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ABSTRACT

Organised resistance against Hitler existed throughout the Nazi regime and therefore it is
curious why a successful coup never took place. Religious, political and military
resistance groups were active but by the late 1930s, it was only the military which had the
capacity to overthrow Hitler. For a successful coup, army generals had to commit treason
which meant breaking a personal oath of allegiance to Hitler. With respect to
involvement in coup planning, generals fell into three broad categories: the loyal, the
conspirators, and the uncommitted. It was upon the support of uncommitted generals that
success or failure of any coup attempt depended. In persuading these generals to
participate, a factor which could have swayed them was greater assurance from the Allies
about plans for post-Nazi Germany. Four coup windows of opportunity existed and the
Allies’ policy position with respect to the resistance during these varied depending on the
political climate at the time. These were: 1938, the ‘Phoney War,” the mid-war period
from the rise of Churchill until Stalingrad and from the Casablanca conference until the
unsuccessful 20 July 1944 coup attempt. Analysis of the resistances’ response to the
Allies policy in each of these window shows that at no time did the Allies’ level of
encouragement for a coup couple with the uncommitted generals’ propensity to act. And
S0, a coup never succeeded.
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INTRODUCTION

“In Adolf Hitler’s Third Reich, resistance, save perhaps in the ranks of the SS,
sooner or later manifest itself in every quarter and over a range of forms from foot-
dragging to outright conspiracy.”* By 1943 and after the German defeat at Stalingrad,
any realist could see that Germany was going to lose the war and that this was largely a
result of Hitler.2 Why, therefore, was he not overthrown? The aim of this essay is to
explore why a military coup did not occur in Nazi Germany. It is not intended to
examine the mechanics of the various assassination attempts (most of which failed due to
bad luck) but rather to focus on why sufficient potential for a successful coup never
existed. When conditions seemed to be so ripe, propensity was lacking. Analysing why

this was so is the purpose of this essay.

Coups are usually conducted by a nation’s military forces, and in Nazi Germany it
was no different. The army was central to all coup plans. Focus throughout the essay,
therefore, will remain fixed on the army’s general officer corps. This is because by 1933,
after Hitler’s consolidation of dictatorial powers, political opportunities for deposing
Hitler had virtually ended.® In the first part of the essay, background on three broad

groupings of resistance will be explored; the religious, political and military. In doing so,

! Harold C. Deutsch, “The German Resistance: Answered and Unanswered Questions” Central
European History Vol. 14, Issue 4 (Dec 81): 322..

2 lan Kershaw, Hitler 1936-45: Nemesis (London: Penguin Books, 2000), 562.

® Roger Manvell and Henrich Fraenkel, The Canaris Conspiracy (New York: David McKay
Company, 1969), xx.



it will be demonstrated why the prospects for a successful coup eventually depended so
heavily on the military resistance. Army generals’ relationship with Hitler and the Nazis
will then be examined to show how there were broadly three types of officers:
conspirators, the loyal, and those who knew about the conspiracy but remained
uncommitted to participation. The uncommitted generals are of the most interest to the
thesis of this essay. In their hands rested the success or failure of any potential coup
attempt. Participation in a coup requires officers to commit treason and in Nazi
Germany, this meant breaking a personal oath of allegiance to Hitler. The importance of
the oath and its relation to treason will be explored to further explain the impediments to

achieving a coup.

In the second part of the essay, the Allies’ policy with respect to the German
resistance will be analysed. The aim here will be to examine to what extent the Allies’
policy towards and engagement with German resistance affected the decision making of
significant uncommitted generals. This method of analysis will be applied to four coup
windows of opportunity: 1938 (during the Munich crisis) the ‘Phoney War’ period, the
period of Churchill’s Prime-Ministership until the battle of Stalingrad, and finally from
the Roosevelt-Churchill conference at Casablanca until the 20 July 1944 coup attempt. In
each instance it will be demonstrated that the Allies’ policy towards the resistance was
crucial to understanding why key generals were unable to commit treason. It will be
demonstrated that had the Allies been more encouraging to the resistance about their
intended post-Hitler options for Germany, it might have provided sufficient impetus for

the generals to act against Hitler.



Reference to the Allies throughout the essay requires some amplification. By
Allies the meaning is the British and the Americans. It was British opinion which
mattered at Munich and during the *‘Phoney War’ and to this was added the voice of the
Americans after Pearl harbour. The Soviets did not really feature as a force of influence
on the resistance. Communication between the resistance and the Soviets was largely
limited because of the intensity of the Eastern theatre of war. In essence, the resistance
believed the same as Hitler: the Soviets were the real enemy; the Western nations, the
accidental ones. Peter Hoffmann, author of The History of the German Resistance
concurs with this view: He states, “[i]n contrast to their [the resistances’] contacts in
Western capitals, those with the East never progressed further than the deliberation stage.
No one in the opposition was “east-oriented,” apart of course from the communists.”*
Resistances’ accommodation with the Soviets, therefore, was largely impossible.

Reference to the Allies from here on means the British (and latterly in the war) the British

plus the Americans.

In their often humorous yet deadly serious study of the coup entitled: How to

Stage a Military Coup, David Hebditch and Ken Connor provide a list of eight factors

”5

which will “...influence if not absolutely guarantee failure.”” When studying the military

* Peter Hoffmann, The History of the German Resistance 1933-1945 (London: MacDonald and
Jane’s, 1969), 245.

® David Hebditch and Ken Connor, How to Stage a Military Coup: From Planning to Execution
(London: Greenhill Books, London), 57. The eight factors are:

- Poor planning and execution,

- Lack of training,

- Underestimating the power of the incumbent regime,
- Misreading the popular mood,



contribution to German resistance throughout the Third Reich the one which stands out
is: “lack of courage and commitment.” This factor, applied specifically to key generals,
was undoubtedly a major contributing factor in the resistances’ failure to overthrow
Hitler. In essence, the generals never achieved the required momentum to achieve a coup.
What could have given the generals greater courage or driven them towards greater
commitment to the conspiracy? The answer, to be explored in this essay, is greater

encouragement from the Allies.

- Failure to take account of international support for the established regime,
- One or more double-agents within the ranks of the plotters,

- Sloppy operational security,

- Lack of courage and commitment



PART ONE: THE GERMAN RESISTANCE

Challenges for German Resistance Movements

Any study of the German resistance must take into account the unique interaction
of democracy and nationalism. In the inter-war years, Carl von Ossietzky was the editor
of Die Weltbiihne, a pacifist paper which sought to expose the secret re-armament taking
place in the Weimar Republic. Speaking out against his unjust trial and imprisonment for
reporting on re-armament, the liberal Frankfurter Zeitung editorialised: “It is true we live
in a democracy, but anyone who applies its principles,... is punished with imprisonment

and — what is worse — with the odium of being branded a traitor”®

Hans Mommsen,
author of Alternatives to Hitler, believes Ossietzky ’s resistance against both the Weimar
Republic and the Third Reich characterised the problems all German resistance
movements were faced with in that they fought

... against Germany’s persistent belief in the supremacy of the state,

against an idealised concept of the state which lay at the heart of German

governmental tradition, and which made it impossible to set interests of

the individual against a state seen as standing above party politics.’

During the war and in the immediate post war period there was a common belief

among the victor nations that German resistance to Hitler had been minimal.2 The idea

® Hans Mommsen, Alternatives to Hitler: German Alternatives to Hitler (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2000), 11.

" Hans Mommsen, Alternatives to Hitler: German Alternatives to Hitler (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2000), 12.

® Terence Prittie, Germans Against Hitler (Boston: Little Brown and Company, 1964), 15.



of resistance was more often associated with the famous armed underground movements
in Poland, Holland, Belgium, Norway and Yugoslavia and above all France where heroes
abounded and pitched battles were commonplace.® It was held that the lack of evidence
for physical resistance by Germans was explained by the fact that the Germans were
somehow ‘different’ and that they chose not to resist because they thoroughly believed in
the Nazi regime. Hans Rothfels, author of The German Opposition to Hitler, expands on
this theme by stating that the Western perception was that resistance was minimal
because Germans “...voluntarily associated themselves with or submitted out of
cowardice to the tyrannical rule of criminals, either through innate wickedness, or from
an acquired habit of blind obedience, or under the influence of some specifically baneful

» 10

philosophy.

The truth, however, is very different. The power and omniscience of the Gestapo
was immense and it made communication and co-ordination between resistance groups
was very difficult.* Consequently, gathering momentum towards a coup was difficult to
achieve. An indication of the dangerous environment in which resistance movements
operated is provided by Schutzstaffel (SS) documents which revealed that 21,400 political

prisoners were interned at the beginning of the war and that estimates of those held

® Terence Prittie, Germans Against Hitler (Boston: Little Brown and Company, 1964), 15.

19 Hans Rothfels, The German Opposition to Hitler (Chicago: Henry Regnery
Company, 1962), 16.

1 Roger Manvell and Henrich Fraenkel, The Canaris Conspiracy (New York: David McKay
Company, 1969), xxvi.
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during the war ranged from 500,000 to 600,000. Of these, 12,000 received death

sentences.

Given the lack of physical resistance to Hitler after the Nazi party’s dominance
from 1933 onwards, the perception held by the war’s victors was that an effective
resistance only came to maturity once the army perceived the war was lost.* The
presumption was that up until then, both the army and citizenry were generally content
with Hitler and what he was doing to Germany. To the Allies, the lack of any perceptible
resistance action was palpable evidence of complicity or lack of will. Although there was
much communication between the resistance and the Allies, including appeals for
support, as far as the Allies could see nothing ever happened in Germany. The situation
was described as being reminiscent of a “...high tragedy... something that calls to mind
Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar and Hamlet. The conspirators seem to ‘talk’ more than they
‘do.”** The myth, therefore, persisted that resistance was, in fact, restricted to the 20 July
1944 bomb plot, and that it came to fruition only after the army became truly concerned
about loosing the war as a result of Hitler’s poor leadership.'®> The reality was that
resistance to Hitler ran parallel with Hitler’s rise and it had deep roots which permeated

all levels of German society. The following overview will examine the extent of the

12 Hans Rothfels, The German Opposition to Hitler (Chicago: Henry Regnery
Company, 1962), 15.

3 Hans Rothfels, The German Opposition to Hitler (Chicago: Henry Regnery
Company, 1962), 16.

“ Roger Manvell and Henrich Fraenkel, The Canaris Conspiracy (New York: David McKay
Company, 1969), xxxiv.

15 Hans Rothfels, The German Opposition to Hitler (Chicago: Henry Regnery
Company, 1962), 15.



resistance movement, both civilian and military, in order to show that it was the military

wing of the movement that ultimately mattered for a successful coup.

German Resistance Overview

For the purposes of this essay, anti-Nazi resistance will be discussed as three
groups: the religious, the political and the military resistance movements. Although it is
difficult to reduce each group’s motivation to a single category, they were broadly driven
to action over concern for Hitler’s betrayal of Germany on the moral, political and
military planes respectively. Before discussing the groups, it should be recognized that
the resistance was very complex. Individual conspirators were often members of more
than one group and there were other fringe organisations as well (such as the Communist-
Socialist Rote Kapelle).*® As political and religious opposition was neutralised, and as
the imperatives of total war allowed Hitler to tighten his grip on power, it became the

military resistance alone which held the capacity to achieve a coup.

Religious Resistance: ‘Kreisau Circle’

Fabien von Schlabrendorff was one of the few senior conspirators to survive the

war. He wrote a full account of German resistance and according to him, all Europeans

(resistance conspirators included) subscribe fundamentally to a Christian world view

18 For a graphic description of the various resistance groups and members’ interaction, see:
Margret Boveri, Treason in the Twentieth Century (London: Macdonald, 1961), 208.



which was based on “...man’s submission to the will of God and upon love for ones
neighbour.”*” Virtually all aspects of National Socialism ran counter to these
fundamental beliefs. German’s were told they must submit to the will of the state as
personified in the Fuhrer. As for neighbourly love, this was reserved for racially pure
Germans only. Anti-Nazis, according to Schlabrendorff, therefore, “...found themselves

united on the common ground of the old Christian foundations of the Western world.” *2

By 1940, the aforementioned Christian-based resistance came to be centered on
two great aristocratic idealists. These were Count Helmuth von Moltke, an aristocrat and
a descendent of the Field Marshal Moltke (who led the victorious Prussian army in
France’s defeat in 1870), and Count Peter Yorck von Wartenburg, a significant land
owning gentleman farmer. The Gestapo referred to the group as the ‘Kreisau Circle’
after Moltke’s estate in Silesia. Its motivation has been described as *...not so much a
political ideology as a broad moral attitude....”*® This is revealed in aspects of the
‘Kreisau Circle’s’ post-Nazi Germany objectives which included: the importance of
Christian morals in culture and education, the creation of a new federation of European
states, return of the rule of law, legal prosecution of Nazi leaders (without the spirit of

vengeance), rejection of totalitarianism and the return of personal freedom.? In many

17 Fabian von Schlabrendorff, The Secret War Against Hitler (New York: Pitman Publishing
Corp., 1965), 33.

18 Fabian von Schlabrendorff, The Secret War Against Hitler (New York: Pitman Publishing
Corp., 1965), 33.

9 Armstrong, ‘Unconditional Surrender’: The Impact of the Casablanca Policy upon World War
I1 (New Brunswick NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1961), 179.
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ways, the “Kreisau Circle’s’ objectives were overly idealistic and naive given the
enormous strength of Hitler and the Nazi party. Their aim was no less than to
“...develop new social and political entities, which would replace the former
governmental structures... [and a belief that] with effective support from the Christian

churches they could achieve a new beginning for Europe.”%

Although the “Kreisau Circle’ held within its membership a number of powerful
individuals and its ideas helped shape the conspiracy, it was ultimately ineffective in the
life and death struggle to unseat the Nazis. Its philosophy was too focused on how the
post Hitler world should be designed, leaving little thought to the practicalities of how to
bring about Hitler’s fall. William Shirerr, the eminent Nazi-era historian commented on
the “Kreisau Circle’ thus: “They hated Hitler and all the degradation he had brought on
Germany and Europe. But they were not interested in overthrowing him. They thought
Germany’s coming defeat would accomplish that.”* To end Hitler’s reign, practical
action needed to come from elsewhere. A more overtly political opposition was

necessary.

Political Resistance: Goerdeler and Beck

2 Armstrong, ‘Unconditional Surrender’: The Impact of the Casablanca Policy upon World War
I1 (New Brunswick NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1961), 179.

%! Hans Mommsen, Alternatives to Hitler: German Alternatives to Hitler (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2000), 148.

22 William L. Shirerr, The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich: A history of Nazi Germany (New
York: Simon and Schuster, 1960), 1016.
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From the early 1930s, political opposition to the Nazis it was centered on two key
individuals: Dr. Carl Goerdeler and Ludwig Beck. Their importance to the resistance
was significant. Schlabrendorff described how it was around these two men that the
resistance eventually crystallised. He characterised their respective rolls as Beck being

the head and Goerdeler being the heart of the organisation.”®

Goerdeler was mayor of Leipzig, a conservative, a monarchist, and a devout
Protestant. His disillusionment with the Nazis began in 1936 over the injustice of anti-
Semitism.** He was a renowned writer whose political and economic intellect was fully
applied to the design and planning for a post-Nazi Germany. One of his greatest qualities
was his ability to persuade powerful individuals to join the conspiracy against the Nazis;
often at great risk to himself from the Gestapo. In essence, Goerdeler “...was the engine
which drove the resistance movement forward through the depths of disappointment and

over mountains of obstacles. He never despaired or doubted.”?

Beck had been Hitler’s Chief of the Army General Staff from 1935 to 1938. He

was a deeply religious man and an ardent opponent of National Socialism. Before 1938,

28 Fabian von Schlabrendorff, The Secret War Against Hitler (New York: Pitman Publishing
Corp., 1965), 149.

2 Goerderler had tried to work with the Nazis as mayor of Leipzig from 1933 until 1936.
Ultimately, his distaste for Nazi interference in local affairs lead to his resignation. The final straw was a
Nazi order that a memorial bust of the famous composer Dr. Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy be removed
from the town square because he was Jewish.

%% Fabian von Schlabrendorff, The Secret War Against Hitler (New York: Pitman Publishing
Corp., 1965), 159.
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his consistent military advice was that Germany was not physically ready for war and that
Hitler’s aggressive foreign policy would lead to a world war and consequent disaster for
Germany. In 1938 he resigned over Hitler’s Czechoslovakia policy but it was also at that

time that he came closest to organising a military coup.

After 1938, Beck became the liaison between the political and the military
resistance. Although retired from the army he continued to wield significant influence
with senior army officers. He did well at recruiting conspirators. Despite the Nazi’s best
efforts to infiltrate the army, it remained fertile ground for the recruitment because it was
essentially a “non-Nazi” organisation.”® From 1938 until his suicide after the failed 20
July 1944 coup, General Beck remained a powerful force within the resistance; a point
not unnoticed by Hitler himself who said “...the only man | fear is Beck. That man
would be capable of acting against me.”?” Beck was criticised for being too much of an
intellectual at a time when strong leadership and men of action were needed. By 1943,
the days of persuasion and talk had been exhausted. His skills in recruitment and
planning were crucial, but it would take a different breed of conspirator to achieve the
coup. Beck’s “...reason was his chief weapon..., [but] reason was ultimately to prove
quite useless when virtually every member of the high Command was subject to the

domination of Hitler’s obsessive will.”? A successful coup ultimately depended on

% Armstrong, ‘Unconditional Surrender’: The Impact of the Casablanca Policy upon World War
I1 (New Brunswick NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1961), 185.

2" Fabian von Schlabrendorff, The Secret War Against Hitler (New York: Pitman Publishing
Corp., 1965), 79.
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whether or not key powerful army generals could be encouraged to join forces with the
resistance. Beck’s leadership, therefore, became directly relevant to the potential for a
successful coup throughout the war. Analysis will now focus on the army and how

events transpired such that it became the only hope for a successful coup.

Military Resistance: The Army

By the late 1930s, as Hitler’s grip on government became absolute, most anti-
Nazis acknowledged that opportunities for political regime change had been exhausted
and so attention turned to the military. Anne Armstrong, author of Unconditional
Surrender, the authoritative work on the Allies’ war time policy, believes the
consequence was that, “...[b]y 1937 the civilian anti-Nazi circles began to talk about “the
generals” because by then it was clear that no peaceful or legal change of government
was possible.”®® It was obvious that a military coup was becoming the only option open
to the resistance. As Schlabrendorff pointed out, “...only the army had at its disposal the
weapons and the power necessary to overthrow the firmly entrenched Nazi regime, which
was supported by hundreds of thousands of SS troops. Civilian initiative [therefore] was

fettered unless it had strong military backing.”*

%8 Roger Manvell and Henrich Fraenkel, The Canaris Conspiracy (New York: David McKay
Company, 1969), 16.

2 Armstrong, ‘Unconditional Surrender’: The Impact of the Casablanca Policy upon World War
I1 (New Brunswick NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1961), 185.

* Roger Manvell & Heinrich Fraenkel, The July Plot: The Attempt in 1944 on Hitler’s Life and
the Men Behind it (London: The Bodley Head, 1964), 77.
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It is worth pointing out why it was the army (as opposed to the air force or navy)
that mattered for the resistance. There is the obvious explanation: that only the army had
the soldiers needed to wrest control of the government from the SS and the Gestapo.*!
But there were political reasons as well. In comparison to the army, the air force and the
navy were far more political in their outlook and therefore more inclined to embrace
National Socialism. The navy, dating from the days of William 11, was filled with the
spirit of post-Bismarck German nationalism which the Nazis were able to fully embrace.
The army, in contrast, tended to draw its inspiration from the traditions of pre-German
unification Prussia.*® The air force had been banned under the Weimar Republic and was
entirely a creation of Nazi Germany. Thus its loyalties were closely connected to the
party. For these reasons, little military opposition could be found in the navy or air force
which was *...more imbued with Nazism or with a greater spirit of conformity than the
“Prussian” army with its “aristocratic” officers’ corps.”® It is for these reasons that

military resistance to Nazi Germany is associated with the army alone.

A military coup is a serious undertaking for any army, especially one such as the
German which was so enamoured with the concepts of nationalism and loyalty. Hitler
was well aware of this and took great care to ensure any attempted coup would pose an

enormous psychological dilemma for potential conspirators. In 1933, after the death of

*! Hans Rothfels, The German Opposition to Hitler (Chicago: Henry Regnery
Company, 1962), 64.

%2 Hans Rothfels, The German Opposition to Hitler (Chicago: Henry Regnery
Company, 1962), 64.

* Hans Rothfels, The German Opposition to Hitler (Chicago: Henry Regnery
Company, 1962), 64.



15

President Field Marshal Paul von Hindenburg, Hitler was able to completely consolidate
power in himself by combining the offices of Chancellor and President. At the same
time, all members of the armed forces were called upon to swear a personal oath of
allegiance to him. This caused great problems when the time came for the army to turn
against Hitler for the greater good of Germany. According to Manvell and Fraenkel,
authors of The Canaris Conspiracy, it was in the army that *...lay what hopes there

»34 Attention will now

might be for discovering the men to lead an effective coup d’état.
focus on the officer corps of the German army and how important it became for a

potential coup.

The Army and Treason

The army of the Third Reich will now be examined in order to explain why key
officers were so vital to the success or failure of any coup attempt. Analysis will first
examine the army’s relationship with Hitler and the complexities of loyalty and treason.
It will then expand to examine three broad types of officers; the conspirators, the loyal
and the uncommitted. Focus will then turn towards the uncommitted because it was these

individuals who ultimately decided whether or not a coup could have succeeded.

The Army and Politics

* Roger Manvell and Henrich Fraenkel, The Canaris Conspiracy (New York: David McKay
Company, 1969), xxii.
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Politics and the army did not mix well in the Third Reich. At least that is how the
army chose to see things. This was good and bad; good because it meant non-
interference in democratic government but bad because it prevented the army from
intervening to end the corrupt Nazi totalitarian government. Major-General Henning von
Treschow was Chief of Staff of Central Army Group, Eastern Front at the time of the 20
July 1944 coup attempt. As a principle member of the army resistance, he commented on
what he saw as the key shortfall in the German officer. It was “...his narrow military
outlook. In his strength lay his weakness. Concentration on military matters made him
incompetent in non-military questions, and particularly in politics.”*> Army officers
were generally content to remain non-political and to concentrate solely on their
profession. Armstrong states that this desire to remain wholly aloof from politics was
consistent with the traditions of the Prussian-military officer.*® This position was
supported in comment by Hindenburg when he dismissed any suggestion that the army
might overthrow Hitler in the early 1930s. He stated what he thought obvious, that

“..the army’s business was military and not political.”*’

Another example of the ‘un-political’ soldier is typified by Chief of the Army

High Command, Colonel-General Freiherr von Fritsch. In May 1937 during the period

% Roger Manvell & Heinrich Fraenkel, The July Plot: The Attempt in 1944 on Hitler’s Life and
the Men Behind it (London: The Bodley Head, 1964), 77.

% Anne Armstrong, ‘Unconditional Surrender’: The Impact of the Casablanca Policy upon World
War Il (New Brunswick NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1961), 272.

3" Anne Armstrong, ‘Unconditional Surrender’: The Impact of the Casablanca Policy upon World
War Il (New Brunswick NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1961), 273.
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he was being pressured by Beck to support a generals’ revolt against Hitler’s reckless
foreign policy, Fritsch commented that “I have made it my guiding principle to confine
myself to the military domain and to keep aloof from all political activity. | lack all talent

for it”38

Army officers remained, on the whole, gentlemen who believed in honour and

integrity. But it was these same qualities which prevented the officer corps from taking

up arms against the nation’s political leadership, however tyrannical it had become.
...[T]he very nobility of spirit in most, if not all, of these highly-placed
officers..., their idealism and their Christian beliefs and background,

lessened their effectiveness as conspirators. It has often been said that the
worst thing about Nazism was that it required Nazi methods to destroy

it.”

Of course the alternative view is that the army had no wish to overthrow Hitler.
He was serving its wishes just fine. During Germany’s re-armament and after the quick
victory in Poland, the army was simply being opportunist and pragmatic in accepting that
events were moving it in the direction it desired. A comment made by Field Marshall
Werner von Blomberg (Hitler’s minister of war after 1935 and commander in chief of the
Wehrmacht until 1938) supports this view. He testified at Nuremberg that, “[b]efore
1938-39 German generals did not oppose Hitler. There was no reason to oppose him,
since he produced results as they desired.”*® But the irony was that it was this very non-

political institution, the army, which was desperately needed to forcibly remove Hitler for

% Joachim C. Fest, The face of the Third Reich (New York: Pantheon Books, 1970), 240..
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political ends. Most army officers were non-Nazis. When virtually all government
institutions had been “Nazified,” the army stood alone. The army, therefore, was the only
possible salvation to reverse Nazi tyranny because it was the “...only active force left in
Germany not actually created by the Nazis, or fully infiltrated by them.”** It was for this
reason that Hitler proceeded so cautiously with the army as he tightened his grip on

power.

The Concept of Treason

Attention will now turn to the central obstacle to an army led coup; the subject of
treason. In discussing treason it is important to also discuss loyalty as this is what is
broken when treason is committed. Chapman Pincer, author of Traitors: The Labyrinth
of Treason states that “...loyalty is owed to one’s country and this is universally required
by law, loyalty being derived from the Latin for ‘legal’ (legalis).”** He goes on to state
that “[t]he legal and moral requirement of loyalty to country is linked with the concept of
patriotism, love of one’s country, which can be very powerful as a corporate force
politically and militarily.”*® The problem with the ideas of loyalty and patriotism is that
all individuals in society, whether they are traitors or front line soldiers, invariably
believe they are acting out of loyalty and patriotism. In Hitler’s Germany, the most

ardent Nazis and the most zealous resistance conspirators could honestly say they were

*! Roger Manvell and Henrich Fraenkel, The Canaris Conspiracy (New York: David McKay
Company, 1969), xxi.

%2 Chapman Pincer, Traitors: The Labyrinth of Treason (London: Sidgwick & Jackson, 1987), 1.

*¥ Chapman Pincer, Traitors: The Labyrinth of Treason (London: Sidgwick & Jackson, 1987), 1.
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being equally loyal and patriotic to Germany. In being loyal to Hitler, Nazis were also
being patriotic to Germany. In contrast, resistance conspirators believed their patriotism
transcended loyalty to Hitler and the Nazis. They saw themselves as the “...champions
of the “true Germany.””** It is for this reason that only through the unfolding of history
can true assessments about treason and tyranny be made. In her work Treason in the
Twentieth Century, Margaret Boveri describes how traitors who take up arms against the
state are considered both heroes and villains. She states “[t]he meaning of treason
changes as the wheel of history turns. Men, hanged yesterday as traitors, are today’s
heroes and martyrs.”*®> Consequently, Colonel Count Claus Schnek von Stauffenberg (the
officer who planted the 20 July 1944 bomb) is now regarded as a great patriot, but for

many years after the war he was regarded by many Germans as a traitor.“°

As noted above, unlike civilians engaged in the resistance, all officers and men of
the Wehrmacht were bound by an oath of allegiance to Hitler. Any officer
contemplating treason, however subtle, had to contend with the ethics of breaking this
oath. On 2 August 1933, the same day Hindenburg died, all members of the armed forces
became Eidtager, or ‘oath-bearers,” after swearing their allegiance to Hitler as follows:

I swear by God this holy oath: | will render unconditional obedience to the
Fuhrer of the German Reich and People, Adolf Hitler, the Supreme

* Hans Mommsen, Alternatives to Hitler: German Alternatives to Hitler (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2000), 181.

** Margret Boveri, Treason in the Twentieth Century (London: Macdonald, 1961), 22.

% Chapman Pincer, Traitors: The Labyrinth of Treason (London: Sidgwick & Jackson, 1987), 1.
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Commander of the armed forces, and will be ready, as a brave soldier, to

stake my life at any time to this oath.*’
The 1933 oath was different from the oath of the Weimar Republic because it required
‘unconditional obedience,” not to the state constitution or the office of the president, but
to Hitler himself.** Obedience to a named individual had not been required since the
days of the monarchy. In the Third Reich, Hitler required the same level obedience
accorded to a king. With the personal oath to Hitler it made it very difficult for an officer
to question the legality of orders in terms of their merits for Germany. An order’s moral
correctness did not matter so long as it emanated from Hitler. It was for this reason that
General Beck called 2 August 1933 the “blackest day of his life” because from that

moment on, the army was fully tied to Hitler.*°

Types of Officers

Analysis will now turn to the oath and how it became an impediment to officers
resisting Hitler. Three broad groupings of officers will be analysed to show how each
dealt differently with the tyranny of Nazism. These groups were the conspirators, the

loyal, and the uncommitted.
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21

The Conspirator

A conspirator breaks his oath of allegiance because he no longer values obedience
or because he no longer recognises the legitimacy of his superior.*® In Germany’s Third
Reich, army conspirators believed that Hitler was no longer entitled to allegiance of his
officers because he no longer ruled legitimately. It is important to note that this view was
more prevalent in younger officers who began their service after the First World War.>*
One of these officers was Stauffenberg. He provides the strongest example of
conspirator-officers in the military resistance. A Catholic, an aristocrat and fully
moulded in Prussian-military tradition, like many of his fellow officers, Stauffenberg
enthusiastically supported the Nazis’ rise to power. But by 1938 he became disillusioned
by the direction Hitler was taking Germany.®®> By then he had become a “...violent anti-
Nazi...” whose contempt for Hitler sprang from his Christian faith and moral
convictions.>® During the war he served with distinction in Poland and North Africa
(where he was severely wounded) before joining the staff of the Army High Command in
Berlin in February 1943. What distinguished Stauffenberg from army conspirators of the
pre-war and early war period that his motive for overthrowing Hitler was borne of pure

patriotism. For him there was no desire whatsoever for personal gain and unlike Beck

%0 Robert B. Kane. Disobedience and Conspiracy in the German Army 1918-1945 (London:
McFarland & Co. Inc., 2002), 16.
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and Halder he was not thinking only about the army’s prestige. He saw Hitler as the
“Anti-Christ” and fully dedicated his conspiratorial work towards “...the spiritual, ethical
and ...social renewal of Germany.”>* Conspirator-officers like Stauffenberg were patriots
first and soldiers second and were therefore deeply interested in politics, a trait which
was so unnatural for most Germany officers. Conspirator-officers like Stauffenberg
opposed Hitler “...not only because his war policy was bound to lead to an annihilating
defeat, but because of a regime of criminals which was destroying the country and its
people. On this basic ethical force, on this firmness of soul and strength of mind his

resistance was founded.”>®

The conspirator-officer was in no doubt about the seriousness of his activities. In
a discussion between a potential collaborator and himself, Stauffenberg stated: “Look,
let’s get to the heart of the matter. | am engaged by every available means in the active
practice of high treason.”*® He knew his conspiratorial activities were treasonous, but for
him, Hitler and his criminal companions were the greater traitors. For Stauffenberg, the
necessity for eliminating Hitler was not predicated on any assurance that in doing so
Germany could profit by improved peace terms. For him, and other anti-Nazis like him,
the assassination of Hitler was a necessity regardless of the eventual outcome for

Germany in the war. Stauffenberg’s views were similar to those of Major General

> Hans Rothfels, The German Opposition to Hitler (Chicago: Henry Regnery
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Henning von Tresckow, Chief of Staff, Central Army Group Eastern Front. Tresckow
was an equally aggressive officer-conspirator who took part in a number of assassination
attempts. In his words:

The assassination must be attempted at all costs. Even if it should

not succeed, an attempt to seize power in Berlin must be undertaken.

What matters now is no longer the practical purpose of the coup, but

to prove to the world and for the records of history that the men of

the resistance movement dared to take the decisive step. Compared to
this objective, nothing else is of consequence.>

The Loyal

Throughout the war, the vast majority of army officers remained loyal to Hitler.
Explanation for this overwhelming propensity for obedience in the armed forces can, to a
certain extent, be considered a German characteristic. In Robert Kane’s extensive
analysis of obedience in the German army, Disobedience and Conspiracy in the German
Army 1918-1945, believes that “...the German officer, to a greater degree than officers in
more democratic societies, had a greater sense of obedience to his commander in chief
because of historical and social circumstances that surrounded the development of the
Prussian-German Army.”*® However, this does not mean they were necessarily devout
Nazis and in fact, most abstained from politics in order to concentrate on success in their

profession.”® Loyal officers, whether they knew about the resistance or not, continued to
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support Hitler and lead their forces in battle long after defeat became inevitable. This
was not so much because of strict loyalty to Nazism or Hitler, but because they saw no
alternative. A good example of the loyal officer’s outlook is provided by Colonel
General Alfred Jodl, Chief of the Operations Staff of the Armed Forces High Command.

During his trial at Nuremberg, when asked about the resistance he stated:

...their chief argument... was that the war was lost and that it could only

be ended without Hitler. | had long since thought this, but along with the

majority of responsible commanders | saw no way out. Our enemies did

not seek the overthrow of the Nazi regime; they had proclaimed the

destruction of Germany.®

JodI’s statement was very enlightening. He believed that since the Allies were
bent on destruction of Germany, there was no incentive to break one’s oath and turn
against Hitler. In essence he was saying that because no alternative was being offered to
Germany (apart from destruction) the majority of officers chose to remain loyal to Hitler

and fight on. This issue will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter Seven where the

Allies’ ‘unconditional surrender’ policy will be analysed.

Another explanation for the loyal officers’ position was his fear that participation
in a coup would generate another ‘stab-in-the-back’ legend. A common perception in
Germany during the Weimar republic era was that the 1918 armistice was a betrayal by

politicians and generals in the rear of the undefeated front line soldiers. Although most
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generals agreed that Germany’s fate was sealed by 1943, there was great fear that suing
for peace would lead to a new ‘stab-in-the-back’ legend. The result would be that the
conspirators would then be held responsible for all subsequent political and social
difficulties in Germany.®" Such sentiments were particularly prevalent in older officers
who had fought as young men in the Great War.®® General Jodl admitted as much in a
1946 letter where he stated: “...[e]ven when | consider the losses which followed until
May, 1945, I still believe that the way to the bitter end was better for Germany. It cannot

give rise to false legends.”®

A third explanation for the army’s loyalty is a result of Hitler’s powers of
manipulation which allowed him to bind the army to him during his rise to power. This
started on 16 May 1933 in what became the “pact of the Deutschland.” It was onboard
the cruiser Deutschland where the Chiefs of the army and navy agreed to back Hitler in
becoming president once Hindenburg died. In return for this support, Hitler promised to
remove the Sturmabteilung (SA), the ‘Brown Shirts’ as a rival military force. Hitler also
agreed to drastically increase the size of the armed forces once be became President. By
agreeing to all this and with the new oath of allegiance, the army had, in effect, facilitated
Hitler’s dictatorship. Shirerr believed this to be true. He stated: “[b]y voluntarily

offering to put itself in the unrestrained hands of a megalomaniacal dictator it was selling

%1 D. J. Goodspeed, The Conspirators: A Study of the Coup d’Etat (Toronto:
MacMillan, 1962), 213.
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its own fate. As for Hitler, the deal would make his dictatorship supreme.”® The army,
therefore, helped Hitler consolidate his power and contributed to the notion that the fate
of the army and Hitler were inextricably linked. To reinforce this connection, Hitler took
every opportunity to remind his Field Marshals of their personal commitment to him. He
was quick to share the spoils of victory and money, promotion and medals were used
extensively to dampen any feelings of dissatisfaction. Manvell and Fraenkel support this

view. They state:

[e]ven those field-marshals and generals who were convinced by 1943 that the

war they were conducting on Hitler’s behalf must ultimately lead to disaster were

loath to risk their careers, their honours, their rewards by taking a stand against

the Fuhrer. The biggest concession they were prepared to make was to be

considered a friend of the conspirators.®

The loyal officer was, understandably, of little assistance to coup constitutors.
Far more important were certain senior officers in command of large numbers of troops,
who were sympathetic to the resistance movement but who, for various reasons,

vacillated between loyalty to Hitler and commitment to his overthrow. It is on these

uncommitted officers that detailed attention will now focus.

The Uncommitted
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The uncommitted officers are the most important group for the purpose of this
essay because it was these officers who could have made the difference between success
and failure in any coup attempt. How exactly their action or inaction affected history
prior to and during the war and how they were influenced by policies of the Allies will be
dealt with in Part two of the essay. The aim at this stage is to analyse the general
characterises and attributes which typified these officers. Broadly speaking, the
uncommitted officer was a powerful commander of active troops, who held sufficient
influence within the army that, if he chose to do so, he could have decisively assisted in

the execution of a coup.

In a chapter entitled *General von X’ in his book The Face of the Third Reich
Joachim Fest examines characteristics of the uncommitted general. When the time came
to join and support a coup he describes how the uncommitted general would use his oath
as an excuse for inaction. He would do this knowing full well that Germany needed to be
rid of Hitler for the nation to survive. According to Fest, in the uncommitted general a
pseudo-morality had taken hold which enabled him to “...betray his country, his people,
his honour and his responsibility for the lives of his subordinates, but not a man to whom
he has sworn an oath [Hitler], even if on his side this man has broken his word a thousand
times over.”® Such a defence for inaction, he goes on to say, is no more than *...a lack
of moral fibre, [with] the distinctive mark of weak opportunism...”®" The four generals

presented below are typical uncommitted officers.
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One of the most important officers of this group was Field Marshal Gunther Hans
von Kluge. In the latter part of the war Kluge was a powerful field commander, first of
Army Group Centre on the Eastern front then, from 17 July 1944, as chief of Western
Army Command. Although Kluge had been in touch with the military opposition since
1942, he never fully committed himself to the resistance. This has been attributed to his
“...fundamental weakness of character that made him very susceptible, [and] easily
influenced.”® His loyalty and sense of obligation to Hitler was strong; a characteristic
which was not missed by the Fiihrer who took steps to reinforce this loyalty by granting
him numerous honours and decorations. Hitler also made him the recipient of one of his
special stipends in the amount of 250,000 Deutschmarks. Kluge blew hot and cold with
the resistance until the very end. An example of this is provided by Goerdeler who first
met him on the Eastern Front in 1942. After the meeting Goerdeler hurried back to
Berlin and reported to Beck how he was “encouraged” by Kluge’s support. But no
sooner had they digested this news, Kluge sent a messenger by plane to state that “...he
wished to disassociate himself from any unwarranted conclusions that might be drawn
from such a visit.”® Later in Chapter Seven, it will be seen how Kluge’s indecision on

20 July 1944 directly contributed to the failure of the coup attempt that day.
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Field Marshall Erich von Manstein was commander of army Group Don in the
winter of 1942-1943 which included the armies on the Stalingrad salient. Manstein
commanded large armies throughout the war and would have be a strong addition to the
resistance had he chosen to fully commit. Like all uncommitted officers, Manstein knew
full well of the resistances’ plans and his recruitment to the cause was attempted on many
occasions. All attempts failed. In one of these instances by Stauffenberg, he reacted by
saying that he “...would not agree, [to joining]... speciously arguing that he could only

act on orders from above. His commander-in-chief was Hitler.” "

Field Marshall Erwin Rommel, Commander in Chief Army Group B in France
after D-Day, was late in joining the coup conspiracy. He was a highly popular officer
within the army and the populous at large and famous for being Hitler’s “favourite”
general.” His support would have provided great encouragement to the conspiracy had
he committed earlier. But for much of the war he unfortunately remained undecided and
when he did commit he agreed to conspire only if Hitler’s life could be spared.”> Rommel
was another example of a powerful yet uncommitted army commander upon whose
cooperation the success or failure of any coup attempt depended. Unfortunately for the
resistance he could not play a part in the 20 July coup attempt since he was severely

injured just three days previously when his car was strafed by an Allied fighter.
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In 1944, Colonel-General Fritz Fromm was Commander-in-Chief of the Reserve
in Berlin. Use of his troops was central to the coup plans from 1943 onwards, but his
commitment to the resistance was never guaranteed. Aware of the inevitability of defeat
and fully aware of the conspiracy, he chose to fall back on his oath to Hitler and not
commit to anything until Hitler’s assassination was complete. When Hitler survived the
20 July bombing, he immediately expressed his allegiance to Hitler, a move which
Wheeler-Bennett described as being “altogether despicable.”” This act of desperation did
not save his skin. Hitler had him executed along with captured conspirators in the purge

which followed the failed plot.

One of the reasons for the uncommitted generals’ wavering support to the
resistance was a result of their need for greater certainty about plans for a post-Hitler
Germany. To a large extent, they chose to sit on the fence because they had not been
given enough assurance that any post-Hitler government would survive.” Entanglement
in the uncertain outcome of a coup, they believed, was not worth the effort if the outcome
could not guarantee an improved situation for Germany. Directly related to this concern
was the attitude of the Allies towards negotiating with a post-Nazi regime. Lack of
Allied support, therefore, was a significant impediment to their active involvement.

Greater encouragement from the Allies, Manvell and Fraenkel believed, might have
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helped. In their view it would have helped “...maintain morale and convince doubters
and waverers that removal of Hitler would lead to a somewhat more favourable peace
than could be expected while he remained in power.””® Analysis to follow in Part Two of
the essay will explore this theme in greater detail through an historical analysis of four

coup windows of opportunity.

PART TWO: COUP FAILURES, 1933-1945

Discussion so far has focused on different resistance movements in Germany’s
Third Reich and in particular resistance in the army. The importance of uncommitted
army officers to the potential success of a coup has been described as well as the issues
which contributed to the indecisiveness of these individuals. Attention will now turn to
the Allies and the impact of their policies on the potential for a coup. Study of Allies pre-
war and wartime policies’ impact on the resistances’ coup plans will be broken down into
examinations of four selected windows of opportunity. The first was prior to the war,
during the Munich crisis in 1938. The second was during the ‘Phoney War.” The third
was during the mid-war period from Churchill’s rise until Stalingrad and the final was
from the turn of the tide (marked by the Casablanca conference in 1943) until the 20 July
1944 coup attempt. These four coup windows of opportunity have been chosen because
they coincide with four broad Allied policy messages with respect to the resistance. In

1938 it was the Allies policy of appeasement. During the ‘Phoney War’ it was a ‘solemn

® Roger Manvell and Henrich Fraenkel, The Canaris Conspiracy (New York: David McKay
Company, 1969), xxxii.
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obligation’ to not rule out a negotiated settlement with a non-Nazi government. From
Churchill’s rise until the battle of Stalingrad it was *absolute silence’ in response to
overtures by the resistance. And finally, from the Casablanca conference until 20 July

1944 it was the acceptance of nothing less than Germany’s ‘unconditional surrender.’

Each coup window of opportunity will be examined under three headings. First
the resistance’s conspiracy plans will be analysed. Second the Allies’ response and
interaction with the resistance will be examined. Finally, the impact of the Allies’ policy
response to the resistance and the army in particular will be reviewed. Using this method
of analysis, it will be revealed that when the propensity for a successful coup was highest
(due to the greatest potential commitment from army generals), success was still denied
the conspirators because of little or no encouragement from the Allies about peace terms
for a post-Hitler Germany. It will be argued that with greater Allied encouragement
those key generals who struggled with full commitment to treason might have become
sufficiently emboldened to have precipitated in a coup in the first three windows of

opportunity, or to have facilitated success in the fourth.

1938: ‘Appeasement’

Hitler and the Army

Before discussing the missed opportunity for a coup in 1938 during the Munich

crisis, it is first necessary to set the scene politically and diplomatically. At this time,
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Hitler’s relationship with the army was at its lowest point thus far in the Third Reich.
This was a result of a number of incidents in early 1938 which enabled Hitler to

progressively increase his military influence over the army.

The first incident was the forced resignation of Field Marshal Werner von
Blomberg, Minister of War and Commander in Chief of the Armed Forces. This
occurred after it was revealed that his new bride, his former secretary, had a previously
unknown background as a prostitute. This information was all the more embarrassing
because the marriage had been blessed by both Hitler and Goéring. Blomberg’s
resignation, therefore, was intended to redress the embarrassment felt by both the army
officer corps and senior Nazi leadership. The second incident involved Colonel General
Werner von Fritsch, Commander in Chief of the army. An old-school officer who was
the obvious candidate to eventually succeed Blomberg, he showed open hostility to the
Nazi party and in particular the SS. For Hitler, he was proving to be the greatest obstacle
to the spread of Nazism within the army.”  Using false evidence about homosexual
activity, Reich Minister Hermann Goring was able to persuade Hitler to force Fritsch’s
resignation. Fritsch was later fully exonerated but by then it was too late to placate the
embarrassed army as the nation was caught up in the Anschlu and the Munich crisis.
The third incident was the creation of the Oberkommando der Wehrmacht (OKW)
(Supreme Command of the Armed Forces). On February 4™ 1938 Hitler created this new
overarching command with himself at its head. The position of Minister of War was

abolished and Fritsch was replaced as Commander in Chief of the Army by a more
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malleable officer; General Walter von Brauchitsch. The creation of the OKW marked a
significant reduction in the army’s power. It came in the wake of the humiliating
Blomberg and Fritsch affairs and increased the process of solidifying pre-war army
resistance to Hitler.”” At the same time a lightning purge took place throughout the
army’s ranks in which sixteen generals were dismissed for their lack of enthusiasm for

Nazism.®

As a result of these incidents, in early 1938 there was a real possibility that Hitler
had pushed the army to the breaking point. Shirer recounts that “[t]he capital seethed with
rumours. Hitler had dismissed the two top men in the army, for reasons unknown. The
generals were in revolt. They were plotting a military putsch.””® The putsch, however,
never came to fruition. Before any move could proceed, Hitler’s popularity was to rise
still further with the bloodless conquering of Austria. Any possibility of a generals’
revolt would be impossible to justify to the public when Hitler’s popularity was at its
zenith. lan Kershaw, the preeminent biographer of Hitler, commented that, at the time of
the Anschluf3, “[h]is internal position was now stronger than ever.... ‘[T]he German
miracle’ [the AnschluR] brought about by Hitler released what was described as ‘an

elemental frenzy of enthusiasm’...”% It is for this reason that a coup was impossible at
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this stage. The rank and file were just as enthusiastic about Hitler at this time.
Consequently, Robert O’Neill, author of The German Army and the Nazi Party contends
that at the time of the AnschluB, “[h]ad the generals attempted a revolt against this hero of
» 81

the masses it is very likely that they would have been leading a force without soldiers.

Circumstances would be much more favourable later in the year.

Halder-Beck Coup Plans

It was in this atmosphere that the Munich crisis occurred. The army remained
bitter about the Blomberg and Fritsch affairs but outwardly it appeared to be humbly
obedient to Hitler. Hitler was riding a tide of unchallenged territorial and diplomatic
success. With Austria secured in March, he immediately turned towards Czechoslovakia,
but this time the stakes were much higher. War with the West seemed inevitable. The

army was gravely concerned about the outcome of such a war.

[T]he mood of the people and the soldiers was, in general, against
war. The generals were in agreement that although the standard of
training and equipment of the troops was probably sufficient to defeat
Czechoslovakia, it was insufficient for a battle with the powers of
Europe.
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Hitler’s desire to crush Czechoslovakia was the culmination point for both
external and internal opposition to him. Throughout the crisis, Beck was instrumental in
the orchestration of a generals’ “...collective stand against Hitler’s plans for aggression.
He stressed... that this was perhaps the last opportunity to free Germany and even Hitler
himself from tyranny of a Cheka and oppression by party bosses.”® In the spring and
summer of 1938, Beck wrote a number of urgent memoranda to Brauchitsch pleading that
he persuade Hitler of the folly of his plans for Czechoslovakia. He received no support
from Brauchitsch. Beck believed emphatically that Hitler was going to destroy Germany
by his expansionist plans because they would engage Germany in a war with Britain,
France and eventually the United States. Over this disagreement he chose to resign in
protest on 18 August 1938.%* His views on their folly of senior officers not standing up

to Hitler are captured in his own words:

History will burden these leaders with blood-guilt if they do not act in
accord with their specialized political knowledge and conscience.
Their military obedience has a limit where their knowledge, their
conscience and their sense of responsibility forbid the execution of a
command... It is a lack of greatness and of recognition of the task if a
soldier in the highest position in such times regards his duties and
tasks only within the limited framework of his military instructions
without being aware of the highest responsibilities towards the nation
as a whole. Extraordinary times demand extraordinary measures.®

8 Robert O’Neill, The German Army and the Nazi Party, 1933-1939. (London: Cassell, 1966),
158.

8 Anthony Cave Brown, “C” The Secret Life of Sir Stewart Graham Menzies. (New York:
MacMillan Publishing Company, 1987), 193.

# Robert O’Neill, The German Army and the Nazi Party, 1933-1939. (London: Cassell, 1966),
157158.
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Despite Beck’s resignation, preparation for the invasion continued apace.
Preparation for the coup also continued, led by Beck’s successor Colonel General Franz
Halder. The coup was planned by two key anti-Nazi collaborators, Admiral Wilhelm
Canaris, head of the Abwehr (the military intelligence service) and his deputy Major
General Hans Oster. The plan’s name was Aufmarsch Grin and it involved a number key
generals.®® On execution, Hitler was to be arrested and put on trial “...before one of his
own People’s Courts on the charge that he had tried recklessly to hurl Germany into a
European war and was therefore no longer competent to govern.”®" Aufmarsch Griin had
a high chance of success, primarily because it had the backing of certain key generals,
three of which held commands. Timing would be critical because the moral justification
for overthrowing Hitler was the imminent invasion which would result in Germany’s ruin
in a world war. Given forty-eight hours notice of the invasion, the conspirators believed

they could successfully execute the coup.

The British Response: Appeasement

Before discussing how the British position affected the Halder-Beck coup plans, it

is necessary to analyse what was being communicated to them from the conspirators in

® The plan was called Aufmarsch Griin an involved the commander of the Wehrkreis 111, general
von Witzleben; the commander of the Potsdam garrison, Graf von Brockdorff-Ahlefeld; the commander of
the First Light Division, General Horpner; General Karl-Heinrich von Stiilpnagel, and Beck.

8 William L. Shirerr, The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich: A history of Nazi Germany (New
York: Simon and Schuster, 1960), 375.
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Germany. In the spring of 1938, Theo Kordt, German chargé d’affaires in London (and a
party to the plot) called on Lord Halifax, the British Foreign Secretary. At this meeting,
Kordt impressed on Halifax that “...if everyone could be convinced that a German attack
on Czechoslovakia would mean war with Britain, then if Hitler continued with his policy
the German army leaders would intervene against him.”®® This was a clear attempt to
impress upon the British the importance of a firm position on Czechoslovakia in order to
bring about a coup. This message was reiterated in late August. Major Ewald von
Kleist-Schmenzin, a monarchist and close friend of Canaris and other conspirators, was
sent to London as an emissary from the moderates on the German General Staff. His
visit was apparently sanctioned by the German War Ministry which shows how deeply
ant-Hitler sentiments were in the Wehrmacht. In his meeting with Sir Robert Vansittart,
Chief Diplomatic Advisor to the government, he explained how the whole of Germany
was alarmed by the prospect of war and that the army, including pro-Nazis, were largely
against it. He concluded by making “...it abundantly clear... that they [the army] alone

could do nothing without assistance from outside...”*°

The British government’s response was muted. Prime Minister Neville
Chamberlain was unimpressed by the message being communicated from the Halder-
Beck plot. He dismissed the importance of the plot by remarking to Lord Halifax that the

prospect of a generals’ uprising against Hitler reminded him “of the Jacobites at the Court

8 Robert Lee, Munich: The Eleventh Hour (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1988), 140.

% Roger Manvell and Henrich Fraenkel, The Canaris Conspiracy (New York: David McKay
Company, 1969), 37.
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of France in King William’s time... we must discount a good deal of what he [Kleist-
Schmenzin] says.”*® His statement implied that the conspirators were all talk and no
action. There is evidence to suggest that British intelligence were also unimpressed with
the thoroughness of the coup plans. Sir Steward Menzies, deputy chief of MI-6, wrote in
a memorandum (dated 15 November 1938 to General Ismay, Secretary of the Committee
of Imperial Defence) about his scepticism regarding a successful coup. Menzies
commented that “...there was hope that an outbreak of war might lead to the
overthrowing of the regime.... But...we had no sure evidence of the existence of any

cohesive opposition movement which could have shaken the regime.”**

Appeasement and Coup

The response provided by the British to the conspirators, therefore, offered little
encouragement. On one level this is understandable because Britain and Germany were
not at war in 1938 and supporting German conspirators at this stage would have been a
serious infringement of international law. As it happened, in light of Hitler’s aggressive
intentions, Chamberlain chose to discuss the Sudetenland crisis rather than stand firm and
threaten war. The West’s appeasement policy was borne. The results for the plotters
were significant. In effect, appeasement took the wind out of their sails. They “... were

ready to move the moment Adolf Hitler announced mobilisation of the German army, as

% |_eonard Moseley, On Borrowed Time: How World War 11 Began (London: Weidenfeld and
Nicolson, 1969), 32.

1 Anthony Cave Brown, “C” The Secret Life of Sir Stewart Graham Menzies. (New York:
MacMillan Publishing Company, 1987), 194.
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they thought, on September 16. But on September 14 the British Prime Minister
announced... he was leaving the following day to see Adolf Hitler at Berchtesgaden.”%?
For the conspirators, with war now averted through diplomacy, their raison d’étre for the
coup had evaporated. The cause of this was Chamberlain’s policy of appeasement.
O’Neill supports this position. He states: “...once Chamberlain had announced his
intention of having further talks with Hitler, it was painfully apparent that the basis for

the popular support necessary for the putsch had been pulled away.”®?

It is important to understand the motivation behind the 1938 general’s plot.
Whereas the political and religious resistance wished to rid the nation of Hitler for
political ends (and were quite happy to exploit the army’s military grievances to
accomplish this), th