulousness a local villager’s impression of the American occupiers. “On the first day the occupation troops had taken everything out of the shops,” a young woman reported, “but otherwise had been altogether decently behaved. ‘The blacks too?’ She almost beamed with delight. ‘They’re even friendlier than the others,’ there’s nothing to be afraid of…. I went back to the main square, asked two old ladies … for information. Again, only more emphatically, the same response to the occupiers, exactly the same beam of delight because the Negroes were especially good-natured enemies…. And what had been said about the cruelty of these enemies, that all had been nothing but ‘slogans,’ that was only ‘rabble-rousing.’” Klemperer’s conclusion, “How the populace is being enlightened!” could well have served as fitting commentary for other encounters with the American occupier.27

Although there were instances of mistreatment—one man in Bad Windsheim, for example, recalled being knocked down by a drunken GI, while another had to evacuate his home in fifteen minutes, only to return to a “total mess” a few days later—Americans were typically viewed as rather benign conquerors. “Children were playing in the street,” remembered Anni Schunk of her first encounter with Americans. “The doorbell rang…. There stood an American officer with a carton in his hand, wonderful things, oranges, sweets…. I could speak no English, showed him my [wedding] ring, wanted to emphasize that I could not take these things. Just then my 31/2 year old daughter Monika came running into the room. He said, ‘For baby,’ then I took it.” Another Windsheimer, Helmut Hofmann, recalled that even as the fighting still raged in Nuremberg, GIs in Bad Windsheim, just thirty miles to the west, passed out food, chocolate, chewing gum, and cigarettes. In the small farm villages of Mittelsteinach and Abtsgreuth, a few miles north of Neustadt an der Aisch, American troops requisitioned a number of homes whose owners had to evacuate within ten minutes, and destroyed any unwelcome reminder of Nazism they encountered. Otherwise, one man remembered, “they were quite considerate in their contact with the [local] population.” Even the ubiquitous American habit of seizing wristwatches as souvenirs could be brushed off with a joke: USA really stood for Uhren stehlen’s auch (watches also stolen). To the southwest, Ursula von Kardorff, a diarist as sensitive and insightful as Klemperer, noted that “the villagers speak of nothing but the Americans. ‘When the Americans come,’ they say and smile without any fear. They think nothing bad will happen and imagine that justice, cigarettes, and chocolate will take the place of bombs and the Gestapo. As rational [people] they are ready as quickly as possible to raise the white flag.” Similarly, just to the east, Klemperer noted the common refrain of many Bavarian villagers, “When are the Americans going to get here?” and observed, “There are too many such remarks to note down anymore.”28

Indeed, one Nazi official admitted, despite the occasional incidents of rape or plunder, that the general assertion in many areas was that the Americans had conducted themselves “‘better than our German troops.’ … Based on these experiences with the Americans, the populace … has the highest opinion of them.” In his diary entries from March and April 1945, Joseph Goebbels underscored this observation, noting with bitter disappointment the relatively good reception accorded American troops and the shocking lack of resistance in some urban areas in his native Rhineland, including a white flag flying from the house in Rheydt where he was born. Informed that many German civilians in the west were aiding deserters, he remarked in disgust, “What else is to be expected of them when they receive the enemy with white flags?” Not unaware of the impact of aerial bombardment in sapping German morale in the west—“this is a war within a war,” he noted, “that sometimes takes on a more gruesome form than the war at the front”—Goebbels nonetheless fumed about the failure of party leadership and the weakness displayed by people who refused to fight on. Especially repugnant, he thought, were the scenes of Germans enthusiastically waving white flags and embracing American soldiers as liberators. “Especially in the Frankfurt-Hanau area,” he noted with revulsion on March 27, “the local populace are approaching the Americans with white flags; some of the women are so far demeaning themselves as to welcome and embrace the Americans. In light of this, the troops are no longer willing to fight and are either withdrawing unresistingly or surrendering to the enemy.” The people of Frankfurt, Goebbels remarked with particular contempt on April 4, “seem to have been extraordinarily cowardly and servile…. The Americans are said to have been received with large-scale demonstrations as they moved in. The Frankfurters’ watchword was ‘Let’s kiss and make friends.’ The Americans were quite prepared to kiss—particularly the Frankfurt women.” Despite his further bombastic assertion that the American goal was to exterminate the German people, the Reich propaganda minister understood precisely the reason behind the positive civilian reception of the Americans. “In contrast to the Soviets,” Goebbels complained on April 1, “the Anglo-Americans are not feared by the people …; on the contrary, large sections of the populace are glad to see them come.”29

If many German civilians eagerly awaited the arrival of American troops, the average GI displayed a complex, equivocal, and ambivalent attitude toward the German populace. By and large, American soldiers fought the Germans with little hatred or moral indignation, at least until their advance into Germany itself brought them into contact with forced labor and concentration camps. Although in postwar surveys a substantial minority of GIs admitted some animosity toward the Germans, at the time overt hatred seemed moderated by contact with the enemy. The Landser impressed GIs as a formidable opponent, efficient in combat and superbly equipped, but one whose very skill and tenacity engendered both respect and animosity, since it was this very professionalism that threatened the GI with a brutal death. Still, surveys indicated that viewing enemy prisoners, for example, made GIs realize that the Germans were “men just like us” and that it was “too bad we have to be fighting them.” One infantryman suggested that the Germans had been “sold a God and Country message by his family and Führer. Or maybe he fought to protect his family from a concentration camp. Either way, he was a victim.” Another GI “recognized that [German soldiers] came from families like [us] … and that they had loved ones and they were good guys and bad guys…. Personally, I had no malice at any time toward the Germans.” As other Americans put it, the “average German soldier was just a young man who was drafted,” “they were boys like us,” “the Wehrmacht soldiers were ordinary guys,” and they could be considered “decent fighting men.”30

Perhaps Ben Tumey best summarized the prevailing mood among the average GI, noting in his diary, “I have observed that the German people as a rule are [happy] that the war is over for them. No more bombing or shelling. Some say that Hitler was and is making the poor people sacrifice and die to save his and the rich Nazis’ necks. Maybe so, but it seems that regardless of what the German people say, they must have supported Hitler and his army. Maybe it was from fear, as they tell you, or just maybe it was the kind of action that the people wanted.” The War Department, disturbed by these generally open-minded views, cautioned American commanders, “Many soldiers who lack vindictiveness are probably standing on the shaky ground of too much identification with the enemy as a human being…. These men need to be convinced that America’s very survival depends upon killing the enemy with cold, impersonal determination.” Despite this injunction, which easily could have been written by any of Goebbels’s propagandists, two-thirds of American soldiers believed after the war that the Nazi leaders should be punished, but not the German people.31

Developments within combat, however, often made it difficult for GIs to maintain these views with any consistency. As Karl von Clausewitz, a nineteenth-century Prussian military philosopher, pointed out, a certain limitlessness is implicit in war, as actions on both sides lead to a continuous escalation of violence. By 1945, therefore, the danger existed that American soldiers, increasingly bitter and frustrated that the Germans continued to fight when the military verdict seemed clear, and German soldiers, desperate to protect their home territory, would set in motion an uncontrollable dynamic of brutality. Charles MacDonald, angry at the continued German resistance, which put his own life and the lives of the men in his company at risk, illustrated well this resentment. “The fifth house was a mass of flame,” he noted at one of a number of interchangeable villages at the end of the war. “A grey-haired German farmer stood with his arm around his aged wife and stared at the burning house, tears streaming down both their faces. ‘Alles ist kaput! Alles ist kaput!’ they sobbed hysterically…. I was not impressed; instead I was suddenly angry at them and surprised at my own anger. What right had they to stand there sobbing and blaming us for this terror? What right did they and their kind have to any emotions at all? ‘Thank Adolf!’ I shouted. ‘Thank Hitler!’ I pointed to the burning house and said, ‘Der Führer!’ and laughed.” Particularly as GIs stumbled unprepared upon slave labor and concentration camps, their hatred for Germans flared. “There was Germany and all it stood for,” seethed Private David Webster, a Harvard student and keen observer of war, after the liberation of a labor camp. “The Germans had taken these people from their homes and sentenced them to work for life in a factory of the Third Reich…. Innocent people condemned to live in barracks behind barbed wire, to slave twelve hours a day…. With cold deliberation the Germans had enslaved the populace of Europe. The German people were guilty, every one of them.” Implicit in this assessment was the conviction that all Germans were fanatics, determined to kill their enemies, a conclusion that called for one course of action. As Audie Murphy succinctly put it, “The only safe Germans are dead ones.”32

Nor was Murphy’s an isolated sentiment. “I do believe that these Germans are touched with madness,” a GI wrote home after seeing a concentration camp. “It is horrible, a real Götterdämmerung, and it will take everything the world has … to set us to rights again…. One sees the Hitler Jugend [Hitler Youth] who have no conception of any other standard than force and war…. We must be firm with the present generations,” he concluded after considering and grudgingly rejecting the idea of shooting the Germans en masse. “You people at home must remember that; you must refuse to be sucked in on reducing the severity of the life sentence which this nation must receive.” Confirmed another soldier, on seeing the concentration camp survivors, “I never knew what hate was till I saw what remains of these poor devils.” “In Dachau there were heaps of bodies,” remembered Frank Manuel. “Hungry, typhus-infected prisoners still caged were gnawing at fresh sides of beef from the ransacked butcher shops…. Knee deep in flesh and blood. Enough to puke on…. The roads south of Dachau were crowded with victims let out from the concentration camps, still wearing the black-and-white striped cloth of the convict…. Their striped garments were their pride. They had endured. ‘Who is to blame?’ read the psychological warfare poster across a photogenic skeleton, pasted on a wall. ‘Not we,’ was scribbled across in answer. ‘Yes, we are to blame,’ was the retort scribbled across the answer.” Having captured an aged guard, who inquired why they wanted him, Manuel thought bitterly, “As Wergeld [payment] for the discolored bodies, swollen thighs, broken bones, emasculated men, lacerated women, charred flesh, there was nothing but this foul old man…. An eye for an eye…. But Holy Moses … he has not got years enough left, this stinking old wretch. Then vengeance upon his children…. Justice wants fresh young maidens and bronzed youths worthy of her blows.” As Manuel concluded sardonically, “Cotton Mather could do it, but we can’t…. The sloppy romantics of the twentieth century … slobber over the vanquished and the near vanquished. Are you cold, my dear little Germans? Are you hungry? Take care of your calories or we shall have to.”33

To Brendan Phibbs, a combat surgeon in the Twelfth Armored Division, the “German population didn’t project any … praiseworthy or at least understandable attitudes. They were shameless and indefatigable,” Phibbs complained,


you had to push them to get them the hell out of the way…. They were a swarm; they made you want to brush them off like flies or fleas, and they went into gales of nervous laughter at the suggestion that any of them had been Nazis…. Them pricks don’t have no fuckin’ dignity, said the soldiers, and when you considered how they transformed themselves without shame or guilt, from the mobs that howled for Jewish blood and heiled German victories with stamping boots and raised arms … to the whiners that capered and fawned around us, they certainly had no fucking dignity whatsoever.



With loathing and animosity dripping from his pen, Lieutenant David Olds wrote to his parents:


I would crush every vestige of military or industrial might in Germany. Let them be a pauper nation. They deserve it…. I would love to personally shoot all young Hitlerites…. You also asked about concentration camps…. It is hard for me to convey it all to you. You drive through the surrounding towns where there are happy little children at play, and people going about their business … yet within two miles of them … it’s chimneys belching smoke from cremating ovens … yet the German civilians nearby either pretend not to realize them, or what is worse, see no wrong…. The mass graves and reburials are, for brutality, even worse…. [When] being re-buried in plots dug by German civilians and soldiers, American officials and men called all the people out of the town to witness the burial, to see the bodies … to have that memory printed on their minds of what a horrible thing they had done…. They stood there, hard and sullen-faced, muttering and obstinate…. A shrug of the shoulders, too bad, it had to be done.



“I feel nothing when we take a town,” agreed Private Charles Cavas, “and if I ever do feel the slightest sympathy you can be sure that I’ll overcome it and ignore it.”34

Despite the indignation and enmity in these personal accounts, most GIs either failed to share these sentiments, or found that their resentment faded rather quickly. Olds himself, while decrying the “disarming friendliness and cleverness of the Germans,” admitted that the “nonfraternization policy is a farce … [H]ow quickly these things [concentration camps] are forgotten here,” he rued, and confessed, “I want to get out of this country while I still hate it.” The nonfraternization policy had been decided upon in 1944 both for security reasons and as a sort of “moral quarantine” of the German people in order to bring home to them the enormity of the crimes committed by their government. Thus, GIs initially approached Germany with a certain wariness and a heightened sense of suspicion, ready to see treachery and deceit in every German action. In addition, troops fresh from combat or having seen firsthand the concentration camps often transferred their hostility to the first civilians with whom they came in contact.35

Still, this antipathy and mistrust faded rather quickly, for the simple reason that most GIs rather quickly decided that they liked the Germans, who seemed disarmingly similar to themselves. Despite his initial hatred for the Germans and belief that they all were Nazis, Private Webster nonetheless found himself drawn to the German people. “The Germans … have impressed me as clean, efficient, law-abiding people,” he admitted in a mid-April letter to his parents. “In Germany everybody goes out and works and, unlike the French, who do not seem inclined to lift a finger to help themselves, the Germans fill up the trenches soldiers have dug in their fields. They are cleaner, more progressive, and more ambitious than either the English or the French.” Similarly, Lieutenant Jack Foley commented that “the [Germans] of their own volition, were determined to clean up and sweep out the ruins of war. Along most of the streets there were neat piles of salvageable cobble stones. Houses were worked on to remove the debris. They were still in bad shape, yet they appeared almost ready to be rebuilt. Amazing.” Indeed, any number of GIs commented on the industriousness of the Germans. A Yank article noted with approval, “In a matter of weeks, or sometimes days, they bring order, even neatness, to cities that were twisted masses of rubble.” Further eliciting praise was the fact that “somehow, despite living in cellars and bombed out buildings, the German civilians have kept clean…. Put them in Trenton, N.J.,” concluded Yank, “and you wouldn’t know they were German.”36

In addition to the typical German industriousness, other Americans found the very modernism of Germany attractive and familiar. In a letter to his wife, Robert Easton, a graduate of Stanford and Harvard who had traveled extensively in Europe and America, admitted in March 1945, “The modernity of Germany, materially, is impressive. In architecture, construction, and machinery what I’ve seen is superior to anything else over here. There are other tokens of advanced civilization. Books … and pianos and Bach, Beethoven, Mozart; tasteful etchings and paintings and marvelous photographs. There is a disciplined, thrifty quality about the neat brick homes, evidence of industry, self-respect, strength.” A little over a month later, Easton noted, “We’re in a rich section of small and large farms and rolling hills with patches of woods, all very beautiful…. I’ve seen enough to convince me Germany is the richest and most industrially advanced nation of Europe.” A few days later, Easton could barely contain his enthusiasm for German modernism. “We’ve never seen anything like it,” the native of southern California enthused about his first encounter with an autobahn. “We don’t have such freeways in the U.S. To our eyes, it’s a marvel of engineering…. It reminds us again of German technology, in many respects superior to ours or anybody’s.” Even though chastised by his wife, who reminded him of the horrors perpetrated by the Germans in the concentration camps, Easton nonetheless continued to find much in Germany praiseworthy. “I [am] so deeply impressed,” he wrote in early June. “The dereliction here is ghastly: husbandless women, fatherless children, people without houses, men returning from prison camps to find both house and family gone. It is a dreadful horror … and yet in the streets the life of everyday goes on.” Although noting some problems with former Hitler Youth members, “murderous little criminals” whose faces reflected “evil,” caught stealing explosives, Easton nevertheless concluded, “The people show no hostility and considerable friendliness.”37

As GIs began to compare Germans with other people they had encountered, their conclusions often came as a surprise. “Observations of how the Germans lived, worked, ate, and thought led the typical American soldier to make many comparisons which were adverse to the people of other European nations through which he had passed,” concluded one contemporary analyst. Indeed, the comparison made most frequently was to the French and it rarely favored the latter. A poll in the fall of 1945, in fact, revealed that the average GI liked the Germans by a clear margin. “Hell,” remarked one GI, summarizing the prevailing attitude, “these people are cleaner and a damn sight friendlier than the Frogs. They’re our kind of people. We don’t have any trouble getting along with them and they like us first rate.” The common anecdote of World War II illustrating American views of foreign peoples, noted Stephen Ambrose, ran along the following lines: “The Arabs were despicable, liars, thieves, dirty … without a redeeming feature. The Italians were liars, thieves, dirty … with many redeeming features, but never to be trusted. The rural French were sullen, slow, and ungrateful while the Parisians were rapacious, cunning, indifferent to whether they were cheating Germans or Americans. The British people were brave, resourceful, quaint, reserved, dull.” The people with whom the GI identified most, however, were the Germans, who were regarded as “clean, hard-working, disciplined, educated, middle-class in their tastes and life-styles … just like us.”38

Along the same lines, Private Howell Iglehart maintained (in a sentiment likely shared by many GIs) that the problem with the Germans was that they were


just the type of folk who are content to sit back and let someone else bear the responsibility of running the government…. Generally speaking, these people are very much the same as many of our own people…. The whole condition seems to go back to one thing—indifference on the part of the citizens toward the running of the government, and the biggest crime the German people have committed is to do nothing. I do not suppose that the American people can be expected to learn a lesson from this war, but will be satisfied to say, “It can’t happen here.” Propaganda and indifference have certainly made it happen here in Germany.



Reflecting on the GI encounter with the German people, and the commonly expressed American sentiment that “they are just like us,” Glenn Gray concluded, “The enemy could not have changed, they must reason, so quickly from a beast to a likable human being. Thus, the conclusion is nearly forced upon them that they have been previously blinded by fear and hatred and the propaganda of their own government.” Although the incidence of rape increased to disturbing levels in the spring of 1945, and GIs engaged enthusiastically in commandeering and looting houses, the American soldier by and large viewed German civilians favorably. As Lee Kennett pointed out, the deep-seated desire for vengeance or to humiliate the Germans, which characterized much of Russian and French behavior, was not part of the GI’s character. Defeating the Germans, one veteran noted, was “like beating a really good football team,” with no need for the winners to rough up the losers.39

If Germans felt relieved by their treatment at the hands of the GIs, the shocking reality of the dilapidation of the German army, combined with the powerful impression made by American troops, also left many civilians aware of the complete bankruptcy of the Nazi regime. “And how did they appear?” pondered one man in late March 1945 as he sought to describe recent events:


How excellently the American army was equipped … ! The soldiers looked the very picture of health, fit and well-fed, wearing uniforms of the best material…. At the same time their superb mechanization. We were convinced of the technical superiority of the Americans in every respect. Except for skirmishes, foot soldiers were not to be found, nowhere visible, all the soldiers were brought to the front by autos, in long columns of personal cars [jeeps]. They had everything they needed for combat as well as rest periods … especially food. They ate bread as white as a petal …, had chocolate in abundance, smoked constantly…. On the other hand, when one looked at our starving and emaciated soldiers retreating from the front or as prisoners of war, with their threadbare uniforms and faces made careworn by battle and suffering, it was a sight made even more shocking when next to it one saw … the Americans. It was clear to everyone who saw this equipment that the war had been lost the instant America had declared war, given its fresh troops and enormous reserves … of war material.



Heinrich Köhler, a leader of the Catholic Center Party in the Weimar Republic, admitted of his first encounter with the material might of America,


Tears of grief, shame, and rage ran down my cheeks…. My God! My God! Tank after tank rolled by, one after another, really monsters with long barrels and machine guns on all sides, soldiers with grim, proud faces staring at us…. I began to count the monsters. At fifty-two I gave up. Still they rolled past…. At the end followed motorized infantry…. And how fresh and well-nourished they all appeared…. No children or old men, nothing but men between twenty and thirty years old…. What powerful material rolled by us…. The painful surprise at the overwhelming strength of this ‘tank spearhead’ was general.40



As a postwar American analysis made clear, “The deeper reason for this feeling of being completely crushed is undoubtedly the strong psychological impression made on everyone who has seen it of the splendid equipment—an avalanche of steel—of the Allied armies.” “Only now did I get an idea of the strength of the American occupation,” Victor Klemperer agreed. “Vehicles of every kind were driving in all directions virtually without interruption. Huge transporters …, long convoys of them, ever new convoys—and we wanted to fight that … !” More importantly, Klemperer, himself a Jew delivered from mortal danger by the American advance, captured perfectly the humiliating sense of being smashed and overwhelmed, noting in Munich,


Here everything is destroyed, huge piles of rubble block the road, and the crumbling ruins and the suspended and fantastically hanging beams, blocks of concrete … threatened to crash down with every gust of wind…. And the cars of the Americans were continually racing through the dust, the ruins…. It was these cars that made the picture of hell complete; they are the angels of judgement or the centaurs at the stream of blood…. They are the triumphant and cheerful victors and masters. They drive quickly and nonchalantly, and the Germans run along humbly on foot, the victors spit out the abundance of their cigarette stubs everywhere, and the Germans pick up the stubs…. We, the liberated, creep along on foot, we stoop down for the cigarette ends, we, who only yesterday were the oppressed, and who today are called the liberated, are ultimately likewise imprisoned and humiliated. Curious conflict within me: I rejoice in God’s vengeance on the henchmen of the 3rd Reich … yet I find it dreadful now to see the victors and avengers racing through the city, which they have so hellishly wrecked.41



Apart from the psychological trauma, Klemperer agreed, “the Americans make neither a vindictive nor an arrogant impression. They are not soldiers in the Prussian sense at all…. The steel helmet is worn as comfortably as a hat…. I have not seen even the smallest group marching: they all drive.” It was precisely this, however, that made the defeat all the more crushing, as the proud German army had succumbed, it seemed, to nothing more than a band of civilians with a limitless material superiority. Similarly, an evacuated German woman lamented at the end of April, “We saw these American troops armed to the teeth, these well-nourished faces. The contrast between them and our emaciated, pitifully equipped, fleeing, despairing soldiers was indescribable, and we were gripped by a deep revulsion against an army leadership that would … so senselessly and irresponsibly sacrifice these honorable soldiers to an overwhelmingly superior power.” As American tanks rolled through Bad Mergentheim in early April, yet another witness remarked in amazement as “tank after tank rolled through the city all day long. Giant types … such as we had never seen before. Just then we became conscious of what a terrible superiority our troops had to fight against and that our struggle had long since become hopeless.” After being taken prisoner near Munich, Karl Jering noted in his diary the endless columns of American vehicles “that even in the best period of the Third Reich I had never seen in any of our divisions. Jeeps, trucks of all sizes and types, and on each one only three or four men…. ‘Look closely at that,’ I told myself. ‘Against that we had fought this insane war.’”42

More than a mere feeling of demoralization, the increasingly disorderly nature of the German retreat in the west, accompanied as it was by spiraling complaints of looting and unruly behavior on the part of the Landsers, as well as the recognition of the vast American material preponderance, produced in many civilians a special bitterness, or as Klaus-Dietmar Henke has termed it, a sort of “de-glorification of the army.” Confronted with incontestable evidence of the immense lying and destructive madness of the crumbling regime, the disintegration of the Wehrmacht before their eyes eliminated the last remaining prop of German power and greatness. Hitler had repeatedly insisted that another “November 1918” would not occur, and in the most fundamental sense he proved correct, although not in the way he desired. The oft-repeated scenes of an army completely shattered by the Allies, although painful and distressing, impressed on Germans in the most trenchant and compelling way that this army had in no way been undefeated in the field. The stab-in-the-back legend that had so poisoned the political atmosphere in Germany in the 1920s would not be repeated after this war.43

Still, in assessing the actions of those soldiers and civilians on the firing line, this disillusionment did not necessarily, or even predominately, translate into opposition to the Nazi regime. Whether from exhaustion, resignation, lethargy, a sense of patriotic duty, or a simple desire to keep out of harm’s way, the great majority of Germans, as Goebbels noted in his diary, continued, however reluctantly, to do their duty. “The mood of the German people, at home as well as at the front, sinks ever lower,” Goebbels admitted on March 13. “The populace believes that our chances for victory are completely hopeless.” But as he also detected, “the present state of morale should not be confused with pronounced defeatism. The people continue to do their duty and the front soldiers are also putting up a fight.” Indeed, noted an American report, “one of the most striking features … has been the absence of uprisings even of a local character against the Nazi regime.”44 As long as this was the case, any hopes for a swift end to the war were illusory. Hitler desired a fight to the finish, and in the absence of any force within German society that could destroy his regime, his will, as so often in the past, would lead to much bloodshed and tragedy.
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