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Spirits:

Though he who has boldly risen from the abyss

Through an iron will and cunning

May conquer half the world, 

Yet to the abyss he must return.

Already a terrible fear has seized him;

In vain he will resist!

And all who still stand with him

Must perish in his fall. (First Leaflet).

            This paper summarizes the rise of the Third Reich, its bases in anti-Semitism, anti- communism, and anti-democracy. It ends with an interview with George Wittenstein, the  soul survivor of the White Rose, a Nazi resistance group. 

“ Stab in the Back” to Versailles to Fuhrer to Chancellor           


World War I left the German army in ruins, there was mutiny in the navy, their economy was a disaster, the German public was starving, and they faced political upheaval. The failure for Germany to admit their defeat impacted how Germany dealt with these issues at hand.  The people started to believe that the army had not been defeated militarily. A theory was formed that Germany had been, “Stabbed in the Back” which meant that the blame was placed on the German people for Germany’s misfortunes.  The “Stab in the Back” theory later led to Hitler’s persecution and eventual extermination of the Jews and other groups.  To Hitler and his rising group, the German leaders who signed the armistice were known as the “November Criminals” (Claude).


The Second Reich came to an end when Kaiser Wilhelm abdicated and the Hohenzollern Monarchy collapsed.  The Germans had very little experience and not a lot of interest in democracy.  They developed a new German Republic which would end up being a very liberal democracy.  This new government believed in equality for everyone, the people were suppose to have political power by electing a president, a cabinet and a chancellor through the majority government at Reichstag.   Competing with the new government, Marxists groups wanted revolutions for Communism but were in opposition with Nationalists who wanted strong central government based on nationalism.  The regular Army troops had little control over these groups in opposition which resulted in chaos and the new democracy failed.   

On June 28, 1919, during this time of political upheaval, the Treaty of Versailles was signed by Allies and ratified by the German democratic government.  According to the treaty, Germany was forced to admit to being the isolated cause of the war.  As a result they had to give up land to France and Poland, the army was limited to 100,000 men, submarines or military aircraft were forbidden, and they had to pay an enormous amount of money as reparations.   The treaty put the already war-ruined nation into complete economic collapse resulting in devastation of the German state.   

Adolph Hitler along with many other Germans had a passion to see their nation back on its feet.  The answer was a strong Nationalist government that spoke out against the Treaty of Versailles and had answers of why Germany was in ruins.  These answers led to the “Stab in the Back” theory.  In 1919 Hitler was a Corporal in the German army and transferred to the secret service where he became an undercover agent.  His duty was to find German soldiers that supported Marxist uprisings which resulted in their arrests and executions.  Hitler was sent by the army to a political indoctrination course at the University of Munich.  He describes his time here,

One day I asked for the floor.  One of the participants felt obliged to break a lance for the Jews and began to defend them in lengthy arguments.  This aroused me to an answer.  The overwhelming majority of the students present took my standpoint.  The result was that a few days later I was sent into a Munich regiment as a so-called educational officer (The Rise of Adolph Hitler).

The Army noted that Hitler was a talented orator and could read the audience. Hitler showed his anti-Semitic views early and this viewpoint helped contribute to his rise in power.  Hitler’s superiors and mentors recognized this and gave Hitler the job of lecturing German prisoners of war against Communism, democracy, and disobedience.  


On September 12, 1919, Hitler went to a meeting of the German Workers’ Party meeting in a Munich beer hall, where they were discussing, “How and by what means is capitalism to be eliminated?”  During this meeting a man spoke in favor of a German state, Bavaria, breaking away from Nationalist Germany.  After Hitler heard this he spoke vehemently out against the man for fifteen minutes.  This outrage further impressed the leaders of the German Workers’ Party and they invited Hitler to join the Party.  Hitler saw opportunity in the group and liked the fact that the group had potential to become a movement.  Hitler wrote,

This absurd little organization with its few members seemed to me to posses the one advantage that it had not frozen into an ‘organization,’ but left the individual opportunity for real personal activity.  Here it was still possible to work, and the smaller the movement, the more readily it could be put into the proper form.  Here, the content, the goal, and the road could still be determined… (Nazi Propaganda).

So Hitler made a very decisive decision, to become extremely involved in politics by entering the German Workers’ Party.   

Therefore Hitler started to make more and more of an impact in the German Workers’ Party and started speaking at their meetings.  Hitler describes the affects of one of his speeches in Mein Kampf, "after thirty minutes the people in the small room were electrified and the enthusiasm was first expressed by the fact that my appeal to the self-sacrifice of those present led to the donation of three hundred marks."  The group started advertising and printing leaflets, and Hitler became the center of attention at these meetings.  Hitler believed in mass propaganda “because of the simple fact that no great idea…can be realized in practice without the effective power which resides in the popular masses.” Blaming Jews for Germany’s problems became a central theme.  [image: image2.jpg]


 This propaganda poster supports Hitler’s anti-Semetic view that the Jewish people are the direct cause of problems in politics and the economy.  The person in the poster is a Jewish moneylender who is wearing a kaftan. He is holding out money in one hand and has a whip in the other.  Under the Jew’s arm is a world map with the Communist hammer and sickle on it.  This animosity sparked a rise in violence and persecution against the Jewish people (Nazi Propaganda).

Hitler also spoke for additional territories for the German people, reconstruction of the educational system, religious freedom except those religions that put Germany in danger, and a strong central government.  As a result of Hitler’s influential speaking in which he provided answers to Germany’s problems, the German Workers’ Party grew in great numbers and its name was changed to the National Socialist German Workers’ Party, short for Nazi.  The party grew with its main Nationalist goals of anti-Semitism and with the pursuit of overthrowing Marxism and democracy.  
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This is an example of an anti-Bolshevik poster.  Eucopas Sieq dein Wohlstand means “Europe’s Victory is Your Prosperity.”  This poster centered around the movement in which Communists were targeted and blamed for Germany’s problems and political upheaval (Nazi Propaganda). 

During this growth period, the people of the Nazi Party revolted against Hitler’s dictatorial leadership.  However, the loss of Hitler would ruin the Nazi’s power.  Hitler told the Party that he would only come back if he was given dictatorial powers.  The people gave into his demands and Hitler was made Fuhrer of the Nazi Party on July 29, 1921. 

Hitler and his Nazi followers now started organizing for a revolt in which the leaders of Germany would be forced to allow Hitler to be the leader.  Hitler began rallying his followers.  On November 8, 1923, Hitler burst into a beer hall and started speaking, “The National Revolution has begun!” (The Rise of Adolph Hitler).  Hitler decided to overthrow the authorities in Munich in the “Beer Hall Putsh”. However his attempted revolution failed and he was arrested and put on trial.  Instead of denying his intentions of revolution in court, he used this opportunity to gain public attention and to let the German people know his political platform of anti-Semitism and anti-communism.  As a result he gained the support of the judges and got an early parole.  (Claude).  

Hitler spent a year in jail where he wrote Mein Kampf that outlined his political ideals.  After he was released from jail, Hitler started rebuilding the Nazi Party.  The party went through slow growth during the good, quiet times before the Great Depression hit.  But when Wall Street collapsed on October 29, 1929, Hitler knew it was time to take over.  Hitler began to campaign and manipulate masses of people with his powerful speeches. He utilized the technical devices of the radio and loud speakers. He believed “all effective propaganda must be confined to a few bare necessities and then be express in a few stereotyped formulas”-anti Semitic and anti communism. His dictatorial nature led to a war of terrorism on his own people using the SS., the Gestapo and concentration camps to eliminate the opposition and solidify his power. By July 1932 the Nazis gained 230 seats in the Reichstag, and thus emerged as the largest political group in Germany.  Finally on January 30, 1933, Hitler became the Chancellor of the German Nation.  In the coming months, Hitler became dictator which later would result in World War II and the deaths of 50 million people. (The Rise of Adolph Hitler).
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(Hitler inspecting the guards) (Chaussy)

Timeline of Hitler’s Rise to Power

1918- World War I ends 

1919- Treaty of Versailles, Hitler Joins German Workers’ Party

1920-1922 German Workers’ Party becomes the Nazi Party, Hitler is the leader

1923- Hitler’s attempts at revolution of local authorities in Munich fail

1925- Hitler started writing Mein Kampf while in prison.  It was published in this year

1925-29- Party develops a platform: focuses on anti-Semitism  

1929- The Great Depression begins, the Nazi party gains popularity

1930- Nazi Party gets 18.3% of the vote in the election

1932- Germany is about to collapse.  Hitler is gaining power and receives 37% of the vote. 

1933- Hitler becomes Chancellor of Germany

1933-39- Hitler transforms Germany.   Germany becomes a police state

1935- Hitler declares the Nuremberg Laws.  

1936-The Berlin Olympics.  Aryan superiority is portrayed by the Germans.  

1938- Hitler wants Lebensraum.  Germany annexes Austria.  

1939- Hitler invades Poland.  Britain and France declare war on Germany.  World War II begins.   (The Rise of Adolph Hitler).

Resistance under Tyranny 

              Hitler’s meteoric rise to power and establishment of a totalitarian Germany with support from the military, SS., Gestapo plus a state media, and in breed fear of concentration camps leads one to ask the question: Where there any groups resistant to German tyranny?  Yes, there was very small group that took a stand against Nazism. This was the White Rose. By gathering reseach information and interviewing the soul survivor of the White Rose, George Wittenstein, one can follow the struggle the White Rose had to encounter to try and quietly fight against the German tyrannical regime.

The Name of the White Rose

             According to Hans Scholl the name of the ‘White Rose” was chosen at random and is based on reading a Spanish novel titled Die Weisse Rose by B Traven where a Mexican farmer fights a tyrannical oil company.  Today the symbol is still powerful in Germany. (Scholl).  

The Beginning of the White Rose [image: image5.jpg]


 (University of Munich 1930’) (Chaussy).  

Sophie Scholl who majored in biology. These men had also participated in the war on the French and Russian fronts and saw the atrocities committed against the Jews. In the summer of 1942 theses medical students had to serve a three month stint on the Russian front.  They witness first hand the horrors of war and the cruelties the Germans displayed to the Jews. Where they returned to Munich in November 1942. They were joined by a philosophy professor Kurt Huber.   The White Rose did not limit themselves to leaflets.  Graffiti appeared on streets and on buildings all over Munich.  "Down with Hitler" "Hitler the Mass Murderer" "Freedom" The nonviolent nature of the group did not wish to throw bombs or to hurt other human lives. They wanted to influence people's minds against Nazism and militarism. Schmorell was able to buy a typewriter and a duplicating machine so the central means of communication became the anonymous “leaflets”. During their short life span the White Rose composed six leaflets. (Memories of the White Rose)

Summary of the White Rose Leaflets   
                   Throughout the six leaflets there are many quotes from the Bible, LaoTzu, Aristotle, Novalis as well as Goethe and Schiller.  The group wanted to appeal to the German intelligentsia. The first four leaflets entitled the "Leaflets of the White Rose" were distributed in the summer and fall of 1942 and appeared at the University of Munich in the fall of 1942. This first leaflet contained an anonymous essay that said "Nothing is so unworthy of a civilized nation as allowing itself to be "governed" without opposition by an irresponsible clique that has yielded to base instinct."  It went on to say,

 If every one waits until the other man makes a stand the messengers of avenging Nemesis will come steadily closer; then even the last victim will have been cast senselessly into the maw of the insatiable demon. Therefore every individual, conscious to his responsibility as a member of Christen and Western civilization, must defend himself as best he can at this late hour, he must work against the scourges of mankind, against fascism and any similar system to totalitarianism. Offer passive resistance-resistance- wherever you may be, forestall the spread of this atheistic machine before it is too late, before the last cities, like Cologne, have been reduced to rubble, and before the nation's last young man has given his blood on some battlefield for the hubris of a sub-human. Do not forget that every people deserves the regime it is willing to endure. (First Leaflet).  

Days followed and there appeared three more of the leaflets of the White Rose.  Theses were also found outside. the university of Munich and throughout the city, some even appearing in mailboxes.  They were also distributed in other German towns. At first the leaflets were sent out in mass mailing to towns in southern Germany.   They were so successful that the movement spread to Hamburg , where a branch of the White Rose was started.
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 (Major cities where leaflets were distributed) (Chaussy)

 In general the second, third and fourth leaflet make reference that National Socialism is “not an intellectually defensible program.”  “After all, an end in terror is preferable to terror without end.” (Second Leaflet).  Further the second leaflet discusses the question of the Jews. “For Jews. Too, are human beings-no matters what positions we take with respect to the Jewish question-a crime of this dimension has been perpetrated against human being.” The third leaflet states, “our present ‘state’ is a dictatorship of evil.”   This third leaflets asks “Is your spirit already so crushed by abuse that you forget it is your right-or rather, your moral duty- to eliminate this system?” (Third Leaflet). The fourth leaflet ends by saying “ We will not be silent. We are your bad conscience. The White Rose will not leave you in peace!” At the end of each of these four leaflets it ask “Please make as many copies as possible  of  this leaflet and distribute  them.” (Forth Leaflet)

                The last two leaflets have a different tone since they were written after many of the men had had experiences on the front and in the army hospitals. The experiences had showed them clearly the need to oppose the regime. In the fifth leaflet “ a call to all Germans” is given.  “But what are the German people doing? They will not see and will not listen. Blindly they follow their seducers into ruin.” “A criminal regime cannot achieve a German victory. Separate yourselves in time from everything connected with National Socialism.” (Last Leaflet).  The last leaflet was distributed in the university personally by Hans and Sophie on February 18, 1943. They carried copies of the new leaflet in a small suitcase and spread them on windowsills, shelves and the tops of walls. Then they ran up the main staircase and emptied the remaining leaflets into the open courtyard. A university caretaker saw them and seized them yelling “ You’re under arrest.”  This last leaflet addresses “fellow fighters in the resistance” and it ends by saying “Our people stand ready to rebel against the National Socialist enslavement of Europe in a fervent new break-through of freedom and honor.” (Last Leaflet) All six leaflets were illegal and if you were caught with one you would be killed within 24 hours.

Volksgerichtshot-The People’s Court
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 (The Courtroom) (Chaussy)

              On February 18, 1943, Hans and Sophie were arrested and so was Chistoph Probst. The three were indicted for treason. Hans and Sophie pleaded guilty to all charges against the White Rose so as to protect Christoph , a father. On February 22 their trial began at the Palace of Justice by Roland Freisler, President of the People’s Court. The indictment stated “treasonable aid to the enemy, preparation for high treason and demoralization of the troops.”  (Chaussy)  The court-appointed defense attorney did not make an effort for the defendants. Referencing the leaflets Sophie stated in court “What we have said and what we have written is what so many people believe, only they don’t dare to speak up.” At 1:30p.m. Freisler sentenced Hans, Sophie and Christoph to death. At 5:00 pm. the three friends were executed by the guillotine. “ Long live Freedom” Hans yelled standing on the guillotine (Scholl).  

             Unfortunately these three were not the last to die. Four more trails were held in April and July of 1943 and April and October of 1944.   Alexander Schmorell, Willi Graf and Kurt Huber were executed. Other students from Munich University and University of Hamburg were either executed or sent to concentration camps. “The arrest and executions of the members of the White Rose are a bitter lesson for the future: Dictatorships can only be prevented by courage and resistance of many citizens.”  (Chaussy)

Personal Interview with Dr. George Wittenstein: The Last Survivor of the White Rose
                These are the questions that were asked of Wittenstein: 

1. What were your feelings when you received the first leaflet by the White Rose? 

2. Explain in more detail how you came to feel” that the only way Germany would be saved was by losing the war.”
3. How did your feeling about Germany changed after the war?
4. Were you reluctant to edit the third and fourth leaflets for fear of being caught?
5. Could you please explain exactly how you fled Germany without getting caught?
6. After the war was over did you still get nervous that you would get caught?
7. What was the main reason that made you put your life on the line to be in the White Rose?

8. Did you influence others to join the White Rose? If so, what were their reactions?

9. Besides the incident with the landlady, did anyone else suspect you were in the White Rose?

10. Could you please explain “the cell” organization of the White Rose?

11. Why did you go back to Germany after you went AWOL?

12. Explain the demonstrations in Munich one night when it was panited on the walls “Down with Hitler” and “Freedom.”

13. Can you describe your feelings carrying a leaflet to Berlin?
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  (George Wittenstein)

Dr. George J. Wittenstein’s parents were married in 1918.  Four months later his father’s plane crashed in World War 1 and he died. Dr. George J. Wittenstein was born May 7th, 1918 in Beilsten, Germany.  Wittenstein never knew his father since he died before Wittenstein was born.  Wittenstein commented about his father, “He was one of the famous pilots in the First World War.”  His mother was a unique woman who married late in life.  When Wittenstein’s grandfather died in 1911, she took over the farm and the house.  She went back to school to study viniculture so she could run the farm.  So Wittenstein grew up on the farm in Beilsten with his mother for the first thirteen years of his life before he went to high school.  

Wittenstein’s high school was based on the Plato’s state, which was a complete self-government of the students.  The first year one was on probation and within that time if you fit in, one was given the school uniform as an honor.  The students did school work in the morning and then had afternoons for various sports.  Then one showered and dressed in the school uniform and had two hours of homework study.  If one accumulated a certain number of minus points per week by acting out, one had to go to a punishment drill, which was run by an old master sergeant.  

After Wittenstein’s high school years, he had to go to the compulsory labor service, Arbeitsdienst.  This was “nothing but Nazi propaganda,” and Wittenstein felt it was ridiculous.  Here he met his best friend, Alfonse.  They spent many hours in evening discussions, talking about their interests and the philosophy of life.  Later, Alfonse was killed in Stalingrad.  

In May of 1939 Wittenstein attended the University of Munich. This is where Wittenstein met Alex Schmorell and became very good friends, and soon discovered their mutual political opinions about resistance against Hitler.  It was very dangerous for them to be thinking this, because if they were caught saying anything negative about the government they would be killed.  One never knew when the Gestapo was listening or if the person one was talking to was going to turn one in.  However Schmorell and Wittenstein discussed these things so often, so intensely, that Schmorell remarked one day about the room that they slept in at the hospital, “Maybe one day there will be a plaque of this door stating that this is where the revolution began.”  This was the precursor of the White Rose.

In the fall on 1939 Wittenstein met another White Rose member, Hans Scholl, who played a major part in writing the six leaflets for the White Rose.  Medical students were only required to serve eighteen months of military service instead of three years.  Wittenstein participated in the occupation of Czechoslovakia in 1940 and spent six months in Prague.  Afterwards, in June 1942, Wittenstein received the first leaflet.  It talked about how the Nazi system had imprisoned the German people and was destroying them.  It spoke out against how every “honest” German should be ashamed of the government.  The German people had become so corrupted that they couldn’t even stick up for the unjust government, or question if it was good or bad.  People, they believed, were not individuals anymore and were too cowardly to be themselves under the Nazi control.  The leaflet stated people must defend themselves against fascism and other systems of totalitarianism.  People must have passive resistance to try and put a stop to Hitler and the war.  After receiving this first leaflet Wittenstein was stunned and took it home to show his mother.  Then they burned the leaflet because it was, of course, illegal.  

Soon after this Wittenstein received another leaflet from Hans Scholl.  The second leaflet talked about how it was the people’s duty to spread information about Germany’s bad government.  The second leaflet stated people should feel a “wave of unrest” until the terror of the government was gone.  The leaflet told the truth about how in Poland three hundred thousand Jews were murdered in horrible ways.  Then it stressed the importance that Jews are human beings like everyone else.  After this, it explained how all male Jews between the ages of 15-20 were transported to concentration camps and sentenced to forced labor and Jewish girls in this age group were also sent away.  Then this leaflet asked why German people have such a non-caring attitude when such horrible things were happening around them.  At the end, the pamphlet concluded that now that everyone knew what the Nazi’s were doing it was everyone’s duty to destroy them.

In 1942, Wittenstein then went to the  Russian front with Schmorell and Scholl.  On the way back, the cattle car train took them to Warsaw where they saw the Warsaw ghetto.   Wittenstein described it as, “absolutely awful… almost every Jew coming back from work was either whipped or kicked.”  The Russian front influenced Wittenstein and the rest of his medical student friends because they saw how the Russians were treated by the Germans and how the Jews were treated in the Warsaw ghetto.  Wittenstein came to the conclusion, “The only way Germany could be saved was by losing the war.”  Wittenstein felt he had to do everything in his power to get people to act.  This is why the last two leaflets are completely different than the first two.  In the last leaflets words like “sabotage” appear.  Scholl asked Wittenstein to go over the third and fourth leaflet for literary style.  In these leaflets they had to ask the German people to actively oppose Hitler instead of just reading leaflets and passing them on. Wittenstein recalls about traveling three times to Berlin to bring leaflets.  “ I carried one leaflet with me and delivered it to Hartert.  He was supposed to mimeograph it and try to start resistance groups in Berlin.

                On February 18, 1943, Scholl was arrested at the University of Munich, while he was distributing the sixth leaflet.  Scholl and the other followers were tried and proven guilty.  The guillotine then executed him.  Wittenstein stated he did not go into the courtroom where the trial was being held.  “I could have never stood it emotionally, but also, if I had been there as an observer it would have been rather dangerous.”  There were four more trials in which all followers of the White Rose were exterminated or given a sentence of force labor. In all, there were over eighty followers of the White Rose that received sentencing. Wittenstein remains the only living survivor of the White Rose today! 

              Wittenstein was transferred to the Italian front where he was a physician at a field hospital taking care of the wounded soldiers. As the Allies came nearer, Wittenstein made his escape by riding a bicycle into Northern Italy as the German retreated. During his escape, he was accidentally shot in the left hand by an American.

After the war ended, Wittenstein went to England where he spent three years to lecturing  in London, Oxford and Durham about his involvement in the White Rose.  “I was glad to tell Englishmen that there were Germans who did not support Hitler and actively fought against him.”  After lecturing, Wittenstein knew “German medicine was in ruins and that he wanted to learn the best surgery in the world, which was in the United States.”  So this lead him to Denver, Colorado and finally to Santa Barbara, California where he was in private practice for many years. (Wittenstein).  

During the interview Dr. Wittenstein described in great detail about the fear that he had to live with every moment he associated or had anything to do with the White Rose. Dr. Wittenstein and his friends constantly worried about getting caught and killed by the Gestapo. This is what amazed me the most. I kept thinking to myself, would I want to risk my life and many others in order to start a resistance group for an almost hopeless cause? 

From Goethe’s The Awakening of Epimenides, Act II, Scene 4.

Hope:

Now I find my good men

Are gathered in the night,

To wait in silence, not to sleep.

They whisper and murmur,

Till in unaccustomed strangeness,

On the steps of our temple

Once again in delight they cry:

Freedom!  Freedom! (First Leaflet).  
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