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Document 1
The Resistance of the Military
In order for the German resistance to stage a successful coup, the army would need to be utilised. The army always represented the greatest threat to Hitler and the National Socialist regime. It was through the military that direct access to Hitler could be obtained. It was also the army which had the power to successfully overthrow the Nazi Government. Although the troops in general were loyal to the Fuhrer, some among their leadership were opposed to Hitler and National Socialist policies.
Any opposition to Hitler dates as far back as Hitler’s rise to power, many in the military elite viewed Hitler and the National Socialists as an ‘outside element’. The fact that Hitler was Austrian, lower middle class, and he only achieved the rank of corporal in the First World War had a profound effect on how the army elite regarded him. In addition, many of the military were wary of Hitler’s SA troops which they viewed as a threat. Hitler managed to alleviate some of their fears during the Night of the Long Knives. During this purge, Hitler managed to have the leadership of the SA liquidated and was thus able to subordinate SA troops. Most were either disbanded or brought into the SS… The army was not won over by Hitler immediately. Hitler had to eliminate military leaders who stood in his way. Two victims were General Blomberg and Fritsch.

During the early stages of the wars, Hitler’s military victories enhanced his reputation among the army leadership. Even so there remained those who distrusted his aggressive war policy. General Ludwig Beck believed that Hitler’s war aims would lead to Germany ruin. Others like Major-General Henning von Tresckow were appalled by the atrocities that occurred during the German army’s eastward advance through Russia, particularly the activities of the Einsatzgruppen. As dissent grew, so German officers of like mind began to seek one another out and form a network of resistance cells. A major resistance group under the leadership of Tresckow was responsible for a number of schemes intended to kill Hitler.
 [Joachim Fest, a German historian specialising in the study of Nazi Germany, Plotting Hitler’s Death, 1944]
Document 2
Stauffenberg – A Profile
Claus Shenk von Stauffenberg was born in the Grieffenstain Castle, Upper Franconia, on 15th November 1907, to a family that served the royal house of Bavaria. His father was privy Chamberlain to the King of Bavaria, and his mother was a grand0daughter of the famous Prussian general, von Gneisenau. A strikingly handsome young man, he became left wing politically and preferred socialist society to that of the bourgeois Weimar Republic. 

In the early part of World War II, von Stauffenberg served with distinction as an officer in a Bavarian cavalry regiment in Poland, France and North Africa. In April 1943, he was wounded in the face by fire from a low flying Allied plane. He feared that he might lose his eyesight completely, but he kept one eye and lost his right hand, half of the left hand, and part of his leg. He was saved by the surgery performed by one of Germany’s most famous doctors. Reporting back for service, he was appointed chief-of-staff of the Army Ordinance Department. During his convalescence, von Stauffenberg revised his attitude. He made no secret of his utter contempt for Hitler and Nazism. He resented any form of totalitarianism, especially National Socialism, and criticised Hitler as the Anarchist and as the ‘Master of Vermin’. Von Stauffenberg decided to join the conspirators against Hitler with the goal of liquidating the Nazi regime and replacing it with a new social state that would maintain the good name of the fatherland. He became closely connected with the Kreisau Circle through his cousin, Peter Graf Yorck von Wartenburg. When Helmuth von Moltke was arrested in January 1944, von Stauffenberg hoped to carry on the work of the Kresiau Circle. Always impelled by Christian morality and angered by the excess of Nazism, he became the leader of the conspiracy. In that capacity, he commanded the devotion of both soldiers and civilians.

[Louis L Snyder, an American-born German scholar who witnessed Hitler’s rise to power, Encyclopaedia of the Third Reich, 1976]
Document 3
Attempts on Hitler’s Life
A plot to remove Hitler which involved Ludwig Beck, Halder and other high ​ranking army officers was planned at the time of the Czech crisis in September 1938. Anglo-French appeasement of the Fuhrer ensured the plan came to nothing. Afterwards, a series of attempts on Hitler's life failed either because of technical failure or what appeared to be the Nazi leaders 'uncanny sense of premonition. In September 1939, shortly after the outbreak of war" General Kurt von Hammerstein-Equord acted alone when he tried unsuccessfully to lure Hitler to army headquarters and 'render him harmless once and for all'. The following month, General Franz Halder and another young officer, Henning von Tresckow, intended to use a bomb to assassinate Hitler but the device failed to detonate. Far more imaginative was the plan of Field Marshal von Witzhelben. He intended to shoot Hitler as he took the salute at a parade in the Champs Elysees. Sadly, Hitler declined his invitation to visit Paris. In 1943, Tresckow, now serving on the Eastern Front, and Lieutenant Fabian Schlabrendorff invited Hitler to army headquarters at Smolensk with the intention of shooting him whilst he was at lunch. Unfortunately Field Marshal von Kluge, who was senior to Tresckow, turned down the plan stating that it was unseemly for German officers 'to shoot a man at lunch'. Tresckow did not give up easily. Two months later, he and Schlabrendorff plotted to assassinate Hitler as he returned to his aircraft after visiting army headquarters. This time the plan failed because the Fuhrer took an alternative route. Likewise, Tresckow's plan to blow up Hitler using a bomb concealed in a bottle of brandy came to nothing because of a faulty fuse. His next attempt depended on the self-sacrifice of a friend, Colonel von Gersdorff. The colonel agreed to pack his uniform with explosives and blow up both himself and Hitler when the two men shook hands. When the time came, Gersdorff failed to get close enough to the Fuhrer and had to dash away to disarm himself! Papers recently released by the Public Record Office reveal that during the war the SOE (Special Operations Executive) also made plans to assassinate Hitler. The aim of Operation Foxely was to send agents, volunteers, German prisoners-of-war with hatred of Hitler, to Berchtesgaden and shoot him as he strolled in the grounds of his mountain retreat. Other plans included infecting the water supply in the Nazi leader's private train or blowing it up in a tunnel. At a time when Hitler was unavailable, an even more outrageous plan was to hypnotise Rudolf Hess and send him back to Germany to assassinate Himmler. They remained highly imaginative but unfulfilled wartime plots.

[David Evans and Jane Jenkins, historians writing in a text-book for schools, Years of Weimar and the Third Reich, 1999]
Document 4
The Conspirators’ Plan
The conspirators’ plan called for Olbricht to place sympathetic officers in army commands in Germany so that Nazi Party and SS leaders in the major German cities could be taken over the day Hitler was assassinated. The code-name for the planned action was Operation Valkyrie. Since they were unable to win support of any outstanding frontline commanders, the conspirators based in Berlin came to be of crucial importance. Stauffenberg was transferred there in April 1943. In 1943 and 1944 various opposition groups involved in the plot drew up lists of possible leaders in the new government to be set up after the overthrow of Hitler's regime. It was Stauffenberg who really pushed the plan along. He gained the support of Field Marshal Witzelben who signed troop orders drawn up by Stauffenberg for use after the coup had started. By the start of 1944, the anxiety of the plotters mounted as the Gestapo began to close in on members of opposition groups... The Kreisau Circle was disbanded after the arrest of Count Moltke and Admiral Canaris, head of the Abwehr, was dismissed. By the summer of 1944, with the invasion of Normandy, Stauffenberg and the conspirators knew they needed to act quickly. At the beginning of July, Stauffenberg was promoted and this enabled him to be present at the Fuhrer's military conferences. This gave him the opportunity to make an attempt on Hitler's life. Fortune seemed to be favouring the Conspirators.

[Jackson J. Spielvogel, an American historian who challenges students to learn from the history of Nazi Germany, Hitler and Nazi Germany, 1992]
Document 5
The Plan for Berlin

From the start of the conspiracy to its final tragic end in the summer of 1944, seizing control of Berlin and the government buildings was regarded as the purpose of the conspirators and the main aim of Operation Valkyrie. To bring about the coup d' etat in Berlin, the army conspirators planned to use the troops of the Gross Deutschland battalion in Berlin, the Infantry School in Doberitz, the Artillery School in Kampnitz, and Potsdam's 23rd Infantry Division command by Count Walter Brockdorff-Ahlefield, a general known to be sympathetic to their cause. The 23rd Division was regarded as a model division and the strongest military unit in the Berlin area. Its support was crucial to the success of the coup. The government buildings along with all the SS and Gestapo offices in central Berlin and the Koenigswusterhausen radio station were top priority targets what would have to be seized in the first hours of the intended coup.

 [Peter Hoffmann, a German-Canadian academic historian and specialist on resistance in Nazi Germany, The History of the German Resistance, 1933-1945, 1996]
Document 6
The Events of 20th July 1944 

Early on the morning of 20th July 1944, Hitler called a conference of his military advisers at the Wolfsschanze (the Wolfs Lair) headquarters at Rastenburg. The compound was protected by electrical fences and barbed wire... The meeting was held in a large wooden hut built on concrete with a roof of tarred felt. Shortly after lOam Stauffenberg arrived to give his report on the state of the Home Anny. In his briefcase, along with papers and reports, was a bomb. He set the timer on the bomb and brought it into the conference room. After greeting the Fuhrer, he placed the briefcase under a table close to Hitler and then found an excuse to leave the room in order to make a telephone call. Another German officer, feeling the briefcase might be in his way, pushed it away from his chair and under the map table on the side furthest away from Hitler. That move saved the Fuhrer's life.
Several minutes passed and then, at l2.50pm precisely, a tremendous explosion blasted the room wrecking the ceiling and shattering the central table. Several bodies were blown out through the shattered windows, and thick clouds of smoke rose from the scene. Of the twenty-four men present, four were killed outright and one died of his wounds later. Seven others were severely wounded, and many were slightly hurt.

Shielded from the full blast, Hitler himself was alive. His hair was set on fire, his right arm partially paralysed, his right leg burned, and his eardrums damaged. Meanwhile Stauffenberg, certain that all in the hut had been killed, bluffed his way through the guard posts and by lpm was in a plane bound for Berlin. Arriving at the War Ministry, he learned to his amazement that Hitler had not been killed by the blast. Officers involved in the plot were too frightened to take any further action. By IO.30pm, men loyal to Hitler had taken control of the War Ministry and arrested the conspirators.

[Heinrich Fraenkel, a journalist, historian and biographer (grew up in Berlin, later spoke out against Nazi Germany whilst in exile), The July Plot, 1966]
Document 7
The Scene of the Explosion

Document 8
Hitler’s Reaction to the Bomb Plot

My German racial comrades.
If I speak to you today it is first in order that you should hear my voice and should know that I am unhurt and well, and secondly that you should know of a crime unparalleled in German history. A very small group of ambitious, irresponsible and at the same time senseless and stupid officers had formed a plot to eliminate me and the High Command of the Armed Forces. The bomb placed by Colonel Claus von Stauffenberg exploded two meters to my right. One of those with me has died; other colleagues very dear to me were severely injured. I myself sustained only some very minor scratches, bruises and burns. I regard this as a confirmation of the task imposed on me by Providence...
The circle of these conspirators is very small and has nothing in common with the spirit the German Wehrmacht and, above all, none with the German people. I therefore give orders now that no military authority, no commander, no private soldier is to obey any orders coming from this group of men who have tried to seize power by force. I also order that it is everyone's duty to arrest, or if they resist, to shoot on sight, anyone issuing or handling such orders.

I am convinced that with the recovering of this small group of traitors and saboteurs there has at long last been created in the rear that atmosphere which the fighting front needs...

This time we shall get even with them in the way to which we National Socialists are accustomed. They will be destroyed without mercy.

[A speech made by Adolf Hitler to the German People on the night of 20th-21st July 1944, recorded in a BBC Monitoring Report of 21st July 1944]
Document 9
Commemorating the Plotters
The attempt to assassinate Adolf Hitler on 20th July, 1944 is one of the great events in our country’s history…

It is a reminder that Hitler did not succeed in pulling the German nation as a whole into an abyss of immortality and cynicism. It helps us to save German history in the face of the perversion it suffered at the hands of this dictator. It imposes on us the obligation of combining our shame at what happened with the appeal to resist any totalitarian tendencies in the political sphere…

[It has]…become a symbol of that ‘other Germany’, i.e. of all those Germans who stood up for their democratic, religious, political and ethical values under a totalitarian regime and fought against the criminal National Socialist system…!

We are thankful for the fact that our freedom was reborn in the death chambers of Plotzensee [the prison where many of those involved on 20th July were executed]. The members of the resistance movement proved themselves to be free individuals who, in the face of evil and overwhelming odds, claimed for themselves the dignity of responsibility and, on the basis of their courageous actions, expresse4d for their people the hope of freedom. At a time when lies abounded in Germany, they again brought truthfulness and responsible action to the fore. In doing so, they brought about Germany’s rescue from moral despair…

Our commemoration of 20th July is an appeal to distinguish between our free democratic society and the dictatorship imposed by a totalitarian regime…

[T. Heuss (President of the Federal Republic of Germany 1949-59) et. al., Reflections on July 1944, 1984]
Document 10

The Historiographical Debate

In early studies of German resistance there was a dominant concentration among

West German historians on the small group of generals, conservatives and aristocrats involved in the 1944 bomb plot against Hitler. Hans Rothfels, the author of one of the first studies of the individuals and groups associated with 1944 bomb plot, claimed that the leading figures in military resistance - Stauffenberg, Goerdeler and Beck - were motivated by an ethical and moral hatred of Nazism and were united in a desire to forge a new Germany based on principles of freedom and the rule of law, out of the ashes of the Nazi regime. The idea of the Beck-Goerdeler group as the forerunner of democracy in post war West Germany soon became a common feature of the historical debate.
[Frank McDonough, an historian writing in a school text book, Opposition and Resistance in Nazi Germany, 2001]
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‘A very small clique of ambitious, conscienceless, criminal and stupid officers.’  How valid is this assessment of the men who plotted against Hitler in 1944?
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[Photograph of the explosion sight at the Wolf’s Lair,  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/20_July_plot]
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