







THE MEMOIRS OF
FIELD-MARSHAL
WILHELM KEITEL


THE MEMOIRS OF
FIELD-MARSHAL
WILHELM KEITEL

Edited with an
introduction and epilogue by

WALTER GORLITZ

Translated by

DAVID IRVING

New introduction by

EARL ZIEMKE

[image: image]


First Cooper Square Press edition 2000

This Cooper Square Press paperback edition of The Memoirs of Field-Marhsal Wilhelm Keitel is an unabridged republication of the edition first published in New York in 1966, with the addition of a new introduction by Earl Ziemke.

The Memoirs of Field-Marshal Keitel

Copyright © 1961 by Musterschmnidt-Verlag, Göttigen, Germany

English translation by David Irving

Copyright © 1965 by William Kimber and Co., Limited

New introduction

Copyright © 2000 by Earl Ziemke

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.

Published by Cooper Square Press

An Imprint of the Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group

150 Fifth Avenue, Suite 911

New York, New York 10011

Distributed by National Book Network

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Keitel, Wilhelm, 1882–1946.

[Generalfeldmarschall Keitel, Verbrecher oder Offizier? English]

The memoirs of Field-Marshal Wilhelm Keitel : Chief of the German High Command, 1938–1945 / edited with an introduction and epilogue by Walter Gorlitz ; new introduction by Earl Ziemke.—1st Cooper Square Press ed.

p. cm.

Rev. translation of: Generalfeldmarschall Keitel, Verbrecher oder Offizier?

Includes index.

ISBN 978-0-8154-1072-0

1. Keitel, Wilhelm, 1882–1946.    2. Germany. Wehrmacht
Oberkommando—Biography.    3. Generals—Germany—Biography.    I. Görlitz, Walter, 1913–    II. Title.

DD247.K42 A3    2000

940.54’0092—dc21

[B] 00-056999

[image: image]The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48–1992. Manufactured in the United States of America.


CONTENTS

Introduction

PART I

1  The Background and Career of Field-Marshal Keitel, 1882–1946

PART II

2  The Blomberg–Fritsch Crisis, 1938

3  From Austria to the end of the French Campaign, 1938–1940

4  Prelude to the Attack on Russia, 1940–1941

5  The Russian Campaign, 1941–1943

6  Extracts from Keitel’s Wartime Letters to his Wife

7  The Bomb Plot, 20th July 1944

8  The Last Days under Adolf Hitler, 1945

9  Afterthoughts

PART III

10  The Indictment

Notes

Index

MAPS

1  The Invasion of France, 1940

2  Barbarossa—The German Invasion of Russia, 1941

3  The Black Summer of 1942

4  The Battle for Berlin, 1945


PUBLISHER’S NOTE

The Memoirs of Field-Marshal Keitel were written in manuscript in prison at Nuremberg, beginning on 1st September, 1946. The original is in the possession of the Keitel family. His narrative covering the years 1933 to 1938 is included in the German edition, but in this English edition Keitel’s life up to 1937 is dealt with in the editor’s introduction which contains many extracts from Keitel’s own account of those years. The translation of the memoirs themselves here begins with 1937, on page 35. On the other hand, some passages from the original manuscript which were not included in the German edition appear in this translation, as for example the description of the Munich crisis and the planning discussions for the invasion of Britain.


INTRODUCTION

The Führer’s Shield Bearer

On October 6, 1945, prosecutors at the Nuremberg International Military Tribunal indicted twenty-four “major war criminals” on a possible four counts: waging a war of aggression (in various forms); conspiracy to wage a war of aggression; violations of the laws or customs of war; murder, extermination, enslavement, and other inhumane acts against civilian populations. The prisoner Wilhelm Keitel was one of fourteen charged on all counts, and after seeing the specific charges, he was convinced he would be found guilty in every instance. As the officer who had been closest to Adolf Hitler in the military chain of command, he decided at the outset therefore to accept full legal responsibility before the court and to appeal to the judgment of history for ethical and moral remission in the Memoirs, which he wrote in his spare time during the year of the trial. The Memoirs also had a second objective, namely, to refute what he considered to be slanderous opinions of himself widely held and expressed by his military colleagues during the war and in the court.

The part of Field-Marshal Wilhelm Keitel’s life with which the Memoirs is concerned begins in October 1935 when he, fifty-five years old and a major general (U.S. equivalent, brigadier general), became head of the Armed Forces Office in the German Defense Ministry. He was then in the thirty-fifth year of an atypical military career. In fact, he would all along rather have been a farmer and, having recently inherited his family’s farm, was on the verge of taking retirement. The Armed Forces Office would give broader scope to the two characteristics that had sustained his progress thus far—rigid devotion to duty and a voracious appetite for work—but its future was in doubt. The defense minister, Field-Marshal Werner von Blomberg, whom Adolf Hitler had also named commander in chief of the Armed Forces, had instituted it as an embryo armed forces high command in the Defense Ministry. The army, navy, and air force high commands regarded it as a politically motivated encroachment on their spheres of responsibility. Blomberg was not disposed to challenge the service commanders in chief, particularly since one of them, Hermann Göring, was Hitler’s deputy and successor designate.

Keitel, as always, strove mightily to carry out his mission, but was frustrated at every turn and soon became enmeshed in a comic-opera sort of affair without a happy ending. In January 1938, Blomberg, then fifty-nine years old, with Hitler as his best man, married a much younger woman who was subsequently found to have a record with the Berlin police morals squad. To avoid the embarrassment of having the news become public knowledge, Hitler gave Blomberg a world tour as a “wedding present,” abolished the Defense Ministry, made himself commander in chief of the Armed Forces, and renamed the Armed Forces Office the High Command of the Armed Forces. To placate the service commands, he assured them that Keitel, whom he appointed chief (not commander in chief) of the Armed Forces High Command, would not be his deputy or chief of staff; would have no authority to issue orders to the service commands; and would be solely concerned with the routine administrative matters that had formerly been the defense minister’s responsibility. By and large, Hitler kept his word, probably because, having soon advanced himself to supreme commander of the Armed Forces, he did not propose to delegate any of his power. He subsequently established a small operations staff that was nominally subordinate to Keitel but responsible only to himself. Its chief, General Alfred Jodl, although always one grade below Keitel, functioned independently as Hitler’s personal chief of staff.

Except as a dream, the Blomberg affair terminated the idea of a unified armed forces command; however, the subsequent reorganization lifted Keitel, in the tables of organization at least, to the military position closest to Hitler. Although Keitel could not give orders, he also did not take orders from anyone other than Hitler. In less than three years, Keitel rose four grades, from the lowest to the highest general officer rank, field-marshal. The call of duty was clear and the farm no longer a viable alternative.

The anomalies of his position continued unabated: although he could not exercise it, he was at the absolute center of power. On March 12, 1938, a week after Keitel’s appointment, Hitler summoned him to Berchtesgaden, where the Führer was engaged in bullying Austrian Chancellor Kurt von Schuschnigg into surrendering his country. Keitel did not participate in the negotiations, only in the lunch and coffee breaks when nothing substantive was discussed. Nevertheless, he says, “It dawned upon me during the course of this day that . . . I was by my very presence acting as a means to an end, my very first major rôle in life.” (p. 57) Thereafter, he was a silent presence at Hitler’s meetings with foreign leaders, accompanied Hitler whenever he traveled, and throughout the war attended Hitler’s twice-a-day situation conferences at which he was seldom called upon to speak. Of the signing of the armistice with France on June 22, 1940, he says, “That day was the climax of my career as a soldier.” (p. 114) He saw it as “the hour of our revenge for Versailles” (p. 112), but was apparently most stirred by Hitler’s having allowed him to act as the master of ceremonies.

His proximity to Hitler did not result in close association. Keitel was concerned with infrastructure, personnel, armament, and other bureaucratic aspects of armed forces development with which Hitler did not wish to be bothered. Those were, in fact, very large responsibilities with respect to which his silent attendance on Hitler was, for the most part, a waste of time, but one that was flattering and that, as Keitel saw it, provided a further opportunity to demonstrate his capacity for work. Recognizing operational and strategic planning to be beyond him, he was content to let Jodl become Hitler’s advisor in those areas.

On July 19, 1940, Hitler recognized his generals’ contributions to the victory in the Low Countries and France with promotions and decorations. Keitel received the marshal’s baton and the Knight’s Cross of the Iron Cross. Both were customarily awarded only for achievements on the field of battle. Keitel was pleased to have them, he says, but embarrassed as well, since he had no part either in the planning or execution other than occasionally delivering messages from Hitler to the commanding generals.

The victory over France permanently dispelled any doubts Keitel may have had about Hitler’s qualifications as a war leader. Henceforth, content to be his Führer’s shield bearer, he took his mission to be to support Hitler without question in all circumstances—in other words, to provide an unimpeded scope for Hitler’s genius. Keitel’s abiding concern was the services’ refusal to accept full unification and their insistence on immediate access to Hitler, which he saw as giving them opportunities to claim credit for Hitler’s successes and to blame him for their failures. The use throughout the Memoirs of “War Office” as a synonym for “Army High Command” is, no doubt, meant to put the Army High Command, in his opinion, in its proper place as a subordinate office of the Armed Forces High Command.

The war had sharpened the divisions in the command structure. In the field headquarters Keitel and Jodl took their meals with Hitler, which gave them an advantage over the service chiefs, who saw Hitler only by appointment. A shared concern with operations brought Jodl closer to Hitler than Keitel; however, like Keitel, he always supported Hitler’s views as soon as they became known. Jodl also had no authority to issue orders outside his own bailiwick. The occupation of Norway and Denmark (May–June 1940) was the only operation independently managed by the Armed Forces Operations Staff, mainly because the operation was small enough to be organized and executed by an army corps staff borrowed from the army. The composition of Führer directives (strategic directives Hitler issued to initiate planning and preparation for major operations) was the Armed Forces Operations Staff’s principal task. These organizational peculiarities presented opportunities to meddle in the service commands’ conduct of operations, which Jodl frequently exploited and Keitel generally tolerated. As a result, only Hitler could make final decisions, which suited him exactly.

In late July 1940, Hitler put another kink in the chain of command: he set the army General Staff to work on planning an invasion of the Soviet Union and gave the army exclusive responsibility for the eastern front that would ensue. But he did not change the procedure with regard to the Führer directives; consequently, when he and Jodl issued his directive for what was to be called Operation BARBAROSSA, they found that the army was too far along with an altogether different plan to change without having to delay its start. (The army proposed to strike toward Moscow, Hitler toward Leningrad and Kiev). Hitler allowed the army to proceed, but—even though Jodl supported the army plan—the Führer put the army on notice to expect a switch to his plan after the operation started. Consequently, the army went into the Soviet Union with two incompatible objectives: to defeat the Soviet forces forward of Moscow or to seize Leningrad and the natural resources of the Ukraine and the Caucasus.

Keitel’s treatment of the BARBAROSSA Plan and its failure is apparently a compulsive display of loyalty to Hitler. He traces the process of the 1941 summer campaign through several stages by means of which the army generals “shipwrecked Hitler’s great strategic master plan” (p. 151) at the gates of Moscow. He proposes a study to determine how the Hitler plan might have fared if it had not been sabotaged by the generals—and thinks its chances would have been greatly improved.

He also sees a profound misjudgment of Hitler in the assumption made in the indictment that the invasion of the Soviet Union was an act of unprovoked aggression. From Hitler’s November 1940 meeting with the Soviet foreign minister, Vyacheslav Molotov, at which Keitel was present in his window-dressing role, he concludes that Hitler delayed the invasion until mid-1941 because he was seeking a peaceful solution, whereas, the German dictator’s sole concern was to avoid the Russian winter. He also contends that Hitler’s primary motive was to forestall Germany’s encirclement by the Soviet Union and the Western powers, and was hence defensive. By way of proof Keitel claims that the deployment for BARBAROSSA was not begun until March 31, 1941. In his position, it could hardly have escaped him that the majority of the troops were in fact deployed gradually between August 1940 and January 1941.

All in all, he fails to mount a credible defense of Hitler and manages to demolish what was to have been the keystone of his and Jodl’s defense at Nuremberg: a contention that BARBAROSSA was a preventive strike and therefore a legal act of war. At one point he told the court he had attempted to persuade Hitler not to launch the attack because it was unnecessary—Germany was already benefiting mightily from its semi-alliance with the Soviet Union; war in the East would have overextended the German forces. Further on, he states that Soviet strength discovered after the operation began convinced him that “Stalin” would have been ready to attack “within a year or two” but for “our preventive war on Russia” (p. 131). The court was not convinced by die idea of a fortuitous preventive attack.

On March 30, 1941, Hitler told the 250 or so highest-ranking officers that war with the Soviet Union would be a fight to the death between two incompatible ideologies and would therefore have to be conducted without regard for the laws and customs of war. Hitler then formulated—and Keitel subsequently formally promulgated—two decrees, later to be known as the BARBAROSSA Order and the Commissar Order. The first gave soldiers immunity from trial for offenses against Soviet civilians. The second denied Soviet military commissars (political officers) the right to prisoner-of-war status and required that all those captured be summarily shot. In the Memoirs Keitel appears to have believed that the Commissar Order and the BARBAROSSA Order—there called “the Order on Liability for Court Martial in Soviet Territories” (p. 137)—should not have been put in writing and that he did so only at the behest of the Army High Command. However, his main concern seems to have been with keeping the orders secret, not with their illegality. Later, he signed agreements giving SS extermination squads authority to operate in occupied Soviet territory. As the war progressed, he issued various Führer orders specifying the same treatment for captured commandos, parachutists, and members of resistance movements in Western Europe as was applied to the commissars.

In December 1941, when the onslaught of winter froze the German advance in its tracks and Soviet forces mounted a counterattack, Hitler abolished the post of army commander in chief and assumed the duties himself. Thereafter, the chief of the Army General Staff reported directly to him. But Hitler also retained the Armed Forces Operations Staff and continued to issue Führer directives through it. The hierarchical and structural change lost the Army its independence. The chief of the General Staff, Franz Halder, a colonel general, had to represent the army while a grade lower in rank than Keitel and the other service chiefs.

The plan for the 1942 summer campaign was entirely Hitler’s. In it he reverted to his original assumption that the Soviet Union could be defeated by seizing its resources—specifically the Caucasus oil fields. In the execution of his strategy he again divided his forces by sending one army group due east toward Stalingrad and another due south toward the oil fields on the Caspian Sea, thereby ensuring that he could not give either the required support to reach its objective. In August, when the southern army group became stalled in the mountains, Hitler, having no army commander in chief other than himself with whom to find fault, sent Jodl to take the army group commander, Field-Marshal Wilhelm List, to task. When Jodl reported List had performed as well as could be expected, Hitler dismissed List, berated Keitel for having recommended List for the command, and thereafter took his meals alone. Hitler also dismissed Halder, who had supported List; and he granted the request of Halder’s replacement, General of Infantry Kurt Zeitzler, that Keitel and Jodl henceforth be excluded altogether from eastern front affairs. The German dictator also proposed to get rid of Jodl as soon as Colonel General Friedrich Paulus could be released from command of the drive toward Stalingrad. On January 31, 1943, Paulus surrendered at Stalingrad. By then, Keitel’s and Jodl’s “betrayals” were beginning to look relatively insignificant to Hitler, and they stayed on in their respective positions to the end.

After Keitel’s commentary on the Stalingrad battle, a lengthy break occurs in the Memoirs. On September 29, 1946, he had been found guilty and sentenced to death on all four counts. Since he had refused to appeal the verdict, he could not expect to complete his account of the last two years and four months of the war. He decided to focus on the part of the war in which he apparently believed he had proved himself worthy of his rank—and of the Führer’s trust. On the afternoon of his fifty-sixth birthday, April 20, 1945, Hitler admitted for the first time that he had lost the war. Although one road was still open to southern Bavaria, where his vacation home at Berchtesgaden had been equipped to serve as a headquarters, Hitler declared he would remain in Berlin to the end. Keitel and Jodl swore they would stay with him. By evening the Führer’s spirits had risen, and he was talking about organizing a counterattack. On the 23rd, Keitel, Jodl, and the Armed Forces Operations Staff went out of Berlin to coordinate counterattacks from the west and north. Two days later, the Soviet forces closed an encirclement around Berlin. Communication with Hitler thereafter became too uncertain to permit his retaining command; and Keitel—for the first time in the war—found himself in a position of active command. He knew it was high time to surrender but imagined that somehow he could improve the situation by rescuing Hitler. The army commands on the scene considered that notion absurd; nevertheless, Keitel threatened and bullied them into compliance. In the Memoirs he expresses no doubt regarding the correctness of his actions and narrates the final events with a degree of verve not seen in earlier chapters.

On the night of April 29, finally having recognized that his term as Hitler’s shieldbearer had reached its end, Keitel told Hitler that the relief operation had failed. On May 1 he learned that Hitler had committed suicide and had named Grand Admiral Karl Doenitz to be president (chief of state) and supreme commander in chief. Doenitz, having expected something of the sort, had been in contact with Keitel for several days, but had been very careful not to assume any authority. As soon as he knew Hitler was dead, Doenitz wanted to order the army group on the eastern front closest to Germany, about a million men, to begin retreating immediately. But he made a mistake that Hitler would never have made in such a situation: he consulted Keitel, who advised him not to let the troops abandon prepared positions until they could conduct an orderly retreat. As a result, the army group lost about a week’s time and then had only forty-eight hours in which to avoid capture. Doenitz sent Keitel back to Berlin on May 8. The unconditional surrender instrument had already been signed in Reims early on the morning of the 7th, and the 8th was V-E Day everywhere but in the Soviet Union. Josef Stalin insisted on a second signing in Berlin, which occurred at midnight on the 8th. Keitel was proud of having secured a twelve-hour grace period after they received notice of the surrender terms for the remaining troops on the eastern front.

At Nuremberg, Keitel symbolically resumed the role of the Führer’s shieldbearer, voicing only disappointment that Hitler had not chosen to stay to answer for himself. Ironically, in the Memoirs he provided enough evidence both to get himself hanged and to prove him to have been a less-than-convincing example of the dyed-in-the-wool war criminal. On the other hand, whether he established an entidement to the remission he sought, or refuted the low opinion in which he was widely held, is at best doubtful.

Earl F. Ziemke
Athens, Georgia
May 2000

Earl F. Ziemke, a research professor of history of at the University of Georgia, is the author of Moscow to Stalingrad: Decision in the East, Stalingrad to Berlin: The German Defeat in the East, and The German Northern Theater of Operations, 1940–1945.


PART I

The Background and Career
of
Field-Marshal Keitel


1

The Background and Career of
Field-Marshal Keitel
1882—1946
by
Walter Görlitz

THE photographs of Field-Marshal Wilhelm Keitel, Chief of the German Armed Forces High Command, signing the Instrument of Unconditional Surrender at Karlshorst near Berlin, show him to have been just the kind of Junkers type that the Western Allies had always made him out to be—a tall, broad-shouldered man, his face a little haggard but proud and set, and a monocle firmly screwed into his left eye. At the hour when the totalitarian regime in Germany finally collapsed he was acknowledging that he was an officer of the old school, although there was nothing about him characteristic of the make-up of the indomitable Prussian officer.

Even the skilled American psychologists who analysed and interrogated him during his period of confinement were inclined to see in him the prototype of the Junkers, of the Prussian militarist; perhaps they had never had any real opportunity of making any study of the Junkers class of Prussia. Keitel, in fact, came from an entirely different milieu.

The middle-class Hanoverian Keitel family, a family of landowners, came from a region with a marked anti-Prussian tradition: the field-marshal’s grandfather was a Royal Hanoverian crown-land lessee and was closely connected with the House of Hanover that Bismarck overthrew. Military tendencies and traditions were completely alien to the family, and in silent protest against Prussia’s annexation of the kingdom of Hanover in 1866 the grandfather had bought the 600-acre estate of Helmscherode in the Gandersheim district of the duchy of Brunswick in 1871, while still detesting everything that was Prussian: and when his son, the field-marshal’s father, served for a year as a volunteer in a regiment of the Prussian Hussars he was strictly forbidden when he came home on leave to cross the threshold of Helmscherode while wearing the hated Prussian uniform.

There is little similarity between a Brunswick estate like Helmscherode and the great manors east of the Elbe; their lords cannot simply be classified as Junkers. Carl Keitel, the field-marshal’s father, led a life no more pretentious than that of any well-to-do farmer. In contrast to his son, who was an enthusiastic huntsman and loved horses and riding, he believed in the maxim that a good farmer could never be a huntsman; the two were incompatible. At the bottom of his heart the son wanted nothing more than one day to be able to manage the Helmscherode estate himself; farmer’s blood coursed strongly through his veins. He knew a little about agriculture and as the descendant of a long line of crown-land lessees and estate owners he had inherited a talent for organising and administering the affairs of large establishments. Several times Keitel was later to toy with the idea of giving up the soldier’s life, but always he heeded what he believed to be his duty, perhaps abetted by the counsels of his ambitious and strong-willed wife.

The obstinacy of his father, who had no intention of relinquishing control over Helmscherode as long as he was of sound body, and the increasing tendency among the landed gentry to take up military careers, particularly after the victorious Franco-Prussian War of 1870–1871, produced the opposite effect.

The heir of Helmscherode, Wilhelm Bodewin Johann Gustav Keitel, born on 22nd September, 1882, became an officer; there is a family story that he was almost in tears as he finally decided to give up all hope of ever being a farmer. There was another reason for the decision, characteristic of the rising generation of middle-class farmers: if one could not be a farmer then the officer’s was the only profession appropriate to one’s rank. But the officer cadre, in the small northern and central German provinces at least, was of purely Prussian stock. What a comedown it was for a family with such a strong anti-Prussian tradition!

Nothing in his youth and nothing in his early years as an officer gave any hint that the young Keitel was destined to rise to the highest position in the German armed forces, or that it was to bring him such a cruel death. Initially he was a poor scholar, and he improved but little with time. His real interests were hunting, riding and farming at Helmscherode. After taking his school-leaving examination at Göttingen in March 1901 he entered the 46th Lower-Saxon Field Artillery Regiment, with its headquarters and 1st detachment at Wolfenbüttel (Brunswick).

By contrast, the young Lieutenant Keitel was a good and conscientious soldier. As one would expect from his earlier life of eating, drinking, hunting and riding and his enjoyment of good company, he was by no means an ascetic. Even so, he detested frivolity and he loathed extravagant pleasures. When he and his friend Felix Bürkner, the famous show jumper, were posted together to the Military Riding Academy in 1906 they pledged to one another that there would be ‘no skylarking and no affairs with women’.

It was said of Keitel during his time as a division commander in Bremen, between 1934 and 1935, that while he naturally used a service car if he drove to official functions, his wife—if she was invited—had to go by tram as they had no car of their own. This strict and extreme correctness was a characteristic of the man. During the war and at the height of the fuel crisis Keitel, the Chief of the Armed Forces High Command, shocked the senior SS officials attending state funerals, by turning up in a modest Volkswagen, while they, the gentlemen with the silver deaths-heads on their caps and the motto: ‘Our honour lies in our loyalty’ drove up in enormous and glittering limousines.

In any event, the young Keitel soon came to the attention of his superiors on account of his boundless proficiency. First his name was put up for the command of the demonstration regiment of the Field-Artillery Gunnery School, then there was talk of his being posted as inspecting officer to the training establishment for officer recruits. His then commanding officer disclosed to him that there was a condition attached to the latter posting, and that was that the candidate should be a bachelor. Keitel had a violent quarrel with his superior, and pointed out that he was going to be engaged and was thinking of marrying shortly.

In April 1909 Lieutenant Keitel married Lisa Fontaine, the daughter of a well-to-do estate owner and brewer of Wülfel, near Hanover, a strongly anti-Prussian man to whom his new ‘Prussian’ son-in-law was initially not a welcome addition to his family.

Lisa Fontaine had many intellectual and artistic interests; in her youth she was very beautiful although standoffish in manner. As far as can be judged from the letters that she left, she was probably the stronger and certainly the more ambitious partner of the marriage; Wilhelm Keitel was just an average officer, whose only secret ambition was to be a farmer and to manage Helmscherode. The marriage, which was blessed with three sons and three daughters, one of whom died tragically of an early and incurable disease, was to endure through all their trials and tribulations. And when the worst hour came, and her husband was sentenced to death by the International Military Tribunal at Nuremberg, Lisa Keitel retained her composure. Of Keitel’s sons, all of whom became officers, the eldest married the daughter of Field-Marshal von Blomberg, the Reich War Minister, in whose démise Keitel was to be so disastrously yet innocently involved; while the youngest son was later killed in action in Russia.

Perhaps because he respected a man who knew how to speak his mind, Keitel’s colonel selected him as his regimental adjutant. In the Prussian-German army this was a position of considerable trust: to the regimental adjutant fell the duty not only of handling personnel matters, but also of formulating the mobilisation measures and much else besides.

But his superiors must have believed Lieutenant Keitel capable of far more than this: during the autumn exercises of the Tenth Corps, of which his regiment was a subordinate formation, the Corps’ Chief of Staff Colonel Freiherr von der Wenge, struck up a conversation with him, from which Keitel concluded that he had been earmarked for General Staff duties; it was a belief in which he was not deceived. And so, during the winter of 1913 to 1914, the man who had hated deskwork all his life began, as he himself describes in his early Memoirs, to study the ‘gray easel’ as the handbook for General Staff officers was dubbed by the German Army at that time.

In March 1914 Keitel took part in the Corps’ course for current or future General Staff officers; four Army General Staff officers had been detached to the course, including Captains von Stülpnagel and von dem Bussche-Ippenburg, both of whom were later to be influential personalities in the Republican Reichswehr. It was Bussche-Ippenburg, the Chief of the Army Personnel Office, a key position in this small republican army, who according to Keitel’s early Memoirs fetched him in to the organisational department (T–2) of the so-called ‘Troop Office,’ the disguised agency set up to replace the General Staff forbidden under the Versailles Treaty.

Keitel went to war with the 46th Artillery Regiment, and in September 1914 he was quite seriously wounded in his right forearm by a shell fragment. Among the family papers there is a whole series of letters written by him to his father and father-in-law, and by his wife to her parents; these reveal Keitel’s views on this first great and terrible European war. Naturally, he was duty-bound to hope piously for a German victory, but at the same time deep down there was a dejected conviction that, in fact, all they could do now was just grimly hang on. How similar was his attitude to the Second World War! Determined to fulfil his personal obligations, ruled by blind obedience, but with no hopes left of final victory. He served his Head of State, and he continued to serve him even at the Nuremberg Trial, despite his self-confessed inability to fathom this last Supreme Warlord of Germany.

The turning point in his career as an officer, an event which brought little solace to a man so aware of the limits to his own talents, was his posting to the General Staff in 1914; the General Staff was—and had been ever since Moltke—an élite among the officers. His contemporary letters show how hard the blow fell on him, and how well he knew that he lacked the mental equipment for this new job; those of his wife show her enormous pride in her husband’s appointment.

From the later years of Keitel’s employment as a General Staff officer in the higher command echelons of the Republican Reichswehr there is sufficient testimony of Keitel’s intense nervousness; but we also hear of his immense and insatiable lust for work. His wife’s letters during the ’twenties complain bitterly about his frightful nervousness. And later still, during the Second World War, an over-cynical adjutant coined the catchphrase about him: ‘See that field-marshal scurrying past, with his adjutant bringing up the rear with measured tread . . .’ By then the head of Hitler’s military chancellery, promoted to field-marshal against his will (because traditionally one attains that rank only by valour in face of the enemy) Keitel was already a virtuoso in military and war administration, but not, it must be stressed, in war leadership.

We have no testimony on Keitel’s attitude towards Kaiser Wilhelm II or the Prussian monarchy by the time the Great War ended, with Keitel a captain and General Staff officer to the naval corps in Flanders. It is interesting to note how, unusually for an Army General Staff officer, he had been given such an opportunity to experiment in promoting the Army’s collaboration with the only other branch of the armed forces at the time, the Navy (even though it was only with a naval land force).

For a long time, according to his eldest son, Keitel had a picture of Crown Prince Wilhelm on his writing desk, even at the Reich Defence Ministry. It is not known why he finally removed the picture of this not very worthy heir to the Prussian kings and German Kaisers.

In a letter to his father-in-law on ioth December, 1918, we find Keitel commenting that he wanted now to say goodbye to the officer’s profession in the near future ‘for all time’. Nevertheless, he stayed on. After a brief period of service in the German frontier guard on the Polish border and a period as General Staff officer to one of the new Reichswehr brigades, and after two more years as a lecturer at the Hanover Cavalry School, Keitel was transferred to the Reich Defence Ministry and to the ‘Troop Office’, the disguised General Staff, being allocated ostensibly to the Army organisational department, T–2. As he told his father in a letter of 23rd January, 1925, he had entered not the T–2 department itself but a ‘controlling position’ on the immediate staff of the then Chief of the Troop Office, Lieutenant-General Wetzell. In this position Keitel was occupied primarily with questions of how to raise modest reserves—officially forbidden under the Versailles Treaty—for the numerically weak Reichswehr; he also dealt with the organisation of paramilitary frontier guard formations to keep watch on the German-Polish border. Other aspects of his new post were of greater importance for the future. In the small ‘Troop Office’ with its four departments (T–1, operations; T–2, organisation; T–3, foreign armies; and T–4, training) he became very familiar with a number of officers who were later repeatedly to cross his path: Werner von Blomberg, who was later to be Keitel’s ultimate superior as Reich War Minister, began as head of the T–4 department and from 1927 to 1929 he was the chief of the Troop Office, in other words the de facto Chief of General Staff. Colonel Freiherr von Fritsch was head of the T–1 department. As Commander-in-Chief of the Army in 1935 it was Fritsch who put forward Keitel’s name for appointment as Chief of the ‘Armed Forces Office’, the Wehrnachtamt. Colonel von Brauchitsch, later recommended by Keitel as Commander-in-Chief of the Army, was also head of T–4 for a time.

In September 1931 Keitel, head of T–2, and the heads of T–1 and T–4, Major-General Adam and Colonel von Brauchitsch respectively, paid a friendly visit to the Soviet Union; there were at the time extremely cordial relations between the Reichswehr and the Red Army, a tradition which already dated back some ten years. There are no records among the field-marshal’s papers throwing any light on what military results and experiences were gathered on this trip, but there is a letter he wrote to his father on 29th September, 1931, in which he describes his impressions of the Russian economy and the high status enjoyed in general by the country’s army; the strict leadership which was characteristic of the system, and the respect paid to the army, made a deep impression on the German lieutenant-colonel.

During the years after 1930 in which Keitel had been head of the organisational department, the first secret preparations began for raising the so-called A-Army, a reserve army which provided for a tripling in the size of the then Army of seven infantry and three cavalry divisions, in the event either of a national emergency or of the relaxation of the disarmament conditions imposed upon Germany. Even a sworn enemy of Keitel, the now famous Field-Marshal von Manstein, who did not even mention Keitel in his reminiscences on their journey to Russia in 1931, is forced to admit that in his field of military organisation Keitel did the most excellent work.*

On the other hand, in his wife’s letters to her mother and sometimes even in Keitel’s letters to his father we see mirrored the burden and the turbulence of those dying years of the first German Republic: Lisa Keitel complains frequently about the mountain of desk work heaped upon her husband and about his nervousness—a trait which one would not have credited in such a tall and burly man, but which was a sign of his lack of patience (which equipped him especially poorly for standing up to a man like Hitler). Politics as such are only lightly touched upon. Like most of the so-called good citizens in Germany both the Keitels backed Hindenburg, who had been elected Reich president in 1925; after him they rooted for the apparently so promising and energetic Reich Chancellor Brüning (1931–1932) and finally for Franz von Papen, under whose aegis the army gained rather more breathing space.

It is a matter for regret that we have no comment by Keitel on the most mysterious and significant figure in the then Reich Defence Ministry, General von Schleicher, who was head first of its Central Office and then of the Minister’s Office, an officer who from 1932 onwards was Reich Defence Minister, and finally, from December 1932 to 28th January, 1933, the last Reich Chancellor before Hitler.

A possible explanation of this lack of Keitel’s views on Schleicher can be found in his illness late in the autumn of 1932, when he fell ill with a severe phlebitis of his right leg to which, however, he at first paid no attention, even continuing to walk from his home in west Berlin to the Defence Ministry building in Bendlerstrasse, clear proof of his stubborn sense of duty. The final result was a thrombosis and pleural embolism, a heart attack and double pneumonia. As his wife fell ill with a heart complaint at the same time, a period of convalescence was ordered for both of them.

During the very months that the head of the T–2 department of the Troop Office lay on his sickbed, initially even calling his subordinates to his bedside for routine briefings and toying all the time with the secret idea of finally writing out his resignation from the service, the fate of democracy in Germany was in the balance; had he still been at work during those months, Keitel would probably have had to declare himself for General von Schleicher, the then Reich Chancellor and Defence Minister.

But he was still at a clinic in the High Tatra mountains in Czechoslovakia on 30th January, 1933, as the president, Field-Marshal von Hindenburg, appointed the Führer of the National Socialist German Worker’s Party, Adolf Hitler, the 21st Reich Chancellor of the German Republic. According to Keitel’s Memoirs the first reaction to the appointment expressed by a man who was after all one of Germany’s senior General Staff officers, was remarkably negative. He tells how he was bombarded with questions at Dr. Guhr’s clinic at Tatra-Westerheim and again all the way back to Berlin: what would happen now?

I announced [writes Keitel] that I thought Hitler was ein Trommler—a ‘drummer’ who had met with his great success among the simple people thanks only to the power of his oratory; I said that whether he was really suited to be Reich Chancellor seemed highly questionable to me.

This view was echoed by the marked reserve with which most of the senior Reichswehr officers received this new Reich Chancellor, after twenty others had gone before in the eighteen melancholy years of the Weimar Republic. Even so, Hitler was Reich Chancellor and, more significantly for Lieutenant-Colonel Keitel, his one-time superior at the Troop Office, Lieutenant-General von Blomberg, with whom by his own testimony he had been able to get on very well from the outset, and whose departure he had deeply regretted, was now Reich Defence Minister under Hitler:

Blomberg had in the meantime moved into the Reich Defence Ministry, having been suddenly summoned by the Reich President from Geneva, where he had been leading the German delegation at the disarmament conference. Behind his appointment were von Reichenau and General von Hindenburg, the Reich President’s son. Hitler had known von Reichenau for a long time, as the latter had already—as he himself said—been of great assistance to him during his election tours in East Prussia, when he had captured the province for the Party.

Early in May [1934] the first large-scale General Staff exercises under the new Commander-in-Chief of the Army, Colonel-General Freiherr von Fritsch, took place at Bad Nauheim; von Fritsch had replaced von Hammerstein as C.-in-C. on 1st February. I would like to state here that von Blomberg tried to press the candidacy of Reichenau personally upon the Reich President, even threatening to resign, but the old Hindenburg waved both of them away and appointed Freiherr von Fritsch, without paying the slightest attention to Hitler’s endeavours to back Blomberg up in his campaign for Reichenau. Thus, the first attempt at handing over the army to a ‘National Socialist’ general had failed. When I looked Fritsch up immediately afterwards to congratulate him on his appointment, he said I was the first to do so, and for old time’s sake he was particularly glad of that.

The common bond which united Keitel and Blomberg can no longer be traced with any clarity: Blomberg was highly gifted, an intellectual hugely interested in matters of the greatest diversity, towering far above the normal specimens of the Prussian officer corps; Keitel was conscientious, loyal, an outstanding expert in those fields that were his own. Perhaps that was the reason why Blomberg selected him as his closest colleague, especially as this was a time when army expansion was the order of the day and nobody had turned his hand so successfully and so intensively to this problem as Keitel.

After recovering from his illness Keitel hung on for some time in his old office as head of the T–2 department. He saw and spoke to Hitler for the first time at Bad Reichenhall in July 1933—while still head of the organisational department in the Troop Office—at a conference of senior Sturmabteilung commanders; the SA—storm detachments—were the National Socialist Party’s private army.

One of his wife’s letters to her mother, written on 5th July, 1933, describes Keitel’s personal impressions of Hitler:

He has spoken at length with Hitler, he has been up to his cottage, and is full of enthusiasm about him. His eyes were fabulous, and how the man could speak . . . !

Curiously, neither Hitler nor Keitel seems to have recalled this conversation, for later on Keitel suggests that he became acquainted with Hitler only in 1938, while Hitler is reported at the height of the Blomberg–Fritsch crisis to have asked to see ‘this General von Keitel’, whom he obviously did not recall after five years. It can be noted that it was characteristic of Hitler that he automatically assumed that Keitel as a Prussian general had the von-prefix of the nobility.

The Bad Reichenhall conference had been called by Hitler to smooth out the frictions extant between the legitimate German army and the para-military Party troops of the SA, problems on which Keitel’s Memoirs dwell in some detail; his reminiscences from this time as Infantry Commander III with the 3rd infantry division at Potsdam in 1934 throw new light on the background to what has become known as the Night of the Long Knives—the bloody purge of the SA. Keitel takes up a clear frontal stand against the dark intrigues of the SA:

The SA group at Berlin-Brandenburg, commanded by SA-General Ernst—a former apprentice waiter who had been a volunteer despatch rider in the Great War at the age of sixteen—became conspicuous by its intensive activity in my own area [Potsdam] founding new SA units everywhere and trying to establish contacts with Reichswehr officers all over my area. Ernst paid several visits on me as well, without my being able to detect what was really behind them. During the summer of 1934 he began to bring the topic of conversation round to our secret [and illegal] arms dumps in my area; he considered them to be in danger because of their inadequate guards, and offered to provide guards for them himself. I thanked him but turned his offer down; at the same time I did shift the location of some of the dumps (machine guns and rifles) because I feared their existence had been betrayed to him. My General Staff officer (Major von Rintelen) and I both smelt rats; we did not trust the SA Group one inch and were highly suspicious of the questionable background of their effusive protestations of friendship.

Von Rintelen had served in the Intelligence Service under Colonel Nicolai [Chief of the Army General Staff’s Counterespionage and Intelligence department in the Great War], so he was a trained Intelligence Officer, and I gave him a free hand to exercise his skill on this ‘outfit’ and take a look behind its scenes. Ostensibly he was just checking back on certain proposals Ernst’s people had made. In the meantime we wound up the smaller arms dumps which were not safe from a military point of view, and transferred them to the maintenance workshops at Potsdam.

Von Rintelen was able to throw a lot of light on the goings-on, thanks to their loquacity. While we had no idea of any political plans a man like Röhm might be hatching, we did find out that they were trawling for arms for some ‘operation’ in Berlin at the end of June, and that they were prepared—if necessary—to acquire these by capturing military arms dumps whose location had been betrayed to them.

I drove to Berlin and called at the War Ministry building to speak to von Fritsch, but I did not find him in. I went to Reichenau and then with him to Blomberg, where I reported the Berlin SA Group’s secret plans. I was waved coldly away, and told that it was all just imagination: the SA was loyal to the Führer, there was no question of any danger from that quarter. I told him I was not satisfied of that. I ordered von Rintelen to maintain contact and secure further Intelligence on the SA’s intentions. In about the second half of June Ernst again called on me, visiting me in my office at Potsdam, accompanied by his adjutant and chief of staff [von Mohrenschildt and Sander respectively]. I called Rintelen in to act as an observer. After all sorts of empty phrases, Ernst again came round to the subject of the arms dumps urging me to entrust him with their custody in locations where there were no military units stationed: he had information, he said, that the communists knew where the dumps were and he feared that they would seize them. I now entered into the act and identified three small country arms dumps to him, which, however, I knew had been evacuated in the meantime. The arrangements for transferring their custody would be worked out in the near future with the director of the arms dumps, and Ernst would then be told of them. Finally, Ernst said goodbye to me, as he was leaving the country for a long voyage at the end of the month, and he named his deputy to me.

With this new information on the Putsch plans, Major von Rintelen drove in to Berlin the same day and called on Reichenau at the War Ministry; this unscheduled visit by Ernst was all that the overall picture had lacked to confirm our suspicions. Rintelen was seen by Blomberg, who now began to take it seriously too. He later informed me that he broke the news to Hitler on the same day, and that the latter had replied that he would speak to Röhm about it, although Röhm had been dodging him for some weeks now as Hitler had found it necessary to take him pretty sharply to task over Röhm’s ideas on a People’s Militia.

The 30th June Putsch never happened. Hitler flew straight to Munich from Bad Godesberg where he had received the latest news on the plans being hatched by Röhm. Röhm himself had mustered all his accomplices at Bad Wiessee. Hitler’s plane landed at dawn, and he drove in person out to Bad Wiessee, where he caught the nest of conspirators red-handed. Thus one can say that Röhm’s plan was thwarted, on the very day of his briefing for the Putsch. There never was any Putsch. According to the orders seized by Hitler at Bad Wiessee and shown to Blomberg, the Putsch was aimed primarily at the Army—that is to say at the Reichswehr—and at its officer corps, the bulwarks of reaction. They considered that Hitler had apparently overlooked this step in his revolution, but they would be making up for that now. Even so Hitler was to be allowed to remain as Reich Chancellor: only Blomberg and Fritsch were to be removed—Röhm wanted to assume one of these offices himself.

As far as Röhm’s plan was just a matter of reinforcing the army permitted us by the Versailles Diktat by means of a large People’s Militia on the Swiss model, it was already well known to von Schleicher [the former Reich Chancellor and War Minister]. Röhm had wanted to turn the SA, with its revolutionary officer cadre, mostly comprised of former army officers disgruntled at having been retired and hence hostile to the Reichswehr, into a future People’s Army of a Yeomanry nature. This could never have functioned alongside the Reichswehr, but only against it; it would have meant the elimination of the Reichswehr. Röhm knew that Hitler had always rejected these ideas, so he had wanted to force Hitler’s hand by confronting him with a fait accompli. Unfortunately, General von Schleicher also had a finger in the pie: he always was the cat who could not resist political mice. That was why both Schleicher and his emissary, von Bredow, who was en route for Paris with Röhm’s proposals to the French government, had to be arrested. I am not aware whether either of them offered armed resistance, and today I am inclined to think they did not. Both were shot.

Von Blomberg kept the list of names of those who were shot in his safe; it recorded seventy-eight names. It is to be regretted that during the Nuremberg Trial the witnesses, even [SA Lieutenant-General] Jüttner, concealed Röhm’s real objectives and tried to hush things up. Those who were participants in his plans and fully initiated in them were the highest echelons of the SA leadership corps; the average SA man and the SA officers below the rank of colonel had no idea of them, and probably never did even afterwards.

Nevertheless, what he [Blomberg] said in his telegram of thanks to Hitler is absolutely correct: by Hitler’s decisive personal intervention at Bad Wiessee and the steps he took, he had managed to stamp out a smouldering danger before it burst into a conflagration which would have cost a hundred times more lives than it eventually did. Why the guilty parties were not made to stand trial by court martial, but were simply shot, is beyond my comprehension.

This latter comment is characteristic of the field-marshal’s ingenuousness. That Hitler had no legal right whatsoever to order these executions without further ado, that this was a clear breach of justice, occurred to neither Blomberg nor Keitel in 1934: they saw only the vague and disturbing outlines of a post-revolutionary SA state looming up ahead, under the figurehead of Röhm. As Field-Marshal von Manstein later wrote:

The more distant those days become from the present, the more people seem inclined to minimise the extent of the danger represented by the SA at the time under the leadership of a man like Röhm; it was a danger not only to the Reichswehr, but to the very State itself.

Karl Ernst, the leader of the Berlin SA Group, and his adjutant and chief of staff were both shot on the night of 30th June to 1st July, the Night of the Long Knives, while Ernst Röhm, the Chief of Staff of the SA, was shot early next morning; General Kurt von Schleicher and his wife were murdered that night at their home at Neubabelsberg, and Major-General von Bredow was shot as well.

In the spring of 1934 Keitel’s father died and he inherited the estate at Helmscherode for himself. Keitel applied to resign his commission so that he could devote himself wholly to the affairs of the family estate; he wanted his resignation to come into effect on 1st October, 1934. He was called before the Chief of Army Personnel, General Schwedler, who told him that Fritsch was prepared to offer him the command of a division near Helmscherode, and Keitel selected one at Bremen, the 22nd Infantry Division. He withdrew his resignation. ‘Such’, said Keitel in his Memoirs, ‘is the force of human destiny.’ He was not long in his new command.

At the end of August [1935] I received a telephone call from the commander of the Military District, that the Commander [General von Kluge] wanted me to drive out and meet him at a rendezvous to discuss something very urgent with him. At the time I was at the exercise ground at Ohrdruf; we met nearby and had a quiet conversation à deux. He was extremely friendly: he disclosed to me that on 1st October I was to succeed von Reichenau as Chief [of the Wehrmachtamt, the Armed Forces Office] in Blomberg’s ministry, and that the only other candidate for the post, von Vietinghoff, had been turned down. I was very disturbed, and obviously showed it. He told me further that it was Fritsch who had been behind my nomination and that I ought to bear in mind that this was just as much a vote of confidence from Fritsch as from Blomberg. I begged him to move heaven and earth to prevent my appointment, there was still time for that. Would he tell Fritsch that as a soldier I had never been so happy as I was now as a divisional commander in Bremen; I wanted nothing to do with politics. He promised to do so, and we parted.

On the way back to Bremen from Ohrdruf I stayed for some days at Helmscherode, where my wife was living with our children. She urged me to accept the offer, and not to do anything to prejudice my chances of selection. . . .

Keitel had been on good terms with Fritsch for a long time, and he valued Blomberg as an understanding, intelligent and educated superior. Keitel’s ideal was to buttress the position of the Reich War Minister as supreme commander of the armed forces, and to create for him in the Armed Forces Office—and above all in its National Defence Department—an effective joint operations staff controlling all three services. He never considered himself suited either by education or talent for the rôle of a Chief of the Armed Forces General Staff; like Blomberg, he did recognise the need for establishing such a post, but no such post was ever created. Both the army—in the persons of Colonel-General Fritsch and General Ludwig Beck, the latter being Chief of the Troop Office and a leading military theoretician—and the navy stood up in arms against these innovations.

But it was the army that was in the forefront of the protest. General Beck, the chief of the Army General Staff, detached one of his most gifted General Staff officers, the Bavarian Alfred Jodl, to the National Defence Department in the pious hope that Jodl would champion the army’s interests. But Jodl, a brilliant thinker, also went over to the new ideas. Beck’s abomination of Keitel became deadly, insofar as such a harsh expression can be used of a man as elegant as Beck.

Even more of a problem was how to bring the German Air Force into line: this third and newest branch of the armed forces had as its Commander-in-Chief the former air force captain Hermann Göring, a freshly minted colonel-general enjoying a position of unique political power in his simultaneous capacities as Reich Aviation Minister, Prussian Prime Minister and Commissioner for the Four-Year-Plan, quite apart from being close to Party circles.

Keitel’s relationship with Blomberg was amicable but cool and impersonal. They tolerated each other well, they never quarrelled or even disagreed; but between the two there was a lack of any of the personal contact that one would have expected from the long years they had known each other since 1914; Keitel himself always attributed this to the way in which Blomberg withdrew into himself after the death of his wife in the spring of 1932. His relations with von Fritsch, the Commander-in-Chief of the Army, were on the other hand always friendly, warmhearted and trusting. At the latter’s initiation, they often spent evenings alone together, talking and reminiscing over a glass of wine.

In 1936 Keitel was promoted to lieutenant-general; the year was occupied very fully with the reconstruction of the German armed forces and brought the highly dramatic days of the German military reoccupation of the Rhineland on 7th March, 1936, upon which Hitler had, says Keitel, decided only a very few days before actually putting it into effect:

It was a highly risky operation, for there was an acute danger of sanctions being imposed by the French. The Western Powers’ sharp protests led Blomberg to suggest to Hitler the withdrawal of the three battalions which were our only forces actually to have crossed the Rhine, and which had proceeded as far as Aix-la-Chapelle, Kaiserslautern and Saarbrücken. The second battalion of the 17th Infantry Regiment had entered Saarbrücken and was drilling on the market square while French guns were actually trained on the town. Hitler rejected any idea of withdrawing the battalions: if the enemy attacked they were to fight, and not to give way an inch. Orders to that effect were then issued.

Our three military attachés in London raised the most violent protests. Fritsch and Blomberg lodged renewed complaints with Hitler, but he refused to entertain any idea of yielding to threats. Our Foreign Office received a Note from London demanding assurances that no fortifications would be constructed west of the Rhine, but very much against my advice Blomberg had flown off to Bremen that day. In his absence, the Führer called Fritsch, Neurath [Reich Foreign Secretary] and myself before him. It was the first time—apart from the first occasion on which I had reported to him along with numerous other generals—on which I stood before him. He asked what proposals Fritsch and Neurath had to make for our answer to the Note, and finally he asked me. Up to that point I had only been a silent listener. Upon his asking me, I suggested we answer that for the time being we would construct no permanent fortifications there: we could say that with a perfectly clear conscience, as from technical considerations alone it would take us at least a year to do anything there. The Führer listened calmly to me, and appeared at first to be disinclined to accept my suggestion; then he decided to answer the Note evasively: we would say that we would bear their demand in mind, although we had been entertaining no such plans as we saw no need for them at present. In view of the way we had already commenced the construction of fortifications along the rest of our western frontiers, even if they were only part of a long-term programme designed to last until 1950, nobody recognised better than the French the non-binding subterfuge we were searching for in our terminology.

Neurath was directed to make this answer, and Fritsch and I were dismissed the Führer’s presence. That was my first official encounter with Hitler. In the subsequent days the tension relaxed: Hitler had played with fire and won, and against his soldiers’ advice he had avoided committing himself in any way. He had shown the stronger nerves and the more highly developed political instinct. Small wonder that he soared in our estimation.

[image: image]

In 1938 Lieutenant-General Keitel, the then head of the Armed Forces Office, had been recommended to Hitler by the departing Reich War Minister von Blomberg as his new chef de bureau. (That is how Blomberg described the position in an official document.) Blomberg could recommend him with a clear conscience. The Armed Forces Office was already a peculiarly hybrid structure: normally Blomberg would have had an under-secretary in his capacity as War Minister and a ‘Chief of Staff’ in his capacity as Supreme Commander of the Armed Forces; but in an autocratic Führer state with no parliamentary life but only the occasional plebiscites held from time to time, the position of an Under-Secretary of State had lost importance, and even during the years of the Weimar Republic, with its civil Secretaries for Defence, there had been no such office. Informally, the head of the Reich Defence Minister’s Central Office had taken over such duties himself.

During the Blomberg era, the ministerial secretariat and the chief of staff’s offices were rolled into one. Thus the Armed Forces Office united under one head a strategic planning office, a military command office, the national defence department and numerous other departments handling all the signals, Intelligence and administrative functions of the Ministry as well as its controversial joint armed forces command function. The systematic expansion of the Office to which Keitel aspired was rudely interrupted by Blomberg’s overthrow early in 1938, as was the continuous development of its national defence department to a genuine joint ‘operations staff’ for all three services, army, navy and air force.

Keitel has explained that he never guessed what awaited him as—without any hesitation—he agreed to accept the position Hitler offered him as ‘Chief of the Armed Forces High Command’ although admittedly he expressed the view that logically the official title should have been ‘Chief of Staff to the High Command of the Armed Forces’. They may have thought that his willpower was not all that strong; but during the Blomberg–Fritsch crisis he pushed through the appointment of his own candidate as Fritsch’s successor with surprising obstinacy and with final success.

His candidate was Field-Marshal von Brauchitsch, the product of a Silesian family that had furnished Prussia with a dozen generals over the previous hundred and fifty years; he called him up to Berlin from Leipzig, where for some time he had been in command of the Fourth Army Group. Brauchitsch, brought up in the Corps of Cadets and the Field Artillery Guards, met with the full approval of the other senior generals and above all of the very Junker-ish General von Rundstedt; on the other hand his appointment sealed the fate of the outstanding and talented Chief of the General Staff, General Beck. Keitel probably never did have any warm feelings towards this latter officer, and Brauchitsch certainly had no desire to work with the Chief of the General Staff.

Again, Keitel doggedly insisted on the appointment of his brother as Chief of Army Personnel and on the removal from Hitler’s entourage of the latter’s Army adjutant, the dynamic and self-assured Colonel Hossbach. Hossbach had shamelessly but skilfully upheld the traditions of the Prussian General Staff and championed the ideas of General Beck, who believed that the command of the armed forces was a matter for the old classic General Staff alone. In close collaboration with the Commander-in-Chief of the Army, Keitel hoped to achieve a breakthrough in the front of the other two Commanders-in-Chief, and establish a uniform overall command of the armed forces.

In any event, Keitel’s victory over Hitler’s own candidate, Reichenau, was a Pyrrhic victory: there is a danger in retrospectively analysing the crisis and the intrigues surrounding Blomberg and Fritsch that one will overlook the fact that at the time Hitler was still by no means the ogre he was to prove himself to be during the war. At the time Hitler had behind him a whole string of diplomatic victories and Keitel himself has very objectively commented on how far simple soldiers could be impressed by such successes.

Keitel thought he knew Brauchitsch well, and he had held him in high regard since the time both of them had been departmental heads in the Troop Office, and both had travelled to the Soviet Union. But though Keitel was in no position to assert himself with Hitler, Brauchitsch was even less well suited to this than he: Brauchitsch was a well-educated and even a sensitive man of the old school.

By his appearance, by his good education
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