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“To historians is granted a talent that even the gods are denied—to alter what has already
happened !”

I bore this scornful adage in mind when I embarked on this study of Hitler’s war years
late in 1964. I saw myself as a stone-cleaner—Iless concerned with a wordy and
subjective architectural appraisal than with scrubbing years of grime and discoloration
from the facade of a silent and forbidding monument, uncertain whether the revealed
monument would prove too hideous to be worthy of the effort.

In earlier books, 1 relied on the primary records of the period rather than published
literature ; I naOvely supposed that the same technique could within five years be
applied to a study of Adolf Hitler, little realizing that it would be eleven years before |
would lay bare the factual bedrock on which the legend of Hitler had been built. But I
believe that hard rubbing has disclosed a picture of the man that nobody until now had
suspected.

My conclusion on completing the research startled even me : while Adolf Hitler was a
powerful and relentless military commander, the war years saw him as a lax and
indecisive political leader who allowed affairs of state to rot. In fact he was probably the
weakest leader Germany has known in this century. Though often brutal and insensitive,
Hitler lacked the ability to be ruthless where it mattered most, e.g., he refused to bomb
London itself until the decision was forced on him in the late summer of 1940. He was
reluctant to impose the test of total mobilization on the German “master race” until it was
too late to matter, so that with munitions factories crying out for manpower, idle German
housewives were still employing half a million domestic servants to dust their homes and
polish their furniture. His military irresolution also showed through, for example, in his
panicky vaccillation at times of crisis like the Battle for Narvik in 1940. He took
ineffectual measures against his enemies inside Germany for too long, and seems to have
been unable to take effective action against strong opposition at the very heart of his High
Command. He suffered incompetent ministers and generals far longer than the Allied
leaders did. He failed too to unite the feuding Party and Wehrmacht factions in fighting
for the common cause, and he proved incapable of stifling the OKH’ (War Department’s)
corrosive hatred of the OKW (the Wehrmacht High Command). Ibelieve I show in this
book that the more hermetically Hitler locked himself away behind the barbed wire and
minefields of his remote military headquarters, the more his Germany became a F hrer-
Staat without a F hrer. Domestic policy was controlled by whoever was most powerful
in each sector—by Hermann G-ring as head of the powerful economics office, the Four-
Year Plan ; by Hans Lammers as chief of the Reich Chancellery or by Martin Bormann,
the Nazi party boss ; or by Heinrich Himmler, minister of the interior and “Reichsf hrer”
of the black-uniformed SS.

The problem is that Hitler was a puzzle even to his most intimate advisers. Joachim
Ribbentrop, his foreign minister, wrote in his Nuremberg prison cell in 1945 :

I got to know Adolf Hitler more closely in 1933. But if [ am asked today
whether I knew him well—how he thought as a politician and statesman,



what kind of man he was—then I’m bound to confess that I know only
very little about him ; in fact nothing at all. The fact is that although I
went through so much together with him, in all the years of working with
him I never came closer to him than on the first day we met, either
personally or otherwise.

As a historian I have resorted to the widest possible spectrum of source materials. I have
not only used the military records and archives ; I have burrowed deep into the
contemporary writings of his closest friends and personal staff, seeking clues to the real
truth in their diaries or in the private letters they wrote to their wives and friends. In this
way I have tried to understand the intricacies and contradictions in Hitler’s last years.

The sheer complexity of that character is evident from a comparison of his extreme
brutality in some respects and his almost maudlin sentimentality and stubborn adherence
to long-abandoned military conventions in others. In the chapters that follow, we shall
find Hitler cold-bloodedly ordering the execution of fifty or a hundred hostages for every
German occupation-soldier killed ; dictating the massacre of Italian soldiers who turned
their weapons against the German troops in 1943 ; ordering the systematic liquidation of
Red Army commissars, Allied Commando troops, and—in 1945—even captured Allied
aircrews ; in 1942 he announces to the General Staff that the entire male populations of
Stalingrad and Leningrad will eventually be exterminated, and he justifies these orders to
himself and to his staff by political doctrines and the expediencies of war. Yet the same
Adolf Hitler indignantly exclaimed, in one of the last war conferences of his life, that
Soviet tanks were flying the Nazi swastika as a ruse during street fighting in Berlin, and
he flatly forbade his Wehrmacht to violate flag rules ! In an age in which the
governments of the democracies, both during World War II and in later years,
unhesitatingly attempted, engineered, or condoned the assassination of the
inconvenient—from General Sikorski, Admiral Darlan, Field Marshal Rommel, and King
Boris to Fidel Castro, Patrice Lumumba, and Salvador Allende—we learn that Hitler, the
unscrupulous dictator, not only never resorted to the assassination of foreign opponents,
but flatly forbade the Abwehr (Intelligence Agency) to attempt it (in particular he
rejected Admiral Canaris’s plans to assassinate the Red Army General Staff).

The negative is traditionally always difficult to prove ; but it seemed well worth
attempting to discredit accepted dogmas if only to expose the “unseaworthiness” of many
current legends about Hitler. The most durable of these concerns the F hrer’s
involvement in the extermination of the Jews. My analysis of this controversial issue
serves to highlight two broad conclusions : that in wartime, dictatorships are
fundamentally weak—the dictator himself, however alert, is unable to oversee all the
functions of his executives acting within the confines of his far-flung empire ; and that in
this particular case, the burden of guilt for the bloody and mindless massacre of the Jews
rests on a large number of Germans, many of them alive today, and not just on one “mad
dictator,” whose order had to be obeyed without question.

I had approached the massacre of the Jews from the traditional viewpoint prevailing in
the mid-1960s. “Supposing Hitler was a capable statesman and a gifted commander,” the



argument ran, “how does one explain his murder of six million Jews ?” If this book were
simply a history of the rise and fall of Hitler’s Reich, it would be legitimate to conclude :
“Hitler killed the Jews.” He after all created the atmosphere of hatred with his anti-
Semitic speeches in the 1930s ; he and Himmler created the SS ; he built the
concentration camps ; his speeches, though never explicit, left the clear impression that
“liquidate” was what he meant. For a full-length war biography of Hitler, I felt that a
more analytical approach to the key questions of initiative, complicity, and execution
would be, necessary. Remarkably, I found that Hitler’s own role in the “Final Solution of
the Jewish Problem” has never been examined. German historians, usually the epitome
of painstaking essaying on every other subject, to whom no hypothesis is acceptable
unless scrutinized from a thousand angles, suddenly developed monumental blind spots
when Hitler himself cropped up : bald statements were made, legends were created,
blame was laid, without a shadow of historical evidence in support. British and
American historians followed suit. Other writers quoted them. For thirty years, our
knowledge of Hitler’s part in the atrocity has rested on inter-historian incest.

Many people, particularly in Germany and Austria, had an interest in propagating the
accepted version that the order of one madman originated the entire massacre. Precisely
when the order was given and in what form has, admittedly, never been established. In
1939?—but the secret extermination camps did not begin operating until December
1941. At the January 1942 “Wannsee Conference”?—but the incontrovertible evidence
is that Hitler ordered on November 30, 1941, that there was to be “no liquidation” of the
Jews (without much difficulty, I found in Himmler’s private files his own handwritten
note on this). On several subsequent dates in 1942 Hitler made—in private—statements
which are totally incompatible with the notion that he knew that the liquidation program
had in fact begun. In 1943, and again in early 1944, I find that documents being
submitted to Hitler by the SS were tampered with so as to camouflage the truth about the
pogrom : sometimes the files contain both the original texts and the “doctored” version
submitted to Hitler. Small wonder that when his closest crony of all those years, SS
General Josef (“Sepp”) Dietrich, was asked by the American Seventh Army for an
opinion on Hitler on June 1, 1945, he replied, “He knew even less than the rest. He
allowed himself to be taken for a sucker by everyone.”

My own hypothesis, to which I point in the various chapters in which I deal in
chronological sequence with the unfolding persecution and liquidation of the European
Jews, is this : he killing was partly of an ad hoc nature, what the Germans call a
Verlegenheitsl-sung—the way out of an awkward dilemma, chosen by the middle-level
authorities in the eastern territories overrun by the Nazis—and partly a cynical
extrapolation by the central SS authorities of Hitler’s anti-Semitic decrees. Hitler had
unquestionably decreed that Europe’s Jews were to be “swept back” to the east ; |
describe the various phase-lines established by this doctrine. But the SS authorities,
Gauleiters, and regional commissars and governors in “the east” proved wholly unequal
to the problems caused by this mass uprooting in midwar. The Jews were brought by the
trainload to ghettos already overcrowded and underprovisioned. Partly in collusion with
each other, partly independently, the Nazi agencies there simply liquidated the deportees



as their trains arrived, on a scale increasingly more methodical and more regimented as
the months passed.

A subsidiary motive in the atrocity was the animal desire of the murderers to loot and
plunder the Jewish victims and conceal their traces. (This hypothesis does not include
the methodical liquidation of Russian Jews during the “Barbarossa” invasion of 1941,
which came under a different Nazi heading—preemptive guerrilla warfare ; and there is
no indication that Hitler expressed any compunctions about it.) We shall see how in
October 1943, even as Himmler was disclosing to audiences of SS generals and
Gauleiters that Europe’s Jews had virtually been exterminated, Hitler was still forbidding
liquidations—e.g., of the Italian Jews in Rome—and ordering their internment instead.
(This order his SS also disobeyed.) Wholly in keeping with his character, when Hitler
was confronted with the facts—either then or, as Kaltenbrunner later claimed, in October
1944—he took no action to rebuke the guilty. His failure or inability to act in effect kept
the extermination machinery going until the end of the war.

It is plausible to impute to Hitler that not uncommon characteristic of Heads of State who
are overreliant on powerful advisers : a conscious desire “not to know.” But the proof of
this is beyond the powers of any historian. What we can prove is that Himmler several
times explicitly accepted responsibility for the liquidation decision.

Given the brutality of Hitler’s orders to “dispose of” the entire male populations of two
major Soviet cities, his insistence on the execution of hostages on a one hundred to one
basis, his demands for the liquidation of Italian soldiers, Polish intellectuals, clergy and
nobility, and captured Allied airmen and Red Army commissars, his apparent reluctance
to acquiesce in the extermination of Europe’s Jews remains a mystery. His order in July
1944, despite Himmler’s objections, that Jews be “sold” for foreign currency and supplies
suggests to some that like contemporary terrorists he saw these captives as a potential
“asset,” a means by which he could blackmail the civilized world. In any case, by April
1945 whatever inhibitions he may have felt were overcome, and we find him ordering
Himmler to liquidate any unevacuated prisoners from concentration camps that were in
danger of being overrun by American troops.

My central conclusion, however, is that Hitler was a less than omnipotent F hrer and that
his grip on his immediate subordinates weakened as the war progressed. Hitler certainly
realized this, but too late—in the final days, in his Berlin air raid shelter. In the last two
chapters we see him struggling vainly to turn the clock back, to reassert his lost authority
by securing one last tactical victory over his enemies. But there are few generals—either
Wehrmacht or SS—who now heed him.

I also found it necessary to set very different historical accents on the doctrinaire foreign
policies Hitler enforced—from his apparent unwillingness to humiliate Britain when she
lay prostrate in 1940 (as I believe I establish on pages 152-53, for example), to his
damaging and emotional hatred of the Serbs, his illogical and over-loyal admiration of



Benito Mussolini, and his irrational mixtures of emotions toward Josef Stalin. For a
modern English historian there is a certain morbid fascination in inquiring how far Adolf
Hitler really was bent on the destruction of Britain and her Empire—a major raison d’ftre
for her ruinous fight, which in 1940 imperceptibly supplanted the more implausible one
proffered in August 1939 : the rescue of Poland from outside oppression. Since in the
chapters that follow evidence extracted again and again from the most intimate sources—
like Hitler’s private conversations with his women secretaries in June 1940—indicates
that he originally had neither the intention nor the desire to harm Britain or destroy the
Empire, surely British readers at least must ask themselves : What, then, were we
fighting for ?

Given that the British people exhausted their assets and lost their Empire in defeating
Hitler, was he after all right when he noted that Britain’s essential attitude was “AprEs
moi le dEluge—if only we can get rid of the hated National Socialist Germany ?”

Unburdened by ideological idealism, the Duke of Windsor suspected in July 1940 that the
war continued solely in order to allow certain British statesmen to save face, even if it
meant dragging their country and the Empire into financial ruin. Others pragmatically
argued that there could be no compromise with Adolf Hitler and the Nazis. But did
Britain’s leaders in fact believe this ?

Dr. Bernd Martin of Freiburg University has revealed that secret negotiations on peace
continued between Britain and Germany in October 1939—negotiations on which,
curiously, Sir Winston Churchill’s files have officially been sealed until the twenty-first
century ! Similar negotiations were carried on in June 1940, when even Churchill
showed himself in Cabinet meetings to be willing to make a deal with Hitler if the price
was right.

Of course, in assessing the real value of such negotiations and of Hitler’s publicly stated
intentions it is salutary to know that in 1941 he confidentially admitted to Walther Hewel
(as the latter recorded in his diary) : “For myself personally I would never tell a lie ; but
there is no falsehood I would not perpetrate for Germany’s sake !” It is also necessary to
take into account a string of broken promises that kept Europe in paralyzed inactivity for
the better part of a decade.

Nevertheless, one wonders how much suffering the (Western) world might have been
spared if both sides had pursued this line. But modern historiography has chosen to
ignore this possibility as heresy.

The facts revealed here concerning Hitler’s recorded actions, motivations, and opinions
should provide a basis for fresh debate. Americans will find much that is new about the
months leading up to Pearl Harbor. The French will find additional evidence that Hitler’s
treatment of their defeated nation was more influenced by memories of France’s
treatment of Germany after World War I than by his respect for Mussolini’s desires.
Russians can try to visualize the prospect that could conceivably have unfolded if Stalin
had accepted Hitler’s offer in November 1940 of inclusion in the Axis Pact ; or if, having



been defeated in the summer of 1941, Stalin had accepted Hitler’s offer to rebuild Soviet
power beyond the Urals ; or if Hitler had taken seriously Stalin’s alleged peace offer of
September 1944.

In each case, this book views the situation as far as possible through Hitler’s eyes, from
behind his desk. This technique was bound to yield different perspectives, while
answering many questions that arose in the past as to the motives for his actions and
decisions. For example, [ have devoted great effort to accumulating the same
Intelligence material that was presented to Hitler—Iike the rare intercepts of G—ring’s
Forschungsamt (literally, “Research Office”), which monitored telephone lines and
decoded international radio signals ; these explain, for instance, Hitler’s alarm in July
1940 over Stalin’s intentions.

Because this tragic moment in history is told from Hitler’s point of view, we inevitably
see the sufferings of the Germans, whereas the destruction and death inflicted on other
nations remains somewhat more abstract. However, it is well to keep in mind that
conservative estimates are that Hitler’s War resulted in 40,000,000 military and civilian
deaths. Of this number approximately 2,500,000 were Germans.

In modern Germany, some of my conclusions proved unpalatable to many. A wave of
weak, repetitive, and unrevealing Hitler biographies had washed through the bookstores
two or three years before my manuscript (running to over three thousand pages in the first
draft) was published. The most widely publicized was that written by a German
television personality, Joachim Fest ; but he later told a questioner that he had not even
visited the magnificent National Archives in Washington, which houses by far the largest
collection of records relating to recent European history. Stylistically, Fest’s German
was good ; but the old legends were trotted out afresh, polished to an impressive gleam
of authority. The same Berlin company also published my book shortly after, under the
title Hitler und seine Feldherren, their chief editor found many of my arguments
distasteful, even dangerous, and without informing me, suppressed or even reversed them
: in their printed text Hitler had not told Himmler there was to be “no liquidation” of the
Jews (on November 30, 1941); he had told him not to use the word “liquidate” publicly
in connection with their extermination program. Thus history is falsified | (My
suggestion that they publish Himmler’s note as a facsimile had been ignored.) I
prohibited further printing of the book, two days after its appearance in Germany. To
explain their actions, the Berlin publishers argued that my manuscript expressed some
views that were “an affront to established historical opinion” in their country.

The biggest problem in dealing analytically with Hitler is the aversion to him as a person
created by years of intense wartime propaganda and emotive postwar historiography. My
own impression of the war is limited to snapshot memories of its side effects : early
summer picnics around the wreckage of a Heinkel bomber on the fringe of the local
Bluebell Woods ; the infernal organ note of the V-I flying bombs awakening the whole
countryside as they passed overhead ; convoys of drab army trucks rumbling past our



country gate ; counting the gaps in the American bomber squadrons straggling back from
Germany in formation after the day’s operations ; the troopships sailing in June 1944
from Southsea beach, heading for Normandy ; and of course VE-Day itself, with the
bonfires and beating of the family gong. Our knowledge of the Germans responsible for
all this was scarcely more profound. In Everybody’s magazine, long defunct, I recall
“Ferrier’s World Searchlight” with its weekly caricatures of a club-footed dwarf called
Goebbels and the other comic Nazi heroes.

The caricatures of the Nazi leaders have bedeviled the writing of history ever since.
Writers have found it impossible to de-demonize them. Confronted by the phenomenon
of Hitler himself, they cannot grasp that he was an ordinary, walking, talking human
weighing some 155 pounds, with graying hair, largely false teeth, and chronic digestive
ailments. He is to them the Devil incarnate. The process flourished even more after his
death : at the Nuremberg Trials, the blame was shifted from general to minister, from
minister to Party official, and from all of them invariably to Hitler. Under the system of
“licensed” publishers and newspapers enforced by the Allies in postwar Germany, the
legends prospered. No story was too absurd to gain credence ; the authority of the
writers who created them passed unchallenged.

Among these creative writers the German General Staff must take pride of place.
Without Hitler, few of them would have risen higher than to the rank of colonel ; they
owed him their jobs, their medals, their estates, their endowments. Often they owed him
their military victories too—the defeat of France in 1940 (see pages 44-45, 80-81, 114,
116-18), the Battle of Kharkov in 1942 (pages 387-88), to mention just two. After the
war those who survived—which was not infrequently because they had been dismissed,
and thus removed from the hazards of the battlefield—contrived to divert the blame away
from themselves to the erstwhile F hrer and Supreme Commander. I have exposed the
frauds and deceptions in their biographies. Thus in the secret files of the Nuremberg
prosecutor Justice Robert H. Jackson, I found a note addressed to his investigator
warning about the proposed tactics of General Franz Halder, the former German Army
Chief of Staff : “I just wanted to call your attention to the CSDIC intercepts of Halder’s
conversations with other generals. He is extremely frank on what he thinks should be
suppressed or distorted, and in particular is very sensitive to the suggestion that the
German General Staff was involved in anything, especially planning for war.” Usually,
these tactics involved labeling Hitler a “madman”—although the medical experts who
treated him are unanimous that clinically speaking he remained quite sane to the very
end.

Fortunately, this embarrassed adjusting of consciences and memories was more than
once, as above, recorded for posterity by the hidden microphones of the Combined
Services Detailed Interrogation Centers. When General Heinz Guderian—one of
Halder’s successors as Chief of Staff and the arrogant, supercilious General Leo Geyr
von Schweppenburg were asked by their American captors to write their history of the
war, they felt obliged to obtain the permission of Field Marshal Wilhelm von Leeb as
senior officer at the Seventh Army CSDIC. Leeb replied :



Well, I can only give you my personal opinion : ... You will have to weigh
your answers carefully when they pertain to objectives, causes, and the
progress of operations in order to see where they may affect the interests
of our Fatherland. On the one hand we have to admit that the Americans
know the course of operations quite accurately ; they even know which
units were employed on our side. However, they are not quite as familiar
with our motives. And there is one point where it would be advisable to
proceed with caution, so that we do not become the laughingstock of the
world. I do not know what your relations were with Hitler, but I do know
his military capacity.... You will have to consider your answers a bit
carefully when approached on this subject, so that you say nothing that
might embarrass our Fatherland....

Geyr von Schweppenburg : The types of madness known to psychologists
cannot be compared with the one the F-hrer suffered from. He was a
madman surrounded by serfs. I do not think we should express ourselves
quite as strongly as that in our statements. Mention of this fact will have
to be made, however, in order to exonerate a few persons. The question is
whether now is the right time to mention all this.

After an agonized debate on whether and which German generals advocated war in 1939,
Leeb suggested : “The question is now, whether we should not just admit openly
everything we know.” The following discussion ensued :

Geyr von Schweppenburg : Any objective observer will admit that
National Socialism raised the social status of the worker, and in some
respects even his standard of living as long as that was possible.

Leeb : This is one of the great achievements of National Socialism. The
excesses of National Socialism were in the first and final analysis due to
the F hrer’s personality.

Guderian : The fundamental principles were fine.

Leeb : That is true.

I was startled and, as a historian, depressed by the number of “diaries” which close
scrutiny proved to have been faked or tampered with—invariably to Hitler’s
disadvantage. Two different men claimed to possess the entire diaries of Admiral
Wilhelm Canaris—the legendary Abwehr chief hanged by Hitler as a traitor in April
1945. The first produced “documents of the postwar German Intelligence Service
(BND)” and original papers ‘“‘signed by Canaris” in his support ; the second, a German
High Court judge, announced that his set of the diaries had recently been returned by
Generalissimo Francisco Franco to the West German government. Forensic tests on the
paper and ink of a “Canaris” document supplied by the first man, conducted for me by a
London laboratory, proved them to be forgeries. An interview with Franco’s chef de
bureau—his brother-in-law Don Felipe Polo Valdes—in Madrid disposed of the German
judge’s equally improbable claim. Neither ever provided the actual diaries for
inspection. The Eva Braun diaries published by the film actor Luis Trenker were largely
forged from the “memoirs” written decades earlier by Countess Irma Larisch-Wallersee ;



the forgery was established by the Munich lawcourts in October 1948. (Eva Braun’s
genuine diaries, and her entire correspondence with Hitler, were acquired by a CIC team
based on Stuttgart-Backnang in the summer of 1945 ; they have not been seen since. |
identified the team’s commander and visited him in New Mexico ; he admitted the facts,
but I failed to persuade him to make the papers available for historical research—perhaps
he has long since sold them to a private dealer.) The oft-quoted “diaries” of Himmler’s
masseur Felix Kersten are equally fictitious, as for example the “twenty-six-page medical
dossier on Hitler” described in them shows. Oddly enough Kersten’s real diaries—
containing political dynamite on Sweden’s elite—do exist and have not been published.
Similarly, the “diaries” published by Rudolf Semmler in Goebbels—the Man Next to
Hitler (London, 1947) are phony too, as the entry for January 12, 1945, proves : it has
Hitler as Goebbels’s guest in Berlin, when the F hrer was in fact still fighting the Battle
of the Bulge from his HQ in West Germany. And there are no prizes for spotting the
anachronisms in Count Galeazzo Ciano’s extensively quoted “diaries”: for example
Marshal Rodolfo Graziani’s “complaints about Rommel” on December 12, 1940—two
full months before Rommel was appointed to Italy’s North African theater ! In fact
Ciano spent the months after his dismissal in February 1943 rewriting and “improving”
the diaries himself, which makes them very readable but virtually useless for the purposes
of history. Ribbentrop warned about the forgery in his prison memoirs—he claimed to
have seen Ciano’s real diaries in September 1943—and the Nazi interpreter Eugen
Dollmann described in his memoirs how the fraud was actually admitted to him by a
British officer at a prison camp. Even the most superficial examination of the
handwritten original volumes reveals the extent to which Ciano doctored them and
interpolated material—yet historians of the highest repute have quoted them without
question as they have Ciano’s so-called “Lisbon Papers,” although the latter too bear all
the hallmarks of subsequent editing. They have all at some time been retyped on the
same typewriter, although ostensibly originating over six years (1936-42).

Other diaries have been amended in more harmless ways : the Luftwaffe Chief of Staff
Karl Koller’s real shorthand diary often bears no resemblance to the version he published
as Der letzte Monat (Mannheim, 1949). And Helmuth Greiner, keeper of the official
OKW operations staff war diary until 1943, seized the opportunity in 1945, when asked
by the Americans to retranscribe his original notes for the lost volumes from August 1942
to March 1943, to excise passages which reflected unfavorably on fellow prisoners like
General Adolf Heusinger—or too favorably on Hitler ; and no doubt to curry favor with
the Americans, he added lengthy paragraphs charged with pungent criticism of Hitler’s
conduct of the war which I found to be missing from his original handwritten notes when
I compared them with the published version. This tendency—to pillory Hitler after the
war—was also strongly evident in the “diaries” of General Gerhard Engel, who served as
Hitler’s army adjutant from March 1938 to October 1943. Historiographical evidence
alone—e.g., comparison with the 1940 private diaries of Reichsminister Fritz Todt or the
wife of General Rudolf Schmundt, or with the records of Field Marshal von Manstein’s
Army Group Don at the time of Stalingrad—indicates that whatever they are, they are not
contemporaneous diaries (regrettably, the well-known Institut fur Zeitgeschichte in
Munich has nonetheless published them in a volume, Heeresadjutant bei Hitler 1938-



1943 [Stuttgart, 1974], rather feebly drawing attention to the diaries’ inconsistencies in a
short Introduction).

My exploration of sources throwing light on Hitler’s inner mind was sometimes
successful, sometimes not. Weeks of searching with a proton-magnetometer—a kind of
supersensitive mine-detector—in a forest in East Germany failed to unearth a glass jar
containing stenograms of Goebbels’s very last diaries, although at times, according to the
map in my possession, we must have stood right over it. But I did obtain the private
diaries written by Walther Hewel, Ribbentrop’s liaison officer on Hitler’s staff, and by
Baron Ernst von Weizs cker, Ribbentrop’s state secretary. Field Marshal Wolfram von
Richthofen’s widow made available to me the two thousand-page original text of his
unpublished diaries too ; in fact every officer or member of Hitler’s staff whom I
interviewed seemed to have carefully hoarded diaries or papers, which were eventually
produced for my exploitation here—mostly in German, but the research papers on the
fringe also came in a Babel of other languages : Italian, Russian, French, Spanish,
Hungarian, Romanian, and Czech ; some cryptic references to Hitler and Ribbentrop in
the Hewel diaries defied all my puny codebreaking efforts, and then proved to have been
written in Indonesian ! For the sake of completeness, I would add that Field Marshal
Fedor von Bock’s diary was pruned by him, but he does not seem to have interpolated
fresh material ; and that General Halder’s diary is completely trustworthy (having been
originally transcribed from the shorthand by the British) but is best employed without
reference to Halder’s postwar footnotes.

Many sources of prime importance are still missing, although enterprising West German
publishers have now obtained the full text of Goebbels’s diaries. That those of Hewel
and Weizs cker remained hitherto unexplored by historians is a baffling mystery to me.
They only had to ask the widows, as I did. The diaries of Hans Lammers, Wilhelm

Br ckner, Karl Bodenschatz, Karl Wolff, and Professor Theo Morell are missing,
although known to have fallen into Allied hands in 1945. Nicolaus von Below’s are
probably in Moscow. Himmler’s missing pocket notebooks certainly are. Alfred
Rosenberg’s remaining diaries are illicitly held by an American lawyer in Frankfurt. The
rest of Field Marshal Erhard Milch’s diaries—of which I obtained some five thousand
pages in 1967—have vanished, as have General Alfred Jodl’s diaries covering the years
1940 to 1943 ; they were looted with his private property by the British 11th Armored
Division at Flensburg in May 1945. Only a brief fragment of Benito Mussolini’s diary
survives (see pages 541-42) : the SS copied the originals and returned them to him in
January 1945, but both the originals and the copy placed in Ribbentrop’s files are missing
now ; a forgery perpetrated by two Italian nuns temporarily and expensively deceived the
London Sunday Times some years ago, before it was exposed by the same laboratory that
tested the “Canaris” document for me. The important diaries of Schmundt were
unhappily burnt at his request by his fellow adjutant Admiral Karl-Jesco von Puttkamer
in April 1945, along with Puttkamer’s own diaries. The diary of Dr. Stephan Tiso, the
last Slovak premier (from August 1944) is unaccountably held in the closed files of the
Hoover Institution.



As for autobiographical works, I preferred to rely on the original manuscripts rather than
the published texts, as in the early postwar years apprehensive publishers (especially the
“licensed” ones in Germany) made changes in them—for example in the memoirs of
Karl-Wilhelm Krause, Hitler’s manservant. Thus I relied on the original handwritten
memoirs of Himmler’s Intelligence chief, Walter Schellenberg, rather than on the
mutilated and ghostwritten version subsequently published. I would go so far as to warn
against the authoritativeness of numerous works hitherto accepted as “standard” sources
on Hitler—particularly those by Konrad Heiden, Dr. Hermann Rauschning, Dr. Hans
Bernd Gisevius, Erich Kordt, and by Hitler’s dismissed adjutant Fritz Wiedemann. (The
latter unashamedly explained in a private 1940 letter to a friend : “It makes no difference
if exaggerations and even falsehoods do creep in.”)

With the brilliant exception of Professor Hugh Trevor-Roper, whose book The Last Days
of Hitler was based on the records of the era and is therefore virtually unassailable even
today, each successive biographer has repeated or engrossed the legends created by his
predecessors, or at best consulted only the most readily available works of reference
themselves. Since it proved impracticable to study in detail such a dictator’s whole life
within this one volume, I limited myself to his war years ; I eschewed as far as possible
all published literature, since by 1964 when I began the research it was possible to
speculate that “books on Hitler” outnumbered page for page the total original
documentation available. This proved a sad underestimate.

Idle predecessors had gratefully lamented that most of the documents had been
destroyed. They had not—they survived in embarrassing superabundance. The official
papers of the Luftwaffe Field Marshal Milch, G-ring’s deputy, were captured by the
British and total over 60,000 pages (not that G—ring’s most recent biographer consulted
even one page of them). The entire war diary of the German naval staff, of immense
value far beyond purely naval matters, survived ; it took many months to read the 69
volumes of main text, some over 900 pages long, in Washington, and to examine the
most promising of the 3,900 microfilm rolls of German naval records held there too.

And what is the result ? Hitler will long remain an enigma, however hard the historians
burrow and toil. Even his intimates realized they hardly knew him. I have already
quoted Ribbentrop’s puzzlement ; but General Alfred Jodl, his closest strategic adviser,
also wrote in his Nuremberg cell on March 10, 1946 :

... But then I ask myself, did you ever really know this man at whose side
you led such a thorny and ascetic existence ? Did he perhaps just trifle
with your idealism too, abusing it for dark purposes which he kept hidden
deep within himself ? Dare you claim to know a man, if he has not
opened up the deepest recesses of his heart to you—in sorrow as well as in
ecstasy ? To this very day I do not know what he thought or knew or
really wanted. I only knew my own thoughts and suspicions. And if, now
that the shrouds fall away from a sculpture we fondly hoped would be a
work of art, only to reveal nothing but a degenerate gargoyle—then let



future historians argue among themselves whether it was like that from the
start, or changed with circumstances.

I keep making the same mistake : I blame his humble origins. But then I
remember how many peasants’ sons have been blessed by History with the
name, The Great.

“Hitler the Great”? No, contemporary History is unlikely to swallow such an epithet.

From the first day that he “seized power,” January 30, 1933, Hitler knew that only sudden
death awaited him if he failed to restore pride and empire to post-Versailles Germany.
His close friend and adjutant, Julius Schaub, recorded Hitler’s jubilant boast to his staff
on that evening, as the last celebrating guests left the Berlin Chancellery building : “No
power on earth will get me out of this building alive !”

History saw this prophecy fulfilled, as the handful of remaining Nazi faithfuls trooped
uneasily into his underground study on April 30, 1945, surveyed his still warm remains—
slumped on a couch, with blood trickling from the sagging lower jaw, and a gunshot
wound in the right temple—and sniffed the bitter-almonds smell hanging in the air.
Wrapped in a gray army blanket, he was carried up to the shell-blasted Chancellery
garden. Gasoline was slopped over him in a reeking crater and ignited while his staff
hurriedly saluted and backed down into the shelter. Thus ended the six years of Hitler’s
War. We shall now see how they began.

— David Irving,
London, January 1976

Hitler’s People

As an aid to following the narrative, brief biographical details follow of the principal
German personalities referred to in the text.

ALBRECHT, Alwin-Broder : Until June 1939 Hitler’s naval adjutant, his replacement
was demanded by Raeder after an unfortunate marriage ; Hitler demurred and made him
a personal adjutant instead. He is presumed to have died in the last days in Berlin.



AMSBERG, Colonel Erik von : A former adjutant of Keitel’s, he stepped in as Hitler’s
Wehrmacht adjutant after Below, Puttkamer, and Schmundt were injured in the July 20,
1944, bomb explosion.

ASSMANN, Admiral Heinz : Jodl’s naval staff officer, who frequently attended Hitler’s
war conferences from 1943 to 1944.

BACKE, Dr. Herbert : The very capable state secretary in the food ministry, who
virtually supplanted the minister, Richard Walter Darre, in 1942.

BECK, General Ludwig : Was Army Chief of Staff until August 1938, when he was
replaced by Halder and began to intrigue against Hitler ; after the July 20, 1944, bomb
plot failed, he committed suicide.

BELOW, Colonel Nicolaus von : Genteel and educated, Below served as Hitler’s
Luftwaffe adjutant from 1937 until the F hrer’s suicide.

BERGER, SS General Gottlob : Chief of Himmler’s SS Main Office (Hauptamt).

BEST, Dr. Werner : A department head in the Gestapo, he was appointed Hitler’s
Plenipotentiary in Denmark in 1942.

BLASCHKE, Professor Johannes : Hitler’s principal dentist—his postwar interrogation
by the Americans provides the main evidence that Hitler’s was the corpse found by the
Red Army in Berlin.

BLOMBERG, Field Marshal Werner von : The first field marshal created by Hitler—in
1937—Blomberg was fired as war minister in early 1938 after marrying way, way below
his station ; but Hitler had a soft spot for him until the very end.

BOCK, Field Marshal Fedor von : One of Hitler’s toughest and most successful soldiers
in France (1940) and Russia (1941-42), he died in an air raid in 1945.

BODENSCHATZ, General Karl : Officially G-ring’s chef de bureau, Bodenschatz
became his permanent representative at Hitler’s HQ.

BONIN, Colonel Bogislaw von : Latterly the chief of operations in the German General
Staff.

BORGMANN, Colonel Heinrich : Succeeded Engel as Hitler’s army adjutant in 1943
killed by air attack on his car in April 1945.

BORMANN, Albert : Younger brother of Martin Bormann, but not on speaking terms
with him ; Albert was an adjutant in Hitler’s Private Chancellary.



BORMANN, Martin : Rose from relative obscurity as Hess’s right-hand man to position
of vast personal power upon Hess’s defection in May 1941. Head of the Nazi Party
Chancellery, and from 1943 the “F hrer’s secretary” as well. He was the dynamo inside
the Nazi machine, converting Hitler’s half-spoken thoughts into harsh reality. Hard
working, hard living-condemned to death at Nuremberg in absentia, his lawyer’s appeal
for clemency is still on the case file, undecided.

BOUHLER, Reichsleiter Philipp : As Chief of the Chancellery of the F hrer of the Nazi
party, Bouhler handled the incoming mail of German citizens ; as such his office dealt
with applications for clemency and thus became involved in the murderous euthanasia
projects and the technicalities of the liquidation of Jews and other “undesirables.” He
took his own life in May 1945.

BRANDT, Dr. Karl : Hitler’s accompanying surgeon from the mid-Thirties onward, he
was dismissed in October 1944 by Martin Bormann ; the Americans hanged him in 1947
for his part in the euthanasia planning.

BRAUCHITSCH, Field Marshal Walther von : Appointed Commander in Chief, Army,
by Hitler in 1938 for want of a better general ; Hitler tolerated him only reluctantly until
his ill-health provided sufficient cover for his retirement in December 1941. He died in
British captivity in 1948.

BRAUN, Eva : Hitler’s only known mistress from 1931 onward ; she provided
conversation and company, and according to Hitler’s secretaries, developed from the
humble laboratory assistant she had been before then into a woman of great poise and
charm. He formally married her thirty-six hours before their joint suicide in April 1945.

BRUCKNER, SA Gruppenf hrer Wilhelm : A chief adjutant of Hitler’s, dismissed in
October 1940—having, like Albrecht and Blomberg, contracted a much-criticized
marriage.

BURGDORF, General Wilhelm : Succeeded Schmundt as Hitler’s chief Wehrmacht
adjutant and chief of the army personnel branch after Schmundt was wounded in the July
20, 1944, bomb explosion ; previously Schmundt’s deputy. A rough diamond and heavy
drinker, he committed suicide soon after Hitler.

CANARIS, Vice Admiral Wilhelm : Chief of the Abwehr—the OKW Intelligence
Branch—until its absorption by the SS in 1944, Canaris weathered many storms. A man
of few friends, with Indian manservants, Greek blood, and a liking for warm champagne
for breakfast, he slipped off his tightrope between the traitors and the SS in 1944 and was
hanged in the last month of the war.

CHRISTIAN, General Eckhard : He had been Jod!’s chief staff officer until he married
Hitler’s personal secretary Gerda Daranowski in November 1942 ; then he rose rapidly
until he was the chief of the Luftwaffe operations staff.



CHRISTIAN, Frau Gerda : One of Hitler’s four private secretaries, and certainly the
most attractive—as the F hrer is known to have appreciated. She joined his staff before
the war, retired on her marriage in November 1942, but returned a year later and stayed
with Hitler until the end.

DARGES, Fritz : Martin Bormann’s adjutant until 1939, he became Hitler’s personal
adjutant from March 1943—until Hitler sacked him in July 1944, ostensibly because of
an incident with an insect during a war conference, more probably because Darges had
jilted Eva’s sister Gretl Braun. He was sent to the Russian front.

DIETRICH, Dr. Otto : Hitler’s press spokesman.

DIETRICH, SS General Josef “Sepp”: One of the Party Old Guard, he commanded the
SS Leibstandarte (Life Guards) and then the SS Sixth Panzer Army.

D=NITZ, Grand Admiral Karl : Commander in Chief of the German U-boat service until
1943, he stepped into Raeder’s shoes when the latter resigned as Commander in Chief,
Navy, that January. D-—nitz supported Hitler’s bolder strategic decisions—i.e., to hold on
to the Crimea and the eastern Baltic provinces—and satisfied Hitler that he was the best
successor as F hrer in April 1945.

DORSCH, Dr. Xaver : After Fritz Todt, one of the Reich’s most outstanding civil
engineers ; became head of the Todt Organization building military sites in Reich-
occupied countries.

EICHMANN, SS Colonel Adolf : A minor official in Kaltenbrunner’s Reich Main
Security Office, Eichmann was responsible for the smooth running of the Jewish
deportation programs ; he was one of the driving forces behind the extermination of the
Jews.

EICKEN, Professor Carl von : The ear, nose, and throat specialist who operated on
Hitler’s throat in 1935 and again in November 1944.

ENGEL, Colonel Gerhard : Hitler’s army adjutant from 1938 to 1943, he then
distinguished himself as a division commander.

ETZDORF, Major Hasso von : Liaison officer between the General Staff and
Ribbentrop’s foreign ministry, his often cryptic penciled notes were deciphered by the
Americans postwar and present vital information on Hitler’s foreign strategy.

FALKENHAUSEN, General Alexander von : The aristocratic Nazi Military Governor of
Belgium, he entered into a liaison with an equally aristocratic Belgian lady which
resulted in his dismissal in July 1944 ; this probably spared him from the hangman’s
noose some weeks later, as his implication in the bomb plot escaped the attention of the
Gestapo.



FEGELEIN, SS General Hermann : Himmler’s representative at Hitler’s HQ from 1944
to the end ; married Gretl Braun (see also Darges) but left her a widow, as he was shot
for attempted desertion in the last days.

FELLGIEBEL, General Erich : Chief of the Wehrmacht’s and Army’s Signals Branches,
he was executed after the failure of the 1944 bomb plot in which he was implicated.

FRANK, Dr. Hans : One of Hitler’s oldest friends and his personal legal adviser in the

Thirties. Hitler appointed him Governor General of rump Poland after that country’s
defeat in 1939.

FRANK, Karl-Hermann : Deputy Protector of Bohemia-Moravia.

FRICK, Dr. Wilhelm : Minister of the Interior, until Himmler supplanted him in August
1943.

FROMM, General Friedrich : A deadly enemy of Keitel, Fromm commanded the
Replacement Army—divisions being raised and trained in Germany ; he was implicated
in the July 20, 1944, conspiracy, but only vaguely—the People’s Court found no
evidence, for example, that he had known of the plot, but condemned him to death for
cowardice in not having acted more energetically against his Chief of Staff, Stauffenberg,
that afternoon.

GIESING, Dr. Erwin : Army ENT-specialist summoned from Rastenburg hospital after
July 20, 1944, bomb explosion to treat Hitler’s head injuries.

GLOBOCNIK, SS Brigadier Odilo : Formerly police commander in occupied Polish
district of Lublin, he ranked with Eichmann as one of the Nazis behind the massacre of
the Jews.

GOEBBELS, Dr. Joseph : one of the Party’s Old Guard ; Gauleiter of Berlin, and after
1933 Reich propaganda minister—an outstanding speaker and master of dialectics, but
undoubtedly one of the evil geniuses behind the F hrer. Took his own and his family’s
lives after Hitler’s suicide.

GOERDELER, Dr. Carl : Former mayor of Leipzig, Goerdeler was political leader of the
anti-Hitler conspiracy culminating in the July 20, 1944, bomb explosion.

G=+RING, Reichsmarschall Hermann : A man of many titles, but principally important as
Commander in Chief of the Luftwaffe and head of the Four-Year Plan office. Alternating
between bouts of laziness and spasms of intense activity, he was most closely identified
by the German public with their eventual misery and defeat—but somehow his popularity
remained virtually unimpaired until his October 1946 suicide.

GUDERIAN, General Heinz : Ranks as one of World War II’s leading tank commanders
; was dismissed by Hitler in December 1941 to satisfy Kluge and remained in a



command limbo until Hitler appointed him his personal Inspector of the Panzer Service
in February 1943. Even then Guderian wavered in his loyalty ; he certainly had advance
warning of the July 20, 1944, bomb explosion and prudently absented himself from the
F hrer’s HQ that day—to return only hours later, to his own surprise, as the army’s new
Chief of General Staff until March 1945.

GDNSCHE, SS Colonel Otto : Formerly a private in Hitler’s escort squad, G ,nsche—a
big, blond bulldog of an officer—became his personal adjutant and bodyguard, and was
entrusted by the F hrer with burning his corpse after his suicide in April 1945—and with
giving him a coup de gr’ce with his pistol if necessary.

HAASE, Professor Werner : Had treated Hitler before the war, became his doctor again
briefly in the last days in Berlin.

HALDER, General Franz : Succeeded Beck as the army’s Chief of General Staff in 1938
; generally acknowledged to have been a good tactician, Halder retained this post until
Hitler could stand him no longer—in September 1942.

HASSELBACH, Dr. Hanskarl von : Dr. Karl Brandt’s deputy as Hitler’s accompanying
surgeon until October 1944.

HESS, Rudolf : Hitler’s official “deputy” until his flight to Scotland in May 1941.

HEWEL, Ambassador Walther : He had joined the Nazi party as a student in the early
Twenties, shared Hitler’s Landsberg imprisonment briefly in 1923, then emigrated as a
planter to Java ; he returned to become a member of Ribbentrop’s staff—serving through
the period of this book as liaison officer at Hitler’s HQ.

HEYDRICH, SS General Reinhard : Kaltenbrunner’s predecessor as chief of the Reich
Main Security Office of the SS ; as such he was more interested in the “executive”
side—the building of a formidable police organization throughout Germany. Appointed
“Reich Protector” of occupied Czechoslovakia in October 1941, embarked on reforms
there, assassinated by British-trained agents in May 1942. As he was the brain behind the
extermination camps, he merits no sympathy.

HIMMLER, Heinrich : SS Reichsf hrer, chief of police, and—after August 1943—
Minister of the Interior. “Himmler,” said the Nazi party newspaper chief Max Amann,
“considered it his duty to eliminate all enemies of the Nazi ideology and he did so calmly
and impersonally, without hate and without sympathy.” A rare mixture of crackpot and
organizational genius.

JESCHONNEK, General Hans : A lieutenant at sixteen in World War I, he seemed
marked out for a brilliant career ; by 1939 he was Luftwaffe Chief of Staff—by August
1943 he was dead, a suicide.



JODL, General Alfred : A pure soldier, of unquestionable loyalty to his F hrer, Jodl
served as chief of the OKW operations staff (Wehrmachtf, hrungsstab) from August 1939
to the very end. His strategic insight was profound. He was hanged at Nuremberg in
1946.

JUNGE, Fran Traudl : Youngest of Hitler’s secretaries, she joined his staff when Gerda
Daranowski married in 1942 ; she herself married Hitler’s manservant Hans Junge, was
widowed by 1944, and stayed with Hitler to the end. (NEe Traudl Humps.)

JUNGE, Captain Wolf : Jodl’s naval staff officer until August 28, 1943, then again from
summer 1944 onward while Assmann recovered from injuries sustained on July 20, 1944.

KALTENBRUNNER, SS General Dr. Ernst : Heydrich’s successor as chief of the Reich
Main Security Office—but personally more interested in the Intelligence side and less in
the police and executive aspects, in which “Gestapo” M ller grew in influence.

KEITEL, Field Marshal Wilhelm : Chief of OKW (German High Command) in title only
; he exercised his ministerial functions well ; the military and strategic side he—
wisely—Ileft to Jodl. Loyal and hardworking, Keitel shared Jodl’s fate at Nuremberg.

KESSELRING, Field Marshal Albert : He held important air commands during the
invasions of Poland, France, and Russia. Supreme commander of German forces in Italy
(1943-1945), in March 1945 he took over from Rundstedt as Commander in Chief West.
In 1947 he was condemned to death for war crimes against Italian civilians, but this
sentence was later commuted to life imprisonment. He was pardoned in 1952.

KLUGE, Field Marshal Gunther Hans von : A good commander of men, like Rommel—
always in the battle line with his troops, but politically ambitious too. Lent an ear to
various groups of plotters, but would not commit himself. Fearing implication in the
failed July 20, 1944, plot, Kluge took cyanide and closed his “big blue, patrician eyes”
for the last time on August 18, 1944, his personal admiration for Adolf Hitler
undiminished.

KOCH, Erich : Gauleiter of East Prussia, he was appointed Reich Commissioner in the
Ukraine in 1941, pursuing policies of such brutality as to achieve the impossible—a pro-
Soviet Ukraine.

KOEPPEN, Dr. Werner : Rosenberg’s representative at Hitler’s HQ, he recorded the
F.hrer’s political Table Talk for some months in 1941.

KOLLER, General Karl : Luftwaffe Chief of Staff from November 1944 to the end ;
Bavarian, dour but capable, having risen from the enlisted ranks.

KORTEN, General G nther : Luftwaffe Chief of Staff following Jeschonnek’s 1943
suicide, he died an agonizing death when a fragment of table pierced him after



Stauffenberg’s bomb exploded beneath it in July 1944. Korten was the first to campaign
for a strategic bomber force in the Luftwaffe.

KRANCKE, Vice Admiral Theodor : Permanent representative of the Commander in
Chief, Navy, at Hitler’s HQ after September 1942.

KREBS, General Hans : Last Army Chief of Staff, he negotiated with the Russians in
Berlin following Hitler’s death, then committed suicide.

KREIPE, General Werner : Luftwaffe Chief of Staff from August 1 to September 21,
1944, when Hitler banished him from war conferences at his HQ.

LAMMERS, Dr. Hans Heinrich : A legacy of the Hindenburg regime, Lammers was an
expert on constitutional law and, as chief of the Reich Chancellery, the most important
civil servant of the Third Reich.

LEY, Dr. Robert : Party Organization chief, he took over the trade unions in 1933 and
molded them into the monolithic German Labor Front (DAF).

LINGE, Heinz : Hitler’s manservant until the very end in Berlin.
LOSSBERG, Colonel Bernhard von : Jodl’s army staff officer.

LUTZE, Victor : Succeeded the murdered Ernst R—hm as chief of the SA brownshirt
army in 1934. A heavy drinker and loose talker, he engaged Himmler’s displeasure by
remarks about the SS, and died in a car crash in 1943.

MAISEL, General Ernst : Burgdorf’s deputy in the Army Personnel Branch—a quiet,
intelligent officer manhandled by postwar writers for his unfortunate part in Rommel’s
death.

MANSTEIN, Field Marshal Erich von : Universally acclaimed as Germany’s most
outstanding General Staff product, as he displayed in offensive operations in Poland
(1939), the west (1940), and the Russian campaign.

MEISSNER, Dr. Otto : Like Lammers, a leftover of the Hindenburg era ; head of the
Presidential Chancellery (Pr”sidialkanzlei).

MILCH, Field Marshal Erhard : Founder of Lufthansa airline, Milch was called upon by
Hitler and G-ring to build the secret Luftwaffe in 1933. After years of intense rivalry
with G-ring, Milch—who had labored to conceal a serious defect in his family tree (he
was pure Aryan, but accepted popular legend to the contrary to conceal the fact that he
was the product of the illicit relationship between his mother and her mother’s brother)—
was sacked in 1944.



MODEL, Field Marshal Walter : Monocled, highly schooled, modern in outlook, he was
the antithesis of Manstein ; when a front line needed holding or restoring, Hitler sent for
Model.

MORELL, Professor Theo : Morell alone had been able to cure Hitler of a gastric
disorder in 1936 ; he appointed him personal physician and turned a deaf ear on all his
critics until the very end.

MDLLER, SS General Heinrich : Chief of Amt IV (the Gestapo) under Kaltenbrunner, he
vanished in the last days of the war and has not been positively seen since.

PAULUS, Field Marshal Friedrich : Led his Sixth Army into Soviet captivity after the
Battle of Stalingrad, 1943.

PUTTKAMER, Admiral Karl-Jesco von : Hitler’s naval adjutant from March 1935 to
June 1938, then again from August 1939 to the end—one of the most important witnesses
still surviving from Hitler’s circle.

RAEDER, Grand Admiral Erich : Was already Commander in Chief, Navy, when Hitler
came to power in 1933, and forcefully resigned exactly ten years later.

RATTENHUBER, SS Brigadier Hans : Chief of Hitler’s police bodyguard at HQ,
responsible for his security, he sought to conceal his brutal and intriguing nature beneath
a veneer of Bavarian charm.

RIBBENTROP, Joachim von : Reich foreign minister after 1938, he realized that many
of Hitler’s foreign policies were doomed to failure but allowed the F hrer to overrule him
every time ; hanged at Nuremberg in 1946.

RICHTHOFEN, Field Marshal Wolfram von : Perhaps the toughest Luftwaffe strike
commander, Richthofen commanded first an air corps, then an air force (Luftflotte) ;
Hitler always committed Richthofen where the battle was fiercest, and listened readily to
the field marshal’s extravagant complaints about his army counterparts.

ROMMEL, Field Marshal Erwin : Commandant of Hitler’s HQ 1939-40, he secured
command of a panzer division in time for the attack on France, fought a brilliant if
reckless campaign there, and repeated his triumphs on a larger scale in North Africa, until
the lack of supplies and the Allied superiority in tanks and aircraft beat him back ; his
loyalty to Hitler remained unchanged, but his hatred of the OKW and Jodl reached
pathological proportions in 1944. Implicated by others in the July 20, 1944, conspiracy,
he took the consequences—poison—in October that year.

ROSENBERG, Alfred : Verbose Party philosopher ; bitter opponent of Koch,
particularly after Rosenberg as Minister for the Occupied Eastern Territories had to deal
with him ; notorious anti-Semite.



RUNDSTEDT, Field Marshal Gerd von : Blunt, chivalrous, loyal, but elderly and
easygoing in later years, Rundstedt was the senior serving German soldier ; Hitler was
fond of him and rightly trusted him—thrice appointing him to high commands, and thrice
relieving him when expediency demanded. From 1942 to 1945 Rundstedt was—with a
brief interval in the summer of 1944—Commander in Chief West.

SAUCKEL, Fritz : Gauleiter of Thuringia, Sauckel was appointed by Hitler in 1942 to
take charge of the manpower procurement program of the Reich ; this Sauckel achieved
by contracts, inducements, or slave labor. Hanged at Nuremberg.

SAUR, Karl-Otto : Outwardly the typical Nazi—stocky, forceful, crude—Saur was first
Todt’s, then Speer’s right-hand man in the munitions ministry ; his phenomenal memory
for dates and statistics made him one of Hitler’s favorites.

SCHAUB, Julius : Joined the Nazi party in 1925, served as Hitler’s personal adjutant
and factotum until the end ; of too limited an intellect to intriguehence valued highly by
the F hrer in his entourage.

SCHEIDT, Dr. Wilhelm : Adjutant to Hitler’s court historian Scherff. After Scherff’s
injury on July 20, 1944, Scheidt took his place for many months at Hitler’s war
conferences. But through his friendship with Beck, Goerdeler, and Kurt von
Hammerstein, Scheidt was the source (unwittingly perhaps?) of much secret Intelligence
that reached the enemy, direct from Hitler’s HQ.

SCHERFF, General Walter : Chief OKW historian, appointed by Hitler in 1942 to write
the Reich war history ; but he never got around to it—and on his orders the shorthand
records of most of Hitler’s war conferences were burned in May 1945.

SCHMUNDT, General Rudolf : Hitler’s chief Wehrmacht adjutant after 1938, and chief
of the army personnel branch after October 1942 as well ; his role as private adviser to

Hitler needs intensive research. He died a lingering death, blind and burnt, after the July
20, 1944, bomb blast.

SCH=+RNER, Field Marshal Ferdinand : Like Model, Sch—rner was usually assigned to
sectors where other generals had failed, and he usually succeeded.

SCHROEDER, Christa : Hitler’s private secretary after 1933, she stayed with him until
ordered to leave Berlin on April 20, 1945. Hitler warmed toward her, despite her sharp
tongue and feline comments on the war’s progress.

SEYSS-INQUART, Dr. Arthur : A quiet-spoken Austrian lawyer, propelled by the 1938
union between Germany and Austria into high office in Vienna as a Nazi sympathizer,
Seyss-Inquart was Hans Frank’s deputy in Poland until May 18, 1940, when he was
appointed Hitler’s viceroy in the Netherlands. Hanged at Nuremberg.



SONNLEITNER, Dr. Franz von : diplomat, stood in for Hewel during his recovery from
air crash injuries in 1944.

SPEER, Albert : Nominated by Hitler as architect for Berlin, despite his youth ;
ambitious, vain, publicity-conscious, but possessing—Ilike G-ring—undoubted presence
and organizing ability. Hitler shrewdly appointed him Todt’s successor as munitions
minister in February 1942, but became disillusioned with him in the last weeks of his life.

STUMPFEGGER, Dr. Ludwig : A well-known surgeon on Himmler’s staff, who began
treating Hitler in October 1944.

TODT, Dr. Fritz : Hitler’s main civil engineer, who had built the autobahn network on
his orders, and then the West Wall in 1938-39 ; in March 1940 Hitler nominated him to
head a new munitions ministry. When Todt was killed in a plane crash in February 1942,
Speer succeeded him.

VORMANN, General Nikolaus von : Appointed by Brauchitsch to act as army
representative at Hitler’s HQ in August and September 1939.

VOSS, Vice Admiral Hans-Erich : Succeeded Krancke as naval representative at Hitler’s
HQ on March 1, 1943.

WAGNER, General Eduard : Quartermaster General of the German army—until his
suicide after the July 20, 1944, bomb plot failed.

WARLIMONT, General Walter : De facto deputy to Jodl in the OKW operations staff,
Warlimont deeply felt that he should have held Jodl’s position (which by rights was his).

WEIZSYCKER, Baron Ernst von : Ribbentrop’s state secretary at the foreign ministry
after 1938 ; from early 1943 onward he was German ambassador to the Vatican.

WOLF, Johanna : Oldest of Hitler’s private secretaries.

WOLFF, SS General Karl : Chief of Himmler’s personal staff, SS representative at
Hitler’s HQ until early 1943—when he was involved in a marriage scandal—and from
September 1943 chief of police in Nazi-occupied Italy.

ZEITZLER, General Kurt : Dubbed “Thunderball” (Kugelblitz) because of his intensive
energy as Chief of Staff to a panzer corps in Russia, 1941-42 ; Hitler fetched him from
his position as Rundstedt’s Chief of Staff in France (1942) to succeed Halder as Army
Chief of Staff. Zeitzler put up with Hitler’s tantrums until June 30, 1944, when he simply
vanished and reported sick.



David Irving

HITLER’S WAR

PART 1
HITLER’S WAR BEGINS
“ White ”

Late on the evening of September 3, 1939, Hitler exchanged the elegant marbled halls of
the Chancellery for the special train, Amerika, parked in a dusty Pomeranian railroad
station surrounded by parched and scented pine trees and wooden barrack huts baked dry
by the central European sun.

Never before had Germany’s railroads conveyed a train like this—a cumbersome
assemblage of twelve or fifteen coaches hauled by two locomotives immediately
followed by armored wagons bristling with 20-millimeter antiaircraft guns ; a similar
flak wagon brought up the rear. Hitler’s personal coach came first : a drawing room
about the size of three regular compartments, a sleeping berth, and a bathroom. In the
drawing room, there was an oblong table with eight chairs grouped around it. The four
remaining compartments in Hitler’s coach were occupied by his adjutants and
manservants. Other coaches housed dining accommodations and quarters for his military
escort, private detectives, medical staff, press section, and visiting guests. Joachim von
Ribbentrop, Hans Lammers, and Heinrich Himmler followed in a second train code-
named Heinrich. G-ring’s private—and considerably more comfortably furnished—
train, Asia, remained with him at Luftwaffe headquarters near Potsdam.

The nerve center of Hitler’s train was the “command coach” attached to his own

quarters. One half was taken up by a long conference room dominated by a map table,
and the other half by Hitler’s communications center, which was in constant touch by
teleprinter and radio-telephone with the OKW and other ministries in Berlin, as well as
with military headquarters on the front. Hitler was to spend most of his waking hours in
this hot, confined space for the next two weeks, while Colonel Rudolf Schmundt, Hitler’s
chief adjutant, valiantly kept the stream of importunate visitors to a minimum. Here
General Wilhelm Keitel introduced to the F hrer for the first time his chief of operations,
Major General Alfred Jodl, a placid, bald-headed Bavarian mountain-warfare officer a
year younger than Hitler, whose principal strategic adviser he was to be until the last days
of the war. (Jodl was to be called upon by the Americans in the postwar period for his
advice on the defense of western Europe, then hanged as a war criminal at Nuremberg.)
Jodl took one of the chairs in the middle of the long map-table, while Keitel regularly sat
at one end and Colonel Nikolaus von Vormann, the army’s liaison officer, sat next to the
three telephones at the other.



In the train, as at the Chancellery, the brown Nazi party uniform dominated the scene.
Generally speaking, Hitler’s adjutants were the only others who found room there. Even
Rommel, the new commandant of the F hrer’s headquarters, could not live in this train.
Hitler hardly intervened in the conduct of the Polish campaign anyway. He would appear
in the command coach at 9 A.M. to hear Jodl’s personal report on the morning situation
and to inspect the maps that had been flown in from Berlin. His first inquiry of Colonel
von Vormann was always about the dangerous western front situation, for of 30 German
divisions left to hold the three-hundred-mile line, only 12 were up to scratch ; and
against them France might at any time unleash her army of 110 divisions. But contrary to
every prediction voiced by Hitler’s critics, the western front was curiously quiet. On
September 4, an awed Colonel von Vormann wrote : “Meanwhile, a propaganda war has
broken out in the west. Will the F hrer prove right after all ? They say that the French
have hung out a banner at Saarbr cken reading We won't fire the first shot. As we’ve
strictly forbidden our troops to open hostilities, I can’t wait to see what happens now.”

It was indeed a mystery. While Poland reeled toward defeat, her allies made ominous
noises but remained inactive as their precious opportunities dwindled with each passing
day.

Poland was overrun in three weeks. Neither the bravery of her soldiers nor the promises
of her allies prevented this overwhelming defeat ; it startled Stalin, astonished the
democracies, and confirmed Hitler’s belief in the invincibility of his armies. They had
fallen upon Poland from Pomerania and East Prussia, from Silesia and from the protected
territories of Slovakia as well ; at no stage were the Poles able to establish a stable front.
The gasoline engine, the tank, and the dive-bomber should not have taken the Poles by
surprise, but they did. Hitler’s armored and mechanized units swept through the brittle
Polish defenses in the west and encircled the enemy armies while they were still massed
to the west of the Vistula, where they were deployed partly in defense of their country
and partly in preparation for the drive to Berlin—the thrust which would bring about an
anti-Nazi revolution in Germany, as the Polish government had so naOvely been led to
believe. German expectations came off somewhat better. What had been planned on the
maps of the German General Staff throughout the summer now took precise shape in the
marshlands and fields of Poland in September 1939.

Hitler left General Walther von Brauchitsch in unfettered control of the army’s
operations. He listened unobtrusively to all that went on about him in the command
coach, soaking up the debates and discussions and no doubt comparing the course of the
campaign with the events his self-taught knowledge had led him to expect. His being
there did not distract his staff, as one member wrote, except that they were forbidden to
smoke in his presence—a prohibition that fell heavily on his chain cigar-smoking naval
adjutant, Captain Karl-Jesko von Puttkamer. Hitler’s only strategic influence had been
on the “grand pincer” plan, with its powerful southward thrust with mechanized forces
from East Prussia behind the Vistula. He had attempted to veto the appointments of
Generals Johannes Blaskowitz to command the Eighth Army and G nther von Kluge the
Fourth Army—the latter because of G-ring’s personal antipathy, and the former because
he recalled that in manuevers three years before, the general had not committed his tanks



as he himself would have considered best ; but on these appointments Hitler allowed
himself to be overruled, although he did later find fault with the conduct of the Eighth
Army’s operations. This produced the only real crisis of the campaign ; but the crisis
occurred precisely where Hitler had expected, and he had ordered countermeasures in
anticipation. The few days in which Kluge commanded his Fourth Army before an
aircraft accident put him temporarily hors de combat convinced Hitler that here was a
general to whom he should always entrust the most demanding operational commands ;
the resulting affection probably spared Kluge from the gallows, though not from death,
five years later.

The Poles had committed the basic strategic error of concentrating their forces forward in
the Posen (Poznan) salient, instead of establishing a main line of defense that could be
more readily held, for example on the Vistula River. As it was, these forces were
encircled and destroyed in the first phases of the campaign. The western border
fortifications were weak and obsolete—those near Warsaw dated back to the Great War ;
the capital’s fortifications were incorporated into its suburbs, and this inevitably resulted
in heavy fighting there. But by that time the outcome was a foregone conclusion.

At eight o’clock on the morning of September 4, after his train’s arrival at the front,
General Fedor von Bock, the commander of Army Group North, joined Rommel in
reporting to Hitler, and the three men set out on an extended tour of the battle areas.
Accompanied by his adjutants and a manservant, Hitler rode in a heavy six-wheeled
Mercedes, and the rest of his staff and escort followed in six identical vehicles. The little
convoy, headed by two armored scout cars, with two more bringing up the rear, drove off
to visit Fourth Army headquarters ; seventy or more cars packed with Party and
ministerial personages jostled for position behind the F hrer’s convoy, completely
ignoring the vehicle-sequence orders the frantic Schmundt had drawn up. A choking
cloud of Pomeranian dust was flung up from the unpaved country roads. At each brief
halt the same undignified scenes were repeated as Hitler’s generals and Party leaders
elbowed their way into the foreground of the photographs being taken and then galloped
back to their cars to urge their chauffeurs into even closer proximity to the F hrer’s
Mercedes. Once when Martin Bormann angrily rebuked Rommel for these scenes of
disorder the general coolly snapped back : “I’m not a kindergarten teacher. You sort
them out, if you want !” Hitler affected not to notice all this—no doubt seeing it as
further proof of his own popularity. During the first days of the campaign, no way could
be found to shake off this horde of idle camp followers, but eventually Schmundt did
manage to elude most of them by beginning each visit to the front with a short flight in
the three available Junkers 52s to an airfield where a little motor convoy was waiting.

The Wehrmacht was already steamrolling northward toward Thorn, and General Heinz
Guderian’s armor was entering his birthplace, Chelmno (Culm). These were fields long
steeped in German blood ; ancient German land was coming under German rule again.
Everywhere Hitler was surrounded by jubilant soldiers who sensed that this was an
historic hour and that the injustices of Versailles were at last being wiped out. On the



sixth he toured the battlefield of Tucheler Heide, where a powerful Polish Corps had been
encircled and now desperately struggled to break out. (Apparently convinced that the
German tanks were only tinplate dummies, the Polish cavalry attacked with lances
couched.) Here the roads were hideous with the carnage of unequal battle. A radio
message told Hitler that Cracow was now in German hands. As he had hoped, the greater
part of the Polish army had been trapped west of the Vistula, while the strong force
assembled at Posen for the attack on Berlin was now aimless and isolated—far from the
main scene of events.

At 10 P.M. that evening, September 6, Hitler returned to his command coach. Colonel
von Vormann briefed him on the western front. “The phony war continues,” he wrote
later that day. ““So far not a shot has been fired on the western front. On both sides there
are just huge loudspeakers barking at each other, with each side trying to make it clear to
the other how impossible their behavior is and how stupid their governments are.
Tomorrow Brauchitsch and Raeder are due here.... Poland’s situation is worse than
desperate.” Vormann already talked of the dissolution of the Polish army : “All that
remains now is a rabbit hunt. Militarily, the war is over.” Hitler stared at him
incredulously ; then, beaming with pleasure, he took the colonel’s hand in both of his
and pumped it up and down before leaving the command coach without a further word.

The situation in the west had a comic-opera quality. From both sides of the Rhine,
loudspeakers assured the enemy they would not open fire first. At some places the troops
were bathing in the river. There were secret exchanges of food and drink between the
French and German lines. French deserters disclosed that their frontline sentries were not
permitted to load live ammunition in their rifles. German commanders had the strictest
possible instructions not to fire into French territory or permit flights over the frontier. In
addition, Hitler went out of his way to avoid provoking British public opinion : when G—
ring begged for permission to bomb the British fleet riding peacefully at anchor at Scapa
Flow, Hitler rejected the Luftwaffe commander’s request as overeager. He was furious
when Britain announced on September 4 that one of her transatlantic liners, the Athenia,
had that morning been torpedoed off the Hebrides by a German submarine, with some
loss of life among the eleven hundred British and American passengers. Admiral Erich
Raeder checked with his submarine commander, Karl D—nitz, and assured Hitler that
none of their handful of U-boats could have been near the alleged incident and that in any
case they were under orders not to attack British passenger vessels. Hitler suspected that
Winston Churchill, as First Lord of the Admiralty, had himself ordered the liner sunk to
provoke American public opinion, and he instructed the propaganda ministry to expose
this “lord of the liars” forthwith. Shortly afterward, however, Raeder advised him
confidentially that a U-boat commander had now admitted the sinking. The liner, he
contended, had been blacked-out and zigzagging, and he had mistaken it for a cruiser and
sunk it. The damage had been done. Raeder and Hitler agreed to keep the truth to
themselves, and it is doubtful that even Goebbels learned it. Submarines were henceforth
forbidden to attack passenger vessels even if in convoy with naval forces.



Hitler’s territorial plans for Poland were still indeterminate. He had expected to be
forced to accept Italian mediation and an eventual armistice, and to improve his position
at the bargaining table he had seized as much Polish territory as possible in the first days.
But the armistice offer never came. As his armies surged on, his appetite grew. In a
secret speech to his generals on August 22 he had set as his goal “the annihilation of the
Polish forces”—an orthodox Clausewitzian objective—rather than any particular line on
the map. A week later he still talked only of fighting his “first Silesian war” and wrote
off eastern Poland to the Russian claim. But on September 7, when Stalin had not yet
moved his armies, Hitler also mentioned to his army Commander in Chief, General von
Brauchitsch, the possibility of founding an independent Ukraine.

Hitler’s hazy notion was to mark the ultimate frontier between Asia and the West by
gathering together the racial German remnants scattered about the Balkans, Russia, and
the Baltic states to populate an eastern frontier strip along either the Bug or the Vistula
river. The troops in their garrisons would be like the Teutonic knights in their castles or
like the northwest frontier of India in more modern times. To the west of the 1914
Polish-German frontier, the Poles and Jews would be uprooted and displaced eastward ;
the land would be resettled by the skill and industry of the Germans—those whom
Himmler was already extracting from the South Tyrol would populate the northern slopes
of the Beskid Mountains, for example. Warsaw would become a center of German
culture ; or alternatively it would be razed and replaced by green fields on either side of
the Vistula. Between the Reich and the “Asian” frontier, some form of Polish national
state would exist, to house the ethnic Pole—a lesser species of some ten million in all.
To stifle the growth of new chauvinistic centers, the Polish intelligentsia would be
“extracted and accommodated elsewhere.”

With this independent rump Poland, Hitler planned to negotiate a peace settlement that
had some semblance of legality and thereby spike the guns of Britain and France. If,
however, this rump Poland fell apart, the Vilna area could be offered to Lithuania, and
the Galician and Polish Ukraine could be granted independence—in which case, as
Abwehr Chief Wilhelm Canaris noted, Keitel’s instructions were that his Abwehr-
controlled Ukrainians “are to provoke an uprising in the Galician Ukraine with the
destruction of the Polish and Jewish element as its aim.” On no account was this
Ukrainian nationalist ferment to spill over into the Soviet Ukraine, Keitel warned.
Moscow’s attitude toward Poland was still uncertain, however ; the Russians were eager
to amputate a slice of territory but reluctant to wield the knife in public.

Hitler’s army fell upon the hated Poles with well-documented relish. Colonel Eduard
Wagner, as Quartermaster General initially responsible for occupation policy, wrote
privately on September 4 : “Brutal guerrilla war has broken out everywhere, and we are
ruthlessly stamping it out. We won’t be reasoned with. We have already sent out
emergency courts, and they are in continual session. The harder we strike, the quicker
there will be peace again.” And a week later : “We are now issuing fierce orders which I



have drafted today myself. Nothing like the death sentence ! There’s no other way in
occupied territories.”"

Hitler’s own anti-Polish feelings were comparatively new ; born of his frustrated plan in
the fall of 1938 for an alliance with Poland against Stalin, they were now reinforced by
events in this campaign. There is no trace of his crueler plans for Poland among the
documents predating the outbreak of the war. In Poland, however, Hitler and his generals
were confronted by what they saw as still warm evidence that Asia did indeed begin just
beyond the old Reich frontier in the east. In the western Polish town of Bydgoszcz
(Bromberg) the local Polish commander had ordered the massacre of several thousand
German residents on the charge that some of them had taken part in the hostilities. G-
ring’s paratroopers were being shot on the spot when captured by the Poles. It was also
charged that the Poles had used poisonous blister-gases in manufacturing booby traps.
Hitler was particularly angered by a report that a Polish prisoner who had jabbed out the
eyes of a wounded German soldier had been routinely sent to the rear through regular
army channels. (Hitler said he should have been tried and executed on the spot by a
drumhead court-martial.)

On the evening of the eighth, moreover, Warsaw radio imprudently appealed to civilians
to join in the fight to defend their invaded homeland, and this was deplored as an open
incitement to franc-tireur warfare. The population was instructed, for example, to pour
gasoline over disabled German tanks and set them on fire. “Against Germany the Polish
people fight side by side with the Polish soldiers, building barricades and combating the
German operations and positions by every means they can.”

There was no acceptable explanation for Stalin’s inactivity. While Hitler could easily
finish off Poland alone, he was particularly eager for Russia’s strategic involvement
because then Britain and France would have to think twice about implementing their
guarantee. As Reinhard Heydrich explained to his department heads : “Then Britain
would be obliged to declare war on Russia too.”2 Above all Hitler wanted to get the
Polish campaign over before the U.S. Congress reassembled on the twenty-first.

His heavy special train, Amerika, had left for Upper Silesia on the ninth. It finally halted
in a railway siding at Illnau. The pleasing draft in the corridors ceased, and the
temperature within the camouflage-gray walls and roofs rose. The air outside was thick
with the hot dust-particles of mid-September. His secretary Christa Schroeder wrote
plaintively :

We have been living in this train for ten days now. Its location is
constantly being changed, but since we never get out the monotony is
dreadful. The heat here is unbearable, quite terrible. All day long the sun
beats down on the compartments, and we just wilt in the tropical heat. I



am soaked to the skin, absolutely awful. To top it all, there is hardly
anything worthwhile to do. The Chief drives off in the morning leaving us
condemned to wait for his return. We never stay long enough in one
place. Recently we were parked one night near a field hospital through
which a big shipment of casualties was just passing.... Those who tour
Poland with the Chief see a lot, but it’s not easy for them because the
enemy are such cowards—shooting in the back and ambushing—and
because it is difficult to protect the Chief, who has taken to driving around
as though he were in Germany, standing up in his open car even in the
most hazardous areas. I think he is being reckless, but nobody can
persuade him not to do it. On the very first day he drove through a copse
still swarming with Polacks just half an hour earlier they had wiped out an
unarmed German medical unit. One of the medics escaped and gave him
an eyewitness account.... Once again, the F hrer was standing in full view
of everybody on a hummock, with soldiers streaming toward him from all
sides. In a hollow there was this Polish artillery ; obviously they saw the
sudden flurry of activity and—since it’s no secret that the F. is touring the
front—they guessed who it was. Half an hour later the bombs came
raining down. Obviously it gives the soldiers’ morale a colossal boost to
see the F. in the thick of the danger with them, but I still think it’s too
risky. We can only trust in God to protect him.

“ The F,hrer is in the best of moods ; I often get into conversation with him,” wrote
General Rommel. “He says that in eight or ten days it’ll all be over in the east and then
our entire battle-hardened Wehrmacht will move west. But I think the French are giving
up the struggle. Their soldiers are bathing in the Rhine, unmolested by us. This time,”
he concluded, “we are definitely going to win through !”

That day, September 12, Hitler summoned G-ring, Brauchitsch, and Keitel to his train at
the Ilnau railway siding and flatly forbade them to provoke the French in any way. Late
that afternoon he received Admiral Wilhelm Canaris, Keitel’s chief of Intelligence, for a
rare audience. Canaris was white-haired, weary, and elderly, a frail stooping figure with
a soft lisping voice, a studied sloppiness of dress, and an apparent naOvetE of manner
that were designed to disarm his critics. The admiral was known widely as “that slimy
Greek”—a soubriquet he sought to disprove by circulating a family tree which supported
his claim to Italian ancestry.

Hitler walked into the command coach just as Canaris was outlining to Keitel the
unfavorable effect a German bombardment of Warsaw would have on foreign opinion.
When asked for news from the western front, Canaris craftily replied that the French
were systematically marshaling troops and artillery opposite Saarbr cken for a major
offensive.®) Hitler remained politely incredulous. “I can hardly believe that the French
will attack at Saarbr cken, the very point at which our fortifications are strongest.” They
would also then run into second and third lines of even stronger defenses. They might,



Hitler conceded, invade across the Rhine or even—though less probably—through
Belgium and Holland in violation of their neutrality. Keitel agreed, and Jodl added that
the artillery preparation for a major offensive would take at least three weeks, so the
French offensive could not begin before October. “Yes,” responded Hitler, “and in
October it is already quite chilly, and our men will be sitting in their protective bunkers
while the French have to wait in the open air to attack. And even if the French should
manage to penetrate one of the weaker points of the West Wall, we will in the meantime
have brought our divisions across from the east and given them a thrashing they’ll never
forget.”

Before Canaris left, Keitel forbade him to brief Mussolini on the German military
situation. Hitler no longer trusted the Italians, as he had found out that they were in
contact with the French.

Hitler’s tours of these battlefields were his first real contact with “the East.” They
reinforced his unhealthy fantasies about the “subhumans” and the Jews.

On September 10 he had visited the Tenth Army, busy finishing off the Polish forces
encircled at Radom. The Polish countryside struck him as tangled and unkempt, as
though from prehistoric times. Was this still Europe ? Indiscriminately scattered about
the untended acres were wretched wooden hutlike dwellings with thatched roofs ;
between them were miles of endless swamps with occasional farmsteads and rare,
magnificent castles gleaming on the horizon. The laborers’ buildings were caked with
filth, the barns and sheds were dilapidated, the roads were treeless and rutted by centuries
of wheels. At the roadsides, knots of submissive Polish civilians stood in the swirling
dust of Hitler’s motorcade. Among them he glimpsed Jews in high-crowned hats and
caftans ; their hair in ritual ringlets ; they looked for all the world like figures out of
medieval anti-Semitic drawings. Time had stood still here for centuries.

The Jews were the enemy. He had given them clear warning in a bellicose speech to the
Reichstag eight months before. How often in his life had his prophecies been laughed at
by them ! How the Jews had mocked his earnest prediction that one day he, a humble
street agitator, would lead the German people to true greatness ! Their peals of laughter
had died to a croak in their Jewish throats, Hitler had jeered in January 1939. “Today I
am going to be a prophet again. If the international finance-Jewry inside and outside
Europe manages just once more to precipitate the world into war, the outcome will be,
not the bolshevization of the earth and the consequent triumph of Jewry, but the
annihilation of the Jewish race in Europe.” The Berlin newspapers had headlined the
Reichstag speech as one of Adolf Hitler’s greatest : PROPHETIC WARNING TO THE JEWS.

Now, in September 1939, Hitler was upon the verge of world war. And Dr. Chaim
Weizmann, the president of the Jewish Agency, had written to Neville Chamberlain
promising explicitly that all Jews everywhere stood by him and would fight on the side of
the democracies against Nazi Germany. The Times published Weizmann’s letter on
September 6, and Hitler no doubt considered it an unorthodox Jewish declaration of war.
He often referred to it in later years—by which time his grim prophecy was being cruelly



fulfilled. “For the first time we are now implementing genuine ancient Jewish law,” he
boasted on January 30, 1942. “An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.” And on
November 8 he reminded his Party faithfuls of that unique 1939 “prophecy,” adding with
ominous ambiguity : “As a prophet they always laughed at me. But of those who
laughed loudest then, countless laugh no longer today. Nor are those who are still
laughing even now likely to laugh when the time comes . . .”

While Hitler’s overall anti-Jewish policy was clearly and repeatedly enunciated, it is
harder to establish a documentary link between him and the murderous activities of the
SS “task forces” (Einsatzgruppen) and their extermination camps in the east.

For the pogroms that now began, Himmler and Heydrich provided the initiative and drive
themselves, using arguments of Reich security. Hitler’s only order to the Reichsf hrer
SS, Himmler, in this context was one for the general consolidation of the German racial
position ; there is no evidence that Hitler gave him more specific instruction than this,
nor did Himmler ever claim so. When army generals became restless about deeds being
enacted by the SS in Poland, Himmler reassured them in a secret speech at Koblenz in
March 1940, of which his handwritten notes survive—though they are infuriatingly
cryptic in parts. He explained that now for the first time, under Adolf Hitler, the solution
of the thousand-year-old historical problem of Poland was possible : only the infusion
into Poland of Germanic blood during the years of Germany’s weakness had made some
Poles great and dangerous ; now that Germany was strong she must see to the “final
annexation of the area, its purification and Germanization™; a simple merging of the
peoples was impossible for racial reasons. But a “Bolshevik method”—which Himmler
defined in a memorandum two months later as downright extermination of the minority
races—was “equally impossible.” He conceded that the “leading brains of the resistance”
were being executed but this was not, stressed Himmler in this piEce justificative, “a wild
excess by subordinate commanders—still less by me.” Here Himmler’s jottings show a
German phrase (Weiss sehr genau, was vorgeht) which might be translated either as “(I)
know precisely what is happening” or “(He) knows precisely what is happening.”® Two
weeks later Himmler spoke in a Ruhr city. Here his notes read : “The F hrer’s mission
to the Reichsf hrer SS : the quality of the German species. Blood our most supreme
value. New territories not a political, but an ethnological problem.”

This ethnological mission had been assigned to Heydrich. As in Austria and
Czechoslovakia, the advancing tide of German army units had been followed by his
police net. In the present Polish campaign his task forces were subordinated directly to
the generals. Each army had its Einsatzgruppe, and each corps an Einsatzkommando of a
hundred officials in Waffen SS uniform with SD (Sicherheitsdienst, security service)
emblems on their sleeves. Their primary role was Intelligence—seizing enemy
documents—and counterinsurgency operations, or what the army orders more formally
described as “‘combating any anti-Reich or anti-German elements in rear areas.”
According to Heydrich, writing ten months later, the special order directing the task
forces to conduct “security operations of a political and ideological nature in these new
territories” was issued by Hitler himself. But the order’s practical interpretation
embodying what Heydrich calmly referred to as the liquidation of Polish leaders “running




into several thousands”—evidently sprang from him. On September 7 he briefed his staff
(without any mention of a F hrer Order) as follows : “The Polish ruling class is to be put
out of harm’s way as far as possible. The lower classes that will remain will not get
special schools, but be kept down in one way or another.” To Heydrich, the prophylactic
mission of his task forces was the essential one—hunting down the thousands of leading
Poles already listed in black books and liquidating them before they could unite in
opposition.

Parallel to the SS task forces attached to the armies, there was an independent “special
duties” task force which rampaged through Poland under the command of the arrogant
and brutal SS General Udo von Woyrsch. Most of the early savagery against the Poles
and Jews was Woyrsch’s work. When he was eventually kicked out of Poland on
German army orders, he loudly protested that he had received direct instructions from the
F hrer via Himmler to spread “fear and terror” in what would seem an illogical attempt to
dissuade the Poles from committing acts of violence. (Himmler’s orders to Woyrsch
survive, dated September 3 : he was charged with the “radical suppression of the
incipient Polish insurrection in the newly occupied parts of Upper Silesia”; Hitler is not
mentioned. Heydrich was nettled by Woyrsch’s ouster and later ascribed the army’s
interference to its ignorance of the “political mission” entrusted to the task forces by
Himmler, who was acting, Heydrich claimed, on the directives of the F hrer and G-ring ;
it was wrong for the army to see the task force operations as “arbitrary acts of brutality,”
he complained.

There is no surviving record of when—or if—Heydrich conferred with Hitler during the
Polish campaign. But the German army’s records of briefings by Hitler are voluminous,
and they offer a curious and distasteful picture. In short, many of Hitler’s generals
learned from him that he planned to eliminate the Polish intelligentsia one way or another
; either they welcomed it, or they joined a conspiracy of silence.

Not until October 1939 did the major “mopping up” of “potential dissidents” begin in
Poland. It was evidently delayed at the request of the army, even though Heydrich was
eager to get on with the job. Hitler’s blood was already boiling at the ponderous court-
martial procedures being implemented against Polish guerrillas—he wanted their swift
and summary execution ; but Heydrich had his eye on bigger game. He was quoted as
saying, “We will let the small fry off ; but the nobility, the papists, and the Jews must all
be killed.” He proposed discussing with the army ways and means of eliminating these
enemies after the Germans entered Warsaw. On September 7 Hitler met with
Brauchitsch in his private coach and for two hours discussed the political future of
Poland. He instructed the army to abstain from interfering in the SS operations.

The next day Hitler issued a set of guidelines in which the emphasis was on the
appointment of Party functionaries as civil commissars—to do the dirty work—whose
task it was to parallel the army’s military government in Poland. Little is known in detail
of what Hitler told Brauchitsch. After talking to General Franz Halder on the ninth,



Eduard Wagner noted in his diary : “It is the F hrer’s and G-ring’s intention to destroy
and exterminate the Polish nation. More than that,” Colonel Wagner noted in his diary,
“cannot even be hinted at in writing.” The same day a member of Hitler’s staff—Colonel
von Vormann—wrote : “The war in Poland is over.... The F hrer keeps discussing plans
for the future of Poland—interesting but scarcely suited for committing to the written
word.” Yet another colonel on Halder’s staff joined this dumb chorus a few days later.
“A lot is happening and the questions looming ahead give rise to much food for thought,
above all the proposals over Poland’s fate.... Too hush-hush to write even one word about
them.” Only General Walther Heitz, the new military governor of West Prussia, lifted a
corner of this veil of secrecy in writing up a conference with Brauchitsch on September
10 : “Other business : 1 am to rule the area with the mailed fist. Combat troops are
overinclined toward a false sense of chivalry.”

That the nature of the SS task force operations had been explained to Brauchitsch was
established two days later when Admiral Canaris reminded Keitel of the damage the
planned “widespread executions” of Polish clergy and nobility would inflict on the
Wehrmacht’s reputation. Keitel retorted that this had long been decided on by the F hrer,
who had made it plain to Brauchitsch—who had visited Hitler with G—ring that
morning—*“that if the Wehrmacht wants nothing to do with it, they will merely have to
put up with the SS and Gestapo appearing side by side with them.” Hence the creation of
parallel civil authorities in Poland. On them would fall the job of “demographic
extermination,” as Canaris recorded Keitel’s phrase. In fact Heydrich, recognizing that
time was on his side, readily heeded the army’s urgent appeal to postpone the really
bloody business until it was out of Poland. Thus, when Heydrich informed a member of
Halder’s staff—Colonel Wagner—that the planned “mopping up” of Poland would
embrace “the Jewry, intelligentsia, clergy, and nobility,” the army officer asked only that
the army not be compromised—in other words, that the murderous orders flow directly
from Heydrich to his task forces in the field. Preferably, even this would not happen until
full control of the occupied areas had been transferred to the Party and its civil
commissars.

But Heydrich had not in fact secured Hitler’s approval for liquidating the Jews. On
September 14 he reported to his staff on his tour of the task forces. The discreet
conference record states : “The Chief [Heydrich] enlarged on the Jewish problem in
Poland and set out his views on this. The Reichsf hrer [Himmler] will put certain
suggestions to the F hrer, on which only the F hrer can decide, as they will also have
considerable repercussions abroad.” Hitler, however, favored only a deportation of the
Jews, as became clear to both Brauchitsch and Himmler when they conferred separately
with Hitler at Zoppot on September 20. To Brauchitsch he talked only of a ghetto plan
for the Jews (causing Halder to warn that nothing must happen to give foreign countries a
peg for “atrocity propaganda’). Hitler’s somewhat more moderate instructions to
Himmler were presumably those echoed by Heydrich to his task force commanders in
Berlin next day : the formerly German provinces of Poland would be reannexed to the
Reich, an adjacent Gau, or district, made up of a Polish-speaking population, would have
Cracow as its capital and probably be governed by the Austrian Dr. Arthur Seyss-
Inquart. This Gau—the later Generalgouvernement—would be a “kind of no-man’s-



land” outside the planned East Wall : it would accommodate the Polish Jews. Hitler also
authorized Heydrich to unload as many Jews as possible into the Russian zone. To
facilitate this expulsion the Jews were to be concentrated in the big Polish cities. They
would be joined by the Jews and the remaining thirty thousand gypsies from Germany.
About 3 percent of the former Polish ruling class remained, said Heydrich ; they would
be put in concentration camps. The educated class of teachers, clergymen, aristocrats,
and demobilized officers would be rounded up and dumped in the rump Polish Gau. The
working class would provide a reservoir of migratory labor for the Reich. Hitler asked
Himmler to act as overlord of this resettlement operation.

For his part, General von Brauchitsch circularized his field commanders thus : “The
police task-forces have been commanded and directed by the F hrer to perform certain
ethnographical (volkspolitische) tasks in the occupied territory.” The commanders were
not to interfere, nor would they be held responsible. The only stipulation Brauchitsch
made when he met Heydrich on September 22 was that the expulsion operations must not
interfere with the army’s movements or Germany’s economic needs. Heydrich readily
agreed.

Hitler’s positive enjoyment of the battle scenes was undeniable. He visited the front
whenever he could, heedless of the risk to himself and his escort. It irritated him when
his convoy took a wide detour around the city of Lodz en route to Eighth Army
headquarters, and he ordered that on the way back the convoy was to drive right through
the heart of the city (an order the unhappy army authorities fulfilled by cordoning off the
entire route, clearing away the Polish population in neighboring streets and conducting
Hitler’s convoy at an uninterrupted fifty miles an hour, two vehicles abreast, from one
end of the city to the other). He enjoyed meeting his troops and, for all we know, was
exhilarated by the smell of cordite and sight of blood. At a divisional headquarters set up
in a school within range of the Polish artillery, he made the acquaintance of General von
Briesen, who towered head and shoulders above him. Briesen had just lost an arm
leading his division into an action which warded off a desperate Polish counterattack by
four divisions and cavalry on the flank of Blaskowitz’s Eighth Army ; he had lost eighty
officers and fifteen hundred men in the fight, and now he was reporting to his F hrer not
far from the spot where his father, a Prussian infantry general, had been killed in the
Great War. Hitler could only stare entranced as this monumental officer reported the
battle situation to him. Afterward he exclaimed to his staff, “That is just what I always
imagined Prussian generals looked like when I was a child !” He repeated these words a
dozen times to different listeners that evening and insisted that Briesen immediately be
awarded a Knight’s Cross. “That is the commander I have been looking for for years for
my SS”—a less than realistic appraisal of so blue-blooded an officer. On the fifteenth we
find Hitler at Jaroslav, watching his soldiers bridging the river San.



By September 16, 1939, the greatest strategic triumph of the campaign was complete :
the Polish army optimistically assembled at Posen for the attack on Berlin had been
encircled, and Kutno had been captured by the Fourth and Eighth armies. In a model
operation that the legendary Field Marshal von Schlieffen himself could not have
improved on, a former corporal had destroyed the last vestiges of Polish military strength
west of the Vistula. The bold pincer operation starting from bases nearly two hundred
miles apart could have been blunted by a successful Polish stand, but now it was only a
matter of days before Warsaw itself fell.

Hitler had begun to debate the fate of that city with Jodl on the fifteenth. As has been
noted he was particularly eager to have the capital in his hands by the time the U.S.
Congress reconvened. Since he wanted to avoid the high casualties inherent in house-to-
house fighting, he hoped that the mere threat of concerted ground and air attack would
bluff the city’s commandant into capitulating. On the thirteenth he had repeatedly
plagued General Blaskowitz for estimates on how long it would take to starve the city
into submission, and a few days later he worried at his own liaison officer with the same
question. The General Staff, erroneously believing that the armies parked outside
Warsaw would not be immediately needed for other purposes, favored a bloodless siege
of the Polish capital ; but this would take weeks and Hitler could not spare the time.

Early on the sixteenth a German officer carried to the Polish lines a written ultimatum
giving the commandant six hours in which to surrender unconditionally. If he failed to
do so, the Germans would regard the city as a defended fortress, with all that that
implied.

Hitler’s bid for an easy and bloodless victory was rejected. The Polish commandant
refused even to receive the ultimatum. He had spent every waking hour since September
9 preparing the capital for the German assault. The civilian population had been urged to
join with the military in defending the city against the invaders ; all fortifications and
defenses had been strengthened ; every suburban building had been reinforced by
sandbags, concrete, and barbed wire, its basement linked by a honeycomb of tunnels to a
network of resistance strongpoints ; deep antitank trenches cut across Warsaw’s main
thoroughfares, and there were barricades formed of heaped-up streetcars, cobblestones,
and rubble ; the parks and squares bristled with heavy artillery. Surrender was
unthinkable.

As Blaskowitz was later to report : “What shocked even the most hardened soldier was
how at the instigation of their military leaders a misguided population, completely
ignorant of the effect of modern weapons, could contribute to the destruction of their own
capital.”

Until then, Hitler had limited the bombardment of the capital to dive-bomber and artillery
attacks on strategic targets. But whatever inhibitions he may have felt about the presence
of a million civilians and nearly two hundred foreign diplomats were apparently about to
break down under the demands of his timetable. At three o’clock on the afternoon of the
sixteenth, Luftwaffe aircraft released over Warsaw several tons of leaflets giving the



civilian population twelve hours to leave by two specified roads, and Hitler ordered a
saturation bombardment for the next day.

The people of Warsaw were never able to take advantage of the leaflet offer because by
some incredible oversight nobody had informed the local German army commanders of
it. As a result, they of course had kept the two egress roads under heavy artillery fire.
Shortly before midnight, Hitler called off the scheduled bombardment.

At midday on the seventeenth, the Germans monitored a Warsaw Radio message asking
them to accept a Polish officer who would come toward their lines under a flag of truce.
His mission would be to negotiate the release of the civilian population and the foreign
diplomatic corps.

Hitler immediately began to suspect that the Polish commandant was playing for time—
that he planned to wage a bitter house-to-house resistance and that under those
circumstances civilians were likely to be encumbrances and useless mouths to feed.
Better, therefore, that Warsaw’s civilians should remain bottled up in the city.

At 6 P.M. the Deutschland Sender broadcast an invitation to the Polish forces to send
officers to the German lines for negotiations to begin at 10 P.M. Meanwhile, Keitel
telegraphed Brauchitsch that since the civilian population had failed to leave the city by
the earlier deadline, that offer was now void.

Any Polish officers who turned up for negotiations were to be instructed to hand to their
commandant an ultimatum calling for the unconditional surrender of the capital by 8
A.M. the next day. Arrangements for the evacuation of the diplomatic corps would be
made on request, but the civilian population had to stay put. Leaflets to this effect were
dropped.

When by 11:45 A.M. on the eighteenth no Polish officer had appeared at the German
lines, Hitler ordered Brauchitsch and G-ring to prepare at once to attack Warsaw from
the eastern suburb of Praga. His attempts to obtain the city’s bloodless capitulation were
apparently sufficient to give him a clear conscience in ordering death to rain down on its
one million inhabitants.

The Polish government and military command had already escaped to neutral Romania,
thus the Russians could now claim that the Poland with whom they had concluded their
nonaggression pact no longer existed. “To protect the interests of the Ukrainian and
White Russian minorities,” two Soviet army groups invaded eastern Poland in the small
hours of September 17. The news reached Hitler’s train soon after. He canceled his
planned flight to Cracow and at about 4 A.M. entered the command coach of his train,
where he found Schmundt waiting with Keitel and Jodl. All of them were grouped
around the maps of Poland, guessing at the Soviet army’s movements until the arrival of
Ribbentrop, who on Hitler’s instructions now revealed to the astonished generals the



details of secret arrangements made with Moscow for Poland. “We decided with Stalin
on a demarcation line between the two spheres of interest running along the four rivers—
Pissa, Narev, Vistula, and San,” the foreign minister explained as he somewhat crudely
drew the line on the map. The generals frostily pointed out that Russian aircraft were
evidently even now taking off without any notion of where the leading German units
were, and that the Wehrmacht had suffered considerable casualties in capturing territory
which was apparently a hundred miles and more beyond the demarcation line secretly
agreed upon. Now joint staff talks with the Russians had to begin at once—Ribbentrop
somewhat tactlessly suggested Brest-Litovsk, the scene of Russia’s World War I
humiliation, as a venue—and the most advanced German units had to disengage from the
fighting immediately and withdraw to the proposed line.

By September 19, when Hitler and his staff drove into Danzig, the Polish campaign was
all but over ; it had lasted only eighteen days, a breathtaking victory that confounded all
his opponents. How he now privately mocked the foreign ministry Cassandras who had
predicted military disaster !> Only the garrisons of Warsaw, Modlin, and Hela were still
holding out. It was a soldier’s world. He had spent two hours last evening talking with
Rommel about the problems of war. “He is exceptionally friendly to me,” wrote
Rommel.

As the victorious F hrer drove through the streets of Danzig for the first time, flowers
rained down from the windows, swastika flags draped the streets, and the crowds of
German Danzigers were wild with emotion. When the convoy of cars stopped outside
the ancient Artus Hof, Schmundt was heard to comment to a newer staff member who
was overwhelmed by this reception, “It was like this everywhere—in the Rhineland, in
Vienna, in the Sudeten territories, and in Memel. Do you still doubt the mission of the
F hrer 77 Here, in a long, columned fourteenth-century hall built in the heyday of the
Germanic knightly orders, Hitler delivered a lengthy speech on which he had been
working for many days. He pathetically compared the humanity with which he was
fighting this war and the treatment the Poles had meted out to the German minorities after
Pilsudski’s death. “Tens of thousands were deported, maltreated, killed in the most
bestial fashion. These sadistic beasts let their perverse instincts run riot and—this pious
democratic world looks on without batting one eyelash.” In his peroration he spoke not
of the blessing of Providence, but of “Almighty God, who has now given our arms his
blessing.”

Afterward his staff cleared a path for him through the heaving Danzig population packed
into the Long Market outside. A bath was provided for the sweatsoaked F hrer in one of
the patrician houses, and he worked over the text of his speech for release to the press.
Then he took up quarters for the next week in the roomy seafront Kasino Hotel at Zoppot,
near Danzig, where Ribbentrop, Lammers, and Himmler also found rooms for themselves
and their staffs. Hitler received most of his official visitors in his suite of rooms—
numbers 251, 252, and 253 on the second floor—while the war conferences were
conducted in JodI’s suite, rooms 202 and 203. His mood was irrepressible. At midnight



two days after his arrival, followed by one of his manservants with a silver tray of
champagne glasses, he burst into Jodl’s room, where a number of generals were
celebrating Keitel’s birthday. Despite the thick fog of cigar smoke, he stayed there an
hour or more drinking and talking. His Polish victory had convinced him that the
Wehrmacht he had created was equal to any task he set before it.

Here at Zoppot Hitler began weighing a course of action as hideous as any that Reinhard
Heydrich was tackling in Poland : “mercy killing,” or euthanasia. The ostensible
occasion for this formal decision was related to war needs. About a quarter of a million
hospital beds were required for Germany’s mental institutions ; of Germany’s
disproportionately large insane population (a result of centuries of lax and indiscriminate
marriage laws) of some seven or eight hundred thousand people all told, about 10 percent
were permanently institutionalized. Others were in and out of hospitals. They occupied
bed space and the attention of skilled medical personnel which Hitler now urgently
needed for the treatment of the casualties of his coming campaigns. Above all they were
a glaring genetic impurity marring the blood of the German race. According to Dr. Karl
Brandt, his personal surgeon, Hitler wanted between 40 and 60 percent of the
permanently hospitalized insane to be quietly put away.

To his suite at the Kasino Hotel the F hrer now summoned his constitutional and medical
advisers, and in particular Hans Lammers, chief of the Reich Chancellery, and Dr.
Leonardo Conti, chief medical officer of the Reich, together with the ubiquitous Martin
Bormann ; Reichsleiter Philipp Bouhler, chief of the “F hrer’s Chancellery” (an
essentially Party authority) was also present for a reason that will shortly become plain.
Hitler instructed Dr. Conti that in view of the war, a program for the painless killing of
the incurably insane should be initiated ; this would release badly needed hospital beds
and nursing facilities for patients with a greater national priority. Dr. Conti appears to
have suggested restricting this program to only the most hopeless cases, and he
questioned whether there was any scientific basis for assuming it would produce eugenic
advantages. He believed the authorities would be justified only in aiding, for example, a
terminal case of paralysis through the most painful stages to a rapid end. During the
conference the word “euthanasia” was actually used, but Hitler made it plain that under
no circumstances was the real cause of death to be divulged to the next of kin. There was
some discussion of the actual mechanics of the program. Dr. Conti proposed the use of
narcotics to induce in the patients a sleep from which they would not awaken ; but in
separate discussions with Dr. Brandt Hitler learned that barbiturates would be too slow to
be “humane” and that most physicians considered carbon monoxide gas the fastest and
most peaceful lethal dose, if somewhat unmedical in character. Hitler asked Brandt
shortly to investigate which was the fastest way consequent with the least amount of pain.

After this Zoppot discussion, some time passed without any results. In fact Dr. Conti had
become involved in lengthy discussions with Lammers, with the ministry of justice, and
with psychiatric and legal experts, in which the legal and ethical bases of Hitler’s
proposals were explored. Lammers favored the enactment of a secret law which would



protect the doctors and nurses involved in the program against potential criminal
charges. The consequence of this delay was that Hitler bypassed both Lammers and
Conti, and peremptorily dictated onto a sheet of his private stationery, which bore a gold-
embossed eagle and “Adolf Hitler,” an order that was both simple and unorthodox, and
that considerably enlarged the scope of the euthanasia project :

Reichsleiter Bouhler and Dr. Brandt, M.D., are herewith given full
responsibility to enlarge the powers of certain specified doctors so that
they can grant those who are by all human standards incurably ill a
merciful death, after the most critical assessment possible of their medical
condition.

(signed) Adolf Hitler.

It was a curious confirmation of the fact that Hitler regarded the war as Germany’s
struggle to the end that this F hrer Order was symbolically backdated to September 1, the
start of what he had envisaged as his “first Silesian war.” Now it was no longer a local
campaign but a bloody crusade in the course of which the German people were to
become ennobled by conflict and purged of the impure elements in their blood and seed.

An extensive camouflage organization was set up by Bouhler’s Chancellery ; census
forms, ostensibly for statistical survey purposes, were circulated to doctors and hospitals
as from October 9, 1939 ; on these forms there were separate listings of the senile
debilitated, the criminally insane, and patients of non-German blood. Panels of three
assessors then decided the life or death of each patient on the basis of these forms alone.
As Hitler had told Bouhler, he wanted a process untrammeled by red tape. He resisted
every effort Lammers made to codify the procedure in a Reich law, for this would have
led to too many ministries and officials learning what was afoot.

Hitler had been an enthusiastic advocate of the racial rejuvenation of the German people
ever since the Twenties, supporting his beliefs with an inadequate grasp of the Mendelian
laws of genetics. (In fact, the processes of “negative eugenics” are extraordinarily slow :
if all living epileptics were sterilized, for example, it would still take three centuries for
the incidence of epilepsy in a population to be reduced by one quarter!) In 1929,
however, Hitler had brutally summed up his views as follows : “If Germany were to
have a birthrate of a million children a year, and to put away seven or eight hundred
thousand of the weakest, then the end result might even be a net increment in strength.”
On the pretext that—according to some authorities—20 percent of the German
population had hereditary biological defects, the National Socialists had instituted a
program of racial hygiene immediately after they came to power ; Minister of the
Interior Wilhelm Frick was a fervent advocate. In July 1933 the Cabinet had passed the
first related law ; it was henceforth obligatory for doctors to report on patients with
hereditary diseases so that they could be sterilized. From sterilization and abortion it was
an easy step to the “destruction of human beings unworthy of life,” the program initiated
by Hitler in 1939. An elderly Darwinian (Alfred Ploetz) whom the Reich had made a
professor after 1933 was to point out in 1935 that “the contraselective effects of war must



be offset by an increase in the extermination quotas.” In other words, so much fine blood
is lost in battle that equal quantities of impure blood must be let if the race is not to be
polluted—a pseudoscientific justification which emerged openly and unmistakably in
arguments adduced by Hitler in private in 1943.

Frick had drafted the necessary laws concerting the operations of the local health offices
in 1934, parallel to which functioned the racial-politics agencies of the Party in each
Party district. In that same year, the Bavarian provincial commissioner of health affairs
urged that sterilization alone was not enough. Psychopaths, imbeciles, and other
subnormals must be sorted out and exterminated. “This is a policy,” he added, “which
has in part already begun in our concentration camps.” Over the next ten years tens of
thousands of senior medical officials were to pass through special courses in racial
hygiene, and perhaps significantly these were attended after 1938 by senior officers and
staff of all the Wehrmacht services as well. Subtle appeals were made to their latent
racial psychoses, the economic burden represented by these unworthy specimens was
explained, and particularly repulsive samples were fed and housed at the institutions as
walking laboratory exhibits. In June 1935 a Reich law allowed abortions for genetic
reasons. In the same year Hitler openly told Dr. Conti’s predecessor that should war
come he would “tackle the euthanasia problem,” since a wartime psychology would
reduce the risk of opposition from the church.

But it was not until the end of 1938 that Hitler was directly involved in any euthanasia
decisions, and then it was in “mercy killing,” rather than the infinitely more controversial
blanket program to eliminate the insane. Bouhler’s Chancellery had repeatedly submitted
to him appeals from patients in intolerable pain, or from their doctors, asking Hitler to
exercise the Head of State’s prerogative of mercy and permit the doctor to terminate the
patient’s life without fear of criminal proceedings. When Hitler received such an appeal
from the parents of a malformed, blind, and imbecile boy born in Leipzig, he sent Dr.
Brandt early in 1939 to examine the child, and on hearing the doctor’s horrifying
description of the pathetic case, he authorized the doctors to put him to sleep ; at the
same time he orally authorized Bouhler and Brandt to act accordingly in any similar cases
in the future. A ministerial decree was eventually passed in August 1939 requiring all
midwives and nurses to report to the local health office the details of such deformed
newborn babies ; a panel of three assessors judged each case, and if all three agreed, the
infant was procured from the parents either by deception or by compulsion and quietly
put away with as little pain to the child and sorrowing parents as possible. From a
theological expert® Hitler had in 1939 secured formal assurances that the church need
not be expected to raise basic objections to euthanasia. Perhaps as many as five thousand
children were eventually disposed of in this way.

The “mercy killing” of the few was followed by the programmed elimination of the
burdensome tens of thousands of insane ; and all this was but a platform for far wider
campaigns of extermination on which the Reich was to embark now that it was at war.



1 From unpublished letters of Wagner, in my possession. When the tide turned against
Hitler, Wagner joined the opposition ; he committed suicide in July 1944. By the whims
of modern historiography, he was transformed into a hero of the anti-Nazi resistance.

2 Britain was not in fact obliged to declare war on Russia when she invaded Poland on
September 17, 1939, as by a secret clause in her August treaty with Poland she had
providently specified that the only “European Power” to which the treaty referred was
Germany.

3 Canaris, a confirmed anti-Nazi, had deliberately exaggerated reports of a planned minor
French attack—in regimental strength—in the hope of disrupting Hitler’s Polish
campaign strategy, according to Colonel Lahousen, who accompanied him.

4 General Ulex, who was present, recalled this after the war as “I am doing nothing of
which the F hrer does not know.” (Cf. Professor Helmut Krausnick, “Hitler and the
Murders in Poland,” VJZ, 1963, 196ff.) However, nobody else recalled this. And
General von Leeb, whose diary has been available to me, would certainly have mentioned
such a candid statement in it, given his pronounced Christian convictions. Ulex had been
humiliated by Hitler late in 1938. No other authors have bothered to transcribe
Himmler’s speech notes. Colonel Eduard Wagner wrote his wife on the following day :
“It was highly interesting yesterday. In the evening Himmler spoke to the Commander in
Chiefs at Koblenz. More about that verbally . . .”

5 Cf. Hewel’s unpublished diary, October 10, 1941 : “ Triumphant conversation [with
the F hrer] about the foreign ministry. Who in 1939 believed in victory ? The state
secretary at the foreign ministry [Weizs cker] ?”

6 The rector of the theological high school at Paderborn, a Professor Maier.

Notes

p- 4 Colonel Eduard Wagner echoed Vormann’s awe in a letter of September 4. “Even
so not a shot has been fired in the west yet, a funny war so far. It’s official that France
hesitated to the last moment and was only pulled in by Britain. Once again you can only
say Gott strafe England I”

Apart from reference to the published sources, I based my account of the Polish
campaign on the diaries of Jodl, Bock, Halder, Helmuth Groscurth, Milch, Vormann, the
naval staff Wagner, Lahousen, Rosenberg, and the commandant of Hitler’s HQ ; and on
interrogations of Hans von Greiffenberg, Blaskowitz, G-ring, D—nitz, Scheidt,
Warlimont, Keitel, and others.

pp- 8-9 Hitler’s policies are well defined in Professor Martin Broszat’s
Nationalsozialistische Polenpolitik 1939-1945 (Stuttgart, 1961). On the Bromberg
massacre see the war diary of Rear Army Command 580 (General Braemer) in BA files



(page 824), and of the Military Commander of West Prussia (RH 53-20/v. 16). A sample
of lower Party officials was Kreisleiter Werner Kampe, appointed lord mayor of
Bromberg with the job of “extracting compensation for ethnic Germans who suffered
Polish atrocities”; Kampe swindled the victims out of millions of marks to benefit
befriended Party and civic officials. The Reich ministry of justice indicted him, but
Gauleiter Albert Forster secured his release (BA file R 22/4087). About seven thousand
Germans were massacred by the Poles in Bromberg.

p- 10 Three copies of Canaris’s memorandum on his conference in Hitler’s train on
September 12, 1939, exist : one in the “Canaris-Lahousen fragments”—a hitherto
neglected file of key documents and extracts from the Canaris diary obtained by the
Cabinet Office (AL/1933); one in Groscurth’s papers (N 104/3); and an abbreviated
copy in Lahousen’s IMT file (3047-PS); cf Lahousen’s pretrial interrogation of
September 19, 1945, and Vormann’s diary, September 12, 1939 : “G-ring and
Brauchitsch here at [Inau. Canaris on account of Polish population.”

p. 13 Read in sequence, Heydrich’s R.S.H.A. (Reich Main Security Office) conferences
(on NA film T175/239) during September and October 1939 show a gradual shift in
emphasis and urgency. Professor H. Krausnick also published Heydrich’s related
memorandum of May 1941 in VfZ, 1963, page 197 ; and see Heydrich’s frank
memorandum of July 1940, in Kurt Daluege’s papers (BA, R 19), on the role of his task
forces.

p. 14 The purge in Poland : Tused W. Huppenkothen’s 1945 essays, in BDC files ; a
CSDIC interrogation of Udo von Woyrsch ; Dr. Rudolf Lehmann’s testimony ; Halder’s
diary ; Heydrich’s conferences ; and army documents.

David Irving

HITLER’S WAR

Overtures

Hitler’s train idled on a siding in outer Pomerania until 9:30 A.M. on September 26 and
then began the eight-hour haul back to Berlin. The journey passed in heavy silence.
Hitler went into the command coach, but Keitel was in Berlin and Jod]l must have been in
his private compartment, for only Colonel von Vormann was there, seated at his
customary place next to the telephones, writing and sorting the heaps of papers that had
accumulated. For the next few hours Hitler spoke no word but restlessly paced the length
of the swaying carriage while the train drew closer to Berlin. There were no messages,
no calls, no visitors. Just after 5 P.M. the train reached Berlin’s Stettin station,
unheralded by any crowds or scenes of jubilation. The motor pool had sent cars to pick
them up ; Hitler and his entourage drove almost stealthily to the Reich Chancellery,
where dinner was served at the large round table in his residence. The atmosphere was



funereal. After a while Hitler abruptly rose, bid the others good night, and retired to his
rooms.

Without doubt his thoughts now revolved around the next step he must take : could the
western powers be made to see reason, or must he defeat them as he had defeated Poland
? In January 1944 he was secretly to address his skeptical generals with words that he
might well have been thinking now. “If I am now taken to task about what concrete
prospects there are of ending the war, then I should just like to ask you to look at the
history of wars and tell me when in the major campaigns any concrete idea emerged as to
how each would end. For the most part there was not even a concrete idea as to how the
campaign should be conducted. Moltke himself wrote that it is erroneous to expect that
any plan of war can be drawn up that will hold good after the first battles.” In the same
speech he was to explain : “In my position one can have no other master than one’s own
judgment, one’s conscience, and one’s sense of duty. Those are the only masters to
whose commands I bow.”

The army had already taken matters into its own hands, issuing in mid-September 1939
an order for the withdrawal of most of the combat divisions from Poland and their partial
demobilization. Keitel warned General Halder that such an order was unthinkable
without Hitler’s consent ; and when Hitler heard of it he sat sharply upright and
ejaculated, “We are going to attack the west, and we are going to do it this October !”
There are small indications that Hitler had known all along that he was on the threshold
of a long and bitter war with Britain—that Britain would not withdraw even now that
Poland no longer existed. As early as September 5 the F hrer instructed Walther
Hewel—Ribbentrop’s liaison officer on Hitler’s staff, who as a student had spent several
months with him in Landsberg prison in 1923—to use every possible diplomatic channel
to rescue his disconsolate friend “Putzi” Hanfstaengl from the consequences of his own
stubbornness in London and arrange his escape to Germany."? A few days later, the
British Cabinet announced that Britain was preparing for a war that was expected to last
at least three years ; this blunt statement evidently jolted Hitler, for he was still referring
to it three weeks later. Britain was clearly going to play for time until her rearmament
was complete—and this was the one development Hitler feared most. On the evening of
September 12 he confidentially disclosed to Colonel Schmundt that as soon as Poland
had been defeated he would swing around and attack in the west ; he must exploit the
western weakness while he could. But he deliberately kept General von Brauchitsch
uninformed of his thinking.

A few days later, on the fourteenth, he discussed with his chief engineer, Fritz Todt,
architect of the West Wall fortifications, the need for a proper permanent headquarters
site in the west, as his special train would be too vulnerable to air attack. One site was
debated and discarded, and another near Munstereifel was eventually selected. To his
adjutants, Hitler explained that his Great War experience in Flanders had taught him that
until January the weather would hold good for an offensive, after which it would be



imprudent to launch a large-scale campaign before May. He admitted that he did not
expect the victorious campaign in Poland to influence the western powers ; he proposed
to make one more peace offer to Britain, but he had small hopes for it. He did not
seriously expect Britain to come to terms until the Wehrmacht was arrayed on the English
Channel, he said. On the twentieth, General Keitel, chief of the OKW (Wehrmacht High
Command), warned a member of his staff that Hitler was planning to launch an offensive
in the west as soon as it became clear there was no chance of reaching an understanding
with the western powers.

In a long speech, Hitler revealed this intention to his startled supreme commanders on
September 27, the day after his return to the Chancellery : what disturbed the army was
Hitler’s insistence that since German superiority of arms and men was only temporary,
the offensive against France must therefore begin before the end of 1939, and, as in 1914,
it would have to be carried through Belgium and at least the southern tip of a Holland he
hoped would bow before the inevitability of such action. Hitler explained that he was
unconvinced of Belgium’s honest neutrality, for she was clearly fortified only along her
frontier with Germany, and there were indications that she would permit a rapid invasion
by the French and British forces massing on her western frontier—perhaps a secret
military convention already existed between Belgium and the western powers to that
end. (In this belief he was mistaken.) Thus the Ruhr, seat of Germany’s armaments
industries, would be lost and so would the war. He ordered General von Brauchitsch to
establish the earliest date by which the German buildup could be complete. Aware that
Brauchitsch inwardly rebelled against this new campaign, Hitler tolerated no discussion
of his decision or of the prospects. He terminated the conference by shredding his brief
notes and tossing them into the fire burning in the study grate.

As he privately informed Reichsleiter Alfred Rosenberg on September 29, he intended to
propose a grand peace conference to arrange an armistice, demobilization, and the
general settlement of outstanding problems, but if need be he would launch an offensive
in the west. He was not afraid of the Maginot line. If the British would not accept the
peace he offered, then he would destroy them. And Baron Ernst von Weizs ’cker
recorded Hitler as saying in his presence that day that the new offensive might cost
Germany a million men—but it would cost the enemy the same number, and the enemy
could ill afford the loss. Hitler repeated his arguments to his army and army group
commanders when he assembled them in the Chancellery the next day to receive his
thanks for the Polish triumph.

Warsaw had just fallen. It had been at the mercy of German ground and air
bombardment since September 10. Elsewhere in Poland the towns had largely escaped
damage. In Cracow, only the railroad station and the airfield had been bombed. But this
was not to be the fate of Warsaw, whose commandant Hitler suspected of stalling for
time in which to fortify the city against the encircling German armies. By the twenty-
first it was clear that Warsaw would have to be taken by storm. The two hundred foreign
diplomats were allowed to escape through the German lines, and the artillery



bombardment of the city’s vital gas, power, and water installations was stepped up. On
the twenty-fifth Hitler had visited the Tenth and Eighth armies ; the latter had a hundred
and fifty batteries of artillery drawn up for the final bombardment due to begin next day.
From the roof of a sports stadium Hitler and a handful of his followers watched with
binoculars as the artillery pounded Warsaw. Blaskowitz’s final report states :

On September 25 the F hrer and Commander in Chief of the Wehrmacht
visited the Warsaw front with the Commander in Chief of the army and
his Chief of Staff. He was briefed on the Eighth Army’s plan of attack :
according to this the main artillery assault on the fortress will commence
early on September 26. Until then only identified military objectives,
enemy batteries, and vital installations such as gas, water, and power
stations are being bombarded by ground and air forces. Thirteenth Army
Corps’ attack is to begin at 0800 hrs on September 26, followed by Ninth
Army Corps one day later ; opportunities of improving on the opening
positions before then will be exploited....

After the plan of attack has been outlined broadly to him and been given
the detailed approval of the Commander in Chief of the army, the F hrer,
who is deeply troubled by the suffering that lies in store for the population
of the fortress [Warsaw], suggests that one more last attempt should be
made to persuade the military command of Warsaw to abandon its lunatic
course. He guarantees that the officers of the fortress will be granted
honorable captivity and may retain their daggers if they surrender
forthwith, and orders that the NCOs and troops are to be assured of their
early release after the necessary formalities.

Millions of new leaflets publishing these terms were dropped over Warsaw that evening.
The Polish commandant made no response. Early on the twenty-sixth, therefore, the
target of the artillery bombardment was changed to the city itself, and the infantry assault
began. The next day it was all over ; the Poles had capitulated with virtually no further
military resistance. For a week there had been no water in the city ; the railroads were in
ruins ; there was no food or electric power. Unburied in the ruins lay some twenty-six
thousand civilian dead, over twice the total German military casualties of the entire
Polish campaign. On October 2, General Rommel and Colonel Schmundt visited
Warsaw and afterward reported to Hitler on the terrible scenes of destruction. Rommel
wrote to his wife the next day : “All went according to plan yesterday. Flight to Berlin,
flight to Warsaw, talks and inspection there, flight back to Berlin, report in the Reich
Chancellery, and dinner at the F hrer’s table. Warsaw is in bad shape. There is hardly a
building not in some way damaged or with its windows intact. ... The people must have
suffered terribly. For seven days there has been no water, no power, no gas, and no
food.... The mayor estimates there are forty thousand dead and injured.... Apart from that
everything is quiet. The people are probably relieved that we have come, and that their
ordeal is over. The NSV*2 and the ‘Bavaria’ rescue convoy and the field kitchens are
besieged by starving, exhausted people. It’s raining here in Berlin, and there are low-
lying clouds. In Warsaw the weather was fine but cloudy.”



A pall of death still hung over Warsaw as Hitler flew in for his big victory parade there
on October 5. The stench of rotting bodies soured the Polish air. Handpicked regiments
of the finest infantry divisions stomped past in a parade-march that could not have been
improved upon, but according to his closest staff the F hrer was unnerved by the
spectacle of the death and destruction all about. Outwardly he remained hard and
callous. To the foreign journalists swarming around him as he returned to the airfield he
said menacingly, “Take a good look around Warsaw. That is how I can deal with any
European city. I’ve got enough ammunition.” But when he saw the banquet that the
army had prepared at the airfield, either his stomach rebelled or his instinct for bad
publicity warned him not to sit at a vast, horseshoe-shaped table with spotless white linen
and sumptuous food at a time when hundreds of thousands of Warsaw’s inhabitants were
starving. He turned on his heel and instructed Keitel and his staff to follow him
immediately to the aircraft. He had wanted to eat at a field kitchen with his troops, he
said.

The frontiers of eastern Europe had now been agreed upon between Germany and the
Soviet Union. Hitler had insisted that his foreign minister personally fly to Moscow to
settle the details. Since Ribbentrop was unenthusiastic about the mission, Hitler told him
with some feeling : “Laying down the definitive frontiers between Asia and Europe for
the next thousand years is after all a task worthy of the foreign minister of the
Grossdeutsches Reich I” The partition of Poland had caused some anguish in Germany.
G-ring, a fanatical huntsman—a member of what Hitler called “that green freemasonry
of men”—turned greedy eyes on the forests of Bialystok, rich with game, and he
persuaded General Hans Jeschonnek to telephone Hitler’s train to point up the importance
of the Bialystok wood supply to the German economy ; Hitler had bellowed with
laughter. “He talks of wood and he means stags !”” and he instructed that Bialystok
should nevertheless be assigned to the Russian side of the demarcation line.

Ribbentrop settled the line on a small-scale map of Europe in Stalin’s Kremlin office
on September 28. Whereas the line provisionally agreed upon in mid-September had run
along the Vistula River, it now followed the Bug River far to the east, since Stalin had
also assigned to Germany the districts of Warsaw and Lublin in exchange for the Baltic
state of Lithuania, which the August pact had placed within Germany’s sphere of
influence. So now the German troops who had advanced to the Bug, only to be ordered
to withdraw to the Vistula, had to march eastward once again, spanning the difficult
terrain for the third time in as many weeks. Stalin offset the only other dissatisfaction
with the partition—the fact that the oil-producing region at Lvov (Lemberg) was on his
side of the line—by a promise to supply Germany with three hundred thousand tons of
the oil annually. All in all, as Ribbentrop remarked to Hitler on his return to Berlin,
talking with Stalin and the other Kremlin potentates he had felt he was among comrades
barely distinguishable from his National Socialist acquaintances.

Rosenberg almost choked when he heard of Ribbentrop’s flattery of Stalin. He saw the
strategic weakness in the new eastern frontiers almost at once. The new demarcation line
would give Germany no common frontier with Romania, thus Germany’s sole railway



link with the Romanian oil fields and the Black Sea would run through Soviet-controlled
territory. As another minister commented to Rosenberg, “If the Russians now march into
the Baltic states, we shall have lost the Baltic as well, strategically speaking ; Moscow
will be more powerful than ever and they will be able to act against us in concert with the
West any time they choose.” Rosenberg probably put this view to Hitler with some
emphasis when he saw him on the twenty-ninth. In fact the indecent haste with which
Stalin moved to take up the options extended to him gravely embarrassed Ribbentrop’s
ministry ; it can only be explained by the Soviet leader’s alarm at the speed with which
Hitler’s Wehrmacht had polished off Poland and by his fear that peace might break out.
Under pressure from him Estonia conceded air and naval bases to Russia on September
29, and Latvia and Lithuania followed suit a few days later. Finland, however, made it
clear from the outset she would offer the most determined resistance to similar Russian
demands.

For the first two weeks of October 1939, Hitler unquestionably wavered between
continuing the fight—which meant launching an almost immediate offensive in the
west—and making peace with the remaining belligerents on the best terms he could get.
The fact that he had ordered the Wehrmacht to get ready for “Operation Yellow” (Fall
Gelb, the attack on France and the Low Countries) in no way detracts from the reality of
his peace offensive. Whatever his final decision, there was no time to be lost.

Hitler saw powerful arguments against stopping the fighting while the Reich’s military
advantage was at its height. Nevertheless, he would probably have settled for what he
had already conquered—if only to be able to return to his grandiose architectural dreams.
Besides, Germany would have needed at least fifty years to digest the new territories and
carry out the enforced settlement programs planned by Heinrich Himmler to fortify the
German blood in the east. Thus Hitler’s peace feelers toward London were sincere—not
just a ploy to drive a wedge between Britain and France. Weizs ’cker wrote early in
October : “The attempt to wind up the war now is for real. I myself put the chances at 20
percent, [Hitler] at 50 percent ; his desire is 100 percent. If he obtained peace, the thesis
that Britain would sacrifice Poland would be proven quasi right. And besides, it would
eliminate the awkward decision as to how to reduce Britain by military means.” Early in
September G—ring had hinted to the British through Birger Dahlerus, the Swedish
businessman whom Hitler had already accepted as an unofficial intermediary to London
during August, that Germany would be willing to restore sovereignty to a Poland shorn of
the old German provinces excised from the Fatherland at the end of the Great War ; there
would also be an end to the persecution of the Jews and a reduction in German
armaments. The British response had been a cautious readiness to listen to the detailed
German proposals.

But since these proposals had been made, the Russians, as per their agreement with the
Nazis, had seized eastern Poland. Hitler told G-ring and Dahlerus in Berlin late on
September 26 that if the British still wanted to salvage anything of Poland, they would
have to make haste. They would have to send a negotiator who would take him seriously,



and now he could do nothing without consulting his Russian friends. As for the Jewish
question, the Germans proposed that it be solved by using the new Poland as a sink into
which Europe’s Jews should be emptied. Hitler approved the proposal that a secret
meeting take place between German and British emissaries—perhaps G-ring himself and
General Sir Edmund Ironside—in Holland. Dahlerus left for London at once.*’

The German army had good reason to keep anxious track of Hitler’s peace offensive.
Late in September, Halder’s deputy had gloomily—and wholly inaccurately—warned
that the German army could not launch a frontal assault on the French before 1942.
Hitler was aware of the army’s reluctance to apply its mind to “Yellow”; this was one
reason for his speech of September 27. But even in that speech he had referred to a
western assault only as a necessary evil if the French and British failed to see reason. If
that happened, then “we must resolve to batter the enemy until he gives in.”

The army marshaled what arguments it could against executing “Yellow” now : the
tactics which had proved so successful in Poland would not suffice against the well-
organized French army ; the foggy weather and short hours of autumn daylight would set
the Luftwaffe at a disadvantage ; the army lacked ammunition, stores, and equipment.
Brauchitsch enumerated these arguments to Hitler on October 7, and Hitler—already
angered by the reluctance of his soldiers to follow him—asked the Commander in Chief
to leave his notes behind, an ominous sign that he was not satisfied. Over the next two
days he dictated a fifty-eight-page memorandum for the eyes of Keitel and the three
commanders in chief alone ; in it he explained just why they must launch “Yellow” at
the very earliest opportunity and just why time was working against Germany.

The F hrer read this formidable document to his uncomfortable generals on the tenth.
We shall return to it at greater length shortly. In it, he insisted that Britain’s long-range
goal remained unchanged : the disintegration of the powerful German bloc, and the
annihilation and dissolution of this new Reich with its eighty million people. The long-
range German war aim must therefore be the absolute military defeat of the West (in
which the destruction of the enemy’s forces was more important than the gaining of
enemy territory). This was the struggle which the German people must now assume.
Despite all this, he added, a rapidly achieved peace agreement would still serve German
interests—provided that Germany was required to relinquish nothing of her gains.

Hitler ignored none of the various unofficial channels for negotiation with the West now
that Poland had been laid low. Over the next few days, however, it became clear that
while some circles in Britain—notably in the air ministry—wanted an armistice, there
was in the British Cabinet a hard core of opposition to whom all talk of making a deal
with Hitler was anathema. Hitler was probably right in identifying the main source of
this stubborn anti-German line as Churchill, now First Lord of the Admiralty, and the
clique around him. On September 29, Alfred Rosenberg secured Hitler’s permission to
take up feelers put out through an intermediary in Switzerland by officials of the British



air ministry ; but this glimmer of hope was shortly extinguished when the intermediary
reported that the forces for peace in that ministry had been pushed to the wall by the more
militant forces at Churchill’s beck and call. Little more was heard of these diffident
approaches from London.

At this stage in Hitler’s thought processes there came an ostensible intervention by
President Roosevelt that was as abrupt in its approach as it was enigmatic in
denouement. At the beginning of October an influential American oil tycoon arrived in
Berlin on a peace mission for which he had apparently received a ninety-minute personal
briefing from Roosevelt. He was William Rhodes Davis, whose own personal interest
lay in preventing any disruption of his oil business with Germany. He had been brought
into contact with Roosevelt by John L. Lewis, leader of the CIO, the United States labor
federation whose fourteen million members represented a political force no president
could afford to ignore. Lewis was originally both anti-Fascist and anti-Communist, but
he had, said Davis, been impressed by the significant rise in the living standards of the
German worker under National Socialism. Anxious about the effects of a long war on
American export markets, Lewis had obliged Roosevelt to entrust this unofficial peace
mission to Davis.

In Berlin the oilman met G—ring, and a seven-page summary of the discussion of the
alleged Roosevelt proposals survives.” It was evidently given wide confidential
circulation in Berlin, for sardonic references to Roosevelt’s sudden emergence as an
“angel of peace” bent on securing a third term figure in several diaries of the day.

President Roosevelt is prepared to put pressure on the western powers to
start peace talks if Germany will provide the stimulus. President
Roosevelt asks to be advised of the various points Germany wants to
settle, for example, Poland and the colonies. In this connection President
Roosevelt also mentioned the question of the purely Czech areas, on
which however a settlement need not come into effect until later. This
point was touched on by President Roosevelt with regard to public opinion
in the United States, as he must placate the Czech voters and the circles
sympathizing with them if he is to exercise pressure on Britain to end the
war.

Davis assured G—ring that Roosevelt’s main strategic concern was to exploit the present
situation to destroy Britain’s monopoly of the world markets. “In his conversation with
Davis, Roosevelt explained that he was flatly opposed to the British declaration of war.
He was not consulted by Britain in advance.” Roosevelt suspected that Britain’s motives
were far more dangerous and that they had nothing to do with Poland ; he himself
recognized that the real reason for the war lay in the one-sided Diktat of Versailles which
made it impossible for the German people to acquire a living standard comparable with
that of their neighbors in Europe. Roosevelt’s proposal, according to the unpublished
summary, was that Hitler be allowed to keep Danzig and all the now Polish provinces
taken from Germany by the treaty of Versailles, that all Germany’s former African



colonies be restored to her forthwith, and that the rest of the world give Germany
financial assistance in establishing a high standard of living.

This was not all. If Daladier and Chamberlain refused to comply, then President
Roosevelt would support Germany—Davis reported—in her search for a just, tolerable,
and lasting peace : he would supply Germany with goods and war supplies “convoyed to
Germany under the protection of the American armed forces” if need be. John L. Lewis
had privately promised Davis that if some such agreement could be reached between
Germany and the United States his unions would prevent the manufacture of war supplies
for Britain and France.

G-ring outlined Davis’s message in detail to the F hrer immediately after the meeting,
and on October 3 the field marshal announced to the American that in his important
speech to the Reichstag on the sixth Hitler would make a number of peace proposals
closely embodying the points Davis had brought from Washington. (Hitler’s more
detailed proposals as described by G—ring indeed went so far that their sincerity is open
to question.) G-ring told Davis : “If in his [Roosevelt’s] opinion the suggestions afford
a reasonable basis for a peace conference, he will then have the opportunity to bring
about this settlement.... You may assure Mr. Roosevelt that if he will undertake this
mediation, Germany will agree to an adjustment whereby a new Polish state and an
independent Czechoslovak government would come into being. However this
information is for him [Roosevelt] alone and to be used only if necessary to bring about a
peace conference.” G-ring was willing to attend such a conference in Washington.

When Davis went back to the United States with the five detailed points Hitler proposed,
he was accompanied by a German official, a “special ambassador” appointed to settle any
details. Hitler hoped for an interim reply from Roosevelt by the fifth. (As Rosenberg
wrote : “It would be a cruel blow for London to be urgently “advised” by Washington to
sue for peace!”) But something had gone wrong with the mission : when Davis reached
Washington he was not readmitted to the President, and they did not meet again.

A different aspect of Roosevelt’s policy was revealed by the Polish documents ransacked
by the Nazis from the archives of the ruined foreign ministry building in Warsaw. The
dispatches of the Polish ambassadors in Washington and Paris laid bare Roosevelt’s
efforts to goad France and Britain into war with Germany while he rearmed the United
States and psychologically prepared the American public for war. In November 1938,
William C. Bullitt, his personal friend and ambassador in Paris, had indicated to the Poles
that the President’s desire was that “Germany and Russia should come to blows,”
whereupon the democratic nations would attack Germany and force her into submission ;
in the spring of 1939, Bullitt quoted Roosevelt as being determined “not to participate in
the war from the start, but to be in at the finish”—the United States without doubt would
fight, but “only if France and Britain kick off first.” Bullitt was said by the Poles to have
carried with him to Paris a “suitcase full of instructions” outlining the pressure he was to
put on the Quai d’Orsay not to compromise with the totalitarian powers ; at the same
time Washington was applying “various exceptionally significant screws” to the British.
Washington, Bullitt had told the Polish diplomats, was being guided not by ideological



considerations but solely by the material interests of the United States. The Warsaw
documents left little doubt as to what had stiffened Polish resistance to German demands
during the August 1939 crisis.

On Friday October 6, Hitler spoke to the Reichstag. His “appeal for peace” was
addressed to the British in more truculent and recriminatory language than many of his
more moderate followers would have wished. He singled out Churchill—who was then
First Lord of the Admiralty—as a representative of the Jewish capitalist and journalistic
circles whose sole interest in life lay in the furtherance of arson on an international scale.

On the ninth, he issued to his commanders in chief a formal directive to prepare for
“Yellow” with all haste, in the event that “Britain and, under her command, France as
well” were not disposed to end the war. His soldiers were, however, full of optimism.
General Rommel wrote from Berlin on the seventh : “The reaction of the neutrals [to the
F hrer’s speech] seems very good. The others will be able to think it over during the
weekend. There is not much going on here otherwise. If the war ends soon, I hope I will
soon be able to go home. . ..”

Hitler had sent Dahlerus to London for talks with Chamberlain. Late on October 9 the
Swede reported to him the conditions Britain was attaching to peace negotiations : in
addition to insisting on a new Polish state, Britain wanted all weapons of aggression
destroyed forthwith ; and there must be a plebiscite in Germany on certain aspects of her
foreign policy. These were hard terms to swallow, for in public Hitler was still claiming
that the future of Poland was a matter for Germany and Russia alone to decide, and
Britain was blithely ignoring the growing armed strength of the Soviet Union and her
expansionist policies. Nevertheless, on the tenth, Dahlerus was instructed to advise
London that Hitler would accept these terms on principle. The Swedish negotiator saw
Hitler twice that day before he departed for a promised rendezvous with a British
emissary at The Hague. He took with him a formal letter from G—ring and a list of
Hitler’s proposals—which included a new Polish state ; the right for Germany to fortify
her new frontier with Russia ; guarantees backed by national plebiscite ; nonaggression
pacts between Germany, France, Britain, Italy, and the Soviet Union ; disarmament ;
and the return of Germany’s former colonies or suitable substitute territories.”’ Dahlerus
noted to one German officer after meeting Hitler that “Germany for her part was able to
swallow even tough conditions, provided they were put in a palatable form.” He said he
was taking with him to Holland more than enough to dispel Britain’s smoldering mistrust
of Hitler.

In Holland, however, Dahlerus waited in vain for the promised British emissary. The
British foreign office asked him to describe Hitler’s proposals to their local envoy and to
remain at The Hague until he heard from London. Berlin optimistically viewed this
request as a positive token of British interest and agreed that he should wait there. But
Chamberlain’s eagerly awaited speech to the House of Commons the next day, October
12, exploded Hitler’s confident expectation that peace was about to descend on Europe



after five weeks of war. Chamberlain dismissed Hitler’s public offer (of the sixth) as
“vague and uncertain”—he had made no suggestion for righting the wrongs done to
Czechoslovakia and Poland. If Hitler wanted peace, said Chamberlain, “acts—not words
alone—must be forthcoming.” That same evening Hitler sent for G-ring, Milch, and
Udet of the Luftwaffe and instructed them to resume bomb production at the earliest
possible moment. “The war will go on !” Dahlerus was asked to return from The Hague
to Berlin forthwith. Edouard Daladier’s reply to Hitler was no less abrupt. “Before these
answers came,” Weizs ’cker wrote two days later, “the F hrer himself had indulged in
great hopes of seeing his dream of working with Britain fulfilled. He had set his heart on
peace. Herr von Ribbentrop seemed less predisposed toward it. He sent the F hrer his
own word picture of a future Europe like the empire of Charlemagne.”

To the Swedish explorer Sven Hedin a few days later Hitler voiced his puzzlement at
Britain’s intransigence. He felt he had repeatedly extended the hand of peace and
friendship to the British, and each time they had blacked his eye in reply. “The survival
of the British Empire is in Germany’s interests too,” Hitler noted, “because if Britain
loses India, we gain nothing thereby.” Of course he was going to restore a Polish state—
he did not want to gorge himself with Poles ; as for the rest of Chamberlain’s outbursts,
he, Hitler, might as well demand that Britain “right the wrongs” done to India, Egypt, and
Palestine. Britain could have peace any time she wanted, but they—and that included
that “brilliantined moron” Eden and the equally incompetent Churchill—must learn to
keep their noses out of Europe.

And in a fit of anger Hitler complained to Dahlerus about “the unbelievable behavior of
Mr. Chamberlain™; from now on Germany would fight Britain tooth and nail—he did not
propose to bargain with her any longer. Dahlerus left the Chancellery in a huff at the
failure of his peace effort, but was later soothed by G-ring, who sent an important
German decoration around to him that same evening.

To Hitler it was clear there was no alternative but to proceed with the war. The urgency
of resuming the offensive was what he had most impressed on his supreme commanders
in his memorandum of October 9. While German military advantage was now at its very
zenith, every month that passed in idleness would see a relative weakening vis-y-vis the
enemy ; in Italy, moreover, Mussolini was not getting any younger ; the West might
succeed in blackmailing Holland or Belgium into abandoning their neutrality, or in
bribing the venal Balkan countries to the same effect ; Russia’s attitude could easily
change. And there were other reasons why Germany must strike swiftly and avoid a
protracted war : as Britain patched up her military resources and injected fresh units into
France, the psychological boost this gave to the French could not be ignored ; conversely
it would become progressively more difficult to sustain the German public’s enthusiasm
for war or to feed the German war effort with foodstuffs and raw materials as each month
passed. Germany’s air superiority was only temporary—the moment the enemy believed
he had achieved air superiority he would exploit it regardless of any reprisals Hitler might
announce. Above all the British and French knew of the vulnerability of the Ruhr



industries, and the moment the enemy could base aircraft or even long-range artillery on
Belgian and Dutch territory, Germany would have to write off the Ruhr from the war
effort ; enemy bombers would have to fly barely a sixth of the distance that German
bombers would have to cover to reach important British targets from the small strip of
Germany’s North Sea coast. This was why Hitler was convinced that the occupation of
Belgium and Holland must be on the western powers’ agenda already, and this was how
he justified ordering his army to prepare to attack France through Belgium.

If the coast of western Europe were in Hitler’s hands, the advantages to Germany would
be decisive if the war against Britain was to continue : for sound strategic reasons the
German navy needed submarine bases west of the English Channel. (On the tenth,
Raeder also proposed that Germany obtain naval bases in Norway for the same reasons.)
Similarly the Luftwaffe would have a disproportionate advantage in striking power if its
flying distance to British targets involved only the short shuttle route from Holland,
Belgium, or even the Pas de Calais in France.

The battle performance of the arms, men, and leadership of the German Wehrmacht had
been strikingly demonstrated in Poland. In the fighting in the west, Germany could field
a modern army of proud and battle-hardened soldiers. Their weapons were up-to-date
and plentiful, particularly in the panzer and air forces ; the artillery had at least two to
three times as much ammunition per gun as at the onset of the war in 1914. Hitler
proclaimed himself unimpressed by France’s superiority in heavy howitzers and
longrange artillery. But he warned emphatically against underestimating the value of the
British divisions ; as each month brought more to the shores of France, it would become
increasingly awkward for the French government to extricate itself from the war.

These were the reasons Hitler gave for asking the Wehrmacht to put the offensive first,
attacking in the west “this very autumn,” and en masse ; after all this might well be the
push that ended all the fighting in Europe. The German army would attack the French
along a front from south of Luxemburg to north of Nijmegen, in Holland. Splitting into
two assault groups on either side of the Belgian fortress of Liege, it would destroy the
French and British armies which would have come to meet it. The German armored
formations would be used with such speed and dexterity that no cohesive front could be
stabilized by the enemy ; on no account were the tanks to become entangled in the
endless maze of Belgian streets. The cities were to be bypassed, invested by lesser
troops, and starved into submission. The Luftwaffe was to concentrate on shattering
enemy railroad and road networks, rather than squander effort on hunting down
individual aircraft. “Extreme restrictions are to be imposed on air attacks on cities
themselves”; they were to be bombed only if necessary as reprisals for raids on the Reich
cities. The war aim of the Wehrmacht, he drilled into his supreme commanders in this
carefully-thought-out memorandum, was the destruction of the Anglo-French armies, not
the destruction of public property and installations.

The German navy and air force accepted Hitler’s arguments without demur, but the army
leadership began a kicking and struggling that was to last until the spring of 1940.
Perhaps this was because for the first time the generals clearly saw that Hitler took his



position as Supreme Commander of the Wehrmacht seriously—that he now proposed to
“interfere” more radically with the overall strategic direction of the war. Admiral Raeder
not only shared the views expressed in the memorandum, but added an urgency of his
own when he saw Hitler on the evening of the tenth of October : if Britain was to be
defeated, she must be beleaguered and besieged regardless of army objections and the
risk of American involvement. “The earlier we begin, and the more brutally, the earlier
we shall see results ; the shorter will be the war.” Hitler thought the same way and
stressed the importance of maintaining the submarine construction program right through
1940. Rudolf Hess meantime furnished him with several studies urging the use of
magnetic mines to blockade Britain’s sea lanes. In short, everybody accepted the need to
defeat the western powers except the German army : the OKH (War Department)
considered the army unready for a new campaign ; army group commanders Bock and
Leeb echoed this skepticism with different degrees of vehemence, and army commanders
like Reichenau and Kluge were equally unenthusiastic about the campaign—they would
not even favor such an attack if the western powers were to invade Belgium forthwith.
General von Brauchitsch found in mid-October that Hitler turned a deaf ear on his
hesitations. Only a sound thrashing would make the British see reason, the F hrer said.
“Yellow” was provisionally to begin the third week of November ; this early date would
be dependent only on the weather forecast for Luftwaffe operations and not on the
recalcitrant army’s whims.

An indirect but readily traceable result of the British snub of his peace overture was a
further hardening in Hitler’s attitude to the future of Poland. After his Reichstag speech
of October 6, he did not renew his offer to set up a rump Polish state. The Poland of
1939 would be subdivided, dismembered, and repopulated in such a way that it would
never again rise to embarrass Germany or the Soviet Union. The eastern half, of course,
had gone to Stalin ; in the west, part would be absorbed by the Reich, while central
Poland, i.e., the districts of Warsaw, Radom, Lublin, and Cracow, would become a Polish
reservation under exclusively German rule—a reservoir of cheap labor for the Reich’s
industries. By the end of September, Hitler had already drafted the first decrees for
radical surgery of Poland’s population under the overall direction of Heinrich Himmler as
“Reich Commissioner for the Consolidation of the German Population.” The Polish and
Jewish populations in western Poland were to be displaced to a reservation in central
Poland, and refugees of German descent from the Baltic states and eastern Poland would
take their place.

A series of radical decrees signed by Hitler heralded this new order in Poland. On
October 4 he amnestied all deeds committed by Germans “enraged by the atrocities
perpetrated by the Poles.” The Hitler decree appointing Himmler gave him the job of
“eliminating the injurious influence of such non-German segments of the population
there as are a danger to the Reich”; it was signed on the seventh. On the eighth Hitler
signed a decree setting up new Reich Gaue (districts)—“West Prussia” and “Posen”—
while former Polish frontier regions around Kattowitz and Zichenau were annexed to
Silesia and East Prussia, respectively. As for the remaining German-occupied area, the



Polish reservation, on the twelfth Hitler drafted a decree “for the restoration ... of public
order” there, subjugating these remaining regions to a German Governor General, a
viceroy responsible only to himself ; the new setup was to go into effect the moment the
military government was withdrawn.

The Generalgouvernement was about one quarter the area of prewar Poland. As
Governor General, Hitler selected Dr. Hans Frank, the Party’s legal adviser ; Frank, a
former member of the Faculty of Law at Munich University, had specialized in industrial
law. He rapidly gained a reputation for slipperiness with the army generals assigned to
the eastern command, and since he shortly fell out with Himmler—who did not even
attend Frank’s installation ceremony at Lodz—his reign from Cracow castle was to be a
lonely one.

These were the twilight days of the German army’s rule in Poland. At a conference at the
Chancellery on October 17, Hitler announced to Keitel, Frank, and Himmler that the
army was to hand over control to the civilian administrations set up under Hans Frank
and Gauleiters Albert Forster and Artur Greiser. The army ought to be glad to be rid of
this unwholesome task, Hitler noted, and warming to his theme he ordered that in the
Generalgouvernement it was no part of the administrators’ duty to establish a model
province along German lines or to put the country economically back on its feet. On the
contrary, this was to become a “Polish economy™® par excellence ! Significantly
Frank’s task in Poland would be to “lay the foundations for a military buildup in the
future” and to prevent the Polish intelligentsia from creating a hard-core opposition
leadership. The fight would be cruel, but this alone, Keitel noted in his record of Hitler’s
remarks, would spare Germany the need to go onto the battlefield once again because of
Poland. Poland must become so poor that the people would want to work in Germany ;
the Jews and other vermin must be given speedy passage eastward. To an army colonel
who arrived at the Chancellery that evening Keitel frankly admitted : “The methods to be
employed will be irreconcilable with all our existing principles.” According to yet
another version, Hitler ended by announcing that he wanted Gauleiters Greiser” and
Forster to be able to report to him ten years from now that Posen and West Prussia were
pure and Germanic provinces in full bloom, and Hans Frank to be able to report that in
the Generalgouvernement—the Polish reservation—the “devil’s deed” had been done.

The population surgery prescribed by the redrawn map of eastern Europe inflicted
hardship on Germans too, and German refugees crowded the roads of the territories of
southeastern Poland beyond the San River, an area which had been assigned to Russia.
Here there were scores of villages and hamlets where the language and the culture was
German, where Germans had tended land given to their ancestors by Maria Theresa and
Joseph II—uvillages with names like Burgthal and Wiesenberg, or Neudorf and Steinfels,
where the farms were laid out and worked in an orderly and scientific manner that set
them apart from the farms of Polish and Ukrainian neighbors.

In the last days of October 1939, Captain Engel, Hitler’s army adjutant, handed him a
Fourteenth Army report on the evacuation of these thousands of ethnic Germans before
the advancing Red Army troops occupied their villages. In the five days after September



22, about five thousand bewildered villagers and their livestock had been marched
westward, helped by army transport of the withdrawing Wehrmacht units and looked
after by NSV welfare teams. No orders had been given ; none were necessary. “In the
majority of cases the villagers had experienced enough during the Great War (when the
Germans were transported to Siberia) and during the years of Bolshevik rule, 1919 and
1920, for them to abandon their property without further ado and take to their heels.”
These were pious and deeply patriotic Germans, untainted by Polish ways, the report
concluded ; they would be excellent stock for the resettlement of Germany’s newly won
eastern provinces. As this westward movement was in progress, a more ominous
eastward flow began : from their half of Poland, the Russians began deporting dangerous
intellectuals and officer classes ; and in the German half the Jews were being rounded
up, confined, and spilled over the demarcation line into the Russian zone where possible.

Hitler’s attitude toward the Kremlin at this time revealed a fascinating conflict between
his short-term desire for a stable eastern front and an assured supply of raw materials, and
his long-term, immutable hatred and mistrust of Stalin and communism ; his imperial
eastern ambitions had only temporarily been anesthetized by the rapid conquest of
Poland. In private conferences with such loquacious personalities as Count Galeazzo
Ciano, both the F hrer and Ribbentrop spoke reverently of the treaties signed with
Moscow. But secretly Hitler acted as though the Russians were infected by some
contagion which must at all costs be prevented from spreading to the Reich. Contacts
between the German and Soviet armies along the demarcation line were prohibited by
Berlin. The repatriation of the ethnic Germans was actively encouraged, and at one time
there was even a suggestion that the navy protect the interests of the German
communities trapped by the Russian encroachment on the Baltic states. How long could
he rely on the Kremlin to respect the demarcation line ? In his long October
memorandum to his supreme commanders Hitler had warned : “Through no treaty and
no agreement can the lasting neutrality of Russia be guaranteed with certainty. For the
present all the indications are that Russia will not abandon this neutrality. But that may
change in eight months, in a year, or even in several years’ time.” Only the clear
demonstration of Germany’s superiority in arms would dissuade Stalin from tearing up
his pact with Berlin the moment it suited him. This latent mistrust was voiced even more
emphatically by Hitler to Keitel on the seventeenth : Poland was to be left in decay
except insofar as was needed to work up the roads, the rail systems, and the signals
networks to turn the area into an important military springboard ; without doubt he was
thinking in terms of an attack on Russia.

In a long speech behind closed doors to senior Party officials and Gauleiters on October
21, he promised that once he had forced Britain and France to their knees he would revert
his attention to the east and show who was the master there. It had become clear that the
Russian army was not much use, he was quoted as explaining, and that their soldiers were
badly trained and poorly equipped. “Once he had [dealt with the East] as well he would
set about restoring Germany to how she used to be. . . .” He wanted Belgium ; and as for
France, Hitler was now thinking in terms of the ancient frontier of 1540—when the
Habsburg empire of Charles V had embraced Switzerland and a multitude of duchies like
Burgundy and Lorraine as far to the west as the Meuse.



In summary, Hitler proposed to exploit his alliance with Stalin as long as possible and
then to attack Russia before Stalin attempted to destroy him. It was plain that Russia was
prepared to pay a high price in raw materials for German industrial expertise, machine
tools, modern artillery, aircraft, and ship designs. Russia even signed a trade agreement
with Britain to procure the rubber and tin needed by Berlin. Nevertheless, to his closest
associates Hitler betrayed his true feelings about the alliance. A week after his speech to
the Gauleiters, he assembled two dozen generals and admirals for an investiture at the
Chancellery, and during the banquet that followed, he suddenly asked the panzer general,
Guderian, what the army reaction to his Moscow Pact had been. Guderian replied the
army had breathed a sigh of relief, but this was evidently anything but the answer Hitler
wanted. The F hrer lapsed into a brooding silence and then changed the subject.

1 After a ham-handed joke by Hitler and G-ring in February 1937 had misfired,
Hanfstaengl had fled to England, believing his life to be in danger.

2 National-Sozialistische Volkswohlfahrt, the Party’s civilian welfare organization.

3 From the papers released to the Public Record Office in London it is clear that neither
Chamberlain nor Halifax rejected Hitler’s terms out of hand when Dahlerus described
them. Even Churchill talked approvingly of an armistice. However, the file that
evidently contains notes of Chamberlain’s talk with Dahlerus on September 29, 1939, is
closed until 1990, and forty-five pages of the foreign office file on Germany and future
policy (F.0.371/22,985) covering the crucial period of October 3-4, 1939, are unavailable
until the year 2015. A two-volume history of Anglo-German peace negotiations by Dr.
Bernd Martin, of the University of Freiburg, is to appear shortly.

4 Signed by Ministerialdirektor Wohlthat, this remarkable document was not published in
the postwar volumes of captured German documents ; nor were the German reports on
the Dahlerus missions that followed.

5 The brief treatment of this episode in Sir Llewellyn Woodward’s British Foreign Policy
in the Second World War, Vol. I (HM.S.O., 1971), page 186, includes an inadequate
summary of the proposals.

6 Literal translation of polnische Wirtschaft, a phrase of which the sense would better be
given, however, by a “Polish pigsty.”

7 On March 7, 1944, Gauleiter Artur Greiser cabled the F hrer that 1,000,000 Germans
had been officially transplanted to his Reich Gau “Wartheland” from the old Reich, from
the rest of Europe, and most recently from the Black Sea regions ; the Jews had all but
vanished from the area, and the number of Poles had been reduced from 4,200,000 to
3,500,000 by forced migration. This indicates the kind of population movements that



Hitler set in train in October 1939. In May 1945, with the approval of the western
governments, the tides were reversed, but even more dramatically. About 40,000,000
Germans, Poles, and Czechs were forcibly resettled by 1948.

David Irving

HITLER’S WAR

Incidents

By November 1939 Adolf Hitler had faced up to the fact that the war would go on. In
mid-October his propaganda ministry had already instructed editors to mute reporting of
peace proposals from abroad so that no false hopes would be raised in the German
public. When Alfred Rosenberg came to him on November 1 with nebulous reports of
fresh peace moves within the British air ministry, the F hrer belittled the prospects :
while he himself would still favor a German-British rapprochement, London was in the
grip of a Jewish-controlled, lunatic minority against whom Chamberlain was a
characterless and impotent old man. Hitler said he failed to see what the British really
wanted. “Even if the British won, the real victors would be the United States, Japan, and
Russia.” England, even if victorious, would emerge from a war in ruins, and her fate if
she were militarily defeated would be worse.

Early in November, the Belgian and Dutch monarchs appealed to the warring parties to
seek ways of restoring a lasting peace, but their well-intentioned appeal was immediately
rejected by Lord Halifax in a public speech using language described by Ribbentrop as of
such brazenness that he actively discouraged all further unofficial feelers, and the appeal
was left unanswered by Berlin. German propaganda now portrayed the British whom
Hitler had unsuccessfully wooed as murderers, liars, hypocrites, and it used a veritable
thesaurus of other uncomplimentary terms. Hitler gathered that the peace party in Britain
had lost. British Fascist leader Oswald Mosley had put up a good fight, but he had been
silenced. The only good Briton, in Hitler’s view, was Lloyd George. That Britain was
continuing the fight was an unpalatable truth he now had to face.

Upon his return from Poland, Hitler had equipped the big Congress Room in his official
Berlin residence as a war conference room. In its center was a large map table.

Here the F hrer conducted all his war conferences in Berlin until the chamber was ruined
by a bomb five years later. The OKW generals Keitel and Jodl moved into neighboring
rooms vacated by Hitler’s adjutants. Jodl’s status was still relatively weak. When he
ventured an appreciation of the overall strategic situation, Hitler cut him short after the



first few sentences and delivered a lecture on what he thought. But Hitler’s regard for
Jodl grew as his contempt for the army’s representatives became more explicit. He told
Jodl in the middle of October, when they were discussing the new “Yellow” offensive in
the west : “We are going to win this war even if it contradicts a hundred General Staff
doctrines—because we’ve got the better troops, the better equipment, the stronger nerves,
and a united, resolute leadership !” Throughout that month and the next, the army’s
Commander in Chief and Chief of Staff showed equal determination in waging a
rearguard action against “Yellow,” and it is not impossible that Hitler got wind of
military and political conspiracies constantly being hatched by the army generals and
civilian dissidents. At any rate, that autumn he pithily commented to Luftwaffe officers
waiting for one conference to begin, “Here comes my Coward Number One !” as
Brauchitsch, the army Commander in Chief, came through the door, and added, *. . . and
Number Two !” when Halder, the Chief of Staff, joined him.

On October 19, 1939, the reluctant war department had at Hitler’s behest issued its first
hasty directive on “Yellow.” It envisaged a massive main attack being carried through
Belgium by seventy-five divisions whose object it was to meet and destroy the British
and French armies on French and Belgian soil. As a token of their distaste for the whole
affair, Brauchitsch and Halder deliberately left it to General Keitel to read out the details
to Hitler. While General von Bock’s Army Group B and the powerful Armeeabteilung
Niederrhein (Army Sector Lower Rhine) would deliver the main thrust through Liege and
Namur, General von Rundstedt’s Army Group A would follow up with a subsidiary
attack on the southern wing ; Army Group C, commanded by General von Leeb, would
remain on the defensive with sixteen divisions behind the West Wall.

The big push into Belgium would involve crossing a fifteen-mile-wide sliver of Dutch
territory at Maastricht, but at this stage Hitler hoped it might be possible to avoid
hostilities with Holland over this “temporary” claim on Dutch hospitality. (If the British
landed in Holland, of course, the German army must have plans ready to occupy the
whole country immediately.) Meanwhile, to justify invading neutral Belgium the
military and Intelligence agencies were instructed to compile detailed summaries of
instances of Franco-Belgian collusion and to allow their imaginations free rein in doing
SO.

The military prospects of this OKH plan did not encourage Bock and Rundstedt, who
expressed their pessimism in memoranda to the war department in October. Leeb added
a similar study, questioning the propriety of violating Belgian and Dutch neutrality.
General von Reichenau, commanding the Sixth Army, put his objections to Hitler in
person more than once, and when Hitler voiced his own fear that if “Yellow” was not
executed forthwith, “one fine winter’s night Britain and France may arrive at the Meuse
without a shot being fired,” the general stubbornly retorted, “That would be preferable in
my view.” When Keitel returned from a brief visit to General Staff headquarters at
Zossen, impressed by the arguments Brauchitsch and Halder were deploying against
“Yellow,” Hitler bitterly accused his OKW chief of “conspiring with the generals”
against him. He insisted that in the future Keitel loyally transmit the F hrer’s will to the
war department—an order whose implications provoked the upright, traditionalist general



into offering Hitler his resignation both orally and in writing ; Hitler told him not to be
so touchy. Hitler’s staff believed G-ring was behind the F hrer’s growing animosity
toward the army, but even G—ring was uneasy about launching “Yellow” so soon ;
however, he failed to win Ribbentrop’s support, and after Hitler turned a deaf ear on him,
the field marshal privately vowed to be a good soldier and obey orders in the future.

A basic difference of opinion lay in the Intelligence estimate of the enemy, inadequate
because of the Abwehr’s almost total failure to establish a network in the west. The army
put the strength of the French army far too high, in Hitler’s view ; what perturbed Hitler
was the growing British force in France, for he considered each British division was
worth three or four French. But the expert tactical opinions could not be ignored. Bock
warned that the British would land in Antwerp and before the Wehrmacht could prevent
it there would again be a long and bloody war of attrition in Belgium. Other generals
pointed out that the winter nights were long and that the combination of long nights and
rainy, foggy days would make a war of movement difficult. But Hitler wanted a war of
movement in which his armored and mechanized formations could sweep forward,
exploiting the “inflexibility” of the French and the “inertia” of the British armies, and the
more he pored over the maps the less he liked the war department’s proposed operational
plan. In the third week of October he commented acidly to Keitel and Jodl that Halder’s
plan, with its strong right wing along the coast, was no different from the Schlieffen Plan
drafted before World War I : “You cannot get away with an operation like that twice. |
have something very different in mind. I will tell you two about it in the next few days
and then discuss it with the army.”

This was the alternative possibility—a vast encirclement of the enemy, spearheaded by
the armored units thrusting eventually up to the coast between the Meuse River and Arras
and Amiens ; this was terrain he had fought on as a young man, and he knew it would be
ideal for the tanks. Farther to the north, in Flanders, the tanks would get into terrain
difficulties. The idea obsessed him, and at the end of a discussion with the senior
“Yellow” generals at the Reich Chancellery on October 25 he tentatively put it to the
Commander in Chief. Bock, who was also present, wrote in his diary that the F hrer

said in reply to a question from Brauchitsch that from the very outset he
has had the following wish and idea : to deliver the main offensive only
south of the Meuse, perhaps coupled with a subsidiary attack on Liege, so
that by our advancing in a roughly westerly and then northwesterly
direction the enemy forces already in or pouring into Belgium will be cut
off and destroyed.

Brauchitsch and Halder are obviously taken completely by surprise, and a
“lively” debate rages to and fro over this idea.

This was the germ of the campaign plan that was to bring about France’s defeat. But it
seemed so bold, staking everything on one card—namely whether the German armies
would succeed in breaking through to the Channel coast or not—that Hitler hesitated to
order such a radical change of emphasis, the more so since three days before he had



provisionally ordered that “Yellow” was to begin on Sunday, November 12. But he
asked the army to look into his idea, and from a side remark it was clear that he was not
averse to postponing the offensive until spring if need be.

Hitler was aware that the army’s opposition was not limited to objective debate of the
merits of “Yellow.”

There was a clique of as yet unidentifiable officers bent on his forcible removal from
power, and their contacts with the western governments made them potentially very
dangerous men indeed. During October he accordingly authorized Heydrich’s secret
service to develop its contacts with the British Intelligence network in Holland.
Heydrich’s men were to pretend to represent dissident German army generals willing to
risk all in a plot to overthrow the F hrer. If they could secure the British agents’
confidence, the names of the real German conspirators might be revealed, or gleaned
from the subsequent radio traffic between the agents and their Intelligence masters in
London. This was the SS plan, and it worked up to a point. After a convincing series of
false starts and unkept rendezvous, the first clandestine meeting between the British
agents and Heydrich’s “army generals” took place on Dutch soil in the second half of
October ; certain questions were submitted for the British Cabinet to answer, on the
assumption that the generals captured Hitler and ended the war ; and an additional
rendezvous was arranged for early November. Hitler was intrigued by the possibility of
embarrassing the Dutch government by exploiting the evidence of Anglo-Dutch staff
collaboration revealed by these SS ploys, and he discussed this with Ribbentrop and
Heydrich’s lieutenant, Dr. Werner Best ; a plan to kidnap the British agents was first
considered, then shelved for the time being.

The Abwehr was not consulted by Heydrich. The Abwehr had its hands full with a very
different kind of operation, again at Hitler’s command. If he invaded Belgium on
November 12, the Albert Canal and the nearby fortress of Eben Emael would present
serious obstacles to the advance of Reichenau’s Sixth Army. The canal linked Antwerp
to the Meuse ; at Eben Emael it had been designed from the outset as a moat, an integral
part of the Belgian eastern defenses, and it was fortified with bunkers, blockhouses, and
walls ramped to steep slopes. Only three bridges crossed the canal, and these had been
built with pillboxes and demolition chambers controlled by detonating squads housed in
impregnable blockhouses some distance away. The Eben Emael fortress had eighteen
heavy guns emplaced in casemates and armored turrets and manned by a thousand
Belgian troops living underground in the tunnels and bunkers ; it commanded the Meuse
and the southern reaches of the canal. Since the whole system was some twenty miles
from the Reich frontier, the bridges could be demolished long before German army
advance parties could reach them ; the Germans would then have to cross the wide
Meuse by the two available bridges on the Dutch side at Maastricht, and these had also
been prepared for demolition.



This complex problem occupied Hitler as much as the rest of “Yellow’s” problems put
together. In the last week of October he proposed setting up a camouflaged Abwehr
battalion under Reichenau’s control—some four or five hundred Germans under a
Captain Fleck and a Lieutenant Hokke, who were skilled in clandestine operations. This
battalion would be rigged out in uniforms used by the Dutch frontier police in the
Maastricht enclave. As Hitler was to say, “In wartime, a uniform is always the best
camouflage. But one thing is vital—that the leaders of Hokke’s shock troops be the
spitting image of Dutch police officers as far as language, dress, and behavior go.” Their
job would be to put the detonating cables and charges out of action.

Hitler lamented his army generals’ inability to come up with ideas like these. “These
generals are too prim and proper,” he scoffed after one such conference. “They haven’t
got a ruse de guerre among the lot of them. They ought to have read more Karl May
1”2 He had a solution for the fortress of Eben Emael as well : at the same time as the
“Trojan horse” policemen were silencing the Dutch guards on the bridges, some three
hundred airborne troops would silently cross the Maastricht enclave in squadrons of
gliders and land within the fortress walls in the darkness before dawn ; they were to be
equipped with deadly fifty-kilo “hollow-charge” explosives capable of knocking out the
big guns there. At the beginning of November, the Seventh Air Division commanded the
immediate activation of an airborne assault unit for the glider operation ; its orders were
to seize the bridges, knock out the fortress, and hold these positions until the army’s
advance guards had fought their way up from the Reich frontier. The unit was to be
ready for action by the twelfth.

There was much that could, and did, go wrong. Canaris’s Abwehr bungled the
preparatory work : an official of the Munster Abwehr office was detected purchasing
large quantities of Dutch police uniforms in the province of Groningen; he was arrested
trying to smuggle them across the frontier, and by November 5 there was a public uproar
in Holland. For several days Dutch newspapers featured cartoons speculating on the
manner in which the Nazi invaders would be dressed when they came. One cartoon that
reached the Chancellery in Berlin showed G—ring skulking in the uniform of a Dutch
streetcar conductor ; another had him preening himself in a mirror as a Dutch policeman.

With the attack on France and Belgium ostensibly just one week away, the German army
command was in a high state of nervousness. Generals who attempted to remonstrate
with Hitler had been sent away unheeded or unheard. At noon on November 5, General
von Brauchitsch himself secured an audience with the F hrer, and the next hour saw one
of the strangest encounters in the history of their uncomfortable partnership. The General
Staff was now on a different tack : with facts and figures supplied by the quartermaster
general, they were trying to point up the army’s unreadiness and unwillingness for a new
campaign. Brauchitsch himself wrote out in longhand his answer to Hitler’s
memorandum of October 9.



His main concern was the state of the army in the west. In the Polish campaign the
infantry had shown little verve in attack, the general contended, and at times the NCOs
and officers had lost control. Brauchitsch even spoke of “mutinies” in some units, and he
recounted acts of drunken indiscipline at the front and on the railways during the transfer
west that invited comparison with the uglier scenes of 1917 and 1918. Reports from
railway officials and of resulting courts-martial had reached Brauchitsch. On hearing
this, Hitler, who had listened in silence, lost his temper and, interrupting the Commander
in Chief, demanded the identities of the units involved. His hoarse, angry voice could be
heard by the secretaries outside. Snatching Brauchitsch’s memorandum from his hands,
he tossed it into his safe and thundered at the general that it was quite incomprehensible
to him how an army commander could blacken and condemn his entire army because of a
handful of excesses. “Not one frontline commander mentioned any lack of attacking
spirit in the infantry to me. But now I have to listen to this, after the army has achieved a
magnificent victory in Poland !” He insisted that Brauchitsch furnish him with the
reports he had mentioned, and with details of the death sentences passed in the east and
west in consequence. He would fly to the units concerned immediately. Sweeping out of
the room, Hitler slammed the door behind him and left Brauchitsch trembling.

Keitel afterward suggested to Hitler that it was the older recruits—the oftmentioned
“white years” of young men who because of Versailles Treaty prohibitions had not
undergone early conscription and intensive training—who were to blame for these acts of
indiscipline. Hitler agreed ; he had fought in vain against the refusal of Brauchitsch’s
predecessor to train these men in good time. Later that evening he angrily discussed with
his adjutants Schmundt and Engel this “army sabotage” of his plans. He dismissed
General von Brauchitsch’s written memorandum as a pack of lies, and Captain Gerhard
Engel, Hitler’s army adjutant, was ordered to visit the front and report to him on the
“mutinying army units.” To Fr”ulein Schroeder he dictated an aide-mEmoire on the ugly
scene with Brauchitsch ; this too was locked away in the safe for future use. He also
dictated a document dismissing Brauchitsch, but Keitel talked him out of this. There was
no suitable successor for the courtly and pliable Commander in Chief of the German
army. The Brauchitschs had served their country as officers and servants of the state for
many centuries, and Nietzsche’s aphorism could have been their family motto :
“Rebellion is the distinguishing mark of the slave ; let your mark be obedience.” A Herr
von Brauchitsch would not rebel.

Two days later Hitler provisionally postponed “Yellow” by three days, giving the
weather as the reason.

That evening, November 7, his special train left for Munich—his first return to Bavaria
since he had departed from the Berghof to confront an uncertain future in August. He
was loath to leave Berlin, but the annual Party anniversary of the 1923 beer-hall putsch
was the next day, and he must speak to the “Old Guard” at the B, rgerbr’’ukeller. He was
uneasy about the security risks involved in annual public appearances—the best
safeguard against assassination was always an irregular routine. This B rgerbr’u



assembly and the long march through Munich’s narrow streets were annual opportunities
no less inviting to an assassin than the Nuremberg rally or that approach road to the Kroll
opera house in Berlin. On November 9, 1938, a Swiss waiter named Maurice Bavaud
had trained a gun on him on this very march through Munich, but Bavaud’s aim had been
spoiled by the sudden forest of hands raised in salute. Hitler learned of the attempt only
when Bavaud was stopped by railway police at Augsburg—as he was attempting to leave
Germany—for not having a valid ticket. He was found to be carrying an envelope
addressed to the F hrer, and under interrogation he also confessed to having stalked Hitler
with a gun during his daily walks on the Obersalzberg mountain in October. Bavaud was
to come up for secret trial by the People’s Court in December 1939.2

Hitler was supposed to remain in Munich until the ninth and then, after further
ceremonies, fly back to Berlin ; however, on the morning of the eighth his residence was
telephoned from Berlin that the army was demanding a fresh decision on the next day’s
deadline for “Yellow,” and since his chief pilot warned him that the weather forecast was
against flying, he sent an adjutant to arrange for his private coaches to be attached to the
regular express leaving Munich that same evening. His adjutant returned with word that
this train would get him to Berlin by 10:30 the next morning, but it would be cutting
things fine if he was to catch it after his speech. Hitler irritably asked if there were no
later trains, but the next express to Berlin would not arrive there until too late for the
army’s purposes. He therefore brought forward the beginning of his speech by five
minutes, to 8:10 P.M., and ordered Hess to stand in for him during ceremonies scheduled
for the next day.

At seven-thirty the Munich police chief arrived to escort him to the beer hall, and an
adjutant telephoned the B rgerbr’u with instructions that the speeches must begin
punctually, as they now had a very tight schedule. At eight o’clock sharp, the F hrer
entered the cavernous beer hall, the local Party band stopped playing in mid-march, and
Christian Weber (a former horse-dealer who was now one of the Party’s leading figures
in Bavaria) spoke a few brief words of welcome.

Normally Hitler spoke for about ninety minutes, but this time he spoke for just under an
hour, standing at a lectern in front of one of the big, wood-paneled pillars. Many of the
Old Guard were away at the front, so the hall was filled with other senior Party members
and local dignitaries as well as the next of kin of the sixteen Nazis killed in the 1923
putsch. Hitler’s speech was undistinguished, a pure tirade of abuse against Britain,
whose “true motives” for this new crusade Hitler identified as jealousy and hatred of the
new Germany, which had achieved in six years more than Britain had in centuries. Julius
Schaub, who was responsible for seeing to it that his chief reached the railroad station on
time, nervously passed him cards on which he had scrawled increasingly urgent
admonitions : “Ten minutes!” then “Five!” and finally a peremptory “Stop!”—a method
he had previously had to use to remind his F hrer, who never used a watch, of the passage
of mortal time. “Party members, comrades of our National Socialist movement, our
German people, and above all our victorious Wehrmacht : Siegheil /” Hitler concluded,
and stepped into the midst of the Party officials who thronged forward. A harrassed



Julius Schaub managed to shepherd the F hrer out of the hall at twelve minutes past nine.
The express was due to leave from the main railway station in nineteen minutes.

At the Augsburg station, the first stop after Munich, confused word was passed to Hitler’s
coach that something unusual, though as yet undefined, had occurred at the B rgerbr’u.
At the Nuremberg station, the local police chief, a Dr. Martin, was waiting with more
detailed news : just eight minutes after Hitler had left the beer hall a powerful bomb had
exploded in the paneled pillar right behind where he had been speaking. There were
many dead and injured. Hitler’s Luftwaffe aide, Colonel Nicolaus von Below, later wrote
: “For a moment Hitler refused to believe it. He had been there himself and nothing had
happened then.... The news made a vivid impression on Hitler. He fell very silent, and
then described it as a miracle that the bomb had missed him.”® He spoke by telephone
with SS General von Eberstein, the Munich police chief (who had been flatly forbidden
to encroach on this strictly Party preserve with regular police security measures), and
consoled the anguished SS general : “Don’t worry—it was not your fault. The casualties
are regrettable, but all’s well that ends well.” By 7 A.M. the news was that six people
had been killed (the death toll later rose to eight) and over sixty injured.

At the Anhalt station in Berlin, Hitler’s chauffeur persuaded him at last to inspect the
bulletproof Mercedes limousine he had ordered for the motor pool. The vehicle was
driven into the Chancellery’s entrance hall for Hitler’s approval ; its windshield was of
quarter-inch laminated glass, its body of toughened steel armorplate, and its floor was
extra thick in order to protect the occupants against mines. Turning to Martin Bormann,
Hitler said, “In the future I will only ride in this car. You can never tell when some idiot
may lob a bomb in front of you.”

At first the SS security agencies ran around in circles. Himmler reported that the
manager of the B rgerbr’u was known to the Heydrich office as a highranking freemason
who “dealt only with Jews, freemasons, and other sinister elements.” The Abwehr
indulged in even wilder flights of fancy and suspected that the perpetrators would be
found among old Party luminaries whose noses had been put out of joint. Perhaps they
had even been in league with G—ring ! Hitler evidently hoped it would prove to be the
work of agents of a foreign power. The people who feared Hitler’s renewed disfavor
hurried to dissociate themselves from the outrage at Munich, and for several days
afterward his adjutants Br ckner and W nsche brought to the ruffled F hrer telegrams of
congratulation from people like Admiral von Horthy, the king and queen of Italy, Benito
Mussolini, the still-exiled Kaiser Wilhelm, and Field Marshal von Blomberg. Queen
Wilhelmina of the Netherlands cabled Adolf Hitler :

Herr Reich Chancellor, may I send to you my most heartfelt
congratulations on your escape from the abominable attempt on your life.

Even as Hitler had been speaking at the B rgerbr’u, however, a man had been
apprehended at Konstanz, attempting to cross illegally into Switzerland. On the night of
November 13 this man, Georg Elser, a thirty-six-year-old Swabian watchmaker,
confessed that he had single-handedly designed, built, and installed a time bomb in the



pillar. In his pockets were found a pair of pliers, sketches of grenade and fuse designs,
pieces of a fuse, a picture postcard of the B ,rgerbr’”u hall’s interior ; a badge of the
former “Red Front” Communist movement was found concealed under his lapel. Under
Gestapo interrogation a week later the whole story came out—how he had joined the Red
Front ten years before but had long lost interest in politics, and how he had been angered
by the regimentation of labor and religion as well as by the relative pauperization of
craftsmen such as himself in the early years of Nazi rule. The year before he had
resolved to dispose of Adolf Hitler and had begun work on an ingenious time-bomb
controlled by two clock-mechanisms for added reliability. After thirty nights of arduous
chiseling at the pillar behind the paneling, he installed the preset clocks in one last
session on the night of November 5, the evening after Hitler’s furious altercation with
Brauchitsch in Berlin. The mechanism was soundproofed in cork to prevent the ticking
from being heard, and Elser’s simple pride in his craftmanship was evident from the
records of his interrogations. He refused to agree he had been acting on higher orders,
even though the customs officials who had arrested him both described how they saw a
man in a light-colored overcoat apparently waiting for him just inside the Swiss frontier.
He probably was telling the truth, and there is no doubt that one watchmaker acting alone
had nearly accomplished what after years of debate, planning, and self-indulgent
conspiracy a platoon of officers and intellectuals were to fail to do five years later.

To Hitler it seemed an impossible coincidence that his archenemy, the Nazi renegade
Otto Strasser, was at that time in Switzerland, and he later claimed that the Dutch prime
minister and Anthony Eden had known of the plot. In private he assured his staff that one
day he would publish the whole story but not yet, as he also wanted to round up those
who had pulled the strings. Security measures were tightened. General Rommel,
commandant of Hitler’s headquarters, wrote on November 9 : “Six feet of rubble cover
the spot where the F hrer spoke yesterday evening. That was how strong the explosion
was. One dare not think what would have happened if the assassination had succeeded.
My only hope is that now in the F hrer’s headquarters too the security precautions will be
better organized with everything in one person’s hands (mine). Because if anybody is
going to take this responsibility, he cannot share it with anybody else.” And on the
fifteenth, referring to “Operation Yellow,” Rommel wrote : “The F hrer’s mind is
absolutely made up. The assassination attempt in Munich has only made his resolution
stronger. It is a marvel to witness all this.”

November 13 he further instructed that the offensive would not begin before the twenty-
second.

There is some reason to believe that Hitler himself did not intend these deadlines to be
serious—that they were designed to keep the army at maximum readiness in case the
western powers should themselves suddenly invade the Low Countries. Nor would the
western powers have to violate Belgian and Dutch sentiment in so doing, for with the
exception of Flemish minority elements, popular sympathies in the Low Countries lay
with the West ; the Belgian armed forces were concentrated almost wholly against the



German frontier, where British and French forces could join them virtually overnight,
leaving Germany’s “Achilles heel,” her Ruhr industrial zone, in a precarious situation
indeed. Hitler did not doubt that the West had economic means enough to pressure the
Low Countries into “appealing for help” at a propitious moment. “Let us not credit the
enemy with a lack of logic,” Hitler said later in November. “If we respect their [the Low
Countries’] neutrality, the western powers will just march in during the spring.”

Hitler was also under pressure from G-ring and the Luftwaffe’s Chief of Staff to occupy
the whole of Holland rather than just temporarily violate the Maastricht enclave :
possession of Holland would be vital for the future air war between Britain and
Germany. After the Munich bomb attempt, Hitler came around to this view.

The time had come to compromise the Dutch. He instructed Heydrich to wind up the cat-
and-mouse game being played with the British agents in Holland. Heydrich’s “army
officers”—who had not shown up at the agreed rendezvous on November 8—now
appeared on the ninth at Venlo, just inside the Dutch frontier. The British agents drove
up, there was a rapid exchange of gunfire, and they were dragged across the border into
Germany together with the driver and another officer, mortally wounded ; this latter
turned out to be a Dutch Intelligence officer accompanying them. The Dutch government
formally requested the return of the body ; that was “Holland’s biggest blunder,” Hitler
afterward ominously said. This was proof that the ostensibly neutral Dutch were working
hand in glove with the British. “When the time comes I will use all this to justify my
attack,” he told his generals. “The violation of Belgian and Dutch neutrality is
unimportant,” he explained. “Nobody will ask about such things after we have won.”
On November 12, Hitler personally presented the Iron Cross to the SS major who had
directed the kidnapping.

4)

One unexpected bonus from the Venlo incident was that the British agents turned out to
be Britain’s top agents in Holland ; from them Heydrich’s officers learned that the
British secret service was evidently in touch with genuine Wehrmacht officers who were
planning a revolt against Hitler. But Heydrich’s ambition to establish a direct link
between the B rgerbr’u explosion in Munich and the British secret service remained
unfulfilled (which did not prevent Himmler from claiming later in November that proof
to that effect had been obtained). On November 13, General Jodl instructed the war
department that a new F hrer Directive was on its way : the army must be prepared to
occupy as much of Holland as possible to improve Germany’s air defense position. This
was on the assumption that the British, who had already eroded Holland’s neutrality by
repeated overflying of RAF planes, would attempt to set foot in Holland as soon as
Hitler’s troops marched across the Maastricht enclave. Hitler would justify his violation
of Dutch neutrality by claiming the involvement of the Dutch General Staff in the Venlo
incident. Three days later he again postponed “Yellow,” this time to November 26 at the
earliest ; on the twentieth the operation was postponed to December 3. On November
20, meanwhile, Hitler issued a further directive to the services which finally ranked the
attack on Holland equal to those on Belgium and France :



In variation of the earlier directive, all measures planned against Holland
are authorized to commence simultaneously with the beginning of the
general offensive, without special orders to that effect. The reaction of the
Dutch forces cannot be estimated in advance. Where no opposition is
encountered, the invasion is to be given the character of a peaceful
occupation.

According to the diary of a member of Jodl’s staff, during a conference in the OKW’s
map room Hitler expressed the opinion that “the planned attack in the west would lead to
the biggest victory in the history of the world.”

In the east, meanwhile, the “devil’s work™ was well in hand. Gruesome reports of
massacre and persecution began to filter up through army channels. Not all of them
reached Hitler, since Brauchitsch had in September tacitly agreed that Heydrich should
have free rein for his special tasks ; for Brauchitsch to have protested now would have
been hypocritical, and besides, his row with Hitler on November 5 had made him
reluctant to set foot in the Chancellery again. But consciences had to be salved, and the
reports were dutifully shuttled about between the adjutants. Thus, soon after the Munich
plot, Captain Engel received from Brauchitsch’s adjutant a grisly set of eyewitness
accounts of executions by the SS at Schwetz. An outspoken medical officer addressed to
Hitler in person a report summarizing the eyewitness evidence of three of his men :

Together with about 150 fellow soldiers they witnessed the summary
execution of about 20 or 30 Poles at the Jewish cemetery at Schwetz at
about 9:30 A.M. on Sunday, October 8. The execution was carried out by
a detachment consisting of an SS man, two men in old blue police
uniforms, and a man in plain clothes. An SS major was in command.
Among those executed were also 5 or 6 children aged from two to eight
years old.

Whether Engel showed this document and its attached eyewitness accounts to Hitler is
uncertain. He returned it to Brauchitsch’s adjutant almost immediately with a note :
“The appropriate action to be taken at this end will be discussed orally.” Apparently he
asked Himmler to investigate the executions. A few days later, however, Brauchitsch’s
adjutant submitted a further report, this time by General Blaskowitz, the military
commander in the east, protesting at the wave of illegal executions. Engel later recorded
: “I showed this report, which is absolutely objective in tone, to the F hrer that same
afternoon. He took note of it calmly enough at first but then began another long tirade of
abuse at the ‘childish ideas’ prevalent in the army’s leadership ; you cannot fight wars
with the methods of the Salvation Army.”

If Hitler still regretted having kindled this holocaust, it was not because of the horrors
that were beginning to spread like a medieval plague across eastern Europe : they were
inevitable byproducts of his program, and he was more concerned to justify them
inwardly than to prevent them. What unsettled him was the unscheduled delay the war
would inflict on his grand plans for the reconstruction of Germany. On nocturnal drives



through the deserted, blacked-out streets of Berlin he would mentally survey and
supervise the architectural reshaping of the city. One night he ordered his driver to stop
outside the half-completed “House of Tourism” near Potsdam Bridge and sadly
commented that it was a pity the war had to put a stop to so many of these fine building
projects throughout the Reich.

In the Reich Chancellery, the large table in the old Cabinet Room, where Bismarck’s
Berlin Congress had assembled, was now dominated by a huge relief map of the
Ardennes—the mountainous, difficult region of Belgium and Luxemburg that was twice
to be the scene of Hitler’s unorthodox military strategy. The Chancellery cleaning
women must have dusted around the contoured models of Belgium and Luxemburg
without realizing the map’s significance. Many an hour Hitler stood alone in the
evenings, tracing the narrow mountain roads and asking himself again and again whether
his tanks and mechanized divisions would be able to get through.

By now he had been provided with the original construction plans of the bridges across
the Albert Canal ; previously he had only aerial photographs and picture postcards of
these important targets. The blueprints showed where each demolition chamber had been
built into the bridges and pinpointed each detonation fuse and bunker. From other
sources he had similar details on the toughness of the concrete and armorplate of the
fortress at Eben Emael. Belgian deserters proved particularly useful. A scale model of
the fortress had been built, and intensive training of the glider crews had begun under top
security conditions.

The bridges, and particularly those in the Dutch town of Maastricht, presented the most
intractable problem, the more so since the Dutch had evidently been warned by anti-Nazi
agents in Berlin and even alerted to the date originally set for the attack, for on November
12 extensive security precautions had suddenly been introduced at the Maastricht
bridges.”? Had the Abwehr’s four hundred special duties agents infiltrated the border in
Dutch uniforms, they would have been slaughtered. Hitler discussed the operations with
Canaris and his chief of sabotage operations, Colonel Erwin Lahousen, on November 16

; but he did not believe they would capture the bridges over the Albert Canal by surprise
alone, and he began casting around for other means of preventing the bridges’
destruction. Though he asked to meet the two Abwehr officers who would lead the
clandestine operation, he also reflected that should the bridges be blown the most urgent
need would be to displace the army’s mechanized units from the northern to the southern
wing, for it was in this thrust through the Ardennes that the main chance lay. The British
and French were expecting Hitler to attack through Holland, so all their best units were in
the north. He ordered a full-scale secret conference on the bridges plan, starting at 3 P.M.
on November 20, and directed that Brauchitsch should come too.

General von Reichenau made it clear from the outset that since the invasion of Holland
had already been compromised once, he had no faith in the Abwehr’s “Trojan horse”
plan. The “Dutch policemen” must not cross the frontier before the glider operations had



begun. Since the Dutch authorities were now expecting the police uniforms to be used,
as was shown by the fact that they had issued special armbands to their police, there was
little prospect of the Abwehr getting away with it. Hitler replied, “Then the entire
operation as at present planned is pointless !” Canaris did what he could to salvage the
plan (according to Lahousen, he lied) by suggesting that the Dutch were still in the dark,
as the Munster agent who had been arrested had not himself known the purpose of the
uniform purchases. Hitler was unconvinced. “None of the plans is bound to succeed.”
But after they had surveyed the large relief map and all the other possibilities had been
scrutinized—including attacking the bridges with light bombs to destroy the demolition
cables, and rushing them with tanks and 88-millimeter guns®—he had to fall back on the
Trojan horse. “There must be some means of getting these bridges into our hands,” he
complained. “We have managed to solve even bigger problems before.”

When the conference ended four hours later, Hitler had provisionally adopted the
sequence proposed by G—ring : at X-hour proper, fifteen minutes before dawn, the
gliders would land silently on the fortress at Eben Emael and the bridge at Canne ; five
minutes later dive-bombers would attack the other Albert Canal bridges to disrupt the
demolition charges ; the bombers would be followed five minutes later by the arrival of
more glider-borne troops just east of the bridges themselves. At the same time the
Abwehr’s disguised advanced party would seize the Maastricht bridges ; for this they
would have to cross the frontier in Dutch uniform forty-five minutes before X-hour.
Within the first hour after X, it was hoped, the tanks and artillery of the Sixth Army
would be close enough to relieve them. A special liaison officer with the army would at
once radio back to Hitler’s staff a report on the fate of the bridges, for on this would
depend the course of the rest of the campaign.

The weather was still against “Yellow.” Each day the Luftwaffe’s chief meteorologist
was consulted on the long-term forecast. G-ring, indeed, expended large sums on a
charlatan who claimed to have developed an electronic machine capable of influencing
the weather. (It proved on investigation to be a broken radio.) General Halder, ignoring
the fact that the F hrer had never consulted horoscopes, unrealistically proposed bribing
Hitler’s soothsayer, since he no longer heeded his generals’ prophecies of doom. (When
Hitler later learned the role astrology had played in persuading his own deputy, Rudolf
Hess, to fly to the enemy he clamped down on astrologers in general.)

Every morning, Berlin was in the grip of icy frost and fog, which lifted in the afternoons
to let a weak sun filter through. On November 21 the F hrer issued surprise orders for his
leading generals and admirals to hear an exposure of his views two days later. Had not
Frederick the Great summoned his defeatist generals to just such a talk before the battle
of Leuthen ? To the large audience that packed the Great Hall of the Chancellery at noon
on the twenty-third Hitler depicted the coming battle as the operation that would finally
ring down the curtain on the world war that Germany had been fighting ever since 1914.
He repeated the compelling arguments for early action that he had first marshaled in his
October memorandum. He recited the many occasions since having first decided on the
arduous life of a politician in 1919, when aided only by Providence he had ignored the
grim prophecies of others to exploit the brief opportunities that opened to him. How



many opportunities the politicians and generals had lost in the years since Moltke’s death
in 1891 ! At that time, too, the generals had claimed that they were unready.

He, Adolf Hitler, had now provided the generals with a strategic situation unparalleled
since 1871. “For the first time in history we have only to fight on one front. The other is
at present open. But nobody can be certain how long it will remain so.” His own
indispensibility had been forcefully impressed on him by the recent assassination attempt
; that there would be other attempts was probable, for what the enemy called a fight
against “Hitlerism” was, he warned, nothing less than a war against the presence of any
powerful, determined government in Germany. In the same degree the immediate future
depended on the lifespans of Mussolini and Stalin, for if the Duce died, the basically
hostile monarchy would convert Italy’s imperialist strategy into a fundamentally anti-
German one ; and if the Russian dictator died, the treaty with Russia might become
worthless. Thus there was no time to be lost. This was why the defensive strategy his
cowardly army generals were calling for was shortsighted ; had Moltke in his studies of
1871 and after proposed defensive strategies ? On the contrary, Moltke had clearly
shown that only through offensives could wars be decided. Germany’s present enemies
were weak and unready : here, he illustrated his point by listing in turn the number of
French tanks and guns, and British ships. The United States might on the other hand
prove dangerous in one or two years’ time. He was convinced that Italy would join in as
soon as Germany made the first move against France, just as Russia had waited before
joining in against Poland.

His speech bristled with concealed barbs against the army generals.” While he praised
the “aggressive spirit” of the navy and Luftwaffe, in an evident reference to Brauchitsch,
he sneered : “If our commanders in chief are going to have nervous breakdowns as in
1914, what can we ask of our simple riflemen ?” He had been “deeply wounded” by
suggestions that the German army was inferior insofar as infantry was concerned, and
that the officers had had to precede their men into battle, with consequently
disproportionately high officer losses. He dismissed this curtly. “That is what the
officers are there for.” He recalled how in 1914 after months of training the infantry
attack on Liege had broken up in panic and disaster ; nothing like that had happened in
the Polish campaign. “I will not hear of complaints that the army is not in shape. It is all
a matter of military leadership. Give the German soldier proper leadership and I can do
anything with him.”

It was not as though Germany had a real choice between armistice and war. The West
wanted war, Hitler said, therefore Germany must fight on until victory. A more tortuous
argument he deployed was that since the German people had already sacrificed so much
to rebuild the Wehrmacht, it would be irresponsible not to make the fullest use of it now.
“People will accuse me : war and yet more war ! But I regard fighting as the fate of all
the species. Nobody can opt out of the struggle, unless he wants to succumb.” He had
spent his whole life preparing for this fight. A few minutes later he said, “Victory or
defeat ! And it is not a matter of the future of National Socialist Germany, but of who
will dominate Europe in years to come. For this it is worth making a supreme effort.” In
a dark reference to conspirators, Hitler warned that wars could not be ended except by



destroying the enemy. “Anybody who thinks differently is irresponsible.” He believed
the present favorable strategic situation would last perhaps six more months, but then the
British troops, “a tenacious enemy,” would vastly strengthen their foothold in France, and
“Yellow” would be a different proposition altogether.

“My own life is of no importance,” he concluded. “I have led the German people to great
achievements even if we are now an object of hatred in the outside world.” His was the
choice between victory or annihilation. “I have chosen victory.” If he had to die, he
would do so honorably, because he did not propose to survive the defeat of his country.
Germany would neither capitulate to the enemy nor dissolve in internal revolution.

The speech lasted two hours. Afterward, Hitler instructed his principal generals and
admirals to join him in his study. According to one of them, Hitler explained that he
realized it was unusual for the supreme commander to explain his decisions and orders to
his subordinates. He had made this exception because he had detected the negative mood
prevailing among the generals. He ended this little speech with the words : * This will
be the last war Germany fights against France, because I am going to smash France to
smithereens. I can clearly see that coming, with my prophetic eye.” Then he shook each
of them by the hand and released them from the Chancellery.

General von Brauchitsch reappeared in the evening and stiffly informed the F hrer that if
he had no confidence in him he ought to replace him. Hitler retorted that the general
must do his duty like every other soldier ; he was not oblivious to “the spirit of Zossen”
prevailing in the army, and he would stamp it out. Zossen was the headquarters of the
General Staff and seat of the conservative and conspiratorial elements of the German
army.

1 German author of popular and ingenious American Indian stories.
2 He was beheaded.

3 Below’s account goes on to say that Hitler often excitedly repeated the circumstances
that had led to his leaving the B rgerbr’u early (see also Rosenberg’s diary, November
it). “He joked that this time the weather expert had saved his life. Otherwise,
commented the F hrer, the expert was pushing him into an early grave with his weather
forecasts, for the weather outlook was black and likely to continue so.”

4 This was an argument of some force. Who later questioned the various Allied
encroachments on neutral nations : the planned invasions of Norway and Eire in 1940
(see below) and the actual occupation of Iceland that same year ?



5 Colonel Hans Oster, Canaris’s Chief of Staff in the Abwehr, had himself warned the
Belgian and Dutch legations that Hitler planned to attack on November 12. The uniform
scheme was not mentioned.

Oster had been cashiered from the Reichswehr over a morals scandal in 1934 and

immediately conscripted into the Abwehr by Canaris. Both men were hanged in April
1945.

6 “ If it can’t be accomplished by trickery,” Hitler said, “then brute force must do.”

7 Rommel wrote the next day : “The F hrer spoke very bluntly. But that seems quite
necessary, too, because the more I speak with my comrades the fewer I find with their
heart and conviction in what they are doing. It is all very depressing.”

Notes

p. 48 The earlier assassination attempts are touched on in Hitler’s Table Talks on
September 6, 1941 (Koeppen’s note) and May 3, 1942 (Heim’s note); Peter Hoffmann,
who investigated them in Swiss archives, informs me that Bavaud was beheaded in May
1942.

p. 50 Dr. Anton Hoch published a study on the B rgerbr”u murder attempt in VfZ, 1969,
pages 383 et seq., effectively demolishing the many postwar legends by referring to the
Gestapo interrogation of Georg Elser, the lone assassin (now in BA file R 22/3100). I
also used the diaries of Bormann and Groscurth, the day’s detailed program (NS-10/126),
and testimonies of Below, Grolmann, Schaub, and Baron Karl von Eberstein ; the
Gestapo finally listed eight dead and sixty-three injured (T175/473/4876). On Hitler’s
orders later trials of Elser and his former employer, whose negligence enabled him to
steal the quarry explosives, were adjourned sine die (file R22/4087), and Elser was
executed in April 1945.

p. 53 Jodl’s diary and postwar testimony, coupled with his adjutant Wilhelm Deyhle’s
notes (1786-PS), show that until November 13 Hitler was convinced he could amicably
come to terms with Holland. An entry in the diary of Halder’s Intelligence chief, General
Kurt von Tippelskirch (BA file IIl H36/1), on November 12 proves that Hitler himself
ordered the kidnapping of the two British agents, and he himself decorated the SS
officers who achieved this at a Reich Chancellery ceremony two days later (BDC file on
SS Major Helmuth Knochen).

pp- 54-55 Admiral von Puttkamer first told me of the Ardennes relief map ; it was also
observed by Lieutenant Colonel Lahousen in the Chancellery on November 20, 1939, as
he testified under interrogation six years later, and Hitler himself referred to the relief
map “we used at that time in Berlin” in a war conference on September 17, 1944 (Heiber,
page 660).



p. 55 The two Abwehr officers were Captain Fleck and Lieutenant Hokke, according to
the diaries of Groscurth, Lahousen, Jodl, and Halder. Lahousen noted : “The F hrer has
asked for every demolition charge’s touch-hole [Z ndloch] to be described to him.” A
full record of the secret conference of November 20, 1939, is in the Canaris-Lahousen
fragments (AL/1933).

p. 57 The completest records of Hitler’s harangue of November 23, 1939 (Milch’s diary
called it a “spunk-jab”), are the shorthand note in General von Leeb’s diary and the
anonymous ND, 789-PS, which agrees well with a text in Groscurth’s files (N104/3). 1
also found a summary in the diary of Colonel Hoffmann von Waldau—Deputy Chief of
Air Staff and the diaries of Bock and Halder. General Hoth used it as the basis for a
speech to the Fifteenth Army Corps’ generals (BA file W.2005/2), and Admiral Raeder
likewise for his section heads (PG/31762a).

David Irving

HITLER’S WAR

Clearing the Decks

Whether or not Hitler’s often expressed fears that time was working against Germany
were a purely tactical device to spur his wary generals is uncertain. Until the spring of
1940, although delay after delay postponed the launching date of “Yellow”—his
campaign in the west—time certainly worked in his favor : lifeblood was being pumped
into his armies massing in the west far faster than the enemy could strengthen their own
forces. Indeed, Hitler not only had time to remold the strategy of his campaign—he now
prepared and sent an expedition to Scandinavia. This was something he had not even
been contemplating in the autumn of 1939. True, the Wehrmacht had not yet reached
that peak of perfection he had hoped to attain by 1944, but he was sure that this was to be
only a short war ; the armies that had defeated Poland would carve up France with equal
facility. It was also true that there was no popular, jingoistic support for this war : on the
very first day of the Polish campaign Dr. Goebbels had come to the Chancellery with a
fast public-opinion poll his agencies had just conducted in Berlin ; sitting on a table,
dangling his legs, the propaganda minister had complacently revealed a complete lack of
enthusiasm or patriotic exuberance among the Berliners—they were resigned to the
coming of fresh tribulations, but it would not be a popular war, he told the F hrer.

Hitler knew that his pact with Stalin was misunderstood. In his November 1939 speech
to the generals he had laid bare his own suspicions about Stalin. ‘“Russia is at present
harmless,” he assured them—and more than one of them noted the emphasis he laid on
“at present.” Pacts were respected only until they no longer served a purpose. “Russia
will abide by the pact only as long as she considers it to her advantage.” Stalin had far-
reaching goals, and among them were the strengthening of Russia’s position in the
Baltic—which Germany could only oppose once she was unencumbered in the west—the



expansion of Russian influence in the Balkans, and a drive toward the Persian Gulf. It
was the aim of German foreign policy that Russia should be deflected toward the Persian
Gulf, as this would bring her into conflict with Britain ; but she must be kept out of the
Balkans. Hitler hoped the present situation between Germany and Russia would prevail
for two or three more years, but if Stalin were to die, there might be a rapid and ugly
volte face in the Kremlin. There was clear evidence of a Russian military buildup that
could be unleashed against Germany. Blaskowitz reported from Poland that four military
airfields were being built, and two to three hundred Russian bombers had been counted,
around Bialystock. In addition, wrote Blaskowitz, Russian propaganda was making plain
that this was nothing less than a war against fascism : “Germany is said [in the USSR] to
be planning an attack on Russia as soon as she is victorious in the west. Therefore Russia
must be on guard and exploit Germany’s weakness at the right moment.” Blaskowitz
described Russian infantry as poor, but the armored troops were considered good (if
badly equipped), and the general’s command had clearly identified Russian espionage
and Communist subversive activity behind German lines in Poland. Moreover, he
reported, the Russians were doing all they could to help the Poles establish a Polish
Legion in France. In short, Hitler must conclude that war with Russia was inevitable—
and that victory would go to the side which was ready first.

To strengthen her position in the Baltic, Russia now made of Finland demands similar to
those she had successfully pressed against the three other Baltic states two months
before. When Finland snubbed the Russians, the Red Army attacked on the last day of
November 1939 ; Hitler was extremely embarrassed vis-a-vis his Italian ally, who was
unaware that Finland had been abandoned to Soviet influence in a secret codicil to the
August pact with Stalin. Russia had justified her demands on Finland as necessary to
safeguard her communications to the far north and the Baltic approaches to Leningrad ;
but who could menace those communications if not Germany ? Berlin regarded the
invasion of Finland as a further token of Stalin’s mistrust of Hitler. But even though
German sympathy was solidly for Finland, Hitler instructed his foreign missions to
adhere to an anti-Finnish line, for the integrity of his brittle pact with Stalin was to be his
most powerful weapon in the attack on France. This loyalty to Stalin further tarnished
Hitler’s image with his allies, for Mussolini openly supplied Finland with arms and
recalled his ambassador from Moscow. The Kremlin’s gratitude to Hitler was expressed
in a November revolutionary Comintern proclamation which lumped Germany with the
other capitalist plunderers and not inaccurately predicted that once victory in the west had
become clear for one side or the other, Italy would join in like a battlefield hyena.

But the Finnish war thrust the Russians further into Hitler’s arms. They needed military
supplies and aid. The F hrer even agreed to a Russian request for the transfer of fuel and
provisions from German steamships to Soviet submarines blockading Finland. (This did
not prevent the Russians from torpedoing a German vessel steaming out of a Finnish port
a few days later ; the survivors were abandoned to their fate.)



Soviet compliance was the economic key to Hitler’s continued war-making capacity.
Under the economic treaty signed between the two powers on August 19, Russia was to
supply Germany with such raw materials as grain, oil cake, phosphates, platinum, and
petroleum ; it was also to act as a safe channel to Germany for goods exported by Japan,
Manchuria, Afghanistan, Iran, and Romania but subject to British naval blockade. The
Soviet Union imported rubber and zinc from Britain and cotton from the United States
and immediately reexported them to Germany. Hitler also needed the oil produced in
Russia and Soviet-occupied Poland (where two-thirds of Poland’s oil resources were
located), and he knew that Stalin could exert pressure to control the supply of Romanian
oil to Germany. It thus behooved him to behave like a proverbial friend in need ; and
throughout the winter he was a Soviet friend indeed as he instructed his military and
economic authorities to do their utmost to meet the Russian demands. An additional
trade treaty with the USSR was signed in December, and this was supplemented by a far-
reaching commercial agreement in Moscow on February 11, 1940.

Russia’s list of requirements was not easy to fulfill. The Russians wanted the half-built
cruiser L, tzow and the aircraft carrier Graf Zeppelin ; they also wanted the blueprints of
these and even more up-to-date German warships including the Bismarck and the Tirpitz.
They asked for sets of the heaviest ship’s armament, and for the 57,000 blueprints
prepared for the new Krupp 406-millimeter triple-turret guns, the fire-control sets, and
the ammunition that went with them. The Soviet navy wanted samples of accumulators
and periscopes for submarines, they wanted a supply of top-grade German armorplate for
a cruiser to be built in Russia, and they wanted hydroacoustical gear, torpedoes, and
mines as well. The German air force was to supply the Soviet Union with prototypes of
its most modern equipment—fighters and bombers, high-performance aircraft engines,
antiaircraft artillery, control gear, and bombs. The army was to hand over field artillery,
samples of modern explosives, tanks, engineer corps equipment, radio gear, and
chemicals. Hitler sided with Ribbentrop and urged on his service commanders complete
acceptance of almost all these demands. Such delays in delivery as he did propose were
clearly the result of his country’s own pressing arms requirements and shortages of raw
materials, rather than of any ulterior plotting for the future. During negotiation for the
commercial agreement, he told Keitel he wanted it signed as rapidly as possible. He told
Raeder that his only anxiety in handing over the blueprints of the battleship Bismarck to
the Russians was that these revealed that the vessel had been planned on a far larger scale
than was permitted by the international agreements binding on Germany at the time.
Raeder assured him it would take the Russians six years to copy the Bismarck ; however,
he conceded that it would be unfortunate if the blueprints fell into British hands.

Hitler attentively followed the course of the Russian invasion of Finland. He had been
alerted by the navy to the danger that the Soviet attack might bring the western powers to
Finland’s aid. Such a course of action would give the Allies a foothold in Scandinavia,
and this would have immense consequences for Germany. For the first time, the strategic
importance of Norway was forcibly brought home to Hitler.



So far, he had assigned his navy a largely passive role in the war. Raeder’s small force
had supported the land operations against Poland in a modest way, while the pocket
battleships Admiral Graf Spee and Deutschland dispatched in August into the south and
north Atlantics, respectively, had for many weeks lain low in remote waters to avoid
incidents. Hitler initially forbade his submarines to attack even Anglo-French naval
forces, but as the enemy’s attitude hardened toward Germany he gradually stripped away
these irksome restrictions until eventually all-out and unrestricted submarine warfare was
the order of the day. Raeder’s navy was vastly inferior to the combined Anglo-French
force. Its major expansion plan had been due for completion in 1944 ; Raeder had
canceled that and made his production capacity available for submarine and surface
vessel construction. During the first year of the war, the German navy had on average
only a dozen submarines with which to blockade the British Isles. Since the Luftwaffe
was given priority in raw materials, the navy’s steadily reduced steel allocation further
limited its expansion.

In one respect, however, Raeder had an advantage over Brauchitsch and G—ring : he had
discouraged Hitler from interfering with naval strategy and operations, and within the
broad directives which the F hrer now began to issue, the navy had a free hand to dispose
of its fleet as it thought best. To Hitler the sea was an unwholesome element, an area of
uncertainty he did not understand, and he was relieved to trust Grand Admiral Raeder to
act as he saw fit. Raeder in turn committed his crews wholeheartedly to the war effort,
with none of the carping that characterized the army generals. His destroyers executed
bold sorties into the very jaws of the enemy, laying magnetic minefields in the estuaries
of the principal British rivers. A U-boat sank the aircraft carrier Courageous ; another
U-boat penetrated Scapa Flow and torpedoed the battleship Royal Oak. Toward the end
of November, the German fleet attacked the British northern patrol and sank the ill-armed
merchant cruiser Rawalpindi. Hitler had a faulty understanding of the strategy of cruiser
warfare and of the long-term benefits to be drawn from such costly fleet operations, but
the sinking of the Royal Oak by Lieutenant Guenther Prien brought scenes of wild
enthusiasm to the streets of Berlin for the first time. The F hrer saw the huge crowds that
packed the Wilhelmstrasse when he invited Prien’s crew to the Chancellery, and this was
a language he understood.

In the South Atlantic the Graf Spee had now begun raiding enemy convoys, but the
Luftwaffe—and G-ring particularly—wanted to bring the war closer to Britain’s shores :
when on November 28, in reprisal for the German mining of the coastal waters, Britain
issued an Order-in-Council blockading Germany’s export shipments, Raeder advised
Hitler the British order was a triple violation of the Paris Declaration of 1856. G-ring
and his deputy, General Erhard Milch, hurried to Hitler that same afternoon with
proposals for a crushing Luftwaffe offensive against British shipyards, docks, and ports.
It was suggested that the Luftwaffe attack shipping west of Britain, while the German
navy dealt with the shipping off the east coast. Hitler turned down the Luftwaffe’s idea,
but he did issue a new directive specifying that the best way to defeat Britain would be to
paralyze her trade. The German navy and the Luftwaffe were to turn to this task, in
conjunction with the more tenebrous forces of German sabotage and fifth-column
organizations, as soon as “Yellow” had been successfully completed. Since Hitler would



then control the Channel coast, the Luftwaffe really could attack on the lines G-ring had
proposed.

Afraid lest Britain secure a foothold in northern Norway, in December 1939 Hitler issued
the first secret instructions for a German operation against Norway to be studied. In
October, Raeder had left him in no doubt as to Germany’s grim strategic position should
the British occupy Norway : in winter all Germany’s Swedish iron-ore requirements
passed through the ice-free port at Narvik ; German merchant ships and warships would
no longer be able to traverse the neutral Norwegian waters ; the British air force could
dominate northern Germany from Norwegian bases ; and the Royal Navy would
command the Baltic. Though he had realistically advised Hitler that a Norwegian
campaign might end in a massacre of the German fleet, Raeder saw no alternative to such
a campaign if the strategic dangers inherent in a British occupation of Norway were to be
obviated.

Raeder’s view took Hitler by surprise. His own strategy had always envisaged respecting
and preserving Norway’s neutrality, but neither his political nor his naval advisers gave
him respite once the Russo-Finnish war broke out. At noon on December 11, Alfred
Rosenberg, head of the Party’s foreign policy department, briefed Hitler on an idea that
had originated with one of his Norwegian contacts : the Norwegian would use his
organization to create disturbances in Norway, and he would then appeal to the German
forces to occupy key Norwegian bases.

In the event, a different plan was adopted, but room was still found in it for Rosenberg’s
contact man—Major Vidkun Quisling. Quisling had been Norway’s defense minister
until 1933, after which he had founded his own party, the anti-Jewish Nasjonal Samling.
He was a convinced anti-Communist. After World War I he had for many years been a
military attachE in Moscow, and had afterward come to regard bolshevism as the greatest
danger confronting Europe and, more immediately, Scandinavia. He now dreamt of a
common alliance of the Germanic peoples, and he was concerned about anti-German
sentiments provoked in Norway by Germany’s acquiescence in the Russian assault on
Finland. Rosenberg told Hitler that Quisling’s idea was that Germany should invade
Norway at the request of a government he would himself set up. For once Ribbentrop
and his state secretary, Weizs” ’cker, were unanimous in warning Hitler against even
agreeing to see this Norwegian. But Quisling had hard evidence that Britain had designs
on Norway. Hitler thought the matter over and the next day told Rosenberg he was
willing to meet Quisling and form a personal impression of him. Quisling brought the
Norwegian businessman Viljam Hagelin with him. “In this conversation,” Rosenberg’s
office recorded, “the F hrer repeatedly emphasized that what he most preferred politically
would be for Norway and, for that matter, all Scandinavia to remain absolutely neutral.
He had no intention of enlarging the theaters of war by dragging still more countries into
the conflict. But if the other side was planning such an enlargement of the war with the
object of forcing a further constriction and threat upon the German Reich, then he must
obviously feel compelled to take steps against the move. In an effort to offset the
increasing enemy propaganda activity, the F hrer then promised Quisling financial aid for
his Pan-Germanic movement.” Quisling had claimed that the Norwegian press was under



British control and that Carl Hambro—the Jewish president of the Norwegian Storting, or
parliament—had allowed the British secret service to infiltrate Norway’s Intelligence
service (of which he was also head) from stem to stern. Quisling said he had two
hundred thousand followers, many in key positions in Norway. Since constitutionally the
Hambro government—which had prolonged its tenure—would be in office illegally as of
January 10, Quisling suggested that his movement overthrow it after that date and then
appeal to Hitler to move troops into Oslo.

Hitler was not convinced that Quisling’s following was so large, and he privately asked
the OKW to draft two alternative operations, one following Quisling’s suggestions, but
the other projecting an occupation of Norway by force. Through foreign ministry
channels, Hitler initiated inquiries into Quisling’s background. The replies were not
wholly satisfactory, and Hitler shortly decided not to rely on him for any assistance
beyond the kind of subversive operations that Konrad Henlein, the Sudeten German
leader, had undertaken within Czechoslovakia in 1938. Before they returned to Oslo,
Quisling and Hagelin met Hewel and Schmundt, who instructed them to commence
operations designed to cause economic unrest in Norway by ruining the country’s
shipping, foreign trade, and fisheries industries. A number of handpicked Norwegians
would undergo secret guerrilla-warfare training in Germany ; when Norway was
invaded, they were to seize key buildings in Oslo and elsewhere, and thus present the
king with a fait accompli. The military details of the invasion would be drawn up by a
special OKW study group. No date for the operation was set.

Though Admiral Raeder had not raised the related problem of Denmark, which lay across
the access route to Norway, Hitler was without compunction in ordering this little country
to be occupied at the same time as Norway. He had signed a nonaggression treaty with
Denmark as recently as August.

The General Staff continued their open hostility to Hitler. After his unequivocal speech
to the generals in the Chancellery on November 23, General Guderian privately taxed
Hitler with his astonishing attitude toward the leaders of an army that had just won such a
victory for him in Poland. Hitler retorted that it was the army’s Commander in Chief
himself who displeased him, adding with an expression of extreme distaste that there was
unfortunately no suitable replacement for the general. Brauchitsch’s chief of Intelligence
noted : “There is as little contact between Br. and the F hrer as ever. A changeover is
planned.”

When Jodl toured the western front and returned to Berlin on the December 12, he
confirmed that the military airfields in the west were largely waterlogged. Hitler
postponed a decision on “Yellow” until after Christmas so that his troops could get some
leave. He suspected the hand of the General Staff against him everywhere. When the
Deutsche Allgemeine Zeitung published a sensational and sloppy article on the “Great
Headquarters,” Hitler was furious at an implicit suggestion that history was being made
by the General Staff and not himself ; Keitel was obliged to admonish Halder on that



score. But the F hrer was hard to please, for when at Christmas the Essener National-
Zeitung ventured a seasonal comparison between Adolf Hitler and the Messiah, Goebbels
confidentially informed the entire German press that the F hrer would prefer them to
abstain from such comparisons in the future. Through Colonel Schmundt Hitler also
arranged for the suppression of General von Rabenau’s biography of General Hans von
Seeckt—Brauchitsch’s great predecessor. It was in Seeckt’s own interest, as Hitler put
it. He exercised this personal censorship with increasing arbitrariness : when—evidently
from telephone-tapping reports—he learned that the editor of the General Staffs Military
Weekly had privately questioned the veracity of the OKW war communiques, he
demanded the general’s immediate resignation. As a military commander, however,
Hitler was still only flexing his muscles.

Indeed, in moments of military crisis, Hitler was to display an indecisiveness and lack of
precision that was otherwise wholly out of character. This contributed to the loss of the
Graf Spee.

On December 13 the pocket battleship fell foul of three British cruisers off the coast of
neutral Uruguay. During the following night a series of disjointed radio messages
reached Berlin. The first read : “Action with Exeter, Ajax, and Achilles. Damaged
Exeter and light cruiser.” Five hours later, the battleship signaled her attendant supply
ship Altmark : “On your own.” Obviously, things were not going well, but it was not
until the small hours of the fourteenth that the first details reached the Berlin admiralty.
“I have taken fifteen hits, food stores and galleys destroyed, I am making for
Montevideo.” To those familiar with the political stance of Uruguay it was clear the
battleship’s fighting days were probably over : the country had a pro-British president, a
pro-French foreign minister, and a rich and powerful British embassy ; it was also a
hotbed of British secret service activity. Graf Spee could hardly have run for a more
hostile haven. It would take many days for the damage to be repaired. The government
at Montevideo granted only three days. Meanwhile British naval forces began to mass in
uncertain strength at the mouth of the Plate River, waiting for the lame warship to leave
the neutral waters.

At 1 P.M. on the sixteenth, Raeder arrived at the Chancellery with the latest cable from
the battleship. Captain Hans Langsdorff had signaled :

1. Military situation off Montevideo : apart from cruisers and destroyers
[there are also] Ark Royal and Renown. Tightly blocked at night. No
prospect of breakout into open sea or reaching home.

2. Propose emerging as far as neutral waters limit. Should it be possible
to fight through to Buenos Aires using remaining ammunition, this will be
attempted.



3. In event that breakout would result in certain destruction of Spee with
no chance of damaging enemy, I request decision whether to scuttle
despite inadequate depth of water ? Estuary of the Plate ? Or internment ?

4. Please radio decision.

The German admiralty was puzzled : its Intelligence had—accurately, as we now
know—ascertained from the radio emissions of the aircraft carrier Ark Royal and the
battle cruiser Renown that both ships were still many days to the north of Montevideo ;
they could not arrive before the nineteenth. But Langsdorff’s signal breathed despair.

Even before he read it, Hitler met Admiral Raeder at the door of his study with a demand
that Graf Spee must attempt to break through to the open sea ; if she must go down, at
least she could take some of the enemy with her. He put a hand on the admiral’s
shoulder. “Herr Grossadmiral, I can well understand how you feel. Believe me, the fate
of this ship and her crew is as painful to me as to you. But this is war, and when the need
is there, one must know how to be harsh.” But he followed this firm speech with an
inexplicable act. Raeder showed him the admiralty’s draft reply to Captain Langsdorff :
Graf Spee was to stay at Montevideo as long as the authorities would allow ; a
“breakout” to Buenos Aires would be “approved,” internment in Uruguay would not. “If
scuttling, thoroughly destroy everything first.” Although this reply was wholly out of
keeping with Hitler’s heroic demand, he nonetheless allowed Raeder to transmit it around
the world to Montevideo at once. Hitler’s naval adjutant was perplexed.

Hitler eagerly awaited the news of Graf Spee’s last battle. During the seventeenth,
however, the stunning news arrived that the battleship had sailed out of Montevideo,
discharged her crew onto a waiting steamer which had borne them safely to a friendly
Buenos Aires, and then gently settled down onto the shallow bed of the river’s estuary.
In a savage mood, that evening Hitler pondered the damage Langsdorff had done to
Germany’s fighting image. At three in the morning he ordered the official announcement
of the battleship’s loss altered to read : “Under these circumstances the F hrer ordered
Captain Langsdorff to destroy the ship by blowing her up.” The neutral press appraised
the episode with reserve and even respect ; but Germany’s enemies responded with
shrieks of spiteful glee, and this exposed a further weakness in the F hrer—his inability
to accept misfortune with equanimity. He developed an aversion to cruiser warfare, with
its doctrine of hit-and-run ; out of this aversion grew a hostility toward the maturer
officers of the German navy, which contrasted with his admiration of the dashing
destroyer and submarine commanders. Langsdorff himself had been an officer on JodI’s
staff ; he had been given the Graf Spee, it transpired, almost as a cure for his chairbound
attitudes. But the cure had apparently not worked—perhaps the injuries he had suffered
when a shell hit the bridge earlier had affected the captain’s judgment. He shot himself
on reaching Buenos Aires.

When the Deutschland, sister ship of the ill-fated Graf Spee, returned to Germany,
Hitler—fearful of the loss of prestige Germany would suffer should a “Deutschland” ever
go under—ordered her renamed. Spee’s supply ship Altmark, laden with prisoners



plucked from the decks of the battleship’s victims, was ordered to return home to
Germany.

Hermann G-ring did what he could to use this incident to impugn the honor of the navy’s
big ships. His Luftwaffe’s prestige was running high. With insignificant loss to the
German fighter defenses, a marauding squadron of RAF bombers attacking
Wilhelmshaven in broad daylight on the eighteenth was virtually wiped out. The British
realized their attempts at visual daylight bombing raids were fraught with perils and
decided to convert to a night-bomber force.

Hitler left Berlin for a brief respite at the Berghof. Passing through Munich, he paid his
annual Christmas visit to his friends and patrons, the Bruckmanns ; without Else
Bruckmann’s salon twenty years before, he might never have got this far. He stayed two
hours, chatting about his plans to conquer Britain, to force her to her knees over the next
eight months by using magnetic mines and other fabulous weaponry. In private circles
such as these, Hitler had no sense of security precautions but would happily ramble on
about his future strategy, revealing all. Warsaw, he said, was a desolate heap of rubble
thanks to the intransigence of its defenders. Only a small area was worth rebuilding. But
when peace came, he would turn to the magnificent reconstruction of the new Reich
whose Nordic dimensions he hinted at in his entry in the Bruckmanns’ guest book : “In
the year of the fight for the creation of the great German-Teutonic Reich !”

For three days Hitler toured the western front, joining the Christmas celebrations of
Luftwaffe squadrons, antiaircraft batteries, infantry, and SS regiments. It was clear that
the French were not making any move to attack. In the autumn the army’s
cryptographers had broken the main French codes, and the ability to decode the flood of
signals transmitted by the French war ministry more than compensated for the
shortcomings of Canaris’s Abwehr organization. The signals revealed that the French
were having problems in manufacturing antitank weapons and in activating new units in
the interior ; the weakness of the French Ninth Army between Sedan and Mauberge was
also evident. At Spichern, near Saarb cken, the French had fallen back under local
German pressure and Hitler was able to cross the French frontier for the first time since
1918. Here the famous frontier battles of 1870 had been fought.

On his return to Berlin, Hitler again postponed “Yellow,” this time to mid-January. The
long-range weather forecast predicted a period of cold, clear wintry weather for then ;
failing that, the F hrer resolved, he would call off “Yellow” until the spring.

As in years past, he retreated to the Berghof to await the New Year. Here Eva Braun and
her friends brought a relatively civilized touch to his surroundings, but the photographs in
her albums show that even when the F hrer sat faintly smiling at the delight of the
offspring of Speer, Goebbels, and Martin Bormann at a Berghof children’s party, he still
wore the field-gray army tunic, with its solitary Iron Cross, that he had emotionally
donned on the day his troops attacked Poland. In one photograph, however, Hitler is



shown in somber evening dress, spooning molten lead into a bowl of water—a New
Year’s Eve tradition. Some believe that a man’s future can be predicted from the
contorted shapes the solidifying metal assumes. Hitler’s face betrays a certain lack of
confidence in this procedure.

At the Berghof he received a long, angry, and frightened letter from Benito Mussolini. It
broke the months of silence which followed a mid-December speech in which Foreign
Minister Ciano had revealed that Rome had not been consulted at the time of Hitler’s pact
with Stalin and that the F hrer had broken promises given to the Italians about the
imminence of war. Mussolini’s letter marked the lowest point in Axis relations, which
had been soured by Hitler’s continued flirting with Moscow. As recently as December
22, Hitler had on Stalin’s sixtieth birthday cabled him greetings coupled with his best
wishes for the Soviet peoples ; Stalin had cordially replied. In Mussolini’s eyes Hitler
was a traitor to the Fascist revolution ; he had sacrificed the principles of that revolution
to the tactical requirements of one given moment.

You cannot abandon the anti-Semitic and anti-Bolshevist banners which
you have flown for twenty years and for which so many of your comrades
died ; you cannot abjure your gospel, which the German people have
blindly believed. ... The solution for your Lebensraum is in Russia and
nowhere else. Russia has twenty-one million square kilometers and nine
inhabitants per square kilometer. It is outside Europe, in Asia—and this is
not just some theory of Spengler’s.

Not until they, the Axis leaders, had jointly demolished bolshevism would they have kept
faith with their revolutions. “It will then be the turn of the great democracies....” wrote
Mussolini.

In this letter—which Hitler deliberately left unanswered for two months—Mussolini also
voiced concern about rumors reaching him on German treatment of the Poles. He
proposed that Hitler should take steps to restore some kind of Polish state.

Hitler’s policy in Poland had undergone a radical change in the autumn of 1939. Initially
he had regarded a future “Polish state” as a bargaining counter against the western
powers. But as the prospects of an armistice receded, his attitude hardened—although he
lagged perceptibly behind the SS and Party in degree. Early in October he had indicated
to Governor General Frank that the Generalgouvernement was to be a kind of Polish
reservation, but in November he bluntly told Frank : “We are going to keep the
Generalgouvernement. We will never give it back.” Although Hitler’s long-standing
personal friend, Frank was only a verbose and pettifogging lawyer. He did not have the
F hrer’s confidence to the inexplicable extent that SS Reichsf hrer Himmler had—and it



was Himmler’s SS and police agencies that wielded the executive power in German-
occupied Poland.

Himmler’s rule in the east derived its authority from an official commission granted to
him by Hitler in September. Though the Reichsf hrer made much of it in his public and
private speeches, this commission did not exist in writing, and its limits became
increasingly ill-defined. Basically, Himmler’s job was the Germanization of the new
provinces of West Prussia and Posen. On this Hitler and Himmler agreed, but thereafter
their opinions differed. Hitler saw no great urgency about the matter and had himself told
Himmler : “T don’t want these eastern Gauleiters in a frantic race to be the first to report
to me after two or three years, ‘Mein F hrer, my Gau is fully Germanized.” I want the
population to be racially flawless, and I'll be quite satisfied if a Gauleiter can report that
in ten years.” (In March, Hitler even told Mussolini that he expected it would take forty
or fifty years to develop these regained provinces.) Himmler, however, wanted greater
urgency. Acting on a cruel directive he had issued at the end of October, the two
Gauleiters concerned—Forster and Greiser—and SS Generals Kr ger and Odilo
Globocnik, police commanders based in Cracow and Lublin, respectively, began the
ruthless midwinter expulsion from their domains of the 550,000 Jews, the post-1919
Polish settlers, and the principal anti-German and intellectual elements ; they used
Frank’s Generalgouvernement as a dumping ground.

Himmler gave them until February 1940 to complete the job. Long forced marches took
a heavy toll of these unwanted human beings. Early in January, both G-ring and
Lammers took protests about this impossible state of affairs to Himmler and evidently to
Hitler as well—but to no avail. Yet in some respects Hitler did act as a brake. From
Himmler’s scrawled notes on his private confrontations with the F hrer we know that he
was obliged to report in person on the “shooting of 380 Jews at Ostro”” on November 19 ;
and that when at the end of November the archbishop and suffragan bishop of Lublin
were condemned to death along with 13 priests for the possession of arms and subversive
literature, Hitler ordered their reprieve and deportation to Germany instead.

What Himmler did not include in his notes was the fact that Heydrich—blithely
disregarding Frank’s authority in the Generalgouvernement—had found his own ways of
simplifying the midwinter population movements. In January 1940 he converted a
remote camp at Soldau, near the East Prussian border, to a liquidation center for Poles
who survived the day-to-day brutalities. A ripple of protest disturbed the German armies
poised in the west to unleash “Yellow.” Hitler learned that on January 22, Major General
Friedrich Mieth, Chief of Staff of the First Army, had told his assembled officers about
atrocities in Poland : “The SS has carried out mass executions without proper trials.
There have been disturbances. There have been certain incidents between the SS and
regular forces. ... The SS has besmirched the Wehrmacht’s honor.” Mieth was
dismissed. Soon after, the army’s Commander in Chief East, General Johannes
Blaskowitz, sent to Berlin a formal list of specific SS and police atrocities in Poland—
including murder, looting, and general bestiality. He challenged the very basis of the
occupation policies : “The view that the Polish people can be intimidated and kept down
by terrorism will definitely be proven wrong. They are far too resilient a people for



that.” Blaskowitz added that the atrocities would provide the enemy with powerful
ammunition throughout the world.

When Frank next came to the Reich Chancellery, he criticized Blaskowitz’s unhelpful
attitude. One of Hitler’s adjutants wrote : “Reichsminister Frank ... described the
programs for the rounding-up and resettlement of the Jews. He bitterly attacked the
army’s Supreme Commander [Blaskowitz] and the field-administration officers. They
are interfering with the work of ‘pacification’; the officers ‘have no instinct’ and are
getting in the way of his agencies. He asked the F hrer to tell the army not to interfere,
particularly in political matters, as it is flatly opposed to the Party line. The F hrer had a
fit of anger, which lasted until the war conference began.”

The wording of this note, which talks of “resettlement,” may mean that at this point the
real fate of the Jews was being withheld from Hitler ; he does, however, appear to have
issued orders to Hans Frank for regular prophylactic massacres of the Polish
intelligentsia, cruelly and cynically justifying this step as a security measure. The first
two thousand Poles were to die as soon as “Yellow” began to cause sufficient diversion
in the west. How else can Frank’s confidential remarks at the end of May 1940 to his
police authorities in Poland be interpreted ? “The F hrer has said to me, ‘The problem of
dealing with and safeguarding German interests in the Generalgouvernement is a matter
for the men in charge of the Generalgouvernement and for them alone.” And he used
these words : “The ruling class that we have already unearthed in Poland is to be
exterminated. We must keep close watch on whatever grows up in its place, and dispose
of that too after a suitable time has elapsed’.” And Frank hastened to recommend to his
minions : “There’s no need for us to burden the Reich or its police bodies with all this.
There’s no need for us to cart off all these elements to concentration camps in the Reich
first. That’ll just result in a lot of bother and unnecessary correspondence with next-of-
kin. No—we’ll liquidate this business here, on the spot.”

It was General von Brauchitsch who quelled the rumors along the western front. He of
course had long ceased to cavil at the SS operations. Indeed, he arranged for Himmler to
explain and justify them to the troubled army generals in the west, in a speech at Koblenz
on March 13. When Blaskowitz submitted two further thick dossiers on SS atrocities in
April, Berlin handled them as gingerly as nitroglycerine : Keitel refused to sign for their
receipt ; the Luftwaffe’s General Milch locked his copy in a safe and threatened
Blaskowitz’s courier with arrest. Blaskowitz was relieved of his command in May, and
when his successor wrote still more reports on the atrocities in Poland in July, Keitel
abruptly instructed him to stop meddling in matters which did not concern him.

The directive issued by the Eighteenth Army on its transfer to Poland in August 1940 is
an eloquent statement of the army’s surrender to the Party. It forbids any criticism of the
struggle being waged there against minorities, Jews, and the clergy. “For centuries an
ethnological struggle has raged along our eastern frontier. To put an end to it once and
for all has called for a short, sharp solution. Specific Party and government agencies
have been put in charge of waging this ethnological war in the east. This is why our



soldiers must keep their noses out of what these units are doing. We are not to make their
job more difficult by criticizing them.”

Under Party sponsorship, lawlessness flourished in the east. Hitler turned a blind eye on
the excesses. An army major procured the arrest of eight Polish whores and did four of
them clumsily to death in prison that evening ; a fifth survived a bullet in the brain and
escaped. Gauleiter Forster made representations to Hitler against executing this major for
one drunken offense and—contrary to the recommendations of Brauchitsch, Keitel, and
Schmundt—Hitler commuted the sentence to a prison term. In another case, one of the
innumerable young SA officers appointed magistrate in Poland ordered fifty-five Polish
prisoners out of their cells and shot them all in a drunken orgy. Here too the local
Gauleiter, Greiser, begged the ministry of justice not to blight the young officer’s
promising career, and Hitler—learning that the man had a clean Party record—granted
him a reprieve. In later years, it fell to Hitler’s naval adjutant, Karl-Jesko von Puttkamer,
to brief him on the court-martial sentences requiring confirmation by him as Supreme
Commander. A level-headed and incorruptible ex-destroyer commander, Puttkamer
succeeded in influencing Hitler to the necessary degree so that what were considered the
most deserving cases did not escape the firing squad or, sometimes, the hangman’s rope.

Within Germany itself, Himmler’s police agencies were now acting as a law unto
themselves. When the first German citizen was summarily shot for refusing to work on a
defense project, the Gestapo quieted all criticism by informing the ministry of justice that
before leaving for the Polish front on September 3 the F hrer had instructed Himmler to
maintain order in the interior “as he saw fit.” More executions followed, although G-ring
warned Heydrich that no Germans were to be executed without formal sentencing. At the
end of September, the minister of justice submitted to Hitler a file on summary
executions of Germans ; Hitler replied that he had not given Himmler any general
instruction but that he had ordered certain executions himself, as the regular military and
civil courts were not adjusting themselves to the special war conditions. “This is why he
has now ordered the Teltow bank robbers to be put before a firing squad,” his staff
explained. But the files also show that Hitler drew much of his information on civilian
crime from casual references in the newspapers. A thoughtless editor had only to
headline a story MAN SWINDLED SOLDIERS’ WIVES for the F hrer to send Schaub
scurrying to a telephone with instructions that the modest prison sentence passed on the
defendant was incomprehensible and that the F hrer wanted the man to be shot.

Hitler’s attitude to the Party’s own courts was even more ambivalent, as his reaction to
the trial of Julius Streicher showed. Streicher, the stocky, balding Gauleiter of Franconia,
was an insensitive and rigid member of Hitler’s “Old Guard” with an obsession against
the Jews and accepted morality. His enemies were legion—the armed forces as a whole,
Nuremberg’s mayor and police president, and above all Rudolf Hess and his bustling
deputy Martin Bormann. Hitler saw in Streicher an idealist and a true revolutionary, but
when the clamor against the Gauleiter reached its climax at the end of 1939 he yielded
and permitted Streicher—one of the very few men allowed to address the F hrer by the



familiar du—to be put on trial by the Party’s Supreme Court. The actual charges against
him seem uncertain. Treason may have been among them ; four days after Hitler’s
speech to the Gauleiters in October, Streicher had revealed Hitler’s military plans to local
Party members in a speech, and he had repeated this imprudent step in a larger assembly
a few days later. Speaking of Hitler’s decision to invade neutral Belgium, Streicher had
explained, “We need the coast for our attack on Britain.” His recent speeches—of which
the police president privately showed a dossier to the local military authorities—included
blasphemous attacks on the clergy, libelous references to the generals of the Great War,
and an address to a young female audience in November in which he exhorted them to
find nothing improper in the desire to seduce married men. “Any woman or lady who
gets worked up about this is in my eyes just a pig.” According to Major Walther Buch,
the Party’s chief judge, Streicher was indicted for dishonest monetary dealings in the
confiscation of Jewish property ; for libeling G-ring over the true paternity of his
daughter Edda ; for brutality and improper relations with a very young girl. Streicher
himself said he was accused of having called war widows “silly geese,” but was acquitted
of this charge.

Whatever the charges, the Supreme Court—six Gauleiters and three Party judges—met in
February and on the sixteenth decided on a verdict against Streicher. Hitler suspended
Streicher from office and forbade him to make further public speeches ; but he was not
ejected from the Party, as Hess had demanded, and he was allowed to continue publishing
his newspapers—including the despicable Sz, rmer. To Hitler the trial smacked of a
kangaroo court, and he told other Party leaders like Ley that he felt an injustice had been
done to Streicher : the legalists had paid too little attention to Streicher’s Party record in
the past. After all, Streicher had won Nuremberg, the stronghold of the Marxists, for the
Nazi party just as Goebbels had won Berlin.

On January 6, 1940 the F hrer had returned from Munich to Berlin.

Over the following days he submitted to a series of medical examinations by his
corpulent physician, Dr. Theodor Morell—blood-serum and sedimentation-rate tests,
urinalyses, and fecal examinations. The records of these have survived, and are
unremarkable except that the urine was alkaline, as was to be expected of a vegetarian,
and that a routine series of tests for syphilis all proved negative. Morell’s heart
examination on January 9 revealed a normal pulse and blood pressure for a man of
Hitler’s age, and there is as yet no reference to the rapidly progressive coronary sclerosis
that seems to have first been detected in mid-1941.

1 Her vital equipment was undestroyed, and some time later British Intelligence officers
were able to examine her radar gear. Shortage of explosives was the probable reason for
this.



Notes

p. 60 Goebbels’s memorandum—*“Thoughts on the Outbreak of War 1939”—is in BA
file NS-10/37. 1t described the public’s mood in the first September days as very grave
but calm : “There is thus nothing of the bravo-spirit of 1914.”

p. 65 T have been unable to resolve the conflict of evidence on Quisling’s two meetings
with Hitler in December 1939. Jodl’s diary dates one the 13th ; Raeder’s note on
Rosenberg’s memo dates it the 14th ; Rosenberg’s diary dates it the 15th ; the otherwise
very informative survey drawn up by his Aussenpolitisches Amt (NS-43/25) states with
equal confidence “Quisling was received for a personal audience by the F hrer on the
16th and again on the 18th.”

p. 68 Raeder’s adjutant (Freiwald) recalls that as they left the Chancellery he hinted to
Raeder they might at least add to the vague and indecisive signal the words, “I wish you a
safe further voyage.” Raeder refused however to tie Langsdorff’s hands in any way.

p. 69 The then chief of Foreign Armies West, Ulrich Liss, wrote a bitter criticism of
Canaris’s Intelligence failure in 1940 in WR, 1958, pages 208 et seq.

p. 70 Professor Broszat covers some of the ground on Hitler’s Polish policies (see my
note to pages 8-9). I also used the Groscurth, Halder, and Milch diaries ; Frank’s
verbatim remarks at a police conference on May 30, 1940 (2233-PS); an SS investigation
of Soldau (NO-1073); testimony of General von Gienanth—Blaskowitz’s successor—
and Karl Wolff ; and documents in Chancellery files R 4311/1332 and /1411a.
Himmler’s notes are on NA microfilm T175/94. As early as November 1, 1935,
incidentally, they show that he had to explain “deaths in concentration camps.”

p. 72 Without explanation, Professor Broszat omits the first sentence I quote from the
adjutant Gerhard Engel’s note.

p. 73 For the case of the magistrate—Otto Christian von Hirschfeld—see the Reich
justice ministry file R 22/4087 and Lammer’s memo in file R 4311/1411a.

David Irving

HITLER’S WAR

““ We Must Destroy Them, Too !”’

An icy winter descended on Germany. The canals froze, the railways were clogged with
military movements, population and industry alike were starved for coal and the most



elementary daily requisites. These domestic worries Hitler transferred to the willing
shoulders of Field Marshal G-ring. He himself was concerned only with the coming
offensive against France and the Low Countries. Day and night he talked and dreamed of
“Yellow”—of how the armored divisions could best be employed, of how the bridges
could be seized intact, of how the Dutch government could be persuaded not to fight
back, and of how each operation should be devised to shed as little German blood as
possible—a consideration that weighed less on him with each successive year. By
Christmas 1939 he had already decided where the big hole was to be punched through the
French defenses : at Sedan ; and it was indeed at Sedan that the foundations of the Nazi
triumph over France were laid.

It was now January 1940, and the F hrer was back at his Chancellery in Berlin. He had
heeded neither the entreaties of his generals, the admonitions of his diplomats, nor the
anxious counsels of his vacillating Italian ally. The frightened letter Mussolini had
written early in January proved how little Hitler could rely on Italy. Why else should the
Italians offer to mediate with the West unless they intended to use Hitler’s inevitable
refusal as an alibi ? A few days later Mussolini repeated the familiar complaint that
Ribbentrop had in August 1939 promised Ciano that the West would stay out of the war ;
what was the point of such carping observations if Italy were not planning to welsh on
her obligations when the time came ?

It was indeed a curious alliance, for the Forschungsamt, G-ring’s remarkable telephone-
tapping and codebreaking agency, now intercepted a coded telegram in which the Belgian
ambassador in Rome reported to his foreign ministry in Brussels that Count Ciano had
betrayed to him Germany’s firm intention of attacking Belgium and had revealed the date
currently set for that adventure. Since the records show that the Forschungsamt was
reading the coded dispatches from the Italian embassy in Berlin to Ciano, Hitler must
have known that the military attachE General Marras had supplied this information to
Rome ; at any rate, when Hitler later in the month proposed spreading false rumors about
his new plans, Marras figured significantly among those with whom the rumors were to
be planted !

Hitler assured Ambassador Bernardo Attolico, “1940 will bring us victory,” but at the
beginning of March, though Mussolini now made loyal noises, the Italians were still
sitting uncomfortably on the fence. “The Italians are strange people,” wrote Weizs cker
at that time. “Loyal glances toward us, so as to share in any success we may achieve.
And gifts and minor acts of treachery for the West, so as to keep in their good books too.”

Hitler was satisfied in his own mind that neither Belgium nor Holland would long
maintain its strict neutrality. He was (wrongly) convinced that Brussels had long since
reached secret agreement with London and Paris. Not surprisingly, Belgium had shifted
her main defensive effort to her frontier with Germany, and the anti-German trend of all
Belgian military preparations was highlighted by a secret report submitted by German
army Intelligence in January 1940 : Belgium had been fortified solely against Germany ;
fraternization was actively encouraged between Belgians and the French and British
forces in the west ; since mid-October, over two-thirds of all Belgium’s forces were



massed in the east, apparently oblivious of the growing Anglo-French concentration in
the west ; the Belgian gendarmerie had received instructions to speed any French
invasion of the country, and while signposts in western Belgium had been replenished
and improved to that end, those in the east had been wholly removed to hamper a German
invasion. In the west, throughout November the Belgians had allegedly accumulated
railway stock and convoys of trucks to aid the French. Mayors of Ardennes villages were
ordered to prepare billets for French troops. Mufti-dressed French soldiers “on leave”
were observed on the Belgian transport systems with uniforms in their suitcases. The
fortifications at Liege and on the Albert Canal were far beyond the Belgian military
capacity to defend—they had clearly been designed to accommodate French and British
troops as well. One glance at an Intelligence map was enough to show that the Allies
were preparing the left wing of their offensive through Belgian territory. “With the
exception of one division, every single mechanized infantry, armored, and cavalry
division is standing on the Belgian frontier.” In short, Hitler saw no reason to have
compunctions about attacking this “little neutral.”

Hitler still frowned on the notion that he had unleashed a second World War. Later in
January he was to authorize the navy to refer to the campaign from time to time as the
“English war.” For more general consumption, he decided that the best overall title was
the “Great German War of Liberation.” Neither term caught the public imagination—
perhaps the public still hoped peace was just around the corner.

On the afternoon of January 10, the F hrer discussed “Operation Yellow” with his
commanders in chief. The weather report was excellent—for the next ten to fourteen
days they could count on clear wintry weather in the west. He decided “Yellow” would
begin fifteen minutes before dawn on the seventeenth, preceded perhaps by four or five
days of saturation bombing attacks on French airfields and flying schools. As January to
ended, Germany was closer to launching “Yellow” than ever before. Two million men
waited with their tanks and guns confronting the armies of France, Belgium, and Holland.

Shortly before noon the next day, however, infuriating news reached the Chancellery. A
Luftwaffe major carrying a suitcase of the most secret documents had strayed in a light
aircraft across the Belgian frontier and crash-landed near Mechelen-sur-Meuse. Hitler
stormed into Jodl’s room and demanded a complete list of all the documents the major
had been carrying. “It is things like this that can lose us the war !” he exclaimed—an
outburst of startling frankness when spoken by the F hrer. The major had contravened a
direct embargo on flying with secret papers. Even now Hitler did not waver on his
decision to launch “Yellow” on the seventeenth, and at 3:15 P.M. he confirmed this.

He also issued a drastic “Basic Order No. 17 on security—a regulation that was from now
on to be displayed in every military headquarters as a wallposter—stipulating that nobody
was to hear of any secret matter unless absolutely necessary and that then he was to be
told no more, and no earlier, than necessary. “I forbid the thoughtless dissemination, just
on the basis of some distribution list or other, of orders whose secrecy is of prime



importance !” As a concrete restatement of general security principles the order was
sound and admirable, but in later years Hitler came to wield it as a capital weapon in his
tactic of divide et impera : soldiers should not interfere with diplomacy, nor diplomacy
with the affairs of government ; one army group commander was not to learn the orders
and intentions of his neighboring army group. Only Adolf Hitler, as F hrer and absolute
commander, had the right to know it all.

Most of the Belgian newspapers reassuringly reported that the Luftwaffe major had
managed to destroy all the papers he was carrying, but one journal (correctly as we now
know) stated that same evening that this was not so : the German major had hurled the
documents into a stove in the room where he was being interrogated ; but a Belgian
officer had thrust his hand into the stove and retrieved the smoldering fragments. On
January 12, Jodl set out to Hitler the maximum the Belgians could deduce from the secret
documents. If they had all fallen intact into enemy hands, than the situation was indeed
serious. Later that day the attachE in Brussels cabled that the major and his pilot had
assured him they had burned all the papers apart from an unimportant residue, and he
repeated this in person to Hitler at the Chancellery at 11 A.M. on the thirteenth.

The Mechelen incident was not enough to deter Hitler from launching “Yellow.” But
shortly afterward a bad weather report—of warmer air coming from the northeast and
resulting in periods of fog in the west—unsettled him, and at about one o’clock that
afternoon he ordered all movements stopped. “Yellow” was provisionally postponed by
three days to the twentieth. But the weather picture worsened. Hitler told his staff ; “If
we cannot count on at least eight days of fine and clear weather, then we will call it off
until the spring.” And on the afternoon of the sixteenth he directed that the whole
offensive was to be dismantled until then, and that its reassembling was to be made on a
new basis : that of security and surprise. He left G-ring in no uncertainty about his
anger at the Luftwaffe’s loose security regulations, for two more incidents had occurred :
in one, an officer had dropped a dispatch case out of a train, in the other a Luftflotte
adjutant had lost a file of secret documents. G-ring reacted characteristically : he
dismissed both General Helmuth Felmy, the major’s superior, and Felmy’s Chief of Staff,
and he then calmly informed Hitler that he had consulted a clairvoyant, who had also
reassured him that the most important papers had been destroyed.

The Intelligence reports from Belgium gave this Delphic utterance the lie. Extensive
mobilization was carried out in both Holland and Belgium late on the thirteenth. The
Belgian General Staff ordered military units stationed in southern Belgium to offer no
resistance whatever to French and British troops that might march in—indeed, the
frontier barriers were to be taken down to speed their entry. Since the Forschungsamt
was reading the Belgian codes, it is reasonable to assume that Hitler had by now also read
the telegram sent by the Belgian military attachE in Berlin, Colonel Goethals, on the
evening of January 13, warning that the German invasion was due next day, according to
what an “informateur sincEre, de valeur discutable” had told him."” By the morning of
the seventeenth, it was clear from the official dEmarches of the Belgian government that



the Mechelen documents had betrayed most of “Yellow” in its original form. Belgium
and Holland now knew that Germany planned to disregard their neutrality and mount an
airborne landing operation at Namur ; fortunately for Hitler, the documents could not
have compromised the delicate plan to seize the bridges across the Meuse and the Albert
Canal.

In a sense Hitler must have been relieved that this Luftwaffe bitise had forced a major
decision on him. Besides, the enemy would now surely concentrate his best forces in the
north to meet the new German “Schlieffen-style” attack ; so the prospects of an
encirclement operation beginning at Sedan and ending at the Channel coast were much
enhanced. Everything depended on keeping this, his real intent, concealed from the
enemy, and in a series of conferences at the end of January 1940 Hitler impressed this on
his army commanders. As he said on the twentieth, he was convinced Germany would
win the war, “but we are bound to lose it if we cannot learn how to keep our mouths
shut.” He ordered the preinvasion timetable to be overhauled in such a way that he need
no longer decide on the date of the attack seven days in advance. He directed that
paratroop units also be employed in the north, for he now wanted the whole of Holland
occupied. When “Yellow” began, a foreign ministry official would be sent secretly to
The Hague to invite the Dutch monarchy to accept the Wehrmacht’s “armed defense of
Dutch neutrality.”® A constant state of alert was to be maintained in the west on the
assumption that “Yellow” might start at any moment. This placed an almost intolerable
burden on the goodwill of the towns and villages on which the armies had been billeted
since October. The army commanders reminded Hitler of the undesirable consequences
for the local female residents, but he reflected that at present there was far more at stake.

At the end of January 1940, the F hrer had sent his chief military adjutant on a flying tour
of the western front. On his return to Berlin on February I, Colonel Rudolf Schmundt
was bursting to report what he had found at General von Rundstedt’s army group
headquarters at Koblenz. Rundstedt’s former Chief of Staff, General Erich von
Manstein, was as adamantly opposed to the current war department (OKH) offensive plan
in the west as was Hitler ; moreover, he was advocating a radical alternative almost
identical to what Hitler had been debating with his closest staff ever since October—
breaching the French lines at Sedan after crossing the awkward Ardennes region of
southern Belgium and then pushing a strong armored force straight up to the Channel to
cut off the British and French elite forces as they advanced into Belgium. When Hitler
had toured the western front over Christmas, he had talked of little else to his adjutants.
But while he had contemptuously referred to the war ministry plan as “the same old
Schlieffen medicine as before,” Hitler had not convinced himself to the extent of issuing
a concrete order redisposing the armored divisions for the attack through the Ardennes.

Hitler’s respect for General von Manstein’s ability bordered on fear. That Manstein had
independently had the same idea as he, convinced him of its soundness ; and that the
OKH bureaucrats had removed Manstein from his post with Rundstedt and given him
command of a corps in the rear, impressed him even more. On February 13, Hitler told



Jodl of his decision to commit the mass of his armor to the breakthrough at Sedan, where
the enemy would now least expect it. Jodl urged caution. It was an “underhand
approach”; the Gods of War might yet catch them napping there, for the French might
launch a powerful flank attack. But now Hitler was deaf to criticism. On the seventeenth
he buttonholed Manstein in person when the general attended a Chancellery dinner party
for the new corps commanders. Manstein assured him that the new plan was the only
means by which to obtain a total victory on land ; everything else was just a half-
measure. The next day Hitler sent for General von Brauchitsch and his Chief of Staff and
after explaining the underlying strategy dictated the new operational plan to them. On
February 24, the war department issued the new directive for “Yellow.”

The eventual outstanding success of the new strategy—which has gone down in history
not wholly unjustly as the Manstein Plan, for it was he who elaborated it in all the staff
detail of which Hitler was incapable—convinced Hitler of his own military genius.
Henceforth he readily mistook his astounding intuitive grasp for the sound, logical
planning ability of a real warlord. His reluctance to heed his professional advisers was
ever after magnified. He told one of his elder civil servants, experts should be on tap—
not on top.

To undermine the French soldier’s morale Hitler ordered German propaganda to hint that
the real quarrel was with the British. Millions of rust-brown “autumn leaves” were
released over the French lines, imprinted with Goebbels’s famous message : “Automne.
Les feuilles tombent. Nous tomberons comme elles. Les feuilles meurent parce que Dieu
le veut. Mais nous, nous tombons parce que les Anglais le veulent. Au printemps
prochain personne ne se souviendra plus ni des feuilles mortes ni des poilus tuEs. La vie
passera Sur nos tombes.”3

But Hitler’s true attitude toward Britain and France was the reverse of what this
melancholy warning would seem to suggest. It was for the British that he had a maudlin,
unrequited affection that caused him to pull his punches throughout 1940 to the
exasperation of his strategic advisers. As Halder explained Hitler’s program to the chief
of army Intelligence late in January : “The F hrer wants to win the war militarily :
defeating France, then a grand gesture to Britain. He recognizes the need for the
empire.” During lunch at the Chancellery in these weeks of early 1940, Rudolf Hess
once inquired, “Mein F hrer, are your views about the British still the same ?” Hitler
gloomily sighed, “If only the British knew how little I ask of them !” How he liked to
leaf through the glossy pages of The Tatler, studying the British aristocracy in their
natural habitat ! Once he was overheard to say, “Those are valuable specimens—those
are the ones I am going to make peace with.” And how he envied the ease with which the
British got away with their “trickery and double-dealing !” The Chancellery dinner
attended by Manstein and the other corps commanders fell on the day after the Alrmark
incident, in which the Royal Navy had coolly violated Norwegian neutral waters under
circumstances to be explained below. Hitler could talk of little else and expounded
loudly on the inherent properness of such actions—whatever the international lawyers



might subsequently proclaim. History, he explained, judged only between success and
failure ; that was all that really counted—nobody asked the victor whether he was in the
right or wrong.

Characteristically, nobody interrupted or contradicted Hitler. A general who was present
later wrote : “Among his listeners sat Manstein, his face absolutely motionless. Some
time before I had heard him make comments on the Nazi creed that were of an acerbity
rare in army circles. Another general sat nodding sagely at each and every remark that
Hitler made, like a mandarin toy with its head on a spring. The very astute General
Schmidt listened with his head cocked attentively to one side.” Rommel—who had been
given an armored division a few days before—left the Chancellery clutching the copy of
Mein Kampf Hitler had just given him. It was inscribed : “To General Rommel with
fond memories, Adolf Hitler, February 3, 1940.” Rommel wrote that afternoon : “I am
enormously pleased with it.”

The Altmark incident had revealed the frailty of the neutrality of a small country which
falls foul of the interests of two great powers. The Altmark was the 15,000-ton German
supply ship which had ministered to the needs of Graf Spee in the South Atlantic ; since
the action off the Uruguayan coast, she had lain low, her holds packed with three hundred
British seamen captured from Graf Spee’s victims. Until mid-February 1940, the worried
German admiralty had heard no sound from her, but on the fourteenth she signaled that
she was about to enter northern Norwegian waters. In those waters she should be
immune to enemy attack ; under The Hague Rules she was entitled to passage through
them, for she was not a man-of-war but a naval auxiliary flying the flag of the German
merchant marine. Such defensive armament as she had boasted in the Atlantic was
properly stowed away below. The Norwegian picket boats interrogated her ; her captain
denied the presence of any prisoners—the position in law would not have altered if he
had admitted them—and the Altmark was allowed to proceed.

The Norwegians undertook to escort her, but in Berlin late on the sixteenth the admiralty
began intercepting British naval signals which left no doubt but that an attempt was afoot
to capture the Altmark even if it meant violating Norwegian neutral waters. By 6 A.M.
next morning these fears were confirmed. A radio signal of the British commander to the
admiralty in London had been decoded in Berlin : the British destroyer Cossack had
been alongside the Altmark and he and his group were returning to Rosyth. By midday a
full report of this incident was in Hitler’s hands, telephoned through by the legation in
Oslo. Seeing the British force—a cruiser and six destroyers—closing in, the Altmark’s
captain had sought refuge in Jossing Fjord. Two Norwegian vessels had held the British
ships at bay until dusk, when the Cossack, her searchlights blazing, had forced her way
past them into the fjord and ordered the German ship to heave to. The Altmark’s report
described how a boarding party had seized the ship’s bridge “and began firing like blind
maniacs into the German crew, who of course did not have a gun among them.” Six men
died, many more were injured. A handful of the crew fled across the ice which hemmed
the vessel in, or they sprang into the water ; the British boarders opened fire on these as



well—an outrage to which the Norwegians also later testified. The three hundred
prisoners were liberated, the ship and its crew were looted, and the Cossack withdrew.
The Germans had not fired one shot.

Hitler did not have to await the official decoration of the Cossack’s captain with the
Victoria Cross to know that this violation of Norwegian neutrality had the highest
sanction in London. London had even signaled the captain the previous afternoon that
the destroyers were to open fire on the Norwegian patrol boats if the latter resisted the
British approach. These and other British signals were decoded by Berlin. The German
naval staff war diary concluded : “From the orders of the admiralty and the steps taken
by the British naval forces it is clear beyond a doubt that the operation against the supply
vessel Altmark was premeditated and planned with the deliberate object of capturing the
Altmark by whatever means available, or of releasing the prisoners, if necessary by
violating Norway’s territorial waters.” Now if never before Hitler realized how real was
the possibility that the Allies would use the Russo-Finnish war as a pretext for a full-scale
invasion of Norway. He ordered that in the ensuing operation to recover the damaged
Altmark Norway’s neutrality was to be respected to the utmost ; but his own resolve to
violate it once and for all dated from this naval episode.

More than the wish to repair his prestige, injured by the Altmark affair—more even than
the strategic need to occupy the Norwegian coast before the Allies could do so—there
began to weigh with Hitler the belated consideration that since the Scandinavian peoples
were also of Germanic stock they naturally belonged within the Nazi fold. There is no
other explanation for his later persisting in his plan to occupy Norway, even after the
initial pretext had gone.

It is important to recall that in none of his Wehrmacht directives or secret speeches to his
generals had Hitler adumbrated the occupation of Scandinavia. Only after Quisling’s
visits in December 1939 had the F hrer ordered Jodl’s staff to study such a possibility,
but he had sat on the resulting document for some weeks before forwarding it to the
service commands on January 10. The OKW study recommended that a special working
staff under a Luftwaffe general, with navy and army assistants, should devise a suitable
operational plan. Assuming the code name “Oyster,” this staff began work under General
Erhard Milch a week later, but almost immediately Hitler ordered the unit dissolved and
the OKW study withdrawn ; he was not convinced that the Luftwatfe knew how to
safeguard the secrecy of such planning. Instead, a top-secret unit was established within
the OKW itself under Hitler’s personal supervision ; its senior officer was a navy
captain, Theodor Krancke, and it was from the very scanty Intelligence material available
that Krancke and his handful of army and Luftwaffe aides drafted the first blueprint for
the campaign. He proposed simultaneous amphibious landings at seven Norwegian
ports—Oslo, Kristiansand, Arendal, Stavanger, Bergen, Trondheim, and Narvik—the
troops being carried northward by a fleet of fast warships ; paratroops of the Seventh Air
Division and waves of bombers and fighters would support the invasion. Diplomatic
pressure on the Oslo government would do the rest.



Characteristically, Hitler consulted neither Brauchitsch nor G-ring at this stage. The
Luftwaffe’s reluctance to coordinate its operations with the other services was
notorious—indeed, its truculent and disastrous spirit of independence was borne out by
the bombing and sinking of two German destroyers late in February with heavy loss of
life. G-ring refused to attach a Luftwaffe officer to Krancke’s staff and remained in
haughty ignorance of the Norwegian plan until early March. Hitler meanwhile accepted
General Jodl’s recommendation that the campaign preparations be put in the hands of an
infantry general, Nikolaus von Falkenhorst, a fifty-five-year-old veteran of the 1918
German campaign in Finland ; summoned to the Chancellery on February 21,
Falkenhorst accepted the mission with alacrity and returned to the Chancellery on the
twenty-ninth with a complete operational plan which now embraced not only Norway but
Denmark as well, for the lines of communication between Germany and Norway had to
be secured. Hitler had still not firmly decided whether the invasion was to be launched
before, after, or even simultaneously with the attack on France and the Low Countries ;
but since Jodl had recommended making the two theaters entirely independent of each
other, that decision could be postponed.

On March 1, Hitler signed the directive for the occupation of Norway and Denmark.
Daring and surprise were the essence of the campaign. The army at once protested the
introduction of a new theater. G-ring stormed into the Chancellery and refused to
subordinate his squadrons to Falkenhorst’s command (eventually General Milch
commanded Luftwaffe operations “in consultation with” Falkenhorst). Only the navy
committed itself body and soul to the campaign, which was just as well, since Raeder’s
fleet was to suffer dearly.

Hitler wanted the campaign launched soon, before the British and French could beat him
to it. Hewel brought him telegram after telegram from Helsinki, Trondheim, and Oslo
hinting at the Allied preparations to land in Scandinavia on the pretext of helping
Finland. On March 4, Hitler orally ordered the service commands to speed up their
planning ; it was to be completed within six days so that the simultaneous landing
operations, including northern Norway, could begin on the seventeenth. “Yellow” could
then follow about three days later. G—ring was still discontented, and when Falkenhorst
reported progress on March 5, he expressed loud contempt for all the army’s joint
planning work so far ; but to Hitler this was a strategic crisis transcending interservice
rivalries.

The risk of an Allied intervention in Scandinavia was too great. Through Rosenberg,
Hitler received from Quisling’s men in Oslo urgent proof that the British and French
invasion plans were far advanced : communications within Scotland, just twenty-four
hours from the Norwegian coast, had been blacked out. Something was clearly afoot. At
lunch on the sixth, Hitler leaned over to Rosenberg and said, “I read your note. Things
are looking bad.”

The crisis reached its blackest point on March 12, as a torrent of dispatches from Moscow
and Helsinki revealed that armistice talks had begun. If the western powers wished to
act, it had to be now ; if there was no war in Finland, Britain and France would have no



legitimate reason to land in Scandinavia. London began desperate attempts to keep the
war alive a few more days. Winston Churchill had evidently flown to Paris on the
eleventh to inform the French government that on March 15 his expeditionary force was
to sail for Narvik, for at 3:30 P.M. on March 12 the Forschungsamt intercepted an urgent
telephone call from the Finnish envoy in Paris to his foreign ministry in Helsinki. The
envoy reported that Churchill and Daladier had promised him that if the Finns appealed
for help immediately, British and French troops would be landed in Norway ; the
Norwegian government would merely be “notified” of this ; Britain and France would
then break off diplomatic relations with the Soviet Union at once. (Whether the
Forschungsamt intercepted the actual date of the invasion is uncertain.) Thus the fat
really was in the fire. Hitler ordered all German invasion plans accelerated, and the
forces to stand by for the so-called Immediate Op. emergency. By next morning,
however, the Russians had signed the armistice with Finland, and the immediate crisis
was over.

The German admiralty’s intercepts of coded British radio messages clearly indicated that
the British and French had been on the very brink of a major landing in Norway.
Destroyers had been attached to the British Commander in Chief Home Fleet, submarines
stationed as a flank defense across the Skaggerak, and troop embarkation for an
unspecified “Plan Three” completed. The fact that the troop transports had now been
placed on extended sailing alert indicated that the Allies had only postponed their
invasion and not canceled it altogether. German invasion preparations returned to a more
leisurely pace ; for the time being, Hitler withheld the executive order for the operation.
“He 1is still searching for a sufficient reason,” Jodl wrote in his diary. The true root of the
Norwegian campaign was laid bare by Hitler in a remark to Rosenberg three weeks later,
the day the amphibious operation began : “Just as Bismarck’s Reich dates from the year
1866, so today has seen the birth of the Greater Germanic Reich.”

We have seen how as F hrer Hitler concerned himself not only with grand strategy—with
all the chains of Intelligence combining only in his hands—but with the minutest
interlocking elements of each operation : the position of the demolition charges on canal
bridges, the thickness of the concrete in his fortifications, the strength of the guns
commanding the Norwegian fjords. In this he was aided by a phenomenal memory and
technical insight into weapons design, although his knowledge was limited to ships,
tanks, and guns rather than to the weapons of air war. It was he who first demanded that
75-millimeter long-barrel guns be installed in German tanks. And it was he who
pinpointed the common error in German warship design—building the forecastle so low
that in heavy seas it tended to cut beneath the waves : on his birthday in 1937, the proud
navy had presented him with a model of the Scharnhorst, and late that evening he had
sent for his adjutant Puttkamer and invited him to crouch and squint along the model’s
decks with him ; he was right, of course, and even at that late stage the forecastle had to
be redesigned. On his bedside table his manservants always laid out the latest edition of
Weyer’s naval handbook—the German Janes’—for the F hrer to commit to memory as
though he were preparing for some astounding music-hall act. His own staff had already



witnessed the scene at headquarters during the Polish campaign when Admiral Raeder
telephoned news of the sinking of some British warships ; Hitler had beamed with
pleasure, put down the telephone, and told Puttkamer the news, adding without the
slightest hesitation the displacement, armament and armor thickness of each vessel. “Am
I right, Puttkamer ?” he had inquired, and the naval adjutant had reassured him, “Without
doubt, mein F hrer I” (Nonetheless he had privately checked in Weyer’s immediately
afterward and exclaimed to the other adjutants that Hitler’s figures had been right “down
to the last Pfennig !”)

Did Hitler have some secret method, or was it that rarity—a photographic memory ? We
cannot tell. When the Red Book of arms production reached him each month, he would
take a scrap of paper and, using a colored pencil selected from the tray on his desk,
scribble down a few random figures as he ran his eyes over the columns. Then he would
throw away the paper—but the figures remained indelibly in his memory—column by
column, year after year—to confound his bureaucratic but more fallible aides with the
proof of their own shortcomings. One month he pounced on a printing error in the
current Red Book : an “8” instead of a “3.” He had remembered the right figure from the
previous month’s edition. Late in 1940 Keitel took his new adjutant for an arms
production conference with Hitler at the Berghof. Keitel started with figures on the total
ammunition expended in the recent French campaign, and added more to allow for an
extended war now ; but Hitler responded that in 1916 the German armies had consumed
far more 210-millimeter and 150-millimeter ammunition each month, and he stated the
precise quantities from memory. Afterward Keitel instructed his adjutant to forward
those new figures to General Georg Thomas of the OKW’s munitions procurement
office. “That is the new program.” When the adjutant suggested they should at least
check Hitler’s figures Keitel wearily replied, “This is something you still have to learn.
If the F hrer says it, you can take it that it’s right.”

Hitler’s seeming omniscience, and the eloquence of the arguments by which he gradually
wore everybody down while apparently refreshing himself, had one disadvantage. While
the less frequent visitors on technical affairs like the minister of posts, the elderly
Wilhelm Ohnesorge, or the chief of naval construction, Admiral Karl Witzell, were
flattered by the genuine interest the F hrer displayed in their reports, Hitler’s regular staff
were discouraged by the feeling that since the F hrer had already thought of everything
himself there was little they could contribute by way of suggestion or initiative.

Although the OKW maintained its own munitions procurement office under General
Thomas, Keitel readily echoed Hitler’s mounting criticism of the arms production effort
during the winter. He made no discernible effort to point out to Hitler that it was his own
insistence on German armament in breadth for Blitzkrieg warfare—or war by bluff rather
than in depth for an extended war on many fronts, that was to blame for the present low
ammunition production capacity. Again and again Hitler dinned into Keitel’s head the
disparity between current production programs and the achievements of the German
munitions industry in World War I. In vain Keitel warned that such huge production
figures could not be attained if the high quality of modern ammunition was not to be
jeopardized. Hitler himself drew up a new production program in which priority was



given to mine production for the naval and Luftwaffe blockade of Britain and to huge
monthly outputs of artillery ammunition. He virtually doubled previous figures in a new
program he issued on December 12, 1939.

Keitel issued the program to the army ordnance office—at that time headed by a sixty-
year-old professor, General Karl Becker. By mid-January 1940, the latter had objected
that Hitler’s program could not be met “to the remotest extent”: there was no point
squandering scarce steel and nonferrous metal stocks manufacturing millions of shells if
the chemical and explosives industry was not big enough to fill them. Keitel refused to
tell this to the F,hrer. The F hrer’s munitions program must be fulfilled. If the ordnance
office could not do it, the F hrer would give the job to somebody else. Hitler was already
toying with the idea—first put to him by G-ring, who lost no opportunity to criticize the
army’s feeble ordnance office—of appointing a civilian munitions minister to take arms
and munitions production out of the hands of the bureaucratic army staff officers. When
Keitel himself asked for the power to control the arms industry, Hitler turned him down.
In view of the increasing Allied strength in the West he was planning to establish ten
more army divisions as well as new Luftwaffe squadrons which would concentrate on
minelaying operations ; he must at all costs have the increased mine and munitions
production now.

When in February the army ordnance office reported the previous month’s production
figures, Hitler found this the last straw. Production of the most important weapons had
actually declined. In the two main calibers of shell the F hrer’s program figures would
not be reached even by April. Throughout January and February Hitler cursed General
Becker’s lethargic and inadequate ordnance office. Nor did he have any confidence in
the ability of Keitel’s staff to prod the arms industry into activity.

At the end of February, G—ring appointed Dr. Fritz Todt as a special troubleshooter to
locate the bottlenecks in the munitions industry and recommend ways of stepping up
production. Hitler trusted Todt implicitly, and Todt had also won the respect of the
Party. He shortly convinced Hitler that if the industry was given a voice in how it was to
fulfill its orders—the system of self-responsibility that had functioned so well in the
construction of the autobahns and of the West Wall—Hitler’s “impossible” production
figures could be achieved. In March, Hitler appointed Todt his munitions minister. It
was as much a rebuff to Keitel as to General Becker. But when the pained General
Thomas, whose gloomy analyses of Germany’s economic position had continually
irritated Hitler, voiced objections, he was silenced by Keitel with the blunt comment that
the less he reminded the F hrer of his existence the better. Fritz Todt effectively wielded
the powers Hitler had earlier denied to Keitel and Becker, for by the summer of 1940 the
munitions crisis had virtually been surmounted. General Becker sensed his failure
keenly, despite Hitler’s endeavors to preserve his self-esteem, and he committed suicide
not long after—the first of a sad band of Germans whose only common denominator was
a failure to come up to Hitler’s expectations.



At the end of February 1940, Hitler had secretly convened the Party leaders in the
Chancellery and assured them the war would be over in six months—his new weapons
would force the enemy to their knees ; without doubt he was alluding to the mass
minelaying operations the Luftwaffe was shortly to begin, using the deadly magnetic
mine against which he believed the Allies had no defense.

Italy’s uncertain stance continued to trouble him. Roosevelt had sent his undersecretary
of state, Sumner Welles, to tour the engaged European capitals and sound their leaders on
the prospects of peace. Hitler observed this uninvited diplomat’s first port of call, at
Rome, with as much disquiet as the British, though for different reasons. He was
concerned that Welles’s vague peace proposals might strengthen the neutralist elements
in Rome, or even drive Italy into the arms of the Allies. Hitler studied the official Italian
communiquEs on the Rome talks and compared them closely with the Forschungsamt
intercepts of the secret Italian dispatches relating to them. The Duce, however, appeared
to have loyally defended Germany’s claims. In his own talks with Sumner Welles, Hitler
adhered rigidly to his argument that since this was Britain’s war, it was up to Britain to
end it. No amount of flattery by the American diplomat could cajole the F hrer from this
attitude. On March 4, Hitler repeated it to a General Motors vice president, James D.
Mooney, to whom he granted an audience. “The current war can only be brought to an
end by the other countries giving up their war aims,” meaning the annihilation of
Germany ; Germany, he said, had no war aims.

Britain’s heavy-handed dealings with Mussolini reinforced his Axis position. To force
him to take his trade negotiations with Britain seriously, the British imposed a naval
blockade on Italy’s coal supplies at the beginning of March. Hitler stepped in with an
immediate offer of a million tons of coal a month, to be supplied over land to his harassed
Axis partner. On March 8 he sent Ribbentrop to Rome with an overlong and profuse
letter replying at long last to the Duce’s missive of two months before. When Ribbentrop
reported back that Mussolini had at last agreed on principle to take up arms against
Britain and France, Hitler asked for an immediate meeting to be arranged with the Fascist
leader. He instructed JodI’s staff to provide him with a folder of charts, including one
grossly faking Germany’s actual military strength (crediting her with 207 divisions
instead of her actual 157), and met Mussolini at the Brenner Pass on March 18.

It was their first meeting since Munich. How much of his far-reaching program Hitler
had achieved since then ! Mussolini, on the other hand, arrived with the air of a
schoolboy who had not done his homework, as Hitler later put it. The F hrer impressed
upon Mussolini that the Duce could decide the best moment to declare war, but that he,
Hitler, would recommend doing so only after the first big German offensive. The Duce
promised to lose no time, but he would prefer “Yellow” to be delayed for three or four
months until Italy was properly prepared. Hitler hugely exaggerated Germany’s
prospects : her armies were more powerful than in 1914, she had more ammunition than
she could use, production of Junkers 88 aircraft and submarines was surging forward. As
for the British, once France had been subdued, Britain would come to terms with Hitler.
“The British are extraordinarily determined in defense but quite hopeless at attacking,
and their leadership is poor.” More than once he assured Mussolini that for Germany



there could now be only one partner ; however, despite all these protestations he
evidently still mistrusted the Italians, for he imparted to Mussolini neither the impressive
operational plan he and Manstein had evolved for victory in the west, nor the slightest
mention of his intentions in Scandinavia. And in the directive he soon after issued to
Keitel, a directive in which the Wehrmacht was instructed to resume staff talks with Italy,
he stated explicitly that any Italian forces must be assigned a task as independent from
the main German operations as possible, to minimize “the problems inevitable in a
coalition war.”

Italy was still angry with Germany about the pact with Russia, which had been
supplemented in February by an important economic agreement. Hitler attempted in both
his letter and his private talk with Mussolini to convince him that Russia was changed—
though how far these words were intended for Soviet consumption is a matter of
speculation. “Without doubt,” Hitler had written the Duce, “since Stalin’s final triumph
Russia has been undergoing a change from the Bolshevik principle to a more nationalist
Russian way of life.” At the Brenner meeting he reminded Mussolini that he had always
wanted to march side by side with the British, provided that the British respected
Germany’s claims to expand eastward and returned to her the colonies lost after the Great
War. “But Britain preferred war. This was why I was forced into partnership with
Russia.”

Yet there were surely less abstract reasons for his insistence that German industry deliver
the goods to Stalin in abundance and on time—an insistence he voiced urgently
throughout the spring of 1940. The British were known to be wooing the Russians even
now. So long as the pact with Stalin was in force, it effectively released sixty high-grade
divisions for Hitler to employ in the attack on France. Hitler’s innermost intentions lay
just below the surface. Perhaps the Russians should have guessed at them, for in 1940
millions of copies of the latest reprint of Mein Kampf went on sale, in which Chapter
Fourteen, with its clear statement of his plan to invade the east, remain unexpunged. And
when Hitler touched in conversation with Mussolini on the enforced evacuation of the
German-speaking population from the South Tyrol-—a mountainous province claimed by
both Italy and Austria—he cryptically explained that he planned to resettle these people
in a beautiful region “that I do not yet have but will certainly be procuring”; he must
have already been looking ahead to the day when his armies would have turned eastward
and be standing astride the Crimea, the region he formally assigned to the South
Tyroleans in mid-1941.

On March 22, 1940, four days after his pregnant aside to Mussolini, Adolf Hitler again
headed south, flying this time from Berlin to the Berghof for the Easter weekend.
Captain Engel took the opportunity of this long flight to hand the F hrer a lengthy report
General Guderian had compiled on the wretched equipment and training standards of the
Soviet troops in Finland. According to Engel, Hitler returned it with the laconic
commentary : “Auch die m, ssen wir vernichten I”—*“We must destroy them, too !”



1 Goethals sent further telegrams to Brussels on January 14, 15, and 17, 1940, indicating
that his source was passing on to him Hitler’s decisions with a time lag of about twenty-
four hours ; the source may have confused the beginning of “Yellow” with the preceding
Luftwaffe strike, which was to take place on January 14 (later canceled). Goethals’s
source was his Dutch colleague, Major G.J. Sas, who saw him at about 5 P.M. on the
thirteenth and told him that when Hitler had learned of the Mechelen incident he was
furious. “He stormed about and ordered the immediate beginning of the offensive in the
west, before the Allies could take countermeasures.” Sas’s source was a Colonel Hans
Oster.

2 Major Werner Kiewitz, who had carried Hitler’s first surrender ultimatum to Warsaw
on September 16, was selected for this mission. He was to persuade Queen Wilhelmina
of the futility of opposing the German invasion. In the event, the Dutch were forewarned,
and they refused to issue an entry visa to him ; a desperate plan to parachute him into
The Hague was abandoned, as by then the queen had escaped to England.

3 “Autumn. The leaves are dropping. We too will drop like them. The leaves die
because God wills it. But we die because the British want it. Next spring nobody will
remember either the dead leaves or the fallen French soldiers. Life will go on above our
graves.”

4 The only American who made a good impression on Hitler at this stage was the
traveling journalist Colin Ross, sent to him by Youth Leader Baldur von Schirach. Ross
described to him the “fantastic slyness” and organizing talent of the American Jews, who
had achieved so much that nobody in the United States now dared to support fascism
openly, although there was much that was Fascist about the American government and
way of life. Roosevelt’s pathological envy of Hitler, said Ross, was caused by seeing
how Hitler had put all his ambitious plans into practice, while he, who had come to power
in the same year, had not.

Notes

p. 76 The 922-page ledger kept by Walther Hewel of the diplomatic papers submitted to
Hitler from January 1940 to August 1942 is in AA files ; it lists many of the
Forschungsamt’s achievements, including for example a decoded Belgian telegram of
February 11, 1940, reporting Ciano’s comments to the Belgian envoy in Rome. For
evidence that Ciano betrayed “Yellow” to the Belgians see Groscurth’s diary of January
2, and Halder’s diary. On the seventh the general noted : “Other side knows date ...

F hrer aware of this”; and next day Major Hasso von Etzdorf, his liaison officer to the
foreign ministry, told him of a “telegram (Kerchove).” The latter was Belgian envoy in
Rome. On January 18, Weizs cker wrote to Ambassador von Mackensen in Rome : I
believe Herr von Ribbentrop has briefed you about certain goings—on between Rome



and Brussels ... but I found it most important that you should be shown or sent the actual
texts concerned” (AA, Serial 100, pages 64885 et seq.). On Janury 22, Halder’s
Intelligence chief wrote in his diary : “It [alian] betrayal to Belg[ians] of German
intentions and preparations.”

p.77 The report by Halder’s Intelligence chief (Tippelskirch) on Belgium is in the files
of Foreign Armies West (AL/1329). For an opposing view on Belgium’s neutrality, see
Professor H.A. Jacobsen’s study in WR, 1957, pages 275 et seq.

p. 78 My account of the Mechelen affair is based on Jacobsen’s study in WR, 1954,
pages 497 et seq., Jean Vanwelkenhuyzen, ibid., 1955, pages 66 et seq., and the diaries of
Jodl, Halder, Groscurth, Milch, Hassell, and Deyhle ; on the Weizs”’cker file on Belgium
; and on interrogations of G-ring and Below. About a dozen damning fragments of
typed pages and directives did in fact survive the flames ; the general geography of
“Yellow” could be deduced from them. “On day 1 of the attack” the Eigth Air Corps job
would be to destroy the Belgian army west of the Meuse “in close cooperation with the
Sixth Army Schwerpunkt at and west of Maastricht.” The 7th Air Division (paratroops)
had targets at Namur and Dinant. Another fragment stated : *“Additionally it is intended
to occupy Holland with the exception of the Fortress Holland itself, using part of the
forces (Tenth Corps, incorporating 1st Cavalry Division).”

p. 81 Quite apart from the construction of the Ardennes relief map, a postcard written by
the Luftwaffe adjutant to an uncle on May 14, 1940, confirms that Hitler struck on the
victorious strategy in 1939. “I hinted at it to you at Christmas,” Colonel von Below
reminded his uncle. The date of Schmundt’s visit to Manstein is fixed beyond doubt by
the private diary of Frau Schmundt. Engel noted afterward : “Schmundt was very
excited and told me that he had found M[anstein] expressing precisely the same opinions
... as the F hrer is constantly expressing.” Hitler had thereupon instructed Schmundt to
send secretly for Manstein, without informing either Brauchitsch or Halder in advance.
After meeting Hitler, Manstein scribbled in his diary : “What an extraordinary
conformity with my own views !” According to Warlimont (MS P-215) Hitler saw the
general off with the words : “Manstein is the only person to see what I’'m getting at.”

p. 82 Several versions exist of Hitler’s dinner on February 17, 1940—Manstein’s,
Rommel’s private letter (T84/R273a/0866), and General Geyr von Schweppenburg’s
(IfZ, ZS-680).

pp- 82-83 Winston Churchill’s version of the Altmark affair must be faulted on essential
details—if not on its wealth of color. Irelied on the naval staff’s war diary and its special
case file (PG/33730)—with its full-length report by the captain—the Jodl diary, and
diplomatic papers in Weizs”cker’s and Ernst Woermann’s AA files. On the legal aspects,
see Heinz Knackstedt, in WR, 1959, pages 391 and 466 et seq., and the study by the U.S.
Naval War College in International Law Situation and Documents, 1956, pages 3 et seq.

p. 84 1based my account of the developing plan to invade Norway on the war diaries of
Milch, Jodl, Halder, Tippelskirch, and the naval staff. Raeder’s powerful support is clear



in the latter diary entry on March 2, 1940, for example. I also employed the war diary of
the army’s XXI Gruppe (BA file E. 180/5), and Raeder’s two important postwar
manuscripts, “My Relations with Adolf Hitler” and “The Occupation of Norway on April
9, 1940” 0546-PS).

p. 85 For the Allies’ rather undignified attempts to prolong the Russo-Finnish war, see
the naval staff war diary, March 8-14, 1940. Weizs cker also hinted at the
Forschungsamt’s remarkable coup in his diary entry of March 13, noting that the western
powers had tried to prevent the armistice by offering empty promises to Finland : “We
have hard evidence of this.” After Ribbentrop disclosed German knowledge of the
Finnish envoy’s message, in his White Book published on April 27, an official inquiry
resulted in Helsinki ; eventually Dr. Pakaslahti, chief of the Finnish’s FO’s political
department, cabled the guilty envoy in Paris—Harri Holma—on May 14, identifying the
telephone call which the Germans must have intercepted as that at 3:30 P.M. on March
12 (Finnish FO archives, 109/C2e, Tel. R.145). The telephone call is also mentioned in
the diary of Finnish Foreign Minister V”’in— Tanner (see his memoirs, Olin
ulkoministerin” talvisodan aikana, Helsinki, 1950, page 387). Holma was an intimate of
both Daladier and Reynaud, and pursued his own interventionist foreign policy in Paris—
100 percent pro-western. It appears that he feared that his telegram to Helsinki might be
delayed in transmission, so he dictated it over the phone as well. Interestingly, Ulrich
Kittel—one of the Forschungsamt’s section heads—confirmed the whole episode in ZS-
1734.

p. 89 According to the Hewel Ledger (see my note to page 76) two Forschungsamt
reports on the Italian talks with Sumner Welles were submitted to Hitler. The Italians
evidently told Hitler little, for Hewel endorsed the entry as follows : “The F hrer has
instructed that the Italians are to be handed a protocol on the Sumner Welles talks with
the F hrer and the foreign minister [on March 2] conforming in length and content to that
supplied by the Italians.” This mistrust was also plain in Hitler’s directive on April 4 on
strategic cooperation with Italy (PG/33316) : “Neither ‘Yellow’ nor [the invasion of
Scandinavia] are to be discussed in any form before the operations begin.”

p. 91 Tt is worth observing that in his speech to commanders on April 1, 1940, prior to
the invasion of Norway, Hitler described their relations with Russia at present as just
about as favorable as they could wish ; but how long this would remain so could in
practical foreign policy never be predicted (Appendix to war diary of XXI Gruppe).
David Irving

HITLER’S WAR

Hors d’oeuvre



On Easter Monday, March 25, 1940, Hitler drove with his staff down the winding road
from the Berghof and returned to the Chancellery in Berlin. The next time he was to see
the Obersalzberg mountain it would be high summer, and he would be master of all
northern Europe from North Cape to the Pyrenees.

The risks involved in the Norwegian operation were daunting, but he felt he must
eliminate this constant source of worry implanted in his mind by Admiral Raeder—the
fear that the Allies might obtain a foothold in Norway and cut Germany off from her
iron-ore supplies. For the present his plans were delayed because the Baltic ports were
still icebound and the transport ships he needed could not yet be assembled there. The
world press slowly filled with speculation about the Allied designs on Scandinavia, but so
far no word of Hitler’s own daring intentions had leaked out. This was the first success
of his stringent new security regulations. He had not even breathed a word of his military
plan to Ribbentrop.

At noon on the day after Hitler’s return to Berlin, Admiral Raeder put it to him that
although a British invasion of Norway now seemed less acutely imminent than it had two
weeks earlier, the Germans would do well to seize the initiative there now. It would be
best to occupy Norway in a surprise operation timed to coincide with the new moon on
April 7 ; by the fifteenth the dark nights would already be too short. Hitler agreed, but
opted for a date between the eighth and tenth so that “Yellow” could begin four or five
days after, if conditions were right. Raeder also asked Hitler to authorize an immediate
resumption of Luftwaffe minelaying operations, as it seemed that the secret of the
magnetic mine was now out ; although both Keitel and G-ring wanted the minelaying
campaign delayed until “Yellow” began, the F hrer directed that it must begin
immediately. Against G-ring’s advice, Hitler also allowed himself to be persuaded by
Raeder on another issue : the F hrer had originally wanted the dozen destroyers that were
to carry troops to Narvik and Trondheim to remain as a source of artillery support and to
boost the morale of the troops they had landed ; as he put it to Jodl one evening in his
map room, he could not tolerate “the navy promptly scuttling out of the Norwegian
ports.” What would the landing troops make of that ? But Raeder dug his heels in. The
most perilous phase of the whole invasion campaign, he insisted, would be the
withdrawal of the warships from northern Norway to the safety of German waters under
the nose of the most powerful navy in the world. If the destroyers were detained one
moment too long, they would be bottled in by the British and wiped out when they
emerged. Raeder was prepared to risk his fleet for Norway, but he would not stand by
and see it frittered away, and in a private clash with Hitler on March 29 he told him so.
Hitler yielded to the force of argument.

Intelligence on Britain’s intentions in Scandinavia hardened, although on March 22,
Raeder’s codebreakers found to their dismay that the British had just changed one of their
most important codes ; this might hamper cryptanalysis for two weeks. The
Scandinavian press began to speculate on an imminent Allied operation in Norwegian
waters. Raeder warned Hitler of a perceptible stiffening in Norway’s attitude toward
Germany. Far more important was that Hitler now learned of an Allied Supreme War
Council decision in London on March 28 to develop a two-stage Scandinavian operation



early in April : the cynical Allied master plan was to provoke Hitler into an overhasty
occupation of southern Norway by laying mines in Norway’s neutral waters ; Hitler’s
move would then “justify” a full-scale Allied landing at Narvik in the north to seize the
railroad to the Swedish ore fields. This first stage would later be coupled with several
operations farther south. On March 30 German Intelligence intercepted a Paris
diplomat’s report on a conversation with Paul Reynaud, France’s new premier.
According to a summary in the naval staff’s war diary, Reynaud had assured this
unidentified diplomat that the dangers in western and southern Europe would shortly
pass, as in the next few days the Allies would be launching all-important operations in
northern Europe. On the same day, Churchill broadcast on the BBC a warning to
Norway that Britain would no longer tolerate a pro-German interpretation of neutrality ;
the Allies would continue the fight “wherever it might lead them.” (Churchill’s designs
on Norway were known to German Intelligence from a series of incautious hints he
dropped in a secret press conference with neutral press attachEs in London on February
2.) Small wonder that Hitler later referred more than once to the indiscretions committed
by Reynaud and Churchill as providing the final urgent stimulus for his own adventure."

On March 30, German cryptographers also intercepted a cable from the Romanian
legation in Oslo conveying the impression being created by the British envoy there :
conspicuous protestations that no far-reaching decisions had yet been taken in London or
Paris about violating Norwegian waters were coupled with British denials that they
intended to land troops in Norway. The combination finally convinced the German naval
staff that “in reality a British operation against Scandinavia is imminent,” and that a race
between Britain and Germany was developing. An intercepted Swiss legation report
from Stockholm claimed that British and German invasions of the Norwegian coast were
imminent. Major Quisling said the situation was so urgent that the Germans should not
wait for him to build up his organization first ; British and French officers were being
installed in key points in Norway, disguised as consular officials. Admiral Raeder
nervously pressed Hitler to launch the invasion on April 7, the earliest possible date ; but
after spending two days investigating every detail of the operation with all the
commanders involved, Hitler decided on April 2 that the first assault on Norway’s
coastline was to take place at 5:15 A.M. on the ninth.

The nervous strain on Hitler would have overwhelmed most men. Perhaps the very idea
was too audacious to succeed ? How could trainloads of South German mountain troops
heading for the Baltic coast be plausibly explained ? How could ponderous transport
ships laden with hundreds of troops, guns, and ammunition be safely dispatched toward
the Arctic without alerting the British fleet in time to wipe out the German navy ? When
on April 1, Hitler personally addressed the handpicked commanders, one report noted :
“The F hrer describes the operation ... as one of the ‘cheekiest operations’ in recent
military history. But in this he sees the basis for its success.” He offered the familiar
preventive reasons for occupying Norway but added that the time had come for Germany
to win safe channels to the outside world. “It is intolerable that each generation is
subjected to renewed pressure from Britain. Sooner or later the fight with Britain would
have been inevitable. It has to be fought. It is a matter of life and death for the German
nation.”



At2 A.M. on April 3, Hitler’s operation passed the point of no return. The first three
transports camouflaged as coal vessels sailed from Germany, bound with the tanker
Kattegat for Narvik, a thousand miles to the north. Four more “coal ships”—three for
Trondheim and one for Stavanger—were ready in German ports. All carried heavy
equipment, artillery, ammunition, and provisions concealed beneath the coal. The initial
assault troops would be carried on fast warships, some entering the Norwegian ports
under cover of the British flag : ten destroyers would carry two thousand troops to
Narvik, escorted by the battleships Scharnhorst and Gneisenau ; another seventeen
hundred troops would be landed at Trondheim by the cruiser Hipper and four destroyers.
Thousands of assault troops would be landed at five other ports by virtually the rest of the
German navy—a fleet of cruisers, torpedo boats, whalers, minesweepers, submarine
chasers, tugs, and picket boats. Troop reinforcements would arrive during the day in
fifteen merchant ships bound for Oslo, Kristiansand, Bergen, and Stavanger. If anything
prematurely befell even one of these ships laden with troops in field-gray, the whole
operation would be betrayed.

Hitler ordered the OKW to disclose the impending operation to Ribbentrop. By April 5,
the admiralty in Berlin could recognize that a fresh British operation had begun. An
imperfectly broken British radio message of very unusual length appeared to be an
operational order to fifteen or twenty submarines ; since the operation seemed to be one
of particular importance, it was decided that either the British were deploying against
Hitler’s operation or that “the enemy has his own plans to invade Norway.” The German
naval staff correctly deduced the two-stage character of the Allied plan—first the British
would lay a mine barrage, then, as soon as the Germans retaliated, the Allies would use
this as justification for an invasion. Since there was no other evidence at all that the
Allies might have detected Germany’s strategic plan, let alone the audacious scale on
which Hitler had prepared the invasion, the naval staff concluded on April 6 that “the
enemy is on the threshold of conducting operations in Norwegian waters or on
Norwegian soil.” In Berlin, the foreign ministry learned that the Allied governments had
sent to the Scandinavian governments crisply worded notes indicating that since the latter
were no longer “entirely free agents” in handling their foreign affairs, the Allies reserved
all rights.

In his Chancellery, Hitler feared that at any moment word would arrive that the Allied
invasion had begun. On the afternoon of the sixth the war department notified him that
the railroad movement of invasion troops from their assembly areas in the heart of
Germany to the Baltic dockyards had begun on schedule. From Helsinki came fresh
word of an imminent British operation against Narvik ; Swedish and Norwegian officers
tried to assure Berlin that the Allies were just trying to provoke Germany into an ill-
considered preventive campaign, but Hitler remained unconvinced. He already felt that
the Swedes knew more than was good for them. He had arranged for all the foreign
military attachEs in Berlin to tour the West Wall over the next few days—but the
Swedish legation had declined the invitation, explaining that the attachE would be
urgently needed at the time scheduled. Equally ominous were the telephone
conversations the Forschungsamt now intercepted between the Danish military attachE
and the Danish and Norwegian ministers in Berlin, in which the attachE urgently asked



for immediate interviews with them as he had something of “the utmost political
significance” to tell them.2

During the night of April 6-7, the German fleet operation began. The battleships,
cruisers, and destroyers sailed from their North Sea ports. A further stiffening in the
Norwegian attitude to Germany was detected. Norwegian coastal defenses were on the
alert, troop movements were reported, lighthouses and radio beacons were extinguished.
Norwegian pilots for the “coalships” waiting to pass northward through the Leads to
Narvik and Trondheim were only slowly forthcoming—was this deliberate Norwegian
obstructionism, or had the German admiralty simply failed to impress on these ships’
captains the importance of the timetable ? It was too late to speculate now, for the entire
German invasion fleet was at sea. Hitler was committed to either a catastrophic defeat,
with the certain annihilation of his navy, or to a spectacular victory.

Early on April 8, the German legation in Oslo telephoned Berlin with the not altogether
unexpected news that British warships had just begun laying minefields in Norwegian
waters. This violation of Norway’s neutrality could hardly have been more flagrant, nor
more opportune for Hitler’s cause. Now he could present his seizure of the Norwegian
coast as a dramatic, and highly effective, answer to the Allied action ; and a gullible
world would believe it. In Oslo, there was uproar and anger at the Allied presumption ;
the redoubled Norwegian determination to defend their neutrality caused Raeder to order
his warships to abandon their original intention of entering the Norwegian ports under the
British flag, as he could now see little profit in the deception.

The elation in Berlin at the Allied action was shattered by a second telephone call from
the Oslo legation in the early evening. The Rio de Janeiro, a slowmoving merchant ship
headed for Bergen with horses and a hundred troops, had been torpedoed a few hours
earlier off the Norwegian coast. Troops in field-gray uniforms had been rescued from the
sea and were presumably even now being interrogated by the Norwegians. But Hitler’s
luck still held. The hours passed, and although word came that the Norwegian Cabinet
had been urgently called into session, it seemed to have resolved upon no clear course of
action. From intercepted radio messages the British admiralty was known to have
identified the fast warship groups heading for Narvik and Trondheim during the eighth.
But in Berlin the naval staff was confident that the British would wrongly conclude that
this was an attempted breakout into the Atlantic. Raeder had insisted on attaching
battleships to the first group, and this was now vindicated, for the British were indeed
deceived, and deployed their forces far to the north of the true seat of operations.

In the small hours of April 9, Berlin picked up a Norwegian radio signal reporting strange
warships entering the Oslo Fjord. Now Hitler knew that the toughest part of the
operation—running the gauntlet of the Norwegian coastal batteries—had begun. But
shortly before 6 A.M. German signals from the forces landed at Narvik, Trondheim, and
Bergen were monitored ; they called for U-boats to stand guard over the port entrances.



Access to Norway had now been forced. Hitler and Jodl read the signals with evident
relief, though not until later did the full measure of this German victory dawn on them.

By the evening of April 9, 1940, Norway and Denmark appeared securely in German
hands. General von Falkenhorst reported at five-thirty : “Norway and Denmark
occupied ... as instructed.”

Hitler himself drafted the German news-agency report announcing that the Danish
government had submitted, grumbling, and almost without a shot having been fired, to
German force majeure. Grinning from ear to ear, Hitler congratulated Rosenberg :

“Now Quisling can set up his government in Oslo.” The unbelievably sluggish British
naval command had fumbled every countermove. In southern Norway the strategically
well-placed airfield at Stavanger had been captured by German paratroops, assuring
Hitler of immediate air superiority—the key to the later campaign ; at Oslo itself—where
the seaborne forces arrived three hours late—five companies of paratroops and airborne
infantry landed on Fornebu airfield. A small party of infantry marched with band playing
into the Norwegian capital and Oslo fell.

At the Reich Chancellery in Berlin there was the heady scent of victory and relief. When
the gold-embossed supper menu was laid before Hitler that evening, the main course of
macaroni, ham, and green salad was appropriately prefaced by sm—rrebr—d. Scandinavia
was indeed just the hors d’oeuvre ; as soon as the Luftwaffe could disengage itself from
Norway, “Yellow” would begin—a feast of military conquest which Hitler was already
savoring in advance.

As Admiral Raeder had predicted, the German navy had suffered grievous losses and was
to suffer yet more ; but Hitler confided to his adjutants that if his navy was to do naught
else in this war, it had justified its existence by winning Norway for Germany. In the
final approach to Oslo along the fifty-mile-long Oslo Fjord, Germany’s newest heavy
cruiser, the Bl cher, had been disabled by the ancient Krupp guns of a coastal battery and
finished off by torpedoes with heavy loss of life. Off Bergen the cruiser K-nigsberg was
also hit by a coastal battery ; it limped into port and was sunk the next day by British
aircraft. South of Kristiansand, the cruiser Karlsruhe was sunk by a British submarine.
Three more cruisers were damaged and many of the supply vessels sunk, for during their
own invasion preparations the British had stationed sixteen submarines in the area ; this
was the operational signal the German admiralty had been unable to decipher completely.

In one incident, the cruiser Hipper and four destroyers bearing seventeen hundred troops
to Trondheim were challenged by the coastal batteries guarding the fjord ; the Hipper’s
commander, Captain Heye, steered directly toward the batteries, signaling ambiguously
in English : “I come on government instructions.” By the time the puzzled gunners
opened fire, the ships were already past.



It was at Narvik that the real crisis began. Ten destroyers landed General Eduard Died’s
two thousand German and Austrian mountain troops virtually unopposed, for the local
Norwegian commander was a Quisling sympathizer. But the three camouflaged supply
ships and the tanker Kartegat never arrived from Germany. Only the tanker Jan Wellem
arrived punctually from the naval base provided by Stalin at Murmansk ; as the ten
destroyers could refuel only slowly from this one tanker, they could not be ready to return
before late on the tenth. But earlier that day five British destroyers penetrated the fjord in
a blinding snowstorm ; in the ensuing gunplay and the battle fought there three days
later, the aging British battleship Warspite and a whole flotilla of destroyers sank all ten
German destroyers—though not before they had taken a toll from the British. Thus half
of Raeder’s total destroyer force had been wiped out.?? Hitler had that morning already
radioed Died to hold on to Narvik at all costs. He was to prepare frozen Lake Hartvig as
an airfield ready to receive Luftwaffe supply planes. After word came of the sinking of
the destroyers, Rosenberg found the F hrer slumped deep in thought following a
conference with G-ring. When over the next two days news arrived of British troops
landing at Harstad, not far north of Narvik, and at Namsos, to the north of Trondheim, the
military crisis brought Hitler to the verge of a complete nervous breakdown.

Had the diplomatic offensive in Oslo been prepared with the same thoroughness as the
military invasion, the Norwegian government could have been won over or effectively
neutralized. Thus armed Norwegian resistance would have been avoided and the interior
lines of communication secured from one end of Norway to the other. But bad luck had
dogged events in Oslo : when the Bl cher had sunk in Oslo Fjord, the assault party
detailed to arrest the Norwegian government had foundered with her ; in addition, the
airborne troops due to land at Forneb, airport were delayed by fog. As a result, the king
and government had had time to escape the capital, and the local German envoy, Kurt
Brauer, was not equal to the situation.

On April 10, both king and government—in refuge outside Oslo—had been amenable to
negotiation, but Brauer wanted them to recognize Major Quisling’s new government and
left the talks without awaiting the outcome of his proposals. Back in Oslo, Brauer
learned that the proposals were rejected : the king refused to violate the constitution by
appointing Quisling, whom the Norwegian public regarded as a traitor. The fugitive
government issued a call to arms and sabotage, and a confused but still undeclared war
between Norway and Germany began. Had Brauer not insisted on Quisling but dealt
with the existing government instead, this situation would not have arisen.

Hitler’s support for Quisling was short-lived. On April 14, the foreign ministry flew
Theo Habicht, a Nazi revolutionary and ministry official, to Oslo to straighten matters
out. His instructions were to make a last attempt to secure agreement with the king.
Quisling was forced to climb down next day ; but with the British operations in Narvik
stiffening the Norwegian resolve, Germany’s position was weaker politically than it had
been four days earlier. Ribbentrop’s representatives scraped together an “Administrative
Council” of leading Oslo citizens including the chief justice of the Norwegian Supreme



Court, Paul Berg, but progress was slow and quite the opposite of what Hitler had
wanted. He was apoplectic with rage at Brauer and Habicht for allowing these
“Norwegian lawyers” to dupe them ; he had wanted to see Quisling at the head of an
ostensibly legal Norwegian government—not some lawyers’ junta. Habicht and Brauer
were fetched back to Berlin and dismissed from the foreign service—it was all
Ribbentrop could do to save them from incarceration in a concentration camp. Hitler
fumed that all he desired in these northern lands was law and order ; since the foreign
ministry had failed, the army and Party must now try.

Next to the old Reich Cabinet Room Hitler used for his war conferences were the rooms
his military advisers Jodl and Keitel occupied ; additional offices were supplied for their
adjutants and clerical staff. It was on this small stage that in mid-April 1940 the
command crisis over Narvik was played. It shed such unfavorable light on Hitler’s
qualities of leadership that Colonel Schmundet, his faithful Parsifal, ordered all reference
to it excised from the official records of the High Command ; it showed Hitler in an all
too mortal posture—when the strain upon him grew too great, his nerves cracked and he
lost his powers of reason.

Neither Luftwaffe nor submarines could carry munitions, reinforcements, or artillery to
General Dietl in any quantity. Eleven Junkers 52 transport planes had landed on Lake
Hartvig with the components of a mountain battery, but no sooner were the aircraft
unloaded than the ice thawed and all eleven aircraft sank. With his own two thousand
troops now augmented by the two thousand shipless sailors of the destroyer force, Dietl
could not hold Narvik—the whole point of the Norwegian campaign—once the main
British assault on the port began. Together with G—ring, Hitler studied one plan after
another for the relief of the Narvik force. It worried him that they were mostly Austrians,
for he had not yet wanted to place such a burden on the Anschluss. By April 14, he was
already talking to Brauchitsch of abandoning Narvik and concentrating all effort on the
defense of Trondheim, threatened by the British beachhead at Namsos and now by the
onset of a fresh invasion at Aandalsnes to the south. He planned to expand Trondheim
into a strategic naval base that would make Britain’s Singapore seem “child’s play.”
Over the next few days, after repeated conferences with G—ring, Milch, and Jeschonnek,
he ordered the total destruction of Namsos and Aandalsnes, and of any other town or
village in which British troops set foot, without regard for the civilian population. He
frowned at his adjutants and said, “I know the British. I came up against them in the
Great War. Where they once get a toehold there is no throwing them out again.”

On the fourteenth, he had somehow gained the impression that the British had already
landed at Narvik. He knew of no other solution than that Dietl should fight his way
southward to Trondheim. Jodl scorned the idea. “Mein F hrer, I have been there. An
expedition there is like a Polar expedition !” Jodl knew and trusted Dietl ; he also knew
Narvik, and he considered it quite possible to defend it for a long time with meager
resources. But Hitler had no intention of wasting more aircraft in supplying Dietl. He
announced Dietl’s promotion to lieutenant general and at the same time dictated to Keitel



a message ordering Dietl to evacuate Narvik forthwith. The British would now take
Narvik unopposed ; that Sweden would defend her iron-ore fields, as G-ring believed,
seemed to Hitler unlikely. Jodl wrote in his diary : “The hysteria is frightful.” His
deputy later recalled that when Hitler was not loudly giving vent to irrelevant
suggestions, he sat glowering in one corner of Jodl’s room. Hitler had acted like this
once before, during a minor crisis over the capture of Warsaw. If he was plagued by
nervous fits in a subsidiary campaign like this, it augured ill for “Yellow,” which was to
begin as soon as the Luftwaffe’s paratroops and transport squadrons were released from
their commitment in Norway. Jodl’s staff was scandalized by the F hrer’s lack of
comportment in these days.

In fact Hitler’s radio message to Dietl was never sent. It reached the OKW offices at
Bendlerstrasse, and at 10:40 A.M. on the morning of April 15 it was back in Jodl’s room,
in the quivering hands of his army staff officer, Colonel Bernhard von Lossberg.
Lossberg angrily refused to send out such a message—it was the product of a nervous
crisis “unparalleled since the darkest days of the Battle of the Marne in 1914.” The
whole point of the Norwegian campaign had been to safeguard Germany’s iron-ore
supplies. Was Narvik now to be relinquished to the British without a fight ? Jodl quietly
advised him that this was the personal desire of the F hrer. Keitel turned his back on
Lossberg and left the room. With Jodl’s permission, Lossberg visited the Commander in
Chief of the army and urgently begged him to talk Hitler around, but Brauchitsch curtly
refused. “I have nothing whatever to do with the Norwegian campaign. Falkenhorst and
Dietl are answerable to Hitler alone, and I have not the least intention of going of my own
free will to that clip joint,” meaning the Reich Chancellery. However, the colonel craftily
persuaded Brauchitsch to sign another message to Dietl, one congratulating him on his
promotion and ending : “I am sure you will defend your position, which is so vital to
Germany, to the last man.” Lossberg handed this text to Jodl and tore up Keitel’s
handwritten F hrer Order before their eyes. Thus ended one day of the Narvik crisis.

It is clear Hitler feared the blow that the loss of Narvik would inflict on his prestige.

Now Jodl began to assert his authority as strategic adviser. He openly rejected Hitler’s
muttered reproaches against the army and navy operations. When Hitler drew ugly
comparisons between the scuttling of the disabled destroyers at Narvik and the
ignominious end of the Graf Spee, Jodl pointed out that when a warship has no fuel and
has expended her last ammunition she has no choice if she is to avoid capture. As each
day of this Narvik crisis passed, Jodl’s voice was raised with more assurance. Eventually
the Allies had landed some twelve thousand British, French, and Polish troops to confront
Dietl’s lesser force. Jodl remained unimpressed ; and when Hitler again began talking of
abandoning Narvik, he lost his temper and stalked out of the Cabinet Room, slamming
the door behind him with a noise that echoed around the Chancellery building.

Upon reflection, however, Jodl decided that his faith in Hitler had not been misplaced.
Had not precisely the same despondency smitten Frederick the Great at the battle of
Mollwitz two hundred years before ? When that battle had turned against the great
Prussian monarch, he had taken flight with his cavalry. And hadn’t it been Schwerin and
his infantry who had saved the day without him ?



Jodl expressed his opposition to Hitler’s policy of despair with the advice : “You should
not give up anything until it is really lost.” Throughout the seventeenth the argument
raged back and forth between them. Hitler had already drafted a radio message ordering
Dietl to withdraw. “There must be some way out !”” he exclaimed, leaning over the chart
of Norway. “We cannot just abandon those troops.” Jodl retorted in his earthy Bavarian
accent, “Mein F hrer, in every war there are times when the Supreme Commander must
keep his nerve !” Between each word, he rapped his knuckles on the chart table so loudly
that they were white afterward.

The psychological effect of this drama on Hitler was interesting. He composed himself
and with deliberate controlled evenness replied, “What would you advise?” Thereupon
Jodl showed him an appreciation by his staff, appended to which was a draft directive to
Dietl to hold out and contain enemy forces there as long as possible. That evening Hitler
signed the order ; but he made it abundantly clear in a preamble that he thought the
whole northern position was bound to be overwhelmed by the Allies eventually, since all
the odds were against Dietl and his four thousand ill-armed men. It was not one of his
more felicitously worded messages.

His fifty-first birthday passed without noticeable public enthusiasm. When Alfred
Rosenberg presented him with a large porcelain bust of Frederick the Great, tears welled
up in the F hrer’s eyes. “When you see him,” he said, “you realize how puny are the
decisions we have to make compared with those confronting him. He had nothing like
the military strength we command today !”

But military strength, if mindlessly applied, often proves counterproductive. In Norway,
Falkenhorst had begun draconian reprisals to quell the incidence of sabotage. Hostages
were taken. G-ring mentioned during an audience with Hitler that a mass resistance
movement in Norway was growing. By late on April 18 it was clear that earlier attempts
at kid-glove tactics had failed. On that day, the fugitive Norwegian government declared
itself at war with Germany. All diplomatic talks ceased, and Hitler told his staff that
from now on brute force was the only answer. At the war conference he announced his
intention of transferring executive authority to Falkenhorst ; the tough young Gauleiter
of Essen, Josef Terboven, would be appointed Reich Commissioner for Norway,
answerable only to the F hrer himself. Keitel—rightly fearing that Norway was now to
suffer as Poland was already suffering—raised immediate objections. When Hitler’s only
reply was to snub the OKW chief, Keitel took a leaf from Jodl’s book and stormed out of
the conference chamber. Afterward he privately cornered Hitler and warned that friction
was bound to arise between Terboven and the military commander. Nevertheless, by that
evening Terboven was already at the Chancellery ; the next day saw him ensconced in
private with Hitler, Himmler, and Martin Bormann ; and on April 21, Terboven and his
staff were en route for Oslo and ready to introduce a reign of terror to the Norwegian
people.



Again Hitler was plagued by sleepless nights. What was the true situation in Norway ?
If the Luftwaffe generals were to be believed, Falkenhorst was in despair and already
giving up Trondheim as lost. During the day, the trickle of information reaching the
Chancellery along the one scrambler-telephone link between Oslo and Berlin was never
enough to quench Hitler’s thirst for detail. He sent one officer after another by special
plane to Norway to report to him on the progress of his two divisions of infantry
struggling to bridge the three hundred miles between Oslo and Trondheim.

On April 22, he sent his own adjutant, Schmundt, by plane to Oslo with Jodl’s army staff
officer, Colonel von Lossberg. Lossberg—a towering figure with a game leg and a
fearless nature—reported back to Hitler the next evening after a hazardous flight. So
struck was he by the contrast between the confident resolution he had found at
Falkenhorst’s Oslo headquarters and the air of dejection in the Chancellery, that he
apparently forgot himself ; when the downcast F hrer asked in what strength the British
had now landed at Namsos and Aandalsnes, he exclaimed, “Five thousand men at most,
mein F hrer !” This, to Hitler, was a disaster, but the colonel briskly interrupted him :
“Jawohl, mein F hrer, only five thousand men. Falkenhorst controls all the key points, so
he could finish off the enemy even if they were far stronger. We must rejoice over every
Englishman sent to Norway rather than to meet us in the west on the Meuse.” When
Hitler emphasized that the army must move reinforcements to Falkenhorst, Lossberg
recommended that he leave matters in Falkenhorst’s hands. Germany needed every
division it could retain in the west for “Yellow.” Hitler allowed Lossberg to lecture him
no longer on elementary tactics. Perhaps the ill-concealed sarcasm the colonel had
voiced over Hitler’s panicky and pernickety command methods from the Chancellery had
found their mark. Lossberg was curtly dismissed from the conference chamber, and for
weeks afterward he was not allowed into the F hrer’s presence.

On the chart table, Lossberg had left behind him a small sheaf of recently captured
British military documents which he had brought with him from Oslo. On the following
day this little dossier was greatly augmented by additional British documents, which
arrived from Oslo with one of JodI’s officers. A British infantry brigade fighting south of
Aandalsnes had been put to flight by the advancing Germans, and important files
captured. The immense political importance of the find sank in overnight : the brigade
commander, in private life a London soap manufacturer, had previously been briefed on
the plan to capture Stavanger—Ilong before the German invasion of Norway. The British
orders were dated April 2, 6, and 7 ! Other British landing operations had been planned
at Bergen, Trondheim, and Narvik. The German operation had cut right across the
British scheme, and the troop transports, which had actually been sighted by the
Luftwaffe on April 9, had been recalled to port to enable the navy to engage the German
fleet. These documents, in conjunction with files seized from French and British
consulates in Norway, showed the whole history, dating back to January, of the Allied
plan to invade Norway. It was equally clear that certain Norwegian leaders were
determined the Allied operation should not be resisted.



Hitler was overjoyed. He had taken much booty since his invasion began, including a
million tons of shipping in Norwegian ports, but this haul of secret Allied documents was
the stroke of real luck he had been waiting for. He personally mapped out the
propaganda campaign to exploit them ; until the small hours of the morning, he,
Schmundt, and Jodl checked over the White Book the foreign ministry was preparing.
The hasty publication contained document facsimiles, translations, and statements of
British officers as to the documents’ authenticity. Hitler himself met and talked to the
British prisoners brought to Berlin from Norway.” At midday on the twenty-seventh,
Ribbentrop distributed the damning publication to the assembled foreign diplomats in the
main Chancellery building. That afternoon, he broadcast a lengthy tirade that was heard
worldwide, from North America to the Russias ; in it he emphasized the cant and
humbug of British assurances to the little neutrals.

The speech was due to begin at 2:30 P.M., and Hitler made it one of the rare occasions
when he himself listened to the radio. Ribbentrop as usual kept his huge audience
waiting several minutes before he began, and Rosenberg, the minister’s archenemy, slyly
observed to Hitler : “Not a very punctual start !” Hitler waved his hand in a
characteristic gesture and laughed. “The foreign minister is always too late.” (Once
Ribbentrop had kept him waiting for several minutes before deigning to come to the
telephone ; Hitler had recommended that he not repeat this threadbare tactic with him
again.)

There was no denying the effect Ribbentrop’s White Book on the Norwegian documents
had on world opinion. Well might Hitler ask, Who now dares condemn me for assailing
Belgium and Holland if the Allies care so little for small states’ neutrality themselves ?
At all events, on the very day the captured documents were released to the world, April
27, 1940, Hitler secretly announced to his staff the decision over which he had wavered
these many months. He would launch “Yellow” in the first week of May.

To open the assault in the west, Hitler had marshaled 137 divisions, with over 2,400 tanks
and 3,800 aircraft at their command ; yet even so he was facing a numerically superior
enemy. His Intelligence agencies had pinpointed the position of 100 French divisions
and 11 more divisions from the British Expeditionary Force ; the Belgians had raised 23
divisions, and the Dutch 13. Added to this total of 147 divisions were 20 more holding
the fortifications. The French had committed only 7 divisions, plus 3 fortification
divisions—immobile units capable only of defense—to their frontier with Italy. In short,
instead of launching his offensive with the traditional superiority of numbers, Hitler’s
army had the odds against it. Superior morale, tactics, and weaponry would have to make
up for this deficiency. The weather for the Luftwaffe must be perfect from the first
moment.

Hitler did not doubt the outcome of the forthcoming passage of arms. He would
command this campaign himself, and by rapid initiative and superior strategy he would
annihilate the enemy, whose “bureaucracy and hidebound tactics” had already proven



their undoing in Norway. Jodl was years later to write : “Only the F hrer could sweep
aside the hackneyed military notions of the General Staff and conceive a grand plan in all
its elements—a people’s inner willingness to fight, the uses of propaganda, and the like.
It was this that revealed not the analytic mind of the staff officer or military expert in
Hitler, but the grand strategist.” On the eve of the assault on France and the Low
Countries, Hitler was to proclaim to his assembled staff, “Gentlemen : you are about to
witness the most famous victory in history !” Few viewed the immediate future as
sanguinely as he.

Now the real pressure was on. On April 29, Hitler ordered the Luftwaffe to stand by to
open “Yellow” on May 5 ; on April 30, he ordered the entire Wehrmacht to be ready to
launch “Yellow” at twenty-four hours’ notice from the fifth. That day, General Jodl had
confirmed to him that in Norway the German forces that had set out weeks before from
Trondheim and Oslo had now linked ; the F hrer was delirious with joy. “That is more
than a battle won, it is an entire campaign !” he exclaimed. Before his eyes he could
already see the autobahn he would build to Trondheim. The Norwegian people deserved
it. How utterly they differed from the Poles ! Norwegian doctors and nurses had tended
the injured until they dropped with exhaustion ; the Polish “subhumans” had jabbed their
eyes out. Moved by this comparison, on May 9, Hitler was to give his military
commander in Norway an order which began as follows :

... In the course of the campaign in the east German soldiers who had the
misfortune to fall injured or uninjured into Polish hands were usually
brutally ill-treated or massacred. By way of contrast, it must be said of the
Norwegian army that not one single such incident of the debasement of
warfare has occurred.

The Norwegian soldier spurned all the cowardly and deceitful methods
common to the Poles. He fought with open visor and honorably, and he
tended our prisoners and injured properly and to the best of his ability.
The civilian population acted similarly. Nowhere did they join in the
fighting, and they did all they could for the welfare of our casualties.

I have therefore decided in appreciation for this to authorize the liberation
of the Norwegian soldiers we took prisoner. Only the professional
soldiers will have to remain in captivity until such time as the former
Norwegian government withdraws its call to arms against Germany, or
individual officers and men give their formal word not to take part under
any circumstances in further hostilities against Germany.

The Allies had evacuated their forces from Namsos and Aandalsnes at the beginning of
May, leaving only the twelve thousand troops landed at Narvik to continue the fight. The
British press admitted frankly that the defeat in Norway was having a disastrous effect on
public opinion. When the British submarine Seal showed the white flag and surrendered
to a German naval aircraft on May 5, the naval staff saw it as a “sad sign of Britain’s lack
of resolution and readiness.”



Hitler assembled his staff for a last run of secret conferences on the details of “Yellow™:
everybody was now standing by—the glider and parachute troops who were to seize
bridges, forts, and key points in Holland and Belgium ; the disguised “Dutch
policemen”; the emissary who was to present to the queen of Holland a demand that the
Dutch proffer no resistance ; the little scout force of radio vehicles detailed by Jodl to
report directly to him on the operation against the bridges and Fort Eben Emael ; and two
million men. The weather forecasts were of crucial importance ; the Luftwaffe’s chief
meteorologist sweated blood over the burden of responsibility he alone now carried. On
May 3, Hitler postponed “Yellow” on his advice by one day, to Monday. On the fourth
he again postponed it, to Tuesday. On Sunday the fifth the forecast was still uncertain, so
“Yellow” was set down for Wednesday the eighth. On this deadline Hitler was
determined : he ordered a special timetable printed for his headquarters staff as part of
the elaborate camouflage of his real intentions. The timetable showed his train departing
from a little station near Berlin late on May 7 and arriving next day in Hamburg en route
for “an official visit to Oslo.”

Hitler would not brook weather delays any longer. At the end of April the SS obtained
the transcript of a telephone conversation between the prime ministers of Britain and
France, indicating that they were planning an operation themselves. Hitler later
mentioned this as his reason for fearing that “at any moment the Allies might march into
Holland and Belgium” (in fact the two prime ministers were discussing a French air
attack on Russia’s oil fields). But the Luftwaffe’s meteorologist was adamant, in
conference with Hitler on May 7, that there was still a strong risk of morning fog ; so
Hitler again postponed “Yellow” by one day.

Hitler was even more alarmed by what the Allies might now learn of his plans. On May
7, the Forschungsamt showed him two coded telegrams the Belgian ambassador to the
Vatican had just sent to his government : a German citizen who had arrived in Rome on
April 29 had warned that Hitler was about to attack Belgium and Holland. The Abwehr
was ordered to search out the informant—a supreme irony as the SS was to realize four
years later, for the culprit was a minor member of Canaris’s Abwehr network.”) In any
case, the fat was in the fire. At 5 P.M. Dutch radio announced that all leave was
canceled, and by early on the eighth Holland was in a state of siege. Telephone links
with foreign countries were cut, members of Anton Mussert’s pro-Nazi movement in the
Dutch forces were arrested, cities began evacuation measures, the government district of
The Hague was cordoned off, and—most irritating of all for Hitler—the guard on
important bridges was increased. Hitler wanted to wait no longer, but G-ring kept his
nerve and promised that although there was still fog in the morning, the weather was
improving daily : May 10 would be ideal. Hitler was torn between the counsels of his
experts and the whispering voice of his intuition. Against all his instincts he reluctantly
agreed to postpone “Yellow” to May 10, “but not one day after that.”

Early on the ninth Puttkamer, the duty adjutant, telephoned one of the westernmost corps
headquarters, at Aachen ; the Chief of Staff there told him there was some mist, but the
sun was already breaking through and tomorrow would probably be as fine. When the
naval adjutant repeated this to Hitler, he announced, “Good. Then we can begin.” The



service commands were informed that the final orders to attack or postpone (code words
“Danzig” and “Augsburg,” respectively) would be issued by 9:30 P.M. at the latest.

Extraordinary security precautions were taken, even within Hitler’s own staff. Martin
Bormann was left in the belief that they were to visit Oslo, and the Party authorities there
made great plans to welcome the F hrer. Hitler instructed his female secretaries to pack
their bags for a long journey, and when these innocents asked Julius Schaub “How long
7 he replied with an air of mystery, “It might be a week, it might be two. It could be a
month or even years !” In fact, even Schaub, Hitler’s long-time intimate, did not know.
During the afternoon Hitler and his staff drove out of Berlin, heading north toward
Staaken airfield. But the column of cars bypassed Staaken and went to the small railroad
station at Finkenkrug, a popular excursion spot. Here Hitler’s special train was waiting
for them. It left at 4:38 P.M., heading north toward Hamburg ; but after dusk fell, it
pulled into the little country station of Hagenow. When it set off again, even the
uninitiated could tell it was no longer heading north. At about nine o’clock it halted
outside Hanover ; the telephones were linked up, and the latest weather forecast was
obtained from Luftwaffe headquarters near Potsdam. It was still good. Hitler ordered the
code word “Danzig” issued to the commands.

Still the secret was closely kept. Over dinner Schmundt asked the secretaries
nonchalantly, “Have you got your Sick-Sick tablets ?”” After a while Hitler joked, “If you
behave yourselves, you can all take home sealskins as souvenirs.” He retired early to his
sleeping quarters, but the movement of the train and his apprehensions kept him from
sleeping. Hour after hour he gazed out of the carriage window, watching for the first
telltale signs of fog shrouds forming. The initial success of “Yellow” depended on the
Luftwaffe’s striking force, and fog was G-ring’s worst enemy.

An hour before dawn, at 4:25 A.M., the train glided into a small station from which all
the name indications had been removed—it was Euskirchen, thirty miles from the Allied
lines. A column of the three-axled field limousines that had served Hitler so well in
Poland was awaiting him in the semidarkness. For half an hour he and his entourage
drove through the little Eiffel villages, in which the signposts had been replaced by stark
yellow plates with various military symbols on them. Hitler broke the silence only once.
Turning to Major von Below, the Luftwaffe adjutant sitting with Schaub on the jump
seats of his car, he asked, “Has the Luftwaffe taken into account that here in the west the
sun rises several minutes later than in Berlin ?” Below set his mind at rest.

After a while the country lanes began to climb a hill through scattered woods. When his
limousine stopped, Hitler clambered stiffly out. A former antiaircraft position on the side
of a hill had been converted and strengthened to serve as his field headquarters. The
nearest village had been completely evacuated, and would serve for his lesser staff. It
was already daylight. The air was filled with the sound of birds heralding the arrival of
another dawn. Hitler stood outside his bunker, watching the sun slowly bring color to the
countryside. This was to be the first real day of spring weather. From the two main
roads in the valleys on each side of this hill they could hear the heavy rumble of convoys
of trucks heading westward. An adjutant pointed wordlessly to his watch : it was 5:35



A.M. Far away they could hear the growing clamor of heavy artillery begin, and from
behind them swelled a thunder of aircraft engines as the Luftwaffe fighter and bomber
squadrons approached.

1 Ambassador Hewel recorded Hitler’s dinner-table reminiscences on July 5, 1941, thus
in his diary : “ For instance, if we had formally declared war against Norway, we would
have lost it ; yet Norway is absolutely vital to the future of Germany. And vice versa, if
Churchill and Reynaud had kept a still tongue in their heads, I might well not have
tackled Norway. A week earlier Churchill sent his nephew [Giles Romilly] to Narvik,
just typical of his American-Jewish journalistic character. Treason.”

2 The Abwehr office of the OKW had been involved in some of the dealings with Major
Quisling’s men and was thus apprised of the coming Norwegian invasion. Admiral
Canaris’s Chief of Staff, Colonel Hans Oster, warned the Dutch military attachE Major
Sas of this—presumably to restore his own credibility after the many false alarms he had
given in the winter. Sas passed the information on to the Danish and Norwegian
legations, though neither was greatly impressed by it.

3 The German destroyer commodore at Narvik was killed in the action on the tenth. His
successor notified the German admiralty that during the second raid, on April 13, the
British destroyers caused additional casualties by machine-gunning the German sailors
thrown into the sea. Whatever the substance of such wholly uninvestigated allegations,
they will have contributed to the atmosphere at the Reich Chancellery.

4 One of Halder’s staff wrote at this time about the British army’s problems : “And what
military dilettantes they are is clear from the volumes of written material found on a
British brigade commander in Norway. It is very valuable to us.... The first British
prisoners were flown to Berlin, shown to the F hrer, wined and dined, and driven around
Berlin for four hours. They just could not understand how things can look so normal here
and that the public is not being fed from soup kitchens. They are staggered to see the
shops open and people in the streets. Above all they were in perpetual fear of being shot

: that’s what they had been tricked into believing.” Hearing a few days later that Polish
prisoners had attacked the new British arrivals, Hitler asked that next time photographers
should be present to capture the scene of supposed allies at one another’s throats.

5 This was Dr. Joseph M ller, a Catholic lawyer, who later became the postwar Bavarian
minister of justice. Colonel Oster also repeated his earlier acts of subversion by giving
the Dutch military attachE a running commentary on each postponement of “Yellow” and
the final definitive warning at 9 P.M. on the very eve of the offensive. His complicated
motives can be summarized thus : recognizing Hitler’s immense popular support by
1940, Oster desired to inflict on him such a military defeat that a coup against him would
stand a better chance ; he also desired the Allies to take him seriously as a negotiating
partner. The Dutch military commander considered him “‘a pitiful specimen.”



Notes

p. 93 Hitler frequently referred to the incautious utterances of Churchill and Reynaud
afterward, e.g., in conversation with the Norwegian envoy Arne Scheel and the Swedish
admiral Fabian Tamm on April 13 and 16 ; in a letter to Mussolini on the 26th ; and in
his famous Reichstag speech of July 19, 1940 ; see also his remarks in Table Talk, July
1, 1942, evening.

p. 95 The FA intercept is reported in the naval staff war diary, April 7, 1940. I also read
the testimony of Major Sas (ZS-1626).

p. 99 The naval attachE in Oslo lectured the naval staff in Berlin on April 21 that in his
view Norway would return to normal only if Hitler directed the troops to adopt the slogan
“We come as your friends to protect Norway” and did not attempt to repeat “the Poland
method” there. For the very complicated situation in Norway created by the king’s
defection, see Weizs ’cker’s and Hassell’s diaries, and particularly the long report
submitted by one of Rosenberg’s staff to Colonel Schmundt—Hitler’s adjutant—on April
17, 1940 (NS-43/25) and Hitler’s talk with Quisling on August 18 (NG-2948).

p. 100 Jodl’s deputy—Warlimont—ordered Lossberg to write down an account of
Hitler’s nervous actions for the OKW war diary kept by Greiner. A copy survived among
Greiner’s papers. Schmundt was aghast ; as Lossberg later wrote (in an unpublished
manuscript) : “He felt it was sacrilege to write down one of the ostensibly infallible

F hrer’s weak moments in black and white.” The page was stricken from the official
diary text. To get behind the OKW scenes, I used not only JodI’s diary and Deyhle’s
notes of April 24 (1781-PS) but also manuscripts by Lossberg and by the navy captains
Wolf Junge and Heinz Assmann on Jodl’s staff, and interviews of Baron Sigismund von
Falkenstein (his Luftwaffe staff officer) and General Ottomar Hansen (Keitel’s adjutant).

p. 103 Details of the extraordinary British documents captured in Norway can be
reconstructed from Jodl’s diary, April 23-27 ; from the naval staff diary, April 27 ; from
Hitler’s letter to Mussolini on the 26th—pontificating about “the perfidious mendacity”
of the Englishman—and from Goebbels’s confidential remarks at his ministerial
conference the same day and on May 3 and 19 ; from Colonel Wagner’s private letter of
May 7 ; and from the AA’s White Book publishing the most important of the documents
on April 27, 1940.

p. 106 From the text of Reynaud’s telephone conversation with Chamberlain at 10:10
P.M. on April 30, published in V-Ilkischer Beobachter, May 7, 1940, they appear in fact
to have been discussing French plans to bomb the Caucasus oil fields of Baku and Batum
(a plan of which the Germans learned in detail only when numbers of Allied planning
documents fell into their hands during “Yellow”). Reynaud assured Chamberlain that
General Weygand, the French Commander in Chief Middle East, had promised to be
ready by May 15, at which Chamberlain retorted that his impression was that people
down there were taking their time. Reynaud explained that Turkey was raising “steeper



demands each day” for overflight permission ; he talked of certain difficultEs mentales.
For the French documents later captured relating to the bombing plan, see Weizs ’cker’s
AA files (Serial 121). My researches establish prima facie the authenticity of the
transcript of the conversation : it was obtained by the SS agent Fritz Lorenz, a language
expert who had been on Ribbentrop’s staff since 1935 and transferred to the RSHA in
January 1940. From his personnel records I established that he traveled with forged
documents through Switzerland and Italy to Paris on April 23, with the delectable job of
seducing the telephone operator Marguerite T__; at their last rendezvous on May 1 she
handed him the transcript, which she herself had made. See his amusing correspondence
in Himmler’s files, T175/124/9424 et seq., and in his personnel file in the BDC ; his
insistent demand for a decoration went up to Hitler himself (see Hewel Ledger, January
15, 1942) but was vetoed because of his uncouth behavior in Italy—he had fired a
revolver in a hotel when in an alcoholic stupor.

p. 106 On the FA intercepts, see Jodl’s diary, the testimony of Sas, and Hermann
Graml’s study of the Oster affair in VfZ, 1966, pages 26 ef seq. On May 8, 1940, there is
also a cryptic reference in Tippelskirch’s diary to alerts proclaimed in the Low Countries
: “Luxembourg : Telephone conversation [overheard on] May 6 : ‘Are they coming or
aren’t they 7 ‘It’s in the air.” ” In the AA files of Ambassador von Mackensen (Rome)
is extensive correspondence from May 17, 1940, to July 28, 1941, relating to the SD’s
attempts to identify the German citizen in Rome who had tipped off the Vatican’s Father
Robert Leiber, S.J., about “Yellow” deadlines.

David Irving

HITLER’S WAR

PART 2
“WAR OF LIBERATION ”
The Warlord at the Western Front

On May 10, 1940, the V-Ilkischer Beobachter—chief organ of the Nazi party—rolled off
the presses in Berlin, Munich, and Vienna with red banner headlines : GERMANY’S
DECISIVE STRUGGLE HAS BEGUN ! and THE FPHRER AT THE WESTERN FRONT. After half
an hour’s tough arguing, Keitel had persuaded Hitler to allow the OKW communiquE to
end with the announcement that he himself had gone to the western front to take
command. Hitler was loath to steal his generals’ thunder, but the OKW generals, fresh
from their command triumph in Norway, wanted to keep the army’s General Staff firmly
in its secondary place. Hitler’s prestige was high. General Erwin Rommel-—now
commanding a panzer division in the west—had in a letter on April 21 written a private
eulogy of the F hrer’s victory over Denmark and Norway. “Ja, if we didn’t have the
F.hrer | Who knows whether any other German exists with such a genius for military
leadership and such a matching mastery of political leadership too !”



Hitler had patiently gone over every aspect of “Yellow” with the leading generals—with
Walther Reichenau, G nther von Kluge, and the panzer general Ewald von Kleist, whose
tanks would spearhead the thrust to the English Channel, and with General Ernst Busch,
whose Sixteenth Army would string out a powerful flank defense south of the armored
thrust. Hitler found high praise for the meticulous logistics work of Kleist’s Chief of
Staff, General Kurt Zeitzler.

Just as he was godfather to the strategy underlying “Yellow,” so Hitler was the progenitor
of the special raids which opened the campaign—the “Trojan horse” trick used to seize
the Dutch bridges, the paratroop raids against Rotterdam and the Moordijk bridge in
“Fortress Holland,” and above all the glider landings on the key bridges in Belgium and
on the daunting fortress-site at Eben Emael. “Suffice to say this,” was the appraisal of
one of Jodl’s staff in September, “this operation against the bridges was the factor that
would determine whether the Sixth Army could advance or not. That it came off was
thanks to the F hrer alone, as regards both the decision itself and the preparation.”

As a military commander, Adolf Hitler remained an enigma even to his closest
associates. They admired him for his past achievements for Germany but still feared for
the future. In victory his generals worshipped him ; but those whom he rejected turned
sour, abominated him, and eventually conspired against him. The depth of hatred he
stirred in the souls of these intelligent outcasts can be read in the countless essays they
composed in vain endeavors to synthesize and express their memories. Alfred Jodl,
perhaps his most able strategic adviser, was to write from a prison cell that he still kept
asking himself whether he had really known the man at whose side he had led such a
thorny and self-denying existence. “I keep making the same mistake : I blame his
humble origins. But then [ remember how many peasants’ sons were blessed by History
with the name The Great.” And General Zeitzler—one of Hitler’s last chiefs of the
General Staff also grappled in vain with this phenomenon, though more analytically. “I
witnessed Hitler in every conceivable circumstance—in times of fortune and misfortune,
of victory and defeat, in good cheer and in angry outburst, during speeches and
conferences, surrounded by thousands, by a mere handful, or quite alone, speaking on the
telephone, sitting in his bunker, in his car, in his plane ; in brief on every conceivable
occasion. Even so, I can’t claim to have seen into his soul or perceived what he was
after.”

Zeitzler saw him as an actor, with every word, gesture, and grimace under control, his
penetrating stare practiced for hours before some private mirror. He won over
newcomers from the first handshake and piercing look, and paradoxically appeared the
very embodiment of the strong and fearless leader, of honesty and open heart. He
cultivated the impression that he cared deeply for his subordinates’ well-being. He would
telephone a departing general at midnight : “Please don’t fly. It’s such foul weather and
I’'m worried about your safety.” Or he would look a minor official in the eye and explain,
“Now I'm telling you this privately, and you must keep it strictly under your hat.”



The surviving records are full of examples of the congenial impression Hitler made on
others. Rommel proudly wrote on June 3 : “The F hrer’s visit was fabulous. He greeted
me with the words, ‘Rommel ! We were all so worried about you during the attack !” He
was beaming from one ear to the other, and asked me to walk with him afterward—I was
the only division commander there.” Milch wrote down Hitler’s words to him on April
21, 1941, after a particularly hazardous return flight from North Africa: “Thank
goodness you got back !” In June 1941 Albert Speer’s office chronicle noted : “The

F hrer sent a telephone message from the Obersalzberg begging Herr Speer to drop the
proposed visit to Norway, as things are too uncertain up there and Herr Speer is
indispensable to him.” In February 1943 Field Marshal Wolfram von Richthofen wrote
in his diary : “Finally the F hrer inquired very anxiously about my health.” In midwar
Hitler would halt urgent conferences with hungry generals for half an hour to allow his
stenographers to eat. One wrote in his diary on February 20, 1943 : “The midday
conference was short—>57 minutes—but cold. The F hrer must have noticed that we
were freezing, because he mentioned it to us. I said that if you sit still a long time you do
get cold. The F hrer ... then promised a heater for us. Ireplied, ‘That would be very
nice, mein F hrer I’ ” And next day : “At the noon conference the heater promised by
the F hrer is indeed there—a small china stove.... In the afternoon, before a brief
reception of seven officers handpicked for special missions for which the F hrer briefs
them in a short speech, he inquired in General Schmundt’s presence whether the stove
was warm enough for us. When we said it was, he was hugely pleased and laughed out
loud.”

His assessment of character was instant and deadly. A member of JodI’s staff, Captain
Ivo-Thilo von Trotha, who was often present at Hitler’s supper table during the French
campaign, wrote in 1946 : “My impression was that the F hrer clearly recognized the
human weaknesses of his colleagues and stood aloof from them.” Hitler knew precisely
how far he could go with each general. Once he snatched a document from Keitel’s
hands and threw it on the floor. Keitel meekly gathered it up. Hitler judged newcomers
after only a glance. Of one army commander he sourly commented, “He looks like a
schoolteacher !”—and since for him every teacher was a “Steisstrommler,” or buttock-
thrasher, that general’s career was clearly at an end. But his staff abounded with
misfits—Ilike his personal adjutant, the crippled nonentity Julius Schaub—whose value
was in their undivided loyalty to him.

Of his gifts as a leader, even a military leader, there is no doubt. Halder was to refer to
his unusual intellect and grasp, his imaginativeness, his tenacity and willpower. Jodl
wrote that in the French campaign Hitler’s leadership was clear, consistent, and capable ;
here Hitler was to prove himself a “classical commander.” Jodl considered that in
drafting the terms of the armistice with fallen France, Hitler ostensibly showed a
generosity that gave cause to hope that of the two warring impulses within him it was the
better that was gaining ground.

By decades of planned reading, Hitler had soaked up a huge amount of technical and
military learning. His memory was proverbial. He had not only read the works of
Frederick the Great, Moltke, Schlieffen, and Clausewitz, he could confound his generals



with quotations from memory. What he lacked was the ability to assess and analyze a
military situation logically, unhurriedly, and calmly—as a staff officer would have ; in
that respect he was still the World War I corporal who had no mastery of the time and
space problems involved in the deployment of great armies. In the French campaign he
was to prove as timid and cautious in the conduct of operations as he had been bold,
almost brash, in designing them ; in later campaigns he asserted himself to the other
extreme. The classical F hrer Directive, in which his commanders were given a broad
mission and left to their own discretion in carrying it out, was increasingly supplemented
and supplanted by F hrer Orders, in which Hitler intervened in the tactical operations at
every level. His victory in France confirmed him in his belief that he was a predestined
military commander.

Hitler’s headquarters for “Yellow” were at M nstereifel. The underground command
post was very cramped. Alone in his room, with its folding bed, table, and chair, he
could hear every sound made by Keitel and Jodl next door. Jodl’s operations staff was
billeted down in the village and worked in a wooden encampment hidden three miles
away in the woods. Hitler toured it briefly one day—the only time he ever set foot inside
Security Zone II. He preferred to hold his war conferences in the open air, for the spring
landscape enchanted him. He privately suggested to his staff that when the war was over
they should all return each year just this little select group around him now—to

M nstereifel, “my bird paradise.” The site remained unchanged until 1944, with even the
names of the occupants left painted on the doors ; it had been intended as a permanent
memorial to Hitler’s “war of liberation.”

As the Luftwaffe predicted, May 10, 1940, dawned fine. He rewarded the meteorologist
responsible for the brilliant forecasting with a gold watch. During the night, his
Luftwaffe had already begun mining the Belgian and Dutch ports. Now G-ring struck
simultaneously at seventy airfields, destroying between three and four hundred planes,
and thus seizing for Hitler an air superiority that was to remain unchallenged for the next
two weeks. Soon messengers brought him the exhilarating news that the British and
French armies had begun pouring into Belgium. In October 1941, his armies now before
Moscow, Hitler still remembered the thrill of that moment. “When the news came that
the enemy was advancing along the whole front I could have wept for joy ! They’d fallen
right into my trap ! It was a crafty move on our part to strike toward Liege—we had to
make them believe we were remaining faithful to the old Schlieffen Plan.... How exciting
it will be later to go over all those operations once again. Several times during the night I
used to go to the operations room to pore over those relief maps.”

The Belgians and Dutch were not unprepared. The Forschungsamt had intercepted a last
frantic telephone warning from the Dutch military attachE to his government the previous
evening, but the delicate “Trojan horse” operations went ahead—a calculated risk, in
view of the enemy’s foreknowledge. As one of Jodl’s staff noted : “Our troops were



storming an enemy who was ready and waiting for our attack to begin early on May 10.”
The Dutch government had cannily refused an entry visa to Major Kiewitz, Hitler’s
special emissary to Queen Wilhelmina. Ironically it was Canaris’s Abwehr that was
appointed to find out how the Dutch suspicions had been aroused ; the Abwehr adroitly
diverted suspicion to a senior foreign ministry official.

Extreme anxiety reigned at Hitler’s headquarters as word of the vital commando-
operations was awaited. One of Jodl’s officers was accompanying the first wave of tanks
invading Holland and Belgium with a radio truck, to report direct to Hitler on the state of
the bridges over the Meuse and the Albert Canal. Between 9 and 10 A.M. the first three
coded signals arrived from this officer, Captain von Trotha : the Dutch had evidently
managed to blow up both bridges across the Meuse north and south of Maastricht ; the
railway bridge farther north had also been blown up, but was now in German hands ; the
Abwehr’s Special Battalion 100, the “Trojan horse,” had suffered fearful casualties.

But in the afternoon Trotha had better news : the Belgian bridges across the Albert
Canal—where a hundred troops had silently landed in gliders as dawn broke—were
intact, except for one at Canne. A Belgian infantry division close by had as yet done
nothing to mop up this diminutive German holding force. By 4:30 P.M., Hitler learned
that the 4th Panzer Division had actually forded the Meuse, leaving its armor temporarily
behind, and was pouring into the two bridgeheads seized across the Albert Canal. At
Eben Emael a band of intrepid German engineer troops armed with hollow-charge
explosives had landed by glider and immobilized the entire fortress : the underground
gun-crews were sealed in, their artillery was knocked out. By early next morning, May
11, a temporary bridge had been thrown across the Meuse at Maastricht, and an armored
brigade had crossed. The 4th Panzer Division now spearheaded the advance of
Reichenau’s Sixth Army. Eben Emael capitulated at midday, and with this, Belgium’s
fate was effectively sealed.

In the evening, Captain von Trotha brought to Hitler the first impressions of the front
line. On the approaches to Maastricht the German armor had encountered little resistance
; the frontier forces had thrown their weapons away and fled by bicycle. The Dutch
population had stood curiously watching the tanks and infantry pass. The people were
friendly, Trotha reported ; some of them gave the Hitler salute, others willingly helped
the invaders on their way with directions stuttered in Dutch or broken German. As
Trotha had entered Maastricht in his armored radio vehicle, two colossal detonations,
shattering millions of windows, had heralded the demolition of the bridges. A stolid
Dutch citizen had espied his red-striped General Staff trousers and besought advice : he
had left home and crossed the bridge, hatless, just to fetch milk—how was he to get back
? Trotha had replied the Germans also regretted that the bridge was down, but that all
complaints were to be addressed to the Dutch military authorities. “I was opposed to it
from the start,” said the Dutchman. Trotha replied, “Well you must just wait until our
troops have finished crossing.” The Dutchman asked how long that would be. “We will
try and get everybody across by the time the war ends,” joked the army officer. “But
what will my wife think ?” “I expect the people over there will also learn in time that the



war has come,” responded Trotha. In fact, by afternoon the Germans were already
ferrying Dutch citizens from one side of the river to the other.

In southern Holland the German troops had found the Dutch garrisons of towns and
villages standing idly around without their guns or gear and passively awaiting the
invaders. But in the north a four-day battle raged as the Dutch tried to wipe out the
paratroops and glider-borne infantry landed at Rotterdam and The Hague ; bomber
squadrons had already taken off to relieve the pressure on General Kurt Student’s
paratroops at Rotterdam when word arrived that the Dutch were capitulating. Only half
the bombers could be recalled—the rest dropped nearly a hundred tons of bombs on the
town ; nine hundred people died in the subsequent fires. The next day Holland formally
surrendered.

It was now time for Hitler’s masterstroke.

Every indication until now had persuaded the enemy that the offensive through Belgium
and Holland was the somewhat unoriginal linchpin of Hitler’s strategy. For month’s
Canaris’s organization had been feeding clues to that effect to the enemy, using every
conceivable method from elegant women agents to “indiscreet” telephone conversations
on lines known to be tapped by the enemy.

But Hitler’s main offensive was to start far to the south, at Sedan, on the other side of the
Ardennes, where General von Kleist’s armor had just crossed the Meuse and established
a bridgehead. On May 14, Hitler directed that all available panzer and mechanized
divisions were to assemble for a rapid push from this bridgehead westward and then
northwestward to the English Channel ; that he should have issued a F hrer Directive
which merely repeated what had long been ordered was an augury of the extent to which
he proposed to take command himself.

The course of the operations so far shows that the enemy has not
perceived the basic idea of our own operation, the eventual breakthrough
by Army Group A [Rundstedt]. They are still moving up powerful forces
to a line extending from Antwerp to Namur and apparently neglecting the
sector confronting Army Group A.

Bock’s Army Group B was given the task of luring as much of the enemy into Belgium
as possible before Rundstedt’s armor cut them off in the rear by driving to the Channel.
Leeb’s Army Group C had meanwhile so successfully simulated preparations for a frontal
assault on the Maginot line that the French had hesitated to withdraw troops from the
south until it was too late, for the Luftwaffe had destroyed the railway lines. Their path
now flattened before them by the bombers of Richthofen’s Eighth Air Corps, Kleist’s
armored units rolled out of the Sedan bridgehead toward the Channel coast.



From this moment on, only a resolute commander supported by outstanding military
Intelligence could have saved France. General von Rundstedt, Germany’s oldest active
soldier, is said to have remarked that he would have found it much more interesting to
fight the rest of the campaign in the shoes of France’s Army Chief of Staff, General
Maurice Gamelin. It was now clear that the cream of the Allied forces had mustered
north of Kleist’s advance and was penetrating Belgium. German army Intelligence had
located a new French Seventh Army referred to explicitly as an “armEe d’intervention
dans la Belgique.” Since the end of March, Halder’s Intelligence branch, “Foreign
Armies West,” had consistently estimated that half the Anglo-French forces were in the
north, waiting to be cut off 1

Again, as in the Norwegian campaign, Hitler’s nerve briefly left him. He was wary of his
own good fortune. When Brauchitsch made his regular twice-daily telephone call, Hitler
nervously bombarded him with minutiae of which the army’s thorough preparations had
long taken care. As Kleist’s armor swept onward toward the Channel coast, on May 17
Hitler intervened to order that they halt to allow the slower infantry divisions time to
catch up and consolidate the flank before the French could penetrate it. Army
Intelligence argued in vain that the French were presently concerned only with stabilizing
their own defensive line along the Aisne and the Somme : radio Intelligence had found a
new French army headquarters west of Verdun, and aerial reconnaissance showed that
the French transport movements were purely defensive. Hitler would not be convinced.
He drove to Rundstedt’s headquarters, nervously studied the maps, and on his return to
his own headquarters spread a wholly unnecessary gloom about the danger from the
south. When Halder and Brauchitsch saw him the next day, he was raging that the army
was about to ruin the whole campaign and that it was needlessly running the risk of
defeat. On the nineteenth Hitler had fresh occasion for alarm when army Intelligence lost
all sight of the three-quarters of a million Allied soldiers believed trapped in the north ;
for hours on end it seemed that the bulk of the British and French forces had succeeded in
escaping southward after all. Not until May 20 was this first personal crisis over. The
army reported that there were at least twenty enemy divisions trapped north of the
Somme ; in the evening, when Brauchitsch telephoned Hitler with the news that the
tanks had reached Abbeville—and hence the Channel coast—Hitler was ecstatic with
praise for the army and its commanders.

He spoke with such emotion that General Keitel made a written record of his words,
which is, however, lost. According to Jodl, the F hrer spoke of the peace treaty he would
now make with France—he would demand the return of all the territories and properties
robbed from the German people these last four hundred years, and he would repay the
French for the ignominious terms inflicted on Germany in 1918 by now conducting the
first peace negotiations at the same spot in the forest of CompiEgne. As for the British :
“The British can have their peace as soon as they return our colonies to us.”

According to an officer who read Keitel’s missing account, Hitler jubilantly predicted
that this victory would at last right the wrongs done by the Peace of Westphalia which
had concluded the Thirty Years’ War and established France as the dominant power in
Europe. To Keitel he exclaimed, “I must not forget how much I owe to Field Marshal



von Blomberg at this moment ! Without his help the Wehrmacht would never have
become the magnificent instrument that has reaped us this unique victory !”

But it was this victory psychosis, prematurely sprung upon his military staff, this belief
that total victory had been achieved by May 20, 1940, that was to prove his undoing at
Dunkirk.

Hitler now turned his attention to long-range planning.

On May 20 he had already conferred with Brauchitsch and Halder on the outline of the
second phase of the campaign, code-named “Red,” in which German forces would sweep
southward from the Somme and Aisne toward the lower Seine and the Swiss frontier.
His earlier eagerness for Italian divisions to join in a mid-June offensive (“Brown’) on
the Upper Rhine front had evaporated. He wrote frequently to Mussolini with word of
his latest victories, but Mussolini’s replies were an uninspiring amalgam of polite
applause and qualified promises of later belligerency. Indeed, an awkward disparity of
aims was now emerging : for Italy the main enemy was now Britain, while Hitler
believed that with France laid low he could oblige Britain to come to terms with him.
There were disquieting rumors that Italy was preparing to invade Yugoslavia, which
might set the whole of the Balkans on fire. An urgent question of priorities would have
to be faced.

When Admiral Raeder privately disclosed to Hitler on the twenty-first that the admiralty
had been studying the problems of a seaborne invasion of the British Isles since
November, Hitler did not noticeably welcome this diligence ; and when Jodl a few days
later suggested that an immediate invasion be prepared, the F hrer roundly rejected the
idea without explaining why. We must conclude that he believed that submarine and
bomber attacks would force Britain to submit, for he indicated that after France’s defeat
he would concentrate on the production of submarines and Junkers 88 bombers. He left
Raeder at least in no doubt that he thought the war still far from over.

In one respect Russia’s posture gave immediate cause for alarm, for it could instantly
shut off Germany’s Romanian oil supplies. Russia’s main threat to Germany was still a
distant one : from the slow rate at which airfield construction was progressing in the
Russian-occupied border regions, it seemed clear that Germany still had a breathing
space during which the Kremlin would continue to appease Hitler. Molotov had
expressed Russia’s genuine relief that Germany had managed to invade Norway before
the Allies had, and he had received word of “Yellow” with equal sympathy ; but this
honeymoon would not last any longer than served the Russian purpose. Hitler probably
believed that if he could attack the Soviet Union in the spring of 1941 he would thwart
Stalin’s intentions. How else is one to interpret the F hrer’s cryptic remark to Halder on
April 24, 1940 : “We have an interest in seeing to it that the [Romanian] oil fields keep
supplying us until next spring at the least ; after that we will be freer.” Romania was
now exporting over 130,000 tons of oil a month to Germany—nothing must endanger



these oil fields or the countries through which the Danube and the railroad links brought
that oil to Germany.

At the end of May 1940 the risk did become acute as rumors multiplied of Italian plans to
attack Yugoslavia ; this would free Hungary to attack Romania—from Forschungsamt
intercepts of the Hungarian legation’s cables from Berlin, the Germans knew how hollow
were Hungary’s declarations of solidarity with the Axis—and Russia would use this as a
pretext to invade Romania as well. On May 20 the German military attachE in Moscow
quoted to Berlin reliable details of Soviet troop concentrations on the Romanian frontier.
Molotov denied them, but the facts spoke for themselves. Brauchitsch (unaware that
Bessarabia, or Moldavia, had already been assigned to Stalin by the secret August 1939
pact) urged Hitler on the twenty-second to do something to curb these Russian ambitions
; Hitler responded that he “hoped” to limit the Russian expansion to Bessarabia.

Weizs ’cker wrote a curious passage in his private diary on May 23 : “Assuming there is
a crushing victory in the west, the obvious next move would be to create order in the east
as well, that will give breathing space and river frontiers—an order that will endure.
Whether Britain submits at once or has to be bombed into her senses, the fact is there will
probably have to be one more squaring of accounts in the east. . ..” In the event, Italy
undertook not to attack Yugoslavia, and after a few days this eastern crisis subsided. But
all this was symptomatic of the raw nerves constantly exposed in the Balkans, where
Hitler’s sole interest was the economic necessity of keeping the peace at all costs. Even
at the height of battle, the absolute political leader must keep more than immediate
military problems on his mind.

Many intricate and interrelated factors explain how the British Expeditionary Force
(BEF) escaped from Dunkirk in the last days of May 1940, while German armor was
pulled back on orders first from Rundstedt and then from Hitler himself.

The first factor, often overlooked in retrospective works of history, was that the
realization that the British were deserting the field of battle en masse did not dawn on the
German High Command until about May 26—a full week after the decision had been
taken in London. The jealousy with which the war department (OKH) guarded its own
affairs from OKW interference contributed to this. Halder’s Foreign Armies West branch
had certainly reported as early as May 21 that the unusual number of troop transports in
Dunkirk and Boulogne might indicate that British troops were about to be evacuated ;
and the permanent radio link between the war office in London and the BEF in France,
first monitored the next day, also suggested events were being removed from French
control. But to Hitler all this was unthinkable. Had he not always warned that once the
British got a toehold anywhere it was almost impossible to dislodge them ? He was
convinced that the British would fight to the last man in France and that he must deploy
his forces accordingly. Not until May 26 was this fundamental error realized. German
army Intelligence intercepted a radio message from the war office in London to the
British commandant in Calais just after noon. “Every hour you continue to exist is of the
greatest help to the BEF.” Aerial reconnaissance had sighted thirteen warships and nine



troop transports in Dunkirk harbor that morning. Foreign Armies West concluded : “It is
probable that the embarkation of the British Expeditionary Force has begun.” Only now
did Hitler permit the armored advance on—though not into—Dunkirk to begin again.

His artillery would finish the job.

The sequence of events which had resulted in the halting of the armor two days before
had begun with a brief local crisis on May 21, when British and French tanks launched an
unexpected attack on the inner flank of the German Fourth Army at Arras. Hitler and
Rundstedt both regarded this as proof that the armored spearhead of Army Group A had
advanced too fast for an effective flank defense to be established, and Rundstedt ordered
the Fourth Army and Kleist’s armored group to delay its advance on the Channel ports
until the Arras crisis had been resolved. Brauchitsch and Halder regretted Rundstedt’s
overcautious conduct of Army Group A operations—bearing up on the Channel ports
from the southwest—and without informing Hitler they ordered control of the Fourth
Army transferred to General von Bock’s Army Group B, which was advancing on the
ports from the east. Bock was to command the last act of the encirclement. Hitler
learned of this when he visited Rundstedt’s headquarters at Charleville with Jodl and
Schmundt the next morning, May 24. Thus an element of contrariness, a subconscious
desire to spite Brauchitsch and the General Staff, must have contributed to Hitler’s
peremptory cancellation of their order : the Fourth Army was not to be transferred to
Bock’s command—for the time being it was to stay where it was. It was tactically
foolhardy, claimed Hitler, to commit their tanks, which were vital to the success of
“Red,” in the swampy Flanders lowlands to which the war department would have sent
them.

At Charleville, Hitler found every support for his views. Indeed, the previous day the
Fourth Army’s General von Kluge had himself persuaded Rundstedt it would be better
not to attack on the twenty-fourth but to allow Kleist’s armor time to regroup for a more
methodical assault on the twenty-fifth. (With gross exaggeration, Kleist was claiming
that half his tanks were out of action, and this figure must have worried Hitler.)
Rundstedt’s proposal to Hitler on May 24 went one stage further : his armor should
remain where it was, commanding the high ridge along a line of canals west of Dunkirk,
and give an appropriate welcome to the enemy forces swept westward by Bock’s Army
Group B ; this would give the tanks a valuable respite. The possibility that the British
might escape to England was not discussed. Hitler was obsessed by two visions : his
precious armor floundering in the swampy Flanders fields that he, Keitel, and JodlI had all
seen with their own eyes in World War I ; or alternatively, his tanks being pointlessly
shot to pieces in the streets of Dunkirk, as they had in fact been in the suburbs of Warsaw
eight months before.

There was a political factor too. Hitler desired to spare Belgium’s relatively friendly
Flemish population the destruction of property this closing act of “Yellow” would entail.

At all events, Hitler did not hesitate to lend his authority to Rundstedt’s decision to halt
the tanks. How far he was also motivated by G—ring’s boast that the Luftwaffe alone
would annihilate the encircled enemy is open to dispute. G-ring certainly telephoned



Hitler to this effect. Afterward, Hitler told his army adjutant that G—ring would do the
job, and he contrasted the Luftwaffe’s ideological reliability with that of the army
leaders. At twelve-thirty the F hrer’s headquarters telephoned the “halt order” to the
army group and army commanders : they were to stand fast west of the canal line ; that
same day, in a directive giving guidelines for “Red” and the campaign against Britain,
Hitler merely indicated in passing that the Luftwaffe’s present job in the north was to
break all resistance of the “encircled enemy” and prevent any British forces from
escaping across the Channel. To a protesting staff member, Jodl soothingly said, “The
war is won ; it just has to be ended. There is no point in sacrificing a single tank if we
can do it much more cheaply with the Luftwaffe.”

Thus the tanks remained “rooted to the spot,” as Halder bitterly commented in his diary
on May 26. Hitler had still not set the tanks in motion. One more factor had arisen. On
the evening of the twenty-fifth he explained to his adjutants that he particularly wanted
the SS elite brigade under Sepp Dietrich to join in this crucial action at Dunkirk. His
intention was to show the world that he had troops equal to the best even such a racially
advanced nation as Britain could field against him. Heinrich Himmler—who conferred
with Hitler that day on his radical plans for the eastern territories—may well have asked
this favor of Hitler, although his own agenda makes no explicit reference to the military
operations. By May 26, Sepp Dietrich’s Leibstandarte Adolf Hitler—Life Guards
Brigade—was in position. On that morning, too, Rundstedt’s staff changed their attitude,
since radio monitoring suggested that their appreciation of the enemy’s intentions was
wrong. Colonel Henning von Tresckow, one of Rundstedt’s staff, telephoned his friend
Schmundt at Hitler’s headquarters about this, with the result that at 1:30 P.M. Hitler
informed Brauchitsch that the tanks might resume their eastward drive at once. They
were to come within artillery range of Dunkirk, and the army’s heavy artillery and the
Luftwaffe would do the rest. But Kleist’s tank drivers were now resting, or their tanks
were being overhauled, and many hours would pass before the attack began.

Meanwhile the Luftwaffe could see that the British were apparently embarking only their
troops, abandoning all their weapons and equipment as they fled. The beaches were thick
with waiting Englishmen, the roads were choked with truck columns fifteen miles long.
G-ring landed at Hitler’s headquarters in a light aircraft and boasted of the carnage his
bombers were wreaking in Dunkirk harbor. “Only fishing boats are getting through.
Let’s hope the Tommies can swim !” The reality, however, was soon different : the
Luftwaffe bombers were based largely on airfields back in Germany, and either their
bombs were ineffective against small ships or they exploded harmlessly in the sand dunes
; more ominously, the German bombers proved no match for the short-range British
fighters based just across the Channel. The Germans found that for the first time the
enemy had local air superiority, and their troubles were added to by the fact that at the
end of May the Luftwaffe’s Eighth Air Corps was grounded by fog for three days. In
Dunkirk the British rearguard fought on with undiminished tenacity as the last British and
French troops were embarked.

G-ring failed to see the warning signs for his Luftwaffe, which Hitler had now ordered to
open direct air attacks on the British Isles as soon as possible, beginning “with an



annihilating attack in reprisal for the British raids on the Ruhr.” The Luftwaffe
commander confidently leaned his vast bulk across the map table in Hitler’s
headquarters, stabbed a finger at the map, and promised that when his planes began their
attacks on London no stone would be left atop another.

While these momentous events were transpiring in the west, in Germany’s new eastern
domains a ruthless program of subjugation and pacification had begun. “Yellow”
distracted the world’s press from what was going on.

On Sunday May 25, the Reichsf hrer SS outlined to Hitler and the head of his
Chancellery, Lammers, proposals for dealing with the various racial strains in Poland,
whether Poles, Jews, Ukrainians, White Russians, Gorals, Lemkes, or Kashubs. Himmler
showed the F hrer his six-page plan for screening the 23 million people in these new
dominions for adults and children of sufficiently pure blood to allow their assimilation
into Germany. He proposed that all other children should be taught only what he saw as
the necessary rudiments : “Simple counting up to five hundred, how to write their names,
and lessons on the divine commandant to obey the Germans and be honest, industrious,
and well-behaved.” It was unnecessary for them to learn to read. Racially acceptable
children could be evacuated to the Reich to receive a proper education after separation
from their parents. As Himmler pointed out, in what now seems a significant explanation
when the plan’s recipient is considered : “Each individual case may seem cruel and
tragic, but this method is the mildest and best if we are to reject as ungermanic,
impossible, and incompatible with our convictions the Bolshevik method of physically
exterminating a race.”

After a few years of this racial sifting, a low-grade potpourri of races would remain in the
east. “This population will be available to Germany as a leaderless labor force, providing
us with seasonal migratory labor for special projects like roadbuilding, quarrying, and
construction work. They themselves will eat and live better than under Polish rule. And,
given their own lack of culture, they will be well appointed to work under the strict,
forthright, and just leadership of the German nation on its eternal cultural mission.” As
for the Jews, Himmler’s six-page plan disclosed, “I hope to effect the complete
disappearance of the Jew [from Europe] by means of a mass emigration of all Jews to
Africa or some other such colony.”2

Afterward, Himmler scribbled in his notebook : ‘“Memorandum on Poland. F hrer
warmly approves.” Hitler commanded Lammers to provide an oral briefing for Hans
Frank, the Gauleiters, top SS officials, and police officials of the eastern provinces.
Himmler stipulated that the document’s contents must never be quoted in any orders that
these men issued (an interesting embargo).

A month later, Himmler took the opportunity of a train journey with Hitler to show him
an eight-page plan for settling these eastern provinces with strong German stock. It
provided for one-eighth of the indigenous population to be transplanted as racially



acceptable stock to Germany ; the other seven-eighths would be displaced eastward, into
Hans Frank’s Generalgouvernement. To provide healthy German stock, Himmler
proposed that after two years of military service or four years in the SS young unmarried
German soldiers be induced to settle and work the land in the eastern provinces for up to
eight years before marrying and taking over a farmstead or estate. The
Generalgouvernement was to serve them as a reservoir of cheap labor. The foreign
laborers were to be kept in serfdom ; attempts at sexual relations with their German
overlords would be punishable by death or heavy prison sentences. It was the lack of
racial purity, Himmler argued, that had led to the downfall of the Greek and Roman
empires. He afterward noted on the document : “Shown to the F hrer in the train from
Freiburg i.Br. to Ottersweiser on June 30, 1940. The F hrer said that every point I made
was right.”

By that time, as we shall see, Hitler was already considering provinces far to the east of
Poland.

There is much less to be learned from an examination of the military events of the rest of
the French campaign. On May 28, the king of Belgium capitulated, and by June 2 the
British evacuation of Dunkirk was over. German army Intelligence estimated that half
the enemy forces had been swept from the battlefield ; Brauchitsch telephoned this
information to Hitler that evening. The German army, with 136 divisions, was virtually
intact. It would embark on “Red,” the final defeat of France, with a 2 to 1 superiority.

Events were fast pushing Europe’s frontiers back to those of the sixteenth century.
German bomber squadrons based in the Artois region and Flanders could keep the British
Isles in check. But nothing was further from Hitler’s mind than an invasion of Britain
now. The great strategic option, between striking north or south after Dunkirk, was not
recognized at the time. His blueprint for “Red” was largely determined by short-term
psychological or political factors : Verdun must be captured as rapidly as possible.
Overland contact must be made with Spain—a decoded cable had just revealed that
Franco had assured Britain of his neutrality and lack of aggressive intentions against
Gibraltar. Paris itself would be bypassed to the east and west, for Hitler feared nothing
more than that an 1871-style Communist uprising in the capital might bring his forces
into armed conflict with Soviet-backed Communists. The Maginot line would be taken
from the rear. “Red” would begin at 5 A.M. on June 5.

Meanwhile, surrounded by Party officials and personal bodyguards, Hitler toured the
battlefields in Belgium and Flanders. At the end of May the new Italian ambassador,
Dino Alfieri,”’ had brought him Mussolini’s offer to attack France’s Alpine frontier on
June 5. Since this might well lead world opinion to believe that it was this Italian
“second front” and not “Red” that brought France down, Hitler asked the Duce to wait a
few days. Even so, Italy’s belated belligerency and her transparent self-interest aroused
the anger of the generals to whom Hitler now revealed Mussolini’s intentions in
conferences at Brussels and Charleville on the first two days of June. At Brussels, where



Bock had assembled his senior generals, Hitler explained his Dunkirk decisions :
“Gentlemen, you will have wondered why I stopped the armored divisions outside
Dunkirk. The fact was I could not afford to waste military effort. I was anxious lest the
enemy launch an offensive from the Somme and wipe out the Fourth Army’s weak
armored force, perhaps even going so far as Dunkirk. Such a military rebuff,” as he put
it, “might have had intolerable effects in foreign policy....” Afterward he drove with
Army Group Commander von Bock in an open car through Brussels—which he had last
seen as a Bavarian infantryman.

At Charleville the next day, June 2, he addressed Rundstedt and his generals, by chance
in the villa which had once housed Kaiser Wilhelm II during World War I. He outlined
“Operation Red” to them and informed them that Italy would shortly join in. He spoke of
the reparations he proposed to exact from France ; then his voice softened, and he once
again extolled Britain and her mission for the white race. It was not, he said, a matter of
inconsequence to him which power ruled India. One general wrote in his diary : “He
points out that without a navy the equal of Britain’s we could not hold on to her colonies
for long. Thus we can easily find a basis for peace agreement with Britain. France on the
other hand must be stamped into the ground ; she must pay the bill.” Another general
wrote : “Hitler never drew the proper consequences from his admiration of the British ;
his threats against France revealed his boundless greed for conquest.”

As he left the villa, crowds of cheering soldiers thronged his car. Hitler, every inch the
victorious warlord, acknowledged their acclaim.

To Hitler the war seemed already won. He said as much to Admiral Canaris on June 3
when the Intelligence chief came to report on the Abwehr agents who had been killed in
the campaign so far. And he repeated it to Admiral Raeder the next day. Within a few
weeks France would be knocked out, and German industry could resume work on
equipping the navy and Luftwaffe ; he would demobilize large sections of the army to
provide the industrial manpower. In the far north, the Allies suddenly abandoned their
last foothold in Narvik, losing an aircraft carrier, two destroyers, and a troop transport in
skirmishes with the diminished German battle fleet that chanced upon the scene ; Hitler
generously credited General Jodl alone with the decision to retain Narvik in mid-April,
despite his own dark hours of despair for Dietl’s survival. Jodl’s position on Hitler’s staff
was henceforth unassailable.

Hitler’s occupation policy in Holland and Belgium was to establish these Germanic states
as border dependencies around a mighty German core. As early as November he had
drafted a decree on the administration of the countries to be occupied in “Yellow.” In the
version he had signed on May 9 he had deleted the words “There is to be no exploitation
of the occupied regions in a selfish German interest.” In Holland as in Norway he
established a Reich Commissar to fill the vacuum left by the fleeing monarchy ; he chose
an Austrian, Arthur Seyss-Inquart, evidently on Himmler’s recommendation. Seyss-
Inquart had felt ill at ease with his job in the Generalgouvernement and had pleaded for



an army commission so he could serve Germany as he had in the previous war ; but
Hitler knew the lawyer had a crippled leg and gave him Holland to administer instead,
ignoring the angry outcry this civilian appointment provoked in the army. On May 22 he
explained that by appointing Reich commissars in Norway and Holland he hoped to
remold these countries along National Socialist lines.

In Holland, as in Belgium, there had been embryonic Nazi organizations, but Hitler had
little time for them. He regarded his own rise to power as unique and inimitable. He
scorned Holland’s Anton Mussert and Britain’s Sir Oswald Mosley as plagiarists of his
own ideas, and he discarded Quisling in all but form. Only for Belgium’s Leon Degrelle
did he have some respect, and he betrayed real anger when at one stage of the French
campaign he was told—quite falsely—that Degrelle was among a large number of
foreign Nazis shot by the French in May.

Since Belgium had fought honorably and capitulated unconditionally, Hitler was inclined
to leniency. He agreed to G-ring’s heartfelt request—the Luftwaffe chief had telephoned
Hitler the moment the Belgian capitulation was announced—that King Leopold be
chivalrously treated. A senior statesman, Otto Meissner, was sent to tell the king that if
Belgium now acted sensibly his kingdom might yet survive—otherwise Hitler would
create a new Gau : “Flanders.” A telegram in German army files indicates that King
Leopold was furious at the looting and wilful destruction of his country by the
withdrawing French and British troops, so Hitler’s political wisdom in ordering his
armies to spare the cities of Flanders from unnecessary visitations undoubtedly paid
dividends. But here Hitler too appointed a German military governor : General
Alexander von Falkenhausen was a liberal commander and maintained liaison with the
king. There was in consequence little resistance to the Nazi presence in Belgium until
Falkenhausen incurred Hitler’s displeasure in 1944 and was replaced by a civilian, the
Gauleiter of Cologne. Hitler retrieved for Germany the former German areas of Eupen,
Malmedy, and Moresnet which had been annexed by Belgium in 1918 ; he ordered
Brauchitsch to separate the Belgian prisoners of war into Flemings and Walloons—the
former, 200,000 men of trusty Germanic stock, were to be released forthwith, while the
latter, 150,000 less friendly prisoners, were to be held in continued pawn.

For “Red,” the second half of the French campaign, Hitler’s staff had found a new
headquarters site in southern Belgium—in the deserted village of Brily-de-Plche in a
forest clearing. Fritz Todt had rapidly erected three barrack buildings to house Hitler, a
dining hall, and JodI’s staff ; he had converted a church to house the rest. The whole
headquarters, code-named “Forest Meadow,” was ready with its antiaircraft batteries and
barbed-wire entanglements by the time Hitler arrived on June 6.

He never felt as secure here as at M nstereifel. Perhaps it was the swarms of mosquitoes
that rose from the dense undergrowth all around to plague him. Perhaps it was a general
impatience to end the war. There was less for him to do during “Red”; Brauchitsch, who
had phoned him regularly during “Yellow,” now came in person. Hitler had mellowed



toward him, and seems to have taken him more into his confidence about his future
military plans. For a while Hitler abandoned his idea of discarding Brauchitsch—he
could hardly do this to the Commander in Chief of a victorious army, as he mentioned to
one adjutant. Ribbentrop was also a frequent visitor. After Dunkirk he asked Hitler
whether he might draft some sort of peace plan for the British, but Hitler replied, “No, I
shall do that myself. It will be only a very few points. The first point is that nothing
must be done which would in any way injure Great Britain’s prestige ; secondly Britain
must give us back one or two of our old colonies ; and thirdly, we must reach a stable
modus vivendi with Britain.”

A member of the headquarters staff wrote of these weeks of waiting for the French
collapse : “I have the happiest memories of those weeks, partly because of the fine
military victories, partly because of the magnificent landscape in the Eifel and in
Belgium. Of course we had a lot to do, usually far into the night, but the work was a
pleasure in contrast to the often barely tolerable weeks of tension that had gone before.
Every evening the F hrer ate privately with ten or twelve others, regularly joined by one
or two officers of the Wehrmacht operations staff ; my turn came every eight or ten
days. He was on top of the world and in splendid humor, and we talked about anything
but shop. I remember we all debated the reason why the cuckoo makes a point of laying
its eggs in other birds’ nests.” And one of Hitler’s secretaries wrote on June 13 : “For a
week now we have been out front again, in a deserted village. For the first few nights I
had to sleep with the other girl in a former pigsty, which had been boarded up and was
frightfully damp. Yesterday the barracks were ready for us, Gottseidank, so we are on
dry land again.... Every night we get the same performance : at precisely twenty past
twelve, enemy aircraft come and circle over the village. We don’t know if they are
looking for us or the approach road to the front. We can’t get them down because they
fly too high. If they don’t come then, the Chief’—meaning Hitler—“inquires, ‘Where’s
our office airman today then !” At any rate every night finds us standing until half past
three or four in the morning with the Chief and other members of his staff in the open air
watching the nocturnal aerial maneuvers until the reconnaissance planes vanish with the
onset of dawn. The landscape at that hour of the morning reminds me of a painting by
Caspar David Friedrich....”

On June 1o, 1940, Italy formally declared war on Britain and France. Hitler had known
of the date for a week in advance and had again tried to persuade Italy to wait, as he
could not spare the Luftwaffe to help Mussolini’s divisions penetrate France’s Alpine
fortifications. He made no attempt to disguise his contempt and forbade Keitel to permit
staff talks with the Italian forces. A member of Keitel’s staff noted : “The F hrer’s view
is that since Italy left us in the lurch last autumn we are under no obligation to her now.”
In the foreign ministry sardonic comparisons were drawn between Mussolini and the
traditional circus clown who rolled up the mats after the acrobats completed their
performance and demanded that the audience applaud him ; or again, the Italians were
dubbed the “harvest hands.” Over dinner on the eleventh, hearing that the Italians had
only now bombed Malta, Hitler commented sourly, “I would have done everything the



other way around.” That Mussolini had formally declared war on France instead of first
launching a lightning invasion of Malta left him almost speechless with vexation. “That
must be the last Declaration of War in history,” he exclaimed. “I never thought the Duce
was so primitive.” And, waving at his adjutants Mussolini’s letter announcing his
intention, he added, “I always knew he was naive, but this whole letter is a warning to me
to be much more careful with my dealings with the Italians in the future.”

There survives among the papers of Walther Hewel the government communiquE
announcing Italy’s inauspicious action, with eloquent amendments written in Hitler’s
own hand. Where the original text proclaimed : “German and Italian soldiers will now
march shoulder to shoulder and not rest until Britain and France have been beaten,”
Hitler irritably crossed out “Britain” and then redrafted the latter part to read “. . . and
will fight on until those in power in Britain and France are prepared to respect the rights
of our two peoples to exist.” He commented scornfully that Mussolini evidently expected
this “looting expedition” to be some kind of excursion on which he could proceed at a
passo romano goose-step. ‘“He is in for the surprise of his life. The French respect the
Italians far less than us.” He cursed, “First they were too cowardly to join in with us, and
now they fall over themselves to be in on the spoils.” After a while he reflected :
“Declarations of war always were the mark of a hypocritical political attitude—an
attempt to keep up an appearance of chivalry. They only became fashionable with the
rise of civilization. In olden times they didn’t Declare War—there were just sudden raids
and invasions, and by and large that is the proper, healthy way. Never in my life will I
sign a declaration of war. I will always strike first.”

Paris was abandoned by the French government and declared an open city to prevent its
destruction. At the last meeting of the Supreme War Council held in France that day,
Winston Churchill, the new British prime minister, begged the French to tie the German
forces down by defending Paris, or to resist until the Americans came in.*) His appeal
for yet more French blood to be spilled in Britain’s cause may have rung cynically in his
allies’ ears ; the French commanders left him in no doubt the war was lost. Hitler’s
Intelligence services must have worked brilliantly now, for the next day, June 13, one of
Hitler’s secretaries wrote : “I personally cannot believe the war will go on after June.
Yesterday there was a War Council in Paris : Weygand declared the battle for Paris lost
and suggested a separate peace, in which PEtain supported him ; but Reynaud and some
other members thundered their protests against him.... To know precisely what the
situation is and still order your men to fight on until they die, shows complete lack of
principle.”

The French Cabinet resigned in the face of this defeat, and the aged Marshal Henri
Philippe PEtain, veteran and hero of World War I, took over. On June 17 word reached
Hitler through Spain that PEtain desired an armistice and wanted to know the German
terms. One of JodI’s staff later wrote : “When he heard this news Hitler was so delighted
that he made a little hop. Ihad never seen him unbend like that before.” He decided to
meet Mussolini to discuss the terms at once. Meanwhile, the Wehrmacht was ordered to



keep up its pressure on the defeated enemy—to take Cherbourg and Brest as a matter of
honor, and to occupy the Alsace and particularly Strasbourg as a matter of geography.

For many days Hitler had deliberated on the armistice itself : he would invite the French
to undergo the same indignities as they had visited on the defeated German generals in
1918 at CompiEgne ; he ordered his staff to find out precisely how the French had
behaved then. It had been raining in 1918, and the Germans had been kept waiting in the
downpour to humiliate them still further. Hitler at first prayed that this time as well it
would rain at CompiEgne. Eventually, his mood changed somewhat : it must be the
purpose of this armistice to give France no cause to fight on from North Africa ; above
all, Hitler wanted to show the British how magnanimous he could be in victory.

The terms of the armistice betrayed a master hand. Weizs ’cker noted approvingly :
“They are so elastic that PEtain can hardly reject them.... On the other hand the terms
leave room for an annihilating peace.” At Munich, Hitler privately persuaded Mussolini
to shelve the Italian territorial claims on France until a final peace treaty. Only
northwestern France would be occupied by the Germans as far as the Spanish frontier.
The rest would remain under PEtain’s control. The delicate problem of the French fleet
called for brilliant handling, for Hitler did not want it to escape to the British. When
Admiral Raeder asked him on the twentieth if Germany could claim the fleet, Hitler
replied that the German navy had no title to the ships as the French fleet was unbeaten.
Besides, the French ships were beyond their reach. The armistice therefore formally
renounced all claim to the French fleet : the French might retain part to preserve their
colonial interests ; the rest was to be taken out of commission. Otherwise the ships
would be left unmolested—in fact Hitler wished for nothing better than that they might
be scuttled by their crews. In short, for reasons of strategy the German armistice terms
bore no comparison with the humiliating terms inflicted on Germany in 1918 or indeed
with thg) terms of armistice recently drafted by France in anticipation of defeating
Hitler.™

At noon on June 21, Hitler drove through the fog-shrouded roads of northern France to
the forest of CompiEgne. Ever since PEtain’s armistice request had reached him four
days before, Hitler’s headquarters staff had toiled to set the scene for the world’s press
and cameramen. The old wooden dining car in which Marshal Foch had dictated his
terms to the Germans on November 11, 1918, had been retrieved from its permanent
display in Paris and set up on a short length of railway track in the same spot in the forest,
near the French armistice memorial. A guard of honor awaited Hitler’s arrival. Forty
minutes later the French officers arrived. Hitler sat on one side of the long table set up in
the dining car, while General Keitel began reading out the preamble to the three stony-
faced Frenchmen.

Hitler himself had composed these words : “After a heroic resistance, France has been
vanquished. Therefore Germany does not intend to give the armistice terms or
negotiations the character of an abuse of such a gallant enemy. The sole object of the
German demands is to prevent any resumption of the fighting, to provide Germany with
the necessary safeguards for her continued struggle against Britain, and to make possible



the dawn of a new peace whose primary element will be the rectification of all the brutal
injustices inflicted on the German Reich....” After this twelve-minute introduction Hitler
rose and left with his party, while Keitel continued to dictate the terms to the Frenchmen.
Schmundt had dictated the order in which the German officers were to leave at this stage,
and it spoke volumes for Hitler’s mentality : Hitler was to be followed by G-ring, and
then by Ribbentrop, Hess, and Raeder ; Brauchitsch was to leave last of all. The railway
coach was now shipped to Berlin as an exhibit ; the French memorial at CompiEgne was
demolished with explosives—only the statue of Marshal Foch himself remained
untouched, on Hitler’s personal instructions.

The French signed the armistice document with Keitel the next afternoon and then left for
Italy to bargain with the Italians. Hitler could now fulfill a lifelong dream to visit Paris
and see its architecture. He sent for his three favorite intellectuals—the architects Albert
Speer and Hermann Giesler and the sculptor Arno Breker—and they arrived at BrSly-de-
Plche that evening, June 22. Over dinner Hitler could talk of nothing but the next day’s
visit. At4 A.M. the next morning he flew secretly to Le Bourget airport with Keitel, a
handful of his staff, and the court architects clad in incongruous field-gray. Here at last,
towering above him in stone and iron and stained glass, were the monuments so familiar
to him from the pages of his architectural encyclopedias. He was actually inside the
modern baroque Opera, asking the gray-haired usher to show him long-forgotten
chambers of whose existence he was aware from the architectural plans. For these three
brief hours shortly after dawn he wandered around the Tour Eiffel, the Arc de Triomphe,
and Les Invalides, where he stood in bareheaded awe of Napoleon’s sarcophagus. When
it was light enough he gazed out across the undamaged city from the forecourt of SacrE-
Coeur and Montmartre. At ten that morning he flew back to Belgium. That evening he
commanded Speer to draft a decree for the complete reconstruction of Berlin—it must
outshine everything he had seen in Paris. He signed the document three days later,
ordering the Reich capital’s facelift to be completed by 1950.

The Italians and French came to terms as well. Hitler told Brauchitsch he believed the
British would soon give way. An hour after midnight on June 25, 1940, a bugler of the
Ist Guards Company took up station at each corner of the F hrer’s village headquarters.
Seated at the bare wooden table in his requisitioned cottage, Hitler waited with Speer, his
adjutants, secretaries, and personal staff, he had also invited two of his fellow
infantrymen from World War I to join him—one Ernst Schmidt, a master painter, and his
old sergeant Max Amann, now chief of the Party’s printing presses. Throughout Europe
millions of radios were tuned in to this quiet forest acre. Hitler ordered the lights in the
dining room switched off, and the window opened. A radio turned low whispered a
commentary. At 1:35 A.M., the moment prescribed for the armistice to take effect, the
buglers sounded the cease-fire.

It was the most moving moment of his life. Nobody would ever understand what this
victory meant for him ; for four years he had once fought as an anonymous infantryman,
and now as Supreme Commander it had been granted to him to lead his people to a
unique victory. After a while he broke the silence. “The burden of responsibility . . .”
But he did not go on.



The F hrer asked for the lights to be turned on again.

1 The Allied superiority in tanks was vast. The French and British had 3,432 tanks, not
including either the obsolete Renault F.T. or the light British tanks. The Germans had
started the campaign with 2,574 tanks, of which, however, 523 were the light Mark I, and
955, the hardly better Mark II. (Among the rest were 345 Mark IlIs, 278 Mark IVs, 106
Czech Mark 35, and 228 Czech Mark 38s.)

2 After France’s defeat, Hitler decided in July 1940 that Madagascar would make a
suitable destination for Europe’s Jews.

3 The Forschungsamt had detected the anti-German utterances of his sixty-year-old
predecessor, Bernardo Attolico, and Hitler had requested his recall.

4 Hitler devoted some thought to keeping the United States at bay. He granted an
exclusive interview to the Hearst Press correspondent Karl von Wiegand on June 13 to
stress his total lack of predatory interest in either North or South America, or for that
matter in the British Empire ; of Britain he demanded only the return of of the former
German colonies. “But as Britain lost battle after battle, her men in power besought
America with tear—swollen eyes to help them. They declared that Germany was
threatening the British Empire and intended to destroy it. One thing will, admittedly, be
destroyed in this war—a capitalist clique which is and always has been willing to destroy
millions of people for its own despicable ends.”

5 The captured French document, dated November 9, 1939, analyzed in particular means
of ensuring that the reparations could be extracted from Germany without the errors made
in 1919.

Notes

p. 115 General von Trotha provided me with original documents relating to his mission.
I also used the annexes to the war diary of the F hrer’s HQ, diaries of Jodl and
Tippelskirch, Hitler’s recollections in Table Talk, October 17-18, 1941 (Heim’s note),
and Gerhard Schacht’s study on Eben Emael in WR, 1954, pages 217 et seq.

p. 116 The definitive account of the Luftwaffe attack on Rotterdam is still Professor
H.A. Jacobsen’s, in WR, 1958, pages 257 et seq.; and I used Kesselring’s interrogation
by the USSBS.

p. 118 Raeder’s verbal account of his meeting with Hitler is in the naval staff diary ; it
is more explicit than his own written summary.



p- 120 The simple explanation that it never occurred to Hitler that the British army was
decamping from Dunkirk and leaving the French in the lurch escaped most historians ; it
is hinted at by Ulrich Liss—chief of Foreign Armies West at the time—in his article in
WR, 1958, pages 325 et seq., but neither Jacobsen (in Allgemeine Schweizerische
Milit”rzeitschrift, 1953, page 845 and elsewhere) nor H. Meier-Welcker, in VfZ, 1954,
pages 274 et seq., nor the British official historians L.F. Ellis and J.R.M. Butler grasped
this point. Liss’s daily situation reports are none too emphatic ; and the entry in the
diary of his superior, Tippelskirch, on May 31—*“What picture emerged over the last few
days to suggest that the British and French were embarking by sea ?”’—suggests that the
search for a scapegoat was beginning.

p. 121 That the initial decision to halt the German tanks outside Dunkirk was
Rundstedt’s—and only subsequently given Hitler’s blessing—is proven beyond doubt by
the war diary of Rundstedt’s Army Group A ; Rundstedt indignantly denied paternity of
the decision when interrogated after the war. But the facts are plain. Late on May 24 an
impatient Halder radioed permission to Army Groups A and B to attack Dunkirk.
Rundstedt (Army Group A) refused, as “the mechanized groups must first be allowed to
pull themselves together.” His operations officer, G nther Blumentritt, marked the file
copy of Halder’s signal, “Submitted to OC [Rundstedt] and Chief of Staff, but has not
been forwarded to Fourth Army as F hrer wants OC Army Group A to decide.” This did
not prevent Bock (diary) and Fourth Army (war diary, May 27) from attributing the order
to Hitler ; the F hrer never blamed Rundstedt in later years, however. I also used the
diaries of Jodl, Richthofen, Waldau, and Halder ; the interrogations of Halder,
Kesselring, Scheidt, Jodl, Warlimont, Rundstedt, and Heusinger ; and the memoirs of
Keitel, Lossberg, and Junge. Engel also noted (allegedly on May 27): “Contrary to
expectations the F hrer left the decision largely to Rundstedt.”

p. 123 Himmler’s written proposals for dealing with the eastern populations are in his
files (T175/119/5133 et seq.); a genesis of these ideas will be found in his speech notes
of March 13, 1940. For Hitler’s broadly similar views, note his remark in Table Talk,
February 4, 1942 (Heim’s note) : “Wherever in the world there is some Germanic blood,
we’ll be taking the best of it for ourselves.” Himmler’s eight-page plan of June 1940
(pages 123-24) is on IfZ microfilm MA-360.

Himmler’s notes written before his meeting give a good impression of his varied
interests, e.g., May 22, 1940, F hrer, at Felsennest [HQ]. (1) Chief of SS and Police for
Holland : “Bach or Rauter ? (‘Warmly approves of Rauter, as Austrian’). (2) Pistol with
spotlights. (3) Identity photos (Waffen SS). (4) Book by Divinger, Atrocities in Poland.
(5) Memorandum on Poland. (‘Not yet read’). (6) Legal proceedings against [British
agents] Best and Stevens. (‘F hrer will fix the date’)” (T175/94/5221).

p. 125 My account of Hitler’s secret speech of June 2, 1940, is based principally on
Leeb’s diary, but also on accounts by Rommel, Weichs, Bock, and Salmuth.

p. 126 For Leopold’s fury, see Army Group B’s telex to the OKH on May 31, 1940
(Weizs”’cker’s AA files, Serial 141).



p. 128 Hitler’s caustic comments about Italy were reported, respectively, by General
Thomas (1456-PS), Weizs”cker in a private letter of June 5 and diary July 10, Junge,
Puttkamer, and Engel in a note on June to, 1940.

p. 129 (footnote) In Etzdorfs files is a further dispatch by Karl von Wiegand from Paris,
transmitted with Hitler’s consent on June 15, 1940, in typical newspaper jargon. Paris
was quiet and undamaged, the population was curious, the police were saluting German
officers, and German soldiers were voluntarily saluting the tomb of the Unknown Soldier
at the Arc de Triomphe. “Tonight hotel dining rooms filled German officers who
obviously happy but maintain astonishingly quiet dignified demeanor considering they’ve
taken one greatest cities world.”

p. 130 The only record of Hitler’s private talk with Mussolini is in Italian, in the Duce’s
handwriting (Mussolini papers, T586/406/769 et seq.); he had talked with Hitler for a
long time about the French fleet, but Hitler had persuaded him that modern bombers
rendered big warships obsolete. “Since France wanted this war and declared it on us,
despite my repeated offers of agreement,” continued Hitler, “my terms will be such as to
solve once and for all the outstanding problems”—and he pointed to the Colmar-

M hlhausen area on the map, indicating that the present (German) inhabitants of Alto
Adige, in the Tyrol, would be resettled there. For Russia Hitler expressed only
“enormous contempt.” He concluded : “Now Germany can be compared with a lucky
and audacious gambler, who has kept winning but kept on doubling his stake. Now he is
a little bit nervous—and wants to take home his winnings quickly.” Mussolini’s protocol
makes much of Hitler’s admiration of Italy ; but Waldau’s diary, June 20, reports that the
F hrer returned to HQ “bitterly upset about the complete inactivity of the Italians.”

p. 130 It was Admiral Puttkamer who overheard—and told me of—Hitler’s refusal to
Raeder to assign the French fleet to Germany.

p. 131 In Weizs cker’s files is a detailed list of all the “insulting and degrading
conditions of the Versailles Treaty” drawn up for comparative purposes (Serial 1892H).

p. 131 Hitler had learnt the measurements of the world’s most famous theaters by heart,
having steeped himself years earlier in the British architect Sachs’s Modern Opera
Houses and Theatres.

p. 131 The origins of Hitler’s belief that the British would give way are clear enough.
On June 17, 1940, Lord Halifax’s undersecretary R.A. Butler saw the Swedish envoy in
London, Bj—-rn Prytz, who promptly telegraphed Stockholm : “Mr. Butler’s official
attitude will for the present be that the war should continue, but he must be certain that no
opportunity should be missed of compromise if reasonable conditions could be agreed,
and no diehards would be allowed to stay in the way. He [Butler] was called in to Lord
Halifax and came out with a message to me that common sense and not bravado would
dictate the British government’s policy. Halifax had said that he felt such a message
would be welcome to [Prytz] but it must not be taken to mean ‘peace at any price.” ”

Two days later Weizs cker was told of this telegram in broad outline by Prytz’s Berlin



counterpart, Richert, who added on June 22—the day before Hitler’s talk with
Brauchitsch, on which the OKW note exists in CO files—that Halifax took the peace line
in opposition to Churchill, Duff Cooper, Chamberlain, and Simon. (See Weizs ’cker’s
AA file, “Anglo-German Relations,” Vol. IlI.) Swedish government publication of
Prytz’s remarkable telegram was twice (in 1946 and 1964) successfully blocked by the
British FO.

Churchill had not always opposed a compromise with Hitler, nor had the British Cabinet.
On May 28, 1940, according to its minutes now available for inspection, Chamberlain
“said that it was our duty to look at the situation realistically. He felt bound to say that he
was in agreement with the foreign secretary [Halifax] in taking the view that if we
thought it was possible that we could now get terms which, although grievous, would not
threaten our independence, we should be right to consider such terms.” According to
Halifax’s private diary, on June 6 Churchill also confirmed that “any peace terms now as
hereafter offered must not be destructive of our independence.”

David Irving

HITLER’S WAR

The Big Decision

While Schmundt packed up the headquarters, and a never-ending stream of telegrams and
congratulations reached the Chancellery in Berlin—from the exiled kaiser in Holland,
from the crown prince, from Hindenburg’s daughter, and even one from Hitler’s old
schoolmaster in Austria—the F hrer contentedly toured the Flanders battlefield of World
War I with his old comrades Amann and Schmidt. He even found the house where he
had been billeted as an infantryman and delightedly showed it to Schaub and the select
handful who accompanied him on this nostalgic pilgrimage around those corners of his
memory. At one point he darted off and clambered up an overgrown slope, looking for a
concrete slab behind which he had once taken cover. His memory had not deceived him,
for the same nondescript slab was still there and for all we know lies there to this day.

Schmundt had prepared for him an interim headquarters, “Tannenberg,” high up in the
Black Forest near Freudenstadt. Hitler did not want to return to Berlin until he had some
unofficial response to the peace feelers he had extended to the British through Sweden.
He would then stage a triumphal return to the capital on July 6 and make his formal offer
in a Reichstag speech two days later. After that he would be free to attend to Russia in
1941.

The anti-Bolshevik urge, like some Wagnerian motif, continued to inspire his private
deliberations, occasionally breaking to the surface in moments of triumph or repose—
much to the consternation of his unready associates. Every time the Russians made some



move, he reminded himself that this motif was his real raison d’ftre : he had analyzed the
inexplicable Russian armistice with Finland with this in mind, and he had concluded that
Stalin must have been bluffing about his military weakness ; but to what end ? Unlike
“the alcoholic dilettante” into whose hands British power had now been thrust, Stalin was
a national leader of whose strategic capability Hitler was in no doubt ; he knew how to
think in terms of centuries—he set himself distant goals which he then pursued with a
single-mindedness and ruthlessness that the F hrer could only admire.

As early as June 2, Hitler had mentioned to Rundstedt when discussing “Red” at
Charleville, “Now that Britain will presumably be willing to make peace, I will begin the
final settlement of scores with bolshevism.” He obviously regarded the August 1939 pact
with Stalin with increasing cynicism. It was a life insurance policy to which he had
steadfastly contributed but which he now felt had served its purpose ; his victory in
France had given him a feeling of immortality.

The Russian and British problems were inseparably entangled with the British : if Russia
were neutralized as a military power, Britain would be obliged to accept just the kind of
bloodless defeat Hitler was reserving for this troublesome brother-country. Her last
“Continental dagger” would be smitten from her grasp.

There is an abundance of contemporary evidence that in June 1940 Hitler was still well
disposed toward the British Empire. The archives of the High Command and the navy
provide examples. This was why Keitel rejected a proposal that Britain’s food supplies
be sabotaged, and on June 3 Hitler explicitly forbade Canaris to introduce bacterial
warfare against Britain. On June 17, JodI’s principal assistant confirmed to the naval
staff that

... the F hrer has anything but the intention of completely destroying the
British Empire, as England’s downfall would be to the detriment of the
white race. Hence the possibility of making peace with Britain after
France’s defeat and at the latter’s expense, on condition that our colonies
are returned and Britain renounces her influence in Europe. With regard
to an invasion ... the F hrer has not so far uttered any such intention, as he
is fully aware of the extreme difficulties inherent in such an operation.
That is also why the High Command has as yet undertaken no studies or
preparations. (The Commander in Chief, Luftwaffe, has put certain things
in hand, e.g., the activation of a parachute division.)

Hitler also lengthily discussed his friendly attitude toward Britain with Rudolf Hess, and
together with G—ring he hatched a plan to offer Britain twelve divisions for “overseas
purposes”—the defense of her Empire against aggression. G-ring criticized the plan as
meaningless, since Britain could now in increasing measure rely on the United States for
military support.



Hitler persisted in believing that with the fall of France the British government would see
reason. Admiral Raeder urged him to launch immediate air raids on the main British
naval bases and to prepare a seaborne invasion ; for the latter, of course, aerial
supremacy was essential. Hitler, however, believed an invasion quite superfluous. “One
way or another the British will give in.” On June 25 one of his private secretaries wrote :
“The Chief plans to speak to the Reichstag shortly. It will probably be his last appeal to
Britain. If they don’t come around even then, he will proceed without pity. I believe it
still hurts him even now to have to tackle the British. It would obviously be far easier for
him if they would see reason themselves. If only they knew that the Chief wants nothing
more from them than the return of our own former colonies, perhaps they might be more
approachable. . . .” On the same day General Jeschonnek, the Chief of Air Staff, refused
to assist the OKW’s invasion planning since “in his [Jeschonnek’s] view the F hrer has
no intention of mounting an invasion.” When the air member of JodlI’s staff nonetheless
pressed Jeschonnek to help, the general bitingly replied, “That’s the OKW’s affair. There
won’t be any invasion, and I have no time to waste on planning one.”

Hitler felt that the British public was being deliberately misled as to his war aims. In a
democracy, public opinion—and that meant published opinion—made it difficult to
reverse one’s course of action ; perhaps, he reasoned, there was nobody in Britain with
the courage to admit the error in declaring war on Germany. “Naturally, it matters a lot
what the Britons expect the F hrer’s purpose to be in fighting their country,” wrote Hewel
to a contact in Switzerland on June 30, (the letter is important, since it appears to have
been submitted to Hitler for approval.) “They were cajoled into this catastrophe by
emigrEs and liberal-thinking people ... now it is up to them to find some way out of this
mess. The point is, Can the British grasp the genius and greatness of the F hrer, not only
as a benefit to Germany but to the whole of Europe too ? Can they swallow their envy
and pride enough to see in him not the conqueror but the creator of the new Europe ? If
they can they will automatically come to the conclusion that the F hrer does not want to
destroy the Empire, as the emigrEs duping them claim.” Hitler was minded to give the
British one last chance shortly, added Hewel. “If they continue to wallow in their present
pigheadedness, then God help them.” A few days later Weizs’cker summed up the
situation in his diary : “We’d like to call it a day, put out a Germanic hand to Britain and
thus win added pressure for our threat against the Russians, who are currently reaping all
the advantages—which are, indirectly, against us. In addition, perhaps we automatically
shy from taking over the immense task of inheriting both Europe and the British Empire.
‘Conquer Britain—but what then, and what for 2”—This question of the F hrer’s is
countered by others, like Herr von Ribbentrop, with a comparison to two great trees that
cannot prosper if they grow up close together.” In Weizs ’cker’s view Britain would not
give in unless clubbed to the ground—and only after Churchill had been disposed of.

Deep in the Black Forest, the F hrer waited for word from Britain and planned the

Reich’s new frontiers. Now that victory was his, he saw no reason not to gather the
spoils of war. He would throw France back to the frontiers of 1540. He personally
instructed the two western Gauleiters, Josef B rckel and Robert Wagner, to reannex



Alsace and Lorraine by stealth ; any formal German announcement would have
prompted Mussolini to enforce Italy’s territorial claims against France, or even provoked
Marshal PEtain to transfer his fleet and African colonies to the enemy. Meanwhile
German troops stopped the thousands of French refugees from returning to these
provinces ; German civilian governments were set up, and all French official protests
were ignored. Many of Hitler’s own staff, like Otto Meissner and Rudolf Schmundt, had
been born in Alsace.

Small wonder that Hitler warned his legal experts to “put as little down on paper as
possible,” for the new Germany would have a western frontier not enjoyed since the late
Middle Ages ; it would embrace all of Holland, Belgium, and Luxemburg, and much of
modern France besides. The line he envisaged ran from the Somme estuary southward ;
it gave Germany the Channel ports of Boulogne, Calais, and Dunkirk, much of Flanders,
all of Lorraine, the Franche ComtE and part of Burgundy, as far as Lake Geneva. (Hitler
also asked Jodl’s operations staff to draft a contingency plan for the invasion of
Switzerland.) France herself was to be reduced to an impotent collection of self-
governing provinces.

Under the peace settlement Hitler also intended to oblige his former enemies, as well as
the pro-Axis countries, to agree on a uniform solution of the Jewish problem. France
would be required to make available an overseas territory to accommodate Europe’s
Jews—he considered Madagascar best suited. Hitler revealed this decision to Admiral
Raeder on June 20 and evidently to Ribbentrop and Himmler soon after, for experts in the
foreign ministry worked eagerly on the Madagascar plan throughout the summer, and the
Reichsf hrer SS definitely issued corresponding instructions to the police generals in the
east. He told a relieved Governor General Hans Frank that the F hrer had ordered an end
to the dumping of Jews in the Generalgouvernement of Poland after all, as they were to
be deported overseas, including those now in Poland. Gauleiter Greiser, governor of the
newly annexed Warthegau, was not pleased, however, for he had herded 250,000 Jews
into the Litzmannstadt (Lodz) ghetto to await their transfer to the Generalgouvernement ;
further delay would place a huge medical and foodstuffs burden on his administration
that winter. But “of course he would bow to these instructions,” he promised. At a
Cracow conference, SS General Streckenbach quoted Himmler : “When and how the
deportation begins, depends on the peace settlement.”

It is difficult to relate the political and military developments of the summer of 1940 to
the industrial—and hence longer-range—decisions Hitler took. His political posture
from early June onward was one of conviction that Britain could be persuaded by
diplomatic means to yield to his will. Nevertheless, in the second week of June he
ordered Keitel, G-ring, and the arms industry to convert to the special needs of the war
against Britain : all effort must be applied to the mass production of Junkers 88 bombers
and of submarines. But though the ammunition dumps were to be replenished, the
peacetime consumer-goods industry was restarted. The field army was to be reduced in
strength immediately by thirty-five divisions, which would provide industry with the
manpower it now lacked.



The key to the uncertainty this reflected was Russia. Jodl felt that Hitler’s “huntsman’s
instinct” told him that Stalin meant him no good, and twice during June Russian actions
fed these suspicions. On the twelfth, Moscow issued an ultimatum to the Baltic state of
Lithuania, followed four days later by similar ultimata to Estonia and Latvia. Soviet
troops invaded these countries, and from the concentrations of troops on Romania’s
frontier it was clear that further moves were intended.

Now Germany’s oil supplies were in real danger. Army Intelligence recorded a flood of
reports that the Russians were going to invade Germany, that heavy tanks had been heard
massing across the frontier, and that Germany was to receive an ultimatum to hand over
Memel. The rapidity with which Hitler finally defeated France must have taken Stalin by
surprise, for on the twenty-third Molotov informed Germany that despite an earlier
promise to avoid war with Romania over the Bessarabian region, the Soviet Union would
brook no further delay and was resolved to “use force if the Romanian government
refuses a peaceful settlement.” To Hitler’s evident consternation, the Russians also laid
claim to Bukovina, a region formerly owned by the Austrian crown and never by
Imperial Russia ; Bukovina was densely populated by ethnic Germans. Hitler asked
Ribbentrop to refresh his memory as to the content of the 1939 pact with Stalin, but the
secret protocol was alarmingly vague : “With respect to the southeast, the Soviet party
stresses its interest in Bessarabia. The German party declares its total political
dEsintEressement in these regions.” The plurality of “regions” was an embarrassment,
but the protocol bore Ribbentrop’s signature, and war in the Balkans had to be avoided at
all costs. Molotov agreed to limit the Russian claim to northern Bukovina, and under
German pressure the Romanian government bowed to force majeure on the twenty-
eighth.

To his adjutants Hitler expressed all the private anger about these two Russian moves—
into the Baltic states and eastern Romania—that he was unable to vent in public. He
termed them the first Russian attacks on western Europe and as such to be taken very
seriously indeed. “This is Russia trying to safeguard her flanks.” Since the autumn of
1939 Stalin had now annexed over 286,000 square miles, with a population of over
twenty million people.

During the last days of June, Hitler had a number of private talks with Brauchitsch, the
army’s Commander in Chief, some of which General Halder also attended. Halder was
concerned about Russia’s growing militancy, her steadily increasing strength along the
September 1939 demarcation line in Poland, and her colossal armaments program ; he
pointed out that the few divisions left in the east were not even sufficient for customs
purposes and asked for an increase in German strength there. On June 23, Hitler
discussed this at length with Brauchitsch—a long note of their decisions was taken by
Colonel von Lossberg. Basically Hitler ruled that the army was to be reduced from 155
to 120 divisions (although 20 of the 35 divisions to be disbanded could be reactivated on
short notice if necessary); he directed that the armored and mechanized divisions were to
be doubled—itself an interesting provision ; and that no fewer than 17 divisions were to
be stationed in the east, together with the headquarters of General Georg von K chler’s



Eighteenth Army. The Russians were to be reassured that this redeployment was merely
a “transfer home.”

Hitler’s political appreciation of the situation was that if Britain continued to fight, it
could only be because she hoped to enlist the United States and Russia on her side. Two
days later, Halder is to be found briefing his staff on the new element in all this :
“Germany’s striking power in the east.” In an order to the three army group commanders
on June 25, General von Brauchitsch mentioned innocuously that the various
organizational changes would be effected “partly in occupied areas, partly in Germany,
and partly in the east.” Discussing the reasons underlying the transfer of the Eighteenth
Army to the east, in a letter to Brauchitsch on the twenty-eighth,"” Halder wrote : “The
purpose here for the time being is to demonstrate the physical presence of the German
army ; but it is important not to show an attitude of open hostility.” Two days later he
apparently told Weizs”cker that Germany must keep a weather eye on the east. “Britain
will probably need a display of military force before she gives in and allows us a free
hand for the east.”® And on July 3 Halder was even more explicit in his discussion of
the eastern problem. “It has to be examined from the angle of how best to deliver a
military blow to Russia, to extort from her a recognition of Germany’s dominant role in
Europe.”

Tannenberg was not one of Hitler’s most attractively sited headquarters. It consisted of a
number of wooden barracks and concrete block houses partly below ground level, deep in
the Black Forest. The tall pine-trees sighed in the wind, and it rained heavily. There
were only a few days of sunshine in the week he stayed there, beginning June 28. While
JodI’s staff applied itself to the theoretical problems of defeating Britain, Hitler began to
draft the speech he would deliver to the Reichstag upon his return to Berlin.

The Italian ambassador called on him here ; Hitler hinted that Germany was on the
threshold of “big new tasks,” without being more specific. In truth, he had not yet made
up his own mind which way to turn. He mentioned to Schmundt that he was turning over
in his mind whether or not to fight Russia. The Wehrmacht adjutant afterward told
Below about it as they walked gloomily through the dripping forest. (The scene of this
exchange remained indelibly in the Luftwaffe adjutant’s memory and helped to fix the
time of Hitler’s portentous remark in the rush of history that summer.) Hitler also seems
to have discussed this possibility with his foreign minister, and one of JodI’s staff
whether on Hitler’s direct command cannot now be discerned—privately began drafting
an OKW plan for an attack on Russia.*’

By late June 1940, Hitler suspected that the British had no intention of submitting ; by
the end of the first week in July, this suspicion had hardened to a certainty.



Not only had Germany’s own unofficial soundings through Sweden met with a rebuff,
but Hitler’s agencies had intercepted the formal British reply to an offer of mediation by
the Pope. The extent of Britain’s determination was displayed vividly on July 3, when
Churchill’s navy opened fire on the remnants of the French fleet at Mers-el-Kebir, killing
1,150 French sailors ; this was Hitler’s own language and the message reached him loud
and clear. Moreover, Allied documents captured in France demonstrated unmistakably
the kind of war that Britain was preparing : among the records of the Supreme War
Council was one of a November 1939 meeting at which Chamberlain had disclosed that
the British air staff had developed a plan to use its new long-range bombers for the
destruction of the Ruhr, site of an estimated 60 per-cent of German industry. Aerial
photographs had been taken ; plaster models had been built of the entire region. The
RAF bombing offensive as planned would continue for several months and would
inevitably, Chamberlain admitted, take a heavy toll of civilian life in Germany, which
was a drawback from a world-opinion point of view. French War Minister Daladier had
begged the British to think again, fearing that the German reprisals would fall most
heavily on France.

Hitler’s agents had also discovered notes written by Daladier during a visit to Paris by
Churchill and British air marshals on May 16, while the archives of the Quai d’Orsay
were being burned outside the windows. ... Churchill thinks the [German] salient can
be cordoned off just as in 1918. I explain to him there can be no comparison between the
two wars. A long technical argument with his generals, who declare to me that the
German advance into France can be slowed down by bombing the Ruhr. I retort it is
absurd to believe that. The Germans are interested only in pressing on into France and
finishing off Britain afterward. The damage to the Ruhr won’t matter two hoots to them

; they won’t let their spoils slip through their fingers now.... London must be defended
here. Air Marshal Joubert de la FertE and Churchill contradict, they point out the
importance of defending the British arms factories....” A last desperate telegram from
Reynaud to Churchill appealed for the RAF to stop its futile attacks on the Ruhr and send
aircraft instead in direct support of the French infantry, now standing alone in battle with
the Germans. This document was also in Hitler’s hands by the end of June.

So the British planned to fight on—relying on their air force for the defense of their isles
and a strategic attack on Germany’s rear. It was an unwelcome revelation for Hitler and
the OKW operations staff. As one of Jodl’s officers was later to write : “We had in truth
not the slightest desire for such a passage of arms. Our worries centered solely on the
gathering Bolshevik menace far in the east, against which no natural frontier protected
us. This was why we had built up our costly arms industry.” On June 30, Jodl drafted a
first appreciation of the continued war with Britain. It was dominated by the specter of a
Britain resurgent and able to strike at Germany’s arms industry—in essence it was
concerned with defensive and preventive strategy, with ways of breaking Britain’s will,
and of defeating her bomber force either in the air or in the factories themselves. Jodl
regarded the invasion of Britain as an extreme to be adopted only if all else failed to bring
Britain to her senses ; meanwhile, the country could be blockaded or bombed into
abandoning her war against Germany. Hitler ordered his service commanders to start
invasion preparations since “under certain circumstances” the need might arise, but the



mere thought of committing upward of thirty good divisions to an opposed operation
“overseas” must have smitten the F hrer with grave apprehension. He willingly allowed
the invasion preparations to go on, but apparently only for the diversionary@ and political
effect they had on Britain and Russia.

On July 6, 1940, Hitler returned to Berlin, two months after he had sallied forth to fight
the French. A public holiday had been declared in the capital, the shops had shut at noon,
a million swastika flags had been distributed free to the packed mass of humanity lining
the streets to the Chancellery, and roses were scattered in the roads for Hitler’s cars to
crush. As a military band struck up the Badenweiler march and Dr. Goebbels himself
broadcast the running commentary over the radio network, at 3 P.M. Hitler’s special train
pulled into Anhalt station.

The strategic alternatives facing Hitler were of nightmarish magnitude. Every other
decision he had taken on impulse, with an instinctive lunge after a night of deep
contemplation. But the choice between attacking Britain or Russia was one that occupied
him continuously until the end of July and to a lesser degree until autumn. Unexpectedly
he was now confronted by two enemies, but he had only one bullet left in the breech, as
he himself later graphically put it. Britain was the less urgent of the dangers ; Churchill
might conceal from his own people the magnitude of the defeat suffered at Dunkirk, but
the debris of an army in flight, left on the beaches of northern France, was concrete
evidence of Britain’s inability to intervene directly on land for several years to come.
That the RAF might bomb German industry concerned Hitler less than the mischief
Britain might create in the Balkans—the source of Hitler’s oil—where Churchill could
set one jealous country at its neighbor’s throat with little risk to British life and limb.

The Allied planning documents recently captured in France had been an eye-opener,
betraying, as they did, the sympathetic attitude shown by Turkey, Greece, and
particularly Yugoslavia toward the various moves contemplated by the Allies : the Greek
war minister had secretly announced his country’s readiness to allow the Allies to land
troops in Salonika, and Turkey had agreed to allow French aircraft overflights from Syria
to bomb the Russian oil fields in the Caucasus. In short, the Balkans could prove Hitler’s
undoing, and he told Italy’s foreign minister as much on the day after his return to

Berlin. The Italians wished to invade Yugoslavia now, but Hitler urged them not to since
then Hungary could invade Romania, the Balkans would go up in flames, and Russia
might cross the Danube into Bulgaria, where Communist and Pan-Slav influence was rife
and the royal house dangerously insecure. “The Russians would therefore certainly
advance toward their ancient Byzantine goal, the Dardanelles and Constantinople,” said
Hitler. He added explicitly, “So long as the conflict with Britain has not been brought to
a victorious conclusion, a Balkan conflict would present great difficulties for us. Things
might go so far that Britain and Russia, under the pressure of events, could discover a
community of interest.”



By July 1, 1940, both General von Brauchitsch and Colonel von Lossberg, a member of
JodI’s staff, had realized that Hitler proposed a Russian campaign. Brauchitsch asked the
OKH to “do some operational thinking” about this, and Halder accordingly asked
General Hans von Greiffenberg to start planning in the operations branch of the General
Staff. In addition, “Foreign Armies East” was directed to investigate the distribution of
Soviet forces confronting them. Lossberg’s OKW study of a Russian campaigns was
some thirty pages long, with a number of appendices and maps ; early in July, during the
subsequent sojourn of the OKW command train Atlas on a siding at Grunewald station in
Berlin, Lossberg directed Captain von Trotha—his assistant—to obtain maps of Russia.
The Lossberg study in its final form—the plan was code-named “Fritz,” after his son—
bore a striking resemblance to the campaign that was actually begun in the summer of
1941.

Lossberg was undoubtedly right when he later suggested that there was a psychological
factor in Hitler’s decision to deal with Russia first. It was not just that the F hrer realized
that risking a seaborne invasion of Britain despite her crushing naval supremacy might on
the first day cost him a hundred thousand men—men he would one day need to achieve
his distant goal, the black nugget of National Socialist ambition, the subjugation of the
Soviet Union. It was the realization that victory in France had produced both in his
command staffs and in the German people a smugness and a self-satisfaction and a
savoring of the peace to come that threatened to undermine all hope of launching a
superhuman crusade against the Bolsheviks. It was now or never : never again would
Germany have a leader of such authority and following. In April 1941 he was to say :

Of course the people will never see the point of this new campaign. But
the people never does grasp what must be done for its own advantage.

The people must always be led by the nose to paradise. Today we are
more powerfully armed than ever before. We cannot keep up this level of
armament much longer. I would never be able to tackle my real peacetime
ambitions otherwise. That is why we have to use the arms we have now
for the real battle—the one that counts, because one day the Russians, the
countless millions of Slavs, are going to come. Perhaps not even in ten
years’ time, perhaps only after a hundred ; but they will come.

In spite of all this, throughout the summer of 1940 Hitler allowed the invasion
preparations against Britain to continue in the hope that this threat coupled with
propaganda, blockade, and if need be air bombardment would bring the British people to
their senses. Admiral Raeder felt that the British would not make peace without,
figuratively speaking, a taste of the whip first : he urged Hitler first to order heavy air
raids on some big city like Liverpool, and then to deliver his “peace offer” in the
Reichstag ; an invasion must be regarded only as a last resort. Hitler agreed in principle,
but refused to unleash the Luftwaffe against Britain as this might stir up irreparable
hatred.

The signs were in fact conflicting. It was rumored that the new British ambassador in
Moscow, Sir Stafford Cripps, had predicted that an invasion was bound to succeed,



forcing the government to emigrate to Canada ; and the expatriate Duke of Windsor—
who had served with the French military mission near Paris but had now escaped through
Spain to Portugal—bitterly attacked Churchill’s unnecessary prolongation of the war and
categorically foresaw that “protracted heavy bombardment would make Britain ready for
peace.” He considered that his return to Britain would result in a powerful boost for the
peace party there, and that was why Churchill was sending him away to govern the
Bahamas.® But by July 11 it was clear that Churchill’s hard line was prevailing.

Hitler was perplexed by this continued intransigence. He assumed that Churchill had
deliberately misinformed his colleagues, for Cripps was heard to explain in Moscow that
Britain could not make peace “because Germany would without doubt demand the entire
British fleet to be handed over to her”—a charge devoid of even the smallest shred of
support in the German documents. Yet, could not the British people realize, Hitler
reasoned, that Churchill’s opportunist war would mean the end of their empire ? Halder
wrote on the thirteenth : “The F hrer ... accepts that he may have to force Britain to make
peace ; but he is reluctant to do so, because if we do defeat the British in the field, the
British Empire will fall apart. Germany will not profit therefrom. We should be paying
with German blood for something from which only Japan, America, and others would
draw benefit.” Hitler now shared the army’s suspicion that the only explanation for
Churchill’s stand was that through Cripps he was working out a deal with Moscow.
Could Stalin be making common cause with Britain, despite all he had just learned from
copies supplied to him of captured French documents about the Franco-British plans of
April 1940 to bomb the Caucasus oil fields ?

Hitler had postponed the Reichstag session and left Berlin on July 8. For the next ten
days he drifted purposelessly about Bavaria and Austria—attending a reception for
Munich artists at Bormann’s house, persuading the Hungarian leaders to moderate their
territorial demands on Romania, and then retiring to the Obersalzberg for a week of quiet
reflection on the future. The Hungarian premier, Count Paul Teleki, had brought him a
letter from his regent, Admiral Nicholas Horthy, on July 10 ; only Horthy’s handwritten
draft survives in the Budapest archives, but it shows that he strongly hinted—as in an
earlier letter in November—that Germany was the only power that could prevent Stalin
and the Red Army from “devouring the whole world like an artichoke, leaf by leaf.”
Between the lines was Horthy’s undertaking to lend his forces to an anti-Soviet
campaign.

With Hitler’s acquiescence, Joachim von Ribbentrop had begun an extended maneuver to
win the support of the Duke of Windsor, who was now staying with the duchess at the
Lisbon mansion of one of Portugal’s leading bankers, Ricardo de Espirito Santo Silva,
prior to taking up his new post at Bermuda. Hitler’s respect for the duke (whom he had
met in 1937) was increased by the reports that now reached him of the latter’s
unconcealed loathing of Churchill and the war, as well as his conditional willingness to
accept high office in a Britain humbled by armistice. The duke had assured the Spanish
foreign minister he would return to Britain if the duchess were recognized as a member



of the Royal Family. For the moment, German policy was limited to arranging the
duke’s safe arrival in an area within Germany’s sphere of influence, for example southern
Spain. Ribbentrop genuinely feared the British secret service had evil designs on the
duke, for he sent Walter Schellenberg, chief of Heydrich’s security service, to Lisbon
with instructions to ensure that no harm came to him. Schellenberg was also to enable
the duke and duchess, whose passports had been impounded by the British embassy in
Lisbon, to cross back into Spain if they wished.

There was an air of high intrigue about the German diplomatic cables that now arrived
from Lisbon and Madrid. On July 9 the news was that the duke had asked the Spanish
foreign minister to send somebody he could trust to Lisbon to pick up a message. Two
days later Ribbentrop confidentially cabled his ambassador in Madrid that only the
Churchill clique stood in the way of peace and that if the duke so desired Germany was
willing to smooth the path for “the duke and duchess to occupy the British throne.” The
duke told the Spanish emissary that he had been offended by the tone of Churchill’s letter
appointing him governor of the Bahamas and that its delivery had been accompanied by
an oral threat of court martial if he disobeyed. By the last week of July it seemed
Ribbentrop might succeed : the Spanish emissary quoted the duke as saying that he was
not afraid of his brother the king, who was “of copious stupidity,” so much as of the
queen, who was shrewd and forever intriguing against the duke—and particularly the
duchess. For two pins, he would break with his brother and Britain’s present policies and
retire to a life of peace in southern Spain—but the Lisbon embassy had impounded his
passports. To Ribbentrop this cannot have seemed a serious obstacle. On the twenty-
fourth, the Spanish emissary communicated to Ribbentrop that the duke and duchess had
said they were willing to return to Spain. When the duke had been told the time might
come when he would again play an important part in English public life, and perhaps
even return to the throne, he had replied in astonishment that the British Constitution
made this impossible for a king who had once abdicated. Ribbentrop’s ambassador
reported, “When the emissary then suggested that the course of the war might bring about
changes even in the British Constitution, the duchess in particular became very
thoughtful.”

Hitler’s suspicion of collusion between Russia and Britain was powerfully reinforced by
reports of conversations of Russian diplomats in Moscow ; these reports were partly
intercepted by the German Intelligence service and partly furnished by the Italian
government in the innocent belief that proof of the antagonism of Yugoslavia and Greece
toward Germany would soften Hitler’s stern opposition to any Italian adventure against
Yugoslavia. Hitler was far more concerned with them as concrete proof of Soviet
duplicity, however. Thus on July 5 the Turkish ambassador reported to Ankara on a
conversation with Sir Stafford Cripps : Mikhail Ivanovich Kalinin, the President of the
Presidium of the Supreme Soviet, had assured the Briton that Britain and Russia had
many interests in common ; but while it was necessary for them to arrive at an
understanding he recommended that nothing be done hastily.



In Hitler’s eyes, this cautious utterance exposed Stalin’s hypocrisy. According to
Molotov’s version of Stalin’s meeting with Cripps, the Soviet dictator had refused to
convert his policies into anti-German ones.

Yet in mid-July the Italians supplied Ribbentrop with a decoded Greek telegram sent to
Athens by the Greek legation in Moscow. It reported on a two-hour interview with
Cripps on July 6, the contents of which demonstrably alarmed Hitler when he read them
on his return to Berlin. Cripps had emphasized that the Russians were feverishly making
war preparations (“which is quite correct,” noted the Greek telegram) and that if the war
lasted, then within one year the Soviet Union would join in on Britain’s side.
Significantly the Greek envoy had retorted that “it appears questionable to me that if
Germany believes the Kremlin definitely intends to attack she will give the Russians a
year to get ready and not take action immediately.” Cripps had claimed in reply that
because Germany could not be ready to attack Russia before autumn, and even then could
not endure a winter campaign, “she will be forced to postpone the war against Russia
until next spring—by which time the Russians will be ready too.” Until then both parties
would avoid any disruption of their mutual relations. Speaking to the Turkish
ambassador on July 16—it was the Hungarian foreign ministry that supplied Ribbentrop
with an account of this conversation—Cripps had indicated Stalin’s evident inclination to
accept the collaboration proposed to him by Churchill in a personal letter ; as Cripps had
admitted to the Turkish ambassador, “I fully understand how delicate this matter is, but
faced by imminent German attack ... we are forced to come to some arrangement with the
Russians whatever the cost.”

Russia for its part seemed to be trying to set the Balkans at Germany’s throat. In an
“unusually cordial” interview with the new Yugoslav minister in Moscow, Kalinin had
insidiously cast aspersions on sharp business practices adopted by Germany in exporting
to Yugoslavia. “This is no way for the Germans to safeguard the peace,” the Russian had
hinted. “Indeed, they always demand more and more. No, you must struggle against it ;
you must be vigilant—you must stand together.” The Yugoslav diplomat’s dispatch on
this pregnant interview was also in Hitler’s hands on his return to Berlin.

On July 16, Hitler had without noticeable enthusiasm accepted Jodl’s draft order to the
Wehrmacht to prepare an invasion of Britain “and if need be carry it out,” since Britain
still failed to draw the proper consequences from her hopeless position. The army
generals, exhilarated by their recent victories, were eager to go and jostling for the most
favored positions on the Channel coast. But the navy was more circumspect. The
withdrawal of a thousand heavy barges from the German waterways would paralyze large
sections of industry ; in addition, adequate local air superiority was a sine qua non for
any invasion operation. On the fifteenth the OKW had orally asked the commanders in
chief whether everything could theoretically be ready by August 15 ; on his arrival now
in Berlin Hitler learned from Raeder that this would be quite impossible. Nonetheless the
F . hrer ordered the stage to be set—the transport ships and crews were to be be marshaled
along the Channel coast in full view of the British. His aim was transparent, for the



Luftwaffe meanwhile operated with a decorum and restraint hardly compatible with the
strategic objective of fighting for air supremacy.

Hitler now delivered his long-delayed speech to the Reichstag. The flower-bedecked
Kroll opera house was packed to overflowing—the generals and admirals in the dress
circle and the “deputies” in the orchestra. There is no need here to analyze his speech—
effective as ever, now narrating, now mocking, now ranting, now appealing. Its burden
was an “appeal to Britain’s common sense,” an appeal Hitler had long known would fall
on deaf ears, but nonetheless a necessary tactic if he was to justify himself to history and
the German people. What was unorthodox was that he unexpectedly announced an
avalanche of promotions for all his principal commanders on the western front. He had
kept them secret even from his staff, but Hermann G-ring must have learned that he was
to be created a Reichsmarschall—one rung higher even than field marshal—for he had
already ordered a gaudy new uniform which he paraded before Hitler immediately after
his return to the Chancellery ; the Luftwaffe generals were disappointed that G-ring no
longer saw fit to wear Luftwaffe uniform. Among the dozen field marshals Hitler had
just created, he reluctantly included Brauchitsch, although against his better judgment, as
he told his adjutants. Before the day was over he privately assured the sixty-five-year-old
Field Marshal von Rundstedt, who was about to return to France, that he had not the
slightest real intention of launching a cross-Channel invasion ; that would be quite
superfluous.

Hitler evidently repeated to Brauchitsch his demand that a Russian campaign now be
explored. He had established—perhaps from the Lossberg study—that the Wehrmacht
could regroup for an attack on Russia within four to six weeks. Lossberg’s “Fritz” draft
certainly indicated that the regrouping could be very rapid, and the strategic objective
Hitler outlined to Brauchitsch echoed Lossberg : “To defeat the Russian army or at least
to take over as much Russian territory as is necessary to protect Berlin and the Silesian
industrial region from enemy air raids. It would be desirable to advance so far into
Russia that we could devastate the most important areas there with our own Luftwaffe.”

The F hrer was now convinced that Britain was playing for time and reposing her hopes
in American and Russian intervention. By all accounts she had already lost the war, if
things did not improve ; the British ambassador in Washington was openly conceding
that Britain had been defeated and must expect to pay. Before leaving Berlin on July 21,
Hitler collected Raeder, Brauchitsch, and G-ring’s Chief of Staff Jeschonnek, in the
Chancellery and explained to them the need to take the necessary political and military
steps to safeguard the crucial oil imports should—as was “highly unlikely”—the
Romanian and Russian supplies threaten to dry up. The ideal strategy now would be to
invade Britain and end the war, but this would not be just an enlarged river-crossing
operation ; he asked Raeder to report to him within a week on the prospects for an
invasion that must be completed by September 15 at the latest. Brauchitsch was
optimistic, but Raeder was not. “If the preparations cannot definitely be completed by
the beginning of September, it will prove necessary to ponder other plans,” Hitler



concluded. By this he meant that he would postpone the decision on England until next
May and attack Russia this very autumn.

While awaiting Raeder’s report on the prospects for an invasion of Britain, Hitler toured
Weimar and Bayreuth. What thoughts must have inspired him now, listening to G—
tterd”mmerung 7 But now there were air raid wardens in the theater, air raid shelters
everywhere, and the program in his hands included a full-page announcement on what to
do if the sirens sounded. Since May the British air offensive, now conducted almost
entirely under cover of darkness, had begun causing perceptible discomfiture in
Germany.

On the twenty-fifth Hitler was back in the capital and Raeder again tried to dissuade him
from an invasion of Britain ; the admiral used economic arguments and the unreadiness
of the Luftwaffe to mask his basic opposition from a naval point of view. Hitler asked
him to report again on the position in a few days’ time. But his final decision may have
been spurred by an intercepted telegram that was shown him before he left Berlin for the
Berghof late that evening. In it, the Yugoslav ambassador in Moscow, Gavrilovic, a pro-
Russian member of the Serbian Agrarian party, reported to his government and quoted
Sir Stafford Cripps’s view that France’s collapse had put the Soviet government in great
fear of Germany. “The Soviet government is afraid that the Germans will launch a
sudden and unexpected attack. They are trying to gain time. The Soviet government
thinks Germany will not be ready for a war against them this winter.”

Gavrilovic had also discussed the growing Russian military strength with his Turkish
colleague. “The army’s mechanization is much more advanced than people believe. The
Red Army has 180 divisions according to his information, and is more powerfully
organized than any other at this moment. Apparently this is all aimed at Germany, while
Japan is only of subsidiary interest.” The Turkish ambassador also considered war
between Germany and Russia a foregone conclusion.

Hitler arrived at the Berghof in time for lunch on July 26. Over the next few days a series
of meetings followed with Balkan potentates. Hitler urged the Romanians to concede the
territorial claims now raised by Hungary and Bulgaria, painful though they were, coming
so shortly after Russia’s invasion of Bessarabia and Bukovina. The Russians were now
known by the German army to have stationed in the former Romanian provinces
powerful forces—including the bulk of their cavalry and mechanized units. Small
wonder that the king of Romania had begged Hitler to guarantee the rest of his country, if
only because of Germany’s concern over the oil wells there. But it was the proximity of
the Russian air force that also nagged at Hitler. In one of these Berghof conferences, on
the twenty-eighth, he explained, “The long-term political lineup in Europe must be
straightened out. Only if one no longer has to fear being exposed to enemy bombing
attack can one embark on far-reaching economic plans.”



One morning after the regular war conference in the Berghof’s Great Hall, Hitler asked
General Jodl to stay behind and questioned him on the possibility of launching a lightning
attack on Russia before winter set in.” He explained that he was perfectly aware that
Stalin had only signed his 1939 pact with Germany to open the floodgates of war in
Europe ; what Stalin had not bargained for was that Hitler would finish off France so
soon—this explained Russia’s headlong occupation of the Baltic states and the Romanian
provinces in the latter part of June. It was now clear from the increasing Soviet military
strength along a frontier on which Germany still had only five divisions stationed that
Russia had further acquisitions in mind. Hitler feared Stalin planned to bomb or invade
the Romanian oil fields that autumn ; in such an event, Germany would be open to all
manner of Soviet blackmail. Hitler would then be unable to launch a winter
counteroffensive, and by spring—from all that he had heard—Russia’s entire military
potential would be marshaled against him. Russia’s aims had not changed since Peter the
Great : she wanted the whole of Poland and the political absorption of Bulgaria, then
Finland, and finally the Dardanelles. War with Russia was inevitable, argued Hitler ;
such being the case, it was better to attack now—this autumn ; postponement was only to
Russia’s advantage. Jodl doubted whether they could be ready by autumn, but he
undertook to find out at once. Hitler’s decision was to start preparations nonetheless ;
meanwhile he would make one last political attempt to explore Stalin’s intentions before
making up his mind to attack.

A few days later Jodl returned to the Berghof with his operations staffs analysis of the
prospects for an attack against the USSR. Spreading out railway maps on the large red
marble table at the Berghof, he had to advise Hitler that for transport reasons alone it
would be impossible to attack Russia that autumn. Hitler ordered the OKW to attach top
priority to expanding the handling capacity of the railways in the east.

When the F hrer called his OKW, army, and navy chiefs to the Berghof on July 31, 1940,
his reluctance to reach a firm decision on an invasion of Britain contrasted strongly with
his powerful arguments in favor of attacking Russia.

Admiral Raeder had flown down from Berlin. He sedulously gave the impression that
the navy would be ready for the invasion by mid-September 1940 ; but he advanced
formidable technical reasons why they should wait until May 1941. May and June were
the ideal months, while from a moon and tide point of view in the coming autumn only
two periods were attractive—from August 20 to 26, and from September 19 to 26 ; the
first was too early for the navy, the second fell in what records showed to be a traditional
foul-weather period. Hitler took the weather risk very seriously. Meanwhile, warned
Raeder, the commandeering of barges and fishing ships required for the invasion was
having catastrophic effects on the German economy. In passing he raised basic tactical
objections to the army’s plan to invade southern England on such a broad front. If Hitler
waited until May, on the other hand, the navy’s fleet of battleships would be brought up
to four by the new Tirpitz and Bismarck, and there would also be many more smaller



warships. Hitler thanked the navy for its splendid achievement so far, and the admiral
returned to Berlin.

After he had gone, Hitler commented to Brauchitsch and Halder—who had flown up
from General Staff headquarters at Fontainebleau—that he doubted the technical
practicability of an invasion. He was impressed by Britain’s naval supremacy and saw no
real reason to take “such a risk for so little.” The war was already all but won. With
more marked enthusiasm—Halder underlined in his diary several of Hitler’s following
statements—the F hrer turned to the other, less risky, means of dashing Britain’s hopes.
Submarine and air war would take up to two years to defeat Britain. Britain still had high
hopes of the United States, and she was clutching at Russia like a drowning man : if
Russia were to drop out of the picture, then the United States must, too, because with the
USSR eliminated Japan would be released as a threatening force in the Far East. That
was the beauty of attacking Russia. “If Russia is laid low, then Britain’s last hope is
wiped out, and Germany will be master of Europe and the Balkans.”

This then was Hitler’s strategy. The Wehrmacht must prepare to finish off Russia as a
military power by capturing Moscow, launching a huge encirclement operation from the
north and south and following this up with a subsidiary offensive against the Caucasian
oil fields.

The main campaign had to be completed in one stage. There was, alas, no time to
commence it that autumn, as winter would have set in before the operation could be
concluded ; but if it were started in the spring—May 1941—the army would have five
clear months in which to defeat the Soviet Union. The army he had so recently ordered
cut back to 120 divisions would now be expanded to a record 180 divisions ; whereas on
June 23 he and Brauchitsch had agreed to allocate 17 infantry divisions to the east, he
now proposed that by spring his strength there be built up to 120 divisions, including
most of his armored units. He would explain this imbalance to the Russians by stressing
the need to have an area well away from the danger of British air attack in which to set up
new divisions for “campaigns in Spain, North Africa, and Britain.”

Neither Brauchitsch nor Halder offered any objections.

1 The letter is quoted in a restricted British monograph but is not among the files
restituted to Germany ; it is presumably still in British hands.

2 In the published version of his diaries, Halder annotates the quotation to suggest that
Weizs ’cker was quoting Hitler to him, but taken in conjunction with the entry of July 3,
1940, it is difficult to defend that interpretation.



3 This was Colonel Bernhard von Lossberg ; for his plan (“Operation Fritz”) see page
162 below.

4 An unpublished OKW directive signed on June 28 by Lossberg—who certainly knew
that a Russian campaign was now in the cards—ordered the Intelligence services to use
all available channels to dupe the British into believing “Germany is preparing war
against the British mainland and overseas possessions with all dispatch in the event that
Britain desires to continue the fight.” The British were to be led to believe that their
blockade and bombing offensive were ineffective, that a German air offensive would start
once the Luftwaffe had recovered its breath, and that there would be new secret weapons
(super-artillery, tanks) by September ; moreover Germany, Italy, and Russia would soon
open a campaign against the British position in the Middle East—this was the “real”
explanation for the five panzer divisions and the infantry divisions being withdrawn from
France to the Reich. (These were the divisions being moved up against Russia.).

5 Le., before July 5. Sources differ as to Lossberg’s inspiration. After the war, he
himself privately claimed to have drafted the plan on a contingency basis on his own
initiative and not, for example, on Jodl’s instructions. But his cousin was to state under
interrogation that “in about August” Lossberg had told him the F hrer had commissioned
the rough study from him.

6 The American ambassador in Madrid reported to Washington that on July 1 the Duke
of Windsor had told him : “The most important thing now to be done [is] to end the war
before thousands more [are] killed or maimed just to save the faces of a few politicians.”
The duke is quoted as saying that French and other societies were so diseased that they
ought never to have declared war on a healthy organism like Germany. These views,
stated the ambassador, reflected a possibly growing element in Britain of people “who
find in Windsor and his circle a group who are realists in world politics and who hope to
come into their own in event of peace.” His dispatch is in U.S. government files.

7 Hitler’s sudden insistence on an autumn campaign against Russia was unquestionably
an echo of the mocking tone adopted by Soviet leaders in their (intercepted)
conversations with Balkan diplomats. Hitler himself referred to “intercepted
conversations” in this connection on July 31.

Notes

p. 133 Telegrams of congratulation are in the files of Adjutantur des F, hrers, NS-10/18
and /19.

p. 134 Canaris reported his talk with Hitler in a report on June 11, 1940
(T77/1450/0899).

pp- 135-36  On July 1, 1940, one of Ribbentrop’s officials learned that “the F hrer has
directed that as little as possible is to be committed to paper about the whole business”™—



meaning his secret plans for annexing French territory. The official promptly wrote this
down (Weizs” cker’s files, Serial 1892H). A well-informed study is Professor Eberhard
Jackel, Frankreich in Hitler’s Europa, (Stuttgart, 1966), especially Chap. IV. T also used
Pierre Crenesse, Le Proces de Wagner (Paris, 1946), and interrogations of Dr. Wilhelm
Stuckart’s aides Dr. Hans Globke and Klas. See the naval staff diary, June 2, 1940, and
Goebbels unpublished diary, May 30, 1942—Hitler told him that Brabant, Belgium, and
Flanders were to become German Gaul and that the Netherlands and France were to be
thrown back to “the frontiers of 1500.”

p. 136 Greiser and Streckenbach are quoted verbatim in Hans Frank’s diary, July 31,
1940. On the Madagascar plan and the developing Jewish problem, see Hitler’s
conference with Raeder on June 20, 1940. On the 24th Heydrich wrote reminding
Ribbentrop that he had been promoting Jewish emigration on G—ring’s instructions since
January 1939 ; two hundred thousand had already emigrated, and he asked the AA to
inform him should there be any conferences on the Final Solution of the Jewish Problem.
In fact an AA file with this title had existed since 1938, Serial 1513. Ribbentrop’s staff
had pressed him since June 3 at least to lay down Germany’s policy on this—for example
they might all be excluded from Europe ; or the eastern Jews might be sorted out from
the western Jews ; or they might be given a national home in Palestine (which brought
the “danger of a second Rome!”) On the Madagascar idea see inter alia Rademacher’s
AA memo of July 3 ; Hitler’s talk with Ambassador Abetz on August 3 (NG-1838);
Luther’s AA memo of August 15, 1940, and again of August 21, 1942 (“The R.S.H.A.
enthusiastically adopted the Madagascar plan”); and Hitler’s talk with Count Teleki on
November 20, 1940.

p. 138 According to General Curt Siewert, Brauchitsch’s staff officer, it was
Brauchitsch who first egged Hitler on to tackle the problem of Russia (IfZ, ZS-345). We
note also that late on June 21, 1940, the AA cabled the German military attachE in
Moscow to be on guard for the first signs of Russian aggression against Romania, as
Halder was “urgently interested.” See in general J.W. Br, gel’s informative study on the
Soviet ultimatum to Romania, in VfZ, 1963, pages 404 et seq.

p. 139 Many of the captured French documents were published in an AA White Book
on air war in 1943. Churchill’s postwar account of his meeting with Daladier on May 16,
1940 (memoirs, Vol. II), mentions neither his own bombing proposals nor Daladier’s
compelling arguments ; nor does he publish his harshly worded telegram to Reynaud of
May 23, 1940, now in Weizs’cker’s AA files, Serial 121, page 119942. See the files of
Unterstaatssekret”’r Woermann, “War West II,” for 104 more of the Allied documents.

p. 142 Invited by British officers to comment on his diary, Halder volunteered, re July 2,
1940 (“The Commander in Chief has flown to Berlin”) the remark : “About this time
Commander in Chief. Army asked me to begin operational thinking about Russia.” Re
the entry of July 3 (“Greiffenberg must take over as my deputy [OQu.I]”). Halder
commented for the British : “For the planned operation in Russia.” The political
situation was already acute, as the naval staff diary, July 5, demonstrates. “Early further
advances by Russians feared, objective : bolshevization of the Balkans. . .” Halder’s



frank commentary proves that the General Staff showed a more positive interest in
attacking Russia—and earlier—than has hitherto been supposed.

p. 142 Lossberg described the origins of his historic study for a Russian campaign
(“Fritz”) in a private letter of September 7, 1956. For certain reasons he had omitted
reference to this from his memoirs (“which were heavily altered by the publishers
anyway”); in particular Helmuth Greiner, the OKW war diarist, had urged Lossberg to
make Hitler appear solely responsible for the campaign. Note that in a speech to
Gauleiters on November 7, 1943 (ND, 172-L) Jodl apparently admitted : “The F hrer
himself . . . apprised me as early as during the western campaign of his fundamental
decision to tackle this [Soviet] danger as soon as our military situation made it at all
possible.”

p. 142 Lossberg, Jodl, and Puttkamer all stressed the psychological aspect—the need to
tackle Russia while the German people were still in the mood. On February 17, 1941,
Halder quoted Hitler as saying, “If Britain were finished, he would never manage to
summon up the German nation against Russia again ; so Russia must be dealt with
first.” As Hitler said in his famous speech of December 12, 1944, ““You can’t extract
enthusiasm and self-sacrifice like something tangible, and bottle and preserve them.
They are generated just once in course of a revolution, and will gradually die away. The
grayness of day and the conveniences of life will then take hold on men again and turn
them into solid citizens in gray flannel suits.”

p. 143 His refusal to unleash the Luftwaffe against England appears in many

documents. Major von Etzdorf noted on July 10, 1940 : “Britain, three options : Air
war. F hrer opposed, as desires to draw up fresh requests ; foreign minister in favor.
Blockade : F hrer in favor, hopes for effect within two and a half months. [Peace] offer

: Reichstag has been postponed sine die. . .” And Tippelskirch noted similarly that Hitler
was weighing several possibilities : “Fresh rubble heaps [i.e., bombing war];
intensification of blockade ?7—Two months [suffice]. Ri[bbentrop] tougher line. Late
autumn Russia 7’ On July 16, Major Etzdorf noted : “Britain : common sense may have
to be bludgeoned into them.” On July 23, Weizs”’cker commented : “The fact is that
Churchill’s resistance is not logical but psychological in origin. Churchill has gone out
on a limb and can’t get back.” (Private diary.)

p. 144 Apart from the many unpublished cables in AA files, I used Walter
Schellenberg’s unpublished manuscript memoirs—the handwriting is daunting but not
illegible—and the Tippelskirch diary, July 11, 1940, in following the Duke of Windsor
episode.

p. 145 The most important FA and other Intelligence intercepts were communicated to
the German ambassador in Moscow and are in his embassy’s files ; remarkably, most
have not been published. Echoes of them can be traced in the Etzdorf, Halder, and
Tippelskirch diaries. A highly important summary of them will be found in Pol. V files
in AA archives, Serial 104, pages 113176 et seq.



p. 146 OKW files reflect the economic chaos caused by the withdrawal of barges for
invasion preparations. By July 22 a thousand German barges had been requisitioned, and
nine hundred more in Holland and Belgium (T77/201/7513).

p. 148 On July 15, 1940, Papen also warned that Stalin had 180 divisions available.
General Halder’s experts were more optimistic : Colonel Eberhard Kinzel (Foreign
Armies East) allowed the Russians 20 infantry, 4 cavalry, and 4 mechanized divisions or
brigades in Poland ; 20 infantry, 4 cavalry divisions, and 6 mechanized brigades in the
Baltic states ; 15 infantry divisions in Finland ; and 15 infantry, 9 cavalary divisions,
and 10 mechanized brigades in the annexed part of Romania (AL/1367).

p. 149 Hitler’s private meeting with Jodl is often stated to have been on July 29, 1940.
It was certainly between July 27 and 30. I relied on Jodl’s various postwar accounts and
on what he told his staff Warlimont, Lossberg, Falkenstein, and Junge.

David Irving

HITLER’S WAR

The Dilemma

Winston Churchill’s resistance in the summer of 1940 overthrew the very basis of
Hitler’s calculations. For twenty years he had dreamed of an alliance with Britain. Until
far into the war he clung to the dream with all the vain, slightly ridiculous tenacity of a
lover unwilling to admit that his feelings are-unrequited. When Japan joined the war in
December 1941, the dream still lingered dimly on, although Britain and Germany had by
then dealt each other blows of unexampled savagery. In his unpublished diary, Walther
Hewel recorded Hitler’s melancholy lament : “How strange that with Japan’s aid we are
destroying the positions of the white race in the Far East—and that Britain is fighting
against Europe with those swine the Bolsheviks ! But Britain’s persistent war aims were
clear beyond a doubt from a secret 1939 document captured by Hitler’s troops in France
: Germany was to be defeated and dismembered, regardless of whether Hitler was
overthrown by internal revolution or not ; but these true war aims were not to be
published, as they would only implacably unite the Germans behind their F hrer.

As Hitler told Major Quisling on August 18, 1940 : “After making one proposal after
another to the British on the reorganization of Europe, I now find myself forced against
my will to fight this war against Britain. I find myself in the same position as Martin
Luther, who had just as little desire to fight Rome but was left with no alternative. In this
fight now I will destroy the England of old, and go alone about establishing a New Order
in Europe. My interests are only in northern Europe, not the south. The Mediterranean
countries have always been death to the Germans.”



This was the dilemma confronting Hitler that summer. He hesitated to crush the British.
Accordingly, he could not put his heart into the invasion planning—G-ring at least
noticed this and drew the appropriate conclusions. More fatefully, Hitler initially stayed
the hand of the Luftwaffe and forbade any attack on London under pain of court-martial ;
the all-out saturation bombing of London, which his strategic advisers Raeder, Jodl, and
Jeschonnek all urged upon him, was vetoed for one implausible reason after another.
Though his staffs were instructed to examine every peripheral British position—
Gibraltar, Egypt, the Suez Canal—for its vulnerability to attack, the heart of the British
Empire was allowed to beat on, unmolested until it was too late and its armor of fighter
squadrons and antiaircraft batteries rendered it impregnable. In these months an adjutant
overheard Hitler heatedly shouting into a Chancellery telephone, “We have no business
to be destroying Britain. We are quite incapable of taking up her legacy,” meaning the
empire ; and he spoke of the “devastating consequences” of the collapse of that empire.

Perhaps he felt his peace feelers had not “got through” or had been expressed in the
wrong language. Rudolf Hess believed so, for early in September he told a confidant :
“The F hrer never wanted to batter the empire to pieces, nor does he want to now. Is
there nobody in Britain willing to make peace ?” If the war continued, the white race
would be committing suicide, since even if Germany secured an absolute victory in
Europe she was incapable of taking over the imperial legacy overseas, Hess noted. This
was unquestionably Hitler’s language, which makes it likely that when Hess urgently
asked his friend about ways and means of communicating Hitler’s serious wish for peace
to leading Britons he was acting as the F hrer wanted. The views of the Duke of Windsor
may have influenced Hitler’s assessment of the British mentality : it was reported from
Lisbon that he had described the war as a crime, Halifax’s speech repudiating Hitler’s
“peace offer” as shocking, and the British hope for a revolution in Germany as childish.
The duke delayed his departure for the Bahamas as long as he could, but he explained
through intermediaries he would intervene actively only if he was convinced he had the
support of the majority in Britain, as his return to England might lead to civil war. He
assured his Portuguese host that he could return by air from Bermuda within twenty-four
hours if need be. “Undiminished though his support for the F hrer’s policies are,”
reported the Lisbon ambassador, “he thinks it would be premature for him to come right
out into the open at present.”

Ribbentrop—<clearly with Hitler’s knowledge—cabled his Madrid ambassador to send
confidential word to the Portuguese banker host that Germany was determined to use as
much force as was necessary to bring Britain to the peace table. “It would be good if the
duke could stand by to await further developments.” If the duke could not be dissuaded
from leaving (a loyal friend of King George’s and a handful of Scotland Yard detectives
had just arrived in Lisbon to persuade him), then the banker was to arrange a private
channel of communication with him. The Duke of Windsor left Lisbon for the Bahamas
on August 1. In his last conversation with his host he replied to Ribbentrop’s message :
he praised Hitler’s desire for peace and reiterated that had he still been king there would
have been no war, but he explained that given an official instruction by his government
he had no choice but to obey. To disobey would be to show his hand too soon—it would



cause a scandal and rob him of his prestige in Britain. A code word had been prearranged
with the banker for his immediate return to Lisbon.

From the reports of friendly neutrals like Spain, Hitler had a detailed picture of the
situation in Britain. From an agent in the State Department in Washington he also
obtained copies of the reports of the American ambassador in London, Joseph P.
Kennedy, who at the beginning of August predicted that the Germans would get their
way without invading Britain. They had only to continue the blockade : the east coast
harbors were already paralyzed, the rest were badly damaged.

This was Hitler’s view too. To G—ring it was one more reason not to sacrifice his
Luftwaffe in preparations for an invasion he believed would never take place—despite
the fact that the primary task assigned to him in Hitler’s directive of August 1 was the
defeat of the British air force. G-ring’s proposal was to feint with a great bomber force
toward London, forcing the bulk of the enemy’s fighter force into the air, and then to
wipe this out with the combined fighter strength of Field Marshal Albert Kesselring’s and
Field Marshal Hugo Sperrle’s commands ; he could have everything ready by August 5.
The attacks would continue until the enemy air force was defeated or the weather
worsened. Hitler was back in Berlin on the fourth, but G-ring repeatedly postponed the
attack, giving the weather as his excuse. On the sixth the army’s Chief of Staff
complained in his diary : “We now have a peculiar situation in which the navy is tongue-
tied with inhibitions, the Luftwaffe is unwilling to tackle the task which they first have to
accomplish, and the OKW—which really does have some Wehrmacht commanding to do
here—lies lifeless. We are the only people pressing ahead.”

On the eighth Hitler returned to the Berghof, where he awarded Frau Bormann the
Mother’s Cross in gold for her considerable procreative accomplishments, and he
inspected the new beehives Bormann had laid out—as though there were no more
pressing problems.

At the Berghof, the tapestry at one end of the Great Hall was drawn aside to reveal the
projection room, and a cinema screen was set up at the other end. Every available
Russian and Finnish newsreel film of their recent war was run and rerun, while Hitler and
his staff studied the Russians’ weapons and the tactics the film revealed. When the lights
went up, little knots of officers excitedly discussed the eastern enemy. The Intelligence
reports reaching Hitler were unmistakable and disconcerting : a gigantic rearmament
effort had begun in Russia ; in addition, according to Heydrich’s organization, the Soviet
trade missions were spreading Communist propaganda and organizing cells in German
factories. At the Brown House, the Nazi party headquarters in Munich, one day Hitler
told Ribbentrop that he did not intend to stand by idly and allow the Soviet Union to
steamroller Germany ; Ribbentrop begged him not to contemplate war with Russia, and



he quoted Bismarck’s dictum about the unwillingness of the gods to allow mere mortals
to scan the cards of Fate.

The real face of Stalinism had been unmasked in the Baltic states, where less than two
months after the Red Army had taken over, the entire intelligentsia had been liquidated
with a ruthless efficiency not even Himmler was achieving in Poland. When Keitel
submitted a handwritten memorandum against waging war with Russia if it could
possibly be avoided, Hitler summoned him to a private interview and scathingly reduced
the field marshal’s arguments one by one : Stalin had as little intention of adhering to
their treaty as he did ; moreover, Stalin was alarmed by Hitler’s military successes.
Keitel was hurt and suggested that the F hrer find an OKW chief whose strategic
judgment meant more to him. Rising to his feet, Hitler angrily denied him the right to
resign—DBrauchitsch too had tried that last autumn. Keitel was on his feet as well.
Without a word he turned on his heel and left the room. Hitler retained the
memorandum. Presumably it vanished into his safe along with his collection of other
incriminating documents.

Keitel had already, on August 2, instructed his armaments staff that an upheaval in all
their planning might prove necessary, as the F hrer now recognized that Britain might not
collapse that year. In 1941 the United States might intervene and “our relationship to
Russia might undergo a change.” Admiral Canaris, Keitel’s Intelligence chief, was also
briefed in August on Hitler’s intention of attacking Russia in the spring. Ways and
means must be found of camouflaging the buildup of German strength in the east. The
OKW had already issued an order to that end and transparently code-named it “Eastern
Buildup.” According to this plan, because of the vulnerability of the western provinces to
British air attack, Germany’s eastern provinces were to accommodate more divisions and
their transport systems were to be modernized. Eastern mapping sections were also to be
enlarged for the same reason. Even Admiral Raeder was informed by Hitler during
August that these growing troop movements to the eastern front were just an outsize
camouflage to distract from the imminent invasion of Britain. In fact, the truth was the
reverse. The OKW’s war diary stated explicitly on the eighth : * ‘Eastern Buildup’ is
our camouflage order for preparations against Russia.”

Hitler’s mind was on the shape of the Greater German Reich to come—and above all on
how Germany was to police the more turbulent and dissident peoples that would come
within the Reich’s frontiers. This, he declared to Colonel Schmundt on August 6, must
be the peacetime task of his Waffen SS. An elite force of “state police troopers” was to
maintain the authority of the central government so that there would never be any need to
call on the regular forces to take up arms against their fellow countrymen.> These police
troopers, noted Schmundt, must be of the best German blood and unconditional
champions of the Nazi ideology—a body of men of a purity and pride that would never
make common cause with the seditious proletariat ; to increase their authority in the eyes
of the people, the Waffen SS must prove their value on the coming battlefields ; they
must be an elite, and Hitler laid down that the Waffen SS must therefore not exceed 5 to
10 percent of his army’s peacetime size. The Wehrmacht objected bitterly to this further



entrenchment of Himmler’s private army, but Keitel agreed with Hitler’s arguments and
ordered them given the widest circulation within the army.

Among close friends at the Berghof, Hitler often thought out loud about his plans for all
Europe when it was finally in his hands. He would build great autobahns far into the
east, he would build new cities ; on Victory Day the people of Berlin must dance in
Wilhelmsplatz, and then the rebuilding of Berlin was to begin. He would be gracious and
magnanimous to the vanquished enemy heads of state—even to Churchill, whom he
would “give leave to paint and write his memoirs.”

G-ring told Hitler he needed three days of good weather to begin the air attack on the
British fighter defenses. On August 12, he announced that the attack would begin the
next day. At 11:20 A.M. Hitler therefore left the Berghof for Berlin. When Raeder
warned on the thirteenth that the invasion of Britain was a last resort, not to be
undertaken lightly, Hitler reassured him that he would first see what results the Luftwaffe
obtained. Thus he postponed his decision. But those who knew him realized the
invasion would never take place. “Whatever his final decision, the F hrer wants the
threat of invasion of Britain to persist,” the naval staff’s war diary noted on August 14.
“That is why the preparations, whatever the final decision, must continue.” In fact,
Hitler’s attention was already very much on Russia. It is evident that he was unsettled by
signs that the USSR was preparing to swallow Finland once and for all, for he told G-
ring to supply the Finns secretly with war goods and particularly with antitank mines,
forthwith ; he asked Raeder to fortify northern Norway against any Russian designs on
that area as well.

When the newly created field marshals assembled in the Chancellery on August 14 to
receive their magnificently bejeweled batons from Hitler’s hands, he was explicit about
his strategic thinking. His remarks about Britain would have bemused the British people,
who even now believed that Hitler was hell-bent on destroying and devouring the British
Empire. In addition to the naval staffs account of his speech, there are two surviving
records by field marshals. Hitler referred to Germany’s greatest strength as her national
unity. Since Britain had rejected Hitler’s hand of peace, a conflict was inevitable but was
initially to be restricted to Luftwaffe operations. “Whether the army will have to be
employed can’t be predicted. In any case it would only be used if we were absolutely
forced to. . ..” Hitler expressed doubts that the Luftwaffe would succeed in altering
British determination before bad weather set in : should it fail, he would postpone a
decision about an invasion until May 1941.

Leeb’s account’ of Hitler’s revealing political speech toward the end of the luncheon is
important enough to quote at length :

Probably two reasons why Britain won’t make peace.



Firstly, she hopes for U.S. aid ; but the U.S. can’t start major arms
deliveries until 1941.

Secondly, she hopes to play Russia off against Germany. But Germany is
militarily far superior to Russia. The film of Russian warfare in Finland
contains quite ludicrous scenes. The loss of gasoline [from Russia] can
easily be made up by Romania.

There are two danger-areas which could set off a clash with Russia :
number one, Russia pockets Finland ; this would cost Germany her
dominance of the Baltic and impede a German attack on Russia. Number
two, further encroachment by Russia on Romania. We cannot permit this,
because of Romania’s gasoline supplies to Germany.

Therefore Germany must keep fully armed. By the spring there will be
180 divisions.

As for Europe : there is no justification for the existence of small nations,
and they particularly have no right to big colonial possessions. In the age
of air forces and armored divisions small nations are lost. What matters
today is a unified Europe against America. Japan will have to seek contact
with Germany, because Germany’s victory will tilt the situation in the Far
East against Britain, in Japan’s favor. But Germany is not striving to
smash Britain because the beneficiaries will not be Germany, but Japan in
the east, Russia in India, Italy in the Mediterranean, and America in world
trade. This is why peace is possible with Britain—but not so long as
Churchill is prime minister. Thus we must see what the Luftwaffe can do,
and await a possible general election.

The first two days of the Luftwaffe attack were a disappointment—not that the defenses
were proving insuperable, but the unpredictable English summer foiled every effort to
coordinate the operations of G-ring’s three air forces. Hitler ruled nonetheless that the
air war must go on and that invasion preparations should take September 15 as their
target date. But in the latter part of August haze and even fog made the air war
progressively less profitable. A “total blockade” of the British Isles was declared, but
even this was a half-measure, for it was followed up a week later by an OKW
compendium of practices forbidden to the German forces—the use of poison gases,
unrestricted attack on certain types of shipping in specific areas, and of course Hitler’s
on-going embargo on air raids on London town ; he forbade any kind of “terror attack”
without his permission.

On August 15, Germany’s Lisbon embassy learned that the Duke of Windsor had cabled
his former host to let him know when he should “act”; but that time was still far off. The



next evening, Hitler again left Berlin for the Obersalzberg ; such hopes as he may have
reposed in the Luftwaffe’s campaign were temporarily disappointed.

At the Berghof Hitler busied himself less with plans for invading Britain than with other
ways of crushing her people’s will.

He studied an earlier Brauchitsch proposal that if the invasion were abandoned, a German
expeditionary force should be sent to Libya to support an Italian attack on the British
position in Egypt : Germany could spare an armored corps until the following spring.
Hitler also asked Ribbentrop to explore ways of bringing Spain into the war, and JodI’s
staff attracted Hitler to the idea of capturing Gibraltar with Spanish complicity. But
General Francisco Franco was reluctant to declare war, for his country’s economy had
not yet recovered from three years of civil war ; he informed Ribbentrop’s Madrid
embassy that Spain would need an annual supply of four hundred thousand tons of
gasoline and large quantities of wheat and other imported commodities as well. Hitler
instructed Keitel to examine Germany’s ability to meet these requirements.

Hitler had renewed cause for anxiety about the situation in the Balkans. The Italians
were pressing him to enable them to invade Yugoslavia ; in addition, after a week of
talks between Hungary and Romania on the disputed Transylvania region, war between
those two countries became imminent on August 23. Hitler needed complete peace on
Germany’s southeastern border, and he urgently warned Italy against giving Britain the
least excuse to station air force squadrons in Yugoslavia.@ The Romania situation led to
more far-reaching decisions : Romania appealed to Germany to arbitrate the dispute
and—without consulting Moscow, as he was bound to under the pact with Stalin—Hitler
agreed. Meanwhile he ordered the German army to stand by to occupy the vital
Romanian oil region to prevent “third parties”—meaning Russia—{from getting there first
should the arbitration talks break down. Canaris already had several hundred counter-
sabotage troops in the region. Hitler’s decision was not determined by sheer
opportunism, for there were firm reports of Russian troop movements on the new frontier
with Romania. When Field Marshal von Brauchitsch visited the Berghof on the twenty-
sixth, Hitler explained to him the need to safeguard Romania without “as yet” provoking
the Russians too much ; he now wanted ten good divisions moved eastward to the
Generalgouvernement and East Prussia.

The Vienna Award of August 30, in which Germany and Italy obliged Romania to cede
the disputed territories to Hungary and guaranteed these new frontiers, removed the
immediate risk of conflagration in the Balkans. However, the forces Hitler had now set
rolling continued in motion, and on September 2 he decided to send a German military
mission to Romania at the king’s request. The Russians would, of course, regard this as
yet another provocative act, but Hitler had already figured out the consequences. On
August 27 Colonel Schmundt flew to East Prussia with Dr. Fritz Todt to search for a
suitable site for the F hrer’s headquarters during the coming Russian campaign.



One night late in August 1940, British aircraft appeared over Berlin for the first time and
dropped a few scattered incendiary bombs. Hitler refused to believe that Churchill could
have authorized such a folly, given the Luftwaffe’s intimidating superiority in bombers ;
but in the early hours of the twenty-ninth word was telephoned to the Berghof that the
bombers had again struck Berlin and that this time ten civilians had been killed.
Evidently the Reich capital now faced an ordeal of fire by night. That same afternoon
Hitler flew back to Berlin. He announced to Jodl that as soon as the weather was right he
would permit the Luftwaffe to raid London itself in strength—as punishment for
Churchill’s “downright stupidity,” as he told his adjutants. That night the bombers came
again. On the fourth of September, Hitler authorized the Luftwaffe to attack Britain by
night, too.

That afternoon he delivered one of his most forceful public orations, taunting Churchill
for his recent failures and officially inaugurating the new air war. Germany was all-
powerful. One year’s war had brought her Norway and all Europe from the Bug River in
the east to the Spanish frontier in the west ; only Britain’s “skill in scurrying” had saved
her skin so far. He mocked the thesaurus of reassuring predictions used by British
officialdom to hint at Hitler’s everimminent downfall. “For example they say, ‘We learn
that,” or ‘As we understand from well-informed circles,” or ‘As we hear from well-placed
authorities,” or ‘In the view of the experts’—in fact they once went as far as announcing,
‘It is believed that there may be reason to believe . ..” 7 It was this kind of jargon, the

F hrer told his delighted audience in the Sportpalast, that had made of Dunkirk a glorious
feat of British arms. “I saw the vestiges of that feat of arms with my own eyes, and it
looked quite a mess to me.” He mocked that after Germany had thrown the Allies out of
Norway they had chanted : “We only wanted to lure the Germans up there. What a
unique triumph that was for us !” After France’s defeat Britain had rejoiced that now she
need only defend herself. “And if Britain is now consumed with curiosity and asks, Well,
why doesn’t he invade ? 1 answer, Calm down, he’s coming !” Britain and her pathetic
collection of exiled monarchs did not frighten him. “We German National Socialists
have come up through the toughest school imaginable. First we fought as soldiers in the
Great War, and then we fought the fight of the German revolution.” As for the night
bombardment of Germany’s Ruhr cities that Churchill had begun three months before,
Hitler now announced he would reply measure for measure and more. “If they proclaim
they will attack our cities on a grand scale, we will wipe their cities out !”

Whether G-ring had formally been advised that Hitler proposed to fulfill his cherished
ambition of attacking Russia is uncertain, but Jodl’s staff certainly noticed on the fifth
that the Reichsmarschall showed no interest in preparing for the invasion ‘“as he does not
believe it will be carried out.” Perhaps G-ring saw the bombing of London and the
blockade of Britain as convenient and antiseptic alternatives. He established
headquarters on the Channel coast and personally directed the new offensive, which
opened that night with a bombardment of the docks and oil refineries east of London.



Admiral Raeder certainly saw the handwriting on the wall, for Hitler’s naval adjutant had
privately informed him that a F hrer headquarters was already being built for the Russian
campaign. On September 6 the naval chief arrived at the Chancellery with a series of
powerful arguments as to why—if the invasion of England fell through—Germany ought
to concentrate her attack on Britain’s Mediterranean positions and on a sea and air
blockade of the British Isles (which a captured Allied document showed to be most
feared of all). Raeder did not as yet attempt to dissuade Hitler from an attack on the
Soviet Union, a move which the admiral discreetly referred to in his notes as “the S-
problem”; however, he warned Hitler that it would be impossible to launch both the
attack on Russia and the invasion of Britain simultaneously ; the navy preferred the
attack to be undertaken when the ice in the Baltic was melting, as this would tilt the
balance against the Russian navy. Hitler agreed to tell the OKW this and assured the
admiral that if he did drop the invasion, he would eject the British from the
Mediterranean that coming winter ; and for the first time he mentioned that Germany and
Italy must secure footholds in the Azores, the Canaries, and the Cape Verde Islands
before the British—and later the Americans—could do so. As Raeder summarized it to
the naval staff : “The F hrer’s decision to invade Britain is by no means definite, as he is
convinced Britain can be subdued even without an invasion.”

Hitler’s hesitation became even more marked when Raeder briskly announced on
September 10 that the navy would complete its accumulation of troop transports in the
Channel ports within the set time ; indeed, Hitler was visibly taken aback and
consequently welcomed the various doubts voiced about the seaworthiness of the barges
and the probable onset of autumn gales. Hitler again postponed the fateful decision for
three more days, blaming the weather and the strength of British air defenses ; the
weather forecast for September had indeed proven wrong—while the navy tactfully
termed the current weather “wholly abnormal,” Hitler went further and described it
(gratefully, we suspect) as “‘exasperating,” as the kind of conditions from which only a
defender could draw profit.

When Hitler assembled his commanders in the Chancellery once more at 3 P.M. on the
fourteenth—with Field Marshal Milch deputized to represent G—ring, who was still on
the Channel coast—he explained why he would not formally cancel the invasion even
though the primary requirement, the defeat of the British air force, had not been met. He
began with a political survey. “Moscow is dissa