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‘That’s how Berlin is going to look!’: the soldiers of the Red Army were eager to exact revenge for the destruction of Stalingrad by the Germans in 1942–1943. (RIA Novosti Archive, image #602161 / Zelma, Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA 3.0, https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0)

Members of Volkssturm heading for the front on the River Oder in March 1945. These civilians, previously regarded as too young, too old, or too infirm for military service, were deployed in the final defence of Germany with very limited equipment and almost no training. (Photo by Mondadori via Getty Images)

A Soviet fighter-bomber squadron over Berlin, 28 April 1945. While the Red Army infantry and tank units were supported by air strikes, it was notoriously difficult to carry out attacks on precise targets and indiscriminate devastation was inflicted across the city. (Photo by Mark Redkin/FotoSoyuz/Getty Images)

Members of the Hitler Youth defending Berlin with a machine gun in April 1945. After being under the influence of Nazi indoctrination for almost all their lives, many of these teenagers were fanatically committed to defending Germany at all costs. (Photo by Arthur Grimm/ullstein bild via Getty Images)

Soviet artillery positioned to fire at the at the German defences on the Seelow Heights. For the Red Army, its artillery was the ‘god of war’, and there was widespread expectation that, if used effectively, it could smash the enemy defences and make an advance relatively simple. (Photo by Fine Art Images/Heritage Images/Getty Images)

As the Red Army approached in April 1945, tens of thousands of civilians discovered too late that few arrangements for their evacuation had been made; many people made desperate attempts on foot, under enemy fire, with no provision for medical aid or supplies. (Photo by: Sovfoto/Universal Images Group via Getty Images)

A soldier instructing a woman in the use of a Panzerfaust. These weapons were widely feared by Soviet tank crews – although their range was limited, they were capable of burning through the armour of almost any tank they encountered. (Photo by ullstein bild/ullstein bild via Getty Images)

Members of the Volkssturm being instructed in the use of a Panzerfaust amongst the rubble of Berlin. The officer wears the insignia of a Volkssturm battalion commander; the Volkssturm used a mixture of Wehrmacht and SS insignia, which may have contributed to many of them being mis-identified by Soviet soldiers as SS and executed when they surrendered. (Photo by ullstein bild/ullstein bild via Getty Images)

Troops from the Soviet Thirty-Third Army entered Berlin from the north during the morning of 23 April. The following days saw bitter fighting amidst the rubble of the city. (Photo by Serge Plantureux/Corbis via Getty Images)

In many cases, the Soviet troops were in no mood to take prisoners. Zakhar Yevseyevich Krasilchikov recounted: ‘We threw grenades through the windows of houses and basements from which they were firing at us, then cleared the buildings of Germans who were fighting to the last bullet.’ (Photo by ullstein bild/ullstein bild via Getty Images)

Although the building had been in ruins since the fire of 1933, the Red Army placed great importance on capturing the Reichstag. (Photo by MOROZOV/RIA NOVOSTI/AFP via Getty Images)

Fires were ignited by the huge number of high explosives dropped on the city. These fires were whipped up by the strong wind and spread across Berlin – it was often days before the flames went out, having reduced almost everything in their path to ash. (Photo by ADN-Bildarchiv/ullstein bild via Getty Images)

In his final hours, Hitler dictated his personal testament to his secretary, Traudl Junge, photographed here on her wedding day. Junge remained in the Führerbunker until Hitler’s death on 30 April 1945; her 2002 memoir details the last days of the Nazi regime. (Photo by Imagno/Getty Images)

After the battle, weary columns of German prisoners were gathered and began to march out of Berlin. Some Soviet soldiers gathered to jeer at them, but most were either busy celebrating, or simply glad that the fighting was over. (Photo by Mondadori via Getty Images)

The Reichstag became a magnet for Soviet soldiers. Along with hundreds of others, Yakov Fadeyev left his mark on the building: ‘On the seventh column from the entrance, I and others wrote on the walls. I wrote: “I, Fadeyev, reached Berlin.”’ (Photo by ullstein bild/ullstein bild via Getty Images)

An aerial photo showing a devastated Berlin in 1945. Bombing, artillery fire, and intense combat in the streets left over 90 per cent of the city in ruins by the end of the war. (Photo by: Photo12/Universal Images Group via Getty Images)
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Introduction: The Road to Berlin

As the long, hard winter of 1944–45 came to an end, much of the world was preparing for the end of the war in Europe. On the side of the Allied Powers, there was relief that the long, bloody conflict would soon be over. Huge resources, both human and industrial, had been spent in grinding the Axis Powers to the brink of final collapse, and for the fighting men there was a deep yearning for a chance to go home and to put behind them the fatigue and dirt, the horror and fear, that had been such a major part of their lives for many years. Across the front line, the mood was varied. For some, there was still blind belief in the Führer to conjure a miraculous victory; for others, all that remained was to fight on to the bitter end, even though defeat seemed certain. Many – perhaps most – were even more exhausted than the soldiers and civilians of the nations arrayed against Germany, and simply wanted their ordeal to come to an end. Such was the fractured state of Nazi Germany that many people were able to hold more than one – and in some cases all – of these views at the same time.

In many respects, it seemed fitting that in a war of huge battles and manoeuvres on a massive scale, a conflict that had reached the capital cities of so many nations, the final battle would be for control of Berlin. It was from this city that Hitler’s regime had planned and executed its wars on its neighbours, and it was here that the last resources of the once-invincible Wehrmacht would make their last stand. There would be little concern for the safety and well-being of the civilian population; indeed, Hitler and his entourage expected and required ordinary men and women to join the ranks of the last formations of the German Army to defend the capital against the enemy hordes. And there was no question that those hordes were coming. The great Soviet offensive of January and February had carried the front line from the Vistula River to, and in places across, the Oder River, and the leading Red Army units were just 43 miles from the eastern outskirts of Berlin. Once reinforcements and supplies had brought its formations back to strength, the Soviet war machine would attack once more. And despite its battered, exhausted state, the Wehrmacht would mount a determined defence of the capital of Germany.

At what stage did such an apocalyptic end to the war become inevitable? In many respects, Hitler made his intentions regarding the Soviet Union clear as early as 1925 when the future Führer of the Thousand-Year Reich wrote his autobiographical manifesto, Mein Kampf. He made no secret of his contempt for the people of the Soviet Union and his intention to secure a land empire at their expense:


We National Socialists consciously draw a line through the foreign policy trend of our pre-War period [i.e. before 1914]. We take up at the halting place of six hundred years ago. We terminate the endless German drive to the south and west of Europe, and direct our gaze towards the lands in the east. We finally terminate the colonial and trade policy of the pre-War period, and proceed to the territorial policy of the future.

But if we talk about the new soil and territory in Europe today, we can think primarily only of Russia and its vassal border states.1



When Nazi Germany agreed a non-aggression treaty with the Soviet Union in the late summer of 1939 – the infamous Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact, named after the foreign ministers of the two states – it seemed that, superficially at least, Hitler was not pursuing a war of conquest against the Soviet Union, but from the outset the pact was little more than an attempt by both sides to buy time. Even as Joachim von Ribbentrop was negotiating the final details of the pact, Hitler met Carl Burckhardt, a Swiss German diplomat who was the League of Nations High Commissioner in Danzig, in the Berghof overlooking Berchtesgaden:


Everything I undertake is directed against Russia; if the west is too stupid and blind to understand this, I will be forced to come to terms with the Russians, to strike at the west, and then after subduing it to turn against the Soviet Union with my massed forces.2



Within days, as the world absorbed the implications of the non-aggression treaty, Stalin made a similar comment to those around him:


Of course, it’s all a game to see who can fool whom. I know what Hitler’s up to. He thinks he’s outsmarted me but actually it’s I who have tricked him.3



Both sides continued to plan for war against each other, but Operation Barbarossa – the invasion of the Soviet Union in June 1941 – seems to have taken Stalin by surprise. He can have had no doubt that an attack was coming, but his plans to strengthen the defences of the Soviet Union needed more time and he refused to accept any reports that suggested that this time was not going to be available. Intelligence reports provided by the British and by Soviet agents were dismissed as attempts to mislead the Soviet government, and Stalin resolutely refused to accept any of the intelligence reports from his own agencies – more time was needed, therefore anything that suggested otherwise was dismissed. Like Hitler, Stalin was so convinced of his personal infallibility that anything that suggested he might be wrong was at best inaccurate, at worst deliberate treason.

It is arguable that from the outset, the Wehrmacht had no real chance of defeating the Red Army. German war plans were based upon incomplete and inadequate intelligence about Soviet resources, and the expectation was that the Soviet units – which had performed badly in the advance into Poland in the last two weeks of September 1939 and in the Winter War against Finland in 1939–40 – would rapidly disintegrate. Knowledge of roads and railways in the Soviet Union was largely based on Soviet maps and limited aerial reconnaissance of the regions close to the frontier, and from the outset, everything depended upon a quick victory. In order to provide sufficient motorised support, trucks had been requisitioned from every occupied country as well as from Germany itself, creating huge logistic problems in terms of replacement parts, tyres etc., and in any case most of the civilian trucks were not robust enough to survive on the primitive roads of the Soviet interior. The scale of German mobilisation was such that previously exempt groups of workers were called up in the expectation that they would soon be released back to their civilian jobs, and the failure to complete a quick victory left Germany with workforce shortages that persisted to a greater or lesser extent throughout the rest of the war.

Despite this, the Wehrmacht seemed to be close to achieving an astonishing triumph as the invasion progressed. On every front, huge numbers of prisoners were taken and the scale of territory that was overrun was immense. Nevertheless, resistance grew and German strength slowly declined through a mixture of logistic difficulties and rising casualties. Perhaps by a narrow margin, the Red Army succeeded in surviving the tremendous onslaught of the German forces. As the days grew shorter and the weather deteriorated, it was clear that the swift defeat of the Soviet Union and the seizure of Leningrad in the north and Moscow in the centre would not take place. Thereafter, the balance of power tilted slowly against Germany.

Once the tide of war began to flow towards the west, all German thoughts of creating a new land empire from territory acquired from the Soviet Union were replaced by growing fear of what would happen if the Red Army should reach German territory. The rhetoric of Joseph Goebbels, the Reich’s propaganda minister, emphasised the zero-sum nature of the war against the Soviet Union: there was room in the world for either Bolshevism or National Socialism, and the triumph of one required the destruction of the other. From the days of Mein Kampf, Hitler and his followers had deliberately made little distinction between Jews and Bolsheviks, frequently referring to the Soviet system as ‘Jewish Bolshevism’, and other nuances began to grow stronger in official proclamations. The Red Army was portrayed as an Asiatic force bent upon the destruction of European civilisation, and Germany was the bulwark against this existential threat. The enemy had to be kept away from German territory at all costs.

There was, of course, a further reason to fear the arrival of the Red Army. Although many Germans, both military and civilians, would later deny any knowledge of the atrocities committed by German forces in the occupied territories of Europe, the reality was that awareness of these crimes was widespread. Many senior German officers worked closely with the US Army Historical Division after the war, writing accounts of their battles against the Red Army, and they and other officers produced growing numbers of memoirs as the years passed. Few if any of these accounts make any mention of the widespread slaughter of Jews and Slavs across the Soviet Union, or of the brutal mistreatment of prisoners of war in the east. Where mention of such crimes was unavoidable, the authors always blamed the atrocities on the SS or other agencies, insisting that the Wehrmacht itself was almost completely innocent. Even the SS attempted to whitewash its reputation. Oberstgruppenführer Paul Hausser, one of the most senior and most capable SS commanders, became a leading activist in the Hilfsgemeinschaft auf Gegenseitigkeit der Angehörigen der Ehemaligen Waffen-SS (‘Mutual Aid Association of Former Waffen-SS Members’, usually abbreviated to HIAG), a group that campaigned energetically to portray the military formations of the SS as elite soldiers rather than the perpetrators of war crimes. One of Hausser’s books, Soldaten wie Andere Auch (‘Soldiers Like Any Other’), even used this theme in its title.4 But the reality was that every branch of the German military machine was involved in war crimes. Front-line units sometimes took part in so-called anti-partisan sweeps, in which thousands of innocent civilians were indiscriminately killed; some units ‘loaned’ sub-formations for operations against Jews and other victims of the occupation; higher commands routinely provided logistic support for the Einsatzgruppen of the SS, which were responsible for the hundreds of thousands of deaths that occurred in the first months of the German invasion; and all parts of the military were involved in the scorched earth policy during the long retreat that left so many Soviet cities, towns, and villages reduced to ruins.

Throughout the war, German soldiers returned to their home cities from time to time. Some were granted short periods of leave, while others spent time in Germany recovering from their wounds. During such visits, they shared the information that they had about what was happening in the east. This may have been imprecise in many cases, but there can be no doubt that most Germans had at least an inkling of the terrible atrocities that were being committed. Many might have viewed these – at least during the years of victory – as justified and a distasteful but necessary precursor to final victory, but as the war progressed, there was growing anxiety in German towns and cities. If the Red Army were to arrive on German soil, there was no doubt that it would wreak a terrible revenge. Any uncertainties about this disappeared after the events of October 1944 when the Red Army briefly advanced into East Prussia before being repulsed. When German troops recaptured the village of Nemmersdorf, they reported finding dozens of slaughtered civilians, many of whom had been tortured before being killed. Reassessments of the events in and around Nemmersdorf suggest that Goebbels deliberately embellished and exaggerated the scale of the atrocities, but nevertheless many civilians had been raped and murdered, and the German propaganda machine was quick to take advantage of the gruesome results.

Stories of the Nemmersdorf massacre were broadcast widely by the German authorities and were used to stiffen the resolve of German soldiers to defend their families from the menace from the east. But despite Goebbels’ invitation to Red Cross officials from Sweden and Switzerland to visit East Prussia to confirm the stories of rape and massacre, attempts to win support internationally made little or no impact. The Soviet advances that took its leading units into East Prussia had also uncovered the death camp at Majdanek, and the horrific images appearing from there overshadowed any German claims of Soviet atrocities. Most people outside Germany – and indeed, many within Germany too – saw any crimes committed by the Red Army as little more than vengeance for the greater crimes committed by the Germans.

Fear of the Red Army and a lingering belief that somehow Hitler would defy the odds were large parts of the motivation that kept the Germans fighting, but there was huge war-weariness in all circles by early 1945. German losses on all fronts in the preceding few months had greatly exceeded all losses in earlier years combined, and although Albert Speer, the armaments minister, was able to keep production of weapons and munitions going through a mixture of desperate and ingenious measures, it was almost impossible to replace what had been destroyed by the Western Allies in northern France and by the Red Army first in its advance across the western parts of the Soviet Union and then the devastating and swift surge from the Vistula to the Oder and Neisse Rivers. Perhaps even more significant than the loss of equipment were the casualties suffered by the combat units. Like all armies with a strong tradition of officers leading from close to the front line, the losses of experienced junior officers and senior NCOs had been high and it was impossible to find replacements of a similar calibre. Everything – experienced troops and leaders, tanks and guns, ammunition and fuel – was in short supply. Nevertheless, almost nobody was in favour of simply capitulating to the Soviet forces assembling for the last battle. It is impossible to know how many soldiers and civilians were resigned to the unavoidable defeat of Germany, as the widespread repression that followed the failed July Plot of 1944 to kill Hitler meant that anyone who voiced such opinions faced arrest, imprisonment, and even summary execution. But amongst those who recognised the inevitable catastrophe that lay ahead, many still felt that resisting the Red Army was worthwhile. It increased the chances of the Western Allies advancing further into Germany, thus avoiding the horror of occupation by the vengeful Soviet forces.

However, many in the upper circles of the German military knew that any such hopes were largely forlorn. After suffering heavy losses in their ultimately successful breakout from the Normandy beaches, the Western Allies had little appetite for the casualties that they anticipated if they were to press on to Berlin. Germany had been divided into occupation zones at the Yalta Conference in February 1945 and the Americans in particular could see little merit in spilling the blood of their soldiers to seize towns and cities that would then be handed over to the Soviet authorities. In Britain, Churchill repeatedly expressed concerns in private about the future influence of the Soviet Union over Europe, but his doubts had largely been sidelined by Roosevelt and Stalin at Yalta. The only possible circumstances in which American and British troops might be sent to take control of Berlin were in the event of a sudden, complete collapse of Nazi rule and the disintegration of the Wehrmacht. In such circumstances, airborne forces would land in and around Berlin while ground forces then moved up to establish contact. Under the codename Eclipse, three US formations – 17th, 82nd, and 101st Airborne Divisions – and a British parachute brigade were to capture the main airfields at Tempelhof, Rahnsdorf, Gatow, and Oranienburg, while Montgomery’s 21st Army Group would cross the lower Rhine and march rapidly to Berlin.5

Eclipse would only be possible if Hitler was dead and the German leadership was in disarray. In any other circumstances, wrote General Omar Bradley, commander of 12th Army Group, a battle for control of the German capital could cost at least 100,000 casualties. Moreover, the use of massed airborne forces had proved to be problematic. Heavy casualties were suffered during Operation Market Garden in September 1944 in the failed attempt to seize the Rhine bridge at Arnhem, and even modest resistance by the Germans in their capital city could cost the lightly armed airborne forces dearly. Bradley was aware of the plans for Berlin to lie within the Soviet zone of occupation, and could see little benefit in his forces suffering heavy losses for territory that was to be handed back to the Soviet Union; destruction of the remaining German forces in the west was given greater priority. Eisenhower agreed, and ordered the armies of the Western Allies to halt on the Elbe in the centre, and to concentrate their efforts in a drive into Bavaria and on to Austria. Only in the north, where parts of the east bank of the Elbe were to be in the British occupation zone, would there be any major crossing of the river.

On the Soviet side, there was clear elation that the end of a war that had cost the Soviet Union such terrible casualties was close, but there were also numerous tensions. Since the end of the summer campaigns of 1944, Stalin had been moving to assert greater personal authority over the military. The massively centralised system that existed before the war had proved to be too unwieldy and slow to deal with the German onslaught and – in fits and starts – Stalin had been forced to permit greater freedom of action and initiative amongst his senior commanders. As the middle years of the war passed, a small body of experienced and capable officers emerged to win his confidence and he rewarded this by giving them increasing responsibilities for prosecuting the war. But as the end of the conflict approached, it seems that he began to take steps to reassert his personal primacy. In the years that followed the end of the war, Soviet historiography would concentrate on portraying the Great Patriotic War against Fascism as a unique victory, made possible by the united determination of all components of the Soviet Union under the leadership of the Communist Party. In turn, the Communist Party was portrayed as having been inspired and led by the infallible figure of Stalin. Soviet setbacks in the war were to be blamed upon subordinates or were simply ignored and largely forgotten – in particular, the infallibility of both the Communist Party and Stalin was to be unquestioned. And other figures who had played leading roles in defeating Nazi Germany were to have their status greatly reduced.

In an operation that commenced in mid-January 1945, three Red Army Fronts – 1st Ukrainian Front in the south, 1st Belarusian Front in the centre, and 2nd Belarusian Front in the north – advanced rapidly across Poland and the eastern territories of Germany. Much like Hitler, Stalin enjoyed pitting his subordinates against each other, and he must have been pleased at the manner in which the commanders of 1st Ukrainian Front and 1st Belarusian Front – Marshals Ivan Stepanovich Konev and Georgy Konstantinovich Zhukov respectively – attempted to outshine each other. Zhukov had been given the prized central sector of the great offensive, astride the main route to Berlin, but although Konev’s armies were turned away to the southwest to ensure the rapid conquest of Silesia, he nonetheless ensured that by the end of the operation, he had substantial forces on the Neisse from where they could thrust into central Germany. Even at this stage, he could see that just a small diversion to the northwest would put his armies close to Berlin. Zhukov’s armies on the central Oder were clearly much closer to the German capital, but, if at all possible, Konev intended to seize some of the glory of the final victory over the Nazi enemy.

Despite the agreement secured in Yalta for the partition of Germany after the war, Stalin remained deeply suspicious to the very end of the war that the Western Allies would find some opportunity to betray him and would attempt to make a separate peace with Hitler. Accordingly, he now ordered his subordinates to make their preparations for the final assault on the German capital. With Berlin in his hands, he would be able to ensure adherence to the agreements reached with the Americans and the British. Moreover, he could establish his personal credentials as the man who had masterfully overseen the defeat of Fascist Germany.




CHAPTER 1 The City on the Spree

The Spree River is a somewhat unusual waterway, in that it is actually longer – running for 250 miles – than the Havel River, of which it is a tributary. It arises in the Lusatian Mountains on the modern border between Germany and Czechia, and then flows north and northwest until it joins the Havel. Over the last few miles of its course, it passes across a relatively flat, sandy region; it was on this marshy ground, and particularly on an island in the river, that the city of Berlin arose. Its growth from a small, insignificant settlement to the capital of Germany both shaped and was influenced by the character of its inhabitants, who would be forced to endure the horrors of urban warfare as the Third Reich drew to a close in 1945.

The foundation of Berlin as a town is generally accepted as taking place in 1237, but there had been inhabitants on the banks of the Spree in this region for hundreds of years. Merchants established a settlement on the island in the middle of the stream, now known as Museumsinsel or Museum Island, and the name ‘Berlin’ began to appear in documents and on maps from about 1250. The population remained modest for many years; inhabitants numbered about 8,000 in 1400, and 200 years later had risen to just 12,000. The Thirty Years War had a devastating effect on the region, with up to a third of the town being destroyed and half the population being killed or fleeing, but by the middle of the 17th century Berlin was thriving, with 20,000 inhabitants. Waves of new residents arrived in the city over the last part of that century, including large numbers of Jews and Huguenots. Further refugees fleeing violence to the east and southeast boosted the population and when Elector Friedrich III of Prussia declared himself King in Prussia in 1701, he made Berlin his capital. When he died in 1713, the city numbered 55,000 residents.

Friedrich was the first of many rulers of Germany to have great ambitions for the city, but first and foremost, he was an authoritarian autocrat. He set out to ensure complete control over Berlin, increasing the already significant size of the military garrison. His son, Friedrich II, carried his father’s plans forward with the intention of creating what he described as a ‘new Athens’; he wrote to Voltaire and other great personalities of the era, inviting them to come to Berlin for prolonged visits. At the same time, he continued the tradition of ensuring firm control: when the city’s population passed 100,000 in his time, about a fifth consisted of soldiers. But despite the strict attitude of its rulers – in 1806, Graf Friedrich Wilhelm von der Schulenberg, one of the garrison commanders, declared that it was the primary duty of Berliners to show docility to royal authority – Berlin was never happy with such attempts to restrict its freedom.1 When Europe was shaken by a wave of unrest in 1848, there were protests in the city. Demonstrators gathered outside the palace, demanding the withdrawal of the royal garrison and the creation of a citizens’ militia, which would be answerable to city officials rather than royal appointees.

When the crowds showed no signs of dispersing, King Friedrich Wilhelm IV issued orders for the city garrison to clear the palace square, but specified that little or no force was to be used. The officers commanding the garrison had other ideas. Several charged into the protesters on horseback, laying about them with their sabres, and a few shots were fired. The tense situation exploded, with the protesters erecting barricades across the city, and there were bloody clashes with the garrison, leaving nearly 300 dead. Rather than engage in a pitched battle for Berlin against its citizens, Friedrich Wilhelm ordered his men back to their barracks. A mass funeral was held for the victims of the violence and several political prisoners were released. Constituent assemblies were created in Berlin and other German cities, but their power was strictly limited. In any case, there was little unity amongst those opposed to authoritarian rule by the Hohenzollern crown, and by the end of 1848 Berlin was once more tightly under the control of the authorities and their troops. However, there was a lasting legacy of the brief uprising: the rulers of Berlin came to view the people of the city as prone to disobedience, and the civilian population acquired a taste for being assertive.

As the capital of Prussia, Berlin grew substantially and was embellished by its rulers with fine buildings and palaces. In the first half of the 19th century, the city was the fourth largest in Europe and it continued to prosper during the Industrial Revolution. For the government at least, it was the natural choice as capital of the newly unified Germany in 1871, but from the outset this was greeted by many with a mixture of dismay and scepticism. Prussia originally referred to what later became known as East Prussia, a region further to the east, with its well-established capital of Königsberg. Founded at roughly the same time as Berlin, Königsberg was successively the capital of the Teutonic Knights, the Duchy of Prussia, and finally the province of East Prussia. It was the birthplace of many famous thinkers and musicians, including the philosopher Immanuel Kant; its Albertina University, founded in 1544, was one of the great centres of learning in all of Europe. Other German cities such as Munich and Hamburg could also claim to be more significant and important to German culture, commerce, and industry than Berlin, and many viewed the city with disdain; in 1907, when a French traveller told a friend in Hamburg that he planned to visit Berlin for two months, the response was astonishment: ‘What could you possibly find to do for two whole months in Berlin?’2

When Germany came into being, Europe – and indeed the world – was dominated by the capitals of the European Powers. Paris and especially London were viewed as great metropolitan powerhouses, with long histories of dominance over their respective countries. By contrast, Berlin became the capital of a nation that was far more decentralised. Each region had its distinctive culture, dialect, and traditions, and in many respects Berlin struggled to establish its credibility both at home and abroad. But most were caught up in the energy of the time. The brash, assertive new state at the heart of Europe was a hub of industrial and military activity, and many of those who flocked to Berlin were eager to embrace a new age with all its excitement and energy. The result was a curious mix of old and new. Alongside the rather prudish and puritan memories of the past, there were widespread signs of change, and each wave of change left its older residents increasingly bewildered and those outside the capital increasingly contemptuous. Even Kaiser Wilhelm I had doubts about the selection of Berlin as Germany’s capital; perhaps recalling how Berliners had risen up in rebellion in 1848, he would have preferred Potsdam, which had long been a favourite for the Hohenzollerns. But Otto von Bismarck, his chancellor and the architect of German unification, was adamant. Many of the reasons for his preference were precisely the reasons why so many others would have preferred an alternative. The smaller states of Germany felt threatened by the capital of Prussia – the most powerful of the pre-unification states – now becoming the capital of all of Germany. For Bismarck, this was a means of cementing the primary place of Prussia and its values in the new Germany. By contrast, the Catholics of Bavaria – and the residents of ancient cities in the west that could trace their origins to the Roman era – saw the austere, Protestant Prussia as overbearing, puritanical, and uncultured, and Berlin was a brash, vulgar, and irreverent upstart. There seems to have been no awareness amongst the Catholic Bavarians that the Lutheran and Calvinist Prussians, whom they instinctively disliked, were just as suspicious of Berlin as they were.

It was almost inevitable that the capital of the new nation would celebrate the birth of Germany with a huge military parade, and about 40,000 men marched and rode through the city in blazing summer sunshine in June 1871. The route that they followed was bedecked with pennants and banners, including dozens of French regimental flags captured in the recently ended Franco-Prussian War. Despite their reputation for being ‘difficult’, Berliners showed little unhappiness about paying a surcharge on their tax to pay for the celebrations. But in its early years the German capital wasn’t a pleasant place in which to live, despite all its attempts to embrace modernity. August Bebel, who was one of the founders of the Social Democratic Party, recalled how infrastructure had not kept pace with the rapidly growing population:


Wastewater from the houses collected in the gutters running alongside the kerbs and emitted a truly fearsome smell. There were no public toilets in the streets or squares. Visitors, especially women, often became desperate when nature called. In the public buildings the sanitary facilities were unbelievably primitive.3



Matters improved rapidly with the construction of a modern sewage system that commenced in 1879; this was followed by creation of the subway or U-Bahn between 1896 and 1902. Large numbers of tenement blocks were built to house the booming population, with further waves of immigrants arriving from most regions of Germany but especially from the east – from East Prussia, Silesia, and nearby rural areas. As early as 1860, there had been tentative plans for the orderly growth of Berlin, with wide avenues and street grids, but the pace of growth resulted in wild land speculation and many of the well-intentioned plans were ignored. There was a proliferation of what became known as Mietskasernen (‘rental barracks’), five floors high, covering entire city blocks with small central courtyards. Cooking and sanitary facilities were communal, and waves of infectious diseases frequently originated in and spread rapidly through these blocks. Compared to its rival capitals, Berlin was heavily overcrowded, with seven times as many people living in each building lot as was the case in London, and a third more than in Paris. Despite this, rents rose rapidly, forcing many people to move several times in search of cheaper accommodation. Many of these Mietskasernen would become battlefields in April 1945.

Amongst the newcomers in Berlin were large numbers of Jews. In 1860, Berlin was home to fewer than 19,000 Jews; by 1880, nearly 54,000 Jews were residents. But to a large extent, this was proportionate to the expanding population of the city, and the Jewish community never exceeded 5 per cent of the total. They brought with them memories of persecution in lands to the east, particularly territories controlled by Russia. By contrast, Berlin seemed a safe haven and a place of great opportunity for them to put their knowledge, education, and skills to good use. But whilst Germany was unquestionably a better environment for Jews than the Russian Empire, antisemitism was widespread throughout Europe at the time and Berlin was no exception. With so much of Germany’s financial sector dominated by Jewish families, there was resentment in many non-Jewish circles. The views that one writer expressed were shared by many: ‘The Jewish element – no longer restrained, as of old, within particular limits, and today so insolently dominant in Berlin – exercises a continually increasing influence.’4

Many Jewish financiers – one of the most notable was Henry Bethel Strousberg, who became famous as the richest man in Germany – became hugely wealthy and lived in magnificent residences, as did others who benefited from the boom that followed German unification. By contrast, many of the ‘traditional’ families who had dominated Prussian society for centuries found themselves struggling. In an earlier era when the population of Prussia was largely rural, the Junker families with their rural estates controlled the character and attitude of their state, and their prestigious names continued to carry a certain cachet; but the newly enriched urban entrepreneurs now had far greater spending power and visible wealth. A curious mismatch developed between the two groups – the traditional Prussians continued to hold considerable status in Germany, but their wealth and spending power was at best modest, while the urban elite that arose from the entrepreneurs who flocked to Berlin hankered after the social status of the Junker families and found that their wealth was an incomplete substitute.

With such a mix of people from widely differing regions and cultural and social backgrounds, the city became a place where there was no single prevailing ethos. Traditional Prussians lived close to Bohemian hedonists; Jews rubbed shoulders with Catholics; and ordinary workers from all backgrounds rapidly realised that despite their differences, they shared a life of squalor, poverty, and hard work. In many respects, this fed into the culture that was already present in Berlin of a city that was unruly and independently minded. This was a marked contrast with the authoritarian and heavy-handed nature of government, both at a local and national level.

In keeping with many other cities of Europe, the eastern sections became the locations of most of the industrial areas with dense, overcrowded housing for their workers, while western sections – particularly in the southwest, in Charlottenburg, Steglitz, and Zehlendorf – were the preferred areas of the growing middle classes. Opera and theatrical houses were built, museums were established, and there were attempts to create new monuments to mark the arrival of Berlin and Germany on the world scene. One of the most notable was the Siegessäule (‘Victory Column’) that was erected at one end of Unter den Linden, the main avenue through the heart of old Berlin. It was decorated with friezes commemorating the wars of unification and surrounded by cannon captured in the defeat of France; at its summit stood a gilded Goddess of Victory, a winged figure holding a staff in one hand and a victory wreath in the other. With what was becoming an increasingly common attitude, many Berliners treated the monument with amusement and irreverence. The Goddess of Victory looked alone and poorly proportioned to many, and her unsmiling expression contributed to many referring to her as the ‘only lady in town without a lover’.5

The rapid growth of Berlin and widespread speculation almost inevitably resulted in a financial crash after just a few years. For many, the Jewish financiers who were at the heart of the German business community were to blame. By the beginning of the new century, this downturn had passed and Berlin was widely regarded as an outstanding example of a modern, well-organised city. The amused disdain shown by visitors in the first few years of the German state, making unfavourable comparisons with Paris and London, were replaced by comments that Berlin was transformed from the dirty, unhygienic sprawl of building sites of the early 1870s. As early as 1891, when he stayed in the German capital with his family for five months, Mark Twain was deeply impressed. In a letter to the Chicago Daily Tribune after his return home, he wrote:


[A striking feature] is the spaciousness, the roominess of the city. There is no other city, in any country, where streets are so generally wide … Unter den Linden is three streets in one; the Potsdamerstrasse is bordered on both sides by sidewalks which are themselves wider than some of the historic thoroughfares of the old European capitals; there seem to be no lanes or alleys … here and there, where several important streets empty into a common centre, that centre’s circumference is of a magnitude calculated to bring that word spaciousness into your mind again. The park in the middle of the city [Tiergarten] is so huge that it calls up that expression once more.6



Clearly, Twain didn’t visit any of the Mietkasernen.

The new German state had little prospect of any rapprochement with France – at the end of the Franco-Prussian War, Germany annexed the provinces of Alsace and Lorraine and demanded huge financial reparations – and the British were wary of a new power in the heart of Europe that threatened to overturn ‘traditional’ British foreign policy of preventing any one nation from dominating the continent. At first, Germany found a receptive audience in the court of the tsar; the Austro-Hungarian Empire, which had been defeated by the Prussians during the wars of unification, was perhaps a more lukewarm friend. And hostility to the new Germany and particularly its rulers was not restricted to other countries. In 1878, Max Hödel, a plumber from Leipzig, fired at Kaiser Wilhelm I with a revolver; he was promptly arrested and tried for treason. He was executed later that year. Shortly after Hödel’s failed attack, there was a second attempt, this time by Karl Nobiling, who had grown up in the Prussian province of Posen (now the Polish Poznań). After firing at the Kaiser with a shotgun and slightly wounding him, Nobiling drew a pistol and shot himself in the head, dying shortly after. Wilhelm was both alarmed and baffled by these attacks. ‘I don’t understand why I’m always being shot at,’ he complained irritably to Bismarck.7 For the chancellor, the attacks were proof that political liberalisation had gone too far. Hödel had been a member of the Social Democratic Party or SPD in the past, and although there was no conclusive evidence of any such link on the part of Nobiling, the attacks were used to vilify the Social Democrats and their allies, but Berliners demonstrated their unruliness once again in the Reichstag elections of 1878, increasing the vote of the Social Democrats.

If Bismarck and other traditionally minded Prussians hoped that they could suppress what they saw as the subversive left with increasingly restrictive legislation, they were to be disappointed. In the months that followed, the Berlin police reported that the SPD had effectively become an underground organisation that continued to enjoy widespread support. In later elections, the SPD ran their candidates as independents and bypassed the bans on printing pro-Social Democrat newspapers by publishing them abroad and then bringing them into Germany. Attempts to ban the display of red pro-SPD emblems ended in farce. The wearing of red flowers resulted in numerous arrests and the courts ruled that whilst people were entitled to wear whatever colour of flower they wished, the wearing of red flowers by all people in an assembly was illegal. Female SPD supporters responded by wearing red petticoats and lifting their outer skirts to display them to the police, aware that the societal rules on decency would greatly constrain the ability of the police to take any action against them.8 Frustrated by the manner in which the brash, vibrant city refused to comply with his vision of Prussian austerity, order, and deference, during the 1880s the German chancellor began to speculate about moving the centre of government out of Berlin. However, Bismarck’s dominance was coming to an end. In 1888, the 90-year-old Kaiser Wilhelm I died. His successor, Friedrich, was already terminally ill with throat cancer and died later the same year, to be succeeded by Wilhelm II. From the outset, the new Kaiser had a far cooler relationship with Bismarck, openly opposing his constant attempts to suppress trade unions, the SPD, and other real and imagined opponents. This ultimately resulted in the chancellor being forced to resign in March 1890.

The new Kaiser enthusiastically embraced the mood to develop Berlin into as important and as dominant a city as places like London, Paris, and New York, and there was a huge surge in development that continued up to the start of the First World War. Many Berliners welcomed this and rejoiced in what they and others saw as the creation of a thoroughly modern city, but the traditionalists were less impressed. In many respects, the waves of immigrants moving to the city, largely from the eastern provinces of Germany, found it more congenial than its existing residents, many of whom remembered a quieter, perhaps more dignified city. Such views were not restricted to parts of the Berlin population. The regional wariness about Berlin continued, with other parts of Germany recoiling from the sprawling, industrialised metropolis with its noise, pollution, and scandalous nightlife. Even Wilhelm, who wanted to create a glittering capital that could outshine other European cities, had mixed feelings about Berlin; he had been brought up to believe in absolute authoritarian power and disliked the unruliness of the city’s inhabitants, and he was disdainful of what he saw as attitudes that were too civilian, too feminine. Nevertheless, he spent much of his reign embellishing Berlin with new buildings, many of which were decorated with neo-Gothic ornamentation that clashed terribly with earlier constructions. A new avenue was created in the Tiergarten, named the Siegesallee (‘Victory Avenue’). Marble statues of Hohenzollern figures of the past were placed along the new avenue; on the orders of Wilhelm, many of the statues had their faces modelled on those of his friends and associates. Far from impressing Berlin, Germany, and the entire world, the avenue was widely mocked as the epitome of the pretentions of Wilhelmine Germany. It wasn’t long before Berliners gave it their own, unofficial name of Puppenallee (‘Dolls’ Avenue’).

Berlin continued to have a substantial military presence throughout the years between German unification and the First World War. The old barracks of the Prussian Army had been enlarged over the years, particularly after the 1848 protests, and Wilhelm wasn’t the only person in Berlin to show a remarkable level of deference to men in uniform. In typical Berlin fashion, this resulted in an episode that highlighted the absurdity of this attitude in a hilarious manner. Wilhelm Voigt was a shoemaker who was originally from East Prussia, and had a history of criminal behaviour; he was first imprisoned for two weeks aged just 14 for theft, and over the years that followed he was sentenced to a total of 25 years’ imprisonment for various crimes – theft, forgery, and attempted burglary. In 1906, at the age of 57, he was living in Berlin with his sister, but was ordered to leave the city by the police as his past criminal record made him an undesirable person. Like many of Berlin’s poorer residents, most of his clothes were purchased second-hand from market stalls and he had acquired most of the components of the uniform of an army Hauptmann (captain in British and US forces). He donned the uniform and, inspired by the manner in which his clothing resulted in everyone he encountered treating him respectfully, marched up to four soldiers and their sergeant who were about to return to their barracks. After dismissing the sergeant, he ordered the others to accompany him, adding a further six soldiers from a nearby rifle range, and the small group boarded a train to the suburb of Köpenick. Here, he took control of the city hall and ordered the local police to prevent unrest and to occupy the post office so that they could block any telephone calls to central Berlin for an hour.

Voigt then had the mayor and treasurer of Köpenick placed under arrest for financial irregularities. He demanded that they hand over all the funds that they held and took away a little over 4,000 Marks (slightly more than four times the average annual income); with punctilious courtesy and correctness, he signed a receipt in the name of the director of one of the many jails in which he had served time. Two soldiers were dispatched in a carriage with the arrested officials to the royal guard house at Neue Wache while Voigt slipped away to the railway station. Ten days later, he was arrested after a former cellmate gave his name to the police, telling the authorities that Voigt had mentioned some such plan in the past.

The incident caused great amusement both in Germany and elsewhere. Kaiser Wilhelm clearly saw the absurdity of the story, but was also delighted at the obvious respect shown to an officer of his army. Foreign journalists saw the story as confirmation for the widespread stereotypical views about German militarism. Writing in



























































































OEBPS/xhtml/00_Nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Halftitle Page



		Dedication



		Title Page



		Table of Contents



		List of Illustrations



		List of Maps



		Dramatis Personae



		Introduction: The Road to Berlin



		Chapter 1: The City on the Spree



		Chapter 2: ‘Call Me Meier’



		Chapter 3: Preparing for the Last Stand: The German Defences



		Chapter 4: The Red Army: Plans For Vengeance



		Chapter 5: The Storm Bursts: 16 April



		Chapter 6: Breakthrough: 17–18 April



		Chapter 7: To the Gates of Berlin: 19–20 April



		Chapter 8: Der Krieg ist verloren: 21–22 April



		Chapter 9: Into the City: 23–25 April



		Chapter 10: Disintegration: 26–28 April



		Chapter 11: The Bitterest of Ends: Berlin, 29 April–2 May



		Chapter 12: The Roads to the West: 29 April–8 May



		Chapter 13: Conclusion: An Uneasy Silence



		Notes



		Bibliography



		Plates



		eCopyright











Page List





		1



		2



		3



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363



		364



		365



		366



		367



		368



		369



		370



		371



		372



		373



		374



		375



		376



		377



		378



		379



		380



		381



		382



		383



		384



		385



		386



		387



		388



		389



		390



		391



		392



		393



		394



		395



		396



		397



		398



		399



		400



		401



		402



		403



		404



		405



		406



		407



		408



		409



		410



		411



		412



		413



		414



		415



		416



		417



		418



		419



		420



		421



		422



		423



		424



		425



		426



		427



		428



		429



		430



		431



		432



		433



		434



		435



		4











Guide





		Cover



		Title Page



		Introduction: The Road to Berlin



		Notes



		eCopyright











OEBPS/img/halftitlepage.jpg
BERLIN®5""

\\\\\\\\\\\





OEBPS/img/cover.jpg
‘The best military
account of Berlin’






OEBPS/img/titlepage.jpg
o w

o=

o= S
- =2
a =





