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			Introduction

			The title of this book is consciously ambiguous. Its early chapters address the March 1945 Western Allied crossings of the Rhine, the most spectacular of which was codenamed Operation Plunder. Thereafter I describe the last weeks of the Second World War in Western Europe, a narrative focusing upon some personal stories – amazing stories, I think – of the experiences of individuals British, American, German. It makes no attempt to be comprehensive, because the canvas is so vast. My purpose in everything that I write is to explore territory unvisited in my earlier narratives.

			In the closing phase of the struggle for Europe, the bloodiest battles took place on the Eastern Front: I chronicled these, together with the fall of Berlin, more than twenty years ago in Armageddon. But I have always been nagged by recollections of fascinating happenings on the Western Front, some large and some small, which I have never properly addressed: for instance the Rhine crossings, the ‘liberation’ – though the word is a tragic parody – of Belsen, the lunacy of Gen. George Patton’s dispatch of a weak armoured column in an attempt to free his own son-in-law from Hammelburg PoW camp, fifty miles behind German lines. There is also the bizarre story of Grand-Admiral Karl Dönitz’s three-week masquerade as Germany’s head of state in Flensburg. Meanwhile from Italy SS Gen. Karl Wolff conducted a clumsy conspiracy to surrender Germany’s armies a month ahead of time, to save his own neck.

			Although Eisenhower, Patton, Montgomery are of course familiar to readers, other personalities will likely come fresh: Jocelyn Pereira, Peter White and Sydney Jary were young British officers who compiled vivid narratives of their experiences in Germany. There is also Captain Ian Liddell of the Coldstream Guards, who in April 1945 won one of the best-deserved Victoria Crosses of the medal’s history. Bridges are a recurrent theme in this story, because in northern Germany and Holland where the British and Canadians were fighting, the advance was impeded by waterways, both natural and manmade, where the retreating enemy destroyed almost every crossing with brutal efficiency.

			Pereira wrote: ‘In the histories of the war this last phase will no doubt appear to be no more than the pursuit and engulfment of a routed army, [but] for us the impression was often very different … Though there were many towns and villages which surrendered without a fight the most remarkable thing was the degree of resistance that the Germans were sometimes able to put up.’ The losses of 3rd Infantry Division in the last months were typical of those of Montgomery’s armies: in June 1944, the formation suffered 3,508 casualties; in July, 2,504; in February 1945, 428; in March, 527; in April, 702. The overwhelming majority of these were inflicted upon the formation’s rifle companies, just 4,500 strong. Even in the last month of the European war, a British, American or Canadian fighting infantryman still faced the grim prospect of death or wounding daily (the chances were about one in seven), and those who had survived since Normandy had defied much worse odds – an even chance, no better, of escaping death or wounds.

			Among hundreds of thousands of Allied prisoners in the hands of the Hitler regime, the experience of Douglas Barker has intrigued me since I first learned of it from correspondence with him a generation ago. I have since garnered much more detail from his privately published memoir. No Great Escaper he, instead Barker discovered a kind of contentment during a three-year sojourn with a German farming family in Poland. Meanwhile in Hamburg the elderly Tilli Wolff-Mönckeberg vented her distress at witnessing the collapse into ruins of the Germany she loved so deeply, and in which she had taken lifelong pride. Operation Amherst was a belated SAS initiative, launched in Holland in April, which illustrates the folly of allowing brave young men to undertake military adventures that cost lives, mostly to please themselves. The story of the multiple German surrenders seems extraordinary, not least the experience of Montgomery’s liaison officer Major Richard O’Brien, who flew to Flensburg with the great Australian war correspondent Chester Wilmot, to present a copy of the British terms to Field-Marshal Wilhelm Keitel.

			My purpose, as always in my books, is to illustrate larger truths and realities chiefly through the experiences of little people. Every player in the stupendous drama of the war in Europe recognized in 1945 that the curtain was soon to fall. For some, mostly German, this must mean death, whether by their own hands or at those of Allied executioners. For millions of others, deliverance beckoned – an end to the violence and fear which for years had ruled their lives.

			The resistance of many Germans, sustained until the very end, was almost unique in the history of warfare. Most societies that collapse, militarily and politically, acquiesce when the outcome becomes inevitable. In 1940 the French, for instance, bowed to defeat even before the Germans achieved battlefield victory, with scarcely any heroic last stands. Not for years did resistance to Nazi occupation become a meaningful force, and then only when it became plain that the Allies would win the war. I myself witnessed the 1975 fall of South Vietnam, where the front disintegrated with frightening speed. Casualties in the last weeks of that long conflict were far smaller than in many of its earlier campaigns.

			Yet 1945 Germany was not like that. Hitler’s people suffered more losses in the final months than at any other period of the war. This was because they chose to resist, influenced partly by domestic terror which continued to be imposed remarkably effectively from the top, as well by the looming horrors of Bolshevik vengeance, and partly by the belief that loyalty to the homeland, the heimat, demanded it.

			‘Never had there been a killing frenzy to match what occurred in Germany at the beginning of 1945,’ Richard Bessel has written. ‘After years during which the armed forces of Nazi Germany had spread violence, devastation and mass murder across the European continent, the most destructive war ever fought well and truly came home to the Reich.’ Between January and May 1945 around half a million civilians died in areas of Germany that were progressively overrun by the Soviets. Half of all German personnel who died in action fell in the last ten months of the war. In January the Third Reich lost a staggering 450,000 war dead, and in each month that followed almost three hundred thousand more. Over a quarter of all Wehrmacht wartime military fatalities took place in 1945. Twenty-six million Germans lost their homes through enforced flight, bombing or destruction in battle. Man for man, the Germans continued to inflict more dead and wounded on the advancing Allies than did the Allies on the Wehrmacht, though of course large numbers of Hitler’s subjects surrendered. The burden of losses that fell upon the Russians became an engine for the murderous campaign of retribution conducted by the Red Army against Germans of all ages and both sexes.

			As I wrote this story, in my eightieth year, memories echoed through my mind of a thousand past encounters with the men and women of the wartime generation – almost as if film clips from my long-ago interviews were being replayed onscreen before me. My own father often wore a cravat he had cut from the silk of a British parachute discarded in a field beyond the Rhine in March 1945, during Operation Varsity, of which he was an eyewitness. There was the SS soldier of Hitler’s personal bodyguard who looked back with nostalgia on the Nazi era as the time of his life and asked if I would help him write his memoirs. Andrew Wilson, in 1944–45 a Crocodile troop commander, told me: ‘With my tank crew in North-West Europe, I discovered a love between men that is unattainable in Anglo-Saxon society in peacetime.’ Montgomery’s chief of intelligence Brigadier Bill Williams talked of how he and most of his peers spent the war yearning to get the whole thing over and resume their peacetime lives, in his case as an Oxford don. By contrast, he said, not entirely facetiously, interviewing captured German officers on the battlefield could be depressing, ‘because some of them didn’t seem to mind doing this’. A former Red Army officer told me: ‘It was a time when human life had no value whatsoever. All that mattered was to stay alive oneself.’

			Perhaps most chilling of all was the former Waffen SS panzer officer whom I began by asking the routine question I put to every interviewee, about their own family history. What did his father do? Otto Pohl revealed himself as the son of Oswald, responding with perfect equanimity: ‘He was inspector-general of concentration camps. He was hanged at Nuremberg.’

			All such men are gone now, of course, leaving vast testimony about their experiences, honourable and otherwise, but also many unanswered questions that chroniclers like me never got around to asking. We should continue to acknowledge and to commemorate the remarkable debt that we, as their descendants, owe to those who fought for the democracies against the supreme evil of Nazism. But I shall have failed in one of my purposes in this, as in all my books on World War II, if I leave any impression that we should envy their odysseys, such as post-1945 generations have been spared. War is indeed hell, and today’s world would be a less terrible place if such people as Russia’s president Vladimir Putin, together with some of those who dominate the Middle East, and the reckless and ignorant American leaders who indulge them, were to recognize this.

			MAX HASTINGS

			Chilton Foliat, West Berkshire, and Datai, Langkawi, Malaysia

			March 2026

		

		
			1

			The Rhine Bank

			On the Western Front in the last weeks of the European war, Allied Supreme Commander Gen. Dwight Eisenhower directed more than four million men in almost eighty divisions with a vast support tail, which by May would rise to ninety-one formations. Twenty-one of these were serving in Omar Bradley’s 12th Army Group; twenty-six including eleven French – deemed to be ‘of low combat value … a questionable asset’ – in Devers’ 6th Army Group. Sir Bernard Montgomery’s Anglo-Canadian 21st Army Group comprised thirty-two divisions of which thirteen were American, formations of William Simpson’s Ninth Army, temporarily attached to cover the British right flank. The field-marshal had an additional two commando brigades and six independent armoured brigades, from which tank regiments were allocated to infantry operations as needs required. Three US airborne divisions were held as a SHAEF strategic reserve, under Eisenhower’s direct control. The ground forces were supported by ten thousand aircraft of the RAF and USAAF.

			Ordinary US and British soldiers met infrequently on the battlefield, but when they did so they found each other the same, only different. ‘The Americans we saw existed, like us, for small mercies and simple things,’ wrote British lieutenant Robert Woollcombe. ‘They lived for a smoke, the mail, the next relief, and for a lull in the “boom-boom”, as the Dutch called it. Emotionally war was to them the same anticlimax that it was to us, and they existed as unheroically as our own men, to get back home in one piece when it was all finished.’ Nonetheless, Woollcombe observed, there were differences. ‘In an operational sense there was something incongruous about them. They had not shed their civilian identity to the same extent as we had: they did not go in for our conception of the “army type”; their military tradition had no parallel to our own. They were less used to wars.’

			Eisenhower agreed, later confessing to a British audience that many American soldiers, before they landed in North-West Europe, ‘were mentally unprepared for the realities of war – especially as waged by the Nazis’. A historian wrote: ‘The absence in American troops of an appropriate hate of the enemy always bothered Eisenhower; he knew that plenty of hatred was aimed at the Japanese, who had directly attacked Americans on their own “soil”, but that American soldiers weren’t prepared to cultivate similar feelings towards the Germans, who had done them no great physical harm.’

			The US, of course, made the dominant contribution to the provision of almost every kind of vehicle, equipment, weapon and munition used by all the Allied armies. Russians marched to Berlin wearing American-made boots, because their own country lacked leather to make its own, following the mass slaughter of livestock. Overwhelming American emphasis was placed on aircraft construction, especially heavy bombers. At the beginning of 1945, 30 per cent of all US military industrial effort was committed to planes, not including the weapons, technology and equipment that were fitted before they flew operationally. Meanwhile, almost a quarter of the American war budget – 22 per cent – was spent on shipbuilding. Just 8 per cent went to the manufacture of vehicles, including tanks.

			Robert Woollcombe, like many of the straitened British people, was impressed not only by the Americans’ wealth but by their willingness to share it: ‘It was less their hearts that they wore on their sleeves, but instead their generosity.’ It is a broad truth about the Atlantic alliance that at ground level British and American soldiers coexisted in reasonable harmony, but the further up the command chain the two nations’ personalities met, the more vulnerable they became to misunderstandings and indeed collisions.

			In February 1945, the Western Front – still west of the Rhine and extending from Switzerland north into the midst of Holland – was held against Eisenhower’s armies by 462,000 German soldiers in fifty-nine divisions. This represented one-third of the strength of Hitler’s forces deployed in the East, against the Red Army. The official historian of British wartime intelligence writes: ‘The striking evidence from high-grade Sigint of the parlous state of Army Group B and Army Group H, following hard upon Army Group G’s disaster in the Palatinate [in south-west Germany] … must have given the Allied High Command confidence that bold offensives could be undertaken without running undue risks.’ Yet this did not happen. To an astonishing degree, the Western Allies remained until the end morbidly wary of the Wehrmacht. Much of the explanation lies in their experiences since 16 December 1944. Before that date, American and British leaders were serenely confident that they stood on the cusp of victory. Then Hitler delivered the stunning shock of his offensive in the Ardennes. Operation Autumn Mist shattered two US divisions and mauled several more, while thrusting tanks deep into Eisenhower’s front.

			The attacking Germans never had the slightest chance of altering the outcome of the North-West Europe campaign. But they restored a perverse psychological dominance over their American, Canadian and British opponents, which persisted in the minds of many Allied commanders until the end of the war. That is to say, Eisenhower and his subordinates knew that they were going to win. But they wildly overestimated the power of the SS, the Heer and the Volkssturm – army and home guard – to challenge their final marches. Through the first four months of 1945 the Supreme Commander and his staff planned on the basis of a requirement to address each stage of their advance with an overwhelming superiority of force. Murray and Millett recall that when the Ardennes offensive began, ‘Eisenhower, stunned and disheartened, requested that the Joint Chiefs of Staff send every soldier available in the Continental United States to Europe; he even entertained the idea that 100,000 Marines might be put at his disposal … And finally, when the Germans had been stopped, the American high command … chose merely to drive the enemy out of the Ardennes rather than to destroy him … [After Autumn Mist] with the exception of Patton, they acted as though the balance of the war had dramatically changed to favor the Germans.’

			In February 1945, Courtney Hodges of First Army and William Simpson of Ninth found themselves fighting among inundations created by the German release of floodwaters from the Roer dams. This delayed the start of Simpson’s Operation Grenade, designed to drive north-east on Montgomery’s right, towards the Rhine. Meanwhile, further south Patton, a notable pursuit commander, fared no better than his peers in breaking through stubbornly-held defensive lines. His Third Army struggled to clear the Moselle and advance eastwards. On the Saar front, Hitler’s Siegfried Line checked repeated attacks. The Germans retreated only weeks later, when they were outflanked, enabling Patton’s men belatedly to take Trier on 1 March.
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			On 8 February, in vile winter weather, Montgomery’s armies launched Operation Veritable, pushing an initial six divisions south-eastwards against stubborn opposition from German paratroopers, who were holding wooded ridges amid flooded low-lying farmland. Veritable, which eventually involved 470,000 British and Canadian troops, was afterwards described by senior officers as the last great attritional battle of the NW Europe campaign, through and around the Reichswald forest. Farmhouses had been turned into German fortresses. A vicious struggle in Cleve, just short of the Rhine, cost the attackers dearly, as did the fighting for nearby Goch. By the time the British inherited the rubble, an officer reflected that such ghost towns ‘seemed to dim the fate of Sodom and Gomorrah’.

			Between Nijmegen and the Rhine, Montgomery’s armies lost the equivalent of thirty-five infantry battalions in men killed, wounded and taken prisoner. The 1st Welsh Guards, for instance, suffered nine officers and seventy-six other ranks killed, seventeen and 248 wounded, and had to be withdrawn from the battlefield. In the Reichswald on 1 March, 1st Norfolks lost forty-two men. Commanders assessed the fighting spirit of infantry units by the number of battle fatigue cases reported in their casualty returns. A good battalion, with high morale, might record 2 per cent of its total strength absent with nervous conditions. The average throughout Montgomery’s army group, however, was 8 per cent by then, and American numbers were worse.

			Two whole British divisions, together with additional battalions, were broken up, their survivors redistributed to bring other formations up to strength. On 2 March, for example, 2nd East Yorkshires received a draft of 172 men and seven officers, to replace casualties. Most, after quitting their own ruined regiments, were not even told to which new units they were being posted, until they clambered down from trucks at some unfamiliar battalion headquarters. Churchill, Brooke and Montgomery were painfully aware that British strength was shrinking, while the American ground contribution continued to increase exponentially, soon outnumbering the British and Canadians by three to one.

			The 1944–45 Allied order of battle was also weakened by loss of the equivalent of a division through desertions and absences without leave. Venereal disease imposed a similar drain, with 4,390 British and seven thousand Canadian soldiers missing from the ranks of 21st Army Group in consequence. Canada suffered chronic manpower shortages, because it was deemed politically impossible to impose conscription for overseas service, in the face of French-Canadian resistance. In November 1944 attempts to send unwilling soldiers abroad had caused mutinies and wholesale refusals of duty in the Canadian homeland.

			On the other side, Gen. Alfred Schlemm, the tough and able commander of the First Parachute Army confronting the British, received a stream of irrational and often contradictory orders from Hitler. The most absurd, in early March, decreed that not a man, gun or tank was to be moved back east of the Rhine without the Führer’s personal permission. This directive was grudgingly modified to concede that those authorized in writing by commanders might cross the river, or move back heavy equipment. But the constraints imposed by Berlin caused a logjam of vehicles and armour requiring repair but stranded on the west bank. Only on 6 March was Schlemm allowed to abandon his last western bridgeheads, which he accomplished by the 10th. Paratroop officer Martin Poppel was astonished that the Allies allowed his unit to make an orderly retreat: ‘The enemy failed to pursue us with sufficient force, or else he would have had us swimming to the Rhine.’ British troops entering a house on the west bank found written by a defiant departing German, ‘Hullo Tommy. If you catch up with me you can **** my ****.’ Few Allied soldiers were obliged to perform such a ceremony before crossing the river.

			The stubbornness of German resistance was astonishing, given that few of the so-called paratroopers had ever done jump training, far less seen action. Most were teenagers drafted in from airfields, flak batteries and other elements of the Luftwaffe which had redundant personnel, now that Germany had few planes left. British reports sometimes characterized the resolve of the enemy on the battlefield as ‘fanatical’, but in truth the ‘paratroopers’ were mostly recruits whom veteran officers and NCOs succeeded in imbuing with something of the old fallschirmjäger spirit, even in those months of defeat and retreat. It was a blow to the German cause that Schlemm, their commander, was wounded in an air attack on 20 March, and had to be replaced.

			Back in January, Eisenhower told the Combined Chiefs of Staff: ‘A crossing of the Rhine will be a tactical and engineering operation of the first magnitude.’ He ordered that all his armies should close up on the west bank before making the leap across the water. Bill Simpson launched Operation Grenade on 23 February, as the Roer inundations receded. By the time his Ninth Army reached the Rhine, it had taken thirty thousand prisoners and killed six thousand Germans, in exchange for 7,300 American casualties. Meanwhile, the Canadians further north took 22,000 prisoners, for 15,600 casualties in their own ranks.

			In the winter of 1944 the British Army had grown accustomed to receiving heroes’ welcomes as its soldiers advanced across Holland, through ‘roads, villages and towns lined with waving, cheering people,’ according to the history of 43rd Division, ‘old people in blue caps with knobbly sticks, their wives in laundered white bonnets of linen; pretty girls with orange flowers, symbolic of the royal House of Orange. Young men with shovels, filling in the holes and tank ruts with turf cut from the roadside. And above the roar of the vehicles passing by, the happy shouts of “Hallo, Tommy!”’

			But now the army was in Germany, land of the enemy, nation of Nazism and of Adolf Hitler. A British tank officer wrote: ‘German civilians are bloody and ingratiating to an extreme, they are however more pleasing to the eye and less dull than the Dutch.’ Some of the statements in the British Soldier’s Pocket Book guide to Germany invited derision: ‘Don’t be too ready to listen to stories told by attractive women. They may be acting under orders. Germans must still be regarded as dangerous until the final Peace Settlement has been concluded and after the occupation of Germany has ended.’

			The Australian war correspondent Alan Moorehead wrote: ‘Getting into Germany was the beginning of an immensely complicated relationship between ourselves and the defeated, a story that kept changing its plot, so that the farther you went on with it the more it altered its direction … As soon as you discovered evil and malice in one place you were immediately confronted with kindness and genuine innocence in another, and there was every nuance of these extremes and every kind of character from the villain to the fool. And all this, no matter where you went to or what you did, was placed against the unending tragedy and physical ruin of the country.’

			The Pocket Book stated: ‘The history of these last years must not be repeated. The purpose of the British Commonwealth and its Allies, and of the forces which represent them, is not vengeance against the Germans. It is to make sure that they will never again have the chance to submerge Europe and the world in blood. Remember that you would not be [in Germany] at all if German crimes had not made this war inevitable, and that it is only by the sacrifice of thousands upon thousands of your fellow countrymen and Allies, and at a cost of untold suffering at home and abroad through five long years, that British troops are at last upon German soil.’

			Allied forces approaching villages were often led by a broadcast vehicle – what American troops derisively dubbed a ‘bullshit wagon’, its crew calling on the defenders from a safe distance to surrender or take the consequences. Some of their audiences chose one option, others the destructive alternative. On 25 February, US Maj. Gen. Alvan Gillem wrote to his wife back in Georgia, ‘On the road yesterday I could look ahead and see at least a dozen towns burning and fires spreading out … all over the horizon.’ This was rich farmland – rich in its crop yield, rich in the opportunities it offered to plunderers. A cynical soldier of the US 41st Division observed that every infantry squad seemed to be composed of ‘two men shooting and ten looting’. Nor were the invaders the only perpetrators. A German paratrooper wrote: ‘We had hardly any rations and so we were obliged to pillage the homes of the rich farmers of the Lower Rhine. They still had whole cheeses in their big cellars. Smeared with marmalade, this bread-substitute tasted excellent.’

			Twenty-two-year-old Gefreiter Henry Metelmann, a former tank driver dispatched to join a unit of infantry replacements that had no name, only a number, found himself trudging to meet Patton’s approaching army in a column of war-weary soldiers. Once a committed National Socialist, he had been wounded repeatedly during three years on the Eastern Front, and was newly returned from convalescent leave. As they deployed across open country near Speyer, an outraged farmer approached their officer and demanded to know what they thought they were doing, ‘messing up his field which he had just prepared for sowing. As we had no answer to give him, he approached our Viennese captain, who shrugged his shoulders and told him in his charming accent something about orders from above and defending the Fatherland. In both their faces we could see what they were thinking’ – that digging trenches might now be considerably less useful than tilling and seeding.

			During the ensuing days Metelmann and three others of his platoon were detached to keep a listening watch for the Americans in the nearby little town of Schifferstadt. They were once visited by their Austrian officer, who told them how proud they should be to fight for their nation, which had produced Beethoven, Brahms, Bach, Liszt: ‘We never discussed what the composers probably could have said to this mess we had got ourselves into.’ One morning Metelmann was approached by a group of women who said their town was still undamaged, and they wanted it to stay that way. He argued half-heartedly, while a crowd gathered: ‘The mood was ugly and I was on my own.’ Then he found that his Panzerfaust anti-tank rocket-launcher had vanished. When he pleaded in vain for its return, the women laughed at him.

			On 17 March, as the Americans approached, white sheets of surrender flapped at almost every window. Metelmann and his companions decided to sit tight in a cellar. For hours they played skat, and wrote letters to their next of kin in case the worst happened. Then the young son of the house appeared, cheerfully eating chocolate given to him by GIs. Metelmann attached a white towel to a broomstick, said goodbye to the kindly owner of his billet, and emerged with his companions to look for some Amis to whom to surrender. After wandering disconsolate and nervous for several minutes, they met some US soldiers. The foremost of these tore off Metelmann’s Iron Crosses, ripping his tunic. Then Hitler’s men were borne on the hood of a jeep to a headquarters, where they were admitted to the glorious security of captivity.

			Most of the British soldiers driving eastwards were preoccupied with their own duties, wants and fears. They were insensitive to the environment outside their own company, save as a source of snatched pleasures, above all rest, food and drink. A notable exception was Peter White, a platoon commander in the 4th King’s Own Scottish Borderers – the KOSB. He wrote of his early experience of Germany: ‘Each village, each home was a living museum teeming with fascination to me. Yet behind each scene and object lurked the sadness and stupidity of a war which a handful of madmen had unleashed on little people in meek, hard-won homes in so many countries … Everywhere were scenes of indescribable desolation: dead cattle, shattered orchards, houses, fields, farms, villages. Many buildings were still smouldering. The few civilians wore dazed, vacant expressions, as though they had not yet dared to face the implications of their broken surroundings.’

			White gazed upon the world around him with the eye of the artist he aspired to become. Born in 1921, he was a devout Christian, a gentle soul who had studied at the Royal Academy before being conscripted in 1942, and cherished the simple ambition to return to brush and palette. In his off-duty hours on the battlefield, he sketched people and places with notable skill. He was fortunate enough to have been spared action until late in the war, spending two years training with the Royal Artillery at home in Britain, before transferring to the infantry. Only in late October 1944 was his formation, the 52nd Lowland Division, shipped to join 21st Army Group in Holland. When he first mustered with his unit senior officers were reluctant to give him a fighting command, because they thought him too mild and diffident to exercise effective leadership – he never denied that he was a pacifist at heart. Amid the shortage of junior leaders, however, White took over a platoon, its ranks almost daily depleted by casualties, and seldom adequately refilled.

			He was initially fearful to be serving among some of the roughest, toughest products of Scotland’s cities, most around twenty years old. Experience taught him that his men were not what he thought: ‘I was rather surprised to realise that by far the larger number of these chaps appeared to have very much the same quiet, reserved, serious approach to life – really almost timid except when worked up … quite alien to the nature of the work the army was calling on them to do, but perhaps this sort of work was really alien to all of us.’

			Sydney Jary of the Somersets wrote that ‘war developed … consideration for comrades and humanity towards civilians and prisoners of war. I was proud of my soldiers then and this sentiment has increased with the passing of time. We were not an aggressive generation. In my experience troops lose personal aggression after about two months in battle. After three months they acquire a mature compassion which in no way detracts from their offensive capability. They simply know a lot more about war.’

			By the end of the campaign he had decided that the military virtues were dominated not by masculine toughness, but by sufferance, ‘without which one could not survive. Second, a quiet mind, which enables a soldier to live in harmony with his fellows through all sorts of difficulties and sometimes under dreadful conditions. As in a closed monastic existence, there is simply no room for the assertive or acrimonious. Third … a sense of the ridiculous which helps a soldier surmount the unacceptable.’ The best NCOs and other ranks, said Jary, were sensible and unassuming men.

			Through Peter White’s time in Europe he kept a journal, which forms a remarkable record not only of the British infantry experience but of the doings of a reluctant but conscientious young warrior. Compassion, alike for comrades, civilians and even for the enemy, pervaded White’s narrative of the campaign. Most memoirs and diaries must be read with caution, because few of us tell all the truth about ourselves, even in a private narrative. But White’s words ring as true as can any account, about what happened to him and his little band of Scottish soldiers in Holland and Germany in 1945.

			He wrote of early experiences of battle: ‘Each moment was lived with vivid intensity, the while enriched with comradeship and humour to make it bearable; the presence of the faces, voices and the various-shaped forms of our companions, including all their little idiosyncrasies – accents, jokes, strengths and failings – provided the friendly mental furnishings of our wandering “home” amid our unfriendly foreign surroundings.’

			After his unit took over a recently-overrun town, he noted: ‘The German civilians … were still in the initial stage of relief at having survived the passing tide of war; fearful that it might yet sweep back; shocked at the fact that we were there at all; and a vague fear-tinged watchfulness of us as unknown factors to be matched against the brutal atrocity-committing monsters depicted to them for so long by propaganda … This new war of swift movement took some getting used to. The main problem seemed to be an almost complete and continuous lack of information at our level, to put us into the picture about our relationship to the scene, the calls likely to be made on us, or whether we were likely to be anywhere for a few minutes, hours or days.’

			The claim is often made that in World War II there was none of the resentment that existed on the 1914–18 Western Front, between fighting soldiers, ‘base wallahs’ and ‘brass hats’. Captain Jocelyn Pereira of the Coldstream Guards disputed this. ‘The truth of the matter,’ he wrote, ‘is that there was a good deal of odium towards the [rear area troops] who, indispensable and magnificent as their contribution was, seemed in comparison to live such a happy life while the [Poor Bloody Infantry] bore the heat of the day. We were never embittered or morbid, but the price of the war was visibly and inescapably heavy.’

			Colin MacInnes acknowledged the truth of Pereira’s words from the privileged viewpoint of one who, though he wore the same battledress as the Coldstreamer, was safe from enemy fire in an intelligence section. He wrote that ‘the fighting troops … lived in a different world of which most of us knew nothing. When we met them while they were resting out of the line, we noticed how they kept together and seemed to regard the life we led as being cut off from a greater reality … They made us feel there were secrets which could be known only to those who shared their existence. As we looked at them from the comfort of our soft vehicles and clean clothing, their eyes returned our glance and said “we don’t hold it against you that you’re not here with us … But don’t try to understand what you can’t.” Most of us admired and even envied them; but this half-heartedly.’ American combat troops designated ‘Lines of Communication’ personnel as ‘rear-echelon bastards’.

			Montgomery looked forward to the Rhine crossing as an operation that he expected his own army group to lead and to dominate. In its planning he behaved with a small-mindedness that had become embarrassingly familiar. He should have acknowledged Eisenhower’s generosity of spirit, in conceding to a British officer authority over the Ninth Army to secure his right flank, a delegation of American power that incurred the disgust of every American general. Instead, however, 21st Army Group’s initial preparations for the crossing granted Simpson’s troops no role at all. Even after it was pointed out to Montgomery, by British as well as US officers, that such a deployment insulted the Americans, he treated the Ninth Army with condescension.

			When Simpson’s spearheads first reached the river, the lanky Texan urged Montgomery that his men should be allowed to make a crossing at Ürdingen ‘on the jump’ – seizing a local opportunity before the Germans were organized on the eastern shore. The field-marshal rejected the proposal – and was almost certainly wrong. So great were Allied resources, and so weak the Germans, that Simpson could probably have secured a lodgement ahead of everybody else. The Americans believed then, and most historians have agreed since, that Montgomery’s motives were nationalistic. Russell Weigley, a historian whose judgements are impeccably uninfluenced by his US nationality, has written: ‘[He] seemed bent on antagonizing every American.’ The field-marshal was determined that British troops should garner the laurels for making the symbolic first Rhine crossing. Thereafter, he professed to be convinced that he himself could, and should, lead a final Western Allied charge across north Germany to Berlin.

			Most of the soldiers, sailors and airmen who participated in the Second World War felt no lust for glory. They merely fulfilled an unwelcome duty. For a relatively small number of professional warriors, however, the struggle provided extraordinary opportunities. They had fulfilled the first requirement for attaining military celebrity merely by being born forty- or fifty-something years before a great war. They met a second by attaining high command when their own side was winning. A few, through success on the battlefield and a gift for self-publicity, exploited these advantages to become national heroes. America’s George S. Patton was foremost among the latter, but Sir Bernard Montgomery ran him close. One of Montgomery’s personal liaison officers, Richard O’Brien, wrote long afterwards: ‘Monty seemed always able to convince himself that his decisions were right.’

			By 1945 this bishop’s son had become perceived by his countrymen as Britain’s most successful general of the twentieth century. Victorious in his little 1942–43 North African campaign, he had next steered armies across Sicily and into Italy before masterminding D-Day. Montgomery was taunted by his critics as being an efficient World War I battle planner. He was methodical, professional, measured, often missing chances in his refusal to be hurried, even when the enemy was in retreat. But he displayed a care for the lives of his soldiers which they warmly appreciated.

			In the last months of the war, despite delivering much bellicose rhetoric, he directed the Anglo-Canadian 21st Army Group with a caution surely increased by the failure at Arnhem, his September 1944 dash for a Rhine bridge, which precipitated the destruction of the 1st Airborne Division. This was the one untypical stroke of his professional life. Overconfident that the Germans were finished, he gambled recklessly, and lost. After that, though he talked boldly about leading a dash for Berlin, he proceeded across Germany at a stately pace. The March 1945 Rhine crossing, Operation Plunder, was organized with a deliberation that might have been appropriate to a coronation procession. If a drive to Hitler’s capital was intended to become his crowning achievement, bridging the greatest river in Germany would be its curtain-raiser. ‘We knew that once we were across it nothing the Germans could do would stop us,’ wrote Seaforth Highlander Alastair Borthwick. ‘For months we had expected that the last and bloodiest battle would be fought there … In our mind’s eye was fixed this river, immensely broad and hostile, and to us it was the real frontier of Germany.’

			For weeks before Plunder, Montgomery’s forces guarded the west bank against spoiling actions by the enemy, though the Germans possessed neither means nor energy for anything of the kind. Meanwhile, in the hinterland short of the river, Montgomery’s forces spent most of March making meticulous logistical preparations for this biggest Allied amphibious operation since D-Day. Thousands of unwanted vehicles, especially those needing maintenance or repair, were dispatched rearwards to an overflow area west of the Maas river. Unit commanding officers sent men to drive the herds of livestock grazing around the Rhine back beyond range of shellfire.

			Some, invariably lines-of-communication personnel, addressed profitable private interests, such as were observed by Colin MacInnes: ‘We … were halted by great droves of cattle. Soldiers were shooing them through a gate and into a field already filled with hundreds of horses and lowing cows.’ He asked a soldier what was happening. ‘It’s Operation Round-up, Sarge … We’ve got some Jerry farmers working for us, though it’s awkward when it comes to milking them all. But most of our lads are learning how, and some of them are making a packet out of it.’

			‘Selling the milk?’

			‘Oh, no. They’ve been loading calves onto their trucks and flogging them back in Belgium.’

			Surplus winter stores, mobile laundries, ordnance field parks were likewise consigned to the rear, even as thousands of tons of supplies, bridging equipment and above all artillery ammunition were moved forward. These processes were constrained by limited road space, spring mud, imperfect driver skills and a need to keep meeting the daily ration and fuel demands of the spearhead formations. The problem of leapfrogging eighty divisions of seven Allied armies across the Rhine’s sweeping brown expanse was likened by US Army engineers to a short sea voyage, and by Churchill’s office to a second D-Day. After the sorry experiences of advancing American troops amid the inundations created by Germans around the Roer and the Reichswald, intense diplomatic pressure was exerted on the Swiss to defend the seven dams on their national soil, holding back the Rhine’s headwaters, from a possible German commando descent to open the floodgates.

			Boatyards in France, Florida, Minnesota and Michigan constructed hundreds of plywood stormboats, each capable of carrying a fully-armed infantry section. River-crossing schools were established on the Loire, to train outboard-motor operators and amphibious DUKW drivers. Thirty-six seagoing landing-craft were sailed from England to Belgium, then up the Albert Canal from Antwerp before being hauled overland on huge trailers to await launching onto the Rhine. Some of the vessels and equipment trucked from French ports arrived bedecked with phone cables, tree branches and masonry debris accumulated on the road. Columns of transport crawled loaded east, empty west, often bumper-to-tail. Each truck had its personality, with the name of a driver’s wife or girlfriend painted above the windscreen. Some cabs were encased in plywood, or even had a caravan on the bodywork.

			The East Riding Yeomanry were taken out of their Sherman tanks and spent two months in the rear, practising to handle American-built Buffalo tracked amphibious carriers. The Yeomen found it hard to learn to steer in the water, and conducted some chaotic night exercises with Canadian troops. One Buffalo capsized, drowning its crew. Training was supervised by the legendary Maj. Gen. Percy Hobart, who had prepared specialized armour – ‘the funnies’ – for D-Day. They sometimes worked with the Staffordshire Yeomanry, which had become a ‘DD’ amphibious tank unit. At last the East Ridings were deemed ready, and their hundred Buffaloes were ferried on transporters to the Rhine.

			Before the crossing, over a hundred thousand tons of supplies were stockpiled, together with 662 tanks. Four thousand tank-transporters and 32,000 other vehicles had to be moved into position, mostly by night. Eisenhower’s armies amassed 1,100 stormboats, 124 landing-craft of all sizes, 2,500 outboard motors and huge supplies of bridge-building timber, steel pilings and bridge floats, all for the single purpose of conveying themselves across Germany’s principal river. The mighty accumulation of steel, technology and timber was characteristic of the waste inherent in all military operations. Once the waterway was behind the armies, most of this inventory would become redundant. For now, however, it was judged essential to over-insure for ‘the greatest military river pageant in history’ – as cynics, and especially Americans, dubbed Montgomery’s crossing of the Rhine.

		

		
			2

			Despair, Defection, Defiance

			1 A LEGACY OF RUINS

			Winston Churchill mused aloud to his daughter on 6 February 1945: ‘Tonight the sun goes down on more suffering than ever before in the world.’ Some historians view the last months of the Second World War as representing a mere aftershock following the great battles that had taken place earlier, because the outcome was ordained. Neither the Germans nor the Japanese could hope to contrive anything to avert their defeat by the Allied powers. Their leaders might, instead, have prevented the tidal wave of destruction and death that swept across their respective countries in the final stage of the war, by the simple expedient of bowing to reality and quitting. Chester Wilmot, finest of the first generation of post-war chroniclers of the North-West Europe campaign, of which he himself was an eyewitness, wrote in 1951 that Roosevelt’s 1942 commitment to enforce unconditional surrender on Germany, which Churchill felt obliged reluctantly to endorse, was ‘both unnecessary and unwise’. To be sure, Hitler always intended to fight to the last, but the formal denial by the victors of any possibility of mitigation ‘ensured that the German people would fight on with him … Roosevelt’s assertion of Allied absolutism ensured that the war against Germany would continue beyond the stage of military decision to the point of political collapse.’

			Those remarks beg an obvious question, about what terms any German leadership might have been offered, that would have been acceptable to the British and Americans, never mind to the Russians. The German anti-Nazi resistance movement, such as it was, proved to be dominated by aristocratic nationalists who clung to fantasies about prospective terms. But it seems significant that such a highly informed figure as Wilmot adopted a sceptical view of ‘unconditional surrender’, which was shared by some Western Allied soldiers. They saw comrades killed in the last weeks and days of the war because many Germans believed enslavement or death the only plausible personal outcomes of the struggle. Thus it became the highest ambition of some, to drag with them to perdition as many of the victors as they could contrive. Moreover, in 1945 the German people met the terrible invoice for their invasion of Russia four years earlier. Had they been fighting only the British and Americans, there can be little doubt that they would have quit sooner, confident of some measure of mercy. From the Russians, however, whose cruelty had been a byword for centuries, and whose land and people had suffered so appallingly at their hands, they could expect, and indeed received, only retribution in kind.

			Beyond the casualties on the battlefronts, in 1945 the Allied aerial bombardment of Germany’s cities continued, against dwindling resistance. From Freiburg on 23 February, thirty-five-year-old Dorothy May wrote to her husband. He was a former theatre stage-manager, conscripted to the army. She had had no contact with him since 1942, but still penned him weekly letters, clinging to hopes that one day these might be dispatched and received: ‘Thursday and Friday I spent practically entirely in the Bunker. There was almost continuous Alarm [imminent air raid threat warning] although little happened in Freiburg itself. Today I decided to be strong and not go into the Bunker, but oh Teddy, it was hard! I slept at your aunt’s last night and today from 8.30 on, despite snowstorms, there has been Alarm and Vor-entwarnung [preliminary warning] continuously … The mere sound of aeroplanes sets me trembling.

			‘Teddy, your Mog’ – his pet name for her, as Teddy was hers for him – ‘is completely losing her nerve. Darling, if only you knew how often I call on you these days when I am feeling lonely and miserable. Life is hell and looks like continuing so. Teddy, I never visualized the war as taking such a form. It is awful to see hundreds of people in the Bunker passing days and nights alike in that bad air. A report comes that bombs have fallen in such and such a district and one woman after another dashes forward, with dead-white face, for details: “Which houses are hit? I live there.” We are becoming cave-dwellers … to add to life’s difficulties our rations have been cut drastically.’ It was many months before the British-born May, who was childless, received confirmation that her husband had died at Stalingrad in January 1943.

			The bombing of Dresden on 14 February 1945 receives the enduring scrutiny of posterity, but the destruction ten days later of Pforzheim, ‘Gateway to the Black Forest’, also deserves notice: a quarter of the city’s population perished, 17,600 people. The devastation of Würzburg on 16 March killed only four thousand but eradicated a baroque masterpiece, for no military purpose. In the course of that month the RAF and USAAF dropped 130,000 tons of bombs on Germany, more than the total for all of 1942. The logic of technological mastery determined events. The Allies had created, at vast expense, thousands of heavy bombers which stood at dispersals in England and Italy along with their crews, the most highly-trained personnel in the British and American armed forces. Although the purpose for which the bombers had been created – to destroy Germany’s industrial war-making capacity – was largely fulfilled, it was unthinkable to stand down the strategic air forces when on the ground the enemy was still resisting. Thus the ‘bomber barons’ kept on pounding Germany’s ruined cities, rather as executioners of former times extracted the organs from hanged men, seeking to exhibit them to the owners ahead of their expiry.

			In March the Germans confronting Eisenhower’s armies deployed a nominal sixty-five formations, but of these four comprised only staffs lacking fighting components, twelve were mere battlegroups and the remainder were all more or less depleted. First Parachute Army, facing Montgomery, was alone in better shape, retaining four divisions of paratroops and two weak armoured formations. The Luftwaffe claimed a paper strength of a thousand aircraft, of which eighty were jets, but fuel was scarce and pilots were ill-trained. Germany’s jets represented an astonishing technological achievement, especially since it attained fulfilment in the last months of the war. Yet its contribution proved negligible. Half of all the fourteen hundred Me 262 jets manufactured were lost to non-combat causes, and those that flew operationally experienced a 13 per cent daily attrition. The only marginal advantage Hitler’s forces now possessed in confronting the Allies was that the deeper their enemies advanced into Germany, the shorter became their own lines of communication and the longer those of the invaders. By March the Russians had massed a million men on the east bank of the Oder, within fifty miles of Berlin. The Anglo-American armies were meanwhile between two and three hundred miles west of Hitler’s capital.

			Julius Dufner, a German junior officer on the Western Front, wrote on 7 March, after Cologne fell: ‘Wherever you go, only one comment: an end to the insanity.’ He acknowledged that he still met a few optimists, especially Hitler Youth. But he himself saw only ruins: ‘That is the legacy for the people after the war. How differently [Field-Marshal Erich] Ludendorff acted [in 1918, by recognizing the need for Germany to yield] when all was lost … still conscious of his responsibility.’ The same officer wrote on 11 March, so-called Heroes’ Memorial Day: ‘How the dead are being misused, their memory and their sacrifice … There should and must be an end.’

			On the Moselle front local people begged troops to stop fighting. A despairing Nazi domestic intelligence agent wrote to deputy führer Martin Bormann complaining of defeatist attitudes. Some Germans, he said, embraced arriving Americans more eagerly than they consoled their own retreating troops. Weapons were hidden or thrown away. There was open rejection of the National Socialist Party. Civilians abused or mocked soldiers digging trenches and blowing bridges, accusing them of protracting the war. In February paratrooper Martin Poppel’s fiancée Gerda, whom he had been dating since 1939, wrote to him: ‘If you were to remain a loyal supporter of these people after the war – you know who I mean – then it would inevitably part us.’ On a wall in Freiburg, alongside a government poster proclaiming the glory of the Werewolves – charged with guerrilla activity behind the Allied front – appeared a notice advertising English and French language classes.

			Hitler, at a March conference with his generals in Berlin, expressed disgust at the number of German soldiers accepting Allied captivity: ‘Jodl, take a look at this’ – a report on the latest figures. ‘Here is the product of our humane convention, our Geneva Convention … Enough with this story! … If I make it clear to everyone that I have no consideration for prisoners, that I treat enemy prisoners ruthlessly, without consideration for reprisals’, desertion might come to seem less rewarding. Heinz Guderian pointed out that some men listed as missing were in reality dead. Hitler dismissed his plea: ‘Here in the West, by far the greatest numbers of those missing are guaranteed to be prisoners … That’s where the [missing] paratroopers are – on the other side. [The Allies] write that in some places [they have met] no resistance at all – immediate and easy surrender to the Americans. It’s a disgrace.’

			Hitler’s soldiers eager to quit were sometimes frustrated by Allied fumbling. A paratrooper told a companion: ‘All people can talk about these days is taking off – whether you can just run away and how best to do it. The afternoon we were taken [prisoner] … there was a lot of nearby gunfire and we thought a shell would get our cellar. We were fifteen, sitting there, and no one dared to say “We’ll just sit here and wait to be taken prisoner.” But the Americans simply wouldn’t come.’ His companion said that he was far more frightened of the Germans – of prospective execution for desertion – than of the Americans; that the uncertainty was the worst thing: ‘Everyone thinks “If only the time would come [to surrender]”, and then an officer comes along and you go on carrying out your orders.’ Until, that is, like the speaker they fulfilled their ambition to enter captivity.

			In Hamburg a desperate German grandmother wrote in the same vein: ‘Step by step [the Allies] advance, far too slowly for my madly tense and wild impatience.’ Hearing that Americans were nearing Frankfurt am Main, Jewish fugitive Victor Klemperer wrote, ‘That is a prodigious step towards the destruction of Germany, but it does not take the weight from our souls … This desperado regime really will resist to the last village.’

			Some did, others did not. To the disgust of Goebbels, gauleiter Josef Grohé fled Cologne with his staff in a motor boat, just ahead of the arrival of the Americans. He took refuge at Army Group B headquarters, then discarded his uniform and decamped to central Germany with his family. Albert Hoffmann, gauleiter of South Westphalia, ruled ruthlessly until Allied forces were at hand, then ordered bridges blown, and followed Grohé to army group HQ. From there he decreed the dissolution of the National Socialist Party, before disappearing. He was later captured, disguised as a farm worker. At Bad Windsheim in Franconia several hundred women demonstrated against the decision of local military commanders to fight on – and saved their town from total destruction.

			An SS officer in British captivity described to comrades his experience of being quartered in a west German house before a battle. The wife of its owner demanded unhappily: ‘Is a stand going to be made here?’ ‘Of course a stand is going to be made here,’ said the impatient obersturmführer, who had served in the SS since 1933. ‘At last we’ve got somewhere … where we can form a front.’ His unwilling hostess said: ‘That’s hellish. We were all so glad, because we thought that the Americans would advance quickly and that we should get it over at last. And now you have come, and there will be fighting here, and all we have will be smashed up again! What are we to do, where are we to go? Everything we have will be shot to pieces.’

			The SS man, named Otto Woelcky, told his fellow captives: ‘Of course at first I was just flabbergasted. I said: “Now listen to me, you can go away from here; in fact you’ll have to. Things will get pretty uncomfortable.”’ The woman replied desperately: ‘Well, where are we to go? We have no means of moving all our belongings.’ Then she burst into a torrent of complaint: ‘We have been lied to and cheated for five years, promised a golden future, and what have we got? Now war has come upon us again and I just can’t understand how there can be one German soldier left who will fire another shot!’

			‘I picked up my briefcase,’ said Woelcky, ‘and went out of the house. I should have taken some action against the woman, but I could well understand her feelings.’ Truthful or not, Woelcky’s account of his own conduct seems implausibly indulgent for a Waffen SS officer. But a thousand such conversations between soldiers and civilians surely took place in western Germany in the early months of 1945.

			Across the North Sea, Winston Churchill reflected aloud among his intimates: ‘What is now Hitler’s best course?’ The PM suggested a ‘repetition of the Hess trick’, meaning Hitler could throw himself on the Allies’ mercy as the deputy führer had done by parachuting into Scotland in 1941, saying something like ‘I am responsible; wreak your vengeance on me, but spare my people.’ In reality, of course, it was unthinkable that Hitler should exhibit such compassion. It is surprising that Churchill, often brilliantly insightful, dallied with the scenario. Ian Kershaw, Hitler’s finest biographer, dismisses the Churchillian fantasy of a führer capable of pity. Instead he identifies ‘an extraordinary inner consistency, a dogmatic inflexibility that had terrible consequences’. Refusal to contemplate negotiation was easy for Hitler, ‘since his own life was forfeit anyway, whether Germany capitulated or fought on. It was not that he worked out a “choreography of downfall”. It was quite simply that there was no other way. With the war lost (as even he inwardly by now recognized) there could be no possible alternative to fighting on to the last’, in pursuit of his deranged vision of Wagnerian glory.

			Hitler proclaimed on that same final Heroes’ Memorial Day: ‘It is … my unalterable decision, and it shall be our general irreversible will, not to set a bad example before posterity as did those who came before us. The year 1918 [which witnessed mutinies, domestic insurgency and acceptance of an armistice by the German Army high command] will therefore not be repeated … Everyone can see for themselves what has to be done: to continue to mount resistance and strike out at our enemies until they weary and finally crack.’

			2 LUNCH ON LAKE MAGGIORE

			Yet behind the façade of defiant resistance to the death, in the unlikeliest places aspiring defectors plotted. Four of the most senior officers of the SS, men steeped in blood, conspired to save their own necks, in competition with each other. They sought to exploit their authority within the Third Reich, together with their licence to flout the draconian restrictions on personal movement and contacts abroad that constrained every ordinary subject of Hitler, to pursue a deal with the Allies. They were aided by control of the national security apparatus that maintained domestic oppression, but hampered by lacking power over the armed forces which were fighting the Allies. Even as they reached out secretly to the enemy, they vied with each other in professions of loyalty to their Führer and denunciations of alleged weaklings who wanted to abandon the fight.

			Foremost among the would-be quitters was Heinrich Himmler, who aspired to become Germany’s negotiator. In February in Berlin the SS Reichsführer met Count Folke Bernadotte, a member of the Swedish royal family and vice-president of his country’s Red Cross, ostensibly to discuss prisoner exchanges, but in the hope of a much bigger bargain. On 6 February a trainload of 1,210 Jews from the concentration camp at Theresienstadt in Czechoslovakia reached Switzerland in exchange for a huge cash payment – $1,000 per liberated body, raised by American Jews – into the account of former Swiss federal president Jean-Marie Musy, who acted as intermediary with the SS and is believed to have kept the ransom money. In March, Himmler told Goebbels he anticipated ‘a political possibility’ for ending the war, rather than the orgy of death mandated by Hitler.

			Through the spring the SS chief continued to seek contact with the Allies via his masseur, Felix Kersten, in Stockholm. Also complicit in this dalliance was SS Brigadeführer Walter Schellenberg, the boundlessly devious intriguer who, in 1944, had succeeded Admiral Wilhelm Canaris as chief of the Abwehr, foreign arm of German intelligence. When in February 1945 Hitler appointed Himmler to an army command in the East, Schellenberg urged him that German forces should continue vigorously resisting the Russians, while opening the Western Front to the Americans and British. Himmler’s and Schellenberg’s diplomatic gropings got nowhere, but became known in London and Washington. Hints reached the ears of Hitler, fuelling a mistrust of his murderous acolyte that intensified in the closing weeks of the war. Schellenberg, in the shadows, escaped incrimination.

			Beyond these two was the lofty, hideously scarred Ernst Kaltenbrunner, who had been made chief of the RSHA, the Reich domestic security machine, after Reinhard Heydrich’s assassination in 1942. Kaltenbrunner sought to make contact with the Americans through the OSS – Office of Strategic Services – station in Berne. Frustrated at being rebuffed by them, he became doubly zealous in denouncing as traitors others bent upon the same purpose. Foremost among these was his rival and equal in rank Obergruppenführer Karl Wolff, senior SS officer in Italy, whose advances to the enemy were facilitated by proximity to neutral Switzerland and distance from Hitler.

			Wolff was as steeped in guilt for crimes against humanity as were the other three. In the early war years, he was mooted as a possible successor to Himmler as Reichsführer SS. He had been proud to call himself a close friend of Heydrich, convener of the January 1942 Wannsee Conference which orchestrated the deadliest phase of the Holocaust. But Wolff was advantaged in dealing with non-Nazis by presentability and manners; a fig leaf of cultural sensitivity and a gift for making friends, not least in the highest circles of the Roman Catholic Church. Those who met him without knowledge of his record thought him a civilized and decent man. He exploited social plausibility, together with brazen courage and opportunism, to pursue the astonishing dalliance between himself and the Americans that took place in the spring of 1945.

			By February the Allies held four-fifths of Italy. Their Mediterranean front ran from coast to coast just south of Bologna, with the US Fifth Army on the left, the British Eighth on the right, its flank on the Adriatic shore. Under Anglo-American command were a formidable Polish corps and a less impressive Brazilian division, together with a host of British imperial troops headed by New Zealanders and formations of the Indian Army. Wolff had known for months that the German position in the theatre was unsustainable; that when winter gave way to spring the Allies would launch a new offensive to crush the depleted forces commanded by Field-Marshal Albert Kesselring. He was especially impressed – or rather, distressed – by a conversation he had had when he visited Germany after the Ardennes battle. A Waffen
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