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Prologue

Unconditional Surrender

PRESIDENT FRANKLIN D. ROOSEVELT flew into Casablanca in French Morocco on Thursday, 14 January 1943, touching down after a forty-eight-hour flight that had taken him from Washington DC to Miami, to Brazil, across the Atlantic to Gambia and then on to his final destination. It was the first time a sitting president had flown beyond the shores of the United States and had not been without risk – flying could be a dangerous business even when there were no marauding enemy planes about – but was even more arduous for Roosevelt, crippled as he was with polio-stricken legs.

None the less, he had been thrilled by the journey. The final leg, in a C-54 transport plane from Gambia, was a seven-hour stretch that took the President over desert then the snow-capped Atlas Mountains. ‘Then we suddenly came on the fertile fields of N. Africa,’1 noted Harry Hopkins, his closest friend and advisor, ‘looking like the Garden of Eden should look and probably doesn’t – camels – olive groves – oranges – wheat fields – no cows – rain – miles of black earth. The President missed nothing.’ They landed at a dusty airfield fifteen miles from the city, where the President’s son, Elliott, was waiting for him in a limousine with windows blacked out with mud. They drove to Anfa, on the outskirts of the city, a resort hotel, now surrounded by barbed wire, soldiers and artillery, and from there to a luxury bungalow villa, Californian in style, where the President would be staying. Churchill was in a house fifty yards away. That night, the President held a dinner at which the Joint Chiefs of Staff – the most senior military men of both countries – were invited. ‘Much good talk of war,’2 noted Harry Hopkins, ‘and families and the French.’ Hopkins turned in at midnight, but the President and Prime Minister Winston Churchill stayed talking until two.

The President had given considerable thought to what the post-war world might look like once the Allies had won the war. That they would win had never been in doubt, not once he had overseen the transformation of the United States from the world’s largest consumer economy into what he had termed the arsenal of democracy. This transformation had begun in the summer of 1940, when the German Blitzkrieg was in full swing, France collapsed and Britain’s army scuttled back across the Channel from Dunkirk. By the time the Japanese launched their attack on Pearl Harbor in Hawaii on 7 December 1941, American factories had already transformed the United States into a war-winning warfare state. Yet even as long ago as August 1941, during Roosevelt’s first wartime face-to-face meeting with Churchill, he had proposed a series of eight high-minded, morally upright principles in which nations would coexist peaceably in a world free of want and fear. It had become known as the Atlantic Charter and had preceded America’s entry into the war by four months.

At the Casablanca Conference the Allies thrashed out their strategic priorities, but it was clear that while Roosevelt was not present at all the discussions, he had been giving much further thought not only to what the world might look like in the future but the means by which they might end this current cataclysmic war. He had been drawing upon history and, specifically, the lessons provided by Ulysses S. Grant, Civil War general turned president. Grant, fighting for the Union eighty years previously, had won a surprise victory at Donelson, Tennessee in 1862, demanding of the Confederate fort that it surrender unconditionally. The demand had worked because rather than face the full wrath of the Union Army, Donelson had thrown in the towel. Unconditional Surrender – Grant’s initials after all – became a nickname that would stick.

It was, perhaps, unsurprising that FDR had been poking into American history for examples of surrender; he’d lived through historic times himself. Had witnessed them too, and not least the post-war conference at Versailles in 1919 which had meted out punishment to Germany and the Central Powers. He had watched the seismic events that followed, from the rise of Nazi Germany to the collapse of the League of Nations, as it faced the challenges posed by the rejection of international order by the Fascist Powers. And despite being first elected President on an isolationist ticket back in 1932, by 1939, as Europe descended into war, he had recognized that the United States faced an existential threat not only from the sabre-rattling of Imperial Japan but also from Nazi Germany and the rise of fascism. And as he led the United States into a brave new world of massive war production and immense rearmament, he also understood that he needed to find a new way to express the Allies’ intentions. One that offered far less wriggle room for the defeated than Woodrow Wilson’s ill-fated efforts had done. This had been his consistent line from the very start of hostilities: in his address to the nation on 8 December 1941, the day after Pearl Harbor, he resolved the country to ‘win through to absolute victory’.3

The Casablanca Conference came at a key moment in the war. Future prospects for the Allies looked promising, but the previous couple of months had provided a distinctly uncomfortable ride. All were keenly aware the war still had a heck of a way to go. In North Africa, the only theatre at the time where the Allies were fighting German troops on the ground, the British Eighth Army was pursuing Rommel’s army across Libya from the east, while the British First Army – which included the US II Corps – had been sweeping in from the west. The grand plan was to sandwich the enemy armies in Tunisia in a giant vice and crush them there once and for all, but it was taking much longer than had been anticipated and the First Army had become horribly bogged down in northern Tunisia as Hitler had dramatically reinforced the country. There was, however, encouraging news from the Eastern Front, where, at Stalingrad, the German drive to the Caucasus had come fatally unstuck. The Red Army, reinvigorated with strong and clear leadership from the top and also benefiting from the arrival of Lend-Lease supplies, now had the German Sixth Army entirely surrounded and on the cusp of a humiliating and catastrophic surrender. Yet in the Atlantic – the Allies’ vital lifeline – U-boats were still sinking vast amounts of Allied shipping, while in the skies of Europe the strategic air campaign against Germany was still currently under-delivering. Priorities of future ground operations still had to be ironed out. Certainly, many hard battles lay ahead.

There was, then, much to discuss at this conference of Britain’s and America’s war leaders. In truth, the British had arrived better prepared than their American counterparts, with plans already fleshed out and a global strategy – upon which British imperial minds were naturally focused – that left the Americans feeling rather as though they’d been bounced.

Argument about what to do next dominated, and disagreement about whether to maintain momentum in the Mediterranean, rather than invade north-west Europe, defined a great deal of discussion. The British attitude was that fighting the Germans in the Mediterranean, on their periphery, was the best way forward to leverage Allied advantages. All Allied warfare was expeditionary, relying on shipping and naval power, so drawing the Germans into a battle further from Germany was more of a complication for the enemy than for the Allies. And prosecuting the war in Italy might precipitate the collapse of Mussolini’s fascist government in Rome too, weakening the Axis and sending a message to Berlin, and to Tokyo, that the Allies were taking control of the war.

The Italian strategy had the added benefit of drawing German forces away from north-west Europe as well as the Eastern Front. The British line of thinking, rendered more abstract by Stalin’s absence from the conference, was that Germany needed to be far more worn down by fighting before they could commit to a second front. American impatience with this approach was seen by some of the British as an expression of their partner’s naivety; fighting the Germans was something of which the British had that much more experience than their allies, and consequently they had no illusions about how easy it might be. Yet during the ten-day conference in Casablanca, the scale of the tasks before them, and the clearest way forward given the state of shipping, of industrial production line projections and the enormity of the build-up of forces needed to dominate the skies first in North Africa and then in north-west Europe, all began to deliver the shape of future Allied strategy – albeit one that remained flexible in execution and adjustable as necessary. The POINTBLANK memorandum, eventually signed off some months later in June 1943 but first proposed at Casablanca, was a case in point. This laid out a policy for prioritizing the destruction of the Luftwaffe and German aircraft industry, but which amounted to an open-ended accommodation of the differing British and American approaches to bombing the Reich. The United States Army Air Forces – USAAF – would focus almost entirely on this single-minded objective during daylight hours, while RAF Bomber Command would follow the same policy while maintaining their right to choose other targets. In other words, they could, for the most part, ignore POINTBLANK. Instead, they were hell-bent on continuing a strategy of ‘bombing everything in order to bomb anything’; this was also termed ‘area bombing’ and ‘dehousing’ in a euphemistic blend of pragmatism and vengeance. Air Chief Marshal Sir Arthur Harris, in charge of Bomber Command, planned to begin his all-out bomber offensive, with new navigational aids and more four-engine heavy bombers, against the Ruhr industrial heartland at the beginning of March 1943. He’d once vowed that the Germans would reap what they’d sown for subjugating Britain to the Blitz. German cities and civilians were about to experience this vengeance; bombs would rain down relentlessly on Germany until the very end of the war. By contrast, the USAAF remained determined to rely on technology and ideology, and its commanders to convince themselves that they were engaged in a moral and precise bombing campaign. In reality, the effects of this approach would prove hardly more accurate than those of their Bomber Command partners.

Other matters of contention were the extent to which the Americans were committed to the strategy of prioritizing the defeat of Nazi Germany above that of Imperial Japan. The US Navy was considerably more committed to fighting in the Pacific than against the Axis forces in Europe, and Admiral Ernest King, its Commander-in-Chief, was doing what he could to draw American maritime commitment to the eastern theatre. The US Navy had its own aircraft and troops in the form of the US Marine Corps, as well as a major US Army component, and the distances involved in the campaigns were so gigantic they could not be undertaken half-heartedly. Moreover, although Roosevelt believed the Atlantic was no longer the barrier it had once been to North American security, the war in Europe and North Africa could not be framed as one of national self-defence quite so obviously as it could in the Pacific. Germany had declared war on the United States on 11 December 1941, and FDR had leaned into this as the war to win first; none the less, an American entanglement in Europe was exactly the sort of strategy isolationists had warned against between the wars.

And entanglements were all that seemed to be on offer now that the war was under way. The Americans had taken the lead in both pre-invasion clandestine conversations with the pro-Axis Vichy French in North Africa, as well as the subsequent TORCH landings on 8 November 1942. This was partly because an American, General Dwight D. Eisenhower, was commander of the Allied invasion force, as was his deputy, General Mark W. Clark. But it was primarily because the British were despised by Vichy after the fall of France in 1940 and the subsequent British attack on the French fleet at Mers-el-Kébir near Algiers in which some 1,300 French sailors were killed. The Americans, by contrast, were viewed more neutrally.

Yet Operation TORCH had proved scarring for the Americans. Competing assessments of French intentions and interests within the US State Department, the Office of Strategic Services – OSS, the wartime forerunner of the CIA – as well as the US Army were all confounded. American soldiers had gone ashore in North Africa not knowing if the Vichy French would resist; ‘play ball’ was the code that indicated they were to return fire at the French, and fighting took on a different shape everywhere as local commanders decided what to do according to taste. The American generals on the ground, as well as Robert Murphy, the senior US diplomat to Vichy North Africa, did what they could to co-opt a French commander and save American and French lives, unwilling as they were to back Charles de Gaulle, whom they regarded as having cultivated too many risky associations with Communists. They – and the Vichy French government – were outmanoeuvred by Amiral François Darlan, who struck a deal with Eisenhower on 22 November that outraged not only the Free French but also the British government and opinion back home in the States. The legendary broadcaster Ed Murrow likened it to liberating Norway and putting the traitor Vidkun Quisling into power. Eisenhower had found dealing with the French impossible; after one meeting he commented to General Mark Clark that what he needed was a plane crash to solve his problems. The morally compromised cat’s cradle that followed pleased no one, and in the end the solution to the mess the Americans found themselves in was the assassination of Amiral Darlan by a disaffected French royalist, Fernand Bonnier de La Chapelle, on Christmas Eve 1942. British Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden confided to his diary that he had never felt so relieved at the news. No Darlan, no problem. These botched efforts, as well as the way in which French imperialism was allowed to continue in French North Africa unfettered, seemed to blatantly undermine the moral crusade on which the Americans had embarked the previous December, 1941, when they’d entered the war. Even before that decisive moment, there had been the Atlantic Charter of August 1941 in which territorial gains were to be eschewed and it was acknowledged that all people had a right to self-determination. Supporting the ongoing colonial ambitions of the French, despite the rise of Arab nationalism, seemed to be flying in the face of earlier, loftier moral concepts.

Despite this, the moral aims of the war were crystal-clear to Roosevelt. Germany would be disarmed, it would be dismantled, its military power neutered, its military classes – whom FDR held responsible for the war – dissolved and dispossessed. Given how far the Allies were from victory and how much there was still to do before Germany could be defeated, it is striking that Roosevelt insisted on this formulation. Hitler’s own mentality, which was beginning to harden as Germany’s high tide of victory was dramatically beginning to ebb, revealed the hidden shipwrecks of his strategy as well as his generals’ eagerness to pursue it. Overreach, the tumult of over-extension fighting deep into the Soviet interior, the ideological spoil of alienating the populations the Soviets had previously abused, the huge blow to German prestige of the imminent surrender at Stalingrad – all were taking Hitler to the view that it was more than a war of conquest; rather, it was a war of annihilation. It was all or nothing. A 1,000-Year Reich or Armageddon.

Roosevelt’s call for unconditional surrender accepted the challenge that Hitler now offered the world. It acknowledged that there could be no negotiating with the Nazis. Ten years of the Nazi regime had shown that with crystal clarity: the bad faith that Hitler had exhibited in the 1930s, blazing his way through the Versailles settlement while the West dithered about his intentions; his betrayal of his Soviet ally; the total disregard for human life, for institutions, the repression of so many, and the grotesque ideology that was the evil counterpoint to the ideals Roosevelt had proposed in the Atlantic Charter. Everything Hitler and the Nazis had done and stood for told Roosevelt there could be only one outcome in this war: the complete, total and unconditional surrender of Germany. The irony was that within Nazism, a core aim, a bitter principle, was to avoid any repetition of the end of the First World War. The myth of betrayal, the so-called ‘stab in the back’ of 1918, could never be allowed to gestate and fester in Germany again. Unconditional surrender would ensure that it did not, that this time the war would come to the centre of the Reich, to Berlin, to the Reichstag, to within mortar range of the Führerbunker; that however the Allies chose to fight following the Casablanca Conference, the end of this war would be nothing like 1918. The generals would not be allowed to blame politicians, capitalists and unseen dark forces such as religious minorities. Ulysses S. Grant’s defeat of the Confederacy forces at Donelson in 1862 would come to the Brandenburg Gates.

The announcement that the Allies would be pursuing unconditional surrender was made by President Roosevelt at Casablanca without prior consultation on the morning of 24 January. The President, sat beside the Prime Minister, Winston Churchill, on the lawn of his villa, smiled benignly for the fifty pressmen assembled cross-legged like schoolchildren before them, waiting for their remarks at the conclusion of the ten-day conference. Roosevelt spoke first, reading from notes. ‘The elimination of German, Japanese and Italian war power’,4 he said in his precise, patrician and clipped East Coast accent, ‘means the unconditional surrender by Germany, Italy, and Japan.’ He paused for a brief moment then added a caveat. ‘That does not mean the destruction of the population of Germany, Italy or Japan,’ he continued, ‘but it does mean the destruction of the philosophies in those countries which are based on conquest and the subjugation of other people.’

Roosevelt later claimed that the phrase had just ‘popped into my mind’;5 Churchill was certainly wrong-footed by it, although he immediately supported the President. Yet while the announcement of this war-changing policy might have been unrehearsed, the two men had discussed it beforehand; Churchill had even written a long memo to the British War Cabinet four days earlier in which he specifically told them he and Roosevelt were anxious to announce their intention of pursuing unconditional surrender.6 FDR had also discussed the issue in Washington ahead of the conference. The President’s son, Elliott, even recalled Churchill making a toast to ‘unconditional surrender’ at a dinner ahead of the press conference that Sunday. Sitting there, in the sunshine of that warm January day in Morocco, Roosevelt may have told the press that his policy was the same as General Grant’s at Appomattox in 1865, but he was far from being the only person in the American establishment familiar with Civil War history, and besides he had misremembered Grant’s victory at Donelson.

All of this was neither here nor there, of course. The world now knew that the Allies would only end the war against the Axis Powers when they accepted unconditional surrender. Arguments raged at the time and have done so ever since about whether such a policy was too rigid and whether, ultimately, it extended the war longer than necessary. But by demanding unconditional surrender the Allies were offering moral clarity in clear political terms; it forged the Allies in agreement, and spared them the complications that trying to treat with Vichy France had thrown up. It was definitive yet at the same time vague: a plain demand that was short on detail but heavy with intent. Unlike the Fourteen Points President Woodrow Wilson had proposed back in 1919 – which had come to little – there were no matters of argument to engage with and twist, no promises made that could be misinterpreted or regurgitated at a later date. The Germans, the Japanese and the Italians must surrender, without any conditions whatsoever.

Then the Allies would dictate terms.




CHAPTER 1

A Bullet to the Head

The Surrender of Berlin, 2 May 1945


Decrepit, scruffy, often completely exhausted German soldiers and officers are laying their guns down everywhere in the streets and squares, and giving themselves up in droves as prisoner to our troops. The Germans are flying white flags on many houses. Right at this minute I see two Hitler officers walking with lowered banners and no guns from the Tiergarten Park towards the Brandenburg Gate, near which there lies a pile of guns, and crowds of German soldiers and officers are standing.

Piotr Zevelyov, Red Army soldier, in a letter to his parents, 30 April 19451
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IT WAS AROUND 10 P.M. ON MONDAY, 30 April that a lone Red Army soldier unfurled the Soviet hammer and sickle from the north-west corner of the Reichstag. The German parliament building, at the heart of Berlin, one of the most iconic landmarks in the city, was now a wreck: blackened, spattered, chipped and gouged. Around it the ground was littered with burnt-out vehicles, shell holes and dead bodies. Inside, it was a shell as fighting continued. More rubble, more wreckage, more dead. It was an apocalyptic scene.

The fighting in and around the building and government quarter of the city had continued after the flag had been raised and it was not until around 1 a.m. on Tuesday, 1 May that Red Army troops snuffed out the last pocket of SS troops that had been fighting fanatically around the Reichskanzlei – the Reich Chancellery – half a mile to the south. Then an eerie silence, followed by a single rifle shot in the night air, and then silence again. A ceasefire of sorts.

This allowed General Hans Krebs, the chief of the German Army General Staff, to carefully drive his way south through the shattered streets towards the command post of General Vasily Chuikov, commander of the Soviet Eighth Guards Army, which now held much of the southern half of Berlin. The ceasefire had taken since late on the evening of 30 April to negotiate, but eventually Chuikov issued orders for Krebs’s safe conduct to his command post, a house in the Schulenburgring on the west side of Tempelhof airfield.

The forty-seven-year-old Krebs – swarthy, bald and a career soldier – was immaculately turned out in full uniform and leather greatcoat, complete with monocle; the contrast with the dishevelled Volkssturm men and young boys in ill-fitting field jackets who had been attempting to halt the swarm of Red Army troops could hardly have been greater. He reached Chuikov’s command post in the early hours, accompanied by Oberst Theodor von Dufving and a Latvian SS translator. Chuikov kept them waiting until 4 a.m. He too presented a starkly contrasting picture to the sartorial Krebs: thick, dark hair, a heavy scarred and furrowed brow and silver false teeth. He looked like the peasant he was despite his general’s epaulettes. Krebs had been practising his Russian and without the help of a translator announced that Hitler was dead, telling Chuikov he was the first outside person to be told this stunning news. To unsettle Krebs, however, Chuikov pretended he already knew; he then went off to call Marshal Georgy Zhukov, commander of the 1st Belorussian Front and overall Soviet commander of the Battle for Berlin. Zhukov in turn immediately sent his deputy, General Vasily Sokolovsky, to Chuikov’s command post – he didn’t want Chuikov taking any of the glory – and then rang Stalin. The Soviet leader was asleep but Zhukov insisted he be woken.

‘Pity we couldn’t take him alive,’2 was Stalin’s comment. ‘Where’s Hitler’s corpse?’

‘According to Krebs,’ Zhukov told him, ‘his body was burnt.’

‘Tell Sokolovsky no negotiations except for unconditional capitulation, with either Krebs or any others of Hitler’s lot. And don’t ring me until the morning if there is nothing urgent.’

Meanwhile, first Chuikov and then Sokolovsky, once he had reached the Eighth Guards Army command post, tried to pressure Krebs into surrendering the city. Krebs, a committed Nazi and a general who took his oath of loyalty to a ludicrous degree, refused to agree anything until the Soviets formally recognized the new German government under Grossadmiral Karl Dönitz. Krebs was instead arguing for a truce ahead of a formal surrender by Dönitz. The Russians were not fooled; Krebs was playing for time to allow more Germans to head west into the arms of the Allies. Zhukov was having none of it. ‘Tell him’, he told Sokolovsky, ‘that if Goebbels and Bormann do not agree unconditional surrender, we’ll blast Berlin into ruins.’3 Krebs was allowed to head back to the Führerbunker with a warning that the ceasefire would be over at 10.15 a.m. that same morning, 1 May 1945.

Having heard nothing more from the German leadership, the massed guns of the 1st Belorussian Front subjected the city and its more than 2 million civilians to another storm of fire. The Battle for Berlin was not over just yet.

Back in 1937, Hitler’s favourite architect, Albert Speer, had been given a mighty project: the transformation of Berlin from the somewhat sprawling city it was into a stunning new capital at the heart of the Third Reich. ‘As world capital,’4 Hitler said of his vision a few years later, ‘Berlin will only be comparable with Ancient Egypt, Babylon and Rome!’ London and Paris, he claimed, would be nothing against the magnificence and glory of this remodelled city. Nor would it be called Berlin any more. Rather, the new capital was to be renamed ‘Germania’. The vision of this remodelling was grandiose to say the least: its centrepiece would be a vast Volkshalle – People’s Hall – able to seat 160,000 and the world’s largest suspended dome by a huge margin. This gigantic edifice would stand at the top of a three-mile-long boulevard running north to south, to be called the Prachtallee – the Avenue of Splendours. It was giddy stuff, but in pre-war Berlin anything seemed possible. After all, since taking power in January 1933 Hitler had overseen a dramatic upturn in the economy, begun massive rearmament and public works projects, reduced unemployment and started the process of reversing the reviled Versailles Treaty that had brought such despair and humiliation on Germany. The Rhineland had also been reoccupied. Further triumphs were to come: in March 1938, Austria would become joined at the hip and morphed into the Third Reich. A year on, Czechoslovakia would follow suit. All without a shot being fired. It was miraculous. The Führer had transformed Germany. Pride had been restored, historic wrongs righted; optimism reigned. Hitler had spoken eloquently of this golden age being the beginning of a 1,000-Year Reich. And Germania would be a fitting expression of German supremacy, brilliance and righteousness, and of the restoration of the Aryans, the white, northern European peoples, to their rightful place as the master race of the world.

The war had stopped such lofty plans in their tracks, but few would have doubted in late June 1940 that Hitler’s transformation of Berlin would one day take place. Poland had succumbed in weeks; Denmark in a matter of hours. Norway had followed, then Holland and Belgium. The British Army had scuttled back across the Channel leaving most of its weapons and vehicles behind, and then, on 22 June, mighty France had surrendered too. Much of Europe lay at Hitler’s feet. For the majority of Germans, the rapid conquest of France, especially, signalled what they assumed was the end of the war. Hitler called for bells to be rung for a week and flags to be flown. Everywhere, the vivid red, black and white of the swastika fluttered in the summer air. Widespread relief was felt throughout the Reich and was accompanied by joyous celebrations. Hitler took Speer and others on an early-morning tour of Paris, then gleefully told his chief architect it was time to resurrect their plans for Germania. ‘Berlin’, he said, ‘is to be given the style commensurate with the grandeur of our victory.’5

On 6 July 1940, Hitler had returned to Berlin for a triumphant parade through the city to rival anything witnessed in Ancient Rome. Over a quarter of a million ecstatic Berliners thronged the streets, cheering, waving, swastikas lining the procession. Berlin was awash with colour: the deep red of the flags, the brilliant blue of the summer sky, the vivid sunlight reflecting on the bright walls and glass of the buildings. Berliners were delirious; twenty years earlier they had faced defeat, disaster and despair, but under Hitler Germany had been transformed. Never had victory tasted so sweet; never had Germany’s future looked so bright. Their Führer had brought them this. His vision, his brilliance, his belief. His will.

Five years on, such scenes seemed to belong to a different age entirely. Now Berlin was a city of monochrome. Of ruins. Of ghosts. A 1,000-Year Reich or Armageddon, Hitler had promised. It had always been a matter of black or white; one or the other. Either the German people had the will to win the struggle or they did not. On the first day of May 1945, the outcome was tragically clear.

It was Armageddon.

The final Red Army offensive had begun on 16 April 1945, thirty-five miles to the east of Berlin on the River Oder. Zhukov’s 1st Belorussian Front contained no fewer than nine armies: 908,000 men, 3,155 tanks, 16,934 artillery pieces, 7 million shells, nearly 100,000 vehicles supported by 3,290 aircraft. Against them were some 200,000 badly armed and mostly undertrained men and teenage boys, perhaps 500 tanks, 2,600 artillery pieces and 300 aircraft with almost no fuel. They didn’t stand a chance, and everyone knew it.

Everyone except Hitler, who still refused to accept that the game was up. Nevertheless, it had been understood within his inner circle that on 20 April, his fifty-sixth birthday, the Führer would fly out of the capital and continue the fight in what was being termed the ‘Alpine Redoubt’ – a roughly triangular area between Bad Reichenhall, Berchtesgaden in Bavaria and Salzburg in Austria. Most in the Führerbunker were delighted about this; there were still perhaps as many as fifty people down there and almost all had been permanently housed in this concrete mausoleum since Hitler had moved in back in March. It had been built in the garden of Albert Speer’s enormous Reichskanzlei and, strictly speaking, was two bunkers rolled into one. The first part, the Vorbunker, had been constructed as early as 1936 and covered some 300 square metres. It contained fourteen rooms of 10 metres square each. The second part had been built on Hitler’s orders in 1943 after RAF Bomber Command made several raids on the capital. It was 2.5 metres deeper at 8.5 metres below ground and connected by a single staircase. There had always been a touch of the puritan about Hitler, despite his love of outsize objects, and the spartan nature of the Führerbunker reflected this. There was none of the parquet flooring, wood panelling and touches of luxury that singled out some of his earlier bunker complexes. Ventilators pumped in fresh air, but damp was a constant issue. And it was concrete, painted grey, subterranean, fetid, lit by artificial light, uniform and sparse. The Führerbunker was grim. In this second part of the complex Hitler had four rooms for his personal use and that of his mistress, the thirty-three-year-old Eva Braun, and there were also rooms for Martin Bormann, his secretary; Dr Theodor Morell, his doctor; Otto Günsche, his aide-de-camp; and Sturmbannführer Heinz Linge, his valet. Everyone else – secretaries, bodyguards, officers, even generals – was in the Vorbunker.

Even in this subterranean concrete crypt they had heard the guns getting closer, and by 19 April, with the Oder Front completely collapsed, the Red Army was nearing the city. That afternoon Krebs informed Hitler that the Russian tanks had broken through to the north of Berlin. This prompted an eruption of rage from Hitler, who exploded at the incompetence of his generals. Clearly, there was only one thing for it, he told Krebs and others now being berated. He would have to take direct command himself. And in such circumstances there could be no thought of flying out. Rather he would stay here, in Berlin. And if Hitler remained there, then most of those around him would have to do so too. As was all too obvious, the time for dramatic military reverses had passed. The Führerbunker had always felt rather like a tomb; it appeared that it might well become one for real. And so instead of celebrating Hitler’s birthday at his beloved Berghof, his home near Berchtesgaden, they would be stuck in the ruins of Berlin contemplating their imminent demise. An understandably funereal mood swiftly descended on those trapped there.

The Führergeburtstag, Hitler’s birthday, was a sacred date in the Third Reich’s calendar and had, over the years, been a cause for widespread celebration. For Hitler’s fiftieth birthday, for example, in 1939 Martin Bormann had overseen the building of the Kehlsteinhaus – the Eagle’s Nest – high in the mountains above the Berghof. Its construction had involved building the highest road in Europe; it was a triumph of German engineering. Normally, Hitler had been inundated with messages and gifts from around the world. There had been parades and great celebrations. But the Führer understandably did not want a party on this occasion. ‘Sadly,’ noted Martin Bormann in his diary the following day, Friday, 20 April 1945, ‘not exactly a birthday mood.’ Hauptmann Hans Bauer, Hitler’s personal pilot, agreed. ‘A grim and sad affair,’6 he noted. Despite this, a number of senior Nazis trooped through the funereal atmosphere with their birthday wishes: Heinrich Himmler, the head of the SS; Reichsmarschall Hermann Göring, Vice-Chancellor and still Commander-in-Chief of the Luftwaffe; Feldmarschall Wilhelm Keitel, the head of the OKW, the Oberkommando der Wehrmacht – the German General Staff; Grossadmiral Karl Dönitz, Commander-in-Chief of the Kriegsmarine, the navy. Joachim von Ribbentrop had also presented himself. It had been von Ribbentrop, as Foreign Minister, who had effectively kick-started the war in 1939 with his pact with the Soviets over the partition of Poland. Back then Hitler had still been fit, vital and energized. Now, at fifty-six, he looked ten years older and shuffled like an old man, his back bent, his left arm, especially, afflicted with shakes he could not control. Those vivid pale eyes that once burned so bright were now sunken behind dark rings. The Führer was exhausted.

None of the visitors that day remained in Berlin. Dönitz, for example, headed straight back to Flensburg on the Baltic coast. Himmler went north-west too. Göring had abandoned his beloved home at Carinhall, to the north-east of Berlin, and fled to Bavaria; the Führer might have changed his plans, but the Reichsmarschall had no intention of dying in Berlin. Russian guns were getting closer. Everyone in the Führerbunker could hear them: a dull thud, a perceptible tremor, even 7 metres and more below ground.

Despite Hitler’s decision to remain in Berlin, Martin Bormann had taken it upon himself to send much of the Führer’s headquarters ahead to the Reichskanzlei in Berchtesgaden. This meant some of the staff and much of the paperwork being flown out while it was still just about safe enough to do so, but was also indicative of Bormann’s hope that he could still persuade Hitler to leave Berlin. The Führer, however, was not to be swayed. Some 2.5 million civilians remained in the city and there was not the remotest chance it could be saved. Without question, the most likely way to spare lives was to surrender it right away. That, though, was simply not part of Hitler’s thinking. Rather, his people would have to fight to the last. Willpower alone might still win the day. A counter-attack might prevail. No, a counter-attack would surely prevail. And this could maybe buy them time. In any case, it was an all or nothing situation; it always had been. The 1,000-Year Reich or Armageddon.

The prospect of Hitler being in direct command of any military situation was always to be feared because his decision-making was invariably the same and had been ever since he’d taken over as Commander-in-Chief of the Army in mid-December 1941: no retreats, and any setback to be restored by an immediate counter-attack of maximum ferocity. It had never proved very successful and had always cost untold lives. Since early 1943, more than two years earlier, it had inevitably ended in failure.

Overnight and into the morning of 21 April, chaos reigned as it became increasingly clear that the Red Army was now at Berlin’s gates. Josef Goebbels, Reich Propaganda Minister but also Reich Commissioner for Berlin, announced that no man capable of bearing arms was permitted to leave the city. RAF Bomber Command was once again over as seventy-six Mosquitoes brought yet more destruction. Red Army troops of Marshal Ivan Konev’s 4th Ukrainian Front had dramatically crossed the River Spree south of the city and were closing in on Zossen, the headquarters of the Heer – the German Army. The 9. Armee was also streaming back towards Berlin in disarray despite Hitler’s orders for it to restore the Oder Front. Then, at 9.30 a.m., a massive Red Army artillery barrage announced the start of the Soviet assault on the city. This woke up Hitler. Unshaven and bleary-eyed, he demanded to know what was going on, and was shocked to hear that the Russians were so close already. Zossen was now about to be overrun; permission was asked to relocate army headquarters. Predictably, Hitler initially refused, before finally relenting just in the nick of time at around 1 p.m.

The Red Army was unstoppable, but Hitler continued to pore over situation maps and plot counter-attacks. Covering the Berlin area was Heeresgruppe Weichsel, commanded by General Gotthard Heinrici, while to the south was the newly appointed Feldmarschall Ferdinand Schörner’s Heeresgruppe Mitte. These contained a number of armies, but in reality they were cobbled-together forces of woefully understrength divisions and regiments. The 9. Armee, for example, had been on the receiving end of the Red Army onslaught on the Seelow Heights overlooking the River Oder, the last natural defensive position before Berlin. It had been utterly overwhelmed by the enormity of the onslaught and by the 20th was in danger of being annihilated. General Wilhelm Burgdorf, Hitler’s chief adjutant in the Führerbunker, suggested withdrawing 9. Armee to Berlin to help directly defend the city and reinforcing it with General Helmuth Weidling’s LVI Panzerkorps. Hitler was having none of it, however. Rather, 9. Armee was to restore the front on the Oder at all costs. Looking at his maps, he then realized that Heinrici had III (Germanische) SS-Panzerkorps in reserve; this force, he decided, could be flung into the defence of Berlin against the northern flank of Zhukov’s 1st Belorussian Front. Unbeknown to Hitler, however, most of III SS-Panzerkorps had already been sent to reinforce 9. Armee three days earlier; among the units hurried to the Oder was the 11. SS Freiwilligen (Volunteer) Panzergrenadier-Division Nordland, made up mostly of Swedes, Finns, Danes and Norwegians. The Nordland had already suffered some 15,000 casualties in 1945, roughly 100 per cent of its establishment strength. It was further reduced en route to the front, when it was hammered by Russian Shturmovik ground-attack aircraft. Soon after, the Nordland’s meagre supply of vehicles ran out of fuel.

Ringing the commander of the Germanische Panzerkorps, Obergruppenführer Felix Steiner, in person, Hitler told him to counter-attack without delay. ‘You will see,’7 he told Steiner, ‘the Russians will suffer the greatest defeat in their history, before the gates of Berlin.’ Steiner was expressly forbidden to allow any of his troops to fall back westwards; he was so shocked he could barely reply before the Führer called off. Only a few half-strength battalions of several hundred men each remained of his corps; Hitler was now re-labelling his meagre command an army group and telling him to plunge them into an enemy hundreds of times larger and better equipped in every regard. Minutes later, Steiner called back and spoke to Krebs, explaining that what Hitler was demanding was impossible. Krebs merely repeated the orders and told him to get moving.

While Konev’s troops were swarming over Zossen and Zhukov’s massed forces nearing Berlin, the Americans were sweeping across central and southern Germany and the British rapidly pushing north. The remnants of the Third Reich was being systematically crushed in a giant vice. Once again, Hitler was urged by Bormann and his remaining senior commanders that he should evacuate Berlin immediately. And once again he refused although conceded that anyone who wanted to leave the Führerbunker was free to do so. There were, though, only four Focke-Wulf Kondors available for the evacuation to Berchtesgaden, and it was unclear how many flights they might be able to manage before Berlin was closed to them. So began a frantic clamour for places. Some were not allowed to leave, however; Bormann, Krebs, Goebbels and all his immediate staff were among those who would be remaining with the Führer.

If Hitler had been functioning in a bubble of pure fantasy on 21 April, he was unable to ignore the reality as presented to him by his terrified generals the following afternoon during a conference in the Führerbunker. Down there, days and nights merged; Hitler tended not to go to bed until almost dawn then not rise again until one in the afternoon. On 22 April, Russian shelling had woken him early, at 10 a.m. Discombobulated, exhausted and stuffed full of Dr Morell’s cocktail of drugs, he was hardly on peak form when the situation conference began at 4 p.m. When he asked for an update on how Steiner’s counter-attack was getting on, there was a pause before his generals admitted that it had not taken place. And never would. Nor had 9. Armee restored the line on the Oder. Rather, it was now surrounded and only a few elements seemed likely to make it back to the city.

For a moment, Hitler did not speak. Then he quietly told everyone to leave except for Keitel, Generaloberst Alfred Jodl, Krebs and Burgdorf. Once alone with them, he launched into an uncontrolled tirade. He was surrounded by treachery, by incompetence. He had no more orders for them, he screamed. He suggested they turn to Göring for future instructions. Jodl, Chief of the Operation Staff of the OKW, then relayed this message, which was passed to the Reichsmarschall, now in Berchtesgaden. ‘Even the SS goes behind my back and deceives me wherever they can,’8 Hitler later told Linge. ‘Now I shall remain in Berlin and die here.’

There was a further week in the bunker until Hitler fulfilled this pledge, however. A week of mounting despair interspersed with bouts of irrational optimism. Of flashes of anger and then calm resignation. Of surreal conversations and even more surreal events. And of betrayals, both perceived and actual. The Third Reich had always been built on the very flimsiest of foundations, from its economy to its grotesque ideology. Hitler and those around him had, in many ways, created a fantasy world, and so it was hardly surprising that in its death throes the fantasy would be maintained to the last. The corruption, the irrationality, the warped ideology, the terrible strategic decisions, the malevolent violence meted out on the Poles and then the Soviet Union and the systematic annihilation of the Jews accelerated as total defeat loomed; they had all conspired against a 1,000-Year Reich. Combined with an inability to draw on the kind of global resources enjoyed by Germany’s enemies, those odds had lengthened even further. In truth, Hitler’s grand plan had always been an extremely unlikely proposition long before a single shot had been fired in this cataclysmic war; it had remained so even when he had been basking in the triumphs of the early Blitzkrieg years and dreaming of Germania. When his forces failed to rout the Soviet Union at their first attempt in 1941, the edifice began to crack badly. By the time the emaciated wreck of 6. Armee surrendered at Stalingrad in February 1943, the great retraction had begun. Whatever faint, lingering chance there was of a change in fortunes had vanished on the smoke-filled air – despite rockets and other scientific wizardry – long before Marshal Zhukov launched his final offensive on 16 April. And so in this fetid, ghastly, twenty-four-hour existence, Hitler and his remaining acolytes waited for the alternative, Armageddon, while the enemy guns approached ever closer, the ground trembling more violently and more consistently not just with every passing day but with every hour.

The Third Reich was rotten at its core because Hitler was. He’d surrounded himself with men equally corrupted and equally full of hate, anger and jealousies. Of course, they loathed one another; how could they not when they were all jockeying for power and the attention of their Führer? Göring had been asked by Jodl to take over the decision-making from Berchtesgaden and had anxiously asked for clarification and confirmation. He’d given a time limit for a response, but in the meantime Bormann had taken the opportunity to both poison Hitler’s mind against the Reichsmarschall and also give the Führer a glimmer of hope. General Walther Wenck’s 12. Armee was fighting the Allies at the Elbe, but could be urgently brought to Berlin instead. Combined with the retreating 9. Armee, Berlin might yet be saved. It was nonsense, of course, but Hitler grabbed it, as Bormann knew he would. No confirmation was sent to Göring, who accordingly announced he was taking over. Bormann then told Hitler this was a terrible betrayal, a lie Hitler again swallowed. Orders were immediately sent out for Göring’s arrest.

People came and went. Planes flew from Gatow, to the west of the city, to Berchtesgaden for four days. Keitel and Jodl headed north to join Dönitz. On the evening of 23 April, General Helmuth Weidling had appeared in the bunker. The commander of LVI Panzerkorps, part of the dislocated and spattered 9. Armee, he had been out of communication since the 20th and Hitler had ordered his arrest. Rather courageously, he had made his way to the Führerbunker to protest his innocence. Impressed, Hitler rescinded the arrest and promptly put him in command of Berlin’s defence instead. To fulfil this mammoth undertaking, he had fewer than 100,000 Waffen-SS and Wehrmacht troops, old men and teenagers. Against 2.5 million Red Army troops flush with fuel, fire and an immense arsenal of weaponry. Berlin was no Thermopylae. In any case, even those outnumbered heroes lost the battle.

On the 24th Albert Speer turned up, having made it through from the north. On arrival he was accosted by Bormann; the two loathed one another but Bormann was now friendliness itself. He implored Speer to try and persuade Hitler to leave. Speer did the very opposite, advising Hitler to stay and end it here in Berlin. ‘Believe me, Speer,’9 Hitler told him, ‘it will be easy to end my life. A brief moment and I am freed from everything, released from this miserable existence.’ Speer then spent the night drinking champagne with Eva Braun, the Moët and Chandon bottles drawn from the extensive Reichskanzlei cellars. She had devoted herself to her beloved Führer for the past decade and had forgone the chance to stay away from Berlin. She told Speer calmly that she had returned to be with Hitler and end her life with him too. The following day, Speer was offered a limp handshake from Hitler. ‘You’re going then,’10 Hitler said. ‘Good. Goodbye.’

Josef Goebbels, his wife Magda and their six children moved in, also to meet their end with Hitler. Life without Hitler, without the Third Reich, was unthinkable to both, although it was clear that Magda Goebbels was in a terrible state about ending not only her and her husband’s lives but those of their children too. The prospect was eating her alive. Generaloberst Robert von Greim also arrived, along with the test pilot Hanna Reitsch. Von Greim had been needlessly summoned by Hitler to be told he was now in charge of the Luftwaffe, not that it really existed any more. They only got there by landing a Fieseler Storch on the wrecked runway at Gatow in the nick of time. Von Greim was wounded in the foot by a bullet fired at them as they hedge-hopped into the city; they eventually reached the bunker around 6 p.m. on 26 April. Later that evening, Hitler told Reitsch she would die alongside him and gave her a phial of cyanide. At this she burst into tears and pleaded with him to leave. She could, she told him, still fly him out. This, he told her, was not possible. ‘By staying,’11 he said, ‘I thought all the troops of the country would follow my example and come to the aid of the city. I hoped they would make superhuman efforts to save me and thus save my three million compatriots.’ It was not, however, possible to achieve the impossible. There could be no triumph from willpower alone after all.

The next betrayal was that of Gruppenführer Hermann Fegelein, Hitler’s SS liaison officer. Fegelein had married Eva Braun’s sister, Gretl, and this had helped make him a favoured player at the court of the Führer. However, his absence had been noticed on 27 April and Hitler wanted him back immediately. Erich Kempka, Hitler’s chauffeur, knew that Fegelein had gone to his flat in Charlottenburg and so hurried to fetch him. He found Fegelein that evening with another woman, wearing civilian clothes, with bags packed and a stash of money. He was also drunk, and before heading off with Kempka rang Eva Braun and pleaded with her to intercede. She was unwilling to do so, and so Fegelein was brought back, under arrest, and put in a guarded room until he had sobered up.

Then came the news, via a Reuters radio report, that Himmler had offered to surrender to the Allies. Hitler had initially taken this calmly but then brooded on the matter, working himself up into an increasingly incensed lather. The refusal of Steiner to counter-attack, the flight of Fegelein, the news of Himmler – it all added up. The SS had betrayed him. This was treason. Himmler was out of reach but Fegelein was now back in the bunker. On Hitler’s insistence, he was given a perfunctory court-martial by Burgdorf and then taken out and shot.

But Hitler’s end was nearing. Red Army troops were now at Potsdamer Platz, barely a stone’s throw away. After Fegelein’s execution Hitler summoned his valet, Heinz Linge. He wanted Linge to have ready two blankets and enough petrol to cremate two bodies. He and Eva were going to kill themselves, he told Linge, and he wanted him to then carry their bodies up into the Reichskanzlei garden and burn them. ‘Jawohl, mein Führer,’12 Linge stuttered.

The only people who wished to die were Hitler, Eva Braun and the Goebbels. Everyone else wanted to escape and survive. But in the surreal atmosphere of the bunker mausoleum, the topic of conversation over tea on the evening of 28 April revolved around what was the most favoured way to commit suicide. It boiled down to cyanide or a bullet to the brain. It was then a question of individual preference.

Yet, before death, there was to be a wedding. Hitler had always been clear to Eva Braun that he could not marry her because he was already married to the German people. Now, though, at the end, he felt he was free to do so after all. He knew she wanted this and he was willing, in these last hours, to grant her that wish. After all, she had come back to Berlin to be with him. Goebbels and Bormann were witnesses and after the brief ceremony champagne and sandwiches
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