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Preface to the Bloomsbury Revelations Edition

In a series of interrogations conducted by the American officer Ernest Evans shortly after Hermann Goering had been captured in May 1945, the prisoner explained the drama of the last days of the Third Reich, when he came to realize that Hitler, trapped by the encroaching Red Army in his bunker in Berlin, was no longer in a position to carry out his responsibilities as leader. Goering was Hitler’s designated successor. ‘In a flash,’ wrote Evans, ‘the idea came to him: “I am the Führer, only I don’t know it.”’1 Goering sent a telegram to Hitler from his villa in Berchtesgaden explaining that he was going to function as leader in his place. The dream was rudely punctured when, according to Goering, a radio message arrived from Hitler condemning him and his entire family to death for treason. Hitler, so Goering told another interrogator, had ‘come to life again’, thanks to intervention by Goering’s great rival, Martin Bormann.2 He was arrested by an SS unit, but later rescued by loyal air force personnel. When Hitler committed suicide on 30 April 1945 he left behind a document appointing Joseph Goebbels as his successor as chancellor and Grand Admiral Karl Dönitz as president. Goering was expelled from the Party, an inglorious conclusion to his 23-year political career.

Any biography of Goering must acknowledge that he might have been Hitler’s successor. If any one of the assassination attempts against Hitler had succeeded during the war, Goering was supposed to take over. Would this have happened? Probably not. There were powerful rivals. When Goering reflected in captivity on whether he could have taken over power, he was ‘pretty certain’, he told interrogators, that ‘Bormann would have been after his blood’.3 The army might have declared martial law and taken over the state, as the conspirators of the July Plot of 1944 planned to do. Goering was anyway a fading star by 1945. Hitler’s interpreter, Paul Schmidt, confirmed to his interrogators that Goering ‘had taken little active part in the conduct of affairs’, absorbed by his ‘mammoth schemes and private affairs’.4 Around him was a chorus of criticism and complaint about the failure of the German air force to stem the bombing or the Soviet advance towards Germany, but most sharply from Hitler. Most accounts of Goering’s career focus on the growing gap between his political aspirations and his military and administrative competence.

One of the things this biography tried to do when it was first published more than thirty-five years ago was to take Goering more seriously as a politician, commander and organizer than most histories of the Third Reich had done. Subsequent biographies have also shown his significant contribution to the diplomacy of the 1930s, which plays a lesser part here.5 For all the popular image of Goering as the butt of popular jokes and rumour, too idle to do a job properly and too fond of the good life to abandon his position without a struggle, there was much more to his personality than that. It is significant that among the cohort of unhappy characters arraigned before the International Tribunal at Nuremberg, Goering stood out from the crowd. Peter Calvocoressi, one of the British war crimes investigators at Nuremberg, recorded that Goering ‘undoubtedly made a strong personal impression’ thanks to the ‘extent of his knowledge, his self-possession, his obvious interest and aliveness, his readiness to take responsibility’. In the witness box for days, Goering ‘had plenty to say and he said it well’.6 When he was asked in March 1946 by the American psychiatrist Leon Goldensohn, what he thought of the trial, his reply betrayed his habitual egoism: ‘the damned court – the stupidity,’ Goldensohn recorded. ‘Why don’t they let me take the blame and dismiss these little fellows – Funk, Fritzsche, Kaltenbrunner? I never heard of most of them.’ In a later conversation, Goering told Goldensohn that in his opinion, whether or not there had been a Hitler, ‘I would have been a leading statesmen and military power in Germany and I would have succeeded in winning a war.’7 

The effort in 1945–6 by teams of British and American psychologists and psychiatrists to identify National Socialist leaders as both evil and psychologically disturbed had greater difficulty with Goering, who did not seem as suitable a case for treatment as the others – ‘more rational than most of them’, commented Hitler’s interpreter after the war. The interrogations conducted in the six months before the trial show a man who was not as ill-informed or unintelligent about his responsibilities as many of his subordinates and colleagues suggested. A report on Goering for the British War Crimes Executive in June 1945 concluded that he was ‘by no means the comical figure’ from newspaper reports, but ‘generally cool and calculating … certainly not a man to be underrated.’8 On the detailed issues of aircraft production and distribution in 1944 and 1945, Goering’s responses to questions have been broadly verified by the available archive. When he was asked for the principal explanation for the defeat of the German air force he opted, rightly, for the introduction of the long-range fighter: ‘Without this escort, the air offensive would never have succeeded. Nobody thought such long-range fighter escort was possible.’9 

Goering’s political problems were only partly a result o
f his vaunted ambition and personal foibles, as this biography has tried to show. The key issue that he had to contend with was the virtual impossibility of fulfilling what Hitler wanted, either as head of the Four-Year Plan organization for armaments and substitute materials, or as commander-in-chief of the German air force. In 1941 his bomber force was battering British cities and suffering a prolonged rate of attrition, while plans were laid to transfer almost all the aircraft to the east for the assault on the Soviet Union. Not surprisingly, the German air force had fewer bombers for the 1941 campaign than it had had in May 1940 for the invasion of France. Goering was among those who favoured finishing Britain off first, either through bombing or by seizing Gibraltar and the Suez Canal and closing Britain off from the Mediterranean. Goering told Evans in 1945 that he found Hitler’s strategy badly flawed: ‘Hitler’s decision for war with Russia put me in doubt. I knew well that we could bash the Russians, but how could we ever come to a peace settlement with the Bolsheviks? In the end we could not march all the way to Vladivostok’. An American summary of Goering’s interrogations found that he ‘would have liked to make peace with the Russians at almost any time in the course of the war’. He was dismissive of Germany’s wartime diplomacy – ‘the war had been strewn with diplomatic failures’ – but above all he considered war against the United States as ‘just insane’.10 While it is possible to interpret these reactions as special pleading before the coming trial, they also indicate the extent to which Goering swiftly lost influence on Hitler’s strategy from the start of the war because he preferred a more cautious and sensible course. He had, Schmidt recalled, been opposed to the war from the start.

Once German expansion was under way Goering certainly set aside whatever doubts he harboured. He was at the forefront of the economic exploitation of the captured territories, particularly in the Soviet Union where the vast German state holding company, named in his honour the ‘Reichswerke Hermann Goering’, planned to take over much of the coal, iron and steel capacity of the Soviet area. He was also keen to use the air force as a means to inflate his political prestige, an aim that quickly foundered when the Royal Air Force prevented a German invasion in the late summer of 1940. The problem was the sheer range of theatres in which the air force was expected to fight: in the Soviet Union, the Mediterranean, Western Europe and the Battle of the Atlantic. The aircraft industry under his overall direction failed to develop the new models or the quantity of aircraft Hitler’s strategy required and this doomed Goering’s military ambitions. The explanation for the failure of the German air force during the war lies in economics and technology as much as strategy. In these fields, it is argued here, Goering’s limitations as a leader were most fully exposed.

One aspect of Goering’s political career did not get the coverage it deserved when the book was first written. Goering played a part in the policy of discrimination, spoliation and murder of European Jews, and that part was not sufficiently emphasized or explored, not least because the literature on the persecution of the Jews was still in its infancy in the 1980s. It is not clear in Goering’s case how much of his anti-Semitism was opportunistic and how much it reflected a deeper layer of prejudice. In conversation with Leon Goldensohn he was unusually candid about where he stood on the Jewish question. He understood his association with the anti-Semitism of the movement as opportunistic rather than essential, as Goldensohn recorded:

Anti-Semitism played no part in my life. If it were on the basis of anti-Semitism I would never have been interested in the Nazi movement. The thing which attracted me to the party was the political programme. I mean the creating of a greater Germany and the abolition of the Treaty of Versailles. Of course, if one joined the Nazi Party one had to adopt all the points of the party, more or less, including anti-Semitism.11 

Goering’s role as ‘economic dictator’ in the late 1930s showed his opportunism at its worst. He became responsible for the programme of ‘Aryanization’ of Jewish businesses and the seizure of Jewish wealth and assets.

There is now a much richer literature on the economics of German anti-Semitism than was available in the 1980s and Goering’s role is now much clearer.12 Goering was the political force behind the imposition of a fine of one billion marks on Germany’s Jewish community following the Night of Broken Glass on 8 November 1938, and in the introduction on 3 December 1938 of a decree on ‘The Deployment of Jewish Wealth’. The new law allowed the state to close down Jewish businesses or to compel their sale at disadvantageous prices or, in some cases, to seize them outright. A further decree in January 1939 forced all German Jews to bring their jewellery, precious metals and securities to central collecting centres (many of them municipal pawn shops) where they were given a nominal sum in exchange. The metals were then melted down to fund the purchase of raw materials essential for the rearmament programme, and the jewels sold to Swiss dealers in exchange for much needed industrial diamonds.13 This was one way of solving the problems faced by Goering’s Four-Year Plan in buying essential materials and equipment from abroad.

On Goering’s direct involvement in the switch to the ‘Final Solution’ in the summer and autumn of 1941 the evidence is much less certain. The document often cited – it is in this biography on p. 146 – was issued under Goering’s signature on 31 July 1941, directing Reinhard Heydrich, head of the Reich Main Security Office, to find a final solution to the Jewish question. This was a major find for the Nuremberg Tribunal and it linked Goering directly to the eventual programme of genocide. Recent research, however, has shown that the document originated in the Jewish Affairs Office of the Gestapo, run by Adolf Eichmann. It was drawn up by Gestapo officials, who then ran it past Heydrich before putting it on Goering’s desk for final signature. It is not known if Goering actually read the document or understood its significance. His signature was secured partly perhaps as insurance for Eichmann and Heydrich that they would be seen to be just obeying orders (Eichmann’s defence at his later trial in Jerusalem twenty years later).14 Goering seems to have played little direct part thereafter in the subsequent genocide, which passed entirely into the hands of the Gestapo and the SS. When one of Eichmann’s deputies asked to be shown evidence that genocide had been ordered, Eichmann chose to show him a document signed by Himmler on Hitler’s behalf, rather than the ‘Final Solution’ document signed by Goering in July 1941.15 Goering’s later protestations that Goebbels and Himmler were to blame for the atrocities of which he disapproved should not be dismissed entirely. The chief perpetrators almost certainly kept Goering at arm’s length precisely because his anti-Semitism appeared more superficial than theirs.

Nonetheless, Goering was sentenced to be hanged at Nuremberg for his role in German aggression, crimes against humanity and crimes against peace. He was treated as one of the principal conspirators on the charge of ‘conspiracy to launch aggressive war’ brought forward by the American prosecution team to make sure that ‘obeying orders’ could be no-one’s excuse. Although his influence on Hitler waned during the war, and the economy, armed forces and the apparatus of genocide were gradually shifted from his supervision by ambitious rivals, he could have had no complaints about the judgement. When it suited him, he was ruthless with people in his way. He told Evans that when an officer returned from a visit to the Soviet Union shortly before the German invasion with news that a single Soviet aero-engine plant was as large as half-a-dozen German ones, Goering threatened him with a concentration camp for his defeatism. Goering was a deceptive personality, charming and larger-than-life in the right environment, a callous bully in others. It is striking that those closest to him in the air force committed suicide, or threatened it: Ernst Udet, head of air force procurement; Hans Jeschonnek, first wartime chief-of-staff; Erhard Milch, Goering’s deputy at the Air Ministry. This was an unusually high proportion, and it says something about the frustration of working with a leader who took out his own failings regularly on those below him. In the end Goering himself committed suicide the night before his planned execution, one of thousands of Germans who opted to choose the manner of their death after the collapse of the Third Reich.

Over the thirty-five years since this biography was written there has been a huge volume of new writing on almost every aspect of the history of the Third Reich. Much of the recent writing on the dictatorship has chosen to place Hitler and his ideas as the dominant factor throughout and by default to limit the influence of the other major political actors.16 This is to exaggerate Hitler’s capacity to run the dictatorship single-handed. Goering was a large presence, a key player in the history of the National Socialist ascent to power and the subsequent descent into war and annihilation. He had fingers in a great many pies, regarded for a long time by Hitler as a ‘fixer’ when there were problems to confront. The political history of the dictatorship cannot be understood as just the history of Hitler. The inner circle around Hitler were delegates for the Leader, delivering what was wanted, and doing so by exercising their own discretion and judgement. They were each a fragment of dictatorship. Goering was one of the largest – ‘almost the Führer’, but not quite.

Richard Overy,

January 2020
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Chapter 1

The ‘Iron Man’

Hermann Goering has emerged from the bleak history of the Third Reich as a corrupt rather than evil figure. He has done so for obvious reasons. His greed, corruptibility and incompetence contrast with the ascetic fanaticism of the other leading Nazi politicians, and make him at once a less threatening and more forgivable character. His apparent lack of scruple and his opportunism diverge from the obsessive idealism of the mainstream of German fascism. Goering symbolises fascism in its most venal and fallible form; recognisably human where Hitler and the little Hitlers are not. Goering appears superficial where Hitler, from whatever perspective, is a deeply complex historical figure. He remains the political gangster; the man described by a British ambassador as a ‘typical and brutal buccaneer’.1 

Yet this image of Goering, the cheerful if vicious booty-hunter, could not be further from the truth. While it is certainly the case that Goering was flamboyant and conceited, and equally true that he profited unscrupulously and ruthlessly from the plundering of Europe’s great museums and households, these are not what make him historically important. For most of the period of the Third Reich he was second only to Hitler in the Nazi movement and in the state. He shared Hitler’s ambitions and played a crucial role in the attempt to fulfil them. Moreover he was compelled to work closely with the day-to-day reality of German politics and strategy, thus forming an important bridge between Hitler and the wider political world of the Third Reich. Much of the history of this period has been written as the history of Hitler. This is perhaps excusable, given the character of Nazi rule. But this preoccupation with Hitler has obscured the wider political context in which he worked. If Hitler can, in a sense, be abstracted from German political life and enjoy a history of his own, the same cannot be said of his subordinates. Any history of Goering becomes at the same time the history of the institutional and political world in which he operated; the history of the ‘Goering empire’ as well as Goering himself.

There can be no doubt that Goering justifies such a history. His contemporaries took him seriously enough. His brutality and lack of scruple earned for him the nickname ‘der Eiseme’, the ‘Iron Man’.2 His reputation abroad led to the publication in 1940 of a book with the title Goering – Germany’s most Dangerous Man. Robert Vansittart, no great admirer of Germans generally, judged Goering to be ‘pathological . . . completely irresponsible, and much more dangerous than Hitler’.3 His reputation at home earned him the loyalty and confidence of Hitler until almost the end of the war. Even as Allied bombers penetrated deeply and dangerously into the Reich in 1944 Hitler was prepared to tell his staff that ‘a better man cannot be found’.4 He embodied the restless and violent nature of the Nazi movement as a whole and played a central and active part in its development.

Goering was a completely committed Nazi and was no mere political opportunist. He worked from a deep conviction that the course on which Hitler and Germany had embarked was the right one. Unlike Hess and Keitel, for example, who were merely Hitler’s echoes, Goering brought his own ideas and his own political style to invigorate the efforts of the party. He demonstrated a deep and enduring loyalty both for Hitler himself and for the movement’s wider aims in domestic politics and foreign expansion. Indeed for a great deal of the period after 1933 he had greater responsibilities and greater authority than any other leading Nazi except Hitler, and used this position to see that these wider aims were fulfilled. From his regular and direct contact with economic, military and judicial offices he earned the further responsibility for shaping much of Nazi policy. The long list of offices that Goering held, and the specific services that he rendered to the movement, betray the image of a man very much at the centre of state affairs; if no Thomas Cromwell then at least a Wolsey.

For the historian Goering’s most important contribution came from his role in the economy and the waging of war. Goering was permitted a degree of autonomy in his leadership of the air force and in his capacity as overlord of the German economy between 1937 and 1942 enjoyed by few if any of Hitler’s other subordinates. It is on this particular aspect of Goering’s political life that the following chapters will concentrate. During the period between 1936 and 1942 Goering not only controlled the Luftwaffe but intervened extensively in strategic and military matters as a whole. In the economy he gradually extended his power and authority from selected areas of industry and economic administration to embrace the whole structure of economic policy-making. He was charged by Hitler with the task of preparing the German economy for the Nazis’ imperial ambitions. In the words of Rudolf Hess, wrongly attributed to Goering, he did indeed choose guns before butter.5 Once war had broken out Goering continued to consolidate his authority in economic affairs while at the same time accepting Hitler’s commission to organise the creation of the economy of the New Order in Europe. It was Goering who was responsible for fixing the level and nature of economic exploitation.

In this respect Goering played a crucial role in establishing the necessary relationship between the Nazi movement and German capitalism that would make such imperialism possible. This he did not by integrating private capitalism in its pre-Nazi form into the programme of war-preparation and imperialism, but by attempting to transform the whole relationship between state and economy. This was done by extending direct Nazi control over businesses through a system of regulatory offices and by establishing state industry in those areas where it was felt that private capitalism could not, or would not, serve the interests of the community. This effort to establish a more thorough
ly Nazi economy, to remodel German industry, and to redefine the purposes of economic life was part of a wider movement, increasingly evident after 1936, to speed up the transformation of German society along fascist lines. The administrative and institutional empire that Goering established contained the political ingredients necessary to effect this transition.

The central role played by Goering during this period in the reorientation of the economy is worth emphasising because Goering has often been characterised as the moderate in the Nazi party, a friend to big business and an opponent of radical change. While it is true that he approached all such questions in a gradualist way, realising that changes in the economy would take time, he was nevertheless committed to making the changes. He saw the relationship between the economic structure and the political system as a critical one in defining the nature of the regime. Goering believed that it was his personal responsibility, together with the party apparatus over which he ruled, to create a fascist economic system. This was not simply an empty threat as it turned out to be in Italy during the 1930s. Goering, unlike Mussolini, did not have to make a series of tactical concessions to industry of the kind that effectively undermined Italian efforts to remodel the economy. Goering exercised direct authority over the private sector, seeing the relationship as a relationship of power, not as a merely formal constitutional one. The power base that he established represented, as it was meant to do, a direct threat to the traditional political position of big business and the military establishment in German society, held since the time of Bismarck. The degree to which Goering’s power encroached on that of the traditional elites was the measure of how far the Nazi movement was capable of creating new institutions and a new political class. Under these circumstances Goering emerges every bit as revolutionary a Nazi as those victims of his vengeance in the purge of 30 June 1934.

The historian has to set limits for such a study. Goering’s fingers stuck in many pies, some large, some small. It is the large ones that really matter. The years 1936 to 1942 are clearly more important than those beforehand or afterwards. His role in the early stages of the movement was unspectacular. The story of his personal life, while it says something about his political affairs, is less intrinsically interesting than Hitler’s and is already well-known.6 His many and more minor offices pay tribute to how extensive his political interests and ambitions were, but were of slight historical weight. What all his many activities did amount to was the largest political and administrative empire controlled directly by any of Hitler’s paladins. Goering’s history thus becomes to an important extent the history of his political empire rather than his personal history. This in turn sheds important light on fascist political systems in general and on Nazi party politics in particular.

The existence in the Third Reich of what Professor Trevor-Roper has called ‘a confusion of private empires’ has long been accepted by historians.7 That Goering controlled such an empire is clear. It is perhaps misleading to call it private, for these empires were primarily made up of public institutions, of departments of state, and were run ostensibly on behalf of the people and the movement. Through the political empires the Nazi community, the Volksgemeinschaft, was imposed on Germany. They demonstrate certain important features of Nazi rule. Hitler and the party expected the new German elite to be recruited by a system of political natural selection. The fittest to rule were those who rose to the top. Those who were at the top were, ipso facto, the fittest. There was no need for any conventional demonstration of competence to rule. Second, the creation of powerful administrative empires illustrated the Nazi emphasis on substance over form. The important thing was the establishment not of formal constitutions and jurisdiction but of direct and coercive rule; action rather than words. This was the style of fascist politics, with its irrational and primitive values and its urgent revolutionism. Goering’s empire was one of the clearest examples of Nazi political life. In its internal power-structure, its dynamic for expansion, its personnel and its ideological orientation it was a miniature of the larger Nazi empire that spawned it. Through its confrontation with the conservative forces in German society it became, like the SS during the war, a major instrument in revolutionising German and European political life.

These, then, are the fruitful areas of Goering’s personal history: preparation for, and prosecution of, the Second World War; the attempt to transform the German economy; and a dominant position in the fluid, revolutionary, politics of the party. They are linked together by that set of ambitions and attitudes that made up the Nazi world view, the desire to create a community run from above by a hierarchy of corporative agencies in the form of a racial absolutist state; and the desire to use this ordered German community to expand and extend German world power at the expense of ‘declining’ or ‘inferior’ peoples. Both these main ambitions Goering shared. His experiences during the First World War and its immediate aftermath he also shared with other leaders of the movement. His early history, like Hitler’s, gives few enough hints of his future place in German politics but it does tell us something about the sort of people who were attracted to German fascism and the historical circumstances that shaped the movement.

Hermann Wilhelm Goering was born at Rosenheim in Bavaria on 12 January 1893. He was descended from a long line of bureaucrats and jurists who had hovered on the fringes of aristocratic and royal life in Prussia for two hundred years. His father, Heinrich, was a soldier who fought through Bismarck’s wars and subsequently joined the consular service of the new Reich. At the time of Goering’s birth his father was consul-general in Haiti. His was a typical service family, positioned uncertainly between the real German upper classes and the commercial middle class, with which it had no connection. The family made little money, status and pension being its reward. The lower levels of the bureaucratic and military establishment in Germany formed an important part of the pre-industrial world that was able to survive and even extend its influence in the Bismarckian Reich, supporting colonies and German expansion, as Goering’s father did, as a further avenue to jobs and influence. The nationalism and sense of duty that these classes displayed blended with a growing fear and resentment at the threat to their social position posed by the new social forces thrown up by industrialisation. It was from this blend that
German fascism was to draw at least some of its support.

Goering followed his father willingly into German military life. A failure at more conventional studies, he was a distinguished cadet at Karlsruhe and at the military training college at Lichterfelde. But in some important ways Goering did not share the conventional Prussian upbringing of his fellow cadets. He remained living in Bavaria, although his father was a Prussian. In a castle at Veldenstein near Nuremberg, provided for the family by the man whose mistress Goering’s mother became, he was surrounded by a curious neo-medieval pageantry.8 It was here, rather than in Prussia, that Goering absorbed and developed a romantic sense of Germanness that finally blossomed under National Socialism. His early life symbolised a curious fusion of southern and northern Germany, producing a romantic, ethnic nationalism invigorated by the rigorous service mentality of the north. Although Goering was clearly anxious to be absorbed into the Prussian military world, his Bavarian background instilled a kind of restlessness and sense of isolation that prevented him from being fully accepted by, or from accepting, the Prussian establishment. Goering inhabited a world of heroes and legends that the declining Bismarckian system was ill able to provide. The irony for Goering, as for other ambitious but conservative young Germans, was that the very system that fuelled their romantic traditionalism, and held out the promise of fulfilment, was itself on the point of dissolution.

The First World War was the high watermark of the world into which Goering was hopefully moving. It gave him ample opportunity for acts of heroism of which there can be no doubt. His medal pour le mérite was awarded for repeated and exceptional acts of bravery in the field. But the war also brought about the complete collapse of the system that had provided the Goerings with their livelihood, and provided the soldier and bureaucratic classes with a sense of common identity. In this respect Goering shared with many other Germans the sense of disorientation and frustration brought about by defeat in war. What made such a situation so much worse for soldiers like Goering was that they had very little else to fall back on; neither money nor good connections. He was rudely reminded of this by his fiancée’s upper-class family who broke off the engagement when he returned penniless from the front in 1919.9 It was possible for the wealthy and aristocratic elites to adjust to the world after 1918 for they retained their wealth and considerable social and political influence under the Weimar Republic. For those who had always been on the fringes of upper-class society in the Second Reich it was much harder to salvage anything from the wreckage.

From the point of view of the birth of fascism in Germany it was essential that people like Goering should experience a double sense of betrayal. Not only a deep conviction that the socialists had been responsible for the ‘stab-in-the-back’, a legend which Goering took over uncritically in 1918, but also a sense of mute betrayal by the conservative classes which he had aspired to enter. Through their failure to win the war and their subsequent withdrawal from defence of the old system, the conservatives left the lower levels of the traditional German community vulnerable to industrial society and democratic politics. This rejection of pre-war conservatism was a central feature of Nazi politics. Goering wrote contemptuously of the German upper classes who, in 1918, ‘hauled down their once glorious standards and were not to be found in the ranks of the warriors who were passionately fighting for Germany’s rebirth’; of the German generals among whom ‘there was not one who was willing to hoist the standard of resistance’; of the ‘possessing classes who were at least prepared to represent their own personal interests, but not the interests of the German people as a whole’.10 Goering was not an exception to the rule among leading Nazis, an aristocratic island in a petty-bourgeois sea, but was very much a part of the mainstream of Nazi politics; an ex-soldier unwilling to restore the old world but fundamentally alienated from the world of Weimar. A product of that social zone between the traditional conservative elites and the new industrial classes, which the old Reich had protected and supported for its own political ends but which was a social anachronism in the 1920s.

Unlike Goering many Germans did adjust, however grudgingly, to Weimar democracy. But Goering’s deeply emotional nationalism and sense of bitter rejection by the society for which he had fought prevented him from settling down to extract what he could from the new system. His political response to the Republic was naive and incoherent, reflecting the uncomprehending resentment which conservative Germans felt towards the Versailles settlement and the rule of Social Democrats. He allegedly read political pamphlets and attended Freikorps meetings in the first two years after the end of the war, but remained only on the fringes of political life. For some time he imposed an exile upon himself in Denmark and Sweden before moving back to Bavaria with Carin, his first wife. In Sweden he recaptured the sense of mystery and pageantry that he had experienced in Bavaria in the ‘Edelweiss Chapel’, a select and mystical Nordic society run by Carin’s mother, Baroness Huldine Beamish-Fock.11 Under pressure from Carin, Goering returned to Germany to instil his nationalist romanticism into local politics. Like Hitler and other leading Nazis, Goering clearly made the commitment at some stage in the two years after the end of the war to become involved actively in politics; not in the conventional political parties, which only imperfectly accommodated the politically active elements of the traditional middle class, but in the creation of new political movements that represented in a direct sense those alienated groups who were unwilling any longer to allow the conservative elites to represent them. What particularly attracted Goering to National Socialism was Hitler’s ability to express in words that feeling of alienation and frustration that Goering could not express for himself. It was this sense that Hitler provided an explanation for what had gone wrong that drew Goering towards the movement, as it drew many others.

Hitler and Goering first met in 1922 in Munich. Having heard Hitler speak Goering requested an interview during the course of which Hitler briefly explained his Weltanschauung. The interview went well. Hitler offered Goering the leadership of the SA, in deference to his war record. Goering declared an oath of allegiance to Hitler. It would be wrong to read too much into this early relationship. Hitler wanted a soldier with a distinguished war record to lead the SA, the small party police force. This Goering did effectively enough until the Nazi’s abortive Putsch in November 1923.12 But the movement as a whole was of relatively minor significance and Goering’s role within it not a prominent one. If anything it was Carin who earned Goering a place in Hitler’s circle as much as Goering himself. When the Putsch failed Goering left Germany and the link between himself and Hitler became attenuated and finally almost non-existent. Goering continued to drift in and out of the underworld of radical conservatism. If nothing else Goering could claim to be one of those who had actively struggled and opposed the Weimar system from below, as Hitler was always able to claim. Goering capitalised on this when he later became active again in the Nazi movement but it was a poor investment in the renewed exile in Italy and Sweden.

During his period in exile – he was a wanted man in Bavaria – Goering lived in poverty and considerable hardship. The serious injury he sustained during the Putsch drew him towards morphine addiction from which he slowly recovered in Swedish hospitals. The historian has little material to show what interest Goering maintained in politics or what the formative influences were in shaping his ideas. In 1924 he met Mussolini through the offices of friends he made in the Fascist Party. He continued to read and absorb political literature. It would be fair to conclude that his basic political and social attitudes only hardened during this period, but that they did not change substantially. After recovering from his addiction, and benefiting from an amnesty, Goering returned to Germany in 1927 to find paid employment and to re-establish his contacts with the political right. He visited Hitler in Munich, rejoined the party and established himself in Berlin as a salesman for the Bayerische Motorenwerke.13 His party activity was confined to making contact with Goebbels’s Berlin-based organisation and taking his turn in electioneering and propaganda. The turning-point in Goering’s personal fortunes coincided with a turning-point in that of the party as a whole.

Between 1926 and 1928 the Nazi Party tried to win a mass base of support in the German industrial cities. The strategy was an almost complete failure. In the Reichstag elections in May 1928 the Nazi Party could only achieve 800,000 votes, enough to gain twelve seats, but not enough to become a serious political force. At some stage early in 1928, when Hitler paid a visit to Berlin from his Munich headquarters, Goering was successful in persuading Hitler to put him forward as a candidate in the elections. Quite why Hitler made the choice is open to speculation. Indeed Röhm opposed the choice, for it implied a threat to his role in the SA, which Goering had once led. Goering held no office in the movement, had been out of the country for three years and had an insecure job as a sales representative. What he did have was a very considerable personality, great ambition, and the ability to appear to be at the centre of affairs. His one advantage was that unlike so many of the Nazi leaders he had at least been on the fringes of the Wilhelmine upper classes and knew enough about how conservative society worked in Germany to be useful to Hitler. He was chosen for his qualities as a serious candidate rather than his qualities as a dedicated Nazi.14 

It was in his position as one of the twelve Nazi deputies elected to the Reichstag that Goering at last assumed any significance in the Nazi movement. And it was in this capacity as a public-relations officer for Nazism that Hitler tolerated and finally welcomed Goering. His role within the party itself remained undefined and peripheral. His political power depended on Hitler’s success in national politics and he based his personal influence almost exclusively on his role in the Reichstag and his importance as an intermediary between the party and other groups in German political life. It seems to have been a tactical decision on Hitler’s part to use Goering as a political ambassador but the decision had important implications for Goering’s own career. It meant that he became increasingly indispensable to Hitler without becoming deeply involved in internal Nazi political squabbles. It also meant that Goering was both better informed and more involved in national issues than most other Nazis and could use this expertise to bolster his influence with Hitler and his intimate circle. How little Goering featured in internal Nazi politics can be gathered from the fact that he figured not at all in the memoirs of leading Nazis in the period between 1923 and 1930 nor in Goebbels’s diaries of the same period.15 His importance for the movement at a national level can be gauged from the fact that much of the foreign press talked of Goering and Hitler but of few of the other leading Nazis. Here were the roots of Goering’s political empire-building.

Goering’s political position also depended on his loyalty to Hitler and the success of his efforts in the Reichstag to have Hitler taken seriously as a political figure. The first factor assumed a special significance since the growing success of the party at the polls coincided with a sharpening of the conflict between the northern-based party group led by the Strasser brothers and the Munich headquarters of the party. The division was as much a tactical one as an ideological one. Hitler wanted complete control over the methods and tactics used by the party. He also wanted undivided loyalty to the party’s supreme leader. Goering, who was himself so dependent on Hitler’s favour, became identified with Hitler’s efforts to exert full control over the party. Hitler too was keen to exploit his loyalty because of changing political circumstances outside the conflicts within the party. To maintain momentum after 1928 it was necessary to acquire more funds for the party and also to establish links with the conservative forces in German politics. Such links were necessary in order to make the party look more respectable and less iconoclastic in its attempts to win the votes of the peasantry and the small-town officials and property-owners upon whose support the party fully depended. Goering played an important part in operating such tactics. He conducted his election campaigns accompanied by conservative recruits to the movement – including the Hohenzollern Prince, August Wilhelm – and 
established the necessary contacts with businessmen and bankers who were sympathetic to the movement, such as Fritz Thyssen and Hjalmar Schacht.16 Goering was by no means the only Nazi engaged in the task, though he was one of the most conspicuous, nor did the Nazis succeed during the period in attracting the conservative elites in any real numbers. But it did have the effect of making the Nazi Party appear to be more respectable to the lower levels of the German bourgeois and agrarian world.

The role Goering assumed as Hitler’s ‘ambassador’ – his party nickname – should not be exaggerated. Not until late in 1932 was any real success achieved in negotiation, and then only because the shifts in the political power balance encouraged the threatened political elite around Hindenburg to adopt a new strategy for survival. Despite Goering’s historical reputation as a conservative bridge between the traditional military and agrarian elite and the Nazi Party, it is clear that Goering neither considered himself as part of the ex-Wilhelmine political elite nor was accepted or respected by them. Goering lacked a respectable social position and was compromised, like Hitler, as an ex-putschist and populist orator. Most important of all Goering himself did not lose that implicit rejection of the old aristocratic Germany, the strong desire to establish something identifiably new, that replaced or transcended the old Bismarckian Reich but avoided the democratic alternative. This deeper rejection of conservative Germany was symbolised by Hitler’s decision to contest the presidential election in 1932 against Hindenburg. Goering was conspicuous in his support for Hitler’s decision, even though it offended potential friends among the conservative circles with which he had contact, because he believed that Hindenburg was being manipulated by socialists and Catholics. Conservatives were useful for Goering, as for the whole movement, only inasmuch as they could be mobilised or manipulated for the purpose of achieving power.

It was in the achievement of final power in January 1933 that Goering appeared to Hitler to play such an important part and which cemented what had otherwise been an uncertain and unpromising political relationship between the two men. Goering was helped in his own political career in 1932 by his election as President of the Reichstag, a tribute to his flamboyance and energy as a Nazi deputy. ‘I’m glad that he’s now well taken care of,’ was Hitler’s comment.17 It was from this position that he was able unscrupulously to conduct negotiations with other parties, ostensibly from a disinterested desire to form a stable government that could command a parliamentary majority: in practice to find an avenue whereby Hitler might complete the ‘legal revolution’ and gain the chancellorship. His position was still very much that of a go-between. His ability to achieve anything from the negotiations depended first of all on continued Nazi success at the polls. Only on the basis of being the largest Reichstag party could the Nazis hope to lay claim to the highest office. It also depended crucially on the attitude of the conservative parties and the military group around the President. In this respect Goering’s role, like Hitler’s, was essentially negative, depending upon initiatives over which both men had very little control. Indeed Goering, whose reputation with the party rested on his ability to establish and maintain contacts, was conspicuously excluded from the inner discussions between the leading conservative political figures and was consulted only when conservatives chose to consult him. The important political discussions took place with Hitler rather than Goering, with the single exception of the meeting arranged by Hindenburg’s son, Oskar, to offer Hitler the chancellorship if he would agree to enter a government composed of Nazis and conservatives.18 

In the last week before the Nazis came to power Goering became a central figure in discussions. The circumstances of German political life changed substantially when the conservative forces, compelled on the one hand by the very size and vigorousness of the Nazi movement, on the other by their increasing desperation in finding a conservative national solution that worked, finally decided that Hitler should be included, on their terms, in the government. This represented a complete reversal of the President’s position and that of his agrarian and military allies who had opposed giving Hitler power throughout the months of crisis after the fall of the Brüning cabinet in May 1932. The reasons for this initial opposition were clear; there was no guarantee that Hitler could be controlled and every indication that the movement was opposed to the main interests of the traditional elite. What changed the conservatives’ minds was the recognition that something at least could be salvaged from the constitutional crisis by co-operating with Hitler, whereas a failure to stabilise German political life might well lead to the exclusion of the conservative nationalists from all political influence.

This change on the part of the conservatives brought a flurry of political intrigue at the end of 1932 and in the first few weeks of 1933. Hugenberg, leader of the nationalist DNVP, reached the decision to co-operate with the Nazis in December 1932 and was prepared to share power with Hitler to forestall the complete eclipse of his own power-base.19 Von Schleicher, during his short-lived chancellorship, attempted unsuccessfully to reach agreement with Gregor Strasser to bring some of the leading Nazis into the government. Goering and Hitler opposed such a scheme because it gave greater prominence to Strasser’s ‘Prussian’ Nazis and did not promise the chancellorship itself for Hitler, or any role for Goering.20 Finally the conservative elite around Hind
ènburg, operating under the illusion that Hitler could be tamed once in power, arrived by the middle of January at the decision to include Hitler in a coalition in a final effort to maintain some influence over the traditional Bismarckian alliance of industry, agrarians and the conservative mass. Where such a tactic was workable in the 1860s it failed utterly to cope with the circumstances of a mass radical party whose sympathies with the conservatives were transparently tactical and whose heritage was 1848 rather than 1866.

Goering had the enviable task of bearing the news to Hitler that the conservatives had at last agreed to give Hitler sufficient support to form a majority government, and the final reward of telling Hitler that Hindenburg had consented to his appointment as Chancellor. Hitler, whose grasp of how affairs were moving in January 1933 was at best hazy, was inordinately grateful to Goering, assuming wrongly that Goering had in some sense been instrumental in persuading the conservatives to concede the chancellorship. Goering was rewarded with a post in the prospective new cabinet and the important position of Prussian Minister of the Interior. Yet throughout all this period Goering did little within the party itself in the more mundane tasks of mobilising mass support, for he held no important party office. No doubt his force of personality was important in establishing his claim to a leader’s role within the movement. But certainly until 1933 this claim was ambiguous. The strength of Goering’s political position within the movement depended as it had done since 1922 on his loyalty to Hitler, and on the supreme demonstration of that loyalty in the days before the seizure of power. Had the efforts to achieve power failed in January 1933 it is unlikely that Goering would have long survived the crisis.

Goering brought to the movement a forceful and ambitious personality moved by a simple and typical fascist outlook. His intellect was shallow; his ideological apparatus was shaped by the circumstances of his personal history and closely resembled Hitler’s, whose more articulate expression of the ambitions of the radical conservative mass Goering came to imitate. His ideas took shape on the foundation of a deeply-held and romantic sense of nationalism. This nationalism was the product of both positive and negative intellectual forces. In the positive sense it was a blend of the traditional patriotism of his class and a sentimental view of German history and the German character. His view of history was the same kind of vulgar Hegelianism common in pre-1914 Germany, a belief that Germany was destined through the historical process to emerge as the swordbearer of a superior culture, to secure the triumph of the Germanic ideal. Although Goering’s nationalism was strongly influenced by the events of the war and the Versailles settlement, his was not a restoration mentality. ‘If one looks back’, he later wrote, ‘at the time before the war, one is amazed to see how weak the leaders of the nation really were.’21 Goering’s ideas betray a consistent desire to create something essentially new, implying all the historic virtues, but unlike any Germany of the past. This was the root of his subsequent claim that he joined the party ‘because it was revolutionary’.22 

The negative influences that created his sense of nation were like those of other Nazis: a powerful anti-semitism and a deep loathing of international Marxism. His view of the Weimar state as a Jewish Marxist Republic seems to have pre-dated his first contacts with the Nazi movement and suggests that he had already formed an independent view of the historic enemies of ‘Germandom’.23 The exact source of his anti-semitism can only be guessed at though it was a consistent and firmly-held attitude. He was no doubt influenced by the upper-class anti-semitism of his cadet school and his army companions. It may well be that Goering bore a deep resentment against his Jewish godfather who continually humiliated Goering’s father in his last years. He lived openly with Goering’s mother as his mistress and compelled the father to live on his charity in the gatehouse of his castle. But this can only be speculation. It is more likely that his anti-semitism was picked up uncritically, like most of his ideas, from the literature of radical right-wing politics in post-war Germany. Anti-semitism was part of a general explanation of the German crisis rather than the product of a specific hatred.24 The source of his anti-Marxism is more obvious. The Marxist parties before 1914 were the enemies of the poorer, status-conscious bureaucrats and soldiers because they threatened the tradition-bound world upon which they depended. The experience of 1918 and the creation of a democratic system only hardened his inherited hatred of Marxism.

Goering’s own answer to the problem of asserting Germany’s historic role and defeating its enemies was twofold. It depended first of all on defeating democracy and establishing a unifying authoritarian political structure. Goering rejected the parliamentary principle instinctively with its ‘anonymous ideas of the Majority’. ‘The Laws of Nature demand’, he wrote, ‘that authority should be exercised from above downwards and responsibility from below upwards.’25 Second, it depended upon the continuation of German imperialism and expansion. Goering shared with those of his own background a regular exposure to geo-political writings that saw world affairs in terms of nations rising and falling, of living-space and raw materials, an international Darwinism. The difference between Goering’s response and that of the traditional conservative lay essentially in the kind of society he wanted to create in Germany, and the kind of people who would run it. The new society was what Nazis called the ‘third way’, neither bourgeois society with its redundant conservative elites, nor working-class democracy with its threat of national subversion, but a society based upon a unity of all groups working under the authoritarian guidance of a Germanic elite, allegedly ‘national’ and ‘socialist’ at the same time. By this route Nazis could claim the right of the party to totalitarian control, to extirpate Marxism, eradicate old class interests and define the nature of ‘Germanness’.26 By this route Goering later justified his central control over the economy and his challenge to what he called ‘egoistic capitalism’.27 In effect he was attempting, like fascism in general, to give a universal validity to a narrow pre-industrial ideal.

This new society had to be led by what fascists called ‘the New Man’. This, too, was an essentially social-Darwinian concept. For Goering the concept implied the rediscovery of heroism and the rejection of bourgeois virtue. Goering’s view of history was itself heroic, and his heroes were exclusively the great military leaders from Charlemagne to Napoleon. The virtues which he exalted were those of the soldier: honour, obedience, loyalty, daring. In warfare he believed that ‘personal heroism must always count for more than technical novelties’.28 More significantly, perhaps, he accepted uncritically the fascist emphasis on ‘action’, as opposed to the bourgeois emphasis on ‘reason’. After his election to the Reichstag he wrote that We had but one task then – to attack everybody and always. Like pikes in the carp pool we stirred up the well-fed parliament-men. . . .’29 The will to act with a ruthless and brutal determination was for Goering a defining characteristic both of the movement as a whole and of its leaders. In 1933 he announced ‘I do not have to exercise justice. I have only to destroy and exterminate’; and on another occasion, ‘I am proud of not knowing what justice is.’30 He prided himself that he was always prepared to take brutal decisions when necessary, and without reconsideration. ‘I don’t just say I’m going to do something,’ he told his staff, ‘I actually do it.’31 

Goering’s whole world view was coloured by this pessimistic perception of human nature. He himself became the personification of his own ideas on struggle and action. His personality blended perfectly with his intellectual conviction that man was a ‘Raubtier’, a ‘beast-of-prey’.32 At Nuremberg he asked ‘What do you know of the possibilities of evil? Why do you write books and make philosophy, when you only know about virtue and how to acquire it, whereas the world is fundamentally moved by something quite different.’33 It was this unspoken or unspeakable force that Goering pretended to have found in National Socialism. For Goering the movement was not simply a political instrument for rescuing the conservative masses from destruction within industrial society, and for preserving and extending Germandom, but was an instrument for releasing human energies glimpsed at during the war but submerged beneath conventional morality and bourgeois culture; here was the Futurism of the front-line soldier. In all these respects Goering showed himself to be typical of the mainstream of German fascism: a frustrated and desperate member of the traditional middle class; convinced of Germany’s national ‘mission’ and of the Marxist and Jewish enemies that stood in its way; a firm believer that national life in Germany could only be transformed by a revolution of values, through the agency of the party.

These attitudes do not tell us everything about Goering’s personality, though what they do say is not prepossessing. That he was ambitious, unscrupulous, vicious, and boastful is not mere legend but is, on any count, substantially true. That he was loyal, naive, sentimental and brave is little redemption, for these were the characteristics of his German service background, prompting Goebbels’s patronising description of him as an ‘upright soldier with the heart of a child’.34 He lacked any discriminatory moral sense or humanity. He had much political cunning despite his apparent ingenuousness and had, at least for most of his life, a genuine native authority that stood him in stead for his lack of intellect. As a leader it would be wrong to pretend that he was liked, except perhaps by a circle of old wartime associates. What he was admired for as a leader was what Hitler admired in him: his energy, his coldness, his directness. This political and personal style was closely related to his style as a soldier when he had shown himself to be impulsive and daring. He liked to be thought of as a hard man. When it came to leading men during the period of the Third Reich his personality was still that of the rebarbative young officer.

Goering’s barrack-room values made him bullying and boastful. Perhaps such characteristics stemmed from a deep-seated insecurity. He was deeply dependent upon Hitler and could be reduced to bouts of tearful self-mortification if he aroused Hitler’s displeasure. But for most of the time Goering sought to impose his own will on others by sheer weight of personality, resorting to vengeful tactics if crossed in purpose or argument. Throughout the period he expected to achieve what he wanted by threats and brow-beating. If some believed that his bark was much worse than his bite, it was only because he got others to do his biting for him. He was also a boaster, filling out the reputation for hardness with his own exaggerated view of himself. This was partly the pattern of the regime as a whole. Its propaganda was designed to build a world of illusions peopled with superlatives. The Third Reich was a political jungle in which failure was penalised and dramatic success rewarded. Goering spent much of his time convincing Hitler and others that he had done all and more of what was required of him. His subordinates quickly discovered how far flattery would get them. But in Goering’s case it was not simply the nature of political life that encouraged his boastfulness, but a deep desire to convince himself that he had achieved something: that he was no longer the powerless ex-soldier drifting away from the Wilhelmine world of his frustrated youth. Even if he had been more intellectually capable of self-crit
icism, his personality and the circumstances of its development were against it. He preferred to live in a bizarrely optimistic world of his own creation, shutting out reality, using his political power for its narcotic effects. Like others of his fascist contemporaries who found the reality of social and political change in Germany too difficult to face up to, he created his own world of illusion to protect himself psychologically as well as politically from the conflict between the world as it ought to be and the world as it was.

In one respect at least Goering was honest with himself. He recognised his intellectual limitations. This would not necessarily have mattered, and Goering himself clearly believed that it did not, had it not been for the fact that for most of his period in office the work with which he was associated was of a highly technical and complex nature. This was the case with both the air force and the economy. Nor would it have mattered had Goering simply delegated the technical decision-making. But in almost all cases he insisted upon his own responsibility for making technical judgments and forming policy. Schacht’s view that he had ‘a complete lack of understanding for economics’ is well known, and is supported by the verbatim accounts of Goering’s discussions as economic overlord.35 Goering himself was openly in agreement with this judgment. In 1937 he complained when his subordinates brought economic problems to him: ‘It is no good my trying to talk about them: how can I be expected to understand these complicated problems of economics?’36 When he was commissioned by Hitler to run the Four Year Plan to create an autarkic, war-orientated economy, he told a distinguished audience that ‘My department is not economics. . . . Neither am I an agriculturalist. Except for a few flower-pots on a balcony I have never cultivated anything.’37 Goering instead made his anti-intellectual attitude and his lack of any technical competence into a virtue. This was a frustrating virtue for those who worked with him because of the incompetence and ignorance that accompanied it. ‘A right decision, or critical judgement in technical matters’, wrote one of his officers, ‘was often a matter of pure luck in his case.’38 The stenographic reports of his many conferences do indeed betray the image of a man trying to take technical decisions or even deal with questions of a broader strategic nature quite beyond his grasp.

Goering’s political and administrative life, which forms the substance of this book, reflected both his personality and his intellectual make-up. He was excessively jealous with his authority, arguing endlessly with other offices over questions of jurisdiction and competency. He was unwilling to concede that important ideas or innovations were not his own, insisting that all decisions and every initiative should lie with him. He assumed the right to interfere in any affair, however trivial, in what was often an arbitrary and unsystematic way. In this his administrative method resembled Hitler’s. Like Hitler, Goering had responsibility for a wide range of offices for which he was not inclined to do routine work. Had he been so inclined it would have been apparent from the outset that one man could not hope to master so many departments of state effectively. But instead Goering was able to disguise his lack of administrative endeavour behind his many and varied duties. He always appeared to be occupied by moving rapidly from one responsibility onto the next without doing justice to any of them. The records of his day-to-day activities kept by his personal staff show a constant round of interviews, conferences and discussions.39 The problem was not administrative indolence, although there were times when Goering could not be stirred to do anything at all, but an excess of administration, which often amounted to the same thing.

Under these circumstances Goering came to depend on others to do much of his work for him; Milch in the Air Ministry; Koerner and Pleiger in the Four-Year Plan office and its industries; Gritzbach and Goernnert on his personal staff. He instinctively disliked doing this, unless he was sure that he could effectively dominate his deputy in some way. He preferred Udet, an ex-flyer and stunt-man, to Milch, the officer and businessman, because the former knew little about his job while the latter knew too much. Goering was never reconciled to Milch politically because he took initiatives that should rightly have been taken by Goering. But whether he liked it or not most of his many offices were run on a permanent basis by his deputies – state secretaries, special commissioners and civil servants. This dependence was reflected in the lack of initiative that Goering showed in practice in the making of day-to-day policy. He set the broad conditions and aims of all the major policies and knew what end-product he wanted from them, but in their execution he was often ill-informed and inept. Like Hitler, Goering was easily swayed by the last person to speak to him. In discussion or argument Goering would attach himself firmly to what he could understand or what caught his interest. There was little weighing of evidence and rational assessment on his part. He refused to read any policy document longer than four type-written pages and professed not to understand graphs or statistics.40 His staff learned to cope with this and in fairness Goering himself was willing to concede error. Moreover the effectiveness of the bureaucratic and military establishment in maintaining routine and interpreting general policy directives meant that many of Goering’s assignments were fulfilled to some extent in spite of him. That is why any history of Goering in the Third Reich is simultaneously a history of the apparatus of state that he controlled.

Goering’s administrative style reflected the unusual complexion of German political life under Nazism. For most of his period in office Goering was far more isolated from his political colleagues than was the case in, say, Britain or the United States. There was none of the long and fruitful correspondence between them that serves the historian of British politics. Goering’s contact with other Nazis, with the exception of Hitler, was irregular. On the occasions when they did meet there were seldom discussions of policy or collective decisions.
Meetings were contrived and formal, ritual occasions. Political life was confined within the frontiers of administrative empires organised vertically, with little co-operation between them. These power-blocs manoeuvred for advantage, drawing their strength from their link with Hitler and the party, each seeking to profit at the expense of the others. This situation encouraged the physical separation and isolation of Nazi leaders. Their direct political relationships were with those who worked lower down the hierarchy, not with other Nazi leaders. The characteristic feature of politics was a highly centrifugal institutional structure animated by mutual hostility and rivalry, held together with a rhetoric of solidarity.

This was, of course, how Hitler wanted it. The achievement and retention of power conformed with the jungle values of Nazi politics. Other Nazi leaders were, to Goering, rivals rather than partners. Power had to be competed for and fiercely retained; it did not come simply from the fact of holding office. For much of the time Goering trespassed on the authority and prerogatives of other office-holders, indifferent to their claims. Might was right. Nazi political morality was derived entirely from this central premise. The problem was that this made power a very brittle commodity. Signs of personal weakness were mercilessly exploited. So too was the loss of Hitler’s favour. Once the sustaining bond of Hitler’s confidence was broken, Nazi leaders were vulnerable to all those who still enjoyed his trust. Any power thus lost was immediately swallowed up by rival Nazi empires. Nazi leaders rose and fell not because of incompetence or electoral defeat, but because they lost out in the personal, and even physical, contest for power and the restless efforts to provide Hitler with what he wanted.

As a result, political life was never still in the Third Reich. There was never any sense of permanence, despite all the propaganda of solidarity and unity. The competitiveness of the movement’s leaders led to constant and rapid shifts in political allegiance, the distribution of responsibility and in policy. The unstable and dynamic properties of this system produced remarkable twists and turns in the character of political life, in diplomacy, in economic affairs. The speed with which Goering built up the Luftwaffe and constructed his economic empire did not simply reflect his personal energy but was a product of the system itself. This perhaps explains the underlying fragility of both the air force and the economy when faced with general war. One initiative followed another, with insufficient time for recuperation and consolidation. Moreover Goering’s formal ministerial responsibilities suffered from the fact that for much of the time he was fending off rivals outside his empire and potential rivals within it.

Deliberate isolation, power-seeking and rivalry coloured the way in which other people perceived Goering. Few got close to him. Indeed for all his excessive sociability he remained an outsider, keeping people at a distance. Fellow Nazi leaders saw him as ambitious, energetic, vain and unscrupulous; as one of themselves. They were for the main jealous of Goering and critical of his sumptuous life-style. Goering had no illusions about their feelings. He surrounded himself with bodyguards wherever he went. Like Hitler his cars were armour-plated and bullet-proof, built without running-boards to make it harder for would-be assassins to get near him.41 No doubt he had more to fear from other Nazi leaders than he did from the public, for one source of their jealousy was Goering’s popularity. To the party and the public at large Goering’s image was that of the colourful ex-soldier and old party fighter, bluff and approachable, energetic and loyal. This was indeed the public face that Goering displayed; blunt, direct, jovial and above all trustworthy. Foreign diplomats and German conservatives alike were among those taken in by his habit of straight-talking, his apparent willingness to listen to reason and to sympathise with what he was being told, Goering appeared at times to be all things to all men. This was partly an uncontrollable reflex. Goering liked to feel important. His accommodating behaviour gave him an immediate significance in any discussion and won over the confidence of his interlocutor. But in fact he seldom told the truth on such occasions; his sociability was a mask; his openness and reasonableness a ploy. This ability to dissimulate was an important and calculated tactic. Within the broad framework of ambitions laid down for the movement by Hitler, Goering explored every possibility of making political capital and extending his personal power. Beneath his public persona was a thoughtful, unscrupulous and vengeful politician who manipulated those with whom he had contact as they believed they might manipulate him.

Because of the contrast between public image and private ambition it is difficult to decide how much other people actually influenced Goering in either his ideas or his political actions. His family, respectable and thoroughly middle-class, seems to have had a negligible influence, and to be largely unaware of the exact nature of Goering’s political life. His sister believed, for example, that in 1939 the strong desire for peace expressed by his family acted to turn Goering against war and against Hitler’s diplomacy.42 But in fact Goering’s arguments for peace were Hitler’s too: that Britain’s feeble politicians could be bought off as they had been in 1938 and the Polish crisis be localised. Goering’s first wife, Carin, clearly did have considerable influence upon him. Her premature death in 1931 encouraged him to work in politics with an ever greater energy. In 1934 he erected an elaborate mausoleum to her memory.43 But even her influence took the form of reinforcing ideas and attitudes that were already formed. His second wife, the actress Emmy Sonnemann, was a political innocent, enjoying the high life that Goering’s power made possible but distant from his political life and uncritical in her views.44 From her comes the evidence of how fond Goering was of children and animals. Goering preferred this relationship. ‘She could have her way in the household,’ he said, ‘but as far as my basic code is concerned nothing can sway me . . . when it comes to the basic things in a man’s life it is not a woman’s affair.’45 Goering never involved her in his politics and she never interfered.

Two influences on Goering were of great importance: Hitler, and public opinion. That is not to say that he did not hes
itate to take unpopular measures when necessary; nor to deny his belief that policy should be handed down from above, not influenced from below. But he was anxious to make a good impression, to be liked by the crowd. That was why he spent much more time cultivating a public personality than other Nazi leaders. Nor was this all vanity. A central theme of Nazi ideology was the belief that the German working class, once rid of its Marxist leadership, would be reunited with the German community. Goering shared this hope, having first made it his responsibility to eliminate working-class political institutions and persecute socialism.46 Of course this romantic view of the working class should not be exaggerated. Public opinion did not strongly influence Goering’s day-to-day actions. It did nothing to blunt his draconian efforts during the war to mobilise labour reserves. It is even doubtful if less public popularity would have reduced his claim to power substantially. The pursuit of public approval was as much an expression of vanity and insecurity as it was a political insight. At Nuremberg he expressed the hope that in ‘fifty or sixty years’ time there will be statues of Hermann Goering all over Germany. Little statues maybe, but one in every German home.’47 

The influence of Hitler on the other hand was without question a decisive one. Goering’s political acts were derived from Hitler’s world view and inspired by his messianic leadership. Hitler was the central reference point. ‘God gave the German people a champion in Adolf Hitler,’ Goering wrote.48 The strength of the bond of loyalty transcended everything that Goering did, partly because he wanted to believe that Hitler could determine Germany’s destiny, partly because this bond was the single most important key to political survival. His motives were influenced at every turn by this effort to realise Hitler’s ambitions.

This is not to minimise Goering’s own political significance, for his large empire was a tribute to his vast appetite for political power. His overriding priority was to create a political power-structure, with himself at its core, for the purpose of sharing with Hitler in the transformation of German life. That his conception of the new Germany was class-based and sterile did not matter. Goering’s belief was sincere enough that the revival and expansion of Germany depended on the struggle of great individuals with a sense of mission. ‘World history’, he wrote, ‘can show few parallel examples.’49 He played for a role on a world stage. Intoxicated by this longing for significance, Goering, like Hitler, hoped to transcend his more mundane social and political environment, the pressures of class and interest of which he was, in reality, a violent product.

This tension between romantic longing and the reality of modern politics remained suspended and unresolved. Indeed it could be argued that the final decline of Goering’s political power and personal drive was a precise reflection of this tension. Real life was not as Goering perceived it, even in the irrational world of Nazi politics. World-historical significance did not come from simply claiming it. Goering accepted some of the effort necessary to create his new world, particularly in his prolonged attempt to transform the German and European economies. He accepted for much of the period that his political power had to be earned by constant vigilance against the efforts of other Nazis to undermine his influence and claim to leadership. There was no escape from this kind of continuous, trivial political combat in Hitler’s state, except for Hitler himself. But for much of his time in power he was dogged with failure: failure to transform German society from its class base; failure to mobilise the economy effectively enough for war; failure in the air war. For Goering the means eventually defeated the end. His self-constructed image of the Nazi hero was compromised by the constant need to justify and defend it against critics within and enemies without. During the final period of the war Goering appears to have realised that the battle was lost long before Hitler.

During the final months of the war Goering returned to the melancholy life-style of the 1920s, to bizarre efforts to blot out reality and to sustain the illusion. It was widely rumoured that he had become a drug addict. Such rumours were exaggerated. His addiction was not to narcotics but to the habit of taking pills. His physicians provided him with large numbers of harmless coloured pills, each containing a small quantity of paracodeine. The hundred pills consumed each day contained not much more than a number of aspirin tablets. The doctors who treated him after his capture at the end of the war found no difficulty in ridding him of the habit. He took pills at meetings and in interviews as other people might smoke.50 

But he had other vices which he continued to indulge. He retreated more often to Carinhall, his extravagant home in which he lived the life of ‘the last Renaissance man’, crowding his days with lavish entertainment, art-collecting and looting, hunting and pageantry.51 His personal papers are littered with the efforts of his staff to requisition the finest wines and foods for Goering’s table at the height of the war.52 His vanity and flamboyance became notorious in the face of the privations of ordinary Germans. Speer judged that ‘he had sunk into his lethargy, and for good’. Late in 1944 Goering told General Koller that he was ‘sick and tired of the whole business . . . wished he were dead’.53 He continued to attend meetings and consult with Hitler but on increasingly unfavourable terms. His subordinates had no other recourse but to bypass him in order to get anything done. Goering himself intervened randomly and unpredictably in his many affairs, making through his efforts a substantial contribution to defeat. This was the supreme irony: to have risen to power in Germany to reverse the soldiers’ betrayal by the home front in 1918 only to fall from power for military failure in 1945. Eighteen months later, judged a criminal by the All
ies at Nuremberg, he committed suicide.

Goering’s personal history follows step-by-step the history of German fascism. He was a typical fascist recruit from those classes in German society caught out by the collapse of the old system and unable or unwilling to compromise with the democratic society that replaced it and the industrial and bourgeois values that it encapsulated. Like other fascist activists he fought to create a political mechanism that appropriately expressed the interests of the conservative masses with their desire for authoritarian government, a revisionist foreign policy, and German ‘culture’. He was part of a movement from below, not part of an aristocratic stratagem to cling on to power. Once in power, in which he enjoyed a substantial share until almost the end of the war, Goering was active in consolidating Nazi authority and then in hastening the creation of a Nazi empire through military pressure and war. His historical importance derives much more from his role in the economy and in pursuing grand strategy than from any intrinsic personal claim to significance. The ‘Iron Man’ divorced from his political empire and the apparatus of Nazism was an historical creature of little substance.


Chapter 2

Building the Goering Empire

On the night of 30 January 1933 Goering broadcast to the German people news of Hitler’s assumption of power: ‘We are closing the darkest era of German history and are beginning a new chapter. . . bread and work for the German people, freedom and honour for the nation.’1 Despite the fact that Hitler was sharing power with other right-wing groups that were anxious to maintain a semblance of continuity, Goering expressed the widespread feeling in the Nazi Party itself that a real revolution in German political life was now possible. While the conservative allies of the movement believed that Hitler could be tamed and manipulated, as popular groups had been before 1914, the Nazi leaders saw the opportunity to confront their democratic enemies and undermine the institutions of parliamentary government. This political revolution was indiscriminate, directed against German communists and socialists as well as the traditional conservative groups that had helped Hitler to acquire the chancellorship. While the left had no illusions about Nazi intentions, the nationalist right miscalculated their ability to contain the Nazi movement and failed to find any tactics that could cope with Nazi methods of infiltration and usurpation.

The Nazi political revolution began with two basic assumptions. The first was the necessity for centralising political control under Hitler’s sole authority, at the expense of the provincial political power-holders, the political parties and the institutions of the state. The second was in some ways the more important, for the Nazis assumed rightly that the nominal transfer of political authority would be meaningless if it was not at the same time accompanied by changes in personnel, in institutional structures, in the distribution of social power. The Weimar Republic had suffered from the difficulty of challenging the entrenched social position of the old conservative groups and in democratising German institutions. The Nazi Party determined from the outset to provide an alternative set of institutions or to so dominate those that remained that they could not constitute a source of alternative power in the Nazi state. In this the Nazi revolution in 1933 resembled that of the Bolsheviks sixteen years before, with Lenin’s insistence on a fusion of party and state and Bolshevik control of, and penetration into, the lower levels of administrative and political life.

Hitler shared another political insight with Lenin. During 1933, as in 1917, the Nazi leaders deliberately encouraged the growth of lawlessness, administrative anarchy and a restless dialectic of violence in order to dissolve the old social and political bonds and create the conditions for totalitarian control. The police repression, the emergency decrees, the closing down of the trade unions and the political parties, were only the outward manifestations of the Nazis’ concerted efforts to overturn existing social and political relations and to replace them with a network of allegiance and obedience to Hitler and the movement. By the autumn of 1933 this process was largely completed. Reliance on the expertise and experience of older officials, army officers and businessmen was re-established, not because Hitler was forced to compromise and restore the political balance in favour of the conservatives, but because he had achieved the aim of dominating the political system and compelling loyalty. The crisis that led up to the Roehm affair at the end of June 1934 must be seen in this context, not as a concession to the army and big business, but as a necessary consequence of the period of revolutionary violence and confusion created in 1933. These dynamic and violent forces released in the spring and summer of 1933 had to be contained within the new political structure as well. The continuation of violence by Roehm’s stormtroopers threatened the establishment of Nazi political power and the Nazis’ ability to operate the apparatus of the German state which they had now taken under control. The SA, like the Kronstadt sailors, were a necessary but dispensable part of the revolution.

In the period of ‘struggle’ between January 1933 and the end of the year, and in the succeeding period of what Hitler called ‘Machtbefestigung’ (consolidation of power), Goering had a central, if ambiguous, role to play. Lacking any real power-base in the party itself, Goering’s claim to influence with Hitler lay entirely in his capacity as a leading parliamentary figure. Since Goering himself expressed the view that the Nazis ‘were, are, and will always be foes to the death against the principle of democracy’2 it was clearly necessary to find some alternative claim to authority. Parliament itself was destined to become irrelevant. His position as speaker of the Reichstag, and as a national political figure, remained important during February and March as Goering manoeuvred between the various political parties in the Nazis’ efforts to strengthen their parliamentary position, and in the search during the aftermath of the March election for a majority to agree to an Enabling Law which would give the Nazis unrestrained power. Goering’s contacts with the centre and with Hugenberg helped to ensure the necessary two-thirds support while shielding from them the full intentions of the Nazi movement once such an act was in force.3 But with the passing of the act and the gradual elimination of all rival political parties Goering’s position in the Reichstag, like that of all parliamentarians, became supernumerary.

Goering’s real power lay with his appointment as Prussian Minister of the Interior. As Reich Minister without Portfolio, a post which he also acquired on 30 January as part of the bargain struck with von Papen, he had a presence in cabinet, but the minutes show that he contributed little to these early discussions.4 The Prussian post was of much greater significance, even though Goering was nominally subordinate to von Papen as Reich Commissar for Prussia. Hitler had intended on assuming power to make either Goering or himself ruler of Prussia in place of Gregor Strasser who had previously laid claim to it, but in the event von Papen insisted on keeping his commissarial position as part of the price for co-operation.5 In this von Papen, like Hitler and Goering, recognised the special position of Prussia in German political life. To give Prussia back to the conservatives, who had themselves begun the purging of the social democrats in the Prussian administration in 1932, would be to abandon one of the major institutions of the old state and provide a powerful rallying point for conservative forces. Goering’s appointment as Prussian Minister of the Interior gave the Nazis an avenue into Prussian politics, and gave Goering control of the Prussian police force. In this capacity Goering embarked immediately, and with only cursory reference to von Papen, on the task of combating the Nazis’ political enemies and rivals. On his first day as Minister he cancelled political demonstrations to be held by the Communist Party and suspended the publication of the social democrat newspaper Vorwaerts for three days.6 This began a pattern of harassment and repression under a cloak of semi-legality.

Goering saw as his primary task the rooting out of socialism and communism within Prussia, though that was not his only one. The elimination of the ‘enemies of the state’ meant the releasing of posts that could be given to Nazis or Nazi sympathisers. Opponents on the right or centre were not immune either, where they constituted a threat to Goering’s authority and the ambitions of the movement. Most important of all Goering assumed the responsibility in Prussia for releasing a widespread movement of political terrorism consistent with Hitler’s desire to create a new order out of the confusion and dissolution of the old. Within a week Goering procured a list of police officers and government officials to be purged. For this he depended on contacts established with the Prussian police department in 1932, and on the willing co-operation of conservative officials who wanted to eradicate socialist influence in the civil service. One of these officials, Rudolf Diels, had already approached Goering with a list of candidates for replacement. On 8 February the first purge was carried out. At the same time Goering arranged that elements of the SA and SS should be given official police status so that they could speed up the process of cleansing Prussia. On 11 February auxiliary police were sworn in for the Rhineland area with instructions to assist the ordinary police in their fight against subversive left-wing elements in the Ruhr cities. On 22 February the auxiliary police force was sanctioned for the whole of Prussia. The SA was now given the licence to do legally what they had been willing, but unable, to do during the period of the rise to power.7 

The burning of the Reichstag building on the night of 27 February was thus not the occasion for the onset of attacks on the Communist Party but merely allowed the scope of such attacks to be extended. The evidence is now well established that Goering was not the fire-raiser.8 But he used the opportunity created by the fire to speed up and legitimise the actions already being taken against the German left wing. No doubt the fire helped to make police oppression more acceptable to the German public, and was thus good propaganda. However, Goering needed no excuse. ‘The record of Communist crimes’, he wrote, ‘was already so long and their offence so atrocious that I was in any case resolved to use all the powers at my disposal in order ruthlessly to wipe out this plague.’9 The Communist Party was effectively outlawed. Indeed Goering used the radical literature already confiscated from leading communists and the KPD headquarters during February as evidence of communist complicity in the fire. The repression that followed the Reichstag Fire Emergency Decree merely completed a process well under way.

In the wake of the crisis provoked by the fire Goering was able to move against the Social Democrats as well, on the basis that all left-wing parties shared the same ‘corrupt Liberal-Marxist state ideal’.10 By the time of the general election called in March Goering’s apparatus of repression was widespread and indiscriminate. The Prussian police were instructed to shoot anyone who demonstrated against the regime, and although few regular policemen seem to have taken the instruction literally, the SA was given a blank cheque to take what steps they saw fit to intimidate the political opposition and destroy socialism. Goering was fully aware of the forces that he was unleashing, bypassing all protest with the explanation that the nature of the political emergency justified brutal methods. Some conservatives, including the vice-chancellor von Papen, welcomed the Nazis’ initiative, for it resembled their own efforts during 1932 to overthrow social democracy in Prussia, and it confirmed their fears of the KPD’s revolutionary intentions.11 However illusory the prospect of a communist-led revolution in Germany in 1933, it was a fear that Goering, for one, took very seriously.

The Nazi victory in the elections of 5 March thus took place against a mounting wave of official oppression. Although the final result did not achieve the outright majority that Hitler wanted, support for the Nazi Party was extensive enough to persuade him to dismantle the alliance set up in January. He was able to bring more Nazis into official positions, and to take the first steps in establishing complete political authority. To achieve this it was necessary to eliminate the independent provinces and centralise all administration in Berlin. Such a step allowed Hitler to remove von Papen from his position in Prussia and leave him in the much more vulnerable role of vice-chancellor. The problem with this course was that it threatened at the same time to remove Goering’s authority and to place the Prussian Interior Ministry under the direct control of the Reich Minister of the Interior, Wilhelm Frick. Early in April a compromise was reached. The Prussian government would remain in being, although most Prussian ministries would be fused with those of the Reich, leaving Goering as a new Minister-President with diminished responsibilities. Von Papen’s commissarial role in Prussia was ended by a law promulgated on 7 April and Goering assumed control as Hitler’s direct deputy.12 The constitutional position nevertheless remained confused for Goering feared that the centralisation would in reality deny him any effective power base of his own. The additional bonus of the Air Ministry, which became his Reich portfolio in March, was small compensation for it still left military aviation in the hands of the army and navy.

Perhaps for this reason Goering continued to extend the Nazi terror in Prussia and to establish institutions independent, as far as possible, of central control. The SA were encouraged to continue their police role and began setting up concentration camps and special interrogation centres. Goering established state-run concentration camps for political prisoners in Prussia, and set up an independent political police force under his direct control. This force was constituted from the political police department of the Prussian police and was placed under Diels, as a reward for previous service. The new force, known as the Geheime Staatspolizei (Gestapo), had its headquarters in a building adjacent to Goering’s presidential residence.13 The new office came directly under Goering’s authority. It was responsible for all political and security police work in Prussia. The ordinary police, now under SS leader Kurt Daluege, were confined to routine police work.

Throughout the months following Goering’s new appointment the process of ‘cleansing’ the administration continued. Catholics were sacked for their Catholicism, national conservatives were replaced with Nazis, Jews were expelled everywhere. In many offices and firms Goering set up special commissars, or permitted the SA to do so, who replaced the existing administrative officials, or those who had already fled their office.14 Much of the administrative revolution in Prussia was carried through by these commissars. Commissarial rule brought Goering a number of advantages. It gave him much greater influence over events and allowed him to override conventional channels of appointment and administration at will. At the same time he established a new Prussian State Council which he intended should have an advisory role as a college of experts, along the lines laid down in Hitler’s own discussion of political systems in Mein Kampf. The disadvantage for Goering of these developments was that they ran counter to the centralising process initiated on Hitler’s express instructions, while they carried the additional danger that the SA might be given uncontrolled power at a local level. As a result Goering found himself in an increasingly ambiguous and isolated position.15 

Frick’s efforts to centralise political control on Hitler’s behalf could only be resisted by Goering up to a point because he was well aware of how much he relied on Hitler for his political position. Frick therefore argued from a position of some strength. Moreover it became apparent to Goering by the summer of 1933 that the SA that he had unleashed in February was slipping out of his control and that a return to more stable and regularised administration, away from the system of commissars, would also help to keep his own political power intact. There was always the danger that he, too, might fall victim to revolutionary violence. Through the Gestapo he began to close down unofficial concentration camps and the SA interrogation centres. The occupation of business premises by SA commissars was suspended and the businesses returned to competent managers. In June he agreed with Frick that a concerted effort should be made to restrain the SA and to initiate a ‘systematic’ (planmässig) revolution more closely under his supervision.16 On 17 July Goering issued a decree giving himself responsibility for all Prussian provincial appointments, official and academic. Although the SA continued in places to flout his authority some degree of normality was restored.17 In the interval between February and July Goering had achieved what was wanted from the confusion and terror. Opponents of all kinds had been eliminated and the administration filled with Nazis, or those who were no longer in a position to oppose. The dissolving of old bonds was complete enough to allow Goering to turn against the violent groups that had been used to achieve it.

The efforts to rein back the SA met with only partial success. It was difficult for Goering to challenge the SA on the grounds of their violent behaviour since he himself had esta
blished institutionalised violence and had talked openly of the need for vicious methods. Yet the more difficult it became for him to discipline the SA, the more difficult it was to resist the pressure from Frick and the centralisers, without whose help the restoration of full state authority in Prussia could not be achieved. For some months he manoeuvred between the two contradictory forces. He agreed to allow the SS to replace the SA in the concentration camps, but resisted the efforts of the Commission of Reorganisation set up by the Reich to investigate the activities of the Gestapo. In November he issued a decree making the Gestapo independent of the Interior Ministry and responsible only to him.18 In the end, however, Goering abandoned his ambiguous role. The Prussian police force was taken under Reich control in January 1934, and the Prussian Ministry of the Interior followed, merged with Frick’s national ministry. Despite a renewed statement in a decree of 14 March on the autonomy of the Gestapo, that, too, was finally abandoned in April.19 Although Goering remained nominal head of the Gestapo until 1936, in practice the installation of Himmler as his deputy and Heydrich as its director marked the end of an independent Prussian force. The ordinary police and political police forces of the Reich now came under the joint control of Frick and Himmler.

The loss of Prussian and police powers constituted a double blow to Goering’s prestige which he accepted with ill grace. In both cases Hitler’s decision was final. In the confused party politics of the period the one consistent feature was the political success of those who demonstrated a powerful loyalty to Hitler. Goering could not afford to sacrifice Hitler’s goodwill. As it was, Goering was identified both at home and abroad as one of the leading Nazi radicals, a proponent of violent overthrow and terror. This Jacobin image suited Hitler during the first months of 1933 but less so thereafter. With the decision to proceed more cautiously through the formal apparatus of a centralised state machinery, evidence of lawlessness became more politically embarrassing. Goering’s henchman Diels was dismissed as head of the Gestapo in September 1933 on Hindenburg’s insistence. Hitler preferred different methods once the early stages of the political revolution were completed. Although Goering concurred with this tactical change in the summer of 1933 it was difficult for him to be rid of the image of one who had promoted the rowdy and politically dangerous terrorism of the SA. Himmler was able to make capital out of the fact that his police methods were systematic, secretive and considerably more efficient than those in Prussia. Frick supported him in this and was able to persuade Hitler to grant secret police powers in the Reich as a whole to Himmler. The débâcle of the Reichstag fire trial, in which Goering was publicly exposed as an unrestrained and unintelligent bully, lent weight to these arguments. The price Goering was forced to pay for dissociating himself from the SA radicals was the abandonment of his newly-won Prussian power.

Goering’s reluctant acceptance of the solution proposed by Frick and Himmler must be seen against a changing political balance within the party itself. The power enjoyed by the SA in Prussia under Goering had fuelled the ambitions of its leaders to become the new rulers of Germany. The SA leader, Ernst Roehm, who also enjoyed cabinet rank, was in direct competition with the party leadership. Unlike his colleagues he did not regard Hitler as an indispensable part of the political system built up by the Nazi Party since January 1933.20 Opposition to Roehm was thus not merely an expression of personal ambition, but an expression of loyalty to Hitler. Goering could not oppose the centralisers in the party without implicitly supporting Roehm. By accepting the loss of his Prussian and police powers Goering re-affirmed that loyalty to Hitler and avoided association with the radical elements in the SA demanding a ‘second revolution’. Gradually during the course of 1934 Goering aligned himself with Goebbels, Ley and Himmler against Roehm and the SA.21 He had reasons of his own, too, for isolating Roehm. During 1934 rumours circulated that Roehm had ambitions not only to take over the army but the air force as well. This revived tensions that had existed between the two men since 1928, when Goering failed to regain the leadership of the SA that he had forfeited when he fled from Germany in 1923.22 

It would be a mistake to see the conflict between the SA and the other figures of the party as a concession to the conservative forces still politically active in Germany. It was largely a conflict over personalities and over political tactics. Hitler’s desire to restore a degree of stability and system to the political structure was by no means a declaration against the radical ideology of the movement. It was a recognition of political realities. In order to get the state and its institutions to work on behalf of the movement it had been necessary to carry out the centralisation and political ‘cleansing’ completed by 1934. Now it was necessary to use the organs of state and the economy to extend Nazi power and promote a business revival. Further revolutionary action of the kind argued for by Roehm contained the danger that what had already been gained might be thrown away through an excess of revolutionary zeal. The correct tactic was not a ‘Second Revolution’ but a permanent revolution, a continuous elimination of ‘un-German’ values and institutions in favour of those that were racially acceptable. To Hitler this was an organic process, no longer a revolutionary one.

To some extent conservatives inside Germany miscalculated both their own strength and the nature of the internal party struggle. Those that had survived the purges of 1933 saw in the attacks on the SA an indication that Hitler was willing to pursue a more moderate nationalist line with which they could identify. There was even hope 
that the monarchy might be restored although Goering himself, whom they regarded wrongly as a monarchist, announced in public five days before the Roehm crisis in June that the restoration was out of the question.23 The fact that the army had been approached by leading Nazis in order to get the promise of support against the SA fuelled the conservative belief that in the summer of 1934 they might once again hold more influence over Reich affairs.

In fact this belief was an illusion. The Nazi Party leaders who opposed Roehm were every bit as radical as the SA in their long-term plans to revolutionise German society and extend the movement’s power. Moreover, conservative political fortunes had been considerably reduced during 1933, largely because of the conservatives’ preoccupation with questions of foreign policy at the expense of any real political initiative within Germany. Hugenberg was eliminated as a political figure through his obsession with the restoration of Germany’s colonies, while his efforts to revive conservative-nationalist fortunes through the Deutsche National-Front (the revamped DNVP) in the summer of 1933 broke down in competition with the populist Nazis. Von Papen and von Neurath had diverted the energies of the surviving conservatives to questions to do with disarmament and the League of Nations, again at the expense of domestic politics.24 Von Papen’s loss of Prussia in April 1933, changes in the army high command and the purging of the upper levels of the Reich and provincial administrations contributed further to the rapid erosion of a conservative political power-base. Symbolically, Bismarck’s great-nephew, Herbert, was among those harried from office.25 

During 1934 it was no longer the conservatives who were ‘taming’ the Nazis, but the reverse: Nazi manipulation of the old conservatives. Hitler needed, and used, the expertise and experience of army officers, officials and businessmen but he did so from a position of political strength. For example, when Goering approached von Fritsch, the army chief, in February 1934 to insure army support in the event of action taken against the SA it was done with the veiled threat that without it both the SA and the SS would become uncontrolled forces, dismantling and overthrowing even the old armed forces.26 The threat of violent and radical revolution used to calm conservative fears about Nazi excesses in 1933 was raised once again in 1934 in order to make the armed forces accept Nazi rule. The army, moreover, could be bought off with the promise of more rearmament. This tactic was used successfully to weaken links between conservatives in industry and the army, for in the summer of 1934 the Economics Ministry under Schmitt, and a number of leading industrialists opposed excessive rearmament and the growth of state intervention in the economy.27 The appointment of Schacht to the Economics Ministry, and the retirement of Schmitt and von Papen in the wake of the Roehm crisis, brought economy and armed forces closer together but brought them both into a position of greater dependence on the Nazis. It was on this foundation of increasing dependence that the surviving influence of the old army officer corps, the economic elite and the traditional foreign office was finally supplanted in 1938, when Hitler felt strong enough to complete through stealth what Roehm promised through force in 1934.

This is not to minimise the importance of the Roehm crisis when it was finally resolved at the end of June. But it must be seen as a function of intra-party politics not as part of a conservative renaissance. In the atmosphere of revolutionary tension in the summer of 1934 it is plausible that Roehm’s enemies, including Goering, genuinely believed in the possibility of an SA putsch. Indeed the potential constellation of forces that had threatened to overturn Hitler in December 1932 was still in existence in 1934. The criticism of Hitler among SA leaders and growing tensions within the party revived memories of the earlier crisis. Gregor Strasser, von Schleicher and Roehm stood at the centre of the political crisis in 1932. All three were still free in 1934, though the first two were politically inactive. Von Papen’s speech at Marburg directed against the excesses of the regime in June 1934 was interpreted by Goebbels and Goering, in the light of their experiences of 1932, as the beginning of another period of political realignment and uncertainty.28 On this basis they spent the second half of June persuading Hitler of the necessity for eliminating Roehm, disciplining the SA, and imposing his political authority more firmly. In practice Hitler’s authority was firm enough, and there was no direct putschist threat either from the SA or the army. Indeed when an SA leader in the Rhineland received information at the end of June about an impending crisis, he assumed that it was Goering who was preparing a putsch against Roehm, and not the other way around.29 

In some sense this was precisely what Goering was doing. Although the evidence is circumstantial, it is clear that Goering, Himmler and Goebbels collaborated to produce a list of SA leaders and other political figures to be eliminated on Hitler’s orders as a pre-emptive move. The date chosen coincided with an SA gathering in Bavaria and a period of SA leave that would make opposition harder. Goering deliberately distorte
d the degree of danger in order to persuade Hitler to act. Once Hitler gave the express order Goering carried out the purges in Prussia, Himmler in Bavaria. The most important victims were the intriguers from 1932, Strasser, von Schleicher and Roehm. Von Papen escaped on Goering’s orders but was broken politically.30 The remaining victims were drawn either from the SA or from among the remaining anti-Nazis in the political or administrative establishment who had not been silenced during 1933. Goering and Hitler justified their actions by emergency decrees, stressing the danger to the state that the SA had constituted. The army and the foreign office were given details of Roehm’s alleged plans, including the SA candidates for foreign minister and commander-in-chief of the armed forces. Hindenburg sent Goering a congratulatory telegram.31 Other conservatives, obsessed with the fear of popular risings, saw Hitler as the guarantor of stability and the protector of old institutions. Ironically, a large part of those executed in the purge were aristocrats.32 

Although Goering secured his political survival in 1934 by playing off one set of radical Nazis against another, his political position in the Reich still rested on a fragile foundation. He enjoyed less direct ministerial authority than he had had in the spring of 1933. In cabinet minutes his name appeared ninth (and occasionally even lower) in order of seniority.33 His work in Prussia and his police activity left him more isolated from the mainstream of Reich and Nazi Party politics. He had contributed to, but not directed, the undermining of the conservatives and the elimination of the unions and political parties. He failed to benefit from the redistribution of economic posts following Hugenberg’s eclipse in 1933 and the sacking of Schmitt in 1934. Other leading Nazis combined both high party office and important administrative and governmental posts. Goering held no major party post while his position as Minister-President of Prussia was purely nominal, since all major decisions on provincial policy were taken at the centre. The Prussian ministry and the Prussian State Council were retained as dignified parts of the constitution. His control over the Gestapo was also purely nominal. The secret intelligence that it provided was gradually sealed off from both Goering and Frick by its SS controllers.34 During 1935 Himmler argued for unified and complete control over all police matters to be placed in his hands.35 This move was finally confirmed by Hitler in 1936. Although Goering retained an interest in juridical and police matters, it was not a source of power.

Nor did Goering succeed in his efforts to assume greater responsibility in foreign affairs or military planning. Hitler certainly discussed questions to do with foreign policy and rearmament with Goering, but his formal responsibility extended only to the air force. He was given no official position in foreign-policy making and was subordinate to von Blomberg, the War Minister, when it came to military questions. His main role in his unofficial capacity as Hitler’s confidant was to establish informal contacts as special emissary in Italy, Austria, Poland and the Balkans. It was partly due to Goering’s efforts that Mussolini accepted Hitler’s assurances concerning the independence of Austria.36 It was Goering, too, who assumed some of the responsibility for winning support for Germany in the Balkans and who, as Minister-President of Prussia, handled the negotiations over the economic problems of Danzig with the Poles between 1934 and 1936.37 He also argued on ideological grounds for closer links with Japan, although the general trend of policy in the foreign office and the army favoured closer ties with China; and even though Goering himself was involved in selling old First World War weapons to the Chinese for his own profit.38 

As a result of these activities he earned the hostility of the Foreign Minister, von Neurath, and the distrust of the German diplomatic corps. Under pressure Hitler respected the views of the diplomatists and used Goering sparingly.39 For his part, Goering handled individual episodes so ineptly that his exclusion from foreign policy was as much a product of necessity as deliberate choice. While Hitler still needed to conduct his foreign policy with circumspection, Goering was a liability as an ambassador. In late 1934 Goering clumsily tried to detach the Little Entente in eastern Europe from its connection with France by suggesting that Germany was not interested i
n treaty revision. Apart from the statement’s general implausibility in the context of German foreign policy, it had the effect of alienating both Italy and Hungary and left the foreign ministry with the awkward position of having to explain Goering’s conduct.40 Von Hassell in Rome was moved to assure Mussolini that Goering, ‘a high-spirited military man’, ‘was not in charge of foreign policy’.41 Mussolini had already formed this impression on his own. He disliked Goering, declaring him to be the ‘ex-inmate of a lunatic asylum: not conspicuous for reason or logic’.42 Goering’s contacts in Italy with Renzetti, who was head of the Fascist Party office for foreign affairs, and Balbo, head of the Italian air force, reinforced Mussolini’s misgivings, for he was suspicious of their political ambitions. In 1933 and again in 1934 he insisted that German-Italian relations be conducted through normal diplomatic channels and not through Goering as a special emissary. Hitler accepted the request.43 

Goering’s interest in foreign policy stemmed from Hitler’s general concern with treaty revision and territorial expansion. So too did his interest in rearmament and military planning. Yet here he was faced with further difficulties. His control of military aviation took time to secure against strong army resistance. His hopes of enjoying a wider influence on military policy foundered on the opposition of the War Minister and the other armed services. Although Goering had Hitler’s promise of the air ministry in his favour, the army had forceful arguments for keeping military aviation in their hands.44 Until 1933 the Air Office set up in the defence ministry had co-ordinated all air affairs and undertaken secret air rearmament. Both the army and the navy were reluctant to abandon their control over any future air force. Under Blomberg the armed forces were committed to undivided control by the supreme commander, and were hostile to the idea of bringing any service under the direct control of a political party. Goering’s acquisition of control over military aviation threatened both these principles. Only strong pressure from Hitler brought the Air Office under Goering in May 1933. The army and navy succeeded for some months after that in keeping aircraft and air weapons development in their hands in the army ordnance office. Only in 1934 were they compelled to relinquish these activities to Goering as well, who then established an independent structure of procurement for the air force.45 For the next two years the two sides argued about the nature and extent of Goering’s military authority. In April 1936 von Blomberg made one final effort to undermine the autonomy of the air force in a decree on the unity of the armed forces. However, by then Goering’s position was much more secure politically. The failure of von Blomberg’s initiative brought to an end the uncertainty that surrounded Goering’s responsibility for air affairs.46 

Goering’s determination to establish an independent air force stemmed largely from political considerations. As a major party figure he was able to use his position as air minister to undermine the monopoly in military affairs enjoyed by the traditional armed forces. The air force served the purpose of identifying the Nazi movement, and Goering in particular, with the most spectacular and modern of the three services. The glamour of aviation served a specific propaganda purpose. Moreover Goering believed that a future war might be won through air power alone, thus making the older services redundant. Certainly both Hitler and Goering hoped that a powerful air force, and the threat of its use, would bring diplomatic dividends in the short term without having to wage war at all.47 For this reason Goering overturned the more cautious aircraft production plans of the defence ministry in favour of a rapid expansion. For this reason, too, priority was given from the start to the production of a bomber fleet to be equipped in the long run with heavy bombers capable of conducting independent strategic operations. Despite von Blomberg’s protests over the enormous expenditure of resources required by the air force both before and after the declaration of remilitarisation in 1935, Goering successfully defended the expenditure on the grounds that future conflicts would depend much more on the exercise of air power.48 Strategic air warfare was a cheaper, faster and ultimately more ‘national-socialist’ way of solving Germany’s military problems.

Goering’s politicisation of the air force extended to its leadership as well. In the early stages of rearmament he was compelled to take a large number of ex-army officers who had the organisational experience or technical ability necessary to set up an air force in a short space of time.49 This was balanced by his appointment of friends and contacts who were Nazis or shared Nazi ambitions. As his state secretary he appointed Erhard Milch, the head of Lufthansa, and an enthusiastic Nazi. The two groups worked uneasily together. The ex-army officers distrusted the civilians and resented the fact that both Goering and Milch were given high military rank even though they were military outsiders. Goering at first hesitated to appoint a Luftwaffe staff for fear that they would ally more c
losely with the army staff and be a centre of independent power in the air force.50 Only in 1936 did he create a full air staff under a proven Nazi supporter, Albert Kesselring, owing direct allegiance to him. At the same time influential ex-army airmen were replaced by outsiders. The head of the Technical Office, Wimmer, was replaced by Ernst Udet, Germany’s most colourful airman and stunt-flyer, partly on Hitler’s insistence, partly on Goering’s. In this way the political influence of the army on the new air force was reduced and its links with the party strengthened.51 

Goering’s political role in the two years between the Roehm purge and his assumption of control in October 1936 over the second Four Year Plan depended less on formal ministerial power than on the special relationship that he enjoyed with Hitler. It was this informal relationship that provided Goering with political sustenance and indeed led contemporaries to regard him as Hitler’s ‘erste Paladin’, his ‘first paladin’. Goering’s appeal for Hitler lay partly in the fact that he was a large political personality, enjoying a degree of popular support and prestige. He was fanatically loyal, and sufficiently ruthless to ensure that others less loyal would be unable to undermine Hitler’s power. Hitler came to regard Goering as a special deputy, not detailed to one particular aspect of policy, but available for discussion on a wide range of affairs and for activities which suited Goering’s political style more closely. Goering assumed the role of special representative both at state occasions and on foreign tours. Once the furore over Roehm’s corruption died down, Goering re-established the regular party feasts for diplomats and officials.52 Moreover Goering, like Goebbels, enjoyed establishing a new ‘high society’ to rival that of the German upper classes. Much of the ritual of the Reich was bound up with Goering’s own affairs, from the bizarre interment of the remains of his first wife ten days before the Roehm purge, to his wedding to the actress Emmy Sonnemann in April 1935 which was popularly nicknamed the ‘Crown-Princely wedding’.53 This lavish spectacle led the British Ambassador, Sir Eric Phipps, to remark caustically that ‘General Goering would seem to have reached the apogee of his vainglorious career: I see for him and his megalomania no higher goal . . . unless indeed it be the scaffold.’54 

It was on this precarious foundation that Goering established the first steps in building his political empire. Goering’s other great asset was his network of contacts and acquaintances, built up over years of political sociability, which served as a means for securing loyal subordinates and of filling offices with placemen. During 1933 and early 1934 many official positions, in the bureaucracy, the universities, the research institutes and the judiciary, had fallen to Goering’s patronage. This made him at once a source of political power for a large number of Nazis and non-Nazis who saw contact with Goering as an avenue to political advantage.55 Some were friends from the First World War: Paul Koerner, who was his Prussian state secretary, Erhard Milch, Bruno Loerzer, Karl Bodenschatz.56 Others were acquaintances made during the period in Berlin after 1928. With a Napoleonic generosity he sought to bring his own family into politics and society. His cousin, Herbert Goering, was a small trader and businessman who acted as an intermediary between Hermann and foreign trading interests. He was a member of Himmler’s ‘Freundeskreis’, the circle of businessmen sympathetic to the Nazi Party.57 His Austrian brother-in-law was an intermediary between Goering and Starhemberg in discussions over the future of Austria in 1936.58 His sister Olga and cousin Use became leading socialites, entertaining diplomats, politicians and soldiers, repeating Goering’s views and passing back those of their guests.59 Despite his lack of formal political power after the takeover of Prussia by the Reich, Goering was able to extend informal influence through those whose jobs he had found or whose fortunes he could direct. This was of considerable value when he began the establishment of a more formal administrative empire after 1936.

This network of contacts and supporters was underpinned by Goering’s personal intelligence and research agency, the Forschungsamt, which he established immediately on his assumption of power in Prussia, housed in an office in the original air ministry building. The Forschungsamt was proposed to Goering in February 1933 by an employee of the Reichswehr cypher centre who had been a Nazi early in the 1920s. Goering made the office subordinate directly to himself, not to a particular ministry. Its main concern was intercepting information from other agencies, including foreign embassies, through telephone-tapping (which Goering took over from the Reichswehr Ministry) and the monitoring of radio and telegraph communications. Goering accepted requests from other agencies for information
, particularly where some trade could be arranged, or marshalled the important information to pass on to Hitler or his ministerial colleagues. By the outbreak of war the Forschungsamt had listening stations all over Germany, intercepting a very large amount of international communications, as well as providing Goering with detailed information on what his political rivals and friends were doing. This gave him a considerable advantage in domestic politics. It also helped to constrain his rivals, whose knowledge of Goering’s telephone-tapping prompted discretion.60 

Goering’s responsibility for intelligence-gathering taken together with his network of informal contacts and supporters provided a framework of a sort for his political empire. But it was an unhappy substitute for a firm set of administrative responsibilities and duties. Goering was too ambitious to be satisfied for long with honours instead of power. Hitler, however, while pleased enough with Goering’s loyalty and his role in the seizure of power, was aware of his deficiencies and at first denied him high office.61 During 1934 and 1935 Goering was forced to watch other Nazi leaders establish a secure base for themselves within the party or in the government. Ley, Goebbels and Himmler in particular enjoyed power both nationally and through the party. The Labour Front and the SS contained considerable potential for further political growth, and were led by ambitious and jealous Nazi empire-builders. Nor could Goering dislodge the remaining conservatives as long as Hitler accepted the necessity for a more gradualist approach while the early stages of rearmament and economic recovery were carried through. The economy remained the only area in which there was no prominent Nazi in a position of real authority. It was therefore no coincidence that Goering began to lay the foundation for greater involvement in economic affairs in the eighteen months after the Roehm purge. This was not altogether a conscious decision on Goering’s part, but was dictated to him by the political circumstances that confronted him. By taking an active interest in economic affairs he would not be displacing any well-entrenched rival, and would be able to contribute more directly to the achievement of Hitler’s long-term aims. For Goering, as for Hitler, a healthy economy was the precondition for greater rearmament and an active foreign policy.

Goering’s contacts with economic affairs went back to the days in Berlin when he had first become a Reichstag deputy and had sought funds and support from conservative businessmen. Bankers and industrialists figured in his circle of influential contacts, for some believed Goering to be more tractable and less socialistic than other Berlin Nazis.62 In this they were deceived by appearances. Goering’s economic ideas were naive and derivative but they lay nevertheless in the mainstream of more radical thinking on the economy. In 1932 he confessed to being strongly under the influence of the ideas of Otto Wagener, one of the party’s leading economic spokesmen.63 Wagener, like Gottfried Feder, who had drafted the party programme, favoured a mixture of artisan socialism and state intervention based around new economic institutions.64 During 1932 Goering fought his election campaigns around some of these ideas, promoting state intervention work-creation and labour controls. He was also influenced by the ideas of economic self-sufficiency, autarky, which he grasped with great enthusiasm not only because it was a simple economic concept, but because it fitted in with nationalist politics.65 Autarky promised independence from the hated economic system of Versailles, while it enlarged people’s sense of Germanness. When he later entertained diplomats at Carinhall, his large country house, he insisted on serving only German food, while on guided tours of the house and grounds he boasted that every material used in their construction was German.66 

Once in power he kept up an interest in economic questions, supporting work-creation programmes and road-building. During 1933 he took responsibility for some of Prussia’s state economic policy, including a scheme for re-employment in Berlin known as the ‘Goering-Programme’, under whose terms unmarried male workers were sent into rural areas to work and their jobs given to unemployed married men.67 But lacking any formal economic training he held little influence in the party itself on economic questions. As it turned out, this was greatly to his advantage. The most prominent Nazi economists suffered during the internal party struggles from the summer of 1933 onwards. Feder and Wagener in particular were closely identified with the more extreme elements in the SA. Wagener, appointed by Hitler as commissar for the economy in February 1933, was sacked at Goering’s instigation in July for encouraging the SA occupation of factories. His office fell into abeyance. Goering opposed Wagener not because he disagreed with his ideas but because he was anxious to protect his authority in Prussia against Wagener’s SA commissars.68 As the influence of the radical economists declined Goering associated himself more closely with Wilhelm Keppler, an engineer who acted as Hitler’s economic adjutant and was in close touch with Himmler. He emerged after the 1934 crisis as the most senior of the remaining Nazi economic theorists, and was appointed by Hitler as his Economic Commissioner. Goering supported him for the post of Economics Minister to replace Schmitt in the late summer of 1934 because of his close contacts with Hitler. Although Keppler refused the post on the grounds of ill-health, Goering had made an important, if temporary, ally.69 

It was the air force and the wider question of rearmament that gave Goering his most direct avenue into economic affairs. From the start he argued for large-scale rearmament and for a policy of autarky to free the economy from dependence on foreign raw materials in the event of war. In 1934 he introduced a bill before the cabinet for full state control of armaments factories in order to supervise the pattern of rearmament more closely. He also urged the setting up of state-owned raw material plants to guarantee the supply of strategic resources, an idea to which he was to return during the Four Year Plan.70 Von Blomberg rejected both ideas, driving Goering further still into the arms of the Keppler circle who were also searching at the time into ways of increasing domestic raw material production.

Goering’s commitment to a high level of rearmament pre-dated the seizure of power.71 Through his control of the air force he was able to influence the level of rearmament substantially. The army was compelled to accept large increases in air expenditure between 1933 and 1936. Milch’s ‘Rhineland Programme’ increased the planned number of air force squadrons from 37 to 51 and speeded up their introduction into service.72 This meant higher expenditure on barracks, airfields and equipment, and an increase in investment in the aircraft industry. During 1934 and 1935 Goering was one of the main influences on Hitler in his rejection of any serious attempt at disarmament, particularly in the air. Not only did Goering reject plans for a reduction of air forces or the international renunciation of bombing, but he pressed Hitler in the summer of 1935 for a further doubling of air strength.73 This involved Goering in arguments with Schacht, von Blomberg and the Finance Ministry over the allocation of resources for the arms industry and the size and nature of government expenditure. Goering was a conspicuous consumer, taking up a large share of government military expenditure (see Table 1). The air force was particularly expensive because it required large installations such as airfields and training centres, and a complex and high-cost technology. Its weapons required a more prodigal use of raw materials. The economic crisis that threatened at the end of 1935 and during 1936 was in no small part due to this enormous expansion of German air power.

Table 1 German military expenditure 1934/5–1937/8 (billion RM)
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Source: R. J. Overy, ‘The German Motorisierung and Rearmament: a Reply’, Economic History Review, 2nd Ser., vol. 32, 1979, p. 113.

Goering expected at first that Schacht would be able, and willing, to supply almost unlimited funds for rearmament.74 Indeed the assumption was that Schmitt’s dismissal over the very question of rearmament expenditure would make it easier to compel Schacht’s compliance with escalating military demands. Instead Schacht insisted during 1934 and 1935 on a more orthodox and conservative approach. While Goering had demonstrated some sympathy in the past with financial orthodoxy, his approach in 1935 was that nothing should be allowed to get in the way of rearmament. Schacht’s financial conservatism was demonstrated personally to Goering in the crisis over the municipal finances of Danzig and relations with Poland.75 Because of his contacts with the Polish authorities and his position as Prussian Minister-President, Goering assumed the responsibility from Hitler for carrying out negotiations over the Danzig economy. While unwilling to aggravate the Polish government, Goering’s position was sympathetic to the Danzig Germans, particularly as Nazi political success in the city clearly depended on the ability of its Nazi council to make the Danzig economy work. Schacht and von Krosigk at the Finance Ministry had a different view. If Danzig could not balance its budget it must deflate. It must also accept more co-operation with the Poles, and the introduction of Polish currency. Goering could not accept this. On several occasions in 1935 and again in 1936 he promised financial help for Danzig, and obtained Hitler’s support in the face of Schacht’s considerable hostility.76 

More important was the food crisis at the end of 1935. Schacht saw in this not simply an example of how poorly Nazis managed economic affairs on their own, but the force of his arguments that the pace of rearmament should be slowed down in the face of trade difficulties abroad and a high level of deficit-financing at home. In reality the food shortages were a product of poor harvests and larger, and more expensive, imports.77 But Schacht blamed Darré, the Agriculture Minister, for poor planning. In this he took particular satisfaction for the Nazis had removed responsibility for agricultural policy from the Economics Ministry in the Hugenberg crisis of 1933.78 Schacht wanted it restored to his control. As the Minister responsible for foreign exchange and trade any miscalculation over food requirements meant that all his calculations suffered as well. In December 1935 he wrote to Blomberg over his dissatisfaction with Darŕe, arguing that rearmament levels would have to be cut to cope with the problem of foreign exchange and to preserve the currency.79 Schacht took the same complaint to Hitler, refusing to accept Darré’s demands for more foreign exchange to pay for food imports with the argument that the Reichsbank’s holdings of gold and foreign exchange were already dangerously low.80 Hitler responded by asking Goering to intercede as arbitrator between the two ministries. To the surprise of businessmen and ministers Goering crossed Schacht, insisting on more food and the foreign exchange necessary to finance it.81 

Although they appeared unaware of the fact, Goering was gradually manoeuvring himself into a position between Hitler and the conservative political groups around Schacht and the army leaders. The conservatives in fact believed that their fortunes were improving as a result of the slowing down of the Nazis’ revolutionary zeal in 1934. Though they had made substantial concessions that undermined any real claim to power, they still harboured the illusion that the party was tameable. Some conservatives even believed that Goering was more sympathetic to their cause than other Nazis, and saw him as a possible replacement for Hitler.82 They hoped that in the milder political climate after the Roehm crisis it might be possible to restore something of the ‘Sammlungspolitik’ of pre-war Germany. They wanted to link together conservative institutions, particularly the army, with big business and the moderate elements of the Nazi Party, in order to control the radical enthusiasm of the Nazi rank and file and the restiveness of the working classes.

The conservatives’ main fear during 1935 and 1936 was the recurrence of popular political unrest. This fear was aggravated by the Nazis’ food policy. Schacht told the British Ambassador that if food supplies failed ‘Communism in Germany would be the outcome’.83 Sharing this deep class fear, the conservatives failed to understand that the Nazi leadership, while not unmindful of the need for domestic stability, were committed entirely to war preparation at the expense of every other consideration. This clash between conservative pragmatism and Nazi idealism became more open in 1936 and 1937 and finally led Hitler, egged on by Goering, to eliminate the leading conservatives. Like the SA before them, the conservatives became dispensable when they threatened to compromise Nazi plans.

This conservative miscalculation led Schacht and the army to an ingenious solution. Faced with growing difficulties in foreign exchange, which Schacht blamed on the fact that Nazi leaders were ignoring currency regulations, he and von Blomberg recommended that Hitler should give Goering a special commission to investigate the currency and raw material sectors of the economy.84 By inviting Goering into the economic establishment the conservatives hoped to be able to improve their own political position. On the one hand, Goering could be used as an ally in restraining the more radical Nazis and reducing the party’s extravagant expenditure because of his reputation as a friend to business and a conservative in economic questions. On the other hand, if Goering turned out to be just as unreliable in his economic attitudes, then any subsequent disaster could be blamed on the party, not on the Economics Ministry or the army. No doubt Schacht hoped that it would not in fact go as far as this. Once Goering discovered how difficult economic questions were it was to be expected that the Nazis would come hurrying back to Schacht, admitting that he had been right all along. Goering would then retain nominal authority, which would keep the party in place, while real economic power would continue to be exercised by the moderates.85 

This was an important, if understandable, misjudgment. Goering may well have been technically unskilled in economic m
atters, but he had a clear grasp of the central political questions involved. As an autarkist and a champion of large-scale rearmament, he approached economic problems with quite different priorities from Schacht. Nor was he likely to discipline the party financially since he too was involved in business adventures of dubious legality. Moreover his appointment by Hitler to head a new Raw Material and Foreign Exchange Office at the beginning of April 1936 was not simply the result of conservative cunning, as Schacht later suggested, but was part of Hitler’s growing preoccupation with bringing the economy more closely under party supervision. Hitler intended, one way or another, to structure the German economy so that it could serve the needs of war and imperial expansion. Hitler was determined not to be caught, as Germany had been in 1914, with an economy unprepared for major war. Schacht’s practical objections to pursuing this course did nothing to dissuade Hitler, but in the long run encouraged him to bring the economy into the orbit of the party. Goering’s appointment thus marked the beginning of the end for conservative hopes of manipulating economic and military policy for their own advantage.86 

Hitler’s active interest in raw material questions went back to the summer of 1933 when plans for synthetic fuel production were first laid.87 At the annual party conference at Nuremberg in September 1935 he publicly announced his intentions of achieving self-sufficiency in food and raw materials.88 Synthetic production was well under way by the time Goering was appointed, but it was not expanding rapidly enough for Hitler in the light of Germany’s escalating raw material requirements abroad and the insecure position of the balance of payments. Hitler’s intentions were frustrated further by Schacht’s efforts to curb the synthetics programme and his general hostility to autarkist thinking. Early in 1936 a fresh crisis arose with Schacht over Keppler’s efforts to speed up the development of domestic iron ore resources. Schacht argued against such projects on the grounds that they would increase domestic steel prices and make Germany’s exports even less competitive.89 These discussions were conducted side-by-side with a sharp deterioration in the level of fuel imports early in 1936, which strengthened the autarkists’ case. Threats from Roumania to cut off oil exports to Germany, and hostile Soviet trade policy, promised a significant reduction of oil imports during 1936. The War Ministry believed that on mobilisation only 50 per cent of oil requirements could be met and that that figure would continue to deteriorate unless special action were taken.90 In the middle of 1935 the War Ministry began to explore the possibility of setting up a special commissioner for oil because of its vital strategic importance. Keppler was anxious to get the job, while Schacht and the army had their own business candidates. Goering’s interest in aviation fuel made him a contender as well. In March 1936 he told Kesselring that he was to be named ‘fuel dictator’ by Hitler in the near future.91 

In March the economic crisis reached a new pitch. Darré demanded more foreign exchange to buy food, in addition to what he had obtained the previous December. The armed forces painted the blackest possible picture of Germany’s strategic position. Schacht angrily rejected efforts to encroach on his jurisdiction during the crisis, both from Keppler, whom Schacht ordered to be physically debarred from his ministry, and from Goering, who had re-opened negotiations with the Poles on the Danzig question and the more vexed subject of German capital holdings in Poland, against Schacht’s express wishes.92 Goering was at or near the centre of all these squabbles. He met Hitler frequently during the period and both were in possession of a wide range of information on the political discussion going on, through Goering’s telephone-tapping. Since Hitler had already brought Goering on to the centre of the economic stage as arbitrator between Darŕe and Schacht, and in the absence of any clear alternative candidate, Goering was an obvious choice when Hitler decided to resolve the various disputes through a party appointment. In all likelihood Hitler had decided on this course before Schacht suggested Goering’s name, for the scope of the new commission was much greater than Schacht had envisaged and the decree confirming the appointment was produced with surprising haste. No doubt Hitler was awaiting the outcome of the remilitarisation of the Rhineland in March 1936 before taking up fresh political initiatives at home.93 The fact that von Blomberg and Schacht also supported Goering was an additional and unexpected bonus, making it much easier to extend party influence over the economy than Hitler could have expected.

The appointment was of critical importance. It gave Goering an immediate avenue into the machinery of economic control denied to any Nazi until then. Indeed Schacht’s efforts until 1936 had been directed to excluding as far as possible any senior party leader from economic office. Goering’s appointment opened up a breach which had unpredictable consequences. ‘Control’, Schacht later complained, ‘was now in amateur hands.’94 Why did Hitler make such a choice? In the first place he was determined that the economy should now be brought more closely into line with his longer-term ambitions for war. A leading party figure would be more likely to do this than the conservatives. But the choices open to him from the party were severely limited. Keppler, his economic adjutant, expected the job and later 
expressed surprise at the appointment of Goering. He attributed it to the fact that Hitler was looking for a man of energy and authority for the delicate task of interceding with Schacht, and that he himself lacked these qualities. This was certainly the case. Keppler was an ineffectual politician. He suffered from a chronic heart condition which severely circumscribed his activities. His relations with Schacht were poor and he had proved unable to combat the Economics Ministry on any major aspect of economic policy.95 As his economic influence waned Hitler looked for someone who was more independent and more ambitious.

Goering fulfilled this requirement on both counts. Himmler, Ley and Darŕe were too involved in their established offices to play a wider economic role. The party’s remaining economic expert, Walther Funk, was a weak and unambitious subordinate; like Keppler, an unlikely choice for such an important commission.96 Whatever doubts Hitler had expressed about Goering’s technical qualifications and administrative capabilities were set aside. What he wanted were Goering’s qualities as a forceful political schemer. For extending party power ruthlessly against the prevaricating conservative elite Goering was, in Hitler’s view, ‘the best man that I possess, a man of the greatest will-power, a man of decision who knows what is wanted and will get it done’.97 Goering needed no second bidding. Far from remaining a mere figurehead for keeping the party radicals at bay, as Schacht had intended, he began at once with great energy to establish the commissarial role denied to him in 1933. At the first meeting called to explain the function of his new office he explained that he was not heading ‘some kind of investigation committee, but that he would take over responsibility for the necessary regulation’.98 Schacht was horrified, complaining to von Blomberg that they had miscalculated Goering’s role. He appealed to the Nazi government to behave with moderation, to pursue ‘a steady, prosperous economy . . . and renounce the execution of other irrational ideas and aims of the party’.99 Goering repudiated this appeal. On 15 May he announced that ‘the primary political necessity is to maintain the same tempo of rearmament’.100 Far from being a force for moderation, Goering now showed himself to the conservatives as a force for change.

Goering’s official position in charge of the Raw Materials Office broadened out immediately into a general concern with the central issue in 1936 of maintaining or reducing the level of armaments expenditure. Upon this question turned the nature of economic policy and diplomacy in Germany. This is not to say that Goering’s influence on either of these things was as yet decisive. The shift in power implied by his new office was a slow and uncertain one. Schacht and the army still had wide influence in the summer of 1936, and used this in their attempts to manipulate Goering and the party. Both were wary of Goering. Both, for their different reasons, wanted greater control over economic affairs for themselves. They deliberately exaggerated the difficulties facing the German economy, in food, in exports and strategic raw materials, in order to persuade Hitler to give them greater responsibility for economic planning and war preparation; to reverse the trend to greater party influence.

But here the attitude of the civilian and military conservatives diverged. Schacht was disappointed that he had misjudged Goering’s ambition. He emphasised the dangers of inflation and internal unrest if Goering insisted on maintaining a high level of rearmament. He wanted greater priority for exports and a re-integration of the Food and Economics Ministries, to remove agriculture from Nazi hands.101 He argued that Germany wanted more trade and the return of the German colonies lost under the terms of the Versailles Treaty, the reverse of the autarkists’ priorities.102 His concern with colonies became more pronounced the further Goering moved away from his position on the economy. It showed once again the conservatives’ traditional tactics of using foreign policy to stabilise an awkward domestic situation, reflecting a growing pessimism in conservative circles over the course of Nazi policy. The colonial policy was a particularly transparent example. Schacht urged the British Ambassador to persuade the British government to return Togoland and Cameroon to Germany as a first step in re-integrating her into the world’s imperial trading structure. He remained obstinately impervious to the objection that the return of these territories would hardly bring the expansion of exports and raw materials he was looking for.103 Of course Schacht knew this. In October he confessed with more candour that the colonies were really useful as a place to send Nazi party extremists, leaving domestic policy in the hands of conservatives.104 While the renewed campaign on colonies did produce popular anti-British feeling in the Nazi Party, it left Goering largely unmoved. His chief concern was not African expansion, but European.105 

While the War Ministry and the army were clearly unhappy with the failure to control Goering, their priorities were different from those of Schacht. Von Blomberg accepted the arg
uments for agrarian reform, greater exports and colonies, but only because he saw these as essential means for ensuring the security of the military economy and avoiding the dangers of blockade.106 The main priority of the armed forces was to maintain or increase the level of rearmament, and to establish unified military authority over economic preparations for war. At the meeting of the Reich Defence Council in May Keitel announced the army’s agreement with Goering on rearmament at the expense of civilian consumption.107 In August the army published a plan for a large increase in army armaments at precisely the time that Schacht and his civilian allies were arguing that rearmament should be cut back.108 The attitude of the War Ministry to this disagreement was that while the army was willing to work with Schacht if he accepted the rearmament programmes, it was also prepared to abandon him if he would not. In such a case the army was prepared to take over areas of the economy crucial for defence into military hands alone, opposed alike to civilian critics and party rivals.109 

This division between the two conservative groups played into Goering’s hands. The failure to produce a united front during the summer of 1936, the frantic arguments over economic choices, only served to strengthen Goering’s position. By chance the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War in July gave Goering a further opportunity to bypass both the Foreign Office and the Economics Ministry. With Hitler’s approval a special raw materials and trade commission, the so-called Hisma-Rowak, was set up in Seville under Goering’s supervision, responsible for directing economic relations with Nationalist Spain, and in particular for safeguarding the flow of Spanish iron ore. These new responsibilities strengthened his argument that his new office was indispensable in finding a solution to the economic difficulties and that its powers should be increased.110 His own ideas on the economy began to crystallise during the summer months. He accepted the arguments of the Keppler circle for greater domestic production of food, raw materials and synthetics.111 He was a leading advocate of higher levels of rearmament, and of higher levels of deficit spending to finance it. He now became fully identified in Hitler’s eyes as the leading champion of autarky and increased military spending, which was the way in which Hitler’s own mind was moving. Moreover Goering was able to prove that the ‘amateurs’ were after all capable of taking over areas of economic responsibility. Up until 1936 Schacht and his circle had insisted that only they had the technical expertise and competence to conduct economic affairs. Although Goering clearly did lack such qualifications, he rejected the argument all the same. By recruiting a wide range of technical experts and economists, many of whom were party members or supporters, he could get round the problem posed by his own ignorance. This was an important discovery for the Nazis who had always been more politically timid in areas where they felt out of their depth. By 1936 there was a sufficient number of officials and engineers in the economy who were Nazi Party members to provide the technical expertise necessary to run the day-to-day administration of the economy.

Indeed through a new series of decrees on foreign exchange and vigorous state encouragement and subsidising of exports, the ‘crisis’ that Schacht predicted throughout 1936 did not materialise. He had, after all, deliberately exaggerated its seriousness. After a period of consultation and investigation during the summer, Goering authorised the takeover of all sources of foreign exchange abroad held by German nationals. The threatened foreign exchange deficit of 630 million marks turned into a surplus of 550 million for 1936.112 Goering succeeded, too, in making a start with his raw material plans. Keppler’s assistants, Paul Pleiger and Hans Kehrl, were bullied into accepting Goering’s authority. The technical research they had already undertaken was, used to initiate plans to save some 600 million marks of foreign exchange by developing domestic synthetic oil, rubber and textiles, and by extracting larger quantities of domestic iron ore.113 Goering drew on his wide circle of contacts and friends from the air ministry, the Prussian ministry, his personal staff and the Nazi Party in filling new posts and in providing himself with competent technical advice. In this way an alternative apparatus was quickly constructed to challenge Schacht’s monopoly of economic control.

As a result of these early successes, which contrasted with the failure to resolve the conflicts between party, army and economy, Hitler determined to bring economic planning more closely under party supervision. There were important reasons for this decision. Hitler was faced with a new set of international circumstances in 1936. Mussolini’s invasion of Abyssinia, and the economic sanctions that it provoked against Italy, revived German fears of economic blockade. This made autarky a more attractive proposition. So too did deteriorating relations with the Soviet Union over the Spanish Civil War crisis, which brought with it the fear of encirclement again by the old enemies of the First World War. Against such a background it was even more necessary to secure a firm economic base at home and reduce dependence on distant sources of raw materials. For Hitler this was an essential precondition for the active foreign policy programme he now wanted to pursue. By strengthening the 
hands of the party autarkists Hitler hoped to resolve some of these problems. A policy of autarky also meant a rejection of the moderates’ demand in 1936 for a reduction in rearmament and an increase in trade and domestic consumption.

Of all the factors that influenced Hitler’s decisions in 1936 this was perhaps the most important. He later complained that there was ‘a mass of people working against me behind my back’ to restrict and control the military budget. By July and August the campaign against any increase in armaments and related expenditure came to a head. Schacht, who had openly argued against more armaments from late 1935 onwards, spoke publicly on 20 August at a conference of senior civil servants of the folly of greater rearmament and the foolishness of Nazi economic policy.114 Shortly before, one of Schacht’s industrial allies, Albert Voegler of the Vereinigte Stahlwerke, had also publicly criticised autarky and excessive rearmament, arguing instead for closer trading ties with the Soviet Union.115 Carl Goerdeler, who had been Price Commissioner until 1935 under Schacht, submitted a memorandum to Goering in late August in which he stressed the need to hold up rearmament and synthetic production and concentrate on trade and home demand.116 Even the War Ministry, which had contributed to the general climate of panic over foreign exchange and trade, became critical of party projects and of Goering’s handling of economic questions.117 

Both Goering and Hitler had access to all this information. It clearly contradicted the principle that Goering had emphasised across the summer months that rearmament was the first priority in any consideration of economic policy.118 Together the two leaders arrived at a decision late in July or in early August to cut through the political crisis over the economy by giving Goering a wide-ranging commission to prepare the economy for war. Exactly when the decision was made is not known. Goering announced at a meeting on 6 July that he would discuss the whole raw material question with Hitler ‘in order to prepare for the future situation’.119 During this critical period he met with Hitler almost every day.120 During August, at his retreat in the Obersalzburg, Hitler drafted a memorandum which formed the basis of the second Four-Year Plan announced in October. By the end of August four copies of the memorandum were prepared. One was given to Goering, another to von Blomberg, a third to Fritz Todt, who was building the Autobahnen. Goering later recalled that he had been summoned to Berchtesgaden by Hitler who then read the whole memorandum through; ‘subsequently we went for a long walk, during which my appointment was put into effect.’121 By 1 September when Goering told Keppler of the plans, it was already widely rumoured that Hitler would shortly announce a number of important changes in the economy which would bring to an end the long period of uncertainty and administrative confusion over the summer months.122 

Hitler deliberately chose the Party Rally in Nuremberg as the forum in which to announce the new policy. The leading conservatives were invited to attend but most refused. Schacht, who by now had nothing but regret for the tactical blunder that allowed Goering to penetrate the sanctuary of conservative economics, wrote urgently to von Blomberg asking him to warn Hitler of the folly of pursuing a policy of autarky and unrestricted rearmament. He tried to alert sympathisers abroad to the dangers of the growing influence of ‘crazy’ or ‘wild’ Nazis.123 While von Blomberg understood Schacht’s arguments he refused to do anything that directly contradicted Hitler.124 This flurry of activity can only have confirmed Hitler in his resolve. Speer later wrote that Hitler told him that the new plan arose because of the ‘lack of understanding of the Reichs Economics Ministry and the opposition of the German economy to all large-scale plans . . .’.125 There was indeed to be no discussion. On 4 September Goering reported to the Council of Ministers on the scope of the new powers he was to receive. He flatly rejected the economic strategy of Goerdeler and Schacht. He defended the policy of increased rearmament with the argument that ‘Frederick the Great was in his financial policy a strong inflationist’. In justifying the extension of state power over the economy he explained that the danger from Russia and the general deterioration of Germany’s world position made this imperative. ‘All measures have to be taken just as 
if we were actually in the stage of imminent danger of war.’126 

A week later Gauleiter Wagner announced to the assembled party leaders at Nuremberg Hitler’s decision to set up a second Four Year Plan under Goering to solve Germany’s raw material and trade problems.127 In secret the leading authorities in the Reich were informed of the Plan’s more important but unpublicised purpose: to prepare the German economy for war. The decree giving Goering full power was finally promulgated on 18 October.128 On 28 October Goering spoke in the Berlin Sportspalast on the tasks of the Plan to an enthusiastic Nazi reception. ‘The Fuehrer’, he announced, ‘has given me a heavy office . . . I come to it not as an expert. The Fuehrer chose me only, simply and only as a national socialist. I stand before you and will complete this task as a national socialist fighter, as his plenipotentiary, as the plenipotentiary of the National Socialist Party.’129 This was a clear statement of the Nazis’ intention of bringing the economy directly under their control.

For Goering the Four Year Plan was a personal triumph. It brought him into the mainstream of economic and military policy, and promised much greater influence on foreign policy as well. Beforehand his intervention had been intermittent and restricted, his authority by no means secure. Schacht enjoyed widespread influence in the German business community at home and abroad. There were also challengers within the party, particularly Keppler and Darré, who had both expected to extract more from the political crisis for themselves. Keppler fought as best he could to maintain his privileged position within Hitler’s circle, but Hitler had decided that the office of economic adjutant was now redundant. Goering repaid Keppler’s help and advice by relegating him to an insultingly minor office in the Four Year Plan.130 Goering did not intend to share his political spoils with anyone. Through a combination of good political management and ruthless self-advancement, Goering found himself once again in the political limelight from which he had been compelled to step back in 1934.


Chapter 3

Goering and the German Economy

The establishment of the Four Year Plan with Goering at its head was the symbol of a sharp change of course for Hitler and the Nazi movement. It marked the point at which Hitler embarked upon a positive transformation of German and European life. Up until 1936 Hitler had required an economic recovery to guarantee the political stability of the regime and solve immediate social and economic problems. Political life had been in the service of the economy. Now the situation was reversed. It was the task of a healthy economy to serve political ends: to build up a powerful, autarkic military economy and to fight wars without regard for private interest or rational economics.

These moves towards a positive fulfilment of the Nazi promise co-incided with a fundamental change in the terms of the unspoken alliances made between the remaining conservatives and the Nazi movement between 1934 and 1936. During these years the army and big business were satisfied that the Nazi movement had not been as radical as they once feared. Nazis had been compelled to work with the traditional elites along lines they broadly approved of. Hitler of necessity left the economic revival in the hands of the bureaucratic and business groups concerned and rearmament and remilitarisation to the generals. This was very much the solution that Schacht and his military allies had looked for in 1932. The fact that the working class and the German left-wing radicals were controlled over the same period not by aristocratic coercion but by a mass movement itself drawn from the lower levels of German society was a fortunate and unforeseen bonus both for German capitalism and for the old ruling class. Yet it was the source of their miscalculation, to see the Nazi movement simply as a dependent but necessary instrument of repression in the service of the traditional holders of power.

This was not what the Nazi leadership expected. The Nazi Party achieved power not to subordinate itself to the existing power structure nor to share it with others, but to use the mass base of support it had mobilised to shift power downwards to those groups in German society which had rejected the older conservatives at the polls. The crisis over the Four Year Plan and the pace of rearmament marked the end of the phase that satisfied conservative hopes and inaugurated the phase in which the purposes of Nazism were made more explicit. The economy, now in the late stages of recovery, had to be turned away from expanding trade and increasing consumerism, which is what most businessmen wanted, towards preparation for war and a controlled level of consumption and exports. The armed forces had to be persuaded to accept a programme of continental expansion under Hitler’s strategic guidance, based on a rearmament programme over whose tempo and cost they were to have less and less say. This implied quite a different position for the economic and military elites from that which they had enjoyed before 1914, or indeed during the Weimar Republic.

Such a change was essential if the Nazi Party were not to remain dependent on those groups it sought to replace, as Mussolini was compelled to be in Italy. Hitler and the Nazi leadership were well aware how political and economic power was exercised in Germany. Token or formal control was an insufficient guarantee that Nazi policies could be successfully implemented. It was necessary to take over direct control and establish a genuine authority, using the party elite for the task, and also to set up new institutions or ‘Nazify’ old ones. By 1936, with complete control over the civil and special police, it was possible to extend Nazi power directly into the citadels of the German establishment. This explains the significance of Goering’s commission from Hitler and the rapid evolution of an economic administration more sensitive to Nazi requirements. The Four Year Plan was not simply a response to economic circumstances but was a consequence of a major shift in the political balance inside Germany. The shift itself was a gradual process, reflecting the usual Nazi tactics of patient infiltration, but it was a clear break none the less. By 1938 even Schacht and von Blomberg, both of whom were rightly regarded as Nazi collaborators by more critical generals and businessmen, were gone, as were a whole number of lesser officials, officers and ministers. In their place came Nazi placemen, either party members or sympathisers, or those too weak to resist. Actual power within both the economy and the armed forces was transferred piecemeal to the Nazi elite itself.

Some historians have explained this crisis in terms of economic or political necessity. It has been suggested that changing economic circumstances brought about by full employment and the threat of inflation compelled the Nazi movement to control the economy more than they would have liked in order to prevent any threat to living standards or the currency. Seen in this light the Four Year Plan was merely a continuation of the battle for bread and employment begun before 1936 in order to secure popular political support. To the force of economic circumstances was added the drive to foreign expansion, the perennial German solution to potential political dangers at home.1 The difficulty with this argument is that the economic policy adopted after 1936 was the one most likely to exacerbate precisely those problems it was supposed to cure. If the Nazi leadership had felt the compulsion of economic necessity in this sense they would have adopted the strategy of Schacht, not Goering, for Schacht promised continued rearmament as and when it could be afforded, more trade, and balanced economic growth. Moreover such arguments suggest that the Nazis’ political position was essentially negative and opportunistic, that the drive to war was the product not of deliberate intention, but was a by-product of unresolved political and social tension at home dressed up with imperialistic propaganda.

Nazi leaders could not, and did not, ignore economic and political pressures. But to make sense of the choices that they made during the period between 1936 and the outbreak of war it is essential to see Nazi ambitions springing from positive intention. These ambitions had to be tailored on occasion to fit the circumstances but they were not a product of opportunism or necessity. They were integral to Hitler’s overall plan to re-shape German society and pursue racial imperialism. The period of compromise gave way to the period of Nazification not because Hitler had run out of alternatives but because that was the alternative to which his policy had been remorselessly progressing, regardless of circumstance.

From the mid-1930s Hitler b
egan to move towards a more active foreign-policy programme to establish a German territorial empire in eastern Europe and to end the threat from Soviet communism, while at the same time creating at home the conditions in economic and institutional life to support such a programme of imperialism.2 The key to making this possible was economic strength and massive rearmament which, while demanding present sacrifices, would guarantee racial prosperity and cultural hegemony in the aftermath of war. Goering’s responsibility was to strengthen and expand the military economy and to alter the structure of the civilian economy to meet the needs of war. This was made clear shortly after the announcement of the Four Year Plan when he told an audience of German business leaders that ‘The struggle which we are approaching demands a colossal measure of productive ability. No end to the rearmament is in sight. The only deciding point in this case is victory or destruction. If we win, then the economy will be sufficiently compensated.’3 

The key to the rearmament effort was the construction of an economy sufficiently insulated against the actions of potential enemies as to be unaffected by blockade or economic warfare. Within such an autarkic economy highest priority had to be given to that core of heavy industries without which the war effort could not be contemplated; that is, iron and steel, fuels, chemicals and machinery. This was what the army economic staff called Tiefrüstung, armament in depth. Despite the army’s fears that the Nazi leadership misunderstood the nature of this kind of preparation, everything that Goering involved himself with after 1936 suggested that his first priority was armament in depth, creating the necessary industrial substructure without which a sustained war effort would not be possible. ‘The Four Year Plan’, Goering later claimed, ‘was a basic prerequisite for the entire building up and expansion of the armament industry.’4 In all his speeches in 1937 and 1938 the emphasis was the same. Rearmament before every other priority; industrial and economic restructuring to free Germany from dependence on foreign supplies and to expand the output of capital goods and industrial raw materials.

Beyond rearmament and war lay the promised land. ‘Our generation’, wrote Goering, ‘has the happiness and tranquil assurance that it has been chosen to make life easier and more beautiful for the coming generations.’5 In the meantime Goering expected living standards to deteriorate, privately admitting that the Four Year Plan held out no promise of improvement.6 The official view was later proclaimed’ that ‘a higher standard of living is the ultimate goal, not the immediate object of the Four Year Plan’.7 Nor could the policy of large-scale rearmament and economic restructuring have produced any different result. The emphasis in the recovery period before 1937 had been very much in favour of heavy industrial goods at the expense of consumer goods, either domestically produced or imported. This emphasis increased after the announcement of the Four Year Plan both in terms of the allocation of resources and the flow of investment. This suggests not that the Nazis trimmed economic and rearmament policy to meet the needs of the consumer but quite the reverse. A higher standard of living was the reward for sacrifices to be endured in the period of war preparation and war.

The Nazification of the German economy complied with a crude logic in Nazi ideology. From 1936 onwards leading Nazis started to revive the socialistic ideas that had circulated in the party before 1933. There was much talk about the economy serving the needs of the Volk and the nation rather than narrow economic interests. In the Four Year Plan memorandum itself Hitler wrote that ‘The race does not exist for the economy nor for the economic leadership nor for economic and financial theories, but finance and economy, economic leaders and theories have to serve exclusively our people’s struggle for existence.’8 At a meeting of the Reich Chamber of Labour in April 1937 he explained that ‘economic life may remain free only so long as it is able to solve the problems of the nation. If it cannot do so then it must cease to be free.’9 At the Party Congress in September he returned to the same theme: ‘the leadership of the people’s community has the duty to give to the economy such directions as are necessary for the maintenance of the whole society.’10 Goering defended the changes in economic policy on the same grounds: ‘Just as I will be resolved to ignore the fate of individuals, if the well-being of the community demands it, I shall not show weakness in placing the interests of the Volk above the interests of individual businesses.’11 

This emphasis on national over selfish interests was a defining characteristic of Nazi economic ideology. It was open-ended enough to permit a wide interpretation of what such interests were. It was the justification for the extension of state control, for what Goering called the ‘managed economy’ [gelenkte Wirtschaft], for the Nazi reorganisation of ‘all areas of economic life’.12 Goering and his officials argued that the Nazi economy was different from the liberal-capitalist economy that preceded it and the Marxist collectivist alternative. The Four Year Plan was designed to effect ‘the radical adaptation of the former liberal national economy based on the principle of the international division of labour to the principle of military economic security’.13 Priority for national military needs could only be met, it was argued, by taking decision-making away from producers and consumers, and giving it to the state through the agency of the party. Only the party leaders were in a position to know what the true interests of the people were. Private enterprise would be allowed to survive only in sectors which were not of vital interest to the state, and even these would have to be directed in accordance with the needs of the community. The ‘undirected, liberal economy’ was unacceptable because by definition it could not sacrifice its economic interest without ceasing to be capitalism.14 In a Nazi economic system, Goering argued, ‘Profits cannot be considered. . . . Calculations cannot be made as to cost.’15 

Much as this economic view lacked sophistication, it was nevertheless the basis for justifying the extension of state control, for directing investment and finally for taking over significant sectors of the industrial economy into direct state ownership. The proof of the efforts to change the nature of economic life lay not in the unrefined völkisch ideology alone, but in the steps taken after 1936 to integrate the economy and its institutions with the Nazi state. In this respect the Nazi leadership had correctly judged the unwillingness of the business world to accept the principle of national interest where this did not obviously seem to coincide with self-interest. Capitalists had been willing enough to accept Nazi rule provided economic policy was directed by those sympathetic to its aims. Up to 1936 these aims were traditional; market expansion, protection of corporate or cartel interests, and profitability. Where state aid was needed it was only to overcome limited barriers to the fulfilment of these aims, to oil the wheels of the market economy. This was much more the kind of ‘organised capitalism’ that Hilferding had described in the pre-1914 era. The problem of Nazi economics in the era of the Four Year Plan was that all three of these basic aims were disregarded by the state in favour of its own defined goals. This did not mean that the profit motive or corporate interest did not still continue to function when and where they could, but they ceased to be the criteria whereby economic activity was ultimately judged, and were replaced by the criterion of community need. The period after 1936 was a period of transition, of ‘disorganised capitalism’ in competition with fascist economics.

The effort to extend state control brought fresh difficulties with it. Though Goering announced that ‘In the years to come the Four Year Plan will determine the whole of Germany’s economic and social policy’,16 it was quite another question to make good the claim. It is not clear that Goering himself knew from the outset how to approach the problem. Like so many Nazi goals the broad parameters were set before the tactics had been fully worked out. At one level the problem was political. Neither Schacht and the big business allies of the Economics Ministry, nor von Blomberg and the army economic staff, favoured the extension of Goering’s power beyond the level it had reached in the middle of 1936. Their resistance had to be overcome as a precondition for the exercise of Goering’s unlimited authority. At another level the problem was administrative. Goering had to find a means of exercising direct control over German capitalism without which mere formal claims to authority would be meaningless. In order to make businessmen do what the government wanted them to do, close supervision and direction was essential.

The political problem had no easy solution. Quite apart from the contest over jurisdiction with the conservatives, Goering was only too aware of the growing influence of more radical Nazis around Hitler. The Nazi press was joining in the chorus for a more obvious break with the old system in line with Hitler’s own thoughts on the economy.17 Because Goering had made the economy his own special territory he could not afford to flout party opinion without forfeiting party support. The political context was also complicated by the fact that the army, having enjoyed considerable power in the military side of the economy since 1933, hoped to benefit from the economic crisis in 1936 by achieving a more prominent position in economic planning. Goering’s role in the Four Year Plan threatened the army’s special position in German politics and the conservatives’ power to influence economic and military strategy.18 

As we have seen, the army was sceptical from the outset of Goering’s ability to solve the raw material question, or to contribute anything which the army could not usefully do itself. In December 1936 Thomas and Jodl prepared for von Blomberg the army view on the Four Year Plan Office and in February 1937 this was forwarded to Hitler. Von Blomberg demanded that three 
important principles be established: that only the War Minister had responsibility for overseeing war preparations and running the war economy; that Schacht, not Goering, should have responsibility for carrying out what was necessary for the preparation of the economy in peacetime; and that Goering’s office should be abolished if war broke out, and should be confined in peacetime to a narrow sector of raw materials administration, supervised by the War Minister.19 Short of this the army was not prepared to work with Goering. Hitler’s answer was to ignore what von Blomberg said, leaving Goering room to extend his authority as far as he could without restriction.

In order to do this Goering chose the easier of the two avenues open to him by directly challenging Schacht to a test of strength. The contest was about both economic strategy and economic jurisdiction. The debate on economic policy had its formal origins in the crisis over foreign exchange in 1936, but it was ultimately derived from the way in which the German economy had developed since the beginning of the upswing in 1932. Economic recovery was based on a sharp increase in the rate of investment, helped primarily by government spending policies and subsidies to industry. Some concessions were made to help expand domestic demand but on the whole consumer demand and export demand grew more sluggishly than demand created through government investment in heavy industry and services. Building on trade and foreign currency regulations introduced during the depression, the government established after 1933 a comprehensive system of controls over all foreign transactions. The effect was to insulate Germany from the world economy while preparing domestic industry for renewed sales abroad. Price controls and wage controls were necessary to prevent inflationary pressures during the period of investment boom and to keep out imports.20 

This economic policy was essentially Schacht’s, supported by the heads of big business and the economic administration. By 1936 Germany was approaching full employment. The expectation was that government spending and investment would decline, while the brakes on foreign trade could be lifted because Germany would be able to sell larger quantities of exports, and earn more foreign exchange. The trade regulations embodied in Schacht’s ‘New Plan’ were a temporary but necessary consequence of the severity with which the depression had affected Germany. In the long term Schacht rejected any idea of self-sufficiency. ‘Autarky’, he wrote, at the height of the conflict with Goering, ‘cannot possibly be an ideal. It is opposed to the general principles of civilisation.’21 Eventually Schacht and his private business associates hoped for the return of a more liberal economy and the successful pursuit of conventional economic growth.

Goering interpreted the economy very differently. Rearmament and more general preparations for war took priority. Exports were important only inasmuch as they promoted this goal directly by earning foreign exchange to buy strategic raw materials. Import-substitution was preferable to expanding trade. He argued for controls over all foreign trade and foreign exchange and for an extensive programme of domestic production of synthetics and other substitutes. What made this policy more difficult to fulfil, as Schacht pointed out to Goering on a number of occasions, was the high and rising level of government expenditure and investment. This had the effect of increasing the demand for labour and materials without compensating by allowing a higher level of foreign trade. Schacht expected the outcome to be a new inflation unless government expenditure were reduced. Goering was prepared to accept this risk, and to increase government spending substantially. This strategy was only possible with a more thorough regulation of the economy, which the Four Year Plan implied, and by reducing the growth of consumer expenditure. This was the real source of the division between the two views. Schacht wanted a growth in consumer demand and exports, which made economic sense; Goering wanted war preparations supported by higher levels of government investment, at the expense of both consumer and exporter.22 

In the event it was Goering’s policy that prevailed. Government expenditure rose steadily year by year from 1937, as did the public debt. Foreign trade did not expand as Schacht hoped. In 1937 exports were barely above the level for 1932; in 1938 they declined. Foreign trade accounted for 12.2 per cent of GNP in 1937 but for only 10.2 per cent in 1938. Gold and foreign exchange reserves, which had been unhealthy since the depression, fell from 529 million marks in 1933 to only 76 million in 1938.23 The major economic indicators for the period are set out in Table 2.

Table 2 Selected German economic statistics 1935–8 (bill. RM)
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Although Goering got his way with the economy, the economic disaster that the more conservative ministers feared in 1936 and 1937 was averted. This can be explained by Goering’s willingness to extend controls and compulsion, against the wishes of many businessmen. As Goering himself confessed: ‘Measures which in a state with a parliamentary government would probably bring about inflation, do not have the same results in a totalitarian state.’24 Schacht had underestimated the ability of the capital markets to support government loans for rearmament in conditions where the government was in full control of the flows of investment. As long as the government controlled the main economic variables it was possible to expand public expenditures without risk of serious inflation. Neither Schacht nor the Finance Minister, Schwerin von Krosigk, nor the army, expected the level of military expenditure and government investment to expand after 1936 beyond a modest level. In fact the government was able to float loans totalling 3.1 billion marks in 1937 and a further 7.7 billion in 1938. This final figure exceeded the value of all the public loans issued since 1933.25 

To make this economic policy work the Nazis introduced a number of important changes. Controls over the capital market and share issues were tightened up. The curtailing of consumer production and increases in taxation produced what was in effect a system of forced saving. To solve the problem of foreign exchange Goering announced two separate decrees giving the government the right to sequester the foreign assets of German nationals in return for payment in marks. Finally Goering embarked on an ambitious programme of synthetic and raw material production, together with a system of quotas for scarce materials, which allowed preference to be given to war preparations. Over all these policies Schacht raised objections; but because they were ultimately Hitler’s own preferences, they could not be overturned.

Hitler’s support for Goering over economic policy is an important part of any explanation of how he succeeded in destroying Schacht’s influence and altering economic priorities. But the explanation is not as simple as that. Although Hitler was the highest court of appeal, Goering resorted to his judgment only seldom. The extension of Goering’s power over the economy was the result of the gradual infiltration and subversion of economic institutions by Nazi supporters. This happened in Schacht’s own ministry, and in leading businesses. At the same time Goering led a frontal assault by setting up rival offices to those of Schacht and challenging officials to ignore his demands, and those of the party, at their peril.

Not all of German business could be successfully subverted, but the exceptions proved vital in Goering’s contest for control over the economy, for they undermined the strength of pro-Schacht business groups and made it difficult for industry or banking to adopt a common political front. One of the key institutions to fall under Nazi influence was the Dresdner Bank, one of the major German banks with widespread financial and industrial connections. Party influence in the bank was acquired gradually. A handful of pro-Nazi directors eliminated their opponents on the board one by one by one device or another, and replaced them with Nazi supporters.26 The subordinate banks that the Dresdner controlled, particularly the German Aviation Bank, provided funds for rearmament channelled to it by the state. The parent bank was given the responsibility for handling many of the financial affairs of the Four Year Plan and its industries.27 This situation allowed Goering effectively to by-pass the Reichsbank and other less sympathetic banks when it was necessary to raise money and distribute or hold funds. Karl Rasche, a Nazi promoted within the Dresdner Bank for just this purpose, became the intermediary between Goering’s economic empire and the German banking world.28 

A similar relationship grew up between the Nazi Party and the I. G. Farben chemical combine, Germany’s largest private business. By 1936 the Nazis’ initial distrust of I. G. Farben had evaporated. Carl Bosch, who opposed the persecution of Jewish scientists, was effectively excluded from the major decision-making in the concern he had established and those directors sympathetic to the Nazis increased their power and representation on the managing boards. This change was encouraged by the Nazi leadership because it was necessary to gain the co-operation of the company for the production of military goods and synthetic raw materials. Under the direction of Hermann Schmitz, Max Ilgner and Carl Krauch, I. G. Farben abandoned the position it had taken during the depression in demanding an expansion of exports and protection for agriculture in favour of German rearmament and autarky.29 This shift in economic strategy was not effected without division within the firm’s leadership but in 1936 the establishment of the Four Year Plan tilted the balance in favour of the Nazis on the board. The Plan promised significant benefits for I. G. Farben if it co-operated with Goering’s industrial programme. Krauch was introduced into the administration of the Four Year Plan and was ultimately given control over domestic oil production, Buna rubber and explosives. The result of the final integration of I. G. Farben into the Nazi economic sys
tem was the exclusion of all Jews from the management boards and research departments, and the retirement of the directors who had opposed Krauch. All remaining directors became members of the Nazi Party and enjoyed increasingly close contact with Goering and his staff.30 

Secure in the support of certain sections of the German business world, and of the party radicals who wanted to see an extension of state control, Goering established an administrative apparatus of his own with general jurisdiction over economic affairs. The foundation for this process of infiltration and usurpation was the Four Year Plan administration itself. Despite Goering’s innocent claim that the plan required little in the way of new offices and personnel, it rapidly developed its own bureaucratic apparatus and its own executive agencies.31 Indeed the scope of the plan was such that the administration established in 1936 resembled that of the Ministry of Economics itself. Not only did Goering acquire the power to take decisions in questions to do with foreign exchange and raw materials but he arrogated to himself responsibility for labour allocation, agriculture, price control, industrial investment and, through the foreign exchange section, ultimate control over foreign trade itself. The new offices were filled with those sympathetic to the aims of the plan drawn from the civil service, from informal party agencies such as the Keppler circle, and from the armed forces.32 The central plan office was run by Erich Neumann and Friedrich Gramsch, who played a major role in co-ordinating the many strands of economic policy under the Plan’s supervision.

A General Council was set up as the plan’s co-ordinating body, but its executive powers were never defined or exercised. The individual departments, each with its own large staff, assumed the day-to-day planning and direction, reporting regularly to Goering in person. In order to ensure that the plan could be effectively integrated with the existing bureaucratic structure Goering chose as key departmental heads those who also held office in other ministries. Thus Backe was both commissioner for agriculture under the plan and also state secretary at the Ministry of Agriculture; Syrup was labour commissioner and state secretary in the Labour Ministry; Koerner, who became Goering’s deputy for the Four Year Plan, was also his state secretary in the Prussian Ministry; and so on.33 In this way the process of infiltrating other agencies and organisations could be carried out so that the key powers in the economy could ultimately be exercised legally by Goering. (See Chart I for the organisation of the Four Year Plan Office.)
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Chart I The organisation of the Four Year Plan.



It was this claim for jurisdiction outside the terms of the Four Year Plan commission that Schacht fought against. In the absence of any clearer definition of powers from Hitler the competition for competency turned on the ability of the two combatants to persuade other offices and authorities to obey them. Schacht had been uncertain at first about how to respond to the plan. He suggested to his staff that ‘a friendly co-operation with the new agency was necessary and even possible’, as long as the real decisions still lay with the responsible ministries.34 But by the end of the year his attitude had hardened. Sensing Goering’s purpose, he wrote a circular to all economic officials and major businesses making it clear that they should only take orders from the Economics Ministry, not from the Four Year Plan.35 Yet in practice there was little he could do over questions concerning foreign exchange and raw materials. Nor could he exercise much influence over price and wage control, and the level of domestic consumption, since the resignation of his ally Goerderler as Price Commissioner and the appointment of the Nazi, Josef Wagner. The real testing-ground was finance. Goering acted from late 1936 onwards as if he were responsible for fixing the level of government funding and rearmament expenditure. Indeed von Blomberg addressed his request for a substantial increase in funds for 1937 to Goering, not to Schacht.36 Goering was able to order the floating of loans and the large investment programmes under the Four Year Plan quite independently of the Reichsbank and the Ministry of Economics. This would have been more difficult for Goering had he not had the assistance of the compliant and weak-willed Minister of Finance who hesitated to oppose Goering openly, authorising the use of funds that Schacht was obliged to release. The financial weapon had been a very important one in Schacht’s armoury. Goering’s ability to finance his own economic policies gave him an independence of Schacht that rendered the latter’s position untenable.37 

Goering had no hesitation in intervening in areas of the economy in which his jurisdiction was by no means apparent. Throughout 1937 he took initiatives in trade, transport, manufacturing and investment. Gradually those offices and ministers who had been accustomed to taking orders from Schacht stopped doing so. The Council of Ministers, in which the conservative economic lobby had had an important forum before 1937, declined in importance as a decision-making body in favour of Goering decrees and administrative discretion on the part of the Four Year Plan commissioners. Alongside the conventional apparatus of economic control Goering constructed an alternative apparatus, linked with the old through personal and institutional contact, governed by commissioners and special plenipotentiaries like himself.

It is im
portant not to underestimate the significance of this change in the administration and supervision of the economy. Despite its excessive bureaucratisation and the loose definition of jurisdictional competency, Goering’s economic empire effectively superseded the established instruments of economic control and overturned the policies of the recovery period. If the economic empire lacked a clear administrative centre distinct from Goering’s personal office, that was a reflection not of its shapelessness or incoherence but of the style of leadership and organisation that Goering preferred, which matched fascist practice elsewhere. Historians have been equally loth to take Goering’s own claims for power at face value on the assumption that they were mere propaganda boasts, or that he was too incompetent to deflect German capitalism from pursuing its own interests regardless. In other words that the much vaunted re-direction of the German economy brought about by the Four Year Plan was a façade, like the corporativism of Mussolini’s Italy.

Had Goering been merely content with a nominal authority the Four Year Plan might well have become a façade, and the initiative in industrial planning been retained with large-scale private capitalism. But this did not happen, because Goering and those who worked with him realised that to make the plan work it was necessary to control, and in some cases take over, German industry itself. During the course of 1937 and 1938 Goering not only increased the degree of government regulation and the level of state investment, but took the important step of increasing direct state ownership. This was perfectly consistent with the aims of the commission that Hitler had given to Goering in 1936 because community interest was now put above the interests of private capitalism where the two did not coincide. Indeed by late 1938 Goering was speculating on the possibility of the complete nationalisation of heavy industry in order to complete the Nazi economic and military programme. ‘The time has now come’, he told an audience of industrialists, ‘when private enterprise can show whether it has the right to continued existence. If it fails [I] am going over to state enterprise regardless.’38 Hitler also hinted at this at the Party Congress in September 1938 when he said that the party’s role was ‘to protect . . . authority from the spiritless attitude of big business circles’.39 

Some idea of how extensive Goering’s direct influence on industry was can be gathered from changes in the pattern of industrial investment. In 1937 and 1938 investment through the Four Year Plan accounted for over 50 per cent of total fixed capital investment in industry. To this can be added investment in the aircraft industry which was directly under Goering’s control as Air Minister, bringing the total figure up to nearly 60 per cent. Since the figures for the Four Year Plan exclude coal and energy investment over which Goering also had considerable say, the final figure for industrial investment directly controlled by Goering’s economic offices was nearer two-thirds of the total.40 There was a concentration of investment in heavy industry, primarily in iron and steel, chemicals and machine engineering, at the expense of consumer production and house-building. In 1939 total investment in the consumer industries was still lower than it had been in 1928 while investment in heavy industry was more than double the 1928 figure (see Table 3).41 



Table 3 Selected statistics on German investment 1936–42 (bill. RM)
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Source: D. Petzina, Aularkiepolilik im Dritten Reich, Stuttgart, 1968, p. 183; BA-MA RL3 46, Capital investment charts, fuselage and aero-engine industry.

The Four Year Plan provided the general planning framework for investment programmes and controlled as far as possible the flow of resources into particular industries. The same controls were extended over agriculture as well. The Four Year Plan assumed responsibility for the ‘Production Battle’ on the land, producing and distributing the tractors and fertilisers needed.42 By 1939 there was no part of the economy that was not touched by the Four Year Plan. Businessmen were compelled to submit for approval all investment plans, were subject to regulations concerning the location of industry, could only sell products at a price agreed by the Price Commission, could not freely dispose of pro
fits, and could neither import nor export without a licence. Both sources of capital and sources of raw materials were governed by a system of priorities arranged through the Ministry of Economics and the Four Year Plan in consultation with the armed forces. In this way it was possible to determine in advance what would be produced and what would be restricted, and to compel firms to adapt their output to the requirements of current Nazi policy.43 Controls over labour were particularly important in this respect. The plan organisation undertook to train skilled apprentices, to retrain other workers and to compel workers who had changed their jobs from a vital industry to return to their original skill.44 

In addition to these formal economic controls, Goering created special plenipotentiaries for individual industries to ensure that the policies were fulfilled and production targets met. The most important of these were for the iron and steel industry, the machine industry, the oil industry, for construction (under Fritz Todt, who later became the first armaments minister under the Four Year Plan), and for the textile and automotive industries.45 The special commissioners were responsible for increasing industrial participation in the rearmament and heavy industry programmes by attracting smaller producers into the circle of contractors and also for encouraging rationalisation of production. The rationalisation drive was promoted by Goering as a way of matching the growing demands on labour and materials with the planned output of finished goods. Rationalisation – ‘greatest output with the least resources’46 – became a popular slogan with Goering during 1938 and 1939. Manufacturers were compelled to simplify and standardise production, and to improve the system of distribution. In late 1938 Funk was made special commissioner for rationalisation to get industry to think more seriously about what was involved.47 

As the head of the Four Year Plan Goering also acquired powers for taking over Jewish firms into state ownership, a policy carried out to ensure that they would be used for ‘national’ purposes, and not for the personal gain of small businessmen. It has sometimes been wrongly assumed that Goering was an opponent of the party’s extreme anti-semitism, expressed through events like the Kristallnacht pogrom in November 1938. Nothing could be further from the truth. His main concern was jurisdictional. He wanted the expropriation of Jewish firms to be carried out systematically under the exclusive control of the Four Year Plan. There was no question of his disagreement with the principle involved. He accepted the Nuremberg Laws restricting Jewish civil rights.48 Indeed as Reichstag President he was closely involved in the passage of the laws through parliament, arguing in their defence that if God had intended men to be equal he would not have created races.49 

Under the terms of these laws and the subsequent decrees on aryanisation Goering was already engaged on expropriation well before the disturbances in November.50 His alleged ‘distress’ at the news of the pogrom on 10 November were crocodile tears, caused not by scruples over anti-semitism but by the fact that the pogrom had been arranged without him and that it interfered with the policies he was pursuing for the pseudo-legal takeover of Jewish firms. It was the random and destructive nature of the pogrom that alarmed him. He was particularly incensed at the fact that German insurance firms would be forced to pay out to compensate Jewish owners whose homes and businesses had been burnt down. To show his concern he announced on the day of the crisis that any measures taken over the Jewish question were the responsibility of the state authorities alone.51 Hitler confirmed this, giving Goering wide-ranging powers to centralise the efforts to solve the ‘Jewish problem’. For Goering this was ‘in the main an extensive economic problem’.52 The pogrom destroyed property. Goering wanted it taken over by the state to help with preparations for war. The pogrom encouraged local Nazis and businessmen to take the law into their own hands. Goering wa
nted aryanisation to be carried out solely through the Four Year Plan so that Jewish workshops and factories could be integrated into its programmes. The consequence of the Kristallnacht was the establishment of a more formal system for seizing Jewish property, under terms of Nazi law, and in the interests of the state.53 The model for such a system was the work carried out by the Austrian Nazis in Vienna, who by November 1938 had detailed plans for the closing down of 14,000 Jewish shops and the sale of 3,000 more, and were awaiting Goering’s authorisation to proceed. On hearing of these plans Goering’s response was: ‘I will produce the decree today!’ Funk promised to implement similar plans in Germany. Goering did not conceal his delight that in a matter of weeks the Jews would be completely excluded from the German economy ‘and this whole story really be cleared up’.54 

Other opportunities for extending and consolidating state ownership were to be found in industries that were already dependent on state funds, particularly the aluminium and aircraft industries. It was a different matter altogether when Goering began to intervene in the iron, steel and coal industries, the traditional core of private German business, and a political force in their own right. For the large trusts that ran heavy industry it was important to have a government that was basically sympathetic to its corporate interests. When this had not been the case in the past, heavy industry involved itself in politics to secure more amenable conditions. To strengthen their political position the industrialists involved had forged close links with the military elite and with the banking and ministerial bureaucracy.55 In the years after 1933 the Schacht-Blomberg axis in German politics had created conditions very favourable to heavy industry. When Goering undertook to undermine the conservatives and to overthrow conventional economic policy he inevitably invited the distrust and, eventually, the open hostility of the pro-Schacht industrial elite.

The issue between Goering and the iron and steel industrialists coincided with and was linked to the contest with Schacht and the crisis over the Four Year Plan. Its origin is easily understood. Germany was heavily dependent on external sources of iron ore to supply the large German iron and steel producers. Table 3 shows how this dependence was distributed. Out of the 21 million tons of ore smelted in 1935 only 25 per cent could be provided from domestic resources, the bulk of the rest being provided from Sweden and France. To the Nazi leadership this situation was full of dangers. French supplies of ore could be used by the French government as a means of bringing pressure to bear on Germany.56 Swedish supplies could, as Goering argued, be the victim of striking miners, unsympathetic to the Nazi regime.57 In either case Germany was dependent in a way that she had not been during the First World War on outside supplies that would in all likelihood be cut off during any future war. Even as it was the supplies of ore from both domestic and foreign sources were insufficient to provide all users with enough steel. In 1936 the army regularly complained about the bottleneck in iron and steel supply and warned both Hitler and Goering of the consequences in the event of war.58 



Table 4 German sources of iron ore 1929–35

[image: ]

Source: Nuremberg Trials, Case XI, Defence Document Book (Pleiger) 3, p. 270.

To Goering the solution was a simple one. Domestic sources of iron ore were to be exploited to the full to give Germany greater independence of foreign supplies. Keppler had argued this case since the early 1930s. Goering took over these ideas as his own. Keppler’s technical research team had shown that it was feasible to smelt the low-grade ores in central and southern Germany, although with contemporary iron technology the process was costly and complicated. When it was discovered that similar ores were now being successfully smelted in England, at Corby, under the guidance of an American engineer, Henry Brassert, Goering determined to adopt the same methods in Germany. The question was whether the German iron and steel industry would respond to the plans for domestic ore production in the way that I.G. Farben had responded to the demand for synthetics.59 

The attitude of heavy industry to Goering’s plans was essentially negative. Encouraged by Schacht, who had opposed plans for domestic production all along, the major Ruhr industrialists rejected the proposals put to them.60 The reasons for this opposition were largely economic. The industry had suffered from over-capacity during the depression years and was unwilling to sanction the large-scale investment programme involved in domestic ore production because it might seriously affect their capital position if the rearmament boom petered out. Goering’s wild threat to build ‘three times as many blast furnaces’ as there already were in Germany was an invitation to massive over-capitalisation.61 The second problem was to do with costs and markets. The domestic ore was much more expensive to produce and smelt than foreign ore for its iron content was much lower. To produce iron and steel at higher cost threatened the interest of the manufacturers who used it as a raw material and ultimately threatened Germany’s export position.

If the arguments were economic, their effect was highly political. For the Nazis the rejection confirmed that the national aims of the movement and the purposes of German capitalism were no longer the same. Hitler wanted war and imperial expansion. Private capitalists might indeed benefit from the achievement of such an empire, but their immediate aims in 1937 were to gain a favourable capital structure for the industry and to expand markets and short-term profitability by strategies of their own. Schacht argued in their defence that ‘the state should not run business itself and take the responsibility away from private enterprise’.62 The Ruhr industrialists shared this view; jealous of the important position they enjoyed in German economic and political life, they wanted to reserve the final decision on initiatives in the German economy for themselves.

These arguments were lost on Goering. In December 1936 he warned leading businessmen that ‘If someone cannot decide for himself on the exploitation of his mines, he must sell his property so that other people can do so . . . we are here concerned with the welfare of the whole German nation and not with the welfare of one individual enterprise.’63 In March 1937 he argued that ‘the state must take over when private industry has proved itself no longer able to carry on’.64 In private he accused the Ruhr leaders of ‘the crassest economic egoism’, what he later called ‘a toilet-seat perspective’ on national affairs.65 Spurred on by the more radical middle-class elements in his organisation, and by his own frustration and hostility to the Ruhr, Goering gradually moved towards the decision, finally announced at a meeting with the industrialists concerned in June 1937, ‘to have a very large plant built under [his] personal influence’.66 The industry and the Economics Ministry were caught by surprise. Within a month plans were complete for an industrial complex for extracting and smelting the iron of the Salzgitter ore-fields in Brunswick. Goering reported to the same industrial audience the foundation of the Reichswerke ‘Hermann Goering’.67 

This decision finally broke Schacht’s political power in the economy, as it challenged that of the Ruhr. All their moves were monitored by Goering’s intelligence network. In August the iron and steel industry drew up a paper – the so-called Düsseldorf Memorandum – rejecting Goering’s autarkic strategy. Alerted to its contents in advance by an informer, Goering immediately and characteristically ordered the arrest of the leading Ruhr industrialists. Pleiger succeeded in persuading him instead to telegram to all those concerned that he would treat all signatories to the memorandum as saboteurs. Krupp was offered a large arms contract at the same time in order to buy his support and to undermine any united front that the industry might set up against him.68 With great reluctance the industrialists accepted defeat, frightened of the consequences for their businesses and their own persons if they persisted in overt opposition. Goering passed a decree for the compulsory purchase of the privately-owned ore claims in central and southern Germany, and compelled the private firms to invest some of their own money in the establishment of a state-owned competitor.69 In triumph Goering told Voegler, the head of the Vereinigte Stahlwerke and a major opponent, ‘Now I am no longer dependent on you. You have been leading me around by the nose for long enough!’70 

The nature of the Reichswerke and its subsequent expansion provide a vital key to understanding the progressive ‘Nazification’ of the economy. Although it bore Goering’s name, the Reichswerke in no sense belonged to Goering. Pleiger suggested using the name as an indication to others that the leading Nazi in the economy stood behind the new firm. It was only in this official capacity that Goering was linked with the business. What personal profit he made from it was incidental to its purpose. Nor was the Reichswerke in any sense a capitalist or ‘state-capitalist’ enterprise, despite the fact that it enjoyed the same legal status as private corporations. This was merely a juridical convenience. From the outset the Reichswerke was intended as a state-owned and state-run industrial complex, integrated into the Nazi-dominated economy as the industrial instrument for the fulfilment of war-related goals. Like the Four Year Plan and Goering’s own economic offices, the Reichswerke concern was a typical product of fascist economics.

In fact once the Reichswerke had been founded it developed a character very different from its stated purpose. What began as a small firm funded by state and private industry together to help mine domestic iron ore was transformed by Goering’s decision to develop the Reichswerke as a colossal state enterprise constantly extending its interests as the needs of the Volk dictated. Early in 1938 Goering authorised a very large increase in state funds for the Reichswerke, taking its capital from 5 to 400 million marks. The plan was to turn it into ‘the core of the whole of German rearmament, of supplies for the arms industry in peace and war’.71 Goering saw it at one and the same time as ‘an economic and political instrument’ designed to resolve the conflict of interests between the Nazi state and private business and to speed up the construction of a military economy. Like the Four Year Plan it was organised on the ‘leadership principle’, with Goering responsible for all questions of fundamental importance and a subordinate hierarchy of officials directly and personally answerable to him.72 

As with the Four Year Plan office, the staff of the Reichswerke was chosen from among loyal party officials and small businessmen anxious to increase the influence of the party in the economy and to ensure the triumph of the Nazi ideal. Paul Pleiger was a small steel producer from a working-class background who used the state organisation to gain political influence over the large-scale companies that dominated the industry. Koerner, Goering’s personal deputy, came from a similar small business background and was unsympathetic to large-scale capitalism. Other leading officials were drawn from among party stalwarts, many of whom had long associations with the party and were not simply post-1933 opportunists. Wilhelm Meinberg, who worked closely with Pleiger, was a Nazi peasant leader in the 1920s: Dietrich Klagges, another director, was an ex-elementary school teacher and an old party member: and so on.73 The mushrooming organisation of the Reichswerke gave opportunity for the small business an
d official class to use the power of the state to impose their own political interests on the traditional capitalist elite, just as the Four Year Plan had proved a suitable means for undermining the influence of the military and financial conservatives. Goering was put in the fortunate position of being able to leave much of the routine work of establishing and running the Reichswerke to the enthusiastic party members appointed to its board.

The large increase in funds for the Reichswerke indicated the importance attached by the party to the successful completion of the project. The plan was to produce annually domestic ores totalling 21 million tons and to use the ores to supply a complex of blast furnaces and rolling mills to be completed by 1945–6 in three major stages, increasing the output of finished steel from domestic ore by at least 4 million tons.74 By this single stroke the Reichswerke became the third largest enterprise in Germany, with unlimited access to funds. Goering’s imagination became fired by the vulgar hugeness of the project, by the fact that he had cut through all the objections of a technical or economic nature and created from the ground up a giant industrial complex as a symbol of the regime’s vitality and resourcefulness. The Reichswerke was a propaganda monument to Goering and the party.75 

By the outbreak of war the Reichswerke had become what Goering intended it should be, the largest industrial enterprise in Europe.76 The details of its structure can be seen on Chart II. Goering poured into the Reichswerke any industrial assets that came his way: Jewish firms compulsorily aryanised, coal mines taken over through the bullying and harassment of the Ruhr coal-owners, the bulk of the heavy industry captured in Austria and Czechoslovakia and state-owned armaments works in the Reich.77 Building on the pattern of the private trusts he developed a whole network of dependent and ancillary businesses so that the Reichswerke was involved not only in extracting ore and coal, but in smelting and refining the iron and steel, manufacturing the finished metal in the form of armaments or heavy machinery, producing synthetic petrol, running transport businesses and supplying building materials. Its size and the complexity of its operations gave the Reichswerke concern a key place in the German industrial economy. Perhaps if the private firms had co-operated with Nazi plans in 1936 and 1937 such a degree of state intervention might have been unnecessary. But to have done so would have been to compromise too much the corporate strategies and political claims of the large industrialists. Nor would it have satisfied the logic of Nazi ideology and populist economics, nor Goering’s personal ambition.
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Chart II The Reichswerke and main subsidiaries, September 1939.



During the course of the political crisis over the Reichswerke the balance of power swung firmly in Goering’s favour. Distrusted by the party, and increasingly cut off from his military and industrial allies, Schacht’s influence declined sharply. Although the army persuaded Hitler in July 1937 to effect a jurisdictional reconciliation between the two men, Goering ignored it.78 Schacht responded by suspending his activities as Plenipotentiary for War Economy, a post that he had held since 1935, and when that had no effect, he left the office of Minister of Economics in abeyance as well.79 Hitler hesitated to sack Schacht directly, because of his fear of the effect this might have on foreign public opinion. Instead both Hitler and Goering bided their time, waiting until Schacht’s resignation would be politically acceptable. Hitler let it be known that his confidence in Schacht had gone. Goering harassed Schacht’s officials and overturned his policies. He would accept nothing short of Schacht’s complete subordination. In front of Hitler he told Schacht ‘I must be able to give you instructions’.80 In November Hitler finally accepted his resignation, satisfied that the political repercussions could be coped with. An anti-Schacht campaign orchestrated in the press had helped to persuade the public that Schacht had in some way betrayed the nation’s trust. Goering became temporary Minister of Economics in his place. His first act was to ring Schacht from his erstwhile office in the Ministry: ‘I am now sitting in your chair!’.81 

The transfer of economic power from Schacht to Goering inevitably involved a renewed clash with the army which had no desire to see its economic affairs in the hands of the party. Goering was well aware of the army’s attitude. During the long struggle with Schacht, von Blomberg had taken every opportunity to pull rank on Goering (who was in military terms his subordinate). He hoped to be able to use his position as Supreme Commander to bring the whole military economy under army control, employing Goering as a mere agent of the armed forces.82 The ambitious head of the army economic office, Georg Thomas, supported von Blomberg’s strategy and worked actively in the background to extend the power and responsibility of the armed forces’ economic inspectorate which was instrumental in maintaining army control over military industries.83 

The army was no more successful than Schacht in bringing Goering to heel. He remorselessly eroded the influence of the army in the economy. The oil industry came under his jurisdiction, to the complaints of the generals, in the course of 1936. The chemical industry, including the manufacture of explosives, came under his control in 1937 and 1938.84 Construction of the western fortifications, after an acrimonious struggle with the army leaders, was taken out of their hands in 1938 and given to Fritz Todt, commissioner for construction in the Four Year Plan.85 Finally, on the resignation of Schacht, Goering took over temporary responsibility for the tasks of the Plenipotentiary for the Economy, thus removing the army’s main ally in the civilian establishment.

Nevertheless the army remained a major political force, preventing Hitler from exercising a free hand in the change of course that he had decided on after 1936. Goering shared Hitler’s distrust of the army leaders. He was jealous of von Blomberg’s influence and wanted the party more involved in military questions. During 1937 his distrust crystallised into a desire to become War Minister in von Blomberg’s place. In the winter of 1937–8 he undertook a number of initiatives to eliminate the army leadership and extend party power, using his contacts with the secret police and the SS to achieve it. He could be certain of Himmler’s support in this because the SS had its own ambitions to extend party influence into the regular armed forces.86 All Goering required was the opportunity to strike.

The chance came in October 1937. Von Blomberg approached Goering in search of a guarantee from the party that an affair on which he had embarked with a ‘lady with a past’ would not affect his official position. Goering was only too willing to help. Through the security services he was able to uncover the nature of the unfortunate alliance that the War Minister had made. Still posing as an ally he agreed at von Blomberg’s request to go as far as to arrange the ‘voluntary’ emigration of one of the woman’s other lovers. He was sent very much against his will to an economic post in Argentina.87 Goering then agreed to allow von Blomberg to marry in January 1938 and to say nothing about the bride’s background or the shady intrigues surrounding the marriage. Both Hitler and Goering were witnesses at the hastily conducted wedding. Within two weeks Goering, on the pretext that the police had uncovered evidence that von Blomberg’s new wife was an ex-prostitute, a fact that he already knew, confronted Hitler with the information.88 Hitler was outraged. Goering asked to be allowed to inform von Blomberg personally that the marriage should be annulled. But Goering’s visit to von Blomberg became instead what he had clearly hoped and planned for: the opportunity to ask von Blomberg to resign his office on grounds of honour. To make doubly certain he spread the news rapidly among the other generals, who also insisted on resignation. Von Blomberg unwillingly did so, unaware that Hitler had not finally decided what should be done.89 

Goering’s duplicity was clear. So too, under the circumstances, was von Blomberg’s personal ineptitude and political innocence. The affair was the culmination of a web of intrigue that Goering and Himmler wove together in the last two months of 1937. For not only had Goering prepared in advance to entrap von Blomberg and clear the way for his own assumption of the War Ministry, but he had conspired with Himmler to force the resignation of von Fritsch, the army commander-in-chief, who stood next in line to von Blomberg and was a firm opponent of Goering and the SS. It was Goering’s good fortune that the Gestapo also had a file on von Fritsch, compiled in 1935, which alleged his homosexuality. Although the file had lain unused for two years, because the evidence was so suspect, Goering chose to re-activate it at the end of 1937 in order to complete his coup against the army leaders. It is unlikely that Goering knew at first how spurious the evidence was – it was a clear case of mistaken identity – for in order to present Hitler with firm proof of von Fritsch’s unsuitability as army commander-in-chief he had him followed by secret service officers when he went on holiday in Egypt in December.90 Although nothing new could be proved against him, Goering used the insalubrious file on von Fritsch to persuade Hitler at the vital moment not to appoint him as von Blomberg’s successor. His efforts were rewarded. The mud thrown at von Fritsch stuck sufficiently to force his resignation. Goering then manoeuvred to obstruct a full military investigation of the allegations against von Fritsch, for it might well have exposed the full extent of his intrigue. By the time von Fritsch’s innocence was proved beyond doubt it was too late for him to be reinstated.91 

By this stage Goering had already achieved most of what he wanted. Indeed in the last week of January 1938 he was poised to become not only overlord of the economy but War Minister as well. Though Hitler was prepared to accept the first, he was not willing to grant the second. He argued that Goering was too involved in his other offices to cope with any more responsibilities, which was substantially true. Less charitably he argued that Goering was ‘too idle’ to make a suitable supreme commander. But he was not ungrateful for Goering’s efforts for they resolved a growing tension between the armed forces and the party which Hitler had been uncertain how to handle.92 In the wake of the von Blomberg crisis he took the opportunity to purge the upper echelons of the army of those elements least sympathetic to his strategic aims.93 

Goering’s intrigues against the army leaders have to be set against a background of renewed hostility and mistrust between the party and the remaining conservatives in government and military circles. The signs had been there throughout 1937. In February the Transport Minister, von Eltz-Rubenach, was forced to retire in favour of appointees chosen by Goering. Schacht followed in November.94 Early in 1938 a wave of compulsory retirements swept through both the army and the upper reaches of the civil service. The most important victim was the Foreign Minister von Neurath, who was replaced by Ribbentrop. Von Neurath too was known to be unsympathetic to the foreign policy and military plans that Hitler had revealed during 1937. Behind all these moves lay Goering’s restless desire to resolve the political disputes that surrounded his own position in the government, and to take revenge on those who had obstructed his ambitions in the past. By making it clear to Hitler that only Nazis could be trusted with the major offices of state it became the logical step that Hitler himself should assume, as he did on 3 February 1938, supreme command of the armed forces.95 

Goering’s own political stock rose substantially over the course of the crisis, despite the fact that his conservative opponents knew by the end of February 1938 that he had achieved his coup through a combination of bullying and shoddy intrigue.96 He was rewarded by being allowed to take over the Ministry of Economics and reorganise it in such a way that it was tightly bound to the Four Year Plan organisation. Schacht’s allies in the ministry were gradually excluded from influence and Goering’s supporters, including his state secretary Friedrich Landfried, were pushed to the fore.97 Goering was also successful in persuading Hitler finally, and ironically, to appoint Walther Funk as formal head of the Economics Ministry, despite the fact that Hitler had previously refused to do so because of Funk’s homosexuality. Funk was barely qualified for the job, but for Goering this was an advantage for it meant that he could continue to exert a decisive influence on the ministry without having to take on more official duties. Funk, an ‘old fighter’ like himself, was inexperienced politically, completely dominated by Goering. His history of homosexuality gave him no room for manoeuvre in his political relationship with his domineering superior. For all intents and purposes the ministry was under Goering’s control. Funk’s appointment as Plenipotentiary for the War Economy was a similar sham, perpetrated in order to prevent the army authorities from using the office as a wedge to drive between Goering and the armed forces.98 

Though Goering failed to get the War Ministry, he did become the highest office-holder in the armed forces. On the day that von Blomberg’s resignation was announced Goering was promoted field marshal. This at once altered the power balance between Goering and the armed forces. As the highest ranking officer he was in a position to exercise a more decisive influence on military matters without having to take on more administrative duties. Between February and July Goering was able to complete the transfer of responsibility for the military economy from the army. At Goering’s insistence the office of Plenipotentiary for the War Economy was made immediately subordinate to Hitler (and in practice to Goering) instead of to the army.99 The army ordnance office was excluded from the vital planning of the explosives programme and, in effect, a large part of army production. In July 1938 Goering informed the army that its responsibility extended only to questions of ‘armed warfare’ and the placing of contracts, as in the First World War.100 As ‘the highest authority in the direction of the economy’ Goering assumed the responsibility for all questions to do with rearmament, strategic resources and the preparation of the economy for war.101 As if to rub salt in the wound he revived the defunct Reich Defence Council which had originally been established by Blomberg and Schacht in 1934, and from which he had been deliberately excluded.

What emerges clearly from the rise of Goering’s economic empire is the comparative ease with which it was created. The defence put up by the conservative military and economic elites was feeble in relation to the national political role they were defending. Yet it is easy to see why the conservatives found it so difficult to keep Goering under control. The advantage that the party enjoyed was its base of popular support, and in particular the broad network of junior officials and managers it could call upon for carrying out party tasks. Behind this support lay Nazi control of the security services and the police forces, which were used indiscriminately against anyone who stood in the Nazis’ path. Goering even had his own personal security service which provided him with a stream of intelligence information. The political moves of his opponents were monitored by extensive telephone-tapping so that Goering was always one step ahead in negotiation and argument. Lacking access to such an apparatus and lacking also a mass base of popular support, the German elites were peculiarly ill-equipped to play the Nazi political game.

Moreover it is clear that for some time the groups around von Blomberg and Schacht failed to understand what the terms of the political contest were. They heavily miscalculated the nature of Hitler’s ambitions or the seriousness with which Goering would pursue Hitler’s wishes. They were satisfied, as they had been since 1933, that their technical expertise and social standing made them in some sense indispensable to the Reich. Schacht relied to the end on his international standing to preserve his domestic position even when it had been clearly eroded from within. The conservatives themselves, so accustomed to operating in a political context governed by Aussenpolitik were increasingly cut off from the course of German politics which, like the self-sufficient economy, was turning away from the outside world to be governed by domestic forces quite beyond their control. Unable to grasp how to behave in this new and unpredictable political world they either abdicated, as did Schacht and von Blomberg, or retreated into silent defence of what was left of their interests. Thus the large iron and steel trusts abandoned Schacht in 1938 and salvaged what they could from the crisis. The army too fell back in defence of its political and social position and co-operated as fully as it could to prevent further erosion. This defensive strategy did little to divert Goering or the regime from their course but it did prevent anything worse from happening, leaving both the army and private capitalism with much of their substance more or less intact. But both had to pay the piper, caught as they were in an endless dance of their own making. Hoping to profit from collusion with Hitler, they found the tables turned and by 1939 enjoyed a less decisive influence on national politics than at any time since the founding of Bismarck’s Reich.

The conservatives also failed to calculate the effect of Goering’s ambition and the strength of his attachment to Hitler. Goering had a shrewd sense of how to exploit the gap between Hitler’s fantasy and German reality, and with great tactical flexibility. Once he had achieved a foothold in the economy he determined to push on into areas over which he had no specific political claim but where he sensed political weakness and where he knew Hitler would not prevent him trespassing. It was this dynamic expansion, drawing its strength from Hitler’s support and unpredictable in its scope, that undermined any attempt at concerted resistance from the elites affected. Goering was not to be restrained by the formal rights of others nor by established political practice. He had a great sense of the possibilities in political life, of where to move on and where to hold back. Because the initiative lay with him, he had the advantage of surprise over his more scrupulous or innocent protagonists. Because his restless ambition grew larger with each administrative success, it was difficult to find conventional political means to restrain him, or to know what he would do next.

Goering enjoyed, too, the advantage of widespread personal popularity, which was true of none of the conservatives. His exposure to the German public was carefully cultivated. He posed during 1936 and 1937 as the champion of national solutions against the corrupt self-interest of the old elites and big business. The press was largely on Goering’s side. Goebbels’s propaganda machine heralded the new direction in economic life. Under such circumstances there was no question of dislodging Goering. There were certainly other Nazi claimants, but they were either too weak to oppose Goering, as was Keppler, or too involved in jurisdictional battles of their own, as was Ley. Goering rode roughshod over them all, supported by an ever-growing circle of subordinate officials who could see which way the wind was blowing and hurried to identify their cause with his.

Among the Nazi leadership he was increasingly isolated and distant, able, as long as he enjoyed Hitler’s support, to ignore many of the squabbles that went on around him. Other Nazi leaders were envious of his popularity and of his political revival after the disasters of 1933 and 1934. Hess became so obsessively jealous that he tried to suppress newspaper pictures of Goering that flattered his figure.102 Rosenberg hated him for his threats to uncover what he had been doing in Russia between 1917 and 1919.103 Julius Streicher published allegations that Goering’s first child, Edda, born in 1938, had been artificially inseminated (though it cost him his post as Gauleiter of Nuremberg). More scurrilous still it was rumoured that Mussolini was the father.104 Ribbentrop, who was jealous of Goering’s popularity and social ease abroad, called him in public ‘that Christmas tree’, a reference to his bemedalled appearance.105 Himmler and Goebbels tolerated him because he posed no threat to them, nor they to him.

Nor did Goering spare his colleagues, for whom he had scant respect or liking. Keitel and Lammers he hated – ‘mere secretaries’ – for worming their way between himself and Hitler. Ribbentrop he nicknamed ‘Germany’s no. 1 parrot’ for repeating whatever Hitler said.106 Only Heydrich, Himmler’s deputy, impressed him. Later in the war he said that Heydrich had been ‘one of the only real men in Germany’.107 He had certainly been one of the few men able to play Goering at his own political game of conspiracy and encroachment with any success. The other leading Nazis he indulged and despised by turns.

There were, none the less, limits to the exercise of Goering’s power. Some of these limits were self-imposed. The very speed with which the empire was built up, and its vast scale, imposed constraints. With every major advance the administrative apparatus had to be set up or reorganised. The state-run industries had to be built and managed within a very short space of time. Moreover the deliberate centralisation of all major decision-making in Goering’s hands was a clumsy device, placing far too much of the responsibility for broad questions on to one individual and isolating him from other leaders. This was, of course, the way that Goering wanted it; but so rambling and extensive were his political domains that both Goering and his subordinates were frequently lost in them. On one occasion a hapless aircraft manufacturer was threatened with court-martial by Goering, in his capacity as head of the air force, for pursuing a policy that had been authorised by Goering as head of the Four Year Plan.108 This was part of the price that the Nazis paid for the kind of centralisation implied by the ‘leadership principle’. Though Goering had risen to high office he had done so not through displays of administrative competence but simply as a senior party politician, promoted on strength rather than merit.

There were limits imposed from without as well. Much of Goering’s time was taken up with defending the frontiers of his administrative empire against marauding rivals. Robert Ley, for example, had ambitions of his own to turn the Labour Front into a major institution for the conduct of social and economic policy and found himself frustrated by Goering’s pre-emptive programme for self-sufficiency and rearmament.109 Despite Ley’s objections even the Volkswagen plant, set up in 1938 under the Labour Front, was assigned on mobilisation to the Luftwaffe at Goering’s insistence.110 His relations with the Gauleiter were not particularly good either, and his exercise of authority over the whole economy gave rise to numerous minor conflicts with local party bosses who believed that in the provinces such power belonged to them. Moreover as economics overlord Goering found himself the victim of everyone’s grumbles and became more enmeshed in the day-to-day operations of the economy than he had intended.

Nor did the army and business circles sit easily under his direction. Although the power lay firmly enough in Goering’s hands there was plenty of room in the interstices of the economy for those less sympathetic to the Nazis to hide themselves. At the lower levels of administration, where bureaucrats and managers could take discretionary decisions, something could be done to divert the full impact of Nazi policies. The arguments with the iron and steel producers could be duplicated for many other sectors resentful at the spread of state controls and the over-bureaucratisation of the economy. This was particularly so among the manufacturing and export-orientated industries over which Goering’s control was more remote. The car industry resisted the Four Year Plan efforts, orchestrated by the unenthusiastic General von Schell, to force the rationalisation of vehicle production.111 Leading entrepreneurs in the electrical industry retained their early distrust of the Nazis. Even the aircraft industry, so closely under Goering’s eye, was filled with small-scale businessmen who resented the degree of state intervention imposed on them. The manufacturing sector continued to champion the need for more exports and less control over the domestic market and by tactics of delay and concealment was able to lessen the impact of the Nazified economy.112 

The supreme test of Goering’s economic empire was still to come. The whole purpose of building it up was to make Germany economically and militarily powerful enough to build an empire outside the Reich. Once Goering had successfully resolved the political struggles between the party and the remaining conservatives in the economy and armed forces, the way was clearer for an active foreign policy. Indeed Goering’s political triumph was a major precondition for starting down the ro
ad to war.


Chapter 4

Goering and Hitler’s War

A number of myths surround Goering’s place in the preparation and launching of Hitler’s war. One can be dismissed at once: the idea that Goering was the man of peace, seeking reconciliation and coexistence, arguing with Hitler against war, favouring domestic consolidation against the ambitions of the hawks in Hitler’s entourage. Goering had strong opinions about the timing of war, but there can be no doubt that he prepared for war and expected it to come.

The second myth concerns what kind of war Goering was preparing for A great number of historians agree that the Nazis’ war was to be a war of Blitzkrieg, short wars fought with the minimum of economic effort. Such a war would reduce the burden to be borne by the German people (who might otherwise rebel) and required only a small military economy to achieve what was wanted. This interpretation is linked with the view that Hitler’s foreign policy was essentially opportunistic rather than programmatic; that the short war could be turned on and off as diplomatic circumstances allowed. In this interpretation Hitler’s foreign policy goals are short-term and revisionist and are not the goals spelt out in Mein Kampf.1 

Very little of this interpretation can be supported by Goering’s history during this crucial period. From his role in foreign policy it is clear that neither Hitler nor Goering lost sight of the perspectives of Mein Kampf. From the preparations of the Luftwaffe it is clear that a large war with a variety of strategies was expected. From the role Goering played in the economy the evidence suggests that total war, not Blitzkrieg, was the end product of German preparations.

Goering’s views on foreign policy coincided closely with those of Hitler. That Versailles should be overturned and Germany be fully rearmed he took for granted.2 His real interest in foreign policy, like Hitler’s, was a direct product of Nazi ideology. Foreign policy was strongly influenced by ideology, for it was the means whereby the prolonged struggle of races and world-historical forces, so central to Nazi thinking, could finally be resolved. To the Nazi mind it was not possible to predict exactly how the dialectic of racial and cultural struggle would develop. Hence the fact that Nazi goals were kept deliberately general in character, capable of sudden twists and turns in response to the changing nature of the struggle. But the central goal was clear: the creation of a new racial empire under German rule, dominating world affairs. Goering was as emphatic on this point as any other leading Nazi: ‘We want an Empire’ (‘Wir wollen ein Reich’).3 Like Hitler, he believed that Europe and Asia should be transformed politically in Germany’s favour, to take account of German economic power and cultural superiority. The chief barriers to such an ambition were the Soviet Union in the east and the British Empire in the west.

Regrettably, Goering left little written record of his ideas on foreign policy. His many private conversations with Hitler, exploring future strategy, mapping out the contours of the new German empire, were for the most part unrecorded. One striking piece of evidence has survived. On a number of occasions in 1937, in February and again in September, he confided at length about his foreign policy plans to a visiting Englishman with whom he had struck up a friendship before 1933, Group Captain Christie. Considering the circumstances the conversations were remarkably candid and indiscreet. Their subject-matter resembles so closely the ideas expressed by Hitler in November of the same year, at the conference recorded in the ‘Hossbach Memorandum’, that they are worth examining in some detail.4 

Goering saw German imperialism unfolding in two complementary stages. The first stage was to achieve Mitteleuropa, the creation of a central European area dominated economically and politically by Germany, acquired without general war. Austria would be incorporated of its own free will. The Sudetenland and Bohemia (but not Slovakia) would be seized by force, if the Czechs did not voluntarily agree to the dismemberment of their country, and amalgamated with the larger German region.5 The South Slav states were to become allied or dependent and Poland was to be ‘reconquered’ through military or economic pressure, or both.6 The second stage of imperial expansion involved the other great powers. Goering hoped that Britain might offer Germany a free hand in the east to solve the Russian question and find ‘living-space’. Soviet Russia was to be overturned. ‘Economic living-space’, he said, ‘must at the same time be political living-space.’7 In the west, in co-operation with Italy, France was to be reduced to a subsidiary status, Britain to be excluded from continental affairs. Goering shared the ambiguity felt by many Germans towards Britain, fascinated by the life of the British upper classes but resentful of the British claim to moral ascendancy in world affairs.8 As German foreign policy became more active, the attraction rapidly gave way to growing hostility. He argued that if Britain failed to give Germany a free hand in the east she would become Germany’s ‘chief enemy’.9 

There is little doubt that these ideas formed the strategic framework within which Goering worked. They show Hitler’s strong influence, characteristically speculative and unrealistic, strongly Darwinian in tone. There is little reason to doubt that these views were held sincerely enough. In succeeding years this geo-political speculation was turned, or almost turned, into hard reality. If there was apparent ambiguity and change of emphasis, these were tactical rather than strategic changes, reflecting the general looseness of his arguments. Goering accepted Hitler’s central commitment to a great conflict for racial hegemony and world power.10 

Such a conflict was the final test of German strength. According to Goering it was to be a new war ‘of great proportions’.11 In 1936 he told an audience of economic leaders that ‘Our whole nation is at stake. We live in a time when the final disputes are in sight. . . .’12 In 1938 the same refrain: ‘All the time my thoughts are circling round one thing – when will war come? Shall we win? What can we do? . . . only a nation that stakes everything on its armaments will be able to continue its existence.’13 When war did break out in September 1939 Goering convinced himself that he had been right all along. ‘Today’s war’, he warned, ‘is a total war, whose end no one can approximately foretell.’14 Reich authorities were ordered to ‘direct all energies to a lengthy war’.15 Throughout the period Goering uncritically accepted the probability of a second ‘Great War’ to resolve the tensions and contradictions of international life created by the first. In doing so he continually argued for the unrestrained use of all resources, not for the limited economic commitment of Blitzkrieg.

Goering’s place in these romantic and unsophisticated plans for German empire was a crucial one. Hitler needed Goering’s new political power to push the economy towards war and to prepare the German population for economic privations ahead. Without Goering it would have been much harder to overcome the resistance of the conservatives to more irrational and dangerous schemes of expansion. His activity was intended to neutralise this resistance and to bring the economy and the workforce under the more direct control of party leaders. Many businessmen and soldiers no doubt shared the more limited ambitions of Nazi foreign policy, which made it all the harder to resist Nazi pressure to go further. Some German conservatives found it difficult to take Nazi schemes for expansion very seriously, even after the destruction of Austrian and Czech independence, which was why Hitler preferred Goering to Schacht, Ribbentrop to von Neurath.16 

While the plans for world empire matured, Hitler concentrated upon the immediate goal of domination over the central and eastern areas of Europe. The creation of this middle-European political and economic bloc was an essential prerequisite for the waging of major war. Goering’s economic responsibilities made it necessary for him to take a leading part in these initiatives in foreign policy. Having been excluded from foreign policy in 1934 because of his diplomatic clumsiness and the hostility of the Foreign Ministry, he was allowed in again when caution and tact were no longer so necessary. His increasing involvement in foreign affairs was at the expense of Foreign Ministry officials, a fact in which he took some pleasure. ‘If it were up to me,’ he told the Polish ambassador, ‘I would have cleaned up the Foreign Ministry long ago.’17 Goering did not involve himself in everything, nor could he. In Ribbentrop he was faced with a Foreign Minister every bit as hostile as von Neurath, and one who enjoyed considerable influence with Hitler. This was a barrier that Goering found it difficult to get past. Indeed at Nuremberg after the
war he regretted that he ‘had not gone into foreign policy a little more’.18 Hitler reserved to himself most of the major decisions on questions of diplomacy, bringing in Goering only when and where necessary. Most routine diplomatic activity was carried out by Ribbentrop.

Nevertheless the areas in which Goering took an interest were of vital importance: in Poland, in Austria and Italy and, after the outbreak of civil war, in Spain. In the case of Poland Hitler told Goering in April 1935 that ‘independently of official Polish-German relations, he should take the relations between the two countries under his special protection’. In Spain Goering argued, against Foreign Office opposition, for direct military intervention on behalf of Franco. Having persuaded Hitler, as he later claimed, to offer support ‘to prevent the further spread of communism . . . and to test my young Luftwaffe’, he went on to provide military aid and economic co-operation that contributed materially to Nationalist victory.19 In the case of Italy Goering’s object was to keep informal lines of communication open between Hitler and the Italian leadership over the crucial question of Austrian independence and over lesser problems in the Balkans. While Goering spent much time in 1936 and 1937 assuring the Italians that Germany would not act precipitately and without prior consultation in Austria, he was at the same time giving active encouragement to Austrian Nazis to press on for union with the Reich.20 His intelligence agencies monitored closely what was going on in Austria, providing both Goering and Hitler with detailed political information.21 Both men believed that Anschluss was inevitable, merely a matter of time and opportunity.22 The difficult problem was to find a way of achieving it without alienating Italy and the western powers.

In the first place pressure was put on Italy to reach closer agreements with the Reich as a safeguard against her growing isolation over the Ethiopian and Spanish wars. The closer Italy drew to Germany, the harder it was for Mussolini to object to German policy in Austria. Secondly considerable pressure was brought to bear on Austria’s leading politicians from the late summer of 1936 onwards to be more accommodating to the Austrian Nazi Party and to accept closer economic co-operation with the Reich. This was where Goering came in. As commissioner for the Four Year Plan he negotiated tariff and currency agreements with Austria. German firms with Austrian contacts were encouraged to link Austrian firms in which they had an interest with industrial programmes in the Reich.23 Discussions on economic affairs brought Goering into discussions on politics as well. Through a number of collaborators and agents, including the Austrian Foreign Minister Guido Schmitt, who was later given high office in the Four Year Plan, he contributed directly to the growing climate of crisis in Austrian politics.24 

By early 1938 this crisis reached a climax, coinciding with the army crisis in Germany and the elimination of leading conservatives from high office there. The heightening of internal tension in Austria also coincided with a favourable set of international circumstances for the Nazis. With neither Britain nor Russia willing or able to prevent Anschluss, and with Mussolini much more dependent on German support, Hitler began seriously to explore the possibility of resolving the Austrian question. Pan-German pressure in both countries was mobilised to capitalise on the situation. Goering hoped to make capital on his own account at the same time by thrusting himself to the front of the Pan-German movement, anxious to bring Hitler his dream of union. Since Ribbentrop, the new Foreign Minister, had not yet left London to fill his new post, Goering was left in full possession of the field in Berlin. While Hitler hesitated to take the risk of annexing Austria outright, Goering took charge of the negotiations on 11 March that led to the resignation of the cabinet of Chancellor Schuschnigg, the eventual resignation of the Austrian president and the invitation to Hitler to send German troops into Austria to restore order.25 

Once he saw that the risk had paid off, Hitler took firm control of the situation again. The Austrian Nazis, in imitation of Hitler’s seizure of power, supplied the rest. But through his determined assistance on the night of the crisis and his presence at discussions in the days that followed, Goering basked in Hitler’s favour, as he had done on the day Hitler was made Chancellor. He was given a special commission by Hitler to integrate the Austrian economy into that of the Reich.26 On 26 March he announced in Vienna a programme for the reconstruction of the country based around ‘a decisive and important programme’ of direct and indirect rearmament. ‘Austria is free,’ he told his audience, ‘and belongs once again to the Reich.’27 Those who might have seen a contradiction between these two statements were no longer in a position to protest.

The next stage was Czechoslovakia. At the ‘Hossbach’ conference in November 1937 Hitler had argued that the British and French would not fight for Czech independence, and that the break-up of the Czech state could follow rapidly the achievement of union with Austria.28 With the Anschluss an accomplished fact, the Czech strategic position visibly deteriorated. Throughout the summer of 1938 the Nazi leaders mounted an open diplomatic offensive against Czechoslovakia, the ‘inconceivable creation’ as Goering called it.29 He was at the forefront of efforts to isolate the Czechs diplomatically, as a prelude to bringing the Sudeten German areas of Czechoslovakia back into the Reich. To weaken Czech resistance he encouraged the claims of the other non-Czech minorities to autonomy. Despite Ribbentrop’s objections that such affairs were properly the province of the Foreign Ministry, Goering took it upon himself to win the support of the Hungarian and Polish governments for joint action against Czechoslovakia to bring about its dismemberment. By August 1938 he had secured rather reluctant Hungarian agreement. Poland waited longer to see how the western powers would react, but eventually agreed to join with Germany on Goering’s assurances to Beck, the Polish Foreign Minister, that the Sudetenland was Germany’s last territorial demand.30 

Goering’s chief concern was that the Czech crisis, unlike that over Austria, might lead to general war. Though he recognised that ‘the necessity will arise to act by force’, he was anxious that ‘international conflict should be avoided’.31 Goering’s greatest fear was not of the west, but of Soviet Russia. Hitler, however, was convinced that he could conquer Czechoslovakia without the armed intervention of either Britain or France. The Soviet Union, on the other hand, was an unknown quantity, exciting all sorts of speculation. Goering gravely told the Polish ambassador that ‘Jews and the Third International would pull Europe into war’.32 He sought reassurances from the Soviet Union’s western neighbours that they would not allow the passage of Soviet troops or aircraft. Even with these assurances, Goering put pressure on Hitler to avoid any risk of general war which might bring Russia in on the side of the western powers.33 This perhaps explains Hitler’s determination to neutralise the Soviet threat a year later before the resolution of the Polish crisis.

Nonetheless, Goering was determined that Czechoslovakia should be brought into the German orbit by force or through economic pressure and irredentist agitation.34 Only at the last moment, when there finally seemed a serious threat that Britain and France might declare war, did Goering, together with Ribbentrop’s predecessor, von Neurath, press on Hitler at a critical meeting on the morning of September 28 the view that German aims could be achieved in two stages: acquisition of the German-speaking Sudetenland by agreement, and then further pressure on the rump Czech state to accept German domination. Unwilling to risk general European war Hitler reluctantly accepted. That afternoon the Munich conference was organised and two days later the western states gave Germany permission to occupy the Sudetenland, a move that left the Czechs militarily much weaker, open to the kind of pressure Goering favoured.35 

Goering immediately set about compromising what was left of Czech independence. The Polish ambassador told Warsaw that ‘it was obvious that Goering was anxious to separate Slovakia from the rest of Czechoslovakia, in order to create a Czech state economically dependent on the Reich.’36 Two weeks after the Munich conference Goering told the Slovak leader Durčansky that he supported Slovak independence because it left the Czechs ‘even more completely at our mercy’.37 In October 1938 he told the Czechs that he wanted a customs and currency union between the two countries to be followed by ‘influence over the economy and budget, which is very important for our rearmament’.38 Abandoned by Britain and France, the Czechs were compelled to comply. Numerous orders for war material and capital goods flowed into Czechoslovakia from the Reich. When rump Czechoslovakia was occupied and divided in March 1939 the economy was already closely linked with Germany’s and it became only a question of choosing the most opportune moment for converting economic influence into formal political control. The opportunity came when in March the Slovakians, with German backing, demanded independence. Already dependent on the German economy, isolated internationally, the Czech government consented to the collapse of Czechoslovakia. To speed up the decision Goering, who had been hastily recalled from a convalescence in Italy, threatened the Czech president with the destruction of Prague from the air.39 

The creation of this larger economic region was an important stage in founding the economic base necessary to carry out large-scale war. ‘The incorporation of Bohemia and Moravia’, Goering explained to his staff in July 1939, ‘has taken place . . . in order to increase German war potential by the exploitation of industry there.’40 The German object was to bring the other countries of central and south-eastern Europe into closer economic dependence on the Reich as well, so that they could provide the food and specialised raw materials, including oil, that the newly incorporated territories could not provide. This economic plan was the answer to Hitler’s fear of blockade and Germany’s trade and currency problems. A closed trading bloc was the best guarantee that in the event of major war Germany would have access to economic resources beyond the level dictated by domestic supply on its own. This strategy certainly had its drawbacks. Austria and Czechoslovakia were by no means self-sufficient economically and required goods from Germany and from international markets to make up this deficiency. Their incorporation into the Reich economy brought additional problems of foreign exchange and trade. But they also brought the great advantage of additional labour, raw materials, finance and productive capacity, which allowed Germany to undertake larger long-term plans for war and which offset the temporary problems of economic integration.41 

It is the very scope and length of these plans for economic preparation for war that raise serious doubts about the view that German war preparations were modest in scale, intended to maintain civilian consumption at a high level while a narrow and flexible arms sector was used to launch short and inexpensive wars. Whether judged on the basis of general economic policy or the detailed military plans, Nazi intentions are consistent with the idea of a large war to be fought in the mid-1940s at a time of Hitler’s choosing. This required a complete transformation of the German economy to the needs of war.

‘The Four Year Plan’, said Goering in July 1938 ‘has the task of preparing the German economy for total war.’42 This preparation called for major structural changes in the German economy which would take a considerable time to complete. The first stage of this transformation involved the setting up of an industrial sub-structure to support large-scale weapons production: that is, the building up of the raw materials, machinery, factory capacity and labour to cope with the military programmes. The steel plan and the oil programme were the central features of this restructuring, involving not only the establishment of large state-owned industry, but the integration of supplies of raw materials and labour from the captured economies to compensate for their shortage in the Reich. Both programmes were due for completion in the mid-1940s; the Reichswerke iron and steel programme by 1944, the synthetic oil programme by 1946. Neither of these schemes made sense for a war to be fought sooner than that, and neither programme was necessary for anything short of large-scale war.

In the domestic economy the objective was to keep living standards low, to hold up the expansion of consumption and to promote heavy, war-orientated industry. Goering’s private admission that living standards would suffer under the Four Year Plan was confirmed by the slow expansion of consumer industries and the failure of German real wages to reach the levels even of the years of depression.43 Changes in German wage levels are set out in Table 5. The declining quality of products and the high levels of taxation and forced levies meant that the German consumer was accustomed to making sacrifices on behalf of rearmament well before the outbreak of war. In 1928 consumption amounted to over 70 per cent of national income. By 1938 the level had fallen to 59 per cent.44 In order to fulfil the needs of rearmament and industrial re-structuring, private construction was sharply curtailed in 1938, particularly housing. Wage controls were strictly applied and forced saving introduced.

Table 5 German wage statistics 1928–38
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Source: G. Bry, Wages in Germany 1871–1945, Princeton University Press, 1960, p. 331, 362.

These changes went hand in hand with stricter controls over the labour market, for which Goering had also assumed responsibility. As the last labour reserves were used up in 1938 he introduced strict systems of priority in the allocation of labour and set in motion re-training schemes involving large numbers of workers who were needed for skilled rearmament work.45 At this stage Goering still favoured using more female labour to bridge the growing gap in labour resources. On mobilisation it was planned to draft an additional 3.5 million women workers into the economy and to take 2 million more out of the consumer industries. Goering instructed the chief of the Ordnungspolizei, Kurt Daluege, to set up a national register to make sure that all workers in jobs not essential for the war effort would be classified. With this information it was hoped that workers could be moved quickly to war-essential sectors as and when required.46 This applied particularly to female workers who were to be introduced rapidly into the war economy on the outbreak of war to release men for the front.47 Women came to play a very important part in the German war economy, providing 51 per cent of the native civilian labour-force by 1944.

In response to the labour shortages, certain consumer industries, notably textiles, were forced to move to short-time work. This was in line with Goering’s stated objective to reduce what he called ‘inessential industries’ and to divert their resources to military preparations.48 Goering hoped that the changeover to military production and the accompanying austerity would prepare the German people ‘spiritually for total war’.49 ‘The Labour Front’, he remarked sarcastically, ‘should make more Strength and less Joy.’50 

The creation of the ‘greater economic region’ and the re-shaping of the domestic economy all pointed towards a large war planned at some stage in the mid-1940s. German rearmament plans were moving in a similar direction, designed to reach enormous proportions by the middle years of the 1940s. Even by 1939 the scale of rearmament was substantial. In that year German military expenditure reached some 23 per cent of GNP, much higher than that of any other power.51 According to General Thomas, the German economy was by May 1939 approaching the levels of output achieved towards the end of the First World War.52 Far from avoiding the total economic commitment of the
earlier conflict, the German economy was poised to exceed it. To call this ‘limited’ rearmament, as some historians have done, is thus historically misleading. Goering had no illusions about what was needed. In 1938 he called for the economy ‘to be completely converted’ for war. Hitler’s remarks on the economy betray a similar intention.53 

This total commitment to war economy was made necessary by the very scale of the rearmament plans themselves. In the aftermath of the Munich conference Goering announced to his staff Hitler’s decision to increase armament production through a ‘gigantic programme compared with which previous achievements are insignificant’.54 Hitler wanted him to raise ‘the level of armament from 100 to 300’.55 This was particularly vital for the air force for which Hitler now demanded ‘a colossal quantity of aircraft’ and a quintupling of front-line air strength.56 Army requirements, too, threatened to become ‘a bottomless pit’. To the navy Hitler promised a huge building programme, the so-called ‘Z-Plan’, that would once again provide Germany with a large battle fleet and numerous submarines.57 

The naval expansion indicated that Hitler was now thinking beyond the establishment of an eastern empire to embrace the possibility of war with the major naval powers, Britain and the United States. So important was the programme that early in 1939 he gave it priority over all other rearmament plans and even over exports.58 But like the raw material base, the naval programme was not due to be completed until 1944–6. The time-table for aircraft production was the same. Moreover here too the plans went considerably beyond Blitzkrieg. Hitler ordered not only a battlefield air force but a strategic air force to defeat the major powers through bombing.59 Goering followed this requirement in the technical and military development of the air force. From the outset Goering planned to incorporate a strategic bomber into German air force equipment. The original models selected rapidly proved to be obsolescent and in 1936 were cancelled. But this was not, as has often been argued since, the end of the German heavy bomber. The following year orders went out for the He-177 heavy bomber which was designed to fulfil air force requirements in the mid-1940s. In the interim the air force was to rely on the Junkers Ju 88 medium bomber.60 Milch calculated that this programme alone would cost over 500 million marks, more money than Germany had spent on the whole aircraft industry in 1937 and 1938.61 Goering’s object was to build up by 1944 a force of 2,000 heavy bombers, suitable for war against Russia, Britain and even the United States, to be supplemented by a medium-bomber force of 5,000 aircraft. This fitted in with the general pace of air force preparations, which were due to be completed in 1942 for a large war to be fought some years later.62 

Plans for the army were just as great, and followed the same time-table. Motorisation of the army began slowly during the 1930s. Even by 1939 there were only six motorised or partly motorised divisions and the motor industry was still concentrated much more on the civilian market.63 The plan was to expand this core to over 20 divisions so that by the mid-1940s the German army would be much more mobile and less dependent on rail and horse.64 To cope with any remaining transport requirements, Goering authorised the overhauling and modernisation of the German railways, the programme to be completed by 1944.65 The largest programme of production, however was the explosives programme. This was begun under the Four Year Plan in 1936. In 1938, under the direction of Carl Krauch of I.G. Farben, the initial programme was expanded enormously to reach in peacetime the achievements of the Hindenburg Programme of the First World War.66 The new plans, published in June and August 1938, called for the level of production shown in Table 6. The scale of these programmes required a 40 per cent increase in the output of heavy machinery, and 120,000 additional tons of steel per quarter. It was hoped that such a capacity could be created by 1942.67 

Table 6 German explosives production plans, 1938 (tons per month)
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Source: Case XI, Prosecution Doc. Book 118A, doc.NI–7835.

In the light of all these programmes the conclusion is inescapable that the Nazi leadership sought to expand war preparations and production on a vast scale for a major conflict with some or all of the great powers in the mid-1940s. This is, of course, exactly what Hitler had said at the ‘Hossbach’ conference in November 1937.68 It was also the time-table that Goering had revealed to the Italians throughout 1938 and 1939.69 And it was also the impression that the armed forces in Germany were given from Hitler’s specific instructions on training and expansion, and from what they could see of German war preparations all around them.70 General Thomas, who had been so unwilling to concede the army’s role in rearmament to Goering in 1937, was satisfied by 1939 that the Nazis had produced a programme for total war, uncompleted but nevertheless broad enough in scope.71 The work of the army armament offices now complemented that of the Four Year Plan, helping to realise Hitler’s call in May 1939 for an economy capable of sustaining a war of ten or fifteen years’ duration’.72 

A factor that linked all these many projects together was the need for time. Neither Hitler nor Goering took the Four Year Plan literally. The programmes set up in 1938 and 1939 could not from their very nature be completed by 1940, in the lifetime of the second Plan. In October 1940 Hitler extended Goering’s economic responsibility by announcing a Third Four Year Plan, and there is every reason to suppose that he would have done so whether war had broken out or not.73 Goering was all too conscious of this question of time. ‘I am aware that many things are not ready,’ he confided to the aircraft producers in the middle of 1938, ‘I am aware of the many obstacles in our way, and I greatly regret that I am unable to do everything as quickly as I would like. It is a bad thing if a man has to confess, once the battle has started – “damm it, I should have done this before.”.’74 It is easy to see from the timescale of the rearmament programmes the root of Goering’s anxiety. The first year and a half of the Four Year Plan had been taken up with arguments about jurisdiction and the political struggle with the conservatives. The main structure of the heavy industrial expansion was only started in 1938 and the large military plans for the navy and air force were only worked out in detail in the winter of 1938–9. By the middle of 1939 the projects were all in the early stages of construction. It was because of this that Goering advised against risking a general war over Czechoslovakia or Poland. Germany needed five more years before her military forces and economic system would be ready.75 

There were a number of serious obstacles in the way of speeding up rearmament. Germany was compelled to rebuild the whole infra-structure of military life again in full after the period of disarmament under the Versailles Treaty. The ‘secret rearmament’ before 1935 went some way towards re-militarising Germany but not very far. The real work of training, building military installations, laying out airfields and constructing fortifications took place after 1935 and was still incomplete by the end of 1939.76 Secondly rearmament was expensive. It was difficult for the Reich, because of the heavy commitment already made to military expenditure, to find the huge additional sums required by the Four Year Plan and the new rearmament programmes. Goering, for his part, refused to see this as a problem. He was happy to expand the money supply and, if need be, to increase the national debt to meet these financial needs. He told the first meeting of the Reich Defence Council in November 1938: ‘I have nothing against it, if the internal debt increases. In the final analysis it is only an internal debt, one which the Germans themselves have given and from which they themselves again obtain enormous advantages.’ He allayed orthodox financial fears by adding the rider that ‘savings must be made where they can be made’, through the running down of inessential projects not related to the war effort.77 He also argued that the large rearmament programmes would bring with them economies of scale. The more military goods produced, the cheaper each one would be. Neither the Finance Minister, nor Schacht as President of the Reichsbank, was satisfied with this explanation. Schwerin von Krosigk pointed out to Goering that the expenditures planned by the armed forces if a war should break out in 1939 exceeded the entire German national income.78 The army too became increasingly anxious about the inflationary threat from high party and military expenditure and lent its weight to the efforts to reduce the military budget for 1939. Schacht’s continued opposition to extending funds for rearmament became so critical that in February 1939 he was removed from the Reichsbank as well, to be replaced once again by the more compliant Funk. In the end Goering was compelled to accept some reductions in expenditure: not enough to satisfy the conservatives, but enough to slow down the implementation of the more ambitious military programmes.79 

A more serious constraint was the slow way in which the civilian economy accepted the transition to military production. It was difficult to divert sufficient resources of labour and raw materials to military projects once they had been earmarked for civilian use. This problem was exacerbated for Goering by the inconsistent and contradictory policies pursued by other elements in the party and the economy. Ley, for example, refused to accept that the Volkswagen plant was a contribution to war preparations, insisting that Hitler had detailed it as a peacetime project even to the point of refusing to build air-raid shelters on the site.80 Fritz Todt, while engaged in building Germany’s western fortifications, was at the same time constructing a new road network that served very little military purpose because there were too few lorries to use it.81 All Goering’s efforts to halt inessential construction were thwarted by party leaders who clung on to prestigious schemes against his instructions.

The same problem existed with industry. Not only was there much opposition to state intervention to contend with, but the additional problem that many industrialists, together with others in the military and ministerial elite, refused to believe that there was a serious prospect of major war in the near future. In 1938 and 1939 their priority was to expand export markets and increase domestic consumption. Serious preparation for war was often carried out only when Goering’s officials directly insisted. The more indirect controls, via the labour market and capital market took time to mature or were ignored altogether.82 In the absence of any national plan for labour mobilisation, war-essential firms found themselves in competition for labour resources with civilian producers, who colluded among themselves and with sympathetic officials to frustrate Nazi economic strategy.

Nor did labour respond to the increasing effort to rearm with any enthusiasm. Increasing absenteeism, indiscipline and camouflaged strikes reflected the basic hostility of much of the workforce to the Nazi system. Because of full employment some workers were able to bargain for higher wages, and to move to more lucrative jobs against the government’s express instructions. This complicated labour planning still more and worsened relations between Goering’s officials and the businesses suspected of poaching labour. But for most workers there were few advantages from the system. Low wages, a lack of any effective bargaining machinery, rising taxes and party ‘contributions’ created an attitude of resignation and uncooperativeness that affected the overall productive performance of German industry.83 

Against the background of sluggish and expensive transition to a war-based economy Hitler determined to resolve the Polish question. The settlement of the Polish problem, the return of Danzig and Prussian Poland to the Reich, was the final step in the creation of the greater economic region, the military and economic springboard for the great wars to west and east. As we have seen, Goering had already argued in 1937 that this was the logical course of events. Now, faced with a satisfactory end to the Czech dispute, he began to pursue new ambitions against the Poles. To outward appearances he seemed conciliatory. In March he told the Polish ambassador that both he and Hitler would always safeguard Polish-German relations; the Danzig question could be resolved by co-operation.84 But Ciano, writing in April, was disturbed by ‘the tone in which [Goering] described relations with Poland: it reminds me peculiarly of the’ same tone used at other times for Austria and Czechoslovakia.’85 Ciano’s instinct was correct. During March and April the Nazi leaders arrived at the decision to eliminate Poland by force if necessary, by coercion if possible. ‘I remember’, Goering later recalled at Nuremberg, ‘tha
t in the late spring of 1939, the Fuehrer announced to me, unexpectedly, during a walk in front of his study, that he intended to solve the question of the Polish corridor within the year of 1939.’ The corridor, however, was a mere pretext. Hitler explained this to his generals in May 1939: ‘Danzig is not the subject of the dispute at all. It is a question of expanding our living-space in the East and of securing our food supplies.’86 Hitler favoured limited military action against the Poles. Goering preferred economic pressure and the threat of force, which had worked so well against the Czechs, but he was not opposed to the use of force if necessary.87 Although Hitler laid down plans in April 1939 to attack Poland in the near future, all options were kept open. The important point for Hitler, as for other Nazi leaders, was to eliminate Poland without a general European war.

There were plenty of reasons why the Nazi leadership neither wanted nor expected a general European war in 1939. Even Ribbentrop, whom Goering thought ran unacceptable risks in foreign policy, argued that Germany needed three or four more years of peace.88 The first problem was that the large-scale economic build-up, to which Polish resources were to contribute, was far from complete. Goering knew this, as did Hitler. Although German armaments had increased substantially between 1937 and 1939, Goering doubted whether they were sufficient as yet to take on the major European powers. The one consolation came from German intelligence reports which suggested that British and French rearmament was facing even greater difficulties. This encouraged greater risk-taking in 1939 on the German side. Hitler gambled on acquiring large parts of Poland by a swift coup de main without a major war, so that the economy would be given sufficient time to complete the programmes of the Four Year Plan.89 Some historians have argued that the political costs of this rearmament programme were too great by 1939; that Hitler launched a European war in order to avoid a domestic crisis brought about by deteriorating economic conditions.90 There is little evidence to support this case. Economic conditions were expected to deteriorate while the large-scale war preparations were carried through. Economic pressure was all for postponing general war in 1939, not for speeding it up. Moreover there was little sign of domestic political opposition in 1939, except among the German upper classes, and they were as anxious as Goering to avoid any major international confrontation. The repressive state apparatus was sufficient to ensure political stability at home.

Moreover, Hitler was determined to create diplomatic conditions in 1939 to ensure that the conflict with Poland would remain localised. Under the growing influence of Ribbentrop, Hitler argued that the failure of the western powers to take action in September 1938, or in March 1939, or against the Soviet action over Bessarabia demonstrated the pusillanimous nature of western leadership. In the event of German moves for a violent settlement with Poland, Hitler believed that Britain and France would do nothing beyond some token of disapproval. Indeed he hoped that his action would produce internal government crisis in the democracies, whose political structure he regarded as more fragile than his own.91 His arguments for war against Poland only made sense from this perspective. At a meeting in May 1939 he said that: ‘Our task is to isolate Poland. There must be no simultaneous conflict with the Western powers.’92 At the meeting called on 22 August, shortly before the planned invasion of Poland, he agreed that ‘war between Poland and Germany will remain localised . . . England and France will make threats, but will not declare war. . . .’93 Throughout the summer Hitler gave no hint of urgency in military preparations of a general kind. Major war was expected later rather than sooner, and was not to be brought about by the Polish crisis.94 This conviction provides a central explanation for the decision to attack Poland.

To make the localisation of the Polish conflict more certain Nazi leaders sought during 1939 to reach an agreement either with the Soviet Union or with Britain, to avoid diplomatic pressure on two fronts. An agreement with either power would avoid a repetition of the dangerous risks that had been run during the Munich crisis. ‘One must bear in mind’, Goering told the Polish ambassador late in August, ‘that Germany had to choose between Great Britain and Russia.’95 From late 1938 onwards the German Foreign Office under Ribbentrop’s close supervision had made efforts to reach a rapprochement between Russia and Germany, an initiative welcomed by many army officers and b
usinessmen. Initial contact was based on economic co-operation, building on Goering’s efforts since 1936 to reach a trade agreement between the two countries. During the summer of 1939 co-operation broadened out into military and strategic questions.96 Once it was clear to Stalin that he was being offered substantial concessions over Poland he agreed to a German-Soviet non-aggression pact, which was signed by the triumphant Ribbentrop on 23 August. The pact convinced Hitler, and Goering too (whose main fear in 1938 was of Russian intervention) that the miscalculation of the July Crisis of 1914 had this time been avoided; that the neutralisation of the east would guarantee the non-intervention of the west.97 

To Goering fell the second task of detaching Britain from France by the promise of economic co-operation and declarations respecting the integrity of the British Empire. Goering was assigned the task informally by Hitler, largely because of his many British contacts and his unmerited reputation as a friend to British interests. He conducted his negotiations side-by-side with, and sometimes in conflict with, the Foreign Ministry, which was pursuing the same aim.98 Goering’s main tactic was to lull the British into a false sense of security by the apparent willingness of the Germans to discuss the Polish question and the conciliatory nature of German demands. Germany’s true intentions were deliberately camouflaged right up to the last moment. Only a few days before Poland was invaded Goering sent out invitations to both the British and Polish ambassadors in Berlin, asking them to select a date in the autumn when they would like to accompany him stag-hunting.99 Goering hoped that Britain could be bought off with economic concessions as she had been in 1938. Close contacts were established between Goering’s representatives from the Four Year Plan and British businessmen and politicians. Discussions on industrial and trading co-operation and economic spheres of influence, in which the British showed much interest, persuaded Goering that they might indeed have their price.100 

His secret intelligence on relations between the British and Polish governments lent weight to this expectation. Until the very declaration of war he hoped, like Hitler, that the British could be used to put pressure on the Poles to abandon the struggle as they had pressured the Czechs in 1938.101 It would be wrong to see Goering in this as a man of peace, offering, as some historians have maintained, an alternative foreign policy to that of Hitler and the Foreign Office. It was certainly true that he wanted the conflict localised and the risk of a general war eliminated, as, of course, did Hitler. But he was not prepared to make any serious concessions on the question of Danzig and the Polish ‘corridor’, a position always unacceptable to the western powers. The one theme that runs through Goering’s efforts to detach Britain from her commitments was his belief that the British were being unreasonable in their reaction over Poland and that German claims, one way or another, had got to be fulfilled. Early in September a German foreign office official noted that Goering’s real intention ‘was to destroy and exterminate the Polish people’.102 The British negotiators, or the industrialists who visited Goering on 7 August through the offices of his Swedish friend Dahlerus, were mistaken in their view of Goering as a man of peace and good sense. His reasonableness was a pose, designed to pretend to the British that the Polish question was less urgent than they supposed, and that German demands were both modest and justifiable.103 

Goering’s relations with the British were also governed by personal motives. He was increasingly jealous of Ribbentrop’s influence with Hitler during 1938 and 1939. Ribbentrop took the credit for the German-Italian Pact in May despite Goering’s objection that ‘he was the true and only promoter of the Alliance’.104 Goering was determined that Ribbentrop should not forestall him again. If he successfully detached Britain from France he would once again secure a predominant position with Hitler. He deliberately kept his negotiations secret from the Foreign Office, despite Ribbentrop’s objections, and made no effort to reconcile his approaches to the British with those conducted through formal channels, a fact that made the British government deeply suspicious of Goering’s motives. This personal ambition explains Goering’s flurry of diplomatic activity in the two weeks before the outbreak of war. Ribbentrop had been successful with the Russians. Goering thought right up to the last moment that he might be successful with the British.105 

As the crisis moved to a climax ambition was tempered by a growing anxiety. The Forschungsamt provided him with conflicting intelligence, but there was certainly evidence of growing British intransigence.106 Hitler also became more cautious. When the British, against German expectations, confirmed the guarantee of military assistance to Poland Hitler temporarily postponed action against the Poles. He telephoned Goering with the message that he would ‘have to see whether we can eliminate British intervention’.107 Goering resurrected arguments like those he used before Munich. If the British would concede Danzig and the corridor, Germany should take those first and then through economic pressure and the threat of force acquire control over the rest in due course.108 Ribbentrop and the other party radicals argued against this compromise, demanding that Hitler take the risk of invading Poland. The German-Soviet Pact seemed to confirm the wisdom of this course. It relieved Hitler of the fear of a general war, and appeared to place the Poles beyond hope of direct intervention on their behalf by the west.

Goering shared this sense of relief, hoping that the British would now see sense. He nevertheless remained less sanguine than Hitler. ‘This time’, he warned, ‘you cannot play va banque.’109 He redoubled his efforts to get the British to accept the reality of events and the justness of Germany’s cause. The British Ambassador, Henderson, was among those persuaded by Goering’s guileful moderation that Britain should keep the peace. The British government itself was almost convinced of Goering’s good faith, enough at least to put more pressure on Warsaw to make concessions on Danzig and the German minority.110 If German soldiers had not actually crossed the Polish frontier Goering’s tactics might perhaps have worked and Poland have been brought effectively under German hegemony without war. Certainly Goering could not see why the British wanted any longer to fight for Poland. Hitler, relying on intuition, was convinced they would not. He was sure that he had judged Allied leaders correctly, that they lacked the moral courage for acts of international heroism. To the end he remained convinced that he could isolate the Polish war and, when he had won it, come to terms with the western powers from a position of strength.111 To his consternation Britain and France declared war upon his refusal to withdraw troops from Poland. On hearing the news of the British declaration Goering is alleged to have telephoned Ribbentrop and shouted into the receiver: ‘Now you have your damned war!’112 

The military conquest of Poland, as Hitler had hoped, was rapidly completed. Goering seized the opportunity provided by the final defence of Warsaw to show Hitler how decisive a weapon the Luftwaffe could be. Hitler showed an exaggerated pleasure at the performance of the air force, a fact that Goering was later to exploit when his political stock was much lower. The air campaign was recorded in a full-length propaganda film, Baptism of Fire, which was shown to neutral diplomats pour encourager les autres. The real war for Goering lay in the west. With the defeat of Poland he resumed, with Hitler’s blessing, the efforts which had foundered in the last days of August to reach agreement with Britain. It must be remembered that this was Hitler’s object too. He had argued both before and after the Polish campaign that it would be ‘a simple matter after Poland had been defeated, to come to terms with England’.113 Goering acted as Hitler’s go-between with the British, not on his own initiative. Using his Scandinavian contacts, among others, Goering conveyed to the British Germany’s willingness to reach an accommodation. Dahlerus was used to transmit Goering’s assurances that Germany only wanted to keep Danzig, Silesia and the Corridor, and hints of a German undertaking to disarm. The Vice-President of General Motors, William Mooney, brought the same conciliatory messages back to Washington. There was even widespread speculation in the West that Goering, if given encouragement by the Allies, would overturn Hitler’s government and end the war.114 

It was certainly true that Goering, and Hitler too, would have welcomed a British diplomatic capitulation, particularly as Italy, to Goering’s deep annoyance, had failed to come in on Germany’s side.115 Poland was defeated and her territory divided. The Allies would be humiliatingly excluded from the affairs of eastern Europe, while Germany would have four or five more years of military preparation. Goering was still hoping to outbid Ribbentrop in foreign affairs. Forcing a compromise peace on Britain would have improved his chances of doing so. He was also flattered by his impact on American opinion. Rumours circulated from Washington that the United States might propose a peace conference at which Goering would be welcome as head of a German delegation rather than Ribbentrop.116 There was, however, no division between Goering and Hitler for the Allies to exploit. Goering worked to isolate the British and weaken their resolve as a political tactic approved by Hitler. Goering only wanted agreement from the British on Germany’s terms, as he always had. The main condition for any negotiation was that Britain should grant Germany ‘a completely free hand with regard to Poland’. Germany should also be allowed to resolve the Jewish question as she saw fit, and be granted economic hegemony in the Balkans.117 While the British did not reject German advances out of hand, such conditions were unacceptable as a starting point for negotiation. Even Dahlerus finally realised that he had been duped by Goering, ‘that his aim had been . . . to have the opportunity of occupying Poland without running the risk of being involved in a war with Britain and France’.118 

Goering made his final efforts to detach Britain in October, accepting Dahlerus’s stillborn proposal that he meet with the British General Ironside ‘as soldier to soldier’ to initiate discussions on a settlement; and sending Dahlerus back and forth to London to see what terms were available.119 By this time Hitler had tired of the effort, since the British government showed no willingness to reach an agreement on the terms that he and Goering had suggested. He was angry and surprised by the British reaction, but he could no longer appear to be too conciliatory to the west for fear of its effects on Russia, whose continued neutrality was essential. To safeguard this new alliance both Goering and Hitler had made it clear to the west that the future of Poland was a German-Soviet affair, not simply a German one.120 Goering was allowed to persist not from any real expectation that British resistance would finally give way but because it gave the impression that Germany was genuinely seeking peace while the Allies were determined on war. This was useful propaganda with the United States, whose special emissary, William Davis, visited Goering in October 1939 and found him apparently moderate in his ideas and convinced of the need for peace.121 This was the argument that Goering was still using six months later when he talked to the American Under-Secretary of State, Sumner Welles. ‘The situation’, he told Welles, ‘was clear. Germany desired peace . . . whether there had to be any fighting did not depend upon Germany, but upon her opponents. . . . But before God and the world he could state that Germany had not desired the war.’122 

No doubt Goering was disappointed with his failure to eliminate Britain from the war and improve his own political stock at the same time. But he knew when to stop once Hitler had lost interest in securing peace. He blamed Ribbentrop for sabotaging his efforts for peace by his uncompromising demands, believing that his tactics of ‘moderation’ might have averted further conflict.123 But he could not have been surprised by the outcome since the peace offers that he made were in reality so one-sided. It was not Ribbentrop who undermined Goering’s strategy, but his own refusal to entertain for a moment abandoning any of the territory occupied by Germany since March 1939. There was nothing in principle more attractive to the British about Goering’s offers than about those of Hitler or Ribbentrop. The British rightly assumed that Goering was acting in bad faith. Indeed while Goering was talking peace he was simultaneously ordering the reconstruction of the Polish economy in Germany’s favour, movements of Polish population, and a high level of military expansion at home with the additional help of resources seized in Poland. He wa
s now much more confident of victory in the west after the successful campaign against the Poles. ‘We shall be victorious,’ Goering told the Swede Sven Hedin, ‘and then Germany will be the greatest and strongest power in the world.’124 In November he brought to an end the efforts of Dahlerus in London.125 While always keeping open the possibility that Britain would shy away from the conflict, he set about the transformation of the German economy for total war, while Hitler prepared a military campaign to punish the Allies for declaring war too soon.

Nor did Goering have any realistic alternative but to press on with preparations for total war. German strategy had been based on the assumption of total economic mobilisation in any war with the major powers; it did not make sense to abandon this assumption, even though the war had come earlier than expected. On 9 September Goering announced that: ‘the complete employment of the living and fighting power of the nation [must] be secured economically as well as otherwise for the duration of the war.’126 Goering’s leading officials in the Four Year Plan and the leaders of the army economics staff were at one with Goering on this. Meeting in November 1939 they together resolved that: ‘All enterprises which cannot be furnished with work essential for the war are to be shut down.’127 Hitler, contemplating the prospect of a ‘Seven years war, or one even longer’, told Goering that he wanted ‘the complete conversion of the economy to wartime requirements’ for a period of at least five years.128 In November and December he reviewed the armaments position and ordered a very large increase in weapons output, ‘a programme of the highest possible quantities’.129 The explosives plan was increased under Hitler’s orders to the levels originally intended for a war in the mid-1940s; from an annual total of 600,000 tons to over 1 million tons.130 All the detailed plans for weapons and munitions were increased in the last months of 1939 by 200 to 250 per cent.131 

The result of these efforts was a sharp and sustained increase in military expenditure. During the first two years expenditure expanded faster than at any other time during the war. The rate of increase is set out in Table 7. Both state and military expenditure expanded continuously over the period, to cope with not only the military side of the war, but to continue financing the build-up of the war economy initiated by Goering in 1938 and 1939.132 It is important to underline the significance of these figures because they demonstrate that the German economy was geared from an early stage of the war to large-scale mobilisation of economic resources.

Table 7 Military expenditure, state expenditure and national income in Germany 1938–44 (billion RM)
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*Figures based on revenue from occupied Europe and Germany together.

Source: W. Boelcke, ‘Kriegsfinanzicrung im internationalen Vergleich’, in F. Forstmeier, H.-E. Volkmann (eds), Kriegwirtschaft und Rüstung im Zweiten Weltkrieg (Düsseldorf, 1977), pp. 55–6.

This degree of commitment to war was made clear by the reduction of civilian expenditure after 1939. It was obvious to those in control of the German economy that something would have to be done soon after the outbreak of war to reduce civilian purchasing power. Schwerin von Krosigk had already indicated as much to Goering in May 1939. The latter authorised the necessary cuts in living standards in September 1939.133 The only argument was about how this reduction should be made. Ley, who provided the Finance Ministry with detailed information about consumer spending in 1938 and 1939, favoured a system of special taxes that would cut down expenditure on durables and inessential products and would have the effect of removing 10 billion marks of purchasing power.134 The Finance Ministry and the Economics Ministry favoured an increase in income tax and forced saving.135 The Four Year Plan leaders favoured a combination of these policies but were particularly attracted to the idea of forced saving because this did not lead to an immediate threat of inflation and could be geared by the government to match the reductions in the consumer industries already planned.136 In the end taxes were increased on personal incomes and a limited sales tax on luxuries introduced. Tax revenue increased from these sources from 14.4 billion marks in 1938–9 to 29.5 billion marks in 1941–2, the highest increase coming between 1939 and March 1941. The internal debt funded by public loans increased from 10.6 billion marks in 1938–9 to 41.5 billion in 1941–2 to soak up what purchasing power had not been removed by taxation.137 

The financial and industrial policies produced the desired effect on consumption. Early in 1941 state secretary Neumann of the Four Year Plan was able to announce that: ‘all articles of daily use but also practically all other goods have become increasingly scarce in recent years – even prior to the outbreak of war . . . a higher standard of living is the ultimate goal, not the immediate object of the Four Year Plan. . . . The fact that consumer interests had to be put second is regrettable but cannot be helped.’138 German living standards had been comparatively and relatively low before 1939, showing almost no increase between 1928 and 1938, even though national income had increased by 41 per cent. From the outbreak of war onwards standards continued to decline and private civilian consumption to be cut back severely. The extra capacity needed for war work was to be found on Hitler and Goering’s express instructions ‘in the idle factories’. Goering ordered resources to be diverted away from ‘the vital industries which are of importance to the life of the people’.139 So wide-ranging was the conversion to war needs that the Four Year Plan office calculated that the proportion of the workforce engaged on the economic war effort had increased from 20 per cent in 1939 to 60 per cent by the beginning of 1941.140 

The first areas to feel the cut-backs were the consumer durables, cars, furniture and clothing. Car production declined from a peak of 276,592 in 1938 to a mere 67,561 in 1940 and 35,195 in 1941. Of these totals the armed forces took 42 per cent in 1940 and 77 per cent the following year. The civilian population was left in 1941 with only 2.9 per cent of the number that had been produced in the last full year of peace.141 The other major sector affected was the building industry. The number of housing units completed fell from 303,000 in 1938 to 80,000 in 1941, with many of the latter also designated for military use.142 There were corresponding reductions in the output of other consumer goods and services accompanied by a system of rationing that had started even before the outbreak of war.143 Very large proportions of the surviving consumer production, as well as much of the additional food, went direct to the armed forces. By 1943 most consumer goods produced in the civilian economy were in fact divided between the military and the general public in roughly equal portions.144 So high were military requirements for consumer goods and food, due in large part to the strict standards of dress and supplies maintained by the military authorities, that much less was available for the ordinary German consumer than might have been possible under even the strictest economic regime. Some of this loss was made up by exploiting stocks found in occupied Europe, but this was only a temporary alleviation and much was diverted corruptly to party officials or stayed in the hands of the occupying forces. Hitler was careful to keep a propaganda eye on levels of consumption, exploring the possibility of reducing military expenditure in the wake of the defeat of France. But such a reduction was never seriously contemplated. Military expenditure continued to rise throughout 1940 and 1941 and civilian consumption to decline.

The peak of per capita civilian consumption under the Nazis was reached in 1938. By 1941 it had fallen 22 per cent. The output of producer goods expanded over the same period by 28 per cent, reflecting the diversion of resources to heavy war industries.145 Throughout 1940 the monthly reports of the Four Year Plan office on the current economic situation stressed the lack of essential supplies for the civilian population – shortages of work clothes and shoes, all kitchen and household articles, food and transport facilities.146 In 1941 it was reported that even Germans made homeless through British bombing could no longer be supplied with new goods to replace what they had lost.147 Goering was faced with producers and a public keen to reverse the trend of declining consumption, but even in the summer of 1940, when there developed a popular belief that the war was virtually over, Goering insisted that ‘the restarting of consumer industry’ could not be considered.148 

What the German leaders wanted to avoid was another ‘Turnip Winter’ like the one Germany had experienced at the height of the blockade in 1917–18. To do this meant giving the population a sufficient amount of food and enough goods on which to survive. It did not mean keeping up high levels of consumption but the opposite, the establishment of a bare minimum below which conditions should not be allowed to deteriorate. Even this minimum was difficult to maintain. As early as October 1939 medical authorities reported to Goering that planned food rations for the German population were insufficient for adults and quite unsatisfactory for children.149 

The general contours of economic and military policy – the increase in military expenditure and the financial policies to restrict consumption – disguised considerable confusion in the actual programme of mobilisation. The chief cause of this confusion was the fact that the German economy was caught half-way through preparations for a longer war. Much of the labour and many of the resources were committed to the building up of the raw material and machinery base for war and had to be hurriedly transferred where possible to the production of finished weapons. Some civilian industries were not yet incorporated into war planning. Thomas’s organisation of firms for mobilisation was still only 60 per cent completed when war broke out. The ineffectual Funk had barely begun his work on the industrial conversion plan.150 Firms did not know what they were supposed to be producing and for whom. Many, in the expectation that the war would only be a short one, kept their labour and refused to release it for the munitions factories. Even firms with special war-economic status faced problems of dislocation caused by the poaching of skilled labour by other armaments firms and by conscription. The army ignored many of the regulations and conscripted large numbers of skilled and unskilled workers indiscriminately, even from war-essential occupations.151 

Goering and his staff shared in this confusion. It was difficult to change economic strategy in mid-course, yet they were now being asked to produce the finished weapons before the completion of the Four Year Plan programmes. Without the explosives, steel, fuel oil and aluminium it was impossible to produce the large number of weapons planned. Without the labour and resources devoted to weapons production it was difficult to complete the build-up of the basic industries. The contradictions in this situation were clear. Voegler and Poensgen took the opportunity to point out to Thomas the folly of continuing to build up the steel capacity of the Reichswerke, because it would take more steel to build its blast-furnaces than it could actually produce before 1943.152 Yet when Goering was pressed to call a halt to the building programme he argued that ‘the construction of the Reichswerke Hermann Goering in Salzgitter lies in the urgent interest of defence. The completion of its construction according to the schedule must be guaranteed.’153 Fritz Todt, under pressure from all sides to provide essential building materials and labour, was forced to ration his resources at the expense not of the raw material factories, which were backed by the full authority of the Four Year Plan, but of finished armaments, which were not.154 Confusion was made worse by the fact that central policies for economic mobilisation were often not communicated properly. Some four weeks after the outbreak of war it was discovered that through an administrative oversight many firms had not even been notified of an official mobilisation order so that arrangements for war conversion could not be formally implemented.155 

The experience of the German motor industry during the period of mobilisation was typical. There was in fact no general mobilisation plan. One was published in January 1940 leaving a large part of the motor industry’s capacity unused.156 The M.A.N. truck firm was left out altogether and was only included after indignant representations from its owners.157 The lar
gest car manufacturer, Opel, was given no war orders at all at the outset, a consequence of Thomas’s own hostility to the business. The original cause of the conflict was Opel’s decision to close down a small army supplier on the mobilisation list in 1936, but it grew wider with the lead Opel took in resisting Hitler’s plan for the Volkswagen.158 In September 1939 it was Thomas’s wish that the workers and machines from the Opel factories – the largest and most modern in Germany – would be dispersed among other producers who did have war orders and Opel closed down. Opel was threatened with nationalisation if it did not comply.159 Civilian car production ceased almost immediately and for two months Opel was compelled to pay its workforce for doing nothing. Eventually the Four Year Plan over-ruled Thomas, but not until February 1940 did the works begin on war orders.160 

The story of the Volkswagen works was equally bizarre. Ley only agreed with great reluctance to Goering’s request that part of the works should be used for air force contracts if war broke out because Volkswagen was classified as a peacetime project. In September 1939 Ley hesitated to hand over control of the factories. When Goering insisted it was found that the buildings were not yet suitable for large-scale production, that the machinery was only partly installed and the workforce scattered. Moreover when Speer was asked to provide the necessary resources to complete the construction it was discovered that the works had not even been put on the list of war-essential projects entitled to a quota of steel and building materials, so that nothing could be supplied to complete it.161 Had war broken out in the mid-1940s not only would the mobilisation preparations and rationalisation of the motor industry have been completed, but the Volkswagen works, the largest conveyor-belt factory in Europe, would also have been available. As it was the confusion produced by a sudden mobilisation in 1939 aroused, in General Thomas’s well-publicised remark, ‘ein Kampf aller gegen alle’ – a war of all against all.162 

For Goering the early months of war were taken up with organising not just armaments production, but all the major aspects of economic life, including finance, trade, agriculture and labour. Some of the work was carried on by the ministerial departments responsible, but most of the major decisions were referred to Goering. As a result he found himself faced with a constant round of conferences and discussions in which he had to listen to the complaints and problems of the various ministries. Financial questions were resolved with the increases in taxation and new government loans. Agriculture and labour were to some extent bound together since one of the main problems facing German farming was a shortage of labour following widespread conscription not only for the armed forces, but also for essential industrial projects. Temporary shortages were covered by drafting in compulsory labour from Czechoslovakia and Poland, but the system for allocating domestic German labour, worked out before the war, proved difficult to enforce.163 At the end of September 1939 Goering published a decree on skilled labour shortages in which he announced that failure to release labour for war work or inflated demands for labour would both be treated as acts of sabotage. But some months later Koerner was still reporting that labour mobility showed little sign of improvement.164 Orders for the conversion of industry to war, and the movement of labour to war-essential occupations, published in a further decree on the ‘Transition from Peace to War Economy’ in November 1939, filtered only slowly through the industrial structure because Goering still lacked a satisfactory apparatus to see that such orders were properly enforced.165 

In this lay the source of Goering’s difficulties in organising the war economy. Goering wanted central control over the whole war economy to lie with him, but he lacked a central administration and a national network of officials capable of executing economic policy at a local level.166 As commissioner for the Four Year Plan and de facto head of the economy there was little political objection to Goering’s claim to be economic overlord. His political position had been strengthened in the early weeks of war by Hitler’s decision to declare Goering as his successor, confirming that he was subordinate to no one save Hitler. This declaration was a testimony to the much closer relationship between the two men that had developed since the Munich crisis a year before. Hess, who was Hitler’s official deputy, had hoped for the succession, but was passed over by Hitler because he lacked Goering’s feeling for art.167 Goering for his part displayed his new position as conspicuously as he could. Like Hitler he had special trains allocated for his personal use – codenamed Robinson and Asia – in which he journeyed from conference to conference surrounded by a large entourage. His lifestyle became 
more Baroque, his surroundings more courtly. After the outbreak of war he met regularly with Hitler for a general discussion of economic and military affairs, usually once a week, more often during a period of crisis.168 At this stage of his career he was able to exert more influence on Hitler than at any other time. Hitler’s air adjutant later wrote that early in the war ‘Hitler made no important political or military decision without previous discussion with Goering’.169 Under these circumstances no one except Goering could effectively take the lead in running the German economy.

The problem was to find an appropriate instrument for exercising control. Hitler told Goering in June 1939 that the newly revived Reich Defence Council, which Goering chaired, should become the central agency for running the war economy.170 The council had been re-established in September 1938. Its purpose, Goering said, was ‘to gather together all the resources of the nation for the accelerated build-up of German armaments.’ He intended it to be the main forum for discussing questions to do with general economic strategy and for arriving at firm decisions. Ministers and departmental heads were to be summoned before it and orders issued directly to them by the council.171 On the outbreak of war the council was streamlined into a small ministerial committee for the defence of the Reich, composed of Goering as chairman, Hess, Frick, Funk, Lammers, Keital and Thomas. After a handful of meetings, poorly attended by those appointed to it, Goering allowed it to lapse. He was unhappy about working through committee, so that the council quickly became simply a vehicle for passing information on to Goering for his personal decision.172 This was something he felt could be done as easily through the Four Year Plan, and by the end of 1939 he reverted to the system of personal commissarial rule that he had used before the war. Decision-making rested solely with Goering, in consultation with the separate departments of the Plan and the state ministries. The General Council of the Four Year Plan became the main agency for passing information on to Goering. It was empowered, according to its acting chairman Koerner, ‘to examine incoming material for use in the general Council and for the use of the Field Marshal, to settle differences of opinion and to ensure a uniform policy’.173 Funk was compelled by Goering at the same time to abandon his role as Plenipotentiary for the Economy and to confine his activities to the Ministry of Economics and the Reichsbank, which he had taken over from Schacht in February 1939.174 The organisation of local armaments inspectorates under Colonel Thomas remained in being, but it had little influence on central policy. No major decisions in economic affairs were supposed to be taken after December 1939 without Goering’s prior approval.

The Four Year Plan thus became the instrument to control and run the economy in wartime, a situation formally ratified by Hitler in January 1940.175 Even the Ministry of Weapons and Munitions set up under Fritz Todt in February 1940 was placed within the organisation of the Four Year Plan on the basis of a special commission from Goering, who had first asked Hitler for permission to tackle the urgent problem of army weapons by setting up a specialised department.176 This satisfied the army which had grumbled about the poor state of mobilisation and lack of planning, and to a limited extent restored army influence over weapons production which it had lost when Goering assumed control of rearmament in the middle of 1938. Nevertheless the context within which Todt operated was dictated by Goering’s wider control over the economy which was confirmed again by Hitler in October 1940 when the Four Year Plan had to be legally renewed. The decree of 18 October extended Goering’s powers for a further four years ‘with the special assignment of adapting the economy to the demands of war’.177 

Under Goering’s direction and the labour of his many departments the almost complete confusion of the early months of mobilisation was replaced by the slow but inexorable conversion of the productive economy for war. He neither abandoned the raw material programme nor the plans for large-scale weapons production, but tried to devise a system that would strike a balance between the two. The result was disappointing. The large armaments plans could not be fulfilled, while the programme for synthetic fuel and iron and steel fell further behind schedule. The price that the Nazis paid for the premature outbreak of general war was confused economic planning and a remarkably low level of military production. Even with the widespread conversion of the economy for war and the cutbacks in civilian output it proved impossible to produce the quantity of weapons that this transfer of resources permitted. This was a problem not of resources, but of efficiency. In this crisis of production lay the roots of what appeared to post-war critics to be a deliberately low level of economic mobilisation.

Despite all the efforts to produce something approaching total mobilisation German armed forces wer
e relatively under-armed for the early stages of the war. The reasons for this paradox form the subject of a later chapter. It is only necessary at this stage to point out the growing gap between what Hitler expected the war economy to produce and what was actually forthcoming. Aircraft production was a case in point. Hitler had asked Goering to plan the production of 20,000–30,000 aircraft a year in 1938. Mobilisation plans were drawn up for the aircraft industry to produce 20,000 aircraft in the first full year of war. Yet in 1940 only 10,200 aircraft were produced and in 1941 only 11,700. By the summer of 1941 aircraft production was running at more than 50 per cent below target, while the current target was itself 30 per cent below what Hitler had asked for.178 The Luftwaffe had fewer aircraft for the invasion of Russia than for the invasion of Poland almost two years before. Almost 40 per cent of all military expenditure went on the air force, so that this was a costly failure. Because of the low level of output each ton of aircraft equipment cost five times a ton of equipment for the army.179 

Nor were the army or navy much better off. The ‘Z’ Plan was shelved and the navy left short of resources.180 Great difficulty was found in meeting the explosives requirements. Hitler’s demand for 1 million tons of explosive a year by 1941 had to be revised downwards, first to 850,000 tons, then to 600,000 tons by 1942.181 The programme for vehicles ran into similar difficulties. The initial mobilisation plan was based on an annual output of 80,000 heavy vehicles a year, but in 1940 and 1941 actual production was 25 per cent below target, while the target itself was well below what the armed forces actually wanted.182 

Nevertheless the German forces achieved remarkable victories in the early stages of the war. Goering was able to conceal the poor state of mobilisation behind Germany’s rapid and forceful reconstruction of Europe. As a result of these successes Goering’s reputation, and that of the air force, reached their highest point. Hitler became convinced that the air force was ‘the most effective strategic weapon’ available.183 Goering too believed German air power to have been the decisive factor. Not even the failure to prevent the Dunkirk evacuation seriously challenged the high expectations of air strategy. Goering believed that Britain could be eliminated as enemy after the Fall of France by a massive strategic air attack using fighters and bombers together.

The victories were not, of course, simply the result of large air superiority (in fact Germany had rather fewer aircraft than the Allies on the outbreak of war).184 Nor were they directly the result of Blitzkrieg planning. The armed forces were for the most part unprepared for a major war in 1939. Anxious to avoid the mistaken optimism of 1914 the army in particular had become much more defensive in outlook. Its economic strategy was geared to the prospect of a long and total war to avoid repeating the poor mobilisation in the early stages of the First World War. The growth of a large air force and navy was part of this strategy too, to eliminate the threat of blockade and to carry a war of attrition to the enemy through submarine warfare and bombing. In 1939 none of this strategy could be undertaken without considerable increases in equipment and trained men. Instead the armed forces had to switch military strategy in mid-stream, with some difficulty; so much so that it took time and Hitler’s own unorthodox military imagination to produce any plan of attack in the west at all.

The victories, and the campaign preparations that preceded them, were for the most part a product of the very high fighting qualities of the German armed forces and the weaknesses of Germany’s victims. Even though German war preparation was incomplete and military production slow to expand, the armed forces made maximum use of the material available. In leadership, organisation, tactical appreciation and fighting skills the German armed forces, with its large corps of trained and devoted officers, had no equal. In this limited sense Goering’s habitual claim that military heroism and skill was much more important than mere material superiority proved true. But it was also the case that the Allied forces against whom the German troops were fighting were weakened by an even lower level of preparation, either material or moral, and considerable strategic and tactical incompetence. Britain and France were defeated on the Continent against the expectations of the German generals and even of the Nazi leaders themselves who, like Goering, believed that the war would not be quickly over, though they hoped that it would. This was Blitzkrieg by default, and it disguised the different time-scale and character that German preparations before 1939 had actually had.

The early campaigns also disguised a considerable degree of strategic confusion and uncertainty. The pre-war planning was programmatic in approach. The changed circumstances of war, as might be expected, compromised the achievement of the programme, which had been mistakenly based on the assumption that Hitler would be given a free hand in eastern Europe. The reality of the international situation was that Hitler had to face a major war in the west earlier than he had wanted while remaining uncertain about Stalin’s intentions in the east. There were now, in the middle of 1940, two alternatives for the Nazi leadership. Either to seek a compromise peace and to buy the extra time required for economic and military preparation, or to speed the whole process up and begin the larger racial war sooner than intended, fighting on both fronts at the same time.

Goering hoped for the first of these alternatives. Where a compromise peace failed to materialise in October 1939, it seemed much more 
likely after the defeat of France in June 1940. Goering once again acted as the chief intermediary but with even less effect or enthusiasm than before.185 Part of the plan was to detach the United States from Britain, which would further weaken British resistance. To this end Goering ordered a German contact in Mexico City to incite the American Mineworkers’ leader to call a general strike in the United States to prevent Roosevelt from actively intervening against Germany.186 Hitler had little time for all this. The great success of German arms in 1940 encouraged him in the growing belief that German military strength might indeed be equal to a war on two fronts after all. In the course of July, following Soviet moves into the Baltic states and the Roumanian province of Bessarabia, Hitler began to explore the idea of a massive war of annihilation against the Soviet Union even though Britain (and behind Britain an increasingly less neutral United States) remained undefeated. To satisfy those critics who favoured a slower timetable, Hitler promised the economic wealth of Russia which could be used in time to complete the drive for world hegemony against the Anglo-Saxon powers.187 

While Goering thought that the defeat of Britain was the more sensible strategic course, he appreciated how important the eastern campaign was to Hitler. His criticism of the idea of war in the east was deliberately muted.188 Ribbentrop, on the other hand, was hostile to the plan until Britain had been defeated or compelled to seek a humiliating peace. Ribbentrop’s own political stock was bound up with the success of the German-Soviet Pact and he was loth to see it torn up so swiftly. Hitler refused to be diverted once he finally issued the directive for Operation Barbarossa in December 1940. He argued that the defeat of the Soviet Union would remove the one chance remaining to Britain and doom her more surely to defeat. As Ribbentrop dropped out of favour, Goering took the opportunity to support Hitler’s new ambitions while at the same time seeking a way to end British resistance, first in the Battle of Britain, then through the bombing of British cities over the winter of 1940–1. He was lukewarm when secret attempts were made to get Anglo-German negotiations started again in the summer of 1940, perhaps because he sensed an opportunity to raise the profile of his air force yet further with British defeat.189 When this failed to materialise, Goering switched his efforts to preparing for war in the east.

German power was not yet equal to a war on two fronts. Many of the weapons that Hitler hoped to fight the new campaign with were still only on paper, while the German economy struggled with the constraints on a more rapid or efficient mobilisation. This lack of realism in Hitler’s strategic assessment, finally confirmed by his declaration of war against the United States in December 1941, was the result of a number of conflicting pressures. Not least was Hitler’s consistent unwillingness to assess seriously the consequences of particular strategic decisions. The conflict with Britain and France, which resulted against his expectations from the Polish crisis, gave the war a world-wide dimension because of the threat posed to western interests by Italy and Japan. This meant that Germany was compelled, even if British troops were driven from mainland Europe, to maintain a Middle Eastern and a Mediterranean strategy as well, and to devote resources to protect Germany from the threat of British bombing. The war against Russia that was supposed to expand the economic resources available for a future conflict in the west, instead accelerated the crisis with the United States and gave Britain a breathing space in which to build up forces for bombing and invasion.

The decision to speed up the programme of expansion must also be seen against a background of misrepresentation and poor intelligence on the level of German and enemy war preparations, for which Goering was largely responsible. Hitler, whose orders for the highest level of economic mobilisation were unambiguous enough, was never made sufficiently aware by Goering of the true state of military production. It was clear enough to Hitler that there were problems but the full implications for military strategy of poor economic performance was never spelt out to him. Goering had his own political interests to protect so that he presented Hitler with an unduly optimistic and unrealistic picture of economic life and levels of military output. The endless flow of charts and graphs showing the course of production planning were passed on to Hitler as if they in some sense represented weapons that were available for the front line. Goering could do this because Hitler deliberately kept away from day-to-day economic questions, telling Goering that he wanted ‘to take as few decisions as possible’.190 He was more interested in results than details.

This process carried on down the hierarchy. Goering’s subordinates sought favour with him in turn by presenting an exaggerated picture of output possibilities or the performance of weapons. The Ju 88 medium bomber was promised to Goering in large numbers and with an overestimated performance not only to win Junkers the contract, but to win political credit for the production staff who promoted it. The reality was a much lower rate of output than had at first been suggested, a greater use of resources than expected and an aircraft that failed to match in most respects the claims of its supporters.191 Misrepresentation on this scale was a product of the Nazi political system with its emphasis on work for the ‘community’ and political publicity. Those who failed in their responsibilities, or who argued for more modest levels of achievement were treated by Goering as potential saboteurs, and were occasionally subject to exemplary punishment. It was in the nature of the dictatorship to discourage confrontation and argument and to promote expediency and self-serving. The effect was to reduce the amount of accurate information available and to render valueless much of the long-term economic planning.192 

Goering was also responsible for passing on to Hitler much of the intelligence on enemy economic performance. There was much misinformation here too. Enemy states were often poorly researched and the figures for foreign military output assessed very uncritically,
partly to show up German preparations in as good a light as possible. Thus in 1939 Goering demonstrated to Hitler that Allied air strength was very much poorer in almost every respect than that of Germany whereas in fact Britain was already at a state of parity in output and was better organised for defence than the Luftwaffe.193 In 1940 and 1941 Goering gave support to Hitler’s conviction that Russian military power was fragile by misrepresenting the economic achievements of the Soviet system. And Goering was also responsible for the fanciful view in 1941 that the United States could produce only refrigerators and razor blades. German air intelligence sources assessed American aircraft production potential at 16,000, only one third of what the United States actually produced in the first year of war.194 Whether or not Goering was fully aware of these discrepancies is unclear, for he was given and believed the intelligence he most wanted to hear. When far less favourable reports were produced by the secret services in 1942 he made sure they were suppressed so that Hitler would remain in ignorance of Goering’s mistakes.

Despite victory over France and over Germany’s weaker neighbours, the realistic limits of German military preparation were demonstrated in the failure to defeat Britain in 1940. Had war in the west broken out in the mid-1940s then Germany would have possessed the naval strength and the strategic bombing force planned for the later stages of German expansion. As it was, in the summer of 1940 German forces lacked the means to defeat Britain so decisively as to eliminate her from the war. A large part of the explanation for this failure lay in the shortage of the right weapons or of sufficient preparation for this kind of conflict. Germany lacked the means to conduct decisive war against British trade, or to severely disrupt the British economy from the air, or to defeat the British air force as a preliminary to invasion. At the height of the Battle of Britain German fighter aircraft production was running at an average of 178 a month, while British output averaged 470.195 The output of German submarines failed to match requirements by a growing margin. There was even a shortage of bombs for the winter attacks against Britain.196 

In the following year Hitler greatly increased the fighting area over which German weapons had to be spread, still in the belief that large quantities of military resources were in the pipeline. By June 1941 German forces were committed in the Balkans, in North Africa, against the British at sea and in the air, and against the Soviet Union. This was a range of commitments originally intended, if at all, after years of economic preparation; and it ran well ahead of what the economy was actually producing. The failure to conclude any of these campaigns successfully (except in the Balkans) in the course of 1941 demonstrated to Hitler the full extent of Germany’s failure to mobilise efficiently, and the consequences of speeding up the programme of imperialism. His decree for rationalising war production in July 1941 was the first signal that he intended to take over more responsibility for the economy into his own hands, and marked the onset of Goering’s personal political decline.

While Hitler continually and impulsively extended the scope of German expansion, Goering clung on to the original plan of building up the first stage of empire, the consolidation of central Europe and the establishment of the Greater German economy. But in many ways this programme had already been compromised by Hitler’s new strategic horizons. While Hitler moved towards the achievement of the final stage of racial imperialism, Goering was still busying himself with the first. It was on this ground that Goering was hesitant about war against Russia, wanting to fight a campaign later that Germany could be certain of winning. The contradictory nature of German strategy at this point of the war was evident in the decision to devote military efforts in Russia to the conquest of the steel, coal and oil-producing areas while Goering, with Hitler’s blessing, was simultaneously devoting great resources in the Reich to the production of synthetic fuel and low-grade iron-ore which a successful Russian campaign would render redundant. Goering’s programme placed highest priority on raw-material and capital-goods production; Hitler’s programme required more manufactured goods and a greater light-industrial capacity. The fact that the economy was still, by 1941, being pulled in different strategic directions contributed to its poor productive performance.

There were also powerful political arguments for Goering’s pursuit of an economic strategy based on the consolidation and exploitation of Germany’s conquests in Europe. The apparatus under Goering’s control was strongly imperialist. The development of a Nazi New Order in Europe was a policy of the highest priority. Goering could not afford to neglect the opportunity presented by the defeat of France to lead this reconstruction and to increase the influence and political power of his economic empire. The struggle for control in Europe was an extension of the political conflict at home, one feeding upon the other. Goering identified himself closely with the Nazi commitment to empire, and with the radical party plans that lay behind it. But unlike Hitler, he believed that what was achieved in 1939 and 1940 should be consolidated both as a foundation for more imperialism in the future, and to ensure the survival and extension of Nazi domestic power. Goering’s difficulty was to achieve either of these things under the conditions of a continually expanding war, in which he was also in active personal command of a large section of the German armed forces.


Chapter 5

Building the Nazi Empire

When Goering told Christie in 1937 that ‘We want an Empire’, he was expressing an ambition that was central to the political life of the Nazi movement. Not only did Nazi ideologists see history as a continuous struggle between racial and imperial forces, but they saw empire as essential for Germany and the German people at this particular stage of their historical development. Not only did empire promise living-space and economic resources to guarantee the survival of the race (and the high cost of being an imperial power) but it promised an historic framework within which Germanic civilisation and racial culture could survive and develop. Hitler argued that only through conquest and extensive control over territory could a superior culture demonstrate its superiority: thus had Rome, Spain and England achieved hegemony in the past.

In this sense Nazi imperialism differed from the economic expansionism of the pre-1914 elites. The leading military and business groups of the Wilhelmine Reich had been anxious to extend influence and gain markets in central and eastern Europe but not necessarily to enjoy full political rule. Nazi imperialism obeyed the more literal view of empire; formal military and political power exercised over conquered or dependent peoples. This was what the middle-class annexationists had demanded during the First World War and it was this political heritage that the Nazi movement absorbed, not that of the old Prussia.1 Hence Goering’s belief that economic living-space had simultaneously to be political living-space. This ambition drew its strength from the Nazis’ own crude theory of racial struggle and the social opportunism of the movement’s members. For the Nazi activists were drawn largely from those same social groups sympathetic to colonies or to European expansion before 1914, who had also been active annexationists during the war. For them a Nazi empire held out the promise of jobs and influence, pomp and circumstance. Not only did an empire mean economic opportunity, it was synonymous with a ‘civilising’ mission and a sense of greatness, and would have, as Goering argued, a moralising effect on those Germans involved in building it.2 

Goering never hesitated in his efforts to establish such an empire. As we have seen, his main concern was to begin the programme of expansion at a time when Germany could be certain of victory, not only because of its military and economic strength, but because the German people had been prepared psychologically and intellectually for empire.3 Goering also found himself at the head of those very elements in the party most sympathetic to expansion. His successful takeover of economic power between 1936 and 1938 gave him a key role in preparing for and carrying out the process of empire-building. In the Four-Year Plan organisation, in the economics departments, in the Nazified banks and businesses, and in his own entourage, Goering was the representative of the radical elements most influenced by Hitler’s version of territorial expansion. Though he was certainly no puppet of the Nazi imperialists, he could not afford to limit or ignore imperial expansion without sacrificing his own political power and his control of the domestic economy. He accordingly made it his task to lead as much as follow, and to enjoy in the captured areas of Europe the same degree of influence that Hitler allowed him to have inside Germany. Once Hitler had provided the strategic context for a ‘New Order’ in Europe, Goering controlled a large part of its tactical accomplishment.

The primary purpose of empire was thus both economic and political. Economic, in the initial stage, to provide the means to fight the other major powers; in the long term to provide the means to maintain a permanently high living standard for Germans. Political in that empire was to provide the instrument for expanding and cementing party power and institutionalising German superiority. From the nature of his domestic power-base Goering was compelled to concentrate his efforts on the economic transformation of Europe. But in practice this put considerable political power into his hands as well since most of the initial policies pursued by the Nazis were to do with the ownership and control of foreign businesses, with the mobilisation of labour, food and raw materials and the expansion of war-essential production. Some of these responsibilities conflicted with those of the military authorities or the Nazi governors so that the building of the Nazis’ economic empire was punctuated by the same sort of jurisdictional disputes and internal party power-struggles that had characterised Goering’s ascent to power within Germany. Goering’s methods were in both cases the same: to rely on Hitler’s personal support for his position and to use the state economic and bureaucratic apparatus under his direct control as an instrument to extend his authority in the institutions and economies of the captured areas. The Nazi empire and Goering’s own public empire thus expanded side by side.

The foundations of the new German empire were laid in the period between the Anschluss and the outbreak of war. This was the period during which the Nazi leaders hoped to construct a large German-dominated central European region extending into the Balkans and to the Russian frontier in the east. The primary object was to exclude British and French economic interests from the region and to establish a large protectionist block which could provide an extended food and raw material base for the purpose of building up a large war-orientated economy. Two countries were essential to the success of this programme: Austria and Czechoslovakia. Both contained substantial industrial regions, centred around steel and advanced engineering, and it was these that Germany wanted to secure complete control over in order to speed up military preparations and provide an economic substructure more nearly equal to that of the Soviet Union and the United States. Once this area was militarily secure the incorporation of the central European region was largely carried out through the Four Year Plan, using the Reichswerke as the state’s holding company. Each time a new area was incorporated with the Reich, Goering extended the jurisdiction of the Plan and confirmed his own economic powers.4 

By a variety of methods of coercion and confiscation almost the whole of the heavy industry of the area was brought under the direct control and ownership of the Goering combine. The programme of incorporation took time, partly because of Goering’s desire to give the acquisitions a legal gloss by actually buying shares in foreign companies, usually at a low value and with a rate of exchange determined by the German authorities. Even the process of aryanisation, the forcible confiscation of Jewish or part-Jewish concerns, moved only slowly and continued long after the initial occupation. Goering was certainly helped in the process by the willingness of businesses, particularly in Czechoslovakia, to reach arrangements with German contractors on the supply of raw materials and finished goods from factories that could no longer effectively supply the western powers and their economic allies. Even before formal ownership passed to the Reichswerke, Czech heavy industry was already providing the armaments and raw materials that Goering wanted. Smaller firms and sub-contractors followed suit. Before the incorporation of Bohemia in March 1939 German firms took the opportunity to place extensive orders with Czech firms. This was particularly the case with the German aircraft industry which, on Goering’s instructions, sought out sub-contractors for aircraft components throughout Czechoslovakia. When formal political control was extended the Czech economy was already closely integrated with the economic and industrial policy of the Reich.5 

It is important to emphasise that industrial expansion into Europe was carried out primarily by the Reichswerke and Four Year Plan, and not by private capitalism. Chemical works, it is true, fell to the I. G. Farben combine, but even this ceased to be the case automatically with the incorporation of Czechoslovakia in 1938 and 1939.6 It is necessary to stress this point because it is conventionally assumed that if big business did not much like what the Nazis were doing after 1936 it nevertheless profited widely and generally from the occupation of European economies on Germany’s borders. In fact the German economic empire was not won and held by private capitalism on behalf of the ‘monopoly capitalists’ but was firmly under the control and in large part owned and operated, by the Goering economic apparatus. This was even the case in Silesia, Alsace-Lorraine and Austria where firms were owned or part-owned by private businesses in the Reich.

It is obvious why this should be the case. The expansion in Europe was carried out on behalf of those bureaucratic, military and small manager groups around Goering, in order to extend the authority of the Nazi state and consolidate the power of its administrative elites. To have handed over the economic resources of Europe to private industry would be to deny the logic of Nazi economic policy both within Germany and in the empire. The European economy was to be geared in the first place for military tasks, and hence required the same degree of close supervision that Goering had obtained in 1938 in Germany, and secondly it was to be re-structured to produce an economy working in the national interest and the interest of the movement, but not to satisfy the private desire for gain. ‘We did not fight this war’, said Goering, ‘for the sake of private economic interests.’ Goering and the more radical Nazis did not trust big business to carry out the incorporation of the European economy. Indeed it is arguable if private business was capable of carrying any such programme out. There were areas where the interests of private businessmen and Nazis coincided but on balance the political and ideological impetus behind the empire lay not with the industrial elite, which had favoured more conventional market penetration and integration in the 1920s and 1930s, but with the new managerial, military and bureaucratic elites thrown up by the Nazi movement in its penetration of the German economy before 1939.

To ensure that private economic interest should be excluded from planning the new European economy Goering controlled not only the general context of access to capital, investment policy and trade but undertook to acquire the direct ownership of the means of production. This was the distinguishing feature of the Nazi economic empire. It was the point at which ‘liberal’ capitalism in Germany and the new fascist economy parted company. Goering authorised the setting up and expansion of the Reichswerke for just this reason, to guarantee the interests of the racial state and to secure the predominance of the party in the economic reconstruction of Europe. This was important from Goering’s personal point of view as well. The Reichswerke had a greater permanence than the Four Year Plan, with its essentially temporary character. The plans for the state enterprises at Linz, which Goering hoped to turn into the largest industrial centre in the Reich, and the building of Hermann Goering-Stadt at Salzgitter were projects designed to outlast the war and the rearmament crisis. The Reichswerke, and the new cities to be built around it all over Europe, were to symbolise the transition from the old liberal economy ‘to the principles of national socialist economic and social policy’.7 

This preference for state over private interests was echoed by Goering’s subordinates as the Four Year Plan and the Reichswerke extended control over the captured areas. Hans Winkler, Goering’s trustee in Silesia, although no particular friend to Goering’s political ambitions, condemned private capitalism with its ‘contests of strength between individual enterprises’ and ‘the re-introduction of methods of colonial-style seizure’.8 State Secretary Neumann argued that ‘the un-directed, liberal economy and its very concept are at odds in too many respects with the primacy of policy demanded by National Socialism’.9 Goering’s deputy Paul Körner, defending the Reichswerke’s acquisitions in 1940 to critics in the Finance Ministry, explained that ‘superior national tasks . . . have given the Reichswerke proportions and characteristics which make it impossible to bear the participation of private and competing enterprises. . . . It would be an impossible situation should shareholders in a general meeting criticise measures taken, or put questions to the administration based on their own interests which might never concur with opposite national interests.’10 

This central political principle was followed ruthlessly in every area under German control. In Austria the largest private-owned concern, the Alpine-Montangesellschaft was acquired by Goering after its owners in the Ruhr were subjected to a year of bullying and harassment.11 The attacks proved to be too much for Fritz Thyssen, Hitler’s erstwhile industrial ally, who fled from Germany and from his place on the board of the Vereinigte-Stahlwerke, which owned the Austrian firm. His considerable industrial holdings fell forfeit to Goering.12 Under similar pressure Ernst Poensgen, Goering’s most consistent opponent in the Ruhr, later resigned his position on the Stahlverein. Under the cover of the Dresdner Bank and the state holding company VIAG Goering’s officials took over control of 33 other major Austrian firms while plans were laid for the establishment of large new businesses.13 

An avenue into Czech industry was provided by the takeover of Austria particularly through the aryanisation of Jewish firms. Even the efforts of the Vienna Rothschilds to prevent such an eventuality by placing their shares in London was frustrated. The Nazis captured Louis Rothschild in Vienna and held him to ransom until his family would agree to hand over their Czech and Austrian holdings in return for his life.14 In the Sudetenland the extensive industrial holdings of the Petschek family were confiscated on the same grounds and brought under Goering’s direct control.15 At Goering’s instruction Karl Rasche of the Dresdner Bank and Hans Kehrl of the Four Year Plan proceeded to buy up all the available shares in the heavy industrial sectors in Czechoslovakia.16 This was done either through compulsory purchase, or through ‘persuasion’. Native Austrian and Czech banks and shareholders were invited to sell their shareholdings to the Reich on unfavourable terms, and few refused. Where majority shareholdings could not be acquired the German state expanded the share capital with loans from the Reich in order to secure a controlling block of shares, in most cases 51 per cent. By October 1940 the Prague-based Skoda works, one of Europe’s largest armaments producers, was finally brought under the control of the Reichswerke after an eighteen-month search for enough of the pre-war shares to provide legal ownership. So too was the Czech Armaments Works, formerly owned by the Czech state, the large machinery plant at Brünn and the Poldihütte iron and steel works. The latter was placed under the management of Goering’s brother Albert. The other firms were run by boards of directors drawn from the Reichswerke organisation and the Four Year Plan.17 

The same complicated pattern of expropriation was repeated with the Czech iron, steel and coal industry. The largest concern, the Vitkovice complex, owned for the most part by the Vienna Rothschilds through a London subsidiary, came under the immediate influence of the Reichswerke on occupation of the area in March 1939. From then on it was operated by the Reichswerke until the end of the war, providing almost a third of the raw steel and rolling mill products of the whole Reichswerke concern. The German government tried initially to buy the plant outright and was on the point of concluding an agreement to do so with the Paris Rothschilds when the war intervened.18 The only way round the problem of ownership was to declare the London shares annulled and to issue new shares on behalf of the Goering concern. To make the seizure more formal Goering was advised to leave a sum of money in a blocked account as 
payment for the shares ‘in order to make the compulsory nature of the transaction less conspicuous’!19 This arrangement proved unsatisfactory, for the Protectorate administration under von Neurath (who was no friend to the Nazis) refused to recognise the firm as German-owned. Instead a special operating treaty was signed with the firm’s Czech managers and a final decision on ownership deferred until the end of the war.20 

The Reichswerke ran, and planned for, the Vitkovice concern as if it were directly German-owned. It was only the curious legalism of the German administration, which compelled Goering to produce genuine proof of ownership, that marred what was a de facto acquisition. Goering’s directors at the plant integrated production and investment planning into the programme of the Four Year Plan. The firm’s report for 1942 stressed that ‘business prospects no longer govern the process of the economy’.21 Capital was provided by the Reichswerke and by German banks; product policy and distribution was in the hands of the Reichswerke organisation. Goering’s plans for Vitkovice were considerable. It was to become a central part ‘of the Eastern industrial pillar of the Reich’, providing iron and steel for the finishing industries of the east after the war.22 The rest of the region was to be integrated with these plans as well. The finishing industries were to take their steel from Vitkovice and turn it into the rails, girders and pipes needed for the creation of a new economic infrastructure in eastern Europe. For this reason almost the whole of Czech heavy industry and raw material production by the middle of the war had fallen under the control of Goering’s industrial empire. Chart III sets out the details of these holdings.





[image: ]




Chart III  Czech and Austrian holdings of the Reichswerke ‘Hermann Goering’ (% shareholding in brackets).

• Only the major firms are listed in full. There were many subsidiaries. The names by which they were known in German during the war have been used. Source: NA T83 Roll 74 frames 3445227–362.

Goering was helped in his policy of expropriation by the degree of integration and interdependence of the central European economy. Acquisition of banks and businesses in Austria gave access to share-holdings in Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Poland and in Jugoslavia and was widened even further with the addition of Bohemia.23 Moreover the incorporation of Austria and Czechoslovakia altered the economic relationship with south-eastern Europe. Before 1938 Germany had begun to expand trade with the Balkan region on a basis of providing industrial exports for raw materials and food. Payments were made by special clearing agreements which avoided some of the problems of finding sufficient foreign exchange. Under Goering’s general direction contacts with south-eastern Europe increased and altered after 1938. Instead of relying simply on trade through negotiation Goering encouraged capital participation in selected eastern European industries as a way of influencing product policy in favour of Germany and of increasing pressure on foreign governments to accept German economic influence. In this way Germany could also bring greater pressure to bear on Britain and France (the main investors in south-east Europe) to grant a special position for German capital and trade. This strategy lay at the core of the plans devised by Krauch and Wohlthat of the Four Year Plan office for the economic hegemony of Germany in south-eastern Europe.24 

The countries that most interested Goering in the south-east were Hungary, Roumania and Jugoslavia. From Hungary came agricultural goods in return for machinery, vehicles and arms. Goering viewed Hungary as a ‘vassal state’, closely linked through its military and foreign policy, as well as its economics with the Reich.25 He looked at Jugoslavia in the same way. During the early part of 1939 for example, Goering promised a large credit for Jugoslavia to purchase German armaments in return for a political and economic policy favourable to German interests. This included not only a Jugoslav commitment to remain on friendly terms with the Axis powers but for Jugoslavia to provide raw materials, including concessions for oil, to help the German war economy. This relationship was extended and strengthened up to the German occupation of the country in April 1941.26 It was oil too that attracted Goering to Roumania, though there was the added attraction of steel and engineering works, producing goods largely for the Roumanian domestic market. As in Jugoslavia Germany used political an
d diplomatic pressure to bring Roumania more closely into the German economic orbit, and indeed the Roumanian government became more willing, as the political balance swung in Germany’s favour, to accept closer economic ties with Germany. King Carol suggested ‘systematic co-operation for the development of economic relations’ to Goering in November 1938.27 By February 1939 this commitment had been turned into a firm economic agreement under pressure from Goering. In return for the promise of co-operation in investment and mining, and the export of German arms, Roumania agreed to tie agricultural output and raw materials production more closely to German needs. Goering insisted further that any material sent to equip the Roumanian air force was to be exchanged against petroleum products for Germany.28 

The subsequent history of the economic and political ties between Germany and Roumania, in which Goering was closely involved, provides a good example of the way in which the Balkans were brought into a dependent position in the German New Order in Europe. Roumania’s position was a difficult one, for the Roumanian government while anxious to keep control over its own economy, was only too aware, especially after the fall of France, that it was dependent upon German good will. The oil companies directly owned by Britain, France and Holland were declared enemy property which brought them closer to Germany’s direct control.29 The Allies’ shares in Petrol-Block AG were used by Goering to lever Germany into an important position in Roumanian oil production. By achieving an operating contract between Kontinentale Öl (Goering’s state oil company) and the Dutch Astra firm, Goering acquired more than 50 per cent direct control of Roumanian oil output.30 Another avenue into Roumanian industry was found through the holdings of Czech and Austrian firms in Roumania which were forfeit to the Reichswerke. The Czech Armaments Works had a limited share in the Resita iron and steel complex and the Roumanian Copsa Mica si Cugir mines. Although the shares had been deposited with the Westminster Bank in London, the Roumanian government was compelled to publish duplicates and to given them to the Reichswerke. In July 1940 Goering negotiated that three seats on the Resita board should go to Reichswerke representatives, and forced the resignation of the Jewish general manager, Max Ausschnitt.31 In January 1940 the Reichswerke turned to the other major Roumanian heavy industrial combine, the Malaxa works. A technical aid treaty was signed with the company, under the terms of which German advisers were to be allowed to influence Malaxa’s corporate policy in favour of German interests. After the overthrow of King Carol, Marshal Antonescu, who was on better personal terms with Goering, allowed still greater participation. After a summer of negotiations in 1941 a new company was formed called the Rümanishe-Deutsche AG fur Eisenindustrie und Handel which divided the shares of Resita and Malaxa between Germany and Roumania, giving the former the right to control the technical, financial and commercial policy of the two firms, as well as influence in other sectors of the Roumanian engineering industry.32 The Roumanian government later tried to regain its control over Malaxa but throughout the war Germany strongly influenced Roumania’s industrial economy in her favour.33 

It is possible to exaggerate the extent to which Germany was dependent upon the Balkans to fight Hitler’s wars. Even by 1938 trade with the area constituted only 11 per cent of German trade, and there were limits to extending this much further.34 Indeed the whole synthetic oil programme of the Four Year Plan was based on the assumption that supplies from Roumania could not be guaranteed in wartime, and even if they could be were insufficient for all Germany’s military needs. There were other problems with Balkan trade too. The Balkan countries were reluctant to accept German economic hegemony on such unfavourable terms, particularly as they were currently in the process of industrialising and had no interest in perpetuating a semi-colonial economic relationship with their more advanced German neighbour. Moreover, Germany had a trade deficit with most of the countries of eastern and south-eastern Europe by the late 1930s. Germany refused to pay these balances directly, which-discouraged the states involved even more from entering fresh agreements to supply Germany with food and raw materials for which there was no guarantee of payment.35 

Germany hoped to get round this problem by offering generous credit facilities, and later on by offering captured Czech goods as a substitute for German. But it was impossible to disguise Germany’s increasing inability not only to pay what was owed to the Balkan states, but even to supply them with the industrial goods necessary to cover essential imports. During 1939 both Hitler and Goering intervened to restrict the sale of German armaments and strategic goods, and then of Czech arms as well, arguing that they were needed more urgently by the Reich.36 Those that were offered were over-priced (Jugoslavia was offered in 1939 a range of military equipment twice as expensive as that of Germany’s competitors), or were held up in transit for long periods.37 What drove the Balkan states into a closer dependence on Germany was not any advantage that this conferred but the fact that the western powers withdrew their political and economic support. By 1939 the Balkan states were compelled to recognise the changed political reality in eastern Europe and to see themselves as parts of a German economic sphere.

No doubt in the long run Germany could have extracted much more from the Balkans. The outbreak of general war in 1939 interrupted the systematic infiltration of German interests into the region and changed the circumstances governing German policy. Goering’s original objective was to build up a German-dominated economic sphere to provide essential goods to prepare for major war in the mid-1940s. Now the region had to be exploited and utilised at once. Russia promised to make up for some of Germany’s lost time by providing primary goods in return for machinery and military equipment, but this was a risky substitute. Instead Goering set out to secure the German grip on European economic resources to provide a broader base of resources for large-scale war production.

As each new area was conquered it was incorporated into the economy of the ‘New Order’ under Goering’s direction. To do this he acquired new and extensive powers directly from Hitler which once again allowed him to extend the Four Year Plan organisation to all the occupied areas.38 On 28 September 1939 Goering announced the scope of his new powers: uniform supervision of the new economic region, and the right to issue general and specific decrees on economic policy.39 Poland fell to Goering in October 1939, Holland in May 1940, Norway in June, France in July; and so on.40 This process culminated in the granting of wide-ranging powers to Goering in June 1941 to ‘take all measures in the newly occupied Eastern territories for the greatest exploitation of all materials, stocks, and economic resources, and for the extension of economic potential.’41 

In addition to this general right of economic control Goering also won further, more specialised, commissions that broadened his direct control not only in occupied Europe, but over trade and economic relations with the rest of unconquered Europe. The aluminium industry was placed under a special commissioner of the Four Year Plan, the aircraft manufacturer Heinrich Koppenberg, in order to integrate domestic production with the output of bauxite and aluminium in the occupied and neutral areas.42 In 1941, following the crisis in the supply of coal for the war economy, Goering was charged by Hitler with the task of producing an integrated European coal basis. Goering set up the Reichsvereinigung Kohle, with Pleiger as its director, and thus acquired extensive control over an industry that was still largely private.43 Finally Goering extended the rather ill-defined role that he enjoyed in the German oil industry by establishing a large European-wide organisation for oil production and processing, Kontinentale Ö1, in January 1941, nominally directed by Goering, with Funk as his deputy.44 These specialised functions gave Goering a more direct way of influencing decisions in areas of the economy where his contact might otherwise be too remote to be effective.

This system of collecting additional powers was evidence of the uncertainty with which Goering regarded his economic overlordship, and of the difficulties of enforcing his control. The extension of his influence in Europe was accompanied by a long series of political conflicts with the armed forces, other party leaders and institutions and private industry. In the scramble for political influence Goering could not afford to rely simply on his domestic authority. It was essential for him to join in the struggle for control of the European economy in order to retain his domestic power base and his own political position. In Nazi political life claims to power had to be diligently and regularly enforced; otherwise political power went by default. The establishment of the German New Order in Europe was a function not only of Nazism’s ideological ambitions but also of its domestic political struggles.

The strength of Goering’s position differed from region to region depending on circumstance. In areas still designated areas of military activity Goering was compelled to co-operate with the military authorities over questions to do with occupation costs, and the local provisioning of troops. In some cases the army took over local industries for the purposes of repair and front-line supply and these were run, in the first instance, by Thomas’s armaments staff. Thus even in areas over which Goering had general jurisdiction, the actual mobilisation of local labour and industrial resources could be left to the armed forces. Where the Luftwaffe took over these resources, Goering’s position was much safer. Because of the personal link between the air force and the Four Year Plan, the air force extracted a substantial share of local economic resources. By the middle of the war Luftwaffe orders on hand regularly exceeded those of the army.45 

In regions under direct Nazi control, or in the hands of Nazi puppet governments, rather than military administration – in Norway, Bohemia, Slovakia, Croatia and Poland – it was easier for Goering to exercise economic control or arrange economic policy to comply with Germany’s overall war requirements. Here the main difficulty was not so much military interference, as the jealousy of Nazi rulers. In the scramble to divide the political spoils of Europe Hitler saw fit to give responsibilities to Nazis whose role in the Reich was relatively minor, or whose influence had been eclipsed by more ambitious politicians. All these figures were determined to defend their responsibilities and not to allow the senior Nazis in the movement to encroach upon them without invitation. Frank in Poland, Seyss-Inquart in Holland, von Neurath in Bohemia, Rosenberg in the Baltic and Russia, Koch in the Ukraine all clashed at one time or another with the Goering empire. This was perhaps inevitable since Goering was the only Nazi leader given formal responsibilities in all the territories outside the Reich. What Goering wanted compromised the constitutional authority that they enjoyed, because he demanded the right to issue orders about economic affairs over their heads. This question of competency remained confused throughout the war. Goering thought he had the absolute right to take decisions on any question to do with the European economy. The army and local rulers believed that they had the right to veto anything Goering wanted which they did not like. All claimed Hitler’s backing. This situation was complicated even more by the efforts of Ribbentrop and the Foreign Ministry officials during the first year of war to wrest from Goering the right to determine economic policy in all occupied areas not directly incorporated into the Reich. This contest formed part of the wider conflict over strategy between Ribbentrop and Goering and was resolved in this case in Goering’s favour.46 

Just as administration differed from region to region, so too did German policy. In the most extreme case, in occupied Poland, Goering directed that all resources that could be taken and used in the Reich should be seized and the population left with the barest minimum for subsistence.47 At the other extreme, the Protectorate of Bohemia kept its substantial industrial base intact, together with much of its labour, and was integrated into the economic structure of the Greater German Reich. Goering reserved for himself decisions about the nature and level of exploitation in particular areas. Overriding priority was given to resources and production to help the German war effort. If the resources could be used more effectively in the country of origin they were; if not, they were transferred back to the Reich. Goering’s immediate instinct was to take anything that could be moved: ‘It seems to me’, he said in 1942, ‘that in earlier times the thing was simpler. In earlier times you pillaged. He who had conquered a country disposed of the riches of that country. At present, things are done in a more humane way. As for myself, I still think of pillage, comprehensively.’48 In fact from early in the war the policy of looting was tempered with a policy of direct economic exploitation in the occupied areas. Even in Poland, where Goering at first ordered the dismantling and transfer of ‘all enterprises which are not absolutely necessary for the meager maintenance of the bare existence of the population’, he was compelled under pressure from Frank and the army to reverse this priority and restart industries in and around Warsaw for the German war effort.49 In western Europe he accepted from the outset that the area should be exploited systematically ‘in order to help German war production and to raise war potential for the fulfilment of the demands to be made in the interest of further warfare.’50 This principle was eventually extended to the whole of conquered Europe.

While war production was a major priority, it was not the only one. While the war was still being fought Goering and his economic staff turned their minds to the question of planning the economy of post-war Europe. The starting point for the Nazi re-shaping of the European economy was the integration of the captured or dependent economies with the economic structure of the German area. Germany was to produce primarily high-value industrial goods, drawing labour and raw materials, compulsorily, from conquered Europe to supplement their supply within Germany. The surrounding economic regions would be allowed to produce only those industrial and consumer goods that Germany deemed necessary. Poland and the area of western Russia would be purely agricultural. The supply of raw materials from southern Russia and the Ukraine would be for German use only. France, Belgium, Holland and Scandinavia would enjoy, on the other hand, a higher standard of living and be allowed a mixed economy, complementing production in the Reich. European finance and European currency were to be arranged in Berlin on a European-wide basis.51 To cement this control over the subordinate economies Goering proposed that as much as possible of European heavy industry and manufacturing be brought directly into German hands. In August 1940 Goering ordered a programme of direct capital penetration into occupied Europe, with the object of buying as many industrial enterprises (either in part or entire) as possible. The authorisation for purchase and the provision of the necessary capital Goering reserved to himself.52 His aim was to take over into direct German ownership the bulk of Europe’s heavy manufacturing industry and to control what could not be bought. In this way Germany’s industrial predominance would be guaranteed, as well as the power of the party, and of Goering himself.

The policy of industrial acquisition was an important step beyond general control over economic policy. It stemmed partly from Goering’s experience inside Germany where he had found that Nazi policy was best served by state enterprise and direct control. But it was also the most convenient method for controlling industrial sectors in very different parts of Europe on something like a uniform basis. The plans for the European textile industry show Goering’s intention to run the European industrial economy as a single integrated unit. Drawn up in June 1940 by Hans Kehrl, Goering’s deputy for textile production, the plans show clearly that the Nazis wanted to rationalise and reorganise the European textile industry, providing the raw material and controlling its distribution in favour of the Greater German economic area. All European trade in textiles, the location and provisioning of factories, and the distribution of the necessary labour was to be determined in German interests by German planners.53 Similar and more far-reaching proposals were produced for the iron and steel industry in 1942 by the Reichswerke director, Paul Rheinländer. All iron and steel production was to be centralised and rationalised on a continental basis by Goering’s staff, and in favour of German state interests. Since the Reichswerke controlled or owned almost all the European iron and steel industry by the middle of the war, it was a straightforward step to introduce industry-wide planning for the post war period.54 Goering proposed the same solution with European oil. A large state-owned oil industry based on Russian oil and Roumanian acquisitions was to be set up and operated after the end of the war by the Goering empire. The same was true for the chemical industry, under the direction of the Four Year Plan and I.G. Farben together; and so on. It was not Speer, as he himself later claimed, who originated the idea of European ‘production cartels’, but Goering and the economic imperialists on his staff.55 

This decision to run European industry under the control of the German state resurrected the conflict between the Ruhr and Goering that had smouldered on through the conquest of Poland, Scandinavia and France. The iron and steel producers at first welcomed the acquisition of Silesia and eastern France. They talked openly of Repatrierung, of the handing back of what had been theirs in 1918 but had been taken away at Versailles.56 Goering, however, was unwilling to strengthen the Ruhr’s political position and economic interests by giving it either Silesia or Lorraine. In Poland Goering set up a special trustee organisation, the Haupttreuhandstelle Ost which was given temporary control over all Silesian industry. Goering wanted Silesian coal in order to reduce his dependence on the Ruhr supplies and to complement his acquisitions in Czechoslovakia and Austria. Cutting through all the objections of the armed forces, the local Nazis and some, but by no means all, the Ruhr claimants, Goering took over the bulk of the coal mines (many of which were Polish state property), and a significant share of the iron and steel capacity not only of Silesia but around Warsaw as well.57 

This was not done without some difficulty. Goering strengthened his political influence in the area by reaching a special agreement with Himmler over economic control in the Polish region which allowed him to circumvent most of Frank’s objections.58 The army withdrew from conflict only because their management of captured installations turned out to be so ineffective.59 The Ruhr industrialists after some preliminary objections acquiesced in Goering’s plans for the region, not because they accepted their val
idity but because, after June 1940, they were much more interested in regaining control in Lorraine where they believed they had a better opportunity of constructing an integrated and rational iron and steel sector within a convenient geographical area, and safe from Goering’s encroachments. Nor could the Ruhr firms afford to become involved in a further legal and political clash with Goering. Instead the reorganisation of the east was abandoned in the hope that enough could be salvaged in the west.60 

None of this reasoning was lost on Goering or the Reichswerke leaders. ‘What is healthful for competition’, Pleiger later argued, ‘is dangerous to the Hermann Goering works.’61 The addition of Lorraine to the expanded Ruhr firms would tilt the balance perhaps decisively in favour of private industry in the post-war reconstruction. Moreover it encouraged those who wished to see the whole Salzgitter low-grade iron ore project closed down in favour of more economical production in the west. The German acquisition of Lorraine not only threatened to improve the Ruhr’s bargaining position, but also, through arguments on relative efficiency, to compel the Reichswerke, as the only high-cost iron producer, to abandon its political ambitions and to accept economic reality.

Goering of course had no intention of giving way to the interests of the Ruhr. In order to strengthen the position of the Reichswerke and his own plans for the European economy, as well as to ensure uninterrupted and secure production for the immediate purposes of war, Goering declared that the new region would be brought into the greater economic area and its economy run by the state.62 The iron-ore deposits were placed directly under Raabe of the Four Year Plan as trustee, working under a special Leifergemeinschaft (supply company) based at Metz.63 The organisation established did not take over direct ownership of the mines, but it governed pricing policy, investment and trade in iron-ore which was integrated with wider planning in Germany. Pleiger insisted that in any arrangements made in the area coal mines should be placed under a separate organisation and should not be linked up with particular steel-works. This, too, was designed to undermine the claims of the Ruhr firms and to help integrate the new region into central Reich planning for coal which came, in March 1941, under Pleiger’s own control as head of the newly created Reichsvereinigung Kohle.64 On the question of the steel works, and the wider problem of ownership that this invited, Goering’s initial reaction was to demand that the state take over all the Lorraine firms without regard to past claims.65 These could then be added, as had firms in Austria and Czechoslovakia, to the Reichswerke. In addition Goering hoped to integrate the industry of Luxembourg into that of the Reich, and in particular to acquire control of the Arbed trust, the largest Luxembourgeois iron and steel works. This interest had already been expressed by Goering’s staff at the Four Year Plan Office in 1938, in their plans to strengthen German steel production against that of France. Now the interest was once more revived under very different conditions.66 

The private firms, on the other hand, were not prepared to see their claims disappear yet again under pressure of arguments concerning the ‘national interest’. Yet the response of the Ruhr firms was mixed when it came to the actual contest with Goering. Some shrank back again from a direct clash. Hoesch, for example, wrote to Körner in August 1940 that he was willing to give up an interest in the Arbed concern if the Reichswerke were interested in it at the same time.67 More typical was the letter written by Flick to Goering shortly after the fall of France, in which he expressed the widely held expectation that the former owners of the Lorraine and Luxembourg plants would repossess them. Flick in particular wanted to gain a priority interest in Arbed for his own Harpener Bergbau company, as compensation for the loss of his coal interests to the Reichswerke early in 1940. Other Ruhr firms followed suit with their own shopping lists for Lorraine enterprises hoping to be compensated for losses in central and eastern Europe by rewards in the west.68 

For six months after the fall of France the Lorraine region was operated under Reich commissars while the distribution of the spoils was argued over. Goering was compelled to modify his original desire for everything because the Four Year Plan organisation was already over-stretched. Pleiger and Körner restricted claims for direct absorption into the Reichswerke to the large de Wendel concern, which provided between one-sixth and one-fifth of all French steel; the Thyssen foundry of Hagedange; the Differdange foundry in Luxembourg; and a blocking minority shareholding in Arbed.69 This list was impressive enough. The de Wendel concern had large holdings in Germany as well, valued at 200 million RM.70 The Arbed, in which private firms were also keenly interested, could not be directly taken over as some 72 per cent of its share capital was scattered amongst
numerous Luxembourgeois owners, but the 8 per cent of Schneider-Creusot’s holding and the 20 per cent in the hands of Belgian banks was acquired to give the Reichswerke sufficient interest to influence the policy of the concern decisively.71 Early in 1941, in the face of growing difficulties in getting the Lorraine industry going again, Goering issued a decree authorising a trustee system and allocating the remaining enterprises to the iron and steel industry in the Reich. The Reichswerke took over the firms listed by Pleiger, and organised them under a general holding company, Hüttenverwaltung Westmark. Goering thus succeeded not only in leaving the question of actual ownership still open (and dependent on the efforts of the private firms in meeting German demands), but also ensured that a sufficiently large part of the Lorraine and Luxembourg industrial base was transferred to the Reichswerke to secure its interests in future discussions.72 

In some ways this was an ideal solution. It avoided a head-on collision with the Ruhr firms, while leaving the decisive questions of control and reorganisation as much in Goering’s hands as before. But it did show that Goering was less able to ride roughshod over private ownership in the west than he had been able to do elsewhere. To some extent this reflected a wider problem. Goering’s political influence in the western areas was much less than in the eastern economy, even though Hitler had given Goering ‘authority with regard to the management of the whole French economy’.73 Throughout the second half of 1940 Goering fought a jurisdictional battle with the Foreign Ministry over the economic negotiations with France. Goering claimed sole responsibility. Ribbentrop refused, and was able, with the help of those unsympathetic to Goering’s economic policy, to ensure that decisive influence was exercised by the appointees of the Foreign Office.74 The French themselves co-operated in this, preferring to accept what they could from Hemmen and the more moderate negotiators rather than suffer what the Austrian and Czech economies had experienced. Under any circumstances, France was intended to play a subordinate economic role; but without Goering’s direct intervention French businessmen were able to salvage much more commercial and industrial autonomy than in the east. That this was Hitler’s preference too made it harder for Goering to press his claims as forcefully as he might otherwise have done.75 

It would be wrong, however, to underestimate Goering’s power on the basis of conditions in France. If the western occupation showed limits to the expansion of Goering’s empire it was to a great extent due to the fact that the whole unwieldy apparatus that Goering had constructed was losing momentum. There was a limit to the extent to which the Reichswerke could continue to absorb new firms, or the Four Year Plan provide commissars for European areas. While the arguments went on over Goering’s French role, the Goering organisation was simultaneously involved in establishing hegemony in Silesia and Poland, in incorporating the industry of the Protectorate, in penetrating the Balkan and north European economies, as well as running large areas of the domestic economy. In the end Goering lacked a large enough party and administrative apparatus or sufficient pre-war contacts to push as far into France as he would have liked.

But for Goering’s critics there seemed no frontier to his ambition. Just as the Ruhr firms had feared, Goering extracted enough from Lorraine to blunt their competitive edge. Poensgen bitterly remarked to his fellow industrialists that ‘the Reichswerke is clearly only interested in the cherries in the cake.’76 The mounting criticism of Goering and of the Reichswerke strategy was provoked on a number of grounds, and from a growing circle of officials and businessmen. The central cause for concern was the rising intervention of the state in the economy. It was not simply the Reichswerke, with its special privileges and state aid, that the private sector resented, but the whole structure of regulations and conditions that the state imposed on areas of economic activity that the industrialists believed were properly the preserve of private enterprise. Moreover much state intervention was not directly concerned with guaranteeing economic growth and economic stability, which the private firms might have accepted more readily, but with restricting growth and imposing Nazi policy on the strategies of the private firms. The right of the economy to determine its own course, which had apparently been confirmed between 1933 and 1936, was lost thereafter.

German capitalism still possessed a strong belief in economic liberalism. The state was useful in providing protection against particular threats, and in overcoming constraints on growth, but ultimately responsibility lay with the businessmen themselves.

Gradually the Ruhr firms came to suspect that Goering’s ultimate goal was to gain ‘majority’ control of Europe’s heavy industry, to control, through ownership if possible, more than 50 per cent of the output of iron, steel and coal in the new economic area under German rule. The evidence suggests that the Ruhr was right. Goering and his political allies were becoming increasingly radical as the war continued and the opportunities for economic re-structuring opened up. In 1941 under pressure from Hitler because of the deteriorating coal situation, plans were prepared in the Economics Ministry for the nationalisation of all German coal mines. Goering supported the move, but was dissuaded from carrying it out by Pleiger on the grounds that the political crisis that it would produce in the middle of the war would be counter-productive.77 To the Ruhr it was yet more evidence of the unpredictable socialistic tendency among the ascendant völkisch elements in Goering’s empire. In iron and steel Goering’s position was more favourable. Indeed by the time of the invasion of Russia Goering had already secured or had planned to secure direct ownership of or control over half the steel output of the new German empire.

The plans produced in the F
our Year Plan office for the post-war European economy clearly show the breadth of Goering’s intentions.78 After a German victory the coal and iron-ore resources of Europe were to be controlled by the German state. The state would determine where the raw materials would be sent and how much to extract. Goering’s planners regarded these resources as the property of the German people, which the owners would have to utilise as ‘trustees’. It was planned to ration the extraction of the better ores and coking coal, or those that were more accessible, and to compel all the steel industry to use a mixture of high and low-grade materials, produced, if necessary, in high-cost mines. The industry’s natural desire to produce the cheapest and best quality raw material first would thus be replaced by the ‘people’s’ interest in preserving and utilising resources on a long-term basis regardless of cost. At the same time the manufacturers who used steel would be compelled to use the more expensive product, but not pass on the increased cost to the customer, who would continue to be protected by controls over prices and wage-levels.79 The Ruhr itself would not be allowed to expand beyond its size at the beginning of the war. Additional steel capacity – which was reckoned at an extra 20 million tons a year in peacetime – would have to be built up elsewhere, in central Germany around the Reichswerke, but principally in the east.80 

The whole weight of the industrial economy was to be shifted eastwards. This justified the ambition to create Ostraum for the German people. In Silesia and western Poland, in the Protectorate and around Linz large new economic regions were to be created, to produce and distribute the goods needed in the east. Vienna was to become the commercial capital of this vast area. In the long run the balance of output would swing against the Ruhr and in favour of the new, and largely state-owned, enterprises at the heart of central Europe.81 The conquest of Russia would also ensure that the focal point of the Nazi industrial economy would lie in the centre and east of the empire. Goering was at pains to show that this kind of system was not collectivist in the Soviet sense, but even those close to Goering, including Funk at the Economics Ministry, found the distinction hard to grasp.82 Goering did in fact harbour considerable respect for Soviet industrial achievements. On one occasion he told a meeting of armaments producers: ‘You are just little repair shops beside the factories of Soviet industry. . . . In many cases the state has done things better, and Communism has unfortunately done things best of all. That is a pity, but it is so.’83 The differences between Five Year Plans and Four Year Plans, between Stalingrad and Hermann Goering-Stadt became less clear-cut in Nazi plans for the new Europe.

The rapid restructuring of the European economy encouraged a growing radicalism among the Nazi imperialists. The speed and completeness with which European hegemony was achieved made it possible to push faster and further than might otherwise have been the case. Conquest and occupation broke down the more formal or legalistic barriers to German expansion and released Nazi leaders and officials from the constraints of peace-time politics. The swift seizure of empire and the dissolution of the European political structure created ideal conditions for consolidating and extending the political influence of the Nazi party. No Nazi politician could afford to ignore this opportunity and expect to remain at the centre of affairs. The leaders of the movement were carried along by an ideological and institutional momentum created by Hitler’s expanding vision of racial empire and the political rivalry of those who struggled to fulfil it.

This acceleration of empire-building during the war was reflected in Goering’s much closer contacts with the SS and his pursuit of Nazi racial policy. Goering’s links with Himmler’s organisations went back to the mid-1930s when the two had co-operated to eliminate the remaining conservative opponents to the movement’s plans. Relations between the two remained co-operative, if not always cordial, until at least 1944. SS personnel were to be found on all the major boards of the Reichswerke industries;84 Goering joined with the SS and the Gestapo in making judicial decisions in occupied Europe, particularly where the cases involved sabotage, or Jewish property. Goering needed this co-operation with the SS in order to carry out the full programme of economic imperialism. Although Goering enjoyed the authority to expropriate Jewish property, state property and any other wealth whose owners were defined as anti-German, it was the security organisations and the SS who did the necessary police work involved.

For Goering the Jewish question was by far the most important. Throughout the war Goering’s officials remorselessly carried out the policies of expropriation and aryanisation which he repeatedly authorised.85 The Reichswerke contained numerous firms confiscated because their owners were Jewish or part-Jewish. Goering’s home contained numerous works of art acquired on the same grounds.

Through his interest in the economics of aryanisation, and the use of Jewish concentration camp labour, Goering was inextricably caught up in the effort to find a solution to the ‘Jewish question’. In the winter of 1938–9 he had acquired powers to organise the economic exploitations of the Jewish population. The wider question of what to do with the Jews thus excluded from public life he delegated to Heydrich and the SS, under his loose supervision.86 Goering was attracted at first to the idea of expelling all German Jews, either to Madagascar or to the western powers. But he argued that it would only be possible to deal adequately with the problem in wartime because war released the Nazis from the constraints of international law and the pressure of public opinion.87 After the outbreak of war the seizure of Jewish assets increased in scale, as did the exploitation of Jewish labour. It was during the ‘cleansing’ of the European economy that the Nazi leadership moved towards a final solution to the Jewish question.

In the summer of 1941 Goering ordered Heydrich to provide a plan for resolving the Jewish problem using any means available. Heydrich announced this at the Wannsee Conference on 20 January 1942, using it as a carte blanche from the movement’s leaders to proceed to annihilation. Goering was not present at the meeting, but was represented by his state secretary, Neumann. It was his wish that he be kept closely informed about SS policy towards the Jews and it can be assumed that the SS carried out their tasks with Goering’s knowledge and blessing.88 He had for a long time, both in private and public, expressed his fierce hostility to the Jews. He saw Zionist conspiracies everywhere and, like Hitler, expected a final settlement of the scores between Jew and German.89 The only reservations he had were expressed in terms of economic necessity. He insisted that Jewish labourers working on arms orders in Germany should not be moved eastwards while they could still work, but he removed even this constraint in August 1942. Otherwise he left Heydrich free to carry out his instructions ‘for the achievement of the final solution to which we aspire’.90 

Goering also co-operated closely with the SS on the establishment of joint enterprises and the recruitment and use of non-Jewish slave-labour. The reliance on forced labour was an inevitable result of the fact that much of the Reichswerke’s operations lay outside the Reich. By 1942 the proportion of foreign workers and prisoners-of-war employed in the Reichswerke, including its German firms, was between 80 and 90 per cent, out of a workforce of more than 600,000.91 The workers were drawn from all over Europe, some attracted from neutral or allied countries by the prospect of employment. The distribution of the workforce at the main Salzgitter works in June 1941 was as shown in Table 8. The average number of foreign workers in the rest of German industry at the same time was only 20 per cent. Not only did the Reichswerke take a large proportion of foreign workers, helped by the control over labour recruitment in Goering’s hands, but it also worked with the SS to integrate concentration-camp slave-labour into the workforce. At Linz a special SS labour camp was set up to provide slave-labour for the Reichswerke. In Austria and Bohemia the SS and the Reichswerke set up joint enterprises, in quarrying, timber production and brick-making, which drew some of the necessary labour from neighbouring SS camps, including Mauthausen. Conditions of work were kept at a deliberately low level, producing, according to the SS economic office, a work efficiency only one-fifth that of a normal worker, thus increasing the demand for a regular supply of slave-labour.92 

Table 8 Distribution of the workforce by nationality, Reichswerke A. G. Salzgitter/Watenstedt (per cent)
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Source: Salzgitter Archives, 12/141/1–2, company report, 2nd qtr 1941, p. 2.

After 1941 much of the forced labour came from the Soviet Union, but in order to maintain the slave economy Goering and the SS were compelled to spread the net widely. By the end of the war over 10,000 workers had died or been killed at the main Salzgitter plant, 6,000 of them French, the rest from the east.93 The Reichswerke made special arrangements with the Gestapo for work-discipline, which, because of the high number of foreign workers and forced labourers, tended to be poor. Workers who were accused of slackness or indiscipline were sent to Gestapo ‘work education centres’ which one Reichswerke firm declared a great success. Very few workers, it reported, needed to be sent for a second time.94 Saboteurs and propagandists were shot. Great care was taken to make sure that racial ‘undesirables’ and communists would not mix with other workers. The Watenstedt factory set up under joint SS/Reichswerke operation had a slave-labour camp attached to the plant and built in such a way that the slave labourers could be insulated from the remaining workforce. It was on these sort of grounds that Goering refused the offer of SS prisoners to work in mines because it gave the workers too great an opportunity for acts of sabotage or to spread communism and defeatism.95 In all these enterprises Goering’s officials relied upon the routine assistance of the SS and the security services in securing their grip upon European resources.

Nowhere was this growing radicalisation more completely demonstrated than in Hitler’s intention to attack the Soviet Union in 1941 to complete the first major stage of racial empire. Goering did not oppose the idea of invading the Soviet Union as such, but he would have preferred to wait until more weapons were available and Britain eliminated from the war. At the Nuremberg trials he argued that war in the East was inevitable, but that he had expected it to break out in 1943 or 1944.96 He proposed, in a rare moment of strategic insight, that German resources should be concentrated on driving the British from the Mediterranean by attacks on Suez and Gibraltar, before turning to destroy Russia.97 He also wanted more resources diverted to producing bombers to bring about defeat through a renewed strategic bombing campaign. Hitler on the other hand was convinced that Britain was powerless to damage Germany effectively and could be dealt with when Russia was defeated. He also argued that the Mediterranean theatre belonged by rights to the Italians whom he unwisely judged to be strong enough to contain British forces while he was occupied in the east.98 Goering was compelled to accept the arguments. Nor could he do otherwise, for he had been among the foremost arguing for the final reckoning with Bolshevism. It did not make political sense to shrink from the conflict. The attack also gave him the opportunity to complete the programme of Lebensraum and to strengthen the hold of his organisation upon the new economic order in central and eastern Europe. By doing so the Four Year Plan and the Reichswerke could complete the process whereby they had become the chief instruments of economic and imperial expansion. The promise contained at the centre of extreme German imperialism, from the annexationism of the First World War onwards, was to provide Germans with the economic resources – labour, foods, raw materials – from the vast area of Eurasia. Not unnaturally there was considerable competition among the leading Nazi politicians for the honour of delivering such resources to Hitler and the German people.

For Hitler, as for many Nazis, Russia was the perfect geo-political complement for a vigorous industrialised Reich. Russia was rich in food and raw materials and would provide these resources, as well as labour, to satisfy the needs of the imperial German state; an agrarian hinterland for the more developed German-dominated area of Europe. An agrarianised Russia, cleared of all save a supply of slave-labourers, would also provide a vast area for German colonisation, from which the German fanners who went there could constantly replenish the German racial stock with Germans raised in the best racial environment. In addition the area would require large permanent garrison cities to prevent the renewal of any threat from the east, and an imperial bureaucracy drawn from the Nazi officials in the west.99 In other words, Russia would give the Germans somewhere to rule. The circumstances of war made it necessary to acquire the raw materials and food as a first priority, but neither Hitler nor those directly in charge of the occupied area lost sight of the wider or more enduring purpose for acquiring Lebensraum. The trains that carried much-needed supplies to the German armies in Russia also carried settlers for the East, and the racial extermination squads.

Goering later claimed that he had not known of the proposed invasion of the Soviet Union until July 1940. In fact Hitler himself had only begun to explore the possibility of a campaign in July, and no final decision was taken until December 1940. Goering thus heard about the Soviet plans at the same time as other military commanders and party leaders, though it was also known from discussions in late 1939 that this was a possible option in Hitler’s thinking.100 Once Hitler issued instructions on July 30 1940 for planning a Soviet campaign, Goering authorised air preparations to that end, while he sought to protect and extend his own economic jurisdiction in the areas to be conquered in the east. For Goering the Soviet Union offered a reservoir of food, labour and raw materials to make up for the increasing shortages in these resources in the greater German area. The iron ore was of great importance for it promised to free Germany once and for all from dependence on the rich Swedish ores.101 Most important of all it offered oil. Despite the efforts to produce synthetic oil and to increase supplies from Roumania, both sources failed to supply what was expected or asked for. Goering was more aware of this than most because the Luftwaffe lived only on oil of the highest quality. If war had been avoided in 1939 the synthetic oil programme would have provided a very large part of the military oil requirements by the mid-1940s. By 1941 it clearly could not. The acquisition of oil supplies from the Caucasus had become for Goering by June 1941 ‘the chief economic goal of the invasion’.102 So much did the question of oil occupy Goering that Hitler, too, was influenced in 1942 to press on the southern front in Russia in order to get the oil necessary to complete the defeat of the Russian armies in the north.

It was because of the vital importance of oil, iron ore and food for the German war economy, faced with the prospect of war on three fronts by the summer of 1941, that Goering insisted on exercising complete power over the economy in Russia himself. Hitler agreed with Goering’s view, granting him preliminary powers before the invasion and confirming them in the first decree on the exploitation of the Russian economy on 29 June 1941.103 The decree gave Goering responsibility for the exploitation of all economic resources in the newly occupied eastern area without exception. At the end of July Goering published a general decree establishing his role in the east and setting out a list of priorities for the economic exploitation of the area; fats and oils, wheat, mineral oil and light metals. To carry out the necessary programme, Goering in co-operation with the Thomas office, established an economic supervisory office – Wirtschaftsführungsstab Ost – and an executive office – Wirtschaftsstab Ost – to co-ordinate and carry out the policies of the Four Year Plan.104 The fate of individual enterprises was left under the immediate supervision of the front-line troops who needed the resources of local production for maintenance and repair of German materiel, but decisions on allocation were the ultimate responsibility of the Four Year Plan. The exceptions to this rule were the heavy industrial areas of the Ukraine and the Donetz Basin which were to come under the direct supervision of the agents for the Four Year Plan, and Soviet mineral oil production, which was directly under Goering’s jurisdiction in Berlin.105 

Goering approached the Soviet economy with a mixture of looting and direct exploitation. The looting began as soon as the troops moved into the Soviet Union. Goering had established special ‘booty commands’ whose job was simply to remove anything that looked useful for Germany industry and return it to the Reich. By the end of the first week in Russia over 8,000 machine tools had been transported back for use in the aircraft industry.106 The retreating Red Army attempted to destroy everything that was left behind, but so swift was the initial German advance that this was not always possible. What the German troops did not want from captured areas was sent back to the Reich. Goering’s orders were to leave the Russian population with as little as was necessary to keep a proportion of them alive to work for the new masters.107 

Some things could not be looted. Goering had to decide on the question of how to exploit resources that could not be physically removed such as mines, or that could be used more usefully on their existing site, such as the iron and steel works of the western Soviet Union. The long-term plan for Russia denied these raw material resources to the native population, which was to be agrarianised or eliminated, and provided for their incorporation into the greater economic region. But under conditions of war, with great pressure on the domestic economy to produce more, Goering favoured exploiting the Soviet industrial base on an improved basis to underpin German war production. For once, the problem of ownership was uncomplicated. Since all property in Russia was owned by the state, it was transferred en bloc to the Reich. The system of collective farms was maintained organisationally in order to extract as much as possible, quickly, from the Russian area. Industry was transferred in trust to the Goering economic empire. The scope and nature of the trusteeship, and of the production contracts from the trustee office, was ‘reserved for the consent of the Reichsmarschall’.108 

In the early months of the campaign such trusteeship was exercised only loosely because the organisational form of the trustee offices had not been prepared beforehand. Until the jurisdictional question was defined, Goering allocated responsibility for industrial and raw material questions to three large state monopoly organisations set up for the purpose. These monopolies were in textiles, oil and iron and steel. Their common denominator was the direct authority of Goering as head of the Four Year Plan. The oil monopoly had been set up in January 1941 as the Kontinentale Öl Gesellschaft. Although it had a private economic form, like the Reichswerke, it was a state-owned and controlled holding company. The block of state shares had multiple voting rights to ensure that under any circumstances the government would always have a 50 per cent controlling interest. By the time of the invasion of the Soviet Union, Kontinentale Öl had taken over the Belgian Confordia oil business, the French ‘Columbia’ concern, sections of the Roumanian-based Petrol-Block, and was 
negotiating with Standard Oil of America for acquisition of the Hungarian oil fields. When the Russian oil fields were finally occupied Goering intended to incorporate all of them into the oil monopoly and to keep its ownership permanently in the hands of the Reich.109 

The other monopoly organisations were established on the same principle. The textile monopoly – the Ostfasergesellschaft – was set up under Hans Kehrl, the Four Year Plan official who had already helped to incorporate the Czech economy into that of the Reich. The iron and steel monopoly was set up at the beginning of September 1941 under Pleiger of the Reichswerke, with the title of Berg-und Huttenwerkgesellschaft Ost (BHO). The monopoly enjoyed by the BHO extended not only to iron and steel, but to iron ore, coal and manganese.110 All Russian heavy industry was to be incorporated into the monopoly organisation. Its funds which totalled almost 100 million RM by the end of the first year, were provided by the state, the bulk of them through the Preussische Staatsbank and the Reichskreditkasse, Berlin.111 The object of the organisation was the rational and integrated exploitation of the whole region under the firm direction of the state. Beginning with the industries of Nikopol and Krivoi-Rog, the BHO extended its operations to include the Donetz Basin and the industrial area of Dniepropetrovsk.

There were the usual objections to Goering’s authority. The army was unhappy about the way in which the Goering monopolies operated in the east, urging Goering to be more flexible and to release industrial capacity for the use of the front-line troops as maintenance and repair depots.112 Neither Gauleiter Koch in the Ukraine, nor Rosenberg, who was given ill-defined powers of jurisdiction in the east, were willing workers in Goering’s efforts to take over the Russian economy. If Goering acquired the right to allocate and administer all Soviet property then the role of other party appointees in the Soviet Union was, as Rosenberg argued, superfluous. Rosenberg kept up a continuous correspondence with Goering over economic policy throughout the period of German occupation, which Goering chose to ignore. He was only given what he regarded as satisfactory powers when the German forces had been all but driven out of Soviet territory by the Red Army.113 

Goering’s main stumbling-block in reviving Russian industry proved to be one of resources. The capital goods and labour required were already in short supply in the Reich. The Goering administration was itself stretched to the limit of its managerial resources. The Russian monopolies were operated by men who already had wide responsibilities throughout the whole of Europe. Under these circumstances it took time to organise the new Soviet area, to supply the necessary materials, to establish a workable administration. By ruthless use of local labour, by the compulsory transfer of skilled personnel to the east, it was possible to get the least damaged plants working by the end of 1942.114 Indeed manganese ore production in 1942 exceeded that of the last year under Soviet control. But eventually Goering was compelled to order the large Ruhr firms to take over selected Russian installations and run them themselves under a system of trusteeship like that used in Lorraine. The Ruhr was, not surprisingly, unenthusiastic at the prospect of having to spend money and lose engineers and machinery which they argued could be used to much better effect at home. It was the concept of trusteeship, which left major decisions to the state and all the problems of production to the private firm, that industrialists so distrusted. Some of the more radical Nazis in the east disliked the idea of involving private firms at all, and accepted Hitler’s orders to do so only as an act of expediency to cope with the problems of war production.115 

With the re-establishment of Soviet industry the Goering empire, like the Nazi empire in general, reached its fullest extent. Within the overall compass of the Four Year Plan, the Reichswerke grew to become an industrial giant without rival, an integrated production organisation with central planning and policy control and linked finances. The full scope of the industrial empire and of the organisation that governed it is set out in Chart IV. The assets of the iron, steel and coal block alone by 1943 totalled over 5 billion marks with a workforce in the main plants of 400,000 by the end of 1943 and a total employment estimated at more than one million.116 The Economics Ministry in March 1941 calculated that the Reichswerke was larger than all other state-owned enterprises put together.117 By 1944 the Reichswe
rke provided 50 per cent of German iron ore, 20 per cent of all coal, one-eighth of all steel production, one-sixth of all tank output, 20 per cent of all shells. Its sales exceeded those of all the private iron and steel firms together.118 To these figures must be added the enterprises that Goering controlled on behalf of the state in other key sectors, in oil, chemicals, aviation and non-ferrous metals, all adding up to a state industrial empire without rival or precedent.
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Chart IV The Reichswerke organisation, 1942.

• In addition to the above the Reichswerke owned numerous smaller or subsidiary plants and held minority shareholdings in other larger businesses. The list here includes the major businesses in each country taken over by the Reichswerke. In the case of the Soviet Union it includes the major state-owned plants. Source: NA T83 Roll 79 frame 345I540. Organisational Chart of Berg-und Hüttenwerksgesellschaft OstmbH. Dec. 1942; Roll 81, frames 3453364–6 Report on iron ore supply in Lorraine, 1944; IWM Speer Collection FD 264/46 Hermann Goering Works index of firms, 15.8.1944.

This empire was built up through a process of what can best be described as legalised theft. By a combination of bullying, persuasion, seizure and bribery Goering acquired control over a large part of the economic and industrial resources of Europe. Not only was the structure that was set up linked organisationally in a pyramid with Goering seated at its point, but it was linked through its personnel as well. Ali the major branches of the industrial organisation were directed by Goering’s deputies and officials, so that the same names recurred on managing boards all over Europe. Most of the new managers were also employees of the Four Year Plan or of its related offices or were members of the party’s own economic circles. But like any imperial power, the German authorities were compelled to use the administrative and managerial skills of the conquered areas. In this way the Reichswerke could be expanded more rapidly, and the German managerial workforce be diluted without undue strain. For their part the local managers hoped to protect their firms, or the local workforce, or to improve their own standing with the occupying force. Of course no amount of prudent collaboration or careerism in conquered Europe could disguise the fact that the new German overlords were preparing to take over and control European capitalism, either through direct ownership or close supervision, just as they had done in the Reich. If Hitler believed war was too dangerous to be left to the generals, Goering believed the economy too valuable to be left to businessmen.

The New Order, in its larval stage under Goering’s management, incorporated all the features of its Nazi progenitors. It was the material manifestation of the ideology of racial conflict and the imperative to conquest at the centre of Nazi thought. Through the conquest of Europe and the invasion of Russia the Nazis freed themselves from the constraints of the international political system as they freed themselves from the democratic system in 1933. In this way the racial policies of the more radical Nazis, and their economic policies too, could be carried into the very structure of the imperial apparatus, supported by a class of technical experts, bureaucrats, managers and soldiers, who believed in rule from above by the party. It was not of course just Goering who built the Nazi empire, but a significant minority of educated Germans who were also Nazis, and hoped to become a new ruling class, like that in Russia, that was neither capitalist nor working-class. This was difficult to achieve within the confines of the existing class structure in Germany before 1939 but was comparatively easy in the context of a German-dominated Europe. It was here that Nazi officials hoped to rule, that Nazi technical and economic experts hoped to make rational use of European resources to the permanent advantage of the master race and on the basis of a crude assertion of power. There was a place in this new empire for private capitalism, operating as trustees for the people’s leaders, and a place for the German working class (in the long run) as the skilled and most advantaged workforce in Europe. But political and social power belonged to the party institutions.


Chapter 6

The Era of Egotism and Incompetence

Albert Speer, reflecting in Spandau prison on the lost opportunities of the war years, characterised the period between 1939 and 1941 as an era of ‘incompetence, arrogance and egotism’.1 For him it was the period when the German economy failed to respond to the demands of war, the period of political empire-building, poor co-operation and administrative mismanagement. It was inefficiency and ineptitude that kept the output of military material too low for the strategic tasks which Hitler set the German armed forces. Speer pointed the finger of blame for this situation directly at Goering, for throughout the early war years there was no one else with more authority and a wider range of interests in the economy. The crisis of the German war economy, already anticipated in the poor state of mobilisation in the early months of war, became increasingly obvious during 1941 and led early in 1942 to Hitler’s direct intervention to exclude Goering from control over armaments production and to rely more on technical ‘experts’ and successful party administrators.

No one was more aware of the shortcomings of the war economy than Goering himself. Indeed the exploitation of Europe was intended as a substitute for the poor state of preparation in Germany itself, a direct result of the premature outbreak of war. From the occupation of Czechoslovakia onwards Goering made it a central feature of German strategy that resource bottlenecks and slow mobilisation at home should be compensated by continental resources. It could certainly be argued that this had always been an over-optimistic strategy, for it was premised upon an obvious contradiction: if the military economy could not reach the necessary level of mobilisation quickly enough in Germany, it could hardly do so in the conquered areas where the degree of dislocation and confusion was even greater. It was certainly possible, as Napoleon had once done, to take money, food and workers from Europe as tribute. But the more complex and delicate task of integrating the captured economies with that of Germany, utilising the resources in a rational way to meet Germany’s technical and military needs, required not weeks and months, but years. Pre-war German strategy had originally been based on the idea that the new central European economic region, acquired without general war, would be carefully integrated over a number of years into German war programmes. Instead Goering was forced by circumstances to exploit the area almost immediately, before it was ready.

Goering’s anxiety to utilise the European area for the war sprang, as we have seen, from the high level of demands for war material from the outbreak of war onwards. It is against this background that Goering’s exploitation of resources outside Germany must be judged. Throughout 1940 and 1941 the demands of the services, in accordance with Hitler’s own strategic intentions, expanded continuously. Following the defeat of France Hitler insisted on expanding, not reducing, the size of the army, with an initial establishment of 180 divisions to be completed by March 1941 and an additional large reserve to be fully established by 1943. In addition this new army was to contain a complement of 20 Panzer divisions and a further 10 motorised divisions. This was three times the number of mechanised divisions available before the outbreak of war. Hitler also intended that greater efforts should be made after the defeat of France to expand aircraft and naval armament, though not at the expense of the army but in addition to it. Indeed Hitler hoped to build an army that was as large as ‘all enemy armies put together’.2 

The same picture of escalating demands can be painted for all the armed forces. The so-called ‘new priorities’ for armaments in the summer of 1940 required, as Thomas wrote to Goering, ‘considerable increases in war production, and with it additional materials, capacity and labour’.3 The Flak programme, which had been run down during the actual fighting in France, was revived after July. Hitler was anxious that Germany should be sufficiently well-armed to deflect Britain from bombing attacks on Germany whose effectiveness he much exaggerated. The output of Flak shells had fallen to 122,000 in July 1940 from 274,000 in January. Hitler ordered output to rise to 400,000 by January 1941. A year later, in July 1941, he ordered output to increase to 2 million a month.4 The planned output of aircraft, although it lagged behind Hitler’s original pre-war schedules throughout 1940 because of production bottlenecks, was revised upwards again. Goering wanted it doubled in size.5 Hitler ordered in the middle of 1940 that fighter production should be immediately increased by 75 per cent.6 In the course of 1941, and in response to the failure of the aircraft industry to reach such targets, a renewed effort was made to rationalise production and expand output. Hitler now wanted a quadrupling of air force production.7 The demand for naval armament (and submarines in particular) went hand in hand with the other demands, although submarine production, like aircraft production, fell behind the targets that the naval command regarded as essential if the submarine war were to have any real strategic effect. By early 1941 output had fallen to 10 per month, but Raeder and Dönitz had planned for a minimum of 25.8 

None of this suggests a war-making machine that was deliberately wound down during 1940 and 1941 once the victories had been gained, and kept at a deliberately low level in order to preserve civilian consumption. Indeed what frustrated Goering, Todt and Thomas was the fact that from October 1939 onwards every effort had been made, sanctioned by decrees from either Hitler or Goering, to achieve the necessary cutbacks in civilian production. Over the whole period the so-called Auskämm-Aktionen (the combing-out operations) were in force, taking away inessential labour and redistributing it to the firms with special war-production status.9 The corollary of this action on labour mobilisation was the cutting back (Verdrosselung) of civilian consumption in less essential and smaller firms. This intention was clearly stated in Goering’s decree of 29 November 1939 in which he ordered that: ‘Labour and capacity not engaged on the production of war goods or those essential for subsistence are to be freed in so far as they can be used to strengthen armaments output.’10 The Thomas organisation and the Economics Ministry under Funk set about organising this task, with the less than willing co-operation of many firms, during the first half of 1940. In July 1940 Goering demanded further cuts in civilian consumption, ordering Funk to carry out a second wave of compulsory closures and reallocation of labour.11 In February 1941, prompted by Thomas’s pessimistic reports, Goering ordered further fierce reductions not only in non-military production but in non-essential military output too.12 By July 1941, in the face of new armaments programmes, Thomas and Todt calculated that 68 per cent of the industrial workforce was directly engaged on war production, and the remainder in areas such as mining, transport and energy that directly served the military producers.13 There appeared to be no more resources or capacity left to be converted to war. Yet in his decree of 14 July Hitler called for ‘further restriction of civilian production’.14 

The impending crisis of war production explains why Goering established, through a network of decrees, the direct exploitation of the captured areas for war purposes. This continued the process begun with the regions of central Europe acquired before the war. It was here, in Austria and Czechoslovakia, that the highest level of exploitation was achieved. The major raw material producers, particularly the Alpine iron-ore business and Sudeten lignite production, were expanded and output increased to levels very much higher than they had been prior to 1938. The same was true for the manufacturing industries of the area. Either through direct contracts for war production with the large firms such as Skoda, or through subcontracting for parts and components with smaller firms, the central European areas were tied closely to the production requirements of the Reich.

Outside these areas the situation was very different. It was certainly the case that a continuous flow of resources was extracted from all the occupied areas, but only after a considerable period of sharply reduced production, and throughout the war at a level well below capacity. In the French iron and steel region, for example, the plant was operated at only 40 per cent capacity even by the end of 1942.15 By the middle of 1941 the war economy in Germany required some 36 million tons of iron and steel a year, but was getting only 24 million tons. Coal production even after the incorporation of Poland failed to match demands. Coal requirements were estimated at 280 million tons a year but actual allocation was 245 million tons. Of this total 220 million tons was produced in Germany so that the rest of Europe provided only 25 million tons. The gap was made good by government and military stocks.16 The situation in aluminium production was the same. Requirements in 1941 were 480,000 tons but German and European production only 370,000.17 Indeed aluminium production in Europe – which Goering planned to reach over one million tons by 1944 – never exceeded 450,000 tons throughout the war. In frustration Goering scribbled at the side of a report on aluminium production: ‘Why is aluminium output not greater? and with the European area?’18 

The list of extravagant hopes and frustrated production schedules could be extended for a large number of articles. Europe’s aircraft capacity was consistently under-utilised.19 The naval dockyards failed to compe
nsate for the shortage of U-boat capacity at home. Even foodstuffs, which were easier to produce and procure, brought problems. If the food question never became as acute as it did in the winter of 1917–18 nevertheless by 1941 and 1942 rationing had to be more strictly enforced and it was found to be difficult to supply and distribute the extra rations for Germans engaged on heavy war-essential work.20 Goering, against his better judgment, followed Hitler and other economic leaders in the argument that the conquest of Russia would ease all these problems. Iron ore, steel capacity, food, oil, light metals, coal and labour all were to be exploited in Russia to make up for the increasing gulf between the demands on the war economy and its actual capacity. But in the event Russia failed to provide any oil, only limited amounts of coal, iron ore and steel, and less food than had been counted upon. Moreover, some of the efforts devoted to extracting resources from Russia had to be diverted from essential work elsewhere, for example in Lorraine, and this further reduced its economic advantages.

It is not difficult to see why Europe’s economy failed to come up to Goering’s expectations. It was unrealistic to expect under conditions of war and occupation, with shifting and conflicting demands upon the occupied territories, that anything like a normal level of output could be maintained. But everywhere the problem was compounded through shortages of labour. The reason for this was simple. The needs of the Reich for labour took priority and from 1939 onwards a stream of foreign workers and prisoners-of-war was brought into Germany to make up for the loss of German workers to the armed forces. It is sometimes forgotten that the efforts of Fritz Sauckel after 1942 to recruit labour for the German economy did not initiate the flow of foreign labour, but completed it.21 Well before March 1942, when Sauckel was given control of labour recruitment, Goering had ordered the mobilisation of non-German labour. By 1941 certain sectors of the war economy were already heavily dependent on the use of foreign labour. The Salzgitter works of the Reichswerke employed only 22 per cent Germans by the middle of 1941. The rest of the workforce was made up of foreign workers, with 17 per cent prisoners-of-war.22 If this proportion of foreign labour was exceptionally high, most other armaments firms and heavy industry relied on a substantial proportion of non-German labour. By the middle of 1940 there were 2.2 million foreign workers and prisoners in Germany, by the end of 1941, 3.5 million.23 Not only did this recruitment of labour fail to alleviate the shortages in the Reich, since demands for labour continued to escalate throughout 1941 and 1942, but it also created acute shortages of workers in the occupied or dependent countries when they were asked to provide a higher level of production to help the German war effort.

The problem of labour was symptomatic of the wider problems faced by the economic leadership in Germany in its approach to economic strategy. The fact that labour was recruited in large numbers at exactly the time that orders were beginning to flow out from Germany to the rest of Europe showed both the hurried nature of the whole programme and the failure to think through what kind of economic exploitation the Germans actually wanted. This in turn led back directly to the difficulties encountered in making strategic judgments after the premature outbreak of general war, for Goering had expected to have a longer period of armed peace within which to prepare the expanded central European region. The demands on German administrative and political resources through having to erect an empire at great speed made it difficult to produce a coherent economic plan for Europe along the lines of those suggested before 1939. The circumstances of war produced a real dilemma for German policy, which was never properly resolved. The European economy was regarded at one and the same time as a substitute for the heavy industrial ‘sub-structure’ which Goering had not had time to produce in the Reich, but also as a source of machines and labour to be forcibly brought into Germany for use in German factories, in the ‘super-structure’ of industrial production. This reflected the deeper conflict between Goering’s emphasis on a raw-material based economic programme and Hitler’s demand for more finished manufactured goods.

The outcome was that neither limb of the strategy worked satisfactorily. Insufficient resources were brought into Germany to solve the problem of materials for weapons manufacture, while insufficient resources were left in the captured or satellite economies to fulfil the demands for basic production there. This resulted in a continuous flow of money and materials and labour back again from Germany to the occupied territories to rectify the imbalance of resources. Investment programmes outside Germany were set up to make the captured economies produce more, made all the more necessary by the fact that much of the capacity taken over outside Germany was over-age or obsolete or based on a different technology. It might have been argued that even over-age machinery could be made to fulfil the temporary requirements of the war economy, but the German authorities insisted that where possible new machinery and higher technical standards should be used. Scornful of foreign methods of production, the German officials placed in charge of foreign production tried where possible to impose the methods with which they were familiar.24 Some of the investment programmes were very large, particularly in Czechoslovakia, Poland and Russia, although in the latter case they resulted from the systematic destruction of Soviet economic installations by retreating Russian troops. The Finance Ministry argued against some of the more extravagant schemes, because they undermined efforts to cut back government investment.25 But Goering insisted on carrying the programmes out, partly because most of the industrial structure outside the Reich was under his direct influence which was not the case inside Germany, partly because the whole economic strategy before 1939 had been geared to expansion into central Europe. Little
attention was subsequently given to the advantages or disadvantages of cutting such a programme back once war had broken out.

The consequence was a series of unfinished projects, of money used to pay for capacity that could not be used in time for the military contingencies with which Germany was faced, of machinery and labour denied to the industries of the Reich and used unproductively outside it. The expansion of Skoda, Vitkovice and Brünner Waffenwerke was too ambitious to be realised within the time-scale set, although the resources were provided to carry much of it out.26 In Norway, the expansion of aluminium production foundered for the lack of resources, and poor planning, so that those resources that were allocated were wasted.27 In Austria the most notorious of failures occurred with the three vast aero-engine works sanctioned by Goering in 1938. Still uncompleted five years later, these vast factories soaked up money, labour and machinery for which no benefit accrued in terms of finished goods. When the first production lines were finally ready in late 1943 the Allies bombed the plant so successfully that all production ceased.28 There was a similar outcome in Alsace where the Luftwaffe began work on a massive plant that was to produce all the air force’s requirements of propellers, but which failed to produce anything before the Allied armies overran it.29 

Nor did it prove any easier to revive existing industries. In the French aircraft industry’, for example, the contracts placed by German firms could only be met with the help of German personnel, German machinery and, in some cases, the return to France of labour previously conscripted to Germany. Arguments about the allocation of French capacity, substantial duplication of administrative effort, the lack of clear policy guidelines, all conspired to hold up the restarting of French factories until well into the war. Many German aircraft firms used their French sub-contractors as additional research institutes, developing aircraft and equipment that they were prevented from working on in the Reich. French firms co-operated in this subterfuge because it gave them an excuse for keeping their design teams and labour force together. There was also much evidence of slow working, deliberate sabotage and passive resistance which held up the delivery of supplies for Germany. Such practices were less dangerous than they might have been because of the inefficient, muddled supervision of the French plants. The net result was that the French industry supplied only 2,517 aircraft over the period 1940 to 1944, the bulk of them trainer aircraft, 1,700 of them supplied in 1943 and 1944 after the occupation of Vichy France when German demands were more vigorously enforced. The capacity of the aircraft industry in France was approaching 5,000 a year by 1940, almost ten times greater than the amount Germany actually extracted.30 

The difficulties experienced in France were repeated all over occupied Europe. The exploitation of European resources was poorly planned and was carried out in an atmosphere of administrative confusion. Because the economic empire had been built up so quickly, in a largely ad hoc way, its performance was often startlingly inefficient. The problems caused by improvised and un-coordinated expansion were clearly apparent in Goering’s own Reichswerke organisation. The faster it grew, the more difficult became the task of managing it. By 1941 Goering’s deputy, Körner, was compelled to spend almost two-thirds of his time on work for the Reichswerke instead of his more general responsibility for the Four Year Plan.31 The amount of administrative and political energy that was required simply to construct and run the Goering empire diverted efforts away from the more urgent task of organising output to wage the war. At the height of the Battle of Britain Goering found himself involved in a bitter dispute within the Reichswerke over managerial efficiency which compelled him to spend days away from the battle zone where he was commander-in-chief.

The source of the crisis concerned two things. What limits, if any, to place upon the acquisitiveness of the concern; and how was such an unwieldy enterprise to be managed. There were plenty of critics outside the Reichswerke who pointed out its drawbacks. The Finance Minister, who was forced by Goering to continue to pay out Reich funds to subsidise the business as it expanded, tried to extract a price for the money with demands for greater rationalisation.32 But the growing crisis in 1940 was brought about by the managers themselves who could see no method in Goering’s madness. In April 1940 Pleiger wrote to Goering with a proposal for the reorganisation of the Reichswerke. He criticised the random way in which Goering had acquired the member firms of the concern and the tendency to vertical rather than horizontal integration. Pleiger argued that rather than try to produce the iron ore, the iron, and the manufactured product, the Reichswerke should get back to its starting point and aim to become ‘the biggest mining industrialist and producer of iron’ and through this ‘the instrument of the economic policy of the state’. The processing and manufacturing plants should be abandoned.33 

Goering’s response was to defend the concern’s policy of absorbing different kinds of firm and product and to strengthen his personal control over the whole enterprise. Since 1938 Goering’s relationship to the enterprise had been ill-defined and, a
t times, tenuous. Although the broad strategy for expansion was worked out and approved by Goering, the running of the organisation had been left very much to the boards of directors involved. Pleiger’s memorandum prompted Goering to reconsider his political position. Arguments and criticism within the concern had percolated outside the organisation, and this, Goering wrote, ‘had contributed to endangering the reputation and effectiveness of the concern which carries my name’.34 Goering resolved to increase the organisational unity of the regime and to institute his firm authority over it. Management consultants were brought in to instruct Goering on the proper way to manage large concerns, and during the summer of 1940 the idea evolved of dividing the many businesses up into three blocks on the basis of their primary economic function.35 The three blocks were to be organised through the Führerprinzip in such a way that all managers were linked in a chain of responsibility and authority that ended with Goering and the organisation’s central office under Körner. Goering insisted that in every firm, however small, there should be one man responsible directly to him for carrying out policy that was in the general interest of the whole concern. In this way a balance would be struck between decentralised responsibility and a highly authoritarian command structure. Pleiger caustically commented to Goering that the proposed structure would operate ‘according to the pattern of the structure of the Armed Forces’, with Goering performing the role of the supreme commander.36 

This was indeed exactly what Goering wanted. In the letter sent to all concern managers on 15 August 1940 announcing the setting up of the block organisation Goering emphasised that ‘it is now necessary that an effective and purposeful management which will follow my orders must be secured as quickly as possible’.37 In a personal letter to Pleiger Goering explained that ‘the leading men of the Reichswerke “Hermann Goering” and its subsidiary companies must at any time be in a position to bring my orders to bear, even within the smallest companies of the concern’.38 To ensure that the political arrangement of the concern conformed to the new military pattern of organisation Goering dismissed a number of influential managers and directors and demoted others, including Pleiger himself. The managers who remained were given three months to carry out the reorganisation which was formally set up in January 1941, after much discussion and internal argument. Three blocks were established, for coal, iron and steel, for arms manufacture and for shipping. Over them all sat an umbrella organisation with Goering at its head which carried the responsibility for general policy and decisions on the expansion of the concern for which Goering already had considerable plans. Although Pleiger continued to be critical of the new structure, since he believed it undermined managerial responsibility, he and the remaining directors had to accept Goering’s ambition ‘to create out of the concern an economic and political instrument that must at all times be ready for action on behalf of the Reichsmarschall’.39 

This solution by no means ended the difficulties for Goering continued to increase the demands made upon his managerial resources by pressing his claims in France, Poland and later in the Soviet Union, so that the organisation was never still enough to benefit from the effects of the rationalisation of 1940. Goering’s dilemma was encapsulated in this situation. Anxious to defend his own political position, unwilling to concede the initiative in economic and industrial affairs outside the Reich to anyone else, a great deal of Goering’s time and effort had to be devoted to setting up the organisation and defending its borders while trying to expand domestic output of armaments at the same time. These two major and very different tasks produced problems faced by none of Germany’s enemies, who could concentrate their administrative energies on extracting as much as possible from an integrated domestic economic structure.

The belief that the conquest of Europe could make up for the deficiencies of Germany’s domestic economy was an illusion. Under conditions of peace, and with a much longer span of time, much more might have been obtained. But the problem was that the economic empire-building was conducted against a background of war, resistance and occupation. Goering’s difficulties thus assumed a Napoleonic dimension. The New Order, like the Continental system, brought as many disadvantages as it brought benefits. Germany enjoyed the advantage of money and labour extracted from the occupied regions to help pay for the war and increase the size of Germany’s forces, but the establishment of the New Order itself persuaded Hitler to gamble further by attempting the defeat of the Soviet Union and placing excessive demands on the German economic structure, Moreover, the Germans were faced in all the occupied areas with active and passive resistance. Like Napoleon before him, Goering was to discover that even the collaborating forces in the occupied countries were basically unenthusiastic about the prospect of permanent imperial control. In some areas collaboration was hard to establish at all; the difficulties experienced in Norway, Jugoslavia, Russia and France owed much to the work of resistance fighters in sabotaging and undermining efforts to reconstruct industrial life. Europe’s economic resources used for the German war effort were by no means negligible, but the military and administrative effort needed to extract them compromised the efforts to mobilise the economy within Germany. Germany’s new empire had its share of Bernadottes as well. The jurisdictional and political contest among the new imperialists diminished the rewards of empire still more.

The failure to extract sufficient from Europe in the first two years of war highlighted the difficulties faced by Germany’s domestic economy. Escalating military demands, the wide-scale conversion to war, the efforts to complete the expensive projects of the Four Year Plan pl
aced a growing strain on German resources. Goering became overwhelmed by resource problems between summer 1940 and the battle for Moscow late in 1941. He blamed his difficulties on disappointing efforts in Europe but there was no disguising the fact that the problems ran deeper than that.40 There was a growing awareness that Germany was not making the best use of the resources at her disposal, that the problem was not so much a shortage of economic resources as the inefficient way in which they were mobilised. The clearest evidence of this was to be found in the mobilisation of German labour.

In mobilising labour there were a number of different though closely related questions. The first was how to prevent the armed forces from mobilising any worker whatever his skill or the importance of his work. This was a particularly acute problem in the armaments and metal-working plants where much of the workforce was in the younger age groups and liable for conscription.41 Efforts were made to produce a classification scheme for firms on the basis of the degree of priority they should enjoy for the war economy, but even such protection was on occasion ignored by the armed forces while firms with less essential tasks spent great efforts trying to win privileged status and hang on to their labour. The second problem was that of the volume of labour. There were no unemployed labour reserves available on the outbreak of war. The armed forces drew some 4.4 million men out of the labour market in 1939 and apart from a brief work leave in the summer of 1940, the armed forces continued to expand in size at the expense of the economy.42 The war industries then had the responsibility under the guidance of the Economics Ministry and the Four Year Plan of absorbing labour from the agricultural and inessential industrial and tertiary sectors to compensate for losses to the armed forces. This was done with mixed success by the middle of 1941 when almost all industrial labour was registered as working on war economic tasks or on work essential for the survival of the home population. In addition labour was recruited or coerced from outside Germany and from the prisoners-of-war. The main movements in the German labour force are set out in Table 9.

Table 9 Distribution of labour in Germany 1939–44 (millions)
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Source: N. Kaldor, ‘The German War Economy’, Manchester School, XIV (1946), pp 27, 32.

The demand for labour rose steadily over the first years of war. In February 1940 the current requirements of new labour totalled 250,000; in February 1941, 1,100,000; early in 1942, 1,300,000.43 
Many of the demands from the factories or from the armed forces were deliberately inflated in the efforts to compete for labour. But the high level of demands also stemmed from the failure to mobilise additional labour resources satisfactorily enough or to use existing labour more efficiently. Additional female workers were not mobilised at all for the war effort because of Hitler’s insistence that women should stay at home to boost the men’s morale. Nor, initially, were many of the prisoners-of-war put to work. By 1942 only 2 million out of 5 million were at work.44 There is no doubt that the absence of a central authority for labour with sufficient power exaggerated the competition between labour users as well. Throughout the war the effectiveness of additions to the workforce from outside Germany was reduced by the simultaneous withdrawal of more German labour into the armed forces. All Goering’s efforts to reverse this process and to treat foreign labour reserves as a net addition were frustrated by the priority enjoyed by the armed forces for military labour.45 This would have mattered much less if German labour had been efficiently used, but in fact under the pressure of wartime conditions and a confused wartime administration the productivity of German labour remained static or in some major industries, such as aircraft, actually fell considerably during the early years of war. Later in the war much more was produced with the same or even less labour, much of it unskilled and unwilling, because the shortage of skilled German workers had increased the pressure to introduce more mechanisation.

The inefficient use of labour reflected the general inefficiency of the German war economy in 1940 and 1941. Throughout the period 1939 to 1941 the quantity of labour, raw materials and factory capacity made available for war expanded at a faster rate than output. Aircraft production, for example, rose only 30 per cent between 1939 and 1941 while the resources made available for it increased by almost 100 per cent.46 The scale of this failure can be illustrated by the fact that German leaders planned to increase aircraft output by between 200 and 400 per cent over this period. The central explanation for the low level of weapons output in the early part of the war lies in the extraordinary degree of inefficiency and wastefulness in the German war effort.

The answer to the German economic difficulties was rationalisation. Speer later claimed that it was he who was responsible after 1942 for transferring resources from civilian to military production and rationalising the German war economy.47 In reality the transfer of resources had largely taken place by 1941. Speer himself later admitted that ‘in the middle of 1941 Hitler could easily have had an army equipped twice as powerfully as it was. For the production of those fundamental industries that determine the volume of armaments was scarcely higher in 1941 than in 1944.’48 Nor did Speer begin the rationalisation of the economy. Improved productivity had been a major government priority even before the outbreak of war. The Todt ministry had been set up specifically to improve productive performance, and Todt himself had recognised at once the deficiencies of the procurement system and set out to rectify them. Other critics pointed out how inefficient the railway network was, how poorly labour was distributed, how badly co-ordinated and interest-ridden the procurement process was.49 Even Goering was aware, though he did little about it, that the economy he controlled was full of muddle and waste.

But so hastily had the economy been mobilised that it took time before a clear picture could be formed of what the problems were. Hitler only became aware of the dimensions of the economic problem towards the end of 1941. Indeed his initial response was to assume that the war programmes he had set were too high and ordered the armed forces to make fewer demands and to make their programmes match the scale of available resources.50 But by October Hitler, too, was persuaded by Todt, Thomas and Milch that the real problem was rationalisation and his subsequent decrees reflected this realisation.51 By this time the first efforts had already been made to change the administration of the war economy and raise the level of industrial efficiency. Todt introduced a series of special committees for separate groups of weapons, involved industrialists more in decision-making, and streamlined the administration of army production. Success was partial, but it laid the foundation for the more rational production programmes later in the war which Speer was to administer.

In aircraft production, which was independent of the Todt ministry, it was Milch, Goering’s deputy, who organised production along more rational lines. Goering gladly accepted the proposed rationalisations because he had the task of explaining to Hitler why aircraft production was lagging so far behind target. Under cover of two new aircraft programmes, the ‘Elch’ programme and the ‘Goering’ programme, designed to bring the Luftwaffe closer to its production targets, Milch and Udet transformed the aircraft economy from the peacetime programmes and pattern of mobilisation, in which it was still stuck, to a more rational wartime structure. Milch introduced more industrialists into planning with a special ‘Industrial Council’ set up in May 1941. The council recommended a wide range of reforms, the most important of which were the introduction of a system of industrial committees and ‘rings’ linking together the producers and contractors for a p
articular aircraft type, and the insistence on modern methods of factory production.52 The committee system anticipated the one that Speer was to make more general in 1942 and the introduction of new production methods laid the foundation for the rationalisation drives of 1942 and 1943. There were limits however, to what could be done at this stage of the war. Much time had been lost in misdirected or undirected planning during mobilisation, and the efforts made in 1941 could not hope to bear immediate fruit. The German air force never made up the lost ground of the first two years of war; Germany produced considerably fewer aircraft than any of the major Allied powers and not significantly more than Japan which was much less generously endowed with industrial resources. Goering and his deputies laid plans in the middle of 1941 for aircraft production to match that of the United States and Britain, with figures in excess of 50,000 aircraft a year, but such figures were never remotely realised, despite the fact that resources for them existed in the economy.

Nevertheless a considerable amount was achieved. Using the same quantity of labour, and fewer raw materials, the German aircraft industry produced 31 per cent more aircraft in 1942 than in 1941, and in 1943 111 per cent more.53 By 1944 output of all weapons was three times greater than in 1941, while the amount of additional labour, materials and factory space had increased by very much less or, in some cases, not at all.54 Production later in the war was based on the level of resources already employed before 1942, but used to better effect. The bottlenecks that had so worried administrators before 1941, particularly labour, became much less serious with the more widespread application of modern production methods and the rationalisation of resource distribution. What had appeared to Thomas and Goering as an absolute restriction on war production placed by the level of available resources, became, through their more effective utilisation, merely relative. From 1941 all the major armaments firms reported substantial improvements in efficiency in the use of labour and capital, achieved by a combination of better production planning, more advanced work methods and the elimination of wastage. In many sectors output per man hour rose by 200 to 300 per cent between 1941 and 1944. For the first time planning and actual output began to converge.55 

There were plenty of scapegoats for the inefficient mobilisation of the German economy. Goering blamed individual administrators, especially those in his own organisation; he blamed industrial firms with their company egoism; and he blamed himself for not taking a firmer grip on the central control of the economy. There was certainly something in all these explanations, particularly the last. There was a close and recognisable relationship between Goering’s personal political fortunes and those of the economy. Overall economic performance was critically affected by Goering’s own position in the political structure and the power relationships that this generated. Yet personal failure is not a sufficient explanation on its own. Goering’s technical incompetence certainly made the problems worse than they might have been. The real problem was a structural one, the failure not just of Goering, but of the movement as a whole to alter institutional and social structures in Germany in such a way that the fullest use could be made of German resources for waging war. In the end this was a political question, not an economic one.

To understand the difficulties facing those who ran the German war economy it is necessary to go back to the political crisis of the mid-1930s. During this crisis the reintegration of the military, industrial and political elites, achieved during the first few years of economic recovery and rearmament, came to an end. Under the pressure from the party to adopt a more dirigiste economic policy and to prepare for expansion in Europe the integrationist alliance gradually broke up. The direction of economic and military policy became a predominantly party affair, although the armed forces and the heads of industry were still expected to bear much of the responsibility for carrying Nazi programmes out.

The Nazis provided an alternative apparatus, bureaucratic and coercive, designed to transcend particular interests and impose the primacy of Nazi political goals. The aim was to produce a new integration, based on the political interests of the party. In this attempt Goering played a central role. Through his wide use of patronage, and the large new institutional structures that he created, he not only saw to it that Nazi supporters were given positions of responsibility in the existing military and economic administration but established new agencies like the Four Year Plan. Some, indeed, of the new Nazi officials were themselves soldiers or businessmen but they were often of low rank and were genuinely committed, unlike the more senior officers or the Ruhr industrialists, to establishing a new integration of political forces under the directing influence of the Nazi movement. For this generation of Nazi officials there was little to be gained from the restoration of the pre-1914 conservative political system.

Indeed many of them had become Nazis in order to avoid a restoration of social and political power to the old elites. Paul Pleiger regarded the old trusts and cartels of the Ruhr as politically bankrupt, incapable any longer of pursuing the interests of the people as a whole.56 What the new, and predominantly middle-class officialdom wanted, was a redefinition of social power in their favour, derived from membership of the Nazi movement. As in Stalin’s Soviet Union the long-term aim was to create an ‘integrated’ community dominated by the political power of the party, controlling its own military and bureaucratic apparatus. Between 1938 and 1942 Goering assumed the responsibility for constructing and running this alternative apparatus. By excluding the military and industry from decision-making, the Nazis hoped to create a new political consensus, and to pursue policies that would be identified much more with the party and not with the old ruling classes.

The problem was that it proved impossible under the circumstances to overturn the reality of social power altogether. Because neither of the major elites could afford to come out in f
ull opposition to the party their response to the loss of political influence was a defensive one. The armed forces, and particularly the army, joined in the jurisdictional struggle in order to maintain their historic role in determining questions to do with military affairs. In this they were only partially successful. Hitler and the party leadership despised the political pretensions of the officer corps but respected their technical competence. Although Hitler took over the determination of all grand strategy into his own hands (and later in the war much battle strategy as well), the technical and administrative role of the armed forces was left intact. Goering insisted on his right to give orders to the armed forces’ own economics staff under Thomas, but accepted the technical role that Thomas’s armaments inspectorates played at factory level. As head of the Luftwaffe Goering could direct its main strategic development, but left the routine work of technical procurement and organisation to the military experts. In this way the armed forces cemented their grip on the lower levels of decision-making as a way of saving their traditional social and political role from extinction.

The industrial leadership became equally defensive, like the armed forces, and used the cartel structure and the dominant position it enjoyed at the local level of the economy to secure its interests in the face of state controls or uneconomic state policies. The centrifugal nature of the industrial economy contrasted sharply with the Nazis’ own preference for a strongly centralised machinery. It reflected a strong desire for an autonomous economy in which the major businesses could shape economic strategy in a way that best suited their long-term economic interests. The armed forces’ desire for a similar degree of autonomy produced a situation not unlike the period of political crisis before 1932 when particular political interests were able to undermine any attempt at producing an integrated and workable political system.

The problem for the conservatives was that the Nazis were now the masters, centralising control and determining the nature of the political system. This led to a perpetual contradiction between the centralising tendencies of the party apparatus and the defensive strategies adopted by those whom the Nazis sought to control. The army and industry pulled in an opposite direction, favouring more devolution of responsibility, in defence of their interests. This political centrifugalism could only be combated by the effective exercise of central authority, which placed much more emphasis upon the competence of those like Goering who wanted to exercise it. It could be argued that this tension between Goering’s political claims on behalf of the party, and the social and political reality with which he was confronted were never satisfactorily resolved during this period. Believing that greater control was required over the armed forces and the economy in the period of war preparation, Hitler and Goering in fact encouraged the disintegration of the very political alliance that they needed to carry the war programme out. Only the early victories disguised the consequences of this shift in the political system. The growing economic crisis in 1941 showed the extent to which Goering had proved incapable of providing a satisfactory party alternative, and how unwillingly the military and industry tolerated his authority.

It is in this respect that Speer’s charge of personal incompetence becomes important. It was not that Goering’s alleged incompetence could not have been mitigated by the industriousness of his subordinates for indeed it could be, and was, during the 1930s. The problem was that Goering had actually created, in his efforts to supplant the conservatives, a political and administrative structure in which his personal political role assumed a critical importance. Other Nazis interpreted this as simple ambition but it was more complicated than that. Nazi insistence on the Führerprinzip made it imperative that the lines of authority should run vertically from the top of the administrative structure down to its base. In order to effect the political shift after 1936 Hitler moved away from cabinet and committee government to government by special commissioners and leaders. Goering was the chief of these. The special role of such plenipotentiaries was to bridge the gulf between the disparate parts of the economic and administrative apparatus, acting as the means whereby Nazis could directly co-ordinate national policy. This meant in effect that all the major decisions of policy that involved one or more major departments had to be taken by the figure at the top on his own personal responsibility. Hitler acted like this in foreign policy; Goering was expected to do the same in economic affairs and in a large number of military questions. The effect of this was to discourage co-operation between departments at a lower level, leaving them isolated and dependent. At the same time such a system placed a much higher premium on the strategic and administrative capabilities of particular individuals than was the case in any other country with a corresponding degree of industrial and institutional modernity.

Was Goering equal to such responsibilities? The short answer would be no, were it not for the fact that during the 1930s he showed himself to be a cunning and determined politician. In a very short space of time he became Hitler’s immediate successor in the Nazi hierarchy. Many of his contemporaries were impressed with the massive energy and organisational effort that went into the building of the Luftwaffe before 1939. It was precisely because of the promise contained in such efforts that Hitler chose Goering, rather than another party leader, for the tasks involved in the Four Year Plan. Goering’s main problems derived from the nature of the political empire that he established and the wide range of structural and institutional constraints that it imposed, rather than from straightforward incompetence. Of course it would be impossible to deny that Goering lacked any real strategic vision. When forced to make a judgment about priorities or the direction of overall military or economic policy Goering’s instinct was to favour anything that strengthened his political position first, and to ignore advice that conflicted with his personal view of events. This intellectual waywardness was then magnified because of the organisational context in which he worked.

The most obvious constraint was the sheer size of the political empire that Goering tried to rule. Discounting his many minor offices, Goering was responsible for the Luftwaffe, for Prussia, for the Four Year Plan (and most economic policy after 1938), for rearmament, and for certain areas of justice. In addition there were party obligations, and an informal role in Hitler’s own field of national policy. To cope with so many offices, in most of which Goering was the highest responsible authority, some kind of cabinet structure might have been appropriate. But instead Goering tried to run them all, simultaneously, on his own. Not even Churchill, nor Roosevelt, attempted so much without a regular cabinet structure and routine consultation and delegation. Goering certainly relied on his chief administrators to take decisions in his absence – if he had not his empire would have collapsed – but in every office he insisted on taking the major decisions, formulating strategy and, in a great number of cases, dealing with the day-to-day routine when he could. The trivial nature of so many of the problems that his staff presented to him for a decision has echoes of Napoleon and Frederick the Great, who would trust no one to take the responsibi
lity for small decisions. It was no accident that the portraits of both men could be found in Goering’s study at Carinhall. But the result of such efforts was to dissipate the time Goering could devote to each area, and any pretence at central policy-making was lost in the mountain of administration required to keep Goering in direct touch with the farthest frontiers of his organisation. His staff records show an unceasing round of interviews, meetings, receptions and speeches.57 During the war the routine became even more frenzied. In between the regular administration Goering visited Hitler at his headquarters as often as he could and made a general ‘progress’ through Europe on his special train once or twice a month to keep in touch with front-line troops, and to review local economic policy.58 As a result Goering found himself continually seeing trees instead of the wood.

A second, and more damaging constraint, was provided by the widespread failure to devise a satisfactory means of central control. Goering was not blind to this necessity but failed to produce it. This was partly due to the unwillingness of other officials and senior authorities to work with Goering but it also reflected an unwillingness on Goering’s part to accept a position as mere chairman of a committee. He preferred to keep the parts of his empire distinct, so that the centre point achieved greater political significance by maintaining the balance between them. Thus in 1939 he established a new administrative structure for the Luftwaffe which separated the functions of military and technical staff still further and reduced the possibility of useful co-operation between them. His solution for the crisis in the Reichswerke was not to create greater co-operation between its component parts but to divide it up still further along quasi-military lines with himself firmly in command. The two more formal structures for consultation, the Reich Defence Council and the Economic Council, set up during the early months of the war, met only infrequently and became merely vehicles for information rather than centres for deliberation.59 Goering, like Hitler, preferred to give orders directly rather than to arrive at a policy through a process of discussion and argument, bringing all the competent authorities together to assess strategic goals and the most rational way of achieving them.

The structure of control was further weakened by Goering’s political vanity. When he had to delegate he preferred to choose people whom he could dominate easily. Although this increased his personal power it meant a progressive weakening of the top echelons of his administration. Walther Funk at the Economics Ministry was Goering’s creature, manipulated unscrupulously by his patron. No match for the intrigues around him, he let much of his formal responsibility fall into desuetude rather than do battle. ‘In order to put up with all this’, he confided to von Hassell, ‘one has to be either crazy or drunk. I prefer the latter.’60 Ernst Udet’s career bore a striking resemblance to Funk’s. Unsuited to his responsibilities, anxious and suffering increasing ill-health, he was bullied and manipulated by everyone around him. His office became notoriously ill-run. In November 1941 he committed suicide, scrawling on the wall before he died that Goering had betrayed him to the Jews in the Air Ministry.61 

Goering’s personal ambition, the size of his empire and the administrative weakness at its core, combined to encourage those very centrifugal pressures that the political contest had already thrown up. Goering’s political victory was made hollow by the difficulties experienced in enforcing that victory on other influential groups in German society, including sections of the Nazi Party itself; and it had the effect, as we have seen, of making both the armed forces and the major industrialists defend their entrenched position in German society rather than abandon it to the centralising power of the party. These were problems that faced the Nazi movement as a whole and not just Goering. The social environment with which the party was confronted – the pervasive influence of the military, the large and inert bureaucracy, a distrustful and conservative capitalism – constantly frustrated the efforts to mobilise German society for war. Nor was the party itself sufficiently homogeneous to present a united front against the structural barriers to mobilisation.

Goering had a major problem in his relationship to the party. Since his own power ultimately derived from this source he could not afford to disregard party interests lightly. His place in the party was not as secure as, for example, that of Goebbels or Bormann because he did not hold high party office and had not earned his place in Nazi politics through routine party work. His relations with other senior Nazis were often strained because of this. Goering was never free of jurisdictional conflict with the party throughout the period from 1936 to 1945. It was at its most acute in the early years of economic empire-building and in the contest for control over the conquered areas of Russia. His main advantage was his control over large areas of patronage. This made him a more attractive political ally or master for other ambitious Nazis and secured for him a major role in setting up the imperial apparatus outside Germany in which party interests were paramount. But this also had the effect of diverting Goering’s political activities from the central issue of fighting the war to the domestic problems of party conflict and administrative expansion.

Goering’s most delicate conflicts were with the regional party leaders, the Gauleiter. In the first place the Gauleiter regarded themselves as the guardians of economic life in the areas over which they ruled. Goering found resistance among them to his proposals for the more rational dispersal of contracts or the siting of new capacity away from areas in danger of bombing because this benefited some areas at the expense of others. Where Goering’s authority over the national economic structure was constitutionally clear, his constitutional relationship to the local party was poorly defined. A powerful local leader could challenge Goering’s authority by appealing to Hitler and the party leadership directly, as did Erich Koch in the Ukraine, or Fritz S
auckel in Thuringia. Other local party officials found a host of minor disputes through which to extend Gau influence at the expense of the centre. This they could do because the local party organisation contained many of the more radical elements in the movement. Central authorities found it dangerous to be seen to ignore ideology too openly, while local zealots could make political capital in their own city or region by exposing policies that were ideologically unsound or threatened particular local interest. Thus Goering was compelled in the course of 1938 to take the Handwerker organisation into the planning of war production and to distribute contracts to small businesses and workshops away from the main industrial centres. He was also forced to modify the claims of big businesses where the local Nazi leaders had vetoed them in defence of small firms.62 The Gauleiter could, and did, make things difficult for businessmen who had the backing of Goering’s ministries but who would not co-operate with the local party. The aircraft producers Heinkel, Focke-Wulf, and Henschel failed to establish satisfactory relations with local Nazis and suffered intermittent harassment as a result.63 

Finally the Gauleiter felt themselves to be in the front line of the party in its efforts to win political support in the German population and were as such much more sensitive to questions of morale than those more remote from day-to-day affairs. Unpopular policies from the centre had to be justified at a local level by the party’s representatives. Goering aroused hostility for his policies on cutting consumer output and spending and local officials refused in some cases to institute the cuts or delayed them as long as possible. The shortages of coal in 1941 brought widespread recrimination as did policies on labour conscription.64 Both were unpopular with the local populations and provincial Nazis made efforts to resist them. Goering regularly spoke to meetings of party leaders to justify specific policies and explain strategy’. The hostile reception he sometimes received stemmed from this conflict between economic necessity and local politics. When later the Luftwaffe failed to stem the bombing offensive, the Gauleiter sided with the bombed population against Goering, whom they personally blamed for the failure.65 These conflicts lit up the tensions between centralism and local interest within the party, and affected the scope and speed of economic mobilisation.

Problems such as these could be found throughout the entire bureaucratic apparatus, of which the party itself provided an extensive part. It should be said at the outset that the German problem was not bureaucracy per se but the particular role that it played in German society during the period of Nazi rule. The German civil service at a local and national level was very large by the standards of other major industrial powers. Its virtues were widely known, and it was from the permanent bureaucratic officials that the Nazis recruited the experts required to run much of the government machine. Many bureaucrats at a more junior level either were Nazis or had voted Nazi in 1932, and filled the posts in new party offices or in non-Nazi institutions where party supporters were needed. But because of the over-representation of bureaucrats and administrators in the new Nazi elite, the party was encouraged to establish an ever-growing army of officials. This led to excessive duplication and widespread jurisdictional confusion. The offices themselves were run efficiently enough. In fact part of the problem was that officials knew their job only too well. Every time a new office was set up it immediately invited the introduction of the entire vertical apparatus of under-secretaries, secretaries and departmental heads together with all the ancillary paraphernalia of bureaucratic life. The Amt für deutsche Roh-und Werkstoffe set up under Goering in anticipation of the Four Year Plan produced an organisation with 121 departmental heads within six months.66 The Air Ministry was notorious for its intense compartmentalisation and sprawling administration. Even Goering despaired of it. ‘All of a sudden’, he told Milch, ‘you find there is this department that has been ticking away there for a dozen years and nobody knew about it.’67 Once such offices and departments were constituted they defended their independence from other departments and hid behind excessive protocol to do so. The effect was bureaucratic inertia and the stifling of co-operation and initiative.

Once established the bureaucratic structure was difficult to dismantle. When the Russians were on the borders of the Reich in 1944 the officials of Goering’s eastern economic empire still functioned in Berlin over a territory long since vacated by German armies.68 Not only was it difficult to dismantle but separate administrative hierarchies fought with each other for the right to administer policies where the jurisdictional question was unclear, rather than give way an
d reduce the number of offices. Much effort was wasted on trivial questions of precedence and procedure and on the mere duplication of the same labour by separate offices, on what Thomas called ‘Parallelarbeit’. Yet because the executive was itself fragmented among competing leaders and institutions so, too, was its bureaucratic foundation. Despite complaints from all sides, particularly from those in charge of technical departments who were frustrated by the competition of party and semi-official agencies, there was little effort to reform the system. In fact the number of officials increased during the early stages of the war with the introduction of rationing and the occupation of Europe.69 The New Order required an army of new officials who, by accepting such offices, could both avoid war service and increase their career prospects. The result was an unnecessary diversion of scarce educated manpower and the production of a slow-moving wartime administration in which decisions were delayed, information misdirected and co-operation almost impossible to achieve. The bureaucratic world, favoured by many Nazis, and deeply entrenched in traditional German public life led not to an efficient totalitarian machine but to isolated, decentralised, competitive hierarchies, politically powerful enough to defend themselves against efforts at rationalisation.70 

No organisation was so guilty of excessive bureaucratisation as the armed forces themselves. There were several reasons for this. First of all the armed forces wanted to avoid the problems of the First World War by smothering the country with military controls in the event of another. When war broke out in 1939 military offices expanded to meet all the new organisational needs even where a civilian alternative existed. The second factor was military protocol. Excessive emphasis on a formal structure of military administration both behind the front and at home multiplied the number of people required to run the military machine. By 1943, only 25 per cent of the 8 million in the German army were at the front.71 The army explained this by military tradition. Every military unit required its complement of adjutants and officials. So too did every military department. ‘That’, complained Speer later in the war, ‘is military thinking, that absolutely stubbornly runs offices exactly as if they are a regiment at the front.’ Goering called these military bureaucrats ‘Papierkönigen’ – paper kings – and blamed them for simply churning out reports and statistics instead of taking initiatives.72 His own Air Ministry was full of such departments. The result for the economy was that yet another layer of administration was imposed on it next to the civilian and party offices. Its cost was considerable. By 1941 the administration’s salaries and wages took some 60 per cent of all military expenditure, denying the funds for more urgent economic projects. In 1940 only 8 per cent of the military budget was actually spent on the procurement of weapons.73 It also meant the loss of considerable manpower both at the front and in the factories. Despite efforts to reduce the size of the armed forces administration or to get the forces to run their rear services on managerial lines, the problem tended to get worse rather than better with the establishment of military spheres of occupation. Moreover the armed forces, in defence of their traditional position in German society, argued that it was militarily necessary to deploy so many non-combatants: not to do so would impair the smooth operation of the military machine and the maintenance of military standards.74 

In this argument lay the core of the problem. The military establishment needed little prompting to insist on high standards, on widespread controls, on an all-pervasive militarisation of German society. Not only was this an endemic feature of German life but it gave the military elite an area of political and technical influence that not even the party was successfully able to breach. By emphasising the necessity for doing things the right way and the dangers of ignoring military procedure, and by stressing the importance of participation in military life (and of the status derived from it) the military authorities were able to salvage much from the changing political world of the 1930s. If Hitler was dismissive of orthodox and timid strategy, he was full of an NCO’s respect for military values and organisation. Nor could, or would, Goering restrict the impact of military life since he was himself a high-ranking officer and the Luftwaffe was as culpable as any of the services for hoarding labour and for maintaining a vast officialdom. Indeed the existence of a separate air force created conditions of inter-service rivalry that only fuelled the growth of a military administration to back up the claims of the three services. Like the civil service the separate parts of the armed forces thought as much in terms of conflict as of co-operation. All too seldom did Hitler resolve the conflicts with clear jurisdictional decisions.

The claims of military life affected the war economy in two crucial respects. The armed forces encouraged the growth of an arms industry that was an exceptionally inefficient user of economic resources: and they insisted upon treating industry as if it were merely an extension of the military world rather than a civilian partner. What linked these two factors together was the existence of a large number of technically competent officers who lacked industrial experience. The officers who selected and develop
ed weapons were highly educated, critical and demanding. The result was that the armed forces expected the best military equipment they could get. Not only did they expect it to be of the highest quality in terms of the materials used and its technical efficiency, but they insisted that the weapons should be constantly changed and modified to keep abreast of current research and the demands of the front-line soldiers. The effect was, of course, to produce weapons of remarkably high standard. But this faced the economy with difficulties. It meant that the weapons took a lot of development work and research, and were very expensive. During 1940 Germany spent an estimated $6 billion on weapons where Britain spent only $3.5 billion. Yet Britain produced 50 per cent more aircraft, twice as many heavy vehicles, twelve times as many armoured cars, considerably more naval equipment and almost as many tanks and artillery pieces. Even by the end of the war the actual cost of British weapons per year did not reach two-thirds of the amount spent in Germany in 1940.75 

The high standard of German military equipment meant that the armed forces enjoyed excessive control over production, constantly interrupting manufacture to insist on the introduction of modifications or new materials. This in turn made it impossible for industrialists to plan long production runs and, in many cases, to move very far beyond the level of traditional handwork. Goering complained later in the war that industry ‘could never get itself organised because every few minutes something new was called for’.76 The army’s own preference for small skilled workshops reflected this emphasis on closely controlled quality at the expense of quantity. This preference increased the demand for highly skilled labour to meet the specifications for design and finish from the armed forces’ design offices. The forces despised mass-production, preferring to use craftsmen who could respond flexibly to design changes and modifications and who could be trusted to produce weapons and equipment of exemplary standard. A policy of high-quality production also involved a heavy demand for scarce raw materials for specialised components. The military officers in charge of procurement found it habitually difficult to modify demands for valuable raw materials in favour of cheaper substitutes for fear that military efficiency at the front would suffer. But in fact the more sophisticated weapons were harder to maintain at the front, requiring higher maintenance times and a larger stock of spare parts. The failure of the armed forces in Russia in the winter of 1941 stemmed in many cases from the shortages of spares and the impossibility of maintaining a satisfactory service organisation with a rapidly shifting front line.

Goering had planned to avoid this situation in the air force by insisting well before the war on the construction of a narrow range of high-quality aircraft which could be built easily in the new factories.77 But the actual outcome was the development of aircraft that were so technically complicated that they took years to produce, as in the case of the He-177 heavy bomber, or were so sophisticated that they were regularly grounded for want of minor parts and were impossible to produce with rational factory methods. The aircraft industrialists all blamed excessive military intervention, particularly in demands for a constant stream of aircraft modifications or prototypes, for slowing up aircraft production dramatically and postponing the introduction of mass production methods until late in the war. ‘The industrialists’, Hitler told Jodl in August 1942, ‘were always complaining to me about this niggardly procedure – today an order for ten howitzers tomorrow for two mortars and so on.’78 Hitler only came to recognise the problem fully during the campaign in Russia. Through Keitel the armed forces were ordered in September 1941 to abandon the idea that only the best, highly finished and most modern weapon was acceptable and to make more use of ‘simple and robust construction’.79 All the services were asked to produce weapons ‘which simplify the production flow and benefit mass-production. Besides a saving in production time, this course can save not only essential raw materials but also skilled labour for other important equipment. Oversophisticated machinery and equipment is unusable in war.’ Goering was still echoing Hitler’s instructions in 1943: ‘not every wish from the front line has to be respected. I have set up whole institutions so that this over-sophistication should be reduced and the most primitive technology taken up.’80 

This situation certainly improved over the course of the war with a greater insistence on quantity and standardization, but it never disappeared. And the change came too late to much affect the war before 1943, by which stage the German forces were on the defensive against enemies where mass production under civilian control was the norm. The military preference for its own technical administration and close control over industry was a product of the general attitude of the military leadership towards civilian life, and the unwritten assumption that military interests came first. For the military authorities there never was any question about the conversion of civilian life to serve the needs of the war economy, nor that such conversion should be as far as possible under the control of the armed forces. Industry was cast in the role not of partner, but of handmaiden. The officers believed that only they were competent to judge questions relating to weapons production and excluded the industrialists from any real role in decision making. Within the services themselves the engineering officers were looked down upon by the combat soldiers, who stressed military endeavour as the highest social duty. The complicated structure of military snobbery served to reinforce the role of the military in economic life at the expense of those with managerial and production experience. Fritz Todt complained in 1941 that he was never allowed to talk to Hitler without the presence of military adjutants to press the armed forces’ viewpoint; and that officers frequently by-passed civilian departments altogether in arriving at technical decisions.81 Under Todt and Milch in 1941 some effort was made to loosen the grip of the military on industry and to bring together manufacturers under centralised civilian control; but these efforts were only successfully completed in 1944 in the imminent prospect of defeat.

The effect of the military control over industry was to reduce the initiative for planning and technical innovation on the part of the industrialists, to place design above production needs, to increase administrative particularism. It also demoralised many managers who felt that their efforts to improve production and meet Goering’s high targets were jeopardised by military short-sightedness. The Opel works blamed its poor productive performance during the war on incompetent instructions from the military procurement agencies.82 The leader of the economic group representing the aircraft industry blamed military intervention for sabotaging the rationalisation drive initiated in 1941,83 The military organisations also directly restricted resources by insisting on the priority of conscription. Although many firms were protected by special status, how this status was assigned and how effectively to enforce it were not satisfactorily resolved until well into the war by which time hundreds of thousands of skilled men had to be hunted out from the armed forces or replacements found for them. Raw materials became more restricted than they should have been because of the high standard of general equipment demanded for the troops, and the high level of demand for military construction. Not until 1941 did Thomas alert Goering to the wastefulness of much so-called military production, which were simply consumer goods now designated as military necessities. Even Goering, the least abstemious Nazi leader, expressed his surprise at the degree of luxury enjoyed in many army kitchens. The failure of the china, leather, paper and textile industry to contract faster after 1939 bore witness to the large-scale production of inessential military equipment.84 

From the German businessman’s point of view an inefficient, high-cost military machine was an unmixed blessing. As long as the contracts were made and paid for, and a reasonable rate of profit could be maintained, there was little incentive to produce along more rational lines. Some manufacturers did so from a genuine desire to improve wartime efficiency, but many concurred with military priorities and produced high-quality goods with slow production methods and wasted resources. Small firms were all too happy to establish a special relationship with the services for fear of being closed down under wartime regulations. Other firms in the armaments sector were managed and led by designers who preferred to direct energies towards development of new and better weapons rather than to concentrate on production questions. Indeed many German managers were conservative in the face of demands for new factory methods and rationalisation. General Bauer, responsible for industrial rationalisation in the air force and a firm believer in Taylorism, despaired of persuading the industrialists, particularly the small-scale ones, to adopt modern production methods.85 

Under the circumstances, industrial conservatism was only to be expected. Firms preferred to encourage policies that benefited their financial position and to circumvent restrictions on profits, dividends and investment decisions. Speer found in 1942 that shift-working was almost non-existent in many arms firms, not because of labour shortages alone, but because, instead of adopting shift-working, the firms had persuaded the government to finance additional floorspace and machinery as a boost to their assets.86 In this way the defensive distrust and uncertainty that characterised much of industry’s response to Goering’s war measures prevented the best use of available resources by diverting labour and materials to basic construction, away from weapons output. Not only was private industry safeguarding its interests against state power and the Nazi Party in particular, but the implicitly junior role assigned to it by the military establishment left industrialists with little choice but to retreat to the sanctuary of the firm or the cartel and criticise the performance of the war economy from the outside. When Goering was compelled by circumstances to introduce businessmen for the first time into the running of the war economy in 1941 the effect, though subdued by the accumulation of months of poor and unco-ordinated planning, was significant.

There was little else, under the circumstances, that Goering could have done. The Nazi party depended upon the support of the armed forces and the bureaucracy even after the victory of the party in the 1936–8 crisis. It was possible to win political ascendancy over traditional social groups and institutions but it was neither possible nor desirable for the Nazis to transform them altogether. For their part the armed forces and the administrative departments jealously guarded their traditional social position and values just as the industrialists defended the interests of private capitalism. Under the hegemony of the party this was the last line of defence. Thus Goering was faced with groups whose relationship to the Nazi war effort was highly ambiguous, and all of whom, for one reason or another, pulled away from the centre both politically and administratively.

This centrifugal pull the party did little to alleviate, and through the growth of party bureaucracy actually encouraged. Goering was personally unable to hold the different groups together, for while he favoured greater centralisation, his own organisations contributed to undermining it. The Nazis that made up Goering’s own rambling organisation were as interested in constructing the New Order as they were in running an efficient war machine so that a territorial decentralisation was added to a functional one. Goering himself hoped that the balance of political forces at home would tilt in favour of the party, and of his organisation in particular, by taking over the administration of conquered Europe and integrating its economic resources with those of the Reich. But this took him further from the central task of mobilising the domestic German economy. The efforts of th
e Nazis to establish an alternative apparatus for running the war economy and directing the nation’s energies for war foundered on the imperialist ambitions of its leaders, and left an ill-defined administrative structure, resting on a balance of forces drawn from both the traditional and the more radical elements in German society. Neither side was strong enough for its version of the war economy to prevail and the consequence was economic stagnation and inefficiency, under an administrative structure that constantly threatened to break up under the conflicting claims of its component parts.


Chapter 7

The Failure of the Luftwaffe

While Goering attempted to bridge the gap between expectation and reality in the economy he tried simultaneously to fill the role of commander-in-chief of the German air force. This in itself says much about his eventual failure in both enterprises. Most other men found high military command intellectually and physically exhausting enough. But to Goering it was a characteristic of the new breed of German leader to be part soldier, part governor. And it was in his capacity as soldier that he was most anxious to excel because it seemed to him that here true virtue lay. His heroes were the great warrior kings who were both rulers and fighters: Charlemagne, Frederick the Great, Napoleon. When he ordered a genealogical tree of the Goering family to be drawn up, its architects happily discovered that its roots could be traced back to the Carolingians, and to Charlemagne himself.1 Goering always preferred to be known by his military tides, General-Feldmarschall or, after 1940, Reichsmarschall rather than Minister-President. The very tide of Marshal of the Reich conjured up the vision of a man who embraced the whole spectrum of public life.

This romantic longing for military distinction was of the highest importance to Goering. Throughout his career he glorified military life. Honour, heroism, obedience were for him the hallmarks of man’s real nature, the criteria of historical and human value. To some extent this merely reflected his own narrow military background and the pervasive traditions of German military life. Yet here, as in other areas of German society, Goering sought to supplant the traditional elite and transcend its values by providing a military leadership that was characteristically national-socialist. For Nazis, military endeavour was a reflection of the spirit of the race, a sign of a healthy people, aware of the historical necessity for struggle and willing to fight for its rewards. Neither Goering nor Hitler was willing to trust such an important aspect of the national ‘re-awakening’ to the conservative and defence-minded Prussian establishment. From the outset the tone of military life under Nazism became more aggressive, while the population was bombarded with propaganda on the virtues of military duty and sacrifice. The revival of German military life became closely associated in the popular mind with the party rather than with the old military elite.

Goering’s role as commander-in-chief of the Luftwaffe thus served a number of different purposes at the same time. It provided the party with a direct role in military affairs, through building up what was popularly regarded as the ‘Nazi service’; it provided a means of circumventing the traditional military leadership and reducing its influence on strategy; and it gave the Nazis an opportunity of parading the union between party ideology and military life. Goering would have liked to command the army as well, and used the Blomberg-Fritsch crisis of January 1938 as a means to achieving it. Instead Hitler took over the supreme command for himself, leaving Goering free to develop the air force on his own, a fact that only encouraged Goering’s growing isolation from the other services and his strong desire to prove that the air force, as a result of its national-socialist leadership, was the most decisive element in a future war. This view of air power was shared widely both inside Germany and abroad, but it assumed a distorted significance under Goering because of his broad political powers. Air strategy in Germany became a function of Goering’s political position as much as a function of military strategy in general. Under his guardianship of the air force it was difficult to co-ordinate the plans of the three services or to arrive at a critical appreciation of air strategy.

The ultimate failure of the Luftwaffe later in the war can be traced back to Hitler’s decision to give absolute control over the air force to Goering. At the time his lack of military experience in high office was assumed to be an advantage. Uncluttered with questions of military protocol and free of the military conservatism of the generals, Goering was supposed to bring fresh perspectives to the waging of war. In fact the claims of Goering’s many civilian offices made it impossible for him to devote sufficient time to the air force even if he had been a capable leader, which he was not. Yet his fear of political encroachment made it difficult for others to take over his responsibilities. Thus, while he depended in practical matters throughout the period of the Third Reich on officers and engineers who were technically versed in air force affairs, he refused to relinquish his ultimate authority and the right to shape air force strategy. So much so that he hesitated to appoint officers of distinction who would expose his own shortcomings, and preferred to appoint officers or party comrades whom he could successfully dominate. This situation gave rise to a permanent tension between the commander-in-chief and his subordinates, many of whom would have waged air warfare very differently, but most of whom feared to speak out directly against Goering. For his part their commander took every opportunity to disguise his own inadequacies from Hitler, whose ideas on air warfare he slavishly followed for political advantage.2 

Despite such drawbacks, Goering was not oblivious to the debates surrounding air strategy. Indeed his real weaknesses were exposed in the more technical aspects of air warfare or in co-operation between the services. When it came to providing political protection for the infant air force, Goering’s help was invaluable. There was never any serious question of subordinating the air force to the other services once Goering was its commander. This protection, combined with Hitler’s anxiety to build up air strength as a diplomatic weapon, meant that the air force grew very rapidly, certainly faster than the army and War Ministry would have liked. Air power promised immediate dividends, while holding out the prospect of new strategies for the future. With great energy its commander set about establishing an air force capable of sustaining such strategies. But there was always a gap between wish and fulfilment. Goering’s vision of the future use of air power tended to be uncritical and impressionistic. He was aware of its importance but was much less sure in his grasp of the strategic and technical complexity of the service. He was not an ignoramus in air matters. His main difficulty lay in translating his views on air power into strategic and operational reality, and in the proper performance of a command function.

There were two basic objectives in air force planning. The first was the development of a close-support capability for the army in the field. The second was to construct a force capable, in the long run, of strategic bombing. The first function was accep
ted by most German air theorists. Germany’s geographical position made it essential to be able to provide air cover for the army’s activities. Although air units were designed to be operationally independent of the army units they were protecting, they were integrated closely into the plans for army operations.3 As most of the air staff was made up of ex-army officers this was perhaps unsurprising. But Goering, too, was content to see the Luftwaffe as the leading spearhead in any projected attack by combined air and land forces. Over the question of the bombing role for the air force there was more confusion. Not all air force officers accepted the feasibility of truly strategic air operations, of attacks from the air designed to achieve a military victory on their own. But Goering, supported in this by Hitler himself, did believe that the bomber had a crucial part to play in air force strategy. He foresaw two main purposes for bomb attack. The first was a complement to the main army/air assault, attacking the enemy rear and supply services and if necessary attacking key industrial and administrative targets to speed up surrender. The second was strategic bombing. From 1935 onwards the Luftwaffe worked to create a strategic bombing force to attack the economic and military targets of the enemy or enemy morale, independent of army operations.4 

It is worth looking at the German decision to plan for strategic bombing in more detail because this was an area of particular failure during the war. In fact so unsuccessful was it that most historians have dismissed altogether the idea that the Luftwaffe prepared for bombing in the same way as the Royal Air Force or the United States Army Air Forces. Yet at the Nuremberg trials Goering protested that his intention had been from the outset to create an air force for independent bombing operations, and that tactical army support was secondary.5 The basic decisions for such a strategy were taken before 1935 under the influence of the first Luftwaffe chief-of-staff, Colonel Wever. On his death in 1936 Goering cancelled the orders for the heavy four-engined aircraft known as the ‘Uralbomber’ because it was obsolescent but almost immediately approved trials for its successor. In June 1937 the Heinkel heavy bomber He 177 was chosen as the Luftwaffe’s strategic bomber for the mid-1940s and from the end of 1938 it was integrated into all air force production plans. It was supposed to enter front-line service in 1941 and 2,000 were to be produced by early 1943. In addition, plans were laid for the development of a range of super-bombers to replace the He 177, capable of reaching the United States.6 As this was a peacetime production schedule the Luftwaffe worked on the assumption that these figures would be substantially increased under conditions of war. To bridge the gap between 1938 and the creation of the heavy-bomber force Goering approved the building of a large fleet of medium bombers with a high performance and chose for the purpose the Junkers Ju 88. Until the He 177 could be produced in quantity the air force planned to produce by 1942 between 5,000 and 7,000 medium bombers.7 Given Goering’s belief that major war would not break out until at least 1942 or later the programme made considerable strategic sense. The Ju 88 promised to fulfil all the likely needs before then, and could be used either as an army support bomber or a long-range bomber should the need arise. Goering argued that smaller bombers also had the advantage of being cheaper in raw materials; the production of heavy bombers depended on building up the heavy-industrial base of the new central European economic region.8 

In practice this programme was not very different from that of Germany’s enemies. Neither Britain nor America produced their major four-engined bombers in quantity until 1942, and neither could mount a serious bombing offensive until 1943. The difference was that Germany’s strategic bombing force never materialised, while the medium bomber fleet was provided in insufficient numbers and with lower-quality aircraft than had been intended. This was due partly to the time factor. The Luftwaffe was built up from nothing in a very short space of time and required much longer to be fully prepared for waging strategic air warfare. The premature outbreak of war caught the air force only part of the way towards completing the bomber programme and denied it the four or five years of peace that Goering had counted on to prepare for a major conflict. The lack of time was exaggerated in its effect because of deliberate efforts to shield Goering from the truth about air preparations. The Junkers Ju 88, for example, was promised for service far sooner than was in fact possible, while its performance was considerably overstated by the Junkers concern in their anxiety to win the order for the new medium bomber.9 

To add to this problem was the slow development of the weapons, infrastructure and personnel necessary to mount a bombing campaign. The choice of the He 177 as the only heavy bomber for the Luftwaffe meant that any technical difficulties experienced in its production would delay the whole programme. This is exactly what happened. The aircraft was plagued with such grave development problems that it never saw service in any number. The training of personnel, the provision of airfields capable of handling heavy aircraft, and the tactical preparation for a bomber force had barely been started by 1939. Not until early 1939 did the Luftwaffe produce contingency plans for long-range attacks, and these were unenthusiastic about the prospects of success before the right weapons were available and the build-up completed.10 The stage that the German bomber force had reached on the outbreak of war, was an intermediate one. The medium bombers were only capable of inflicting selective, local damage in support of army activities and to attack undefended areas in the rear of advancing armies. They were not capable of strategic bombing on any scale. It was at this stage that the Luftwaffe remained stuck throughout the war.

The fate of the German strategic bombing plans illustrates very clearly that the German air force was much less well prepared for war in 1939 than her enemies believed. It was certainly true that the first stage of the build-up, begun by Milch some five years before, was complete. Germany possessed in 1939 a large number of advanced fighter aircraft to support army attacks, and a large fleet of medium bombers to carry out tactical bombing attacks. But the number of aircraft available to Germany in the last years before war was exaggerated by the Germans themselves for the purposes of diplomacy, in order to make strategic gains without actually using the air force in a major conflict.11 In fact in 1939 German air strength was slightly less than the total strength of the Allies. The bulk of German aircraft produced since 1934 had been trainer aircraft to allow Germany to catch up with the numbers of trained personnel abroad, or converted civilian and transport aircraft designed to fill a temporary role as bombers in case Germany were pre-emptively attacked.12 In 1939 Allied monthly aircraft production passed that of Germany. Moreover the policy of putting every available aircraft into the front line, authorised by Goering in order to meet Hitler’s high targets for air force size, meant that there were few reserves available to Germany. The Allies by contrast pursued a policy of large-scale reserve-building.13 

At the outbreak of war the German air force was in the early stages of a second five-year period of expansion and development begun in 1938, designed to bring the Luftwaffe up to full preparedness by 1942–3. The air force itself thought in terms of a major war, if at all, in the mid-1940s and Goering did nothing to suggest that this was not his time-scale too. Until then the provision of pilots and aviation fuel in sufficient quantities could not be guaranteed. Pilot training was a cumbersome affair. The air force staff planned the training programme in slow stages which the training facilities could cope with, and to avoid swamping the force with commissioned officers. Only by the mid-1940s would the air force have satisfactory numbers of trained personnel with lengthy air-force experience and a primary loyalty to an independent air strategy. In 1939 the German air force lacked this experience and degree of commitment. Many of the senior commanders were seconded from the army and by inclination favoured a role for the Luftwaffe closely tied to that of the other services. They brought to the air force a pattern of military life that was based on army needs, and although some were sympathetic to the idea of an independent air strategy the failure to pursue it with any urgency by 1939 must in part be explained by the links between army and air force personnel.14 

The situation for the Luftwaffe was exacerbated by the divisions, encouraged by Goering, between the military and technical branches of the air force. The determination of air strategy and the development of aircraft to meet the strategy were deliberately kept apart. Goering reorganised the Air Ministry in February 1939 making the air staff fully responsible to him for the conduct of air warfare and the formulation of aircraft needs. The technical and engineering staff were made separately responsible for producing and developing the aircraft and had to report directly to Goering rather than discussing requirements with the air staff. Neither side had the right to trespass on the work of the other, which had the effect of leaving the soldiers in ignorance of what industry might produce if asked and the engineers in ignorance of what direction air strategy might take.15 It was in the midst of adjusting to the new top-level organisation of the air force, with the unsatisfactory division of functions and a shortage of trained air staff officers sensitive to the needs of air warfare, that the Luftwaffe was faced with the prospect of a major European and world war.

The Luftwaffe was fortunate in that it faced enemies much weaker than itself for the first months of war. The Polish campaign was ended with a coup de grâce provided by the bombing of Warsaw which gave Goering the opportunity to claim that, in a way, the air force had brought victory in Poland. Once again he found himself in the position of handing over to Hitler the prize that he most wanted. Against Poland the air force did what it was designed to do up to 1939. In Norway, Holland, Belgium and northern France it played the same role, acting as aerial artillery for the army, providing fighter cover for the battlefield, harrying the enemy forces and bombing their supplies and formations. With good internal communications, numerical superiority and a high level of army-support training, the Luftwaffe won air supremacy over the whole of occupied Europe in a matter of weeks. The Allies had failed conspicuously to mass their air forces together, or to co-operate effectively in working out primary targets and battlefield tactics. The Luftwaffe was thus able to destroy one air force at a time and to overcome the numerical disadvantage that it might otherwise have suffered.

The effect of the German victories was to disguise the actual weaknesses of the Luftwaffe and to encourage in Goering an over-optimistic estimate of the air force’s contribution to victory. Later in th
e war Goering rebuffed all his critics with the argument that the air force had been responsible for turning the tide of victory in 1939 and 1940.16 Goering was more encouraged than ever in his conviction that the air force should remain completely independent, even though victory had in fact been largely won by the army, skilfully deploying the air force to provide extra fire power. There is no doubt that Goering distorted the strengths and capabilities of the air force in order to bask in Hitler’s favour. If the air force had proved so valuable a weapon in 1940 it was only because, as Goering insisted to Hitler, it was operated and led along true national-socialist lines. Hitler accepted this interpretation uncritically at first, and even later in the war when the air force was on the point of defeat, still argued Goering’s case that the air force always counted as the crucial factor in turning a battle in Germany’s favour. When, in July 1940, he appointed Goering Marshal of the Reich he justified the title on the grounds that Goering had ‘created the preconditions for victory’.17 

Goering and Hitler’s exaggerated opinion of the air force was regularly confirmed by the poor intelligence reports they were given on the strengths and nature of enemy air forces. Before the outbreak of war German intelligence provided figures on Allied strength far below the true picture. Aircraft production figures were dismissed as well below what was expected from German factories on mobilisation, and the new air defence system of the RAF was misunderstood and its potential minimised. Despite repeated warnings from the technical departments of the air force on American and British production potential, air intelligence insisted until well into 1943 that British production figures were exaggerated.18 On the basis of the early, easy, victories Goering was more inclined to believe the intelligence reports, for they conformed with his own version of events.

Yet at the time when the Luftwaffe, and its commander, were at the height of their prestige the real limits of German air power were clearly demonstrated. If Luftwaffe preparations were sufficient to support the army in continental campaigns they were far from adequate to defeat Britain. Indeed the kind of air strategy necessary to overcome British resistance was at best only in its formative stage. The decision to attack Britain from the air taken in July 1940 was taken in the absence of any clear strategic alternative, and not because the Luftwaffe had been prepared for such a campaign. The generals saw it only as a necessary prelude to an invasion by the army, and thus simply an enlarged version of the combined operations in the Battle of France. Only Hitler and Goering half hoped that the Luftwaffe might be able to inflict on Britain an air attack whose intensity would persuade the British government to sue for a humiliating peace.19 

In the Battle of Britain the Luftwaffe faced for the first time an enemy with well-organised air defences and a clear view of air strategy. British air preparations before 1939 had been geared (though late in the day) to just such a contingency. The advantage lay very much with the defending force for its equipment and planning had been specifically designed to prevent enemy air attack. Luftwaffe preparations were by contrast at a rudimentary stage. There was no heavy bomber capable of carrying large loads over a long range. Fighter cover could only be provided for very short periods over a small part of the enemy’s territory because they could carry only small quantities of fuel. German dive-bombers were unsuitable, being too slow for attacks on well defended air targets. Little was known about British radar and the defence communications system or how to combat it effectively; even less was known about British strength and production. It was over the question of aircraft numbers that the Luftwaffe made its greatest miscalculations. German intelligence assumed that the RAF would be supplied with only 180 fighters a month, and expected this figure to drop once air attack had begun. Yet actual British production was 496 in July, 476 in August, 467 in September.20 The Luftwaffe on the other hand had suffered heavy losses throughout the European campaigns. From 10 May to 31 July the Luftwaffe lost 2,630 aircraft of which 1,764 were totally destroyed. The additional aircraft supplied from the factories barely made good these losses. During September 1940 almost 1,000 aircraft were lost. Yet the monthly output of German fighters over the summer averaged less than half that of Britain. By August 1940 the German fighter force was only 69 per cent of its strength before the Battle of France while the number of serviceable aircraft fell even faster.21 Throughout the Battle of Britain German forces suffered an attrition rate of aircraft and pilots that could not be satisfactorily covered by the factories and training schools in the Reich.

The Luftwaffe might well have suffered even more during the Battle of Britain if it had not had the advantage of better combat training and experience and better fighter tactics. As it was these advantages were soon overcome and were more than offset by the rapid decline in German strength. It seems clear that Goering himself did not understand at first why the air force could not defeat the RA
F, for he believed the British to be on the point of collapse. Indeed he spent some of the time before the opening of the battle in re-establishing contacts with intermediaries who could persuade the British to abandon war and accept a peace treaty, since a diplomatic solution seemed to be to Britain’s advantage given her military isolation. The first reports on the air conflict seemed to confirm Goering’s view. By 20 August German intelligence estimated that 644 British aircraft had been destroyed in the first week of fighting and 11 airfields permanently destroyed when the true figure was 103 aircraft and one airfield temporarily put out of action.22 By mid-September Goering, who left much of the routine running of the battle to his staff, had to accept the growing exhaustion of the Luftwaffe and search for some alternative. The choice of the Blitz, of independent bombing attacks against British economic and military targets, was a final attempt to force the British to submit with the weapons that Germany had to hand and suffered from the start from its improvisatory nature. The Luftwaffe lacked a sufficient number of aircraft to carry out an effective bombing campaign. The bomb-loads of the medium bombers over a long range were too small to inflict the level of damage likely to have any strategic effect. At its peak the bombing attacks involved no more than 9,000 tons in a month and declined to a mere 1,000 tons by the end of the winter. These figures were only a fraction of the quantities dropped by the Allies in 1943 and 1944. In November the German radio navigation beams were jammed by British counter-measures, removing an important tactical advantage, while bomb attacks were spread over a very wide variety of military and war-related targets. Anxious to conserve air strength for the attack against the Soviet Union, and aware of the failure to achieve anything decisive by air attack, Hitler ordered an end to the Blitz in the spring of 1941.23 

The failure of the Luftwaffe to contribute anything decisive to the efforts to defeat Britain in the autumn and winter of 1940 marked an important turning point in the German air effort. Although both Goering and Hitler consoled themselves with the belief that Britain could be finished off later in the war after the defeat of the Soviet Union, by the development of massive air superiority, the shortcomings of the Luftwaffe were clear. At the very highest level there existed considerable confusion about the nature of air strategy. Both Goering and Hitler treated air power as if it conformed to the laws of land warfare. As long as the air force was engaged on combined operations in support of the army such an attitude was not out of place. But when the attempt was made to defeat Britain through air attack Goering showed that he still thought in terms of a single short battle, concentrating all forces against the enemy front line aircraft. In fact air supremacy over Britain could only be achieved over a considerable length of time, and through continuous air warfare rather than a single sharply defined battle. Given Germany’s material resources in 1940 it was not possible to attack more than a small part of the enemy’s territory effectively, thus allowing time for the RAF to regroup outside the range of German attack. Nor did Germany possess the means to destroy the British aircraft industry and halt the permanent flow of new aircraft to the British air force. Hence Goering’s frustration and incomprehension at the continued resurrection of an air force that his staff assured him was defeated. The same confusion arose over bombing policy. Goering failed to decide on priority targets and greatly exaggerated the impact of bomb attack. Later in the war he continued to insist that London and Coventry had ‘disappeared’ under Luftwaffe attacks in 1940.24 The fact was that Goering did not know what his bombing force was capable of nor what targets should be most profitably attacked. These were problems that the Luftwaffe had only begun to consider in 1940, in contrast to the years of internal service debate over bombing in the RAF.

German air power in the early years of war was compelled through circumstances to accept a limited role. The obvious success of co-operation with the army and the lack of strategic preparation for other types of air warfare made such a situation inevitable. Indeed the air force by 1940 had barely begun to develop the independent bombing strategy that Goering ultimately wanted and had ignored naval air power and aerial defence altogether. Here again Goering betrayed his lack of strategic vision. Since 1938 the navy had pressed for an air force of its own or for a Luftwaffe policy of air–naval co-operation. In 1940 Raeder convinced Hitler that a campaign against British shipping and imports was the most effective way of bringing about victory as an alternative to a costly invasion. Goering, on the other hand, had refused to give up significant numbers of aircraft to help the navy or to work out any strategy for co-operation with the navy and an air war against shipping. This was partly through his fear of losing control over such units to the navy, for he was not opposed in principle to the idea of a trade war carried out by aircraft. But, as with strategic bombing, Goering’s sins were sins of omission. Too little effort was devoted to working out the advantages of air-sea warfare or to giving any sense of urgency to the material preparations it required. Goering eventually found himself in the unenviable position of having to purchase torpedo fuses from the Italian navy.25 

The lack of a substantial air defence system reflected the same uncritical attitude to air power that Goering displayed elsewhere. The Luftwaffe was primarily an Angriffswaffe, designed for aggression. During the 1930s Goering developed a large anti-aircraft system based on the new heavy anti-aircraft guns and searchlights. Until the advent of acceptable radar aids the system relied on observers to give advanced warning of attacking aircraft. Hitler favoured the use of anti-aircraft defences against bomb attack. Goering followed suit. So optimistic was he of the effectiveness of ground defence that he boasted that not a single enemy bomb would fall on German soil, a boast that held good until the second day of the war.26 Other air officers favoured aerial defence. The lessons learned from the Battle of Britain showed the need to copy the British defensive system in order to combat possible bo
mb attack. But Goering refused to sanction such measures until 1942 and did not allow a full aerial defence strategy to be developed until the middle of 1943. Until then he refused to believe that the British were capable of mounting any serious bomb threat, or one that could not be fought effectively with anti-aircraft guns. As a result too little attention was paid to communications systems, night-fighting and defensive tactics and the weapons and fighting methods had to be forged in the midst of the bombing offensive under rapidly deteriorating conditions.

Goering’s failure to predict and prepare for the bombing offensive can be well understood. Under conditions of peace in the early 1940s many of the gaps in German air preparations would have been gradually filled. In the middle of a victorious war, with a leader who insisted, literally, that defence meant defeatism, there was little pressure to establish aerial defence. It seemed unlikely that Britain could mount a sustained offensive from distant air bases. The Luftwaffe itself had learned how little such bombing could do during the Blitz and the air staff gave Goering little indication that he should anticipate an attack of any strategic significance. Once again Goering was ill-served by his intelligence sources. Neither the scope of British or United States preparations was discovered nor the nature of Allied strategy. Goering regarded the attacks as terror attacks, revenge for the Blitz, and failed, perhaps excusably, to see what the British bombing strategists were after.

Admittedly Goering was given little room to manoeuvre by Hitler. From the winter of 1940 onwards, when confronted with the reality of failure against Britain, he came to play an increasingly influential role in the shaping of air strategy and the conduct of air operations. The campaigns of 1940 were the last ones in which Goering and the air staff were given any real operational independence. The lessons that Hitler drew from the early campaigns, and with which the army-minded air force generals agreed, was that the air force should primarily be used as a close-support weapon for the army.27 Jeschonnek, chief of air staff, greeted the conflict with Russia as ‘a real war at last’. Preparations for the invasion against Russia were left to Hitler and the army. The air force was made to fit in with overall strategy. Goering’s role was to agree with what Hitler had decided the Luftwaffe should do. This period marked the beginning of Hitler’s systematic encroachment on air force policy. By 1943 Hitler gave the day-to-day orders to the air squadrons and had copies of them sent to Goering.28 

Goering’s own unorthodox style of leadership led, perhaps inevitably, to this situation. Although Goering showed in moments of insight that he was capable of making rational strategic judgments, these tended as often as not to be the product of hindsight. Yet he was loath to delegate the tasks of discussing and elucidating strategy to those with more technical competence and more time. As a result there were almost no regular conferences on the broader questions of the air war; very little top-level evaluation of priorities and alternatives. Strategy emerged at best tangentially from Goering’s decisions. One line of strategy was seldom related to another. The serious evaluation of air power was undertaken at a much lower level in the air force technical and research departments. If these reports reached Goering or not was a matter of luck. In the absence of clear strategic guidelines the air force leaders themselves concentrated on tactical questions, and small air units. This path led directly by default to a policy favouring army support and Hitler’s view of air power.

There can be no doubt that the air force lost strategic direction in 1941. Little effort was given to evaluating the advantages and disadvantages of particular strategies, or of drawing lessons from the failure over Britain. During 1941 the air force was asked to fulfil a number of roles in the war at sea, in the Mediterranean theatre, and in the bombing of Britain, for which insufficient preparations had been made. The momentum of preparations for a bombing offensive petered out in the face of these diversions, to be revived only later in the war. Goering talked vaguely about future objectives, giving too few clear guidelines for those who had to arrange the training and equipment necessary for future operations. Lack of obvious success in the war at sea, or on the southern front, only served to strengthen the strategic inertia of the Luftwaffe. When, later in the war, it was called upon to defend the Reich against bombing attack, and to mount strategic attacks on Britain and Russia, it could do neither satisfactorily because of the way in which Goering had allowed air strategy to drift after the Blitz. Not knowing what Goering wanted them to prepare for, the air force leaders marked time, willing to accede to Hitler’s requests for tactical air power.

Thus it was that during 1941 the Luftwaffe abandoned any pretence of a general air strategy. In the Balkan campaigns and in the invasion of Russia the air force units behaved as they did during the Battle of France. Their initial success vindicated the army view of air power. Against the demoralised and tactically inferior Russian air force the Luftwaffe made substantial gains in the first three months of the campaign, winning air superiority in the main battle areas, and retaining it with decreasing confidence during 1942.29 Yet despite a qualitative and tactical advantage over the Soviet air forces the Luftwaffe failed to defeat them in the way that the French air force had been defeated in 1940. The main reason lay in the shortage of aircraft and crews and the poor level of aircraft maintenance. This problem of supply plagued the Luftwaffe throughout the war, decisively so between 1940 and the middle of 1943. During this crucial period of the war Luftwaffe air strength stagnated while that of all Germany’s enemies substantially increased. Table 10 shows the figures of Luftwaffe strength from September 1939 to September 1943.

Table 10 German air force combat strength 1939–43
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*Includes fighters, bombers, dive bombers, fighter bombers and night fighters.

Source: C. Webster, N. Frankland, The Strategic Air Offensive against Germany (4 vols, HMSO, 1961) iv, 501–4.

It was at this point that Goering’s economic and military responsibilities coincided. The failure to mobilise the German economy effectively enough restricted the growth of the air force. It was the poor supply position that made it impossible to pursue either an independent air strategy or effective army support after 1941. During 1942 the re-grouped Soviet air force was able to win back control over selected areas of the front and to withstand Luftwaffe attacks elsewhere through sheer weight of numbers. During 1943 the Luftwaffe was overwhelmed by a vast numerical disparity. For every German aircraft her enemies produced six.30 In the west the Luftwaffe never again regained the initiative and the British and American air forces were given the opportunity to build up an invasion air force ten times greater than the German forces that opposed it. Moreover by the middle of the war the qualitative lead that the Luftwaffe had enjoyed was eroded as the allies replaced ageing aircraft with new models more appropriate to the strategy adopted and with a much higher technical performance. Goering suggested to the assembled Gauleiter in November 1943 that material superiority made no difference, that one German flyer was worth five Russians.31 The stark evidence of the contracting air fronts proved the contrary.

The question of aircraft production was of fundamental importance. With larger numbers of aircraft German air strategy, like that of the RAF, could have coped more effectively with an expanding series of strategic tasks and air fronts. In Russia, where the Soviet air force depended for much of the war on crude numerical superiority, large numbers might well have secured air control for the German air force and have slowed down the progress of Soviet armies. This does not necessarily mean that greater numbers on their own would have solved the problems of premature war and muddled strategy, but it would have allowed much greater strategic flexibility and would have prevented the initiative in air warfare from passing to the Allies at such an early stage in the war.

How is this failure to be accounted for? One explanation might be derived simply from the more general production failure. But in fact aircraft production expanded even more slowly than the rest of the military economy. Between 1940 and 1941 aircraft output rose by only 7.5 per cent. The output of tanks increased 123 per cent, that of ships 172 per cent and of army weapons and explosives 42 per cent.32 Aircraft production cannot be explained just in terms of the general problems of mobilisation. It might be argued that insufficient resources were available for aircraft production, but this too was not the case. Indeed very large resources were diverted to aircraft output, more than for the army. The air industry took the most labour, the most raw materials and enjoyed the lion’s share of research and development. The amount of resources allocated to the German air force during 1940 was greater than that available to the British air industry in 1944, and not much less than that available to Germany in the same year. Yet in 1940 Germany produced only 10,000 aircraft while Britain produced 15,000. In 1944 the figures were 36,000 and 26,000 respectively.33 

Nor can an absolute shortage of pilots and aircrew be used to explain the poor production record. Pilot training was adjusted to the number of aircraft planned. The Allies had no great pool of skilled pilots to draw on, but embarked on an urgent and large-scale training scheme when the production plans were finalised. This was well within Germany’s capabilities too. The fact that insufficient pilots were trained was a reflection of the wider lack of urgency and imagination in the formation of future air strategy, not of a shortage of training facilities and volunteers.

Finally it has been argued that aircraft production remained low because the German leaders had not planned to produce more until forced to accept total war in 1942 and 1943. But this too, cannot be supported by the facts. The necessity for large numbers was assumed from the outset. Mobilisation plans laid as early as 1937 foresaw an output of 15,000 aircraft in the first year of war, increasing steadily thereafter. Mobilisation plans a year later called for an output of 21,000 aircraft during the first year of war, to be achieved by introducing double shift work thr
oughout the aircraft industry.34 These figures were not in fact realised until 1942 and 1943. Hitler and Goering both worked on the assumption that large numbers of aircraft would be forthcoming. In 1938 Hitler ordered an air force strength of 12,000 by 1942 and annual production of from 20–30,000. During the early months of war similar demands were made, supported by suggestions from industrialists and air ministry officials that figures of 3,000 aircraft a month or more were necessary to prosecute a major air war.35 By 1942 Milch was working on the assumption that an output of 80,000 aircraft a year would be both necessary and possible by 1945.36 Yet in spite of the plans the output of aircraft remained far below expectation, so much so that aircraft production became a special area of crisis.

We are left with only one satisfactory conclusion. The failure in aircraft production was a direct result of German militarism in general, and Goering’s military attitudes in particular. There were, to be sure a number of important economic and organisational constraints that aircraft production shared with the rest of the military economy. But these problems have to be seen in a context in which military questions and military values were allowed to take precedence. In this lay Goering’s most serious strategic misjudgment. In its simplest terms Goering favoured the strictly military branch of the air force at the expense of its services and production. For Goering air warfare was a moral rather than a material question. ‘Personal heroism’, he believed, ‘must always count for more than technical novelties.’37 He kept to this principle throughout the war. When defending the air force at a party meeting late in 1943 he argued that ‘numerical superiority does not come into the question as far as I am concerned. For us the man has always been of most value. If you look at the American and English prisoners, you really have to say: the superiority of the German is still very great. And that, too, gives me great hope.’38 Goering did not ignore questions of supply and production but saw them as subsidiary to the main task of actually fighting. This attitude was that of the front-line fighter from the First World War and betrayed Goering’s lack of military experience. For in air warfare above all there was a very real unity between production, supply and air fighting. Air strategy relied on the development of new weapons and the large-scale output of aircraft as much as it did upon purely military questions.

Goering’s military attitudes were reflected in his general preference for the soldiers in his service at the expense of civilians and engineers. Throughout the war he blamed industrialists and researchers, or his own ministerial staff, for the failures in air warfare. His relations with the aircraft producers were poor, for he was arrogant and bullying in their presence. His respect for those who had to develop new weapons was scant, leading on one occasion to frenzied efforts to get some of his own research personnel executed for delaying projects.39 The whole tone of his orders to civilians who had to work for the Luftwaffe was militaristic and vicious. His decrees were notorious for the threats of punishment that civilians would incur for failing to provide what the military wanted.40 This dismissive attitude towards those who did not actually fight became institutionalised. He deliberately kept the soldiers and producers apart through the creation of a separate engineering officer corps and the strict separation of military and production organisations within the Air Ministry. This reinforced the existing hostility between the two sides. The engineering officers were regarded as second-class citizens by the regular soldiers. The new ministerial officials, like Milch, who had been given military titles as well, were despised as parvenus and every effort made to exclude them from military decision-making. The regular soldiers never got used to the fact that men like Milch could achieve high military office without having followed the career of a regular officer.41 The producers found themselves subordinate to the fighters, ordered to provide what it was that the soldiers required but unable effectively to influence strategic decisions. Goering further reinforced this separation and the subordination of the non-combatant branches by giving absolute priority to the demands of the front-line airmen and refusing to allow engineers to visit the front. Thus aircraft production was at the mercy of junior officers whose view of the problems was from below rather than above.42 

This championship of the front at the expense of the rear services was extended to the air force staff officers themselves. Most staff officers had to have front-line experience which resulted in the loss of almost a quarter of all trained staff officers in combat from a service already suffering from a shortage of experienced and intelligent officers. Goering also insisted on appointing airmen who had distinguished themselves at the front to administrative jobs or high military office for which they had not been trained. He himself preferred the company of junior officers, and mixed regularly with them throughout the war.43 

Goering’s relations with his ministerial and production staff was by contrast formal and often hostile. This would not perhaps have mattered if Goering had allowed the aircraft producers the opportunity to supply aircraft without interference. But in fact Goering not only gave preference to his air staff in discussions over production and procurement but insisted on exercising his authority regularly over technical and economic questions as he did in the economy as a whole. Thus the non-military branches of the service became the victims of Goering’s lack of technical understanding and basic lack of sympathy for the material side of war. Army armament was, from 1940 onwards, given a prominent ministerial and administrative apparatus, strengthened still further under Speer. Air armament, on the other hand, remained confined within the narrow administrative and intellectual framework forced upon it by Goering.

The effect of this failure to grasp the particular importance of supply, and the need for a strategy that closely integrated production and military requirements, was to reduce the urgency to expand aircraft production and to increase the demoralisation and frustration of the producers. The supply position was made even worse by other military misjudgments that stemmed in the end from the poor relations between the two sides. The air staff, and Goering too, miscalculated the rate of loss to be expected in air warfare. In fact from 1939 onwards it soon became apparent that losses whether in combat or not were much higher than had been allowed for.44 The rate of attrition was a crucial variable in calculating future aircraft needs yet it entered hardly at all into Goering’s discussions of air policy. The figures for aircraft production were accepted as gross additions rather than net additions once allowance for losses had been made. The same attitude was betrayed with reserves. The Luftwaffe failed to build up reserves before 1939 and continued through the war to supply aircraft straight to the front line in preference to reserve-building.45 

A policy of reserve building, like a proper appreciation of loss rates, would have made necessary a much greater production effort. This was at its most obvious with aero-engines. Many aircraft remained grounded during 1941 and 1942 because, although the fuselage was still airworthy, there were too few reserve engines. Only at the end of 1942 did Milch insist on increasing the stock of engines as replacements when reserves were only 30 per cent.46 In Britain and the United States 100 per cent reserves were built into the production programme. The same problem emerged with repair and maintenance of aircraft. Insufficient attention was given to the services necessary to keep the air force flying. Shortages of technical personnel or sufficient spare parts, and the lack of a large enough organisation reduced serviceability levels for the Luftwaffe throughout the war. Only when industry was brought in by Milch to solve some the of the maintenance problems did the situation improve, though many of the basic deficiencies remained. Serviceability in the German air force was well below that of the other major air forces. As with aircraft production as a whole, the supply and repair services failed to attract sufficient attention or to enjoy enough priority from the air force leadership.47 Not only did the Luftwaffe suffer from a low supply of aircraft but it could not make the best use even of those it was given.

The growth and development of the German air force was governed in the end not by any realistic appreciation of future needs, which implied giving much greater prominence to questions of supply, production and organisation, but by the pace at which the military leaders were willing to build up the front-line units. This encouraged a natural conservatism. To expand the air forces faster meant disrupting the careful pattern of military build-up which was traditional to the German armed forces. It also implied bringing in officers from outside or relying on civilians in uniform. Instead the Luftwaffe generals allowed the shortage of officers to hold up the growth of air units. This in turn reduced the number of pilots that needed to be trained, and the number of aircraft to be produced. These attitudes reflected a basic acceptance of the principle that the quality of personnel counted for more than the quantity. Goering believed this to the end of the war. It was indeed true that in the early stages of the war German pilots were better trained and showed higher fighting standards than their enemies; but as the rate of battle attrition rose, so the pool of highly-trained pilots dwindled to such an extent that in 1943 even the training schools lacked instructors of sufficient experience. The prejudices of the professional airmen made it difficult for the engineering and technical officers to persuade their colleagues of the need for large aircraft and pilot numbers, of quality balanced with quantity. When Jeschonnek made his remark to Milch that he would not know what to do with 360 fighter aircraft a month, he was stating the view of a defensive and conservative staff unwilling and unable to circumvent the traditional structure and attitudes of the military even in the face of a growing wartime crisis.48 Although Goering asked for large increases in output, and talked of doubling and tripling air force strength he allowed himself to be persuaded by the military staff that military organisation and standards, more than production, should be the most important influence on air force size.

Under these circumstances aircraft production was very much the junior partner in the air force effort. This was reflected in the subordinate position of aircraft production agencies within the overall organisation of the Luftwaffe, and in Goering’s choice of inexperienced or low-ranking technical staff often chosen because of som
e past association with him, or because they were party supporters.49 The irony in this was that Goering’s political position in the economy at large allowed him to allocate a very great quantity of resources for aircraft production, and to defend such allocations against other predatory services. Yet having acquired the resources, he then established an organisation to use them which had insufficient political weight and enfeebled leadership. Characteristically, he did so because of his fear of losing control over the air economy to more competent administrators. The effect of deliberately reducing the organisation of aircraft production to a small branch of overall air force administration was to magnify the special problems involved in aircraft manufacture. Aircraft were the most complex and rapidly changing weapons of the Second World War. Their production involved striking a balance between the needs of industry for secure guidelines on production and sensible engineering choices and the needs of the armed forces for aircraft of high and improving quality. Aircraft had to be planned many years in advance of their eventual battle-use: industry took from a year to two years to produce new models in quantity. Few of the main air powers during the war succeeded in achieving such a balance without some major mistakes, but all of Germany’s enemies established at the very least a separate, large-scale department or ministry for aircraft production. These ministries were given high priority, negotiated as equals with the air force and were heavily dependent upon the advice and assistance of manufacturers.50 None of these things was true of the technical department of the German air force.

The organisation of aircraft production came under one section of the Technical Office of the air force, department LC III, until February 1939. At first technical questions were handled by Milch, Goering’s state secretary. In 1936 Ernst Udet was appointed to head the Technical Office and Milch, whose success in helping to create the Luftwaffe was unpopular with Goering, was effectively demoted, losing his responsibility for questions of aircraft development and production.51 In 1939 Udet’s position was strengthened against Milch at Goering’s instigation, with the creation of the post of Generalluftzeugmeister, (GL), a post equivalent to that of army quartermaster-general. Udet held the post until 1941. The GL-Office was responsible for the research, development and production of aircraft equipment and differed from the Technical Office that preceded it by the fact that the GL had direct access to Goering, thus by-passing the state secretary, and that he was deliberately separated from any military questions. Goering’s choice of Udet was of great significance, for unlike Milch he posed little threat to Goering’s authority in the air force. He was chosen for his weaknesses rather than his strengths. With his appointment Goering’s influence with Hitler over air matters was restored and the resentment against Milch shown by the regular officers mollified.52 

The choice of Udet surprised those who knew him. Heinkel wrote that he found it ‘extremely difficult to imagine him as a chair-borne colonel and head of a planning office. . . . He was a bohemian, an artistic, light-hearted and frivolous man. . . . He was weak and sensitive and very easily influenced.’53 On accepting office Udet allegedly told a friend: ‘I don’t understand anything about production. I understand even less about big aeroplanes.’54 He had spent his life since the First World War as a stunt-flyer, making money from films and his cartoon drawings. His only technical qualification was a part share in a small aircraft firm that collapsed in the early 1920s. Goering told him that his lack of any relevant experience did not matter – indeed his own career had been very like that of Udet until 1933. Udet took him at his word. On his appointment to head the Technical Office he told his staff ‘I will tell you . . . straight away that you cannot expect very much office work from me.’55 From 1936 until 1941, when Udet committed suicide as a desperate release from his impossible position, the major decisions about production and development were taken by Udet and Goering, neither of whom had any experience or detailed knowledge of either aeronautics or production. The lower levels of the Technical Office were filled with young engineering officers and officials whose experience was in many cases similarly restricted, and whose rank and status was too junior to win out in competition with other military officials or to earn the respect of the industrialists and researchers.

The result of the lack of seriousness with which Goering was seen to treat production matters was reflected in the deprecating attitude of regular airmen and civilian officials towards the GL-Office and the unwilling co-operation of the aircraft industry. Udet’s political and administrative weaknesses encouraged industry and other air force departments to set up rival offices that duplicated the work of the GL. Thomas interfered in air force production through the local inspectorates, giving contradictory orders and advice to manufacturers. Individual manufacturers such as Koppenberg of Junkers or Messerschmitt were given special powers to press the claims of their firms outside the influence of the GL-Office.56 Udet himself was bullied and influenced by contractors, airmen and researchers so that the primary influences on production came from those with local or particular interests and not from above. The decentralised and confused administration of aircraft production reflected a similar structure in the economy as a whole. In both cases Goering created a nominally centralised system in which he was responsible for taking all the necessary decisions but without creating an adequate means for evaluating policy. Udet feared to show Goering quite how inadequate the system was and learned from his master the art of dissimulation and concealment when called to account.

From the Luftwaffe’s poin
t of view the most serious result of administrative inadequacy was the failure to involve industry in the planning and organisation of production. Industry was expected to take orders from the military authorities without question. It was not involved in the administration of aircraft production. Its responsibilities were narrowly confined to the factory where it was policed ineffectually by low-ranking engineering officers from the air force. In response the firms confined themselves narrowly to their own interests, competing fiercely with each other for contracts and resources, leaving all the broader questions about the air force economy to Udet and his staff. Knowing too little about industrial practices, and lacking a large competent staff to see what aircraft firms were doing with the resources at their disposal, Udet unwittingly permitted the industrialists’ individual interests to dictate the pace of aircraft production, just as the air staff under Goering allowed front-line officers to dictate the technical demands made to industry in the first place.

This situation only encouraged the firms to do as little as was necessary to meet the demands made on them. Since overall policy was not their responsibility (for they were specifically excluded from any say in the matter), and since they were working on guaranteed state contracts there was no incentive for efficient production. The result was that the aircraft industry became one of the least productive areas of the German economy. Part of the reason for this lay in the nature of the industry’s development. From the outset in 1933 the industry had been subsidised by the state. Its contracts all derived from state orders, its finance was provided where necessary by the state-owned Bank der deutschen Luftfahrt. None of the firms was subject to the pressures of the market or to serious attempts by the air ministry to place priority on a high productive performance. This lack of pressure for rationalisation conformed with the interests of many of the leading aircraft entrepreneurs. They had begun a business career in many cases – Heinkel, Messerschmitt, Tank of Focke-Wulf, Dornier – as designers rather than producers. After 1933 design remained a primary interest at the expense of production questions. Junkers proved to be the exception only because after its nationalisation it was placed under the control of a manager who had distinguished himself as a producer rather than a designer.57 

Because of the design and research priorities of the entrepreneurs, the instructions from the Air Ministry to confine the work of the firms to particular aircraft types was ignored with Udet’s connivance. All the major aircraft firms, except the state-owned Junkers concern, worked on a whole range of projects throughout the pre-war and war period. Heinkel, instructed to produce bombers, spent time designing jet fighters; Messerschmitt, ordered to produce fast fighters, devoted much effort to winning the heavy-bomber contract.58 The result was an unnecessary amount of inter-firm competition, a deliberate effort not to exchange research information, and a stream of projects thrust at Udet year after year for his uncomprehending evaluation. It also meant that a large amount of skilled technical personnel was involved in the perpetual struggle to win design contracts by designing an aircraft for every occasion, instead of diverting the technical effort to questions to do with efficient use of resources and production. The complete failure of the Me 210 heavy fighter, on which Udet based the expansion of the Luftwaffe in 1942, was a direct result of the failure to relate design and production questions together.59 

The rapid growth of the aircraft industry from a scattered number of single workshop businesses to the largest manufacturing industry in the Reich by 1939 brought additional strains. The managerial staff were compelled to adjust over a short space of time to the special needs of large-scale industrial organisation. This encouraged managerial conservatism as small-scale industrialists struggled to cope with the implications of changes in scale. The aircraft firms that grew as offshoots of heavy industry found this adjustment much easier, but they were deliberately restricted in scope in favour of the original small producers as a concession to ideology.60 Later efforts to introduce large-scale firms into aircraft production met the same hostility from smaller and financially weaker producers. The main effect of such conservatism was to slow up the introduction of more advanced factory methods. When General Bauer, who had responsibility in the Wehrmacht for industrial standardisation, addressed the aircraft producers in 1934 on the importance of new production methods he found that his recommendations were too difficult for them to understand.61 To both the designers and the military authorities ‘mass-production’ was associated with large-scale capitalism and shoddy goods.

The prevailing ethic in aircraft production remained that of the craftsman. Before 1933 aircraft were built one at a time or in small groups. Each aircraft was assigned a team of workers under a foreman who would do all the work on one aircraft, since the apprentice engineers were trained in at least four specialist skills.62 Even when much larger numbers were built during the war the habit of building in single units persisted since it matched the skills of the workforce and the demands for high quality from the forces. There was relatively little mechanisation, control of the production flow, rational organisation of the distribution of materials and labour. Line production was introduced slowly and partially. The standardisation of parts was achieved only by the end of the war. The Ju 88 bomber was designed with 4,000 different types of screw and bolt and had to be riveted by hand instead of with the automatic machine-tools available for the purpose.63 Indeed aircraft production was characterised by a high degree of handwork and hand finishing. The air ministry was regularly alerted to the widespread survival of handwork but did little about it until 1942.64 Bauer complained bitterly of the firms that preferred the ‘unco-ordinated old-fashioned craft-bound unit production with all its consequences such as delays in delivery, lack of the right production equipment, lack of standardisation, confusion in the supply of components. . .’65 The American and British intelligence officers who surveyed German industry at the end of the war found the aircraft industry riddled with old-fashioned practices, well behind not only standard American factory practices but even those in British factories.66 The bombing of Germany only served to encourage the survival of such methods for it led to widespread dispersal into smaller units and scattered workshops and reduced the possibility of full rationalisation.

The inefficient and conservative factory practices encouraged a poor level of resource use. This was at its most notorious with raw material and labour. Lacking any overall view of raw material requirements the individual firms argued for as much as they could get. Udet did not know, and failed to elicit, what was really necessary for production and complied with the firms’ demands. Thus a stream of resources was fed into an unrationalised industry without effective control. When Milch led the drive to improve efficiency in 1941 he discovered that Udet had authorised the allocation of 16–18,000lbs of aluminium for every aircraft irrespective of its end weight (a fighter weighed some 4,4001bs fully equipped).67 Firms had simply hoarded the surplus to protect themselves against future losses or had wasted the material. Although the industry took over half all aluminium in weight, by the time the weapons got to the front they contained only a third. Over 1,5001bs of aluminium was wasted on the production of a single aeroengine. Messerschmitt developed sidelines in the production of aluminium barracks and ladders.68 

Traditional work methods also encouraged excessive demands for skilled labour and inefficient labour-use. The workers themselves understandably did little to undermine this situation. Many workers had been recruited from the declining craft trades after 1933 and were anxious to safeguard their traditional skills. The master-craftsmen and foremen drafted into the aircraft factories brought with them the spirit of the artisan shop, and a resentment at new methods and the anonymity of the large-scale production process. This showed itself in a preference for the single unit assembly method, instead of the division of the workforce along a production line. The master-craftsmen, the Meister, retained control over individual work-teams and a range of specialised hand tools. When some firms attempted to alter this situation and pay bonuses according to individual rather than group effort at points calculated along the production life of an aircraft there was strong resistance and the old system was reinstated.69 The approach of the older skilled workforce was very easily passed on. The workforce in the industry contained a high percentage of young workers, which gave the older and more experienced men an important role in organising and educating labour. The Air Ministry encouraged this for political reasons, arguing that apprentice schemes should be run by the traditional Meister because they were more reliable national-socialists.70 The apprenticeship system, with its four-year period of specialised training, survived into the war. All attempts to by-pass it or to shorten apprenticeship times were resisted as an attack on skills and a path to labour dilution.71 The firms themselves came to match production methods to suit the workforce. A highly skilled workforce reduced the need for expensive labour-saving machinery and complicated re-organisation. Such a workforce was also essential to cope with sudden changes to design, of which the air force demanded a great number, and the flexibility and high standards of the skilled workforce were used as a defence for poor productivity. The outcome was wasteful use of resources but a very high standard of finish on all German aircraft.

The degree of industrial inefficiency was exposed only later in the war when Milch began the slow process of reform. Yet the results were startling. With virtually the same quantity of resources the industry increased output from 10,000 in 1940 to 39,000 in 1944. Had it not been for the impact of bombing and the accumulated years of ineffective supervision of aircraft production the latter figure would almost certainly have been very much greater. There were of course, genuine resource problems, not those that derived from the ineffective mobilisation of existing resources. Industry was only concerned with the utilisation of resources once they had been allocated by Udet’s office. The responsibility for coping with shortages at a national level was the concern of Udet or Goering, not the concern of individual firms. Udet’s primary failure was his inability to define the main areas of need. Indeed he became so strongly influenced by all the firms’ complaints about labour and raw materials that he ignored the major constraints on production from a shortage of factory capacity and specialised machinery. Even when Milch began to tackle the problem of inefficient resource use he was still left with a legacy of insufficient preparation for large-scale, mechanised production.

Goering placed great confidence in the ability of the aircraft industry to increase output by two- or three-shift working on the outbreak of war.72 This was a cheap and effective way of increasing capacity without building new factories. But it failed to work largely because the firms were too wedded to traditional work methods and skilled labour. There were not enough skilled workers to operate three shifts and there was considerable resistance, as in Britain, to night-shift work on a prolonged basis. Milch was sent in 1937 to investigate the shadow factory scheme operated in Britain, but was unimpressed by the policy of setting up additional factories, ready tooled up, waiting to be used if war broke out.73 Although some effort was made to expand the floor-space of the industry, the plans suffered from the excessive demands made upon the construction industry by other projects and Udet’s poor bargaining power on behalf of aircraft production. Goering, at least, had some vision of the great demands that aircraft production would make upon factory space, but Udet had very little. Aircraft production from its very nature made very great demands on floor-space. Moreover, to achieve the necessary economies of scale in aircraft production large factories were essential. Only in this way could shortages of skilled labour be circumvented by standardised large-scale production and the use of semi-skilled labour. Russia, Britain and the United States all coped with the peculiar problems of aircraft production with an imaginative view of the scale involved. Later in 1943 Milch complained that no one in Germany before the outbreak of war had ever seriously considered the scale of wartime requirements.74 Indeed investment in the aircraft industry for factories and equipment declined from a peak in 1937–8 until the middle of the war. Investment in the final assembly industry declined from 59m RM in 1937–8 to a mere 12m RM in 1939–40.75 
Yet by the outbreak of war the aircraft industry was fully utilised, already beginning to complain of a shortage of floor-space. The answer that Udet devised was to disperse production among small sub-contractors and suppliers drawn from the idle consumer industries. The effect of this was to reduce still further the efficiency of the industry for the firms were given no help from the ministry in the recruitment and organisation of suppliers. This produced extensive competition with the army and navy for the spare firms and aggravated the tendency to non-standardised and inefficient production through the use of small businesses.

The second major problem faced by the aircraft firms was the shortage of specialised machine tools. This was a particular hardship for the aircraft producers because they relied heavily on special machinery. There was no shortage of general purpose tools. These were in such generous supply that the authorities used this as an argument against increasing the output of more specialised equipment.76 The high reliance on skilled labour also obscured the shortage, for the skilled men worked largely with general purpose tools operated by hand. But in fact one of the major constraints on the extension of aircraft production capacity was the failure to produce sufficient specific-purpose tools. Milch regarded this ‘as one of the severest bottlenecks’ during the war, for it held up the introduction of mass-production for which special tools were needed.77 By 1941 aircraft firms were sending back standard tools supplied by the Plenipotentiary for the Machine Industry because they had too many, but week after week complaints were sent to the air ministry of delays caused by the lack of special tools. By 1941 the delivery delays for a whole range of such tools stretched from two to four years.78 The labour necessary to build such machinery was in short supply, as were designers competent to cope with their design. The machinery industry never devoted more than 8 per cent of its total output to specialised machines and proved as inflexible and conservative in approach to engineering questions as the skilled master-craftsmen.79 Yet the savings that such machinery brought were very substantial. At the BMW plant in Augsburg, the introduction of special flow-production machinery in 1944 cut production costs by half, raw materials used by 49 per cent and reduced worktime per engine from 3,150 hours to 1,250 hours.80 Reliance on general purpose tools and skilled labour, encouraged by dispersal of contracts to small firms throughout the war, and the shortage of special machinery and large production units, placed a severe restraint on the growth of the industry that the more efficient use of raw materials and labour could do little about.

What emerges from the history of aircraft production is a picture in which industrial initiative was stifled and the effects of ministerial incompetence magnified. Udet aimed to extract the minimum from industry, never the maximum, and continually pretended to an uncritical and preoccupied Goering that more would be produced presently. Any subsequent failures Goering blamed on industry so that relations between both sides remained poor. Excluded from industrial planning, yet blamed when the planning went wrong, the industrialists retreated, demoralised and frustrated, to the confines of their own businesses. Goering then blamed them for excessive Firmenpatriotismus, for putting the interest of the firm before that of the air force. One major reason for the poor relationship between Goering and th
e manufacturers was the suspicion constantly in his mind that the aircraft firms put financial and private interests before that of the state. The manufacturers for their part resented his ignorant and bullying exhortations, his lack of technical competence, his poor judgment.81 Although it was difficult and dangerous to say so directly to Goering, the constant criticisms of Udet and the technical office of the air ministry were an implied criticism of Goering. When, at the end of the war, the head of the aircraft industry group looked back at the failures of aircraft production, he blamed the ministry for its failure to provide ‘a clear, constant line in the development and evaluation of air force equipment’.82 Messerschmitt accused the ministry of total confusion and incompetence: ‘the greatest difficulty in the way of a rational output of aircraft and equipment lies in the first place with the planlessness with which the air ministry works. . . .’83 A special commissioner set up to study the problems of the aircraft industry in 1943 concluded that over the war the greatest explanation for lost production lay with the lack of ‘clear planning’ and ‘precise allocation of tasks’ in the ministry.84 

The entrepreneurs were by inclination hostile to ministerial interference because it replaced their own initiative and responsibility with that of military bureaucrats whose technical competence they questioned. Resentment at state interference extended to a fear on the part of the private manufacturers that the Nazis planned to nationalise the arms industry. The industry was divided between those firms that had been taken over or set up by the state, including the largest, Junkers, and those that had grown out of small private firms in the 1920s. Messerschmitt championed the cause of private enterprise, buying back shares from the state out of retained profits, and making desperate efforts throughout the 1930s to free the firm from reliance on state aid.85 The ministry practised a policy of favouritism for state firms in awarding contracts and had much closer links with the managers in state factories. The pro-Nazi managers in the state sector tried to encourage a spirit of corporatism in the industry which only served further to undermine confidence in the long-term prospects for private business.86 The fear of the state merged with a more general distrust of the party and its role in industry. Tank, Heinkel and Messerschmitt found themselves harassed by their local Gauleiter and on bad terms with Goering as a result. The chairman of Messerschmitt was imprisoned later in the war for his antipathy to the state, and Messerschmitt, whose firm Bormann had under scrutiny for its alleged employment of Jews, was himself sacked in 1942 from all his managerial jobs in fulfilment of Goering’s threat to remove unco-operative businessmen.87 Heinkel wrote after the war of his ‘rather ingenuous belief that I was master in my own home and the conviction of the party that it had the right to meddle in all matters not strictly technical and influence them according to its own political tenets’.88 Another industrialist explained the antipathy in terms of the fact that the Nazi movement signalled ‘a lower-middle class revolution’.89 It was the turn of the clerks to rule the managers.

What the Nazis lacked was the goodwill of those who produced the aircraft. It was not that the aircraft industrialists were unpatriotic; far from it. Many of them had fought through the First World War or produced aircraft for it, and many looked forward to German rearmament and the overturning of the Versailles settlement. During the Second World War they made clear again their desire to defend Germany against attack, especially from Soviet Russia of whom the industrialists had a particular fear.90 What created the lack of goodwill were the shortcomings of Goering’s system of government. As engineers the entrepreneurs resented controls on their creativity from those who knew no engineering. As producers they resented the dull and complex administrative apparatus with which they were increasingly burdened. As capitalists they feared the socialising ambitions of Goering’s ministry and the parvenu and ineffective minions who ran it. Goering returned their distrust. The resulting lack of mutual understanding placed a severe strain throughout the war on the ability of the Nazi planners to get the aircraft they wanted.

During the course of 1941 the failure of aircraft production could no longer be hidden. By the middle of 1941 output was below the monthly level for 1940 and plans for future production were conservative and uncertain. First Goering, and then Hitler, saw the need for urgent changes. For Goering this meant making political concessions. He was compelled to reintroduce Milch into production planning, first as an assistant for Udet and then, during the summer of 1941, as his effective replacement.91 Goering hesitated to sack Udet outright but was saved from his predicament by Udet’s suicide in November. Milch used the opportunity of Udet’s political decline to replace poor administrators in the ministry with competent officials of his own choosing. Goering tolerated Milch’s activities because he had no other alternative. He could not rescue aircraft production himself but feared the consequences with Hitler of allowing it to languish. Milch was thus given a freer hand than he might have expected.92 

Milch began from the outset to plan aircraft production on the largest scale. Unlike Udet he worked on the basis of what the war required, not on the basis of what industry said it might produce. As his yardstick he used the large production figures which it was now known that Britain and the United States were planning. Goering never fully grasped the relationship between future needs and the current war situation. Later in the war he chided Milch for always thinking in terms of what the enemy might produce.93 The conclusion that Milch drew was that industry should aim in the first place for 3,000 aircraft a month in late 1943 and 1944 rising to 7,000 aircraft a month by 1945. When he assumed responsibility for production in mid-1941 output was running at less than 1,000 aircraft per month. Goering agreed to Milch’s arguments and on 20 June announced a quadrupling of all aircraft equipment production.94 In order to achieve an immediate increase Milch altered the plans for new models which were to be introduced slowly in 1942 and replaced them with much larger quantities of existing types. To the Chief of Staff he insisted that ‘Serial production has priority’ and ignored the military demands for more advanced and specialised equipment.95 Milch realised that it would take time for the new programmes to materialise. Even in 1942 production did not reach the levels originally planned for the first year of war. It proved to be impossible to undo quickly the five years of poor planning and ineffective mobilisation in the midst of a large-scale conflict.

From the middle of 1941 onwards aircraft production was reformed as far as it was possible to do so. The industry was reorganised into a system of production ‘rings’ and committees responsible for each aircraft model. The sub-contractors were carefully organised so as to reduce the time for the delivery of components and to rationalise their production and allocation. A new system of so called ‘F’-orders was established so that all the firms involved in aircraft production would know from week to week what they were supposed to be producing, when and where it was to be delivered.96 A new Industrial Council was set up for the aircraft industry in May 1941 charged with rationalising the industry.97 Milch himself reorganised the distribution of raw materials, reducing the quantity allocated for each aircraft and utilising the scrap materials more effectively. Every effort was made to introduce standardisation, to eliminate excessive handwork and to modernise factory methods. Thus the construction of the Ju 88 with its 4,000 types of bolt was simplified and the number reduced to 200. The number of types of cylinder produced was reduced from 3,232 to 1,138.98 Most important of all Milch guaranteed that the factories would have long production runs that would make it worth their while to introduce new production methods and special machinery and to adopt more semi-skilled work practices. The number of unskilled and semi-skilled workers was increased and the apprentice scheme reduced in scope. This in effect compelled the larger firms to reduce their reliance on skilled craftsmen and to modernise production processes.

The results of the rationalisation scheme were uneven, for it took time to organise the changes and the shortages of factory space and special machinery were difficult to overcome. Nevertheless all the major factories reported significant gains in productivity. Messerschmitt reported that after the introduction of flow-production methods construction time on the Bf 109 was cut by 53 per cent during 1942 and a further 15 per cent in 1943.99 At the Siebel works the mechanisation of wing assemblies for the Ju 88 brought an increase of 250 per cent in output using the same labour and floor-space.100 BMW reported a drop in production time for each engine of 60 per cent, Henschel of 50 per cent.101 The savings in resources used meant that less aluminium was supplied in 1942 than in 1941 but produced some 50 per cent more aircraft. Firms demanded from 600,000 to 1 million new workers to complete the Goering programme but discovered that with more rational labour use the plans could be fulfilled with virtually no labour increases at all.102 Junkers aero-engine factories increased output by 80 per cent between 1941 and 1942 but added only 2 per cent more labour. At Messerschmitt and Junkers main assembly plants numbers of workers actually declined between 1941 and 1942 while the output of aircraft increased almost 50 per cent.103 Moreover the number of 
skilled workers fell away sharply during 1942 and 1943. At Henschel the number of skilled German workers declined from 45 per cent of the workforce in 1939 to only 11 per cent in 1943.104 The workforce was compelled to accept dilution and de-skilling. The forced foreign labour that was drafted into the aircraft factories proved to have a better productivity record than the skilled German workforces because of the new production methods.

The remarkable change in productivity levels was a testimony to the very poor level of mobilisation that existed in the industry before 1941. Some of the constraints, however, could not be removed; and new bottlenecks appeared, particularly in transport and fuel. Moreover the changes that many firms made after 1941 were of an elementary kind, or were simply the result of better ministerial organisation. There remained large areas of the industry that either could not be mechanised in time or resisted its introduction. The dispersal of orders forced by bombing from 1942 onwards made rationalisation difficult to maintain. Smaller firms were unable to meet the demands of the large firms on time and many aircraft were left with parts missing at the factories for weeks because of wide differences in productive performance between the assembly plant and the suppliers. Bombing also had the effect of throwing the carefully planned production and delivery schedules out of gear, which again prevented the larger firms from fully benefiting from modernisation. Schemes for substituting wood or steel for scarcer materials achieved poor results. Standardisation took time to enforce, largely because of the specialised demands made from the front for modifications to existing aircraft types. Finally the air force was compelled to compete for resources with the army. Goering’s loss of influence in the economy after 1942 meant that Milch had greater difficulties in acquiring resources, for the army enjoyed the support and political power of the Speer ministry.

The period of reforms brought about a substantial change in the political structure of aircraft production. The industrialists were invited by Milch to participate much more in aircraft production planning while the influence of the civilian side of the air ministry was increased at the expense of air staff. Many industrialists welcomed such a change. By 1941 they were reluctant any longer to take the blame for Udet’s shortcomings. Milch offered them more direct control over production as well as responsibility for the rationalisation drive. Milch was less sympathetic to private interests than the firms might have expected but he did respect the technical judgment and organising ability of the managers. At the same time Goering was excluded more and more from the day-to-day business of production and development, so that production was affected less after 1942 by Goering’s uninformed interventions and military bias. The air staff and the air force generals were also forced to accept that the civilian organisation should enjoy both greater prestige and greater influence than it had done under Udet and some, at least, of the officers were sympathetic to Milch’s efforts to boost production.105 

The only serious difficulty that remained between the soldiers and civilians was the problem of aircraft quality. Milch’s productionist approach threatened the monopoly enjoyed by the air staff in the formulation of demands for new aircraft and the qualitative modification of existing types. This had considerable implications for air strategy since the air staff firmly believed in the principle of qualitative superiority as a key to victory and the absolute right of the combat airmen to choose the appropriate weapons. Goering sympathised with this view. Since 1938, when he acquired wide authority over research for air warfare, Goering championed the idea that in new weapons and improved performance, rather than mere quantity, lay the strength of the German air force.

One of the legacies of Udet’s stewardship was the bankruptcy of this principle. Air research was scattered among a large number of separate institutes. It remained unco-ordinated and confused. There was little rational allocation of research resources, duplication was widespread and the exchange of information limited. Individual researchers jealously guarded their projects either from other academics or from industry. Industry developed its own research apparatus, duplicating the work of the academic institutes. The fierce competition for contracts between the firms discouraged co-operation on basic research and left all the firms pursuing an undisciplined range of research goals without any effective control from the Air Ministry.106 The Junkers concern alone spent some 246m RM on research and development between 1939 and 1943, a great deal of which was spent on aircraft that never saw service.107 It was Udet’s job to sort through the wide range of projects and to match them with the demands made by the air staff for new aircraft. The evaluation of new aircraft was left to a man who openly confessed his distrust of novelty and was ignorant of even the most basic changes in aeronautical theory.

Neither Goering nor Udet fully grasped the principles of technological change in the air force, for this was an extremely complex question, one that no air force during the war got entirely right. Though they appreciated the need for new aircraft and equipment, they lacked the understanding to plan successfully the phasing out of old types and the introduction of new ones of observably superior quality. They failed to grasp the implications of the fact, spelt out in indignant memoranda from the aircraft firms and research stations, that new aircraft took five to seven years to develop from the gleam in the designer’s eye, and that much forward planning was, from its very nature, speculative.108 Instead the Luftwaffe leaders assumed that aircraft could be got into production much faster than was in fact the case, were sceptical of more novel developments, and tended to put too much emphasis on one chosen model instead of keeping a range of projects in being in case one should have been misjudged. The evaluation process itself was fractured by the rivalry and mistrust between the ministerial officials and engineers on the one hand, and the regular officers wh
o formulated future requirements on the other. Udet proved incapable of overcoming such conflicts and imposing a clear set of guidelines and an appropriate administrative structure for evaluation. Final decisions rested with Goering, and these could be influenced by factors as arbitrary as the judicious presentation of aircraft replicas in silver and gold by competing firms.

Thus it was that in 1942 the new generation of aircraft that Goering had hoped to use for a major air war failed to materialise; Germany’s qualitative superiority evaporated with it. The He 177 heavy bomber was dogged by technical problems caused by Udet’s insistence that it should be able to dive-bomb. The Ju 288 similarly failed to match the expected performance and was plagued with design problems. The Me 210 heavy fighter was scrapped in 1942 because it consistently failed to match the necessary technical performance and was dangerous to fly.109 Udet had placed the Luftwaffe’s eggs all in one basket. The failure of all three projects, and of other less essential development, forced Milch to insist in 1942 that the old aircraft types should be kept in quantity production and new projects be confined to a minimum. This the air generals accepted with great reluctance.110 Throughout the war the stream of new projects continued while the air staff insisted on making substantial modifications to existing models to make up for the loss of new ones. Production schedules thus continued to be disrupted since the front-line soldiers still enjoyed priority in making technical demands at any stage in the production life of an aircraft. Milch improved the evaluation system, and brought in more competent engineers to do so, but he was still compelled throughout the war to accept specifications and demands from the air staff that were in his opinion strategically unnecessary and wasteful of resources. As late as October 1943 Milch calculated that there were 425 different aircraft models and variants in service, a product of excessive demand for refinements from the front.111 

The changes in aircraft production and arguments about quality took place against a changing background. During 1942 aircraft losses continued to mount. Air superiority was lost over the whole Mediterranean theatre and large parts of the eastern front. The disparity in production between the Allies and Germany reached a peak in 1942 and 1943. In 1942 the Allies produced 100,000 aircraft, Germany and her allies 26,000. In 1943 the figures were 151,000 and 43,000.112 Milch’s efforts to revive air production came too late to cope with the downward spiral of German air strength. Even the 50 per cent increase in 1942 and the 75 per cent increase in 1943 could not prevent the massive attrition of the air force which her enemies’ numerical superiority ensured. The reform of aircraft production only averted a yet greater disaster. In 1942 and 1943 Germany was also faced with the threat of large-scale bombing aimed at still further reducing her economic strength. Milch’s conclusion was that the only hope for the Luftwaffe lay in concentrating all efforts on home defence and on producing large numbers of standard, technically sound aircraft until Germany was in a position to take the initiative again. Within the air staff itself there developed a growing criticism of the failure to link strategy and production in the past and growing support, particularly among younger officers, for this strategy of defence and large numbers. The General of Bombers himself wrote to Milch admitting that the policy of using medium bombers for everything had been a strategic mistake.113 The fighter generals arrived at the same conclusion as Milch that air defence was crucial. Slowly the air force accepted what the industrialists and officials had recognised much earlier, the link between a successful air strategy and a high level of output. Some officers went as far as to accept the need for standard, easily produced models in favour of over-sophisticated aircraft that were difficult to maintain.114 Under General Kammhuber and General Galland the first steps were taken to strengthen the air defence of the Reich as an essential first step for the development of new air strategies.

The two main obstacles to building up such a defence were the persistent shortage of fighter aircraft and the opposition of Hitler. Hitler’s view of air strategy was very different. He insisted that anti-aircraft fire could cope with the bombing attacks. Aircraft were of most use in offensive operation, either fighting with the army or on bombing attacks. By the end of 1942 and throughout 1943 Hitler took all the major decisions in air warfare, assuming virtual tactical control over air units on the eastern front. The only independent operation of any size that Goering controlled was the Stalingrad airlift, which had disastrous consequences both for the future of the Luftwaffe and Goering’s own reputation. Goering’s loss of genuine command over the air force allowed the air staff greater say in running day-to-day affairs, and freed the fighter generals for building up the Reich defences in defiance of Goering, but it also meant that they had the additional and much harder task of persuading Hitler to gamble on defence, something against which he was strongly prejudiced. Indeed the Stalingrad airlift had come about largely because of Hitler’s rigid insistence that no German army should retreat when it could still stand up and fight.

Goering’s bizarre generalship was replaced in reality – though not in name – during the middle of the war by Hitler himself, who remained basically hostile to the drift in air force thinking in favour of defence and quantity production. In arguments about air strategy he placed uncritical faith in the quality of weapons, arguing that the air force in particular could be rescued by the invention and development of fantastic devices which would defeat sheer weight of numbers. He intervened more regularly in air force discussions, urging on the production of the new weapons that he had been
promised before the war. Together with new weapons Hitler wanted to renew the bombing offensive against Britain. Here he had many allies in the forces for it was widely believed that revenge bombing would end the Allied attacks and give the Luftwaffe time to regroup and gather strength. These allies included Jeschonnek, the Chief of Air Staff, who went as far as to beg Hitler to take on the leadership of the air force as he had done that of the army in 1942.115 

Goering was faced in all this with a dilemma. He could support Milch and those who argued for a defensive strategy, openly admitting the failure of the air force (and at first he had seemed inclined to do so).116 Or he could agree to Hitler’s proposals for an offensive strategy based around bombing with new qualitatively superior weapons, which he knew the Luftwaffe was not capable of carrying out in 1943. Goering finally chose the latter course out of expediency. While he made it widely known that he blamed Udet and the ministry, the industrialists and the research institutes for the failure to provide the air force with the weapons it needed earlier in the war, he identified himself closely with Hitler’s strategy on air warfare.117 He ordered preparations for a new bombing offensive and a more frantic search for new weapons hoping to rescue his failing military fortunes by taking cover behind Hitler’s own ideas. The result was that Goering found himself working against the tide of Milch’s efforts. Air force generals sympathetic to the idea of bombing and anxious that it should remain a powerful independent element in the air force, and aircraft industrialists with a vested interest in bomber production, supported Goering’s efforts.118 The air force officers who believed in qualitative superiority welcomed Goering’s search for new weapons and continued to disrupt Milch’s production programmes in pursuit of them. The contradiction was complete. Unable to cope with the consequences of such a contradiction Goering’s chief-of-staff, Jeschonnek, committed suicide, leaving behind him a written indictment of Goering’s feeble generalship.119 

Goering set out in the autumn of 1943 to provide Hitler with a ‘new Luftwaffe’. Its purpose was to attack rather than defend, like the air force of the 1930s. The central feature of the new air force was the build-up and preparation for a new bombing offensive against Britain and attacks on Russian industry. Hitler believed that the British would stop bombing Germany only if they thought that Germany would retaliate in kind. Hitler planned to create a force capable at first of attacking with only 40–50 aircraft a night on a continuous basis to force the British to stop, achieving the desired effect as much through demoralisation as through actual destruction.120 Goering accepted this view despite the fact that the evidence in Germany suggested that small attacks had very little effect on morale: ‘Go and make the first attack on London with 150 aircraft and only with 150, and then just read the English press.’121 On 1st December 1943 Hitler ordered the new campaign to begin. In the east, where Hitler demanded heavy bomber attacks ‘in horizontal flight, by night against long-distance targets’, the IV Air Corps was withdrawn from the front ‘in order that it might be prepared for strategic operations against Soviet Russian industrial targets’.122 

The precondition for both these campaigns was an increase in the number of bombers available, and improvements in the quality of both aircraft and bombs. Goering reversed Milch’s priority for fighter aircraft, set up in 1943, in his discussions with those sympathetic to a renewed bombing offensive. Actual production of bombers had fallen to only 329 a month by September 1943. With the support of the bomber commands Goering demanded 600 a month, rising to 900 a month as soon as possible. Of these new aircraft a number were to be the redesigned He 177, insisted upon by Hitler in May 1943, and a fast jet bomber, the Arado Ar 234.123 At the same time Goering ordered the speeding up of bomb development so that the promised new incendiary devices would be ready for the new offensive. He had grasped the importance of fire-bombing some years before: ‘if a machine drops one or two large bombs’, he told an audience in May 1942, ‘and these don’t hit the target precisely, then the whole attack has failed; were many incendiaries to be carried then the greater spread of bombs would create more damage. . . .’124 Finally the Luftwaffe staff was given the task of drawing up plans for a bombing campaign. General Peltz was instructed to prepare for a new Blitz against Britain, while for the eastern front a report was drawn up, based on target research by the Air Ministry and the Speer Ministry for ‘the Campaign against the Russian Armaments Industry’ in November 1943.125 Hitler delightedly confided to Goebbels that the Luftwaffe would ‘regain air mastery in two or three months’.126 

The strategy might well have had important results if it has been developed over a period of time with the appropriate tactics and weapons to hand. It was substantially the strategy that Goering championed in 1938 when the plans for heavy bombing were laid down. But in the conditions of late 1943 the offensive was doomed to failure. The bomber forces had suffered a high rate of attrition of skilled pilots and aircraft during 1943. By the late summer bomber forces on all fronts had fewer than 600 serviceable aircraft, while production was running at the rate of 350 a month, only a little above losses. The rate of serviceability averaged between 30 per cent and 50 per cent in the second half of 1943. This was less than half the number of bombers available during the attacks on Britain in 1940–1, yet they were to be directed against three major fronts.127 The aircraft available were also inadequate, consisting of medium bombers of limited range and bomb-capacity. The few heavy bombers produced were so dangerous to fly and so unreliable that the squadrons were never able to put more than a handful into the sky, and in some cases refused even to do this because pilot loss was so high.128 The technical problems with all heavier or faster bombers remained a permanent restriction on the expansion of Germany’s strategic bombing forces. Moreover the air defence available in Britain and the Soviet Union was considerably greater than that available during 1940, while the British also enjoyed a lead in radar counter-measures and radio communications. The operation against Britain petered out after a few ineffective, small-scale attacks. Attacks against Soviet industry were never attempted. Goering’s ‘new Luftwaffe’ was a fantasy conjured up to disguise from himself the real demoralisation and ineffectiveness of the air force. ‘The zero hour’, Goebbels complained, ‘is being postponed again and again. If we could only strike back at the English soon. But look where you will, no such possibility is to be seen.’129 Instead of renewing the bombing Goering was forced, against his will, to accept the criticism of the party radicals and the anxious Gauleiter and prepare for a more active air defence.

Hitler’s other gamble was on the discovery of new ‘terror’ weapons, capable on their own of turning the tide of war against the Allies’ conventional equipment. In 1942, when Speer and Milch were turning the economy towards effective quantity production of standard weapons, Hitler argued that ‘for us today it comes to this, maintaining the lead in the area of war technology, which has made possible up till now our great victories.’130 Goering took up the theme and hounded his researchers and the industrialists for not producing advanced equipment: rocketry, wooden aircraft, jet bombers, advanced air armament.131 In some cases this was a direct result of the poor evaluation system, in others simply a failure of technical imagination, as much Goering and Udet’s responsibility as that of the scientists. Neither Hitler nor Goering could easily conceive of the long time that such developments required and the resulting frustration produced a stream of urgent requests that often made the research and development process slower rather than faster. Those that were selected as priority projects, the VI and V2, were hardly war-winning weapons. The jet aircraft was still in its technical infancy and was unlikely on its own to turn the tide of any campaign. Only nuclear weapons would have had the kind of effect that Goering was looking for because it was the only qualitative leap that could have bridged the growing gulf between Germany’s economic potential under the threat of bombing, and that of the Allies. Yet Heisenberg and Planck, Germany’s leading atomic physicists, did not begin to interest the air force seriously in nuclear research until the middle of 1942, and then presented their case so modestly in the light of other research demands that it was never taken seriously enough as a project that might produce a war-winning weapon in time.132 

The search for ‘wonder-weapons’ was understandable enough in the light of Germany’s fading military fortunes. In the Luftwaffe even more so because of its association with modernity and Hitler’s conviction that ‘in the final analysis it was always the Luftwaffe which had turned the scales. . . .’133 Yet there were no secret weapons of the kind that Hitler hoped for. The Luftwaffe even lost the qualitative lead in conventional air weapons that the Nazi leaders took for granted in the early years of war. The performance of the best Allied aircraft was considerably higher than that of German aircraft available in 1943 and 1944. In more specialised fields such as radar, radio and air weapons Germany spent much of the war trying to catch up. This qualitative crisis reflected not only the general weaknesses of the air force procurement system, but a more fundamental problem with basic German scientific research.

No one in the Nazi leadership was more closely involved in research questions than Goering. From an early stage he linked the research institutes to the air ministry so that they would have ample funds and feed new research directly into the air force apparatus.134 Under the Four Year Plan he assumed more responsibility for research in the synthetic materials programme and agriculture.135 Research, like everything else, was infected by the political system. Many of the best researchers either fled from Germany or were excluded from public life because they were Jewish. Other scientists worked unenthusiastically for the Nazis, seeing them as enemies of scientific enquiry. The ignorance of the Nazi administrato
rs allowed much basic research to continue that was unimportant to the war effort or led to the exclusion of research that contravened the new definition of ‘Aryan science’.136 Scientists who rose to high positions did so because they were Nazis, not because they were good scientists. This still further alienated the scientific community, while it restricted the supply of militarily useful projects because of the limited vision and egoism of the Nazi scientists. Nor was scientific research immune from the more general problem of excessive bureaucratisation, institutional rivalry and unco-operativeness. The large numbers of research institutes jealously guarded their own research and duplicated much that was done elsewhere. When Heisenberg tried to alert Milch to the possibilities of nuclear research he was prevented from seeing him in his official capacity because his institute was directly responsible to the Education Ministry, not the Air Ministry.137 The lack of centralisation and the excessive compartmentalisation with its strict adherence to protocol suited many scientists who were thus able to carry on their work without compromising themselves by inventing weapons for Hitler’s war. In addition the competition for scientific labour and resources between the Air Ministry, the SS, the Education Ministry and the firms undermined efforts to recruit science more effectively for the German war effort.138 

Late in 1942 Hitler proposed to involve scientists more fully in the military economy. Goering had already taken steps towards this some months before. He had been under pressure from the Air Ministry to create a national research organisation in which air research would have greater access to new ideas. In the spring of 1942 he had already authorised the establishment of a research council for the air force to replace the jumble of separate institutes and authorities responsible for the various aspects of air research.139 Those who pressed Goering to reform the research programme pointed out that the main weaknesses lay in the lack of centralised review of scientific work and the failure to develop basic research once it was available. The development problem was made worse by the fact that many researchers preferred to work in industry where they were paid more, but where commercial rivalry prevented the widespread dissemination of ideas or work on unprofitable experiments. The intervention of the military at every level of research and development tended to stifle initiatives that did not fit in with the armed forces’ own technical judgment.140 The new air research council was designed to overcome some of these problems and to free scientists for wide-ranging research, while retaining a flexible review system to avoid duplication and wastage.

In practice the reforms of the research system in 1942 came too late and were difficult to enforce. There were too many interested parties involved. The chairman of the research council, Seewald, hesitated to take his appointment because it was clearly so political in character, requiring him to balance the interests of industry, the armed forces and the scientific institutes.141 Industrialists co-operated half-heartedly with the scheme because they were committed to the developments already embarked upon. The other armed forces competed with each other for research personnel and resources and refused to co-operate with the air force. Within the air force itself the engineers continued to pursue their own research and to give orders to the scientists rather than accepting and evaluating what the scientists had to offer.142 Seewald and the other research leaders were demoralised by their task and unable to secure enough power to make the centralisation effective. In October 1943 he resigned, still voicing the same criticisms he had made a year before.143 The people who had the power were unsympathetic to academic scientists, and were too technically unschooled to be able to arrive at sound scientific judgments themselves. Goering and Udet prided themselves on their amateur qualifications. Radar, for example, Goering considered ‘simply a box with wires’.144 Udet could not understand, for he had never heard of it, how Heinkel’s experimental jet aircraft could fly ‘with no engine’.145 Even Milch for all his organisational skills was basically unsure of himself with more sophisticated equipment and was uncertain how to extract the most from the research establishment. This scientific philistinism earned the leadership the animosity and ridicule of the researchers. War-winning projects got lost in the system and the political effort of resurrecting them was often more than the researchers were willing or able to supply.

Nevertheless, Goering, as in so many things, was aware of the problem even if his own leadership was a permanent barrier to its solution. When Hitler ordered that scientists should be more involved in the war effort, Goering’s air force organisation, which was widely regarded as the most advanced of those of the three services, was used as the model for creating a new national research organisation. At Speer’s suggestion the Reichsforschungsrat (Reich Research Council), founded in 1937 under the 
auspices of the Four Year Plan, was taken over by Goering as an instrument for centralising and directing all German research. Goering saw its role in finding out ‘who researches what, where, how, under whose orders and with what results’.146 A small central committee was set up to streamline the organisation consisting of Goering, as President of the Council, Speer, Voegler and Rust, the Education Minister. Below the council were representatives of the armed forces and the civilian researchers in a special research ‘Senate’.147 The other two services accepted this with great reluctance, and never abandoned their own claims to independent research. The ‘senate’ became like so much of the wartime apparatus, simply a talking shop where serious decisions could not be arrived at because its members lacked sufficient authority and were present as representatives of specific interests. In its haste to increase communication between researchers details of every project, whether germane or not, were sent to every department and research bureau so that from a shortage of contact scientists found themselves submerged beneath a flood of technical reports too great to be of real use.148 In the end the research organisation lacked the voluntary support of its founders so that it in practice changed little. By 1944 of its 800 research projects on hand over 70 per cent were for agriculture and forestry, and only 3 per cent for physics.149 Moreover the SS took over much research in 1944, subjecting German science to its increasingly eccentric demands, while the army clawed back half the 5,000 scientists that had been rescued from the ranks during 1943, leaving the research institutes as starved of skilled personnel as ever.150 

The story of German research has echoes throughout the German war effort. There was no shortage of scientific talent and resources for research. But the scientific effort, like the production effort, broke down through the accumulated weight of Nazi policies, military interference, an understandable lack of commitment and professional pride. The prickly and exclusive character of the German professional elites combined with the ignorance, mistrust and inexperience of the petty-bourgeois Nazi politicians to prevent the rational use of Germany’s civilian resources. That is not to say that much was not achieved as the war continued and the urgent need for better weapons became more apparent. The problem for German forces was that these achievements were insufficient either to achieve the great qualitative leap in technology that Hitler wanted or to keep abreast of Allied military developments.

The ‘new Luftwaffe’ and the secret weapons needed to equip it evaporated in the face of the military reality of 1944. Yet Hitler and Goering were reluctant to accept the collapse of the final efforts. Hitler was determined to use the air force for attack in the west. If the expected jet aircraft could not be used to bomb mainland Britain, then they should be used to throw the Allies back from the landing beaches.151 Goering supported Hitler in this. He ordered that the Me 262 jet fighter should be converted to a fighter-bomber role, and insisted that the stocks of fighters that were being built up in the Reich to combat the bombing offensive, should be used for a massive offensive strike against the invasion forces, and not for the role of combating the Allied bombers.152 Goering chaired a series of meetings in the early part of 1944 in which he outlined the possible routes of attack for the Allies and the number of bombers and fighters available to resist them. This planning showed the uncertainty in the minds of the German intelligence departments, for he was given evidence that the Allied attack would come in Portugal, or through Norway and the Baltic, or through Turkey and the Balkans.153 The Luftwaffe, with its dwindling supply of serviceable aircraft, was compelled to plan for all and any of these unlikely contingencies and to forego its defensive role. Both Milch and Speer combined to impress upon Goering the importance of keeping aircraft in the Reich, but Hitler was determined that attack alone would bring the necessary strategic dividends. When the invasion came the fighter forces of the Reich were drafted into the invasion battle and were eliminated, leaving the Reich close to the point of defencelessness in the air from the middle of 1944 onwards.154 

When Hitler finally agreed to give absolute priority to air defence in late June 1944 it was already clear that Milch’s strategy of defence and large quantities had been undermined by Goering’s efforts to build the new attacking air force.155 Large numbers of aircraft only began to appear during the spring and summer of 1944, at almost exactly the same time as the Allies finally produced a combination of bombing accuracy, long-range fighters and effective target selection to fulfil the promise of the bombing offensive. As a prelude to the European invasion the Allies had agreed to neutralise the German air force first. This was done by a systematic attack against the aircraft industry begun during ‘Big Week’ in February 1944, and was completed by the attacks against the oil producing plants in the summer of 1944 that reduced the amount of aviation fuel available to a mere fraction of overall needs.156 Thus many of the aircraft produced in 1944 under the auspices of the emergency ‘Fighter Staff set up in the Speer Ministry, were destroyed a
t the factories and in transit, or were held up for want of vital components destroyed in bombing attacks.157 Those that were sent to units in the course of the summer were starved of fuel, spare parts, and pilots with sufficient training. The long-term attrition of the German air forces could not be reversed by the so-called ‘Production Miracle’. The downward spiral of Luftwaffe fighting strength which had begun in 1942 was never effectively reversed. Milch’s revival of aircraft production took too long to mature to halt the pattern of attrition during 1943 and 1944, and those aircraft that were supplied were asked to perform a number of conflicting roles that reflected the divisions on strategy among the air force leaders.

Characteristically Goering blamed the collapse of the air force on poor morale among his pilots. He argued that the officers had failed to get pilots to fight either energetically or intelligently. The decline in enthusiasm for combat Goering attributed to the spreading of information about combat losses among the troops, and to officers who refused to send men out on impossible missions.158 Goering retained naive confidence in his own ability to inspire the troops. ‘I believe,’ he announced, ‘that if I finished a tour in which I had spoken to every fighter group, we would soon see an undoubted victory.’159 Frustrated at his officers’ alleged timidity, he refused to wear his war decorations until ‘the German Luftwaffe starts to fight with the kind of dedication it fought with when [he] won them’.160 Goering always identified himself with the front-line fighters, and became increasingly blind to the fact that it was his shortcomings as supreme commander that so demoralised his pilots. He was able to say of his own air commanders that they were ‘ageing, overweight, cockatoos’ without a trace of irony.161 In the illusory world which he inhabited he was still the young airman fighting over Flanders, encouraging his troops to acts of heroism.

The truth was that loss rates were particularly high for German pilots and that the missions which they were ordered to fly made increasingly less strategic sense to them. Unfortunately Goering’s public admission of declining war-willingness was taken up by the party and used as a popular explanation for the failure to stem the bombing. The general climate of resentment against the air force was reinforced by the army troops which complained that the Luftwaffe was nowhere to be seen over large parts of the front. Shortly after Goering’s accusations of cowardice a civilian commission was set up to remove large numbers of troops and workers from the Luftwaffe and send them into the army. The Chief of Staff wrote to Milch that the proposed loss of 430,000 men would mean ‘the dissolution of the Luftwaffe’, and that to give such a task to civilians impaired the very nature of military authority.162 The conclusion he drew was that Goering was responsible: ‘The commanders and leaders must assume that their supreme commander does not trust them any more.’163 Although Goering hastened to save face with his own forces, he was unable to prevent large numbers of airmen from being drafted to the eastern front. During 1944 attacks on the air force became more widespread and bitter. Himmler’s proposal to establish an SS Luftwaffe to replace the regular air force reflected the feeling among the party radicals that the air force was much less national-socialist than they had been led to believe.164 

Goering could not escape from the recriminations that he had helped to set in motion. Indeed his own lack of confidence in the fighting qualities of the air force did lead to widespread demoralisation, and yet further accusations of cowardice and corruption.165 The airmen in turn blamed Goering for strategic errors and unfulfilled promises. Some even blamed Hitler. Koller, the last Chief of Air Staff, wrote that ‘the Führer himself . . . made some of the greatest mistakes.’166 Even Goebbels found it difficult to accept that the supreme commanders should abandon their responsibility and blame military defeat on the soldiers. In his diary he commented that ‘it is no good the Führer saying today that he had wanted the right thing but had not insisted on it’.167 Yet Hitler was able to shelter behind the popular backlash against the air force, blaming its architects indiscriminately for their failure to provide him with the terroristic war-winning weapon that he had sought in the 1930s and that Goering had rashly promised him. Hitler had long suspected that the air force was a prime example of the inflexibility and officiousness of military life: ‘The Luftwaffe are a lazy bunch, nobody does any work, with red tape everywhere.’168 Hitler’s disappointment was expressed in threats to shoot or hang all the air force commanders.169 In September 1944 he informed the Chief of Staff that ‘The entire air force is incompetent and yellow.’170 On 3 September he finally reached the decision to disband the air force altogether and t
o replace it with an army-controlled anti-aircraft ground defence force. Goering was compelled to beg Hitler to leave the air force in being. Hitler agreed but let it be known for the rest of the war that he blamed the air force, and Goering in particular, for what had gone wrong.171 

‘Everything the Führer says about the Luftwaffe is one long indictment of Goering,’ wrote Goebbels.172 Within the air force there grew a strong movement to replace him and to reorganise the air force command. The Chief of Staff wrote to Goering in January 1945 about the officers’ ‘lack of confidence in the Luftwaffe high command with regard to armament, concentration of forces, personnel policy and leadership of the air force generally.’173 Conspiracies among the Luftwaffe officer corps dated back to 1943. Goering’s reaction was to punish all complaints as insubordination, thus depleting the air force of competent officers and replacing them with more amenable ones.174 The army encouraged the criticisms, happy to profit from the discomfiture of the ‘Nazi service’. The failure to persuade Hitler to replace Goering completed the force’s demoralisation. Aircraft production was taken out of the hands of the air force completely. The Air Ministry was by-passed in favour of the SS-dominated armaments staff.175 The increasingly tenuous grip that Goering held on the air force during 1944 marked the end of his pretensions to military greatness.

The historian might conclude that this was always a forlorn pretence. Goering lacked the intellectual and administrative capacity for his task, but he also lacked, and this was of crucial importance, the willingness to delegate the command to others. ‘Goering will not tolerate a personality of any importance around him,’ Goebbels noted.176 The qualities that were admired in Goering in the 1930s, his energy, enthusiasm and ruthlessness, were qualities suitable for the daring front-line pilot. They were even appropriate for the initial task of building the Luftwaffe, which was largely left in its routine aspects to others. But because they were not also complemented with sound judgment, strategic vision, a grasp of administrative and command method, Goering was a poor wartime leader. He failed to establish a wider sharing of responsibility for strategy that could mitigate his own lack of judgment, and was on poor terms with some of his more important commanders and officials. His time was taken up with a wide range of responsibilities so complex that one man could not hope to fulfil them all. His view of air power was rhetorical; he remained trapped in the romance of early air warfare and the exaggerated hopes of aircraft and air warfare that this generated. The quick victories of 1939 and 1940 only strengthened this view. As the sole source of all authority in the air force he imposed his uncritical and heroic visions of air power on the whole system. Those Luftwaffe officers who were critical of Goering’s leadership, and of Nazi strategy in general, remained in General Koller’s words, ‘voices crying in vain in the wilderness’.177 It was Goering’s political authority rather than his military capabilities that prevented any change in this situation. The air force was inextricably bound up in its military fortunes with the political ambitions of its commander. If Goering was forced to give up the economy, he was bitterly determined to retain the Luftwaffe to the end, and with it the mirage of victory in the face of defeat.

In military terms the German air force was of much less value than Goering pretended. If the period of planned expansion had been completed without war then a more satisfactory relationship between strategy, production and training might have been possible. As it was the air force was only well prepared for one limited task, army co-operation. The failure to expand aircraft production or to plan alternative strategic tasks seriously enough, left the air force committed to this limited role throughout the war. Even this task was compromised in the end by the production crisis and the multiplication of tasks after the onset of war against Russia and the United States. Efforts to redirect air strategy to cope with this mounting crisis foundered on Hitler and Goering’s resistance to defensive plans. The resultant split in the air force destroyed any prospect of reviving German air power even on the basis of improved production. By 1944 the new output was rendered ineffective in any case by the massive numerical superiority enjoyed by the Allies and the success of the bombing campaign. Although aircraft production took over 40 per cent of all resources and large numbers of men, German forces got little advantage from air power after 1941. In terms of military effectiveness the German air force was an expensive liability that brought far less strategic benefit for the costs involved than was the case with the Allied air forces. Goering, however, staked everything on the survival of an independent air force, denying the allocation of resources to the army and to home defence which made more strategic sense. The price was the loss of both his military reputation and his political credibility.


Chapter 8

The Decline of the Goering Empire

Military failure alone does not explain the gradual decline of Goering’s political empire. The failure of the Luftwaffe formed part of the overall failure to maintain the political ascendancy Goering had won after 1936, but only part. The disaster of Stalingrad came in the second winter of the Russian war by which time Goering had already lost considerable influence and prestige in the formation of strategy and the running of the war economy. Yet it would be a mistake to see Goering’s political fall as either sudden or complete. His jurisdictional position remained intact for most of the war, and he still enjoyed authority, and some power, even by its end. Throughout 1942 the economic empire over which he ruled continued to expand into conquered Europe, while his overall responsibilities for economic activity declined only in the area of direct arms manufacture. In the wider sphere of the domestic economy Goering was still the final court of appeal and he carried on his administrative duties in this and many other fields well into 1944. The power that drained from Goering’s empire after 1942 did so slowly and imperceptibly, seeping away to other political leaders and institutions through that very same process of stealthy attrition that Goering had employed against his own rivals during the 1930s.

Goering’s political position was fatally weakened by the manifest failure to supply an effective national socialist alternative in running the military-economic apparatus. This was not all Goering’s fault, for the sharp twists and turns of strategy had largely been Hitler’s. Nevertheless he was an easier political target than Hitler and the failure of the Luftwaffe against Britain, the continuing crisis of economic resources, and the confused and bureaucratised system of economic mobilisation were ultimately Goering’s direct responsibility. Although Goering remained too powerful a figure to criticise openly in public, the lack of co-operation and goodwill shown to him by industrialists, party officials and army officers gave more silent testimony to the fact that his strategic misjudgments and political egoism were isolating him from the rest of the wartime administration. His virtual exclusion from the top-level preparations for Barbarossa marked a new direction in Goering’s political relationship with Hitler.1 Increasingly Hitler relied on his own strategic intuition and supervised more closely what the home front was doing. As a result Goering became more of a mouthpiece for Hitler, with correspondingly less influence on strategy.

The turning-point for Goering’s political career coincided with a major turning-point in the war. By December 1941 it was clear that Germany had failed to defeat the Soviet Union in the opening campaign. Goering shared with others the belief that the Soviet Union would be easily defeated in 1942.2 Yet this prospective success was overshadowed by the entry of the United States into the war and the imminent defeat of the Italian forces in the Mediterranean. Goering, from a combination of poor intelligence reports and ignorant illusion, minimised the impact that the United States would have on the war, a fact that may well have influenced Hitler’s decision to declare war.3 Even as late as 1943 he continued to rank Britain as Germany’s second most serious threat behind the Soviet Union.4 He consistently maintained that America could not convert her economy from the manufacture of cheap consumer goods to the mass output of armaments quickly enough to help the British and Russians. Nevertheless Goering was realistic enough to see that the changing character of the war required a massive output of German armaments and it was against this changing strategic background that he increased his efforts to concentrate the central running of the war economy in his own hands.

Goering based his efforts to rationalise the war economy on the successful outcome of the Todt reforms for army armaments and the re-organisation of aircraft production carried out under Milch and Udet. By the autumn of 1941 he was talking openly of taking over Todt’s responsibilities himself, becoming overlord for all military production.5 Thomas had become convinced of the need for a central planning agency and the central co-ordination of the war economy and encouraged Goering, whom he now regarded somewhat naively as an ally, to implement them.6 On 7 November Goering called a major conference on the war economy and its reorganisation. Goering directed Todt to take new steps to increase productivity while the Four Year Plan was designated as the instrument for the newly proposed central planning office. Reichsleiter Bouhler was appointed as Goering’s special plenipotentiary for rationalisation. On 17 November the leading Reich authorities were notified of Goering’s decisions and the first steps taken to put the new regulations into effect.7 

Yet unknown to Goering, who saw the urgent economic changes as the final opportunity to consolidate his economic power, those with whom he worked were trying to find a way of improving the performance of the economy by circumventing him. The more Goering insisted upon the extension of his powers, the more his subordinates shrank from implementing them. What turned the tide against him was the increasing unwillingness of the armed forces, industrialists and officials to accept Goering’s direction. Milch, Todt and Funk began to co-operate more fully in the last months of 1941 in an effort to get round the departmental fragmentation developed by Goering.8 The army became more openly critical. Keitel blamed the failure to defeat Russia on the poor mobilisation under Goering’s authority in 1940 and 1941.9 Relations between Todt and Goering were poor and this adversely affected the output of army weapons. The conflict between Goering and the leading Ruhr industrialists led to continuous complaints and recriminations from industry on the inefficiency and maladministration of the economy. By the beginning of 1942 much of this changed political situation had become apparent to Hitler.

It has been argued that it was at this stage of the war, some time between early December 1941 and the middle of January 1942, that Hitler changed the economy from Blitzkrieg to total war.10 This is to misinterpret the whole nature of the crisis. Hitler’s decision on 3 December to order the ‘rationalisation’ of the economy was not a last-ditch effort to save the concept of a narrow arms base and limited war, but was part of a more general move in the second half of 1941 to overcome the problems posed by the evidence of widespread inefficiency.11 It was a means to improve the performance of an economy already committed to large-scale mobilisation, not a means to avoid it. The December decree must be set side by side with Hitler’s orders to convert the civilian economy to war, which did not start in the winter of 1941–2 but stretched back to December 1939. The last of these had come in July 1941 when he ordered significant reductions in the non-military sectors of the economy, bringing to an end, not starting, the period of conversion to war.12 

Hitler’s subsequent instructions, including the rationalisation decree in December and the Führer directive ‘Armament 1942’ of 10 January, were efforts to achieve earlier production targets by improving the productive performance of German industry, through rationalising the organisation of war production and overcoming the confusion in economic policy-making.13 Todt had already promised Hitler in November and December that he would rationalise as far as he could, though Goering so resented Todt’s ambitions that the latter was close to resigning in January 1942, thus bringing the whole crisis to the surface.14 Thomas, too, supported Hitler’s resolve to change the way in which the economy was managed. His urgent memoranda to Hitler have to be seen in this context. They were not about converting to total war and ending Blitzkrieg, but suggested new ways to achieve the high targets set for military output in the heavily mobilised but inefficient military economy at Germany’s disposal.15 Hitler gradually recognised these problems. His initial solution was to involve industry more in the running of the economy. His directive on this dated from September 1941, and although Goering hesitated to go as far as Hitler wanted, since it was likely to expose his own shortcomings, changes were already under way to do just this months before the crisis over economic management in December.16 There was thus no decisive break in economic strategy in January 1942. The changes set in motion during the winter of 1941–2 were designed to improve economic performance and overcome the political crisis growing at the centre of wartime administration brought about by Goering’s mismanagement.

The growing crisis of confidence in Goering came fortuitously to a head in February 1942. On 7 February Todt was killed in a mid-air explosion flying from Hitler’s headquarters back to Berlin.17 The accident came at the end of a month of growing uncertainty over the future direction of the war economy. By chance Albert Speer was staying at the headquarters on his way back from the eastern front, and had been the last person to talk at length with Hitler before Todt’s death. The following morning Hitler summoned him to a formal interview and appointed him as successor to Todt as minister for armaments and head of wartime construction. Speer was given to understand that he enjoyed Hitler’s complete confidence for the task and that no other authority, including Goering, could overrule his decisions in the area of weapons production. Shortly after Speer’s appointment Goering arrived at Hitler’s headquarters on a routine visit arranged some weeks before, and not, as Speer later maintained, in reaction to the news of Todt’s death. He offered to take over from Todt as the single and central authority for the economy.18 Hitler curtly rejected the offer. Five days later Hitler confined Goering simply to the detailed tasks of the Fo
ur Year Plan and publicly announced that Goering had been replaced in what responsibilities he had enjoyed for the production of armaments other than those of the air force.19 

Why did Hitler choose Speer instead of Goering? Goering had already prepared a draft of a Führer decree giving him complete control over the economy and appointing him as a Minister for war production with absolute powers over all branches of the armed forces, but he had not yet submitted it to Hitler.20 Goering had almost certainly been intriguing since November or December 1941 to take over Todt’s position, which no doubt accounted for his consternation at Hitler’s spontaneous appointment of Speer. Milch later recalled that Todt’s political enemies had planned to overthrow him in the winter of 1941–2. In the last weeks of January Goering was involved in an unusual flurry of conferences with other senior Nazis, with Himmler, Heydrich, Goebbels, Bormann (with whom he was temporarily reconciled), as well as regular meetings with Thomas and Milch.21 It seems likely that Todt was set to suffer the same fate as von Blomberg and Schacht before him.

Although it is doubtful if Hitler knew of these schemes, he was influenced by the fact that Goering already enjoyed wide power which he had not used well and that it would be unwise to give him yet more. This was ironic, for Goering’s complaint since 1939 was that he had not been given enough central control to cope with the decentralising pull of the armed forces and the administration. A further irony arose from the grounds upon which Hitler based his criticism of Goering. In the first place Hitler believed that Goering was too identified with the military to be given further tasks of technical importance. He could see that it was military control over armaments that had led to so much rivalry and confusion in the granting of contracts, and he encouraged greater participation by the party at the expense of the armed forces. Secondly Hitler came to identify Goering’s empire as a prime example of the kind of military-industrial bureaucratisation that stifled the economy.22 In January 1942 he turned down Goering’s request for new deputies to supervise the rationalisation of the administration on the grounds that it would simply be an excuse for creating more bureaucrats. To have given Goering more political power would have solved nothing. Hitler told Speer later that ‘the capacity for increased production was available’ but that under Goering, ‘things had been mismanaged’.23 To achieve the renewed arms targets set down in January for the army and the air force would mean a more rational use of existing resources. Goering’s poor record before December 1941 was a scant recommendation for the task of reform. By contrast Speer’s performance as the party’s tame architect and Todt’s deputy for wartime construction, had been competent enough.

There were also important political considerations. The decisions taken in February 1942 were designed to give Hitler himself much more say in the running of the economy, just as he had acquired exclusive control over military affairs in 1938. The appointment of Speer, who was a member of the immediate entourage, with privileged evening access to Hitler, represented a strengthening of Hitler’s direct control over armaments affairs, confirmed by the regular Führer conferences that Speer later instituted.24 Speer himself only succeeded as a political figure because of Hitler’s personal support in his early months of office, and his power declined when Hitler began to make fresh appointments in the economy of men who also derived their power directly from him. On the military side Hitler achieved a further centralisation by insisting in his decree of 2 April 1942 that armaments requirements could only be formulated and sent out by his own headquarters staff, the OKW.25 Hitler’s belief that in the end only he was capable of making correct strategic and technical decisions led inexorably to a situation where he dominated economic decision-making as well.

At the same time Hitler was at great pains to bring the economy once again under the more direct influence of the party. It had been his intention with the founding of the Four Year Plan to achieve exactly this. Though Goering had been loyal to the initial intention he had failed to involve the party sufficiently. His own apparatus was filled with party members, but drawn from a narrow circle which included many ex-officers and officials. This had always been a danger for Goering, and he had at times made efforts to cultivate wider support in the party. One of the strengths of his position was his evident public popularity, confirmed by Hitler’s decision in 1939 to make Goering his immediate successor. By the end of 1941 that popularity was fading, though it was still an important factor in his political survival, and party leaders took advantage of this fact to tie the economy more closely to party control. Goering’s main rivals in this respect were Bormann and Himmler. Goering’s relations with Bormann were generally speaking poor, while Bormann’s personal influence with Hitler was growing rapidly. The close ties between Himmler and Goering in the mid-1930s had been replaced by a more distant and formal link. Both Bormann and Himmler, for different reasons, were radicals in the economy, anxious to extend state or SS control, and to involve industrialists of similar conviction in economic organisation.

Speer’s links with the party were, on the other hand, much closer. To some extent this had been an accident. Speer’s work as Todt’s deputy for construction work gave him close contacts with the local Nazi authorities in areas where roads and buildings were sited. As an architect Speer was able to offer local party leaders a glimpse of buildings and constructions which would enhance the prestige of particular cities and their Nazi dignitaries.26 Speer was also a member of Hitler’s own inner circle – to which Goering never belonged – and though he had to endure the long evening monologues and the banal life of Hitler’s entourage, it was this kind of dutiful sycophancy that helped Speer to realise his ambitions. This fact made Speer an ideal choice at a time when Hitler was under increasing pressure from the party radicals. Himmler, too, who spent considerable time with Hitler in the last weeks of January 1941, expected Speer to be a more pliable instrument than Goering and it was for this reason that both he and Hitler were prepared to give Speer open political support at a time when Speer, like Todt before him, would otherwise have been compelled by Goering to accept subordination.27 Speer himself remained for several days after his appointment at Hitler’s headquarters, with Himmler and Bormann in attendance, discussing the political implications of the new office.28 Shortly afterwards Speer took the opportunity to gather together the Gauleiter and explain his willingness to co-operate with the party. Many of the posts in this new administration were filled from Gau offices, and Speer expressed a tactful desire to ‘inform the Gauleiter directly of any general questions that involved all the Gaue’, and to remain personally available ‘to discuss any special questions that concern a particular Gau’.29 These party links were strengthened still further with the appointment of Sauckel as Hitler’s deputy for labour problems in March 1942. Sauckel was ex-Gauleiter of Thuringia and a friend of Bormann, chosen as a party hardliner to solve the labour problems that Goering’s Four Year Plan office had failed to solve.30 

Speer was thus a creature of the Nazi party, gaining political authority from Hitler’s desire to acquire a firmer grip on military and economic policy in the early months of 1942. Speer brought with him an important advantage for Hitler, as Todt before him. Speer was a highly competent organiser where many Nazi leaders were not. He had a grasp of technical problems and arguments. Most important of all he was a popular choice with businessmen. Hitler was anxious that experts from the economy should be used much more in organising war production. Goering was unpopular with most manufacturers, including his own aircraft producers, for his bullying ways, technical ignorance and excessive intervention. Speer, following Todt’s early efforts, favoured greater rationalisation in the economy using the industrialists to carry out the necessary changes themselves. Speer called the new strategy ‘the self-responsibility of industry’ and with it won support from influential areas of German industry anxious to escape from Goering’s political embrace.31 

Speer’s appointment thus brought industry and party closer together in a mutual desire to increase output and involve the producers more fully in war work. This was confirmed by Hitler on 13 February 1942 when he addressed a gathering of business-men on the necessity of working closely with the Speer ministry and participating more fully in achieving the new armaments goals.32 The decree that followed on industrial self-responsibility formed the basis of the new war economic organisation that removed some areas of state intervention and allowed industry some initiative in organising production and distribution. Much of this policy was not very different from that preached by Goering, Milch and Todt before 1942 but it benefited from the crucial fact that many businessmen preferred to work with Speer, seeing him as being both more amenable and more sympathetic than other leading Nazis. Under pressure of war the alliance between business and party that had flourished before 1936 was temporarily, though only partially, restored. Speer’s variety of rationalisation benefited, too, from the increasing exclusion of military interference in the economy implied by Hitler’s decrees. Thomas’s influence declined rapidly after February 1942 and the armed forces were compelled to accept more and more that technical and industrial questions were the responsibility of civilians.33 

The political shift implied by Speer’s appointment took time to mature, and many of the problems it was designed to overcome were not eliminated completely throughout the war. Much of this was due to Goering, who manoeuvred during 1942 to retain his powers and to reverse the political humiliation experienced in February. If Speer had won the battle, he had not yet won the war. Goering’s initial reaction was to find a device whereby Speer would become, if only technically, his subordinate. Since Goering himself could not so openly undermine Hitler’s authority, he used the growing demand for an economic overlord as a cover by proposing the appointment of his state secretary Milch for the job. On 12 February Milch took Speer to meet Goering, who took the opportunity to remind Speer that his responsibilities only covered army armaments as had those of Fritz Todt before him.34 The following day a major conference was scheduled at the Air Ministry, to which leading industrialists, economic officials and soldiers were invited. At this conference Milch’s name was officially put forward as Goering’s deputy for 
the whole economy. Speer had taken the precaution of seeing Hitler beforehand to explain Goering’s manoeuvre and secured a promise of unequivocal support. In view of this Milch backed down and agreed instead to support Speer in his efforts at rationalisation. Funk, who chaired the meeting, followed suit. Not only did Goering fail to override Speer, but the obvious shift in Hitler’s support away from Goering encouraged Goering’s own senior deputies to transfer allegiance.35 Since neither Funk nor Milch had good personal relations with Goering the move was understandable, but it contributed to Goering’s isolation.

On 18 February Speer’s new appointment was formally made by Hitler. The following day Goering threatened to resign his economic posts and break up the Four Year Plan.36 Speer was not yet powerful enough to cope with the political implications of such an open breach and agreed to hold his office formally within the Four Year Plan organisation as had Todt. The new plenipotentiary office was approved by Goering on 1 March and by Hitler on 16 March.37 In reality the powers that Speer enjoyed as plenipotentiary derived from Hitler and Goering’s victory was merely nominal. During March the reality of the changing political situation was confirmed by Hitler’s appointment of Sauckel as his deputy for labour. Goering complained bitterly at the fact that the appointment had been made without consulting him in a key area of his jurisdiction and again was mollified only by his right to confirm Sauckel’s appointment himself within the Four Year Plan.38 The loss of control over labour was a major loss, greater than the loss of power to Speer. Goering had never exercised much direct influence over army armaments, but he had taken the lead since 1937 in labour allocation. The appointment of Sauckel was a clear indication of Hitler’s loss of confidence in Goering’s position. Of great significance, too, was the loss of some of Goering’s powers over raw materials, the very heart of the Four Year Plan. During March Thomas revived the earlier idea of a central planning agency to co-ordinate the distribution of raw materials. Goering was sympathetic to the move because at first he assumed that this would strengthen the position of his own organisation.39 Indeed Speer approved of the idea of a planning agency ‘gathered round the Reichsmarshall to direct central planning policy’.40 The new agency, known as Zentrale Planting, took control over all raw materials except coal (which was organised by Pleiger) and synthetic fuel and rubber. Goering’s deputy Körner was a member, as were Milch and Speer.41 In fact Zentrale Planting became an agency designed to complement the new office acquired by Speer who immediately took a prominent part in its proceedings. Körner was an ineffective member, and Milch was now no longer obviously in Goering’s political camp. Although Goering continued to refer to the organisation as ‘my central planning’ the move represented yet further centralisation at the expense of the rambling Goering empire.42 

While Goering was fighting to maintain his central jurisdiction he was also faced with a new crisis within the Reichswerke, fuelled both by critics within the organisation and the hostility of big business. The ‘block’ reorganisation of 1941 had proved to be only a temporary solution. In November and December 1941 two of Goering’s most senior managers wrote in detail to him showing once again the problems of over-extending the size of the organisation and of co-ordinating the very different kinds of production in the two main blocks.43 Moreover the growing demands for more rationalisation from Todt and the army made it increasingly difficult to justify the Reichswerke’s control over a large section of army production in the Weapons-Block. Pleiger recommended re-privatising the armaments sector of the Reichswerke and consolidating the iron and steel sector as the core of the organisation. In this Pleiger reflected the attitudes of those who ran the weapons side who were themselves unhappy about the organisational structure and about the continuous extension of state power and ownership. Roehnert, who was chairman of the board of the Weapons-Block, was closer to the Ruhr industrialists and had been himself a private manager with Rheinmetall-Borsig before its takeover by the state. His sympathies lay with the private capitalists and he enthusiastically accepted Pleiger’s proposals.44 

Goering accepted these arguments with an ill grace. He was nevertheless compelled to accept some reduction in the scope of the Reichswerke because Hitler, through Speer, had approved it. Early in 1942 his subordinates met together to work out a list of manufacturing firms to be sold back to the public. Goering, who was present at the meeting, angrily declared his intention ‘to have nothing to do with this jumble-sale’.45 To save face he justified the move as part of his wider strategy for cutting consumer spending. By placing the new shares on the market he hoped to absorb surplus purchasing power, while at the same time freeing some of the Reichswerke from the excessive control of the Finance Ministry.46 But it was also an indication that Goering was no longer willing, or able, to continue the fight for state ownership with the same vigour. The changing climate in favour of more industrial participation in the war economy gave
added weight to the pressure to alter the scope of the Reichswerke. Roehnert quickly moved from Goering’s organisation to Speer’s, taking the major arms firms with him. Rheinmetall-Borsig was de-nationalised and brought into the production rings for army weapons. Skoda and the other major Czech producers formed a new Waffen-Union and also joined Speer’s organisation. In July 1942 Speer formally took over from Goering as the minister responsible for armaments production in the Protectorate.47 

The change in the Reichswerke was not a crippling blow. The iron and steel sector was still expanding in 1942 and Goering’s authority over it was every bit as secure as it had been before. The state retained a substantial shareholding in the reprivatised businesses and Goering appointed General Bodenschatz, his personal adjutant, as his representative on the new boards of directors. The capital involved in the Weapons-Block was a fraction of the capital of the raw material sectors.48 Moreover the firms proved very difficult to sell to the public, in part, no doubt, because of the uncertainty surrounding the future should Goering change his mind. Even in 1944 Roehnert was still attempting to get the operation completed.49 Some firms simply continued to use state money and operate loosely within the Reichswerke for lack of any positive alternative.50 Yet in a sense the change was symbolic of the decline in Goering’s political fortunes. Private industry was involved much more in production and could safeguard its interest much more easily than had been the case before 1942. Though nothing could be done to prevent the spread of Goering’s influence in Poland, Russia and the western European ore regions, no further encroachments were made on domestic capitalism. Re-privatisation represented the beginning of a more co-operative, if brief, relationship between party moderates and industry, at the expense of the armed forces and Goering’s economic empire.

Although there were cosmetic attempts to shield the reality, Goering lost substantially in the political crisis over production in 1942. The initiative in improving efficiency and removing military influence was taken by Hitler. The beneficiary of the new policies was Speer. The discovery of how inefficiently the total mobilisation of the economy was proceeding in 1941 made such a shift inevitable. But this change should not be exaggerated. Goering had been at the height of his power in 1941. Speer did not achieve complete control over even the armament economy until 1944. To describe the Four Year Plan in 1942, as one historian has done as a ‘minor intermediary organisation closely controlled by the Ministry of Armaments and Munitions’ is to miss the very wide powers that Goering continued to enjoy in the German economy.51 Speer was able to persuade Thomas to abandon an independent army organisation for the economy and to merge his armaments office with the new ministry.52 With Goering there was never any question that his functions would be taken over by Speer, and the latter was circumspect enough to recognise the fact. Goering retained and exercised his powers over general economic policy. These had never been clearly defined and in the absence of any economic ‘cabinet’ Goering continued to play the leading part in policy-making. Thus it was Goering and not Speer who took decisions on taxation policy, price policy, food and agriculture, foreign trade and much non-weapons production. He also retained control over transport, which was reorganised at Goering’s insistence in 1942 under Milch’s energetic supervision.53 Nor did he relinquish control in March of the essential raw materials, fuel, synthetic rubber and coal. Labour was controlled by Sauckel, in noisy competition with Goering, who used every opportunity to pull rank on him.54 To this Goering could add his direct control over industry, not only in the Reichswerke organisation, but more significantly the aircraft industry. Although Speer gained the active co-operation of Milch, Goering made it clear from the outset that air armament would remain under his control.55 Since this represented some 40 per cent of all armaments production by value it gave Goering a still formidable say in the direction of the war economy.

The crisis also had the effect of stinging Goering into action. Over the following twelve months he became once again involved in all his economic endeavours, taking decisions, calling conferences, isolating the problem areas and searching for appropriate remedies. While it is true that his judgment had not improved, and his interventions were sometimes ill-timed and poorly thought-out, he did not disappear as a major political figure but stayed (as far as he could) at the centre of events. It was thus unfortunate for Goering that the remaining areas for which he held responsibility proved so troublesome. The large increases in weapons output which resulted almost immediately in 1942 on the basis of initiatives taken in 1941 redounded to Speer’s credit instead of his. The major constraints on expansion were all areas outside Speer’s main jurisdiction.

The first of these problems was the question of prices and wages that Goering had first tackled early in 1940. Schwerin von Krosigk recommended to Goering that either prices or taxes should be raised in 1942 to cope with the excess purchasing power that had built up since 1939.56 Goering’s initial reaction was sympathetic. Hitler, on the other hand, was determined to keep prices and wages stable to maintain confidence in the currency and efficient war production, and to avoid the political repercussions of rising prices. In a secret decree issued in March Hitler ordered Goering to control all price rises and to penalise those who sought to profit from war by raising wages or prices.57 This left Goering with the unenviable task of finding a way to control consumption while at the same time maintaining popular morale by keeping prices stable. Rationing was tightened up, which was unpopular with the local party, and taxes raised. But the real source of the problem by 1942 was the shortage of food and basic consumer goods, which encouraged speculation and black marketeering.58 

Goering thus made it his own responsibility to increase food output to keep prices down and improve the morale of the home population. The solution appeared to lie in increasing the level of exploitation abroad and in drafting more labour into domestic agriculture. Sauckel made objections to the latter course, although Hitler finally insisted that eastern workers take the place of workers on German farms who had been conscripted.59 Goering negotiated with the army occupation authorities and Germany’s allies for larger contingents of food, which revived some of the problems of the 1930s about foreign exchange and food imports. Germany’s allies and the neutral states were increasingly reluctant to expand food exports to Germany because of the difficulty of getting payment and the shortage of German industrial exports.60 By August 1942 little progress had bee

n made. There was growing criticism of Backe who was commissioner for agriculture in the Four Year Plan, and by implication, of Goering. The Gauleiter, meeting in Berlin early in August, demanded renewed efforts in food procurement and complained of declining morale.61 Goering called together the various officials who were responsible for food production in occupied Europe and insisted that a solution be found within three months to meet the express demand of the Führer for adequate supplies.62 By browbeating the local authorities into releasing food stocks a critical situation was made less critical but this was not a permanent solution.63 By the following spring the situation had deteriorated again and it was impossible for Goering not to suffer the consequences. This was one of Hitler’s most urgent priorities, to ensure that conditions at home remained better than in the First World War. Because it was largely Goering’s own organisation that was responsible for the inefficient distribution of food and the plethora of petty regulations to which Hitler took such exception, Goering had to take the blame.64 

It was again unfortunate for Goering that he was so closely identified with transport and fuel. Goering’s allies in the transport Ministry came under heavy fire from Hitler in 1942. Both Dorpmüller, the minister, and Kleinmann, the state secretary, had been closely associated with Goering when he manoeuvred to remove von Eltz-Rubenach from the post in 1937.65 Now the manifest failure of the two came home to roost. The transport system, which had clearly needed a longer respite before the outbreak of war, threatened to come to a complete halt in the middle of the second year of the campaign against Russia. By 1941 the production of locomotives was running at only 1,300 a year, instead of the 2,8000 required. Production of wagons had fallen to half was needed to maintain the railway network. Goering had volunteered to tackle the transport question before the invasion of Russia but had done very little. Hitler now took the responsibility away from Goering and appointed Speer and Milch as transport dictators, with a new state secretary in the ministry.66 Even more damaging for Goering was the oil crisis of 1942. Roumania failed to provide enough to satisfy industrial and military needs during 1942, and was becoming less willing to supply Germany with unlimited amounts of oil. The synthetic oil programme suffered from the shortage of construction workers and materials and the installations already completed could only supply 6 million tons of the 13 million tons planned.67 Hitler gambled on acquiring Russian supplies to solve the problem and gave Goering a special commission to carry exploitation out.

Although Goering had approved the Russian strategy and knew of its economic purpose, almost nothing was done to prepare for the exploitation of the Russian oil supplies in the Caucasus. There were too few drills and too little oil-producing equipment. What drills could be found were in use in Germany and Austria in the search for domestic sources of mineral oil.68 There were too few skilled workers available as well, and the training programme established at Celle could only promise a third of the necessary experts by 1944.69 The few preparations made had been undertaken by OKW even though it was Goering’s responsibility, and the clumsy efforts late in 1942 to organise Russian oil supply were reduced to squabbles between the Four Year Plan and the army as to who had responsibility for oil in a front-line area. The army even refused to allow the oil engineers into the area, arguing that it was reserved for uniformed personnel only.70 

Reliance on Russian oil for future campaigns had thus been an ill-thought-out strategy for it depended crucially on the German ability to extract the oil quickly. Yet economic and labour conditions in the oil industry were such that it would in practice take several years before a satisfactory supply of oil could be produced. For all Goering’s energetic intervention there was little improvement between July when Goering first demanded full preparations and October when German troops were on the edge of the oil-producing region.71 By December the fifty drilling machines needed at Maikop were still in the Reich and could not be transported. For the workers on the oil installations there was no food.72 The subsequent failure to hold the Caucasus region forced a reversal of the preparations that had been carried out, at the expense of domestic production in Germany. Not only did Germany get nothing out of the Soviet Union, but home exploration and extraction was dislocated at a crucial stage of the war.

The failure to capture the Caucasus was not Goering’s fault. The failure to make anything like adequate provision for oil extraction had the area been captured clearly was. Goering’s uncritical belief that the capture of Soviet resources would solve everything damaged the domestic oil programme and arguably weakened the German military position in Russia by concentrating on the southern flank. Goering discovered the true state of preparations too late to reverse the strategy, while Hitler remained in ignorance of how little could be extracted from the Soviet Union, until Goering reported to him in December. From 1943 onwards the only hope of expansion lay with the synthetic fuel programme which suffered both from the constraints on the growth of heavy industry during wartime and the effects of bombing.73 

Finally Goering was compromised by the fact that aircraft production, although it improved during 1942, still suffered the after-effects of years of bad planning and procurement policies. This did have a much more decisive impact on strategy. At the beginning of the second year of campaigning in Russia the Luftwaffe was no larger than a year before, but its tasks had substantially increased with the first serious bombing of the Reich and the extension of the war at sea and the southern front. With rising loss rates Milch found himself in the position of having to run simply to keep still. Any significant expansion of the overall size of the air force could only be met by a very much greater increase in output. Despite the efforts at reform carried out in 1941 there were still many constraints on aircraft production and the productivity of the aircraft firms. Military intervention remained at a higher level than in the production of army and naval weapons and aircraft firms were much slower to adopt labour-saving methods and standardised production.

Moreover in 1942 the Luftwaffe experienced the full impact of Goering and Udet’s poor policies on development and replacement. No satisfactory replacement could be found for the old medium bombers. The heavy bomber He 177 which Hitler wanted for his revenge attacks against Britain was a casualty of Udet’s insistence that it should have a diving capability and was never produced in numbers. The replacement for the Me 110 heavy fighter, the Me 210, was a technical and production disaster. Hitler had to be informed that the failure of the Me 210 had cost 192m RM and the loss of up to 1,400 aircraft in 1942 and 1943.74 Firms that had planned to take the new range of aircraft and new engines for production in 1942 found themselves tooled up for aircraft that were no longer to be produced and forced to convert back again to older types. The result was growing animosity between the aircraft industrialists and Goering. In September Goering called them together and harangued them about the failure of aircraft production, warning them that if there were no improvement the industry would be completely nationalised and all the leading managers sacked. A month before he had threatened with court-martial any manufacturer caught falsifying statistics on output and resources.75 The result was the opposite of what was intended. The aircraft makers remained as demoralised as ever.

Thus every area of jurisdiction that Goering defended against Speer during 1942 contained a potential crisis for which Goering directly or indirectly bore the responsibility. He adopted the function of fireman, intervening sporadically and energetically at critical points in the war effort, but failing to put out the fires. The great strength of Goering’s relationship with Hitler since the early days of the movement had been his ability to provide Hitler with what he knew the Führer most wanted. By 1942 this could not be provided by brief bursts of administrative energy and barrack-room bullying and Goering sacrificed his political credibility in efforts for which he was by then c
ompletely unsuited. His staff became similarly demoralised by what they could see was happening and either took the initiative and went behind Goering’s back to Speer or Milch or else stuck rigidly to their bureaucratic prerogative and left Goering to settle everything. As a result Goering became more and more immersed in trivial questions, while his ability to control the more general questions gradually evaporated. In November he complained bitterly to his oil staff of this dilemma: ‘It is completely mad that I must involve myself here and there in details . . . that I must be called in to protect every little battalion, to approve every improvement in rations, to authorise every train journey. For God’s sake, are you doing anything at all?’76 The answer lay in the fact that despite the increasing complexity of wartime organisation, Goering was still trying to do too much. To make matters worse the Speer crisis early in 1942 had made him so anxious to defend his authority that he became more watchful and suspicious than ever.77 Thus the more Speer succeeded in cutting through red tape and improvising, the more Goering became swamped by it. As long as Goering was willing to continue to play a major political role and his administrative apparatus remained intact, he continued to act as a drag on the efforts to reform wartime administration, increase output, and assess economic strategy rationally.

Goering wore himself out by these last administrative efforts. By December 1942 his powers were still intact on paper but in reality the decisions that affected overall economic policy and military strategy were taken at Hitler’s supreme headquarters or by other special plenipotentiaries. Hitler’s growing disillusionment with Goering was fuelled by Bormann and Himmler for their own purposes. Yet this estrangement was completed not through Goering’s administrative failure, which could be, and was, blamed on bad subordinates, but by military failure. Anxious to restore his fallen stock by successfully ending the crisis of the Sixth Army at Stalingrad, Goering took the step, against all the advice of his staff, of promising to supply Stalingrad from the air and turn the tide in favour of the German army in the south.78 It is doubtful whether even a successful supply operation would have halted the Soviet armies in the south for very long; but Goering was anxious to improve Hitler’s view of the Luftwaffe, whatever the strategic implications. Most of Goering’s staff were convinced that the proposed air-lift was impossible under the circumstances. Goering himself in more realistic mood had rejected a similar proposal in July when the Luftwaffe was asked to supply German troops advancing into the Caucasus: ‘My Luftwaffe cannot break itself up in some great transport scheme.’79 Yet in the face of the poor weather conditions, poor transport, a shortage of large aircraft and of skilled pilots to fly them and a poor maintenance system, Goering was prepared to take the military gamble in order to save political face.

The Stalingrad airlift proved to be a disaster. The Luftwaffe around the city was poorly organised, morale was low for what seemed an impossible and pointless task. Not even Milch, whom Hitler once again trusted to fulfil the boasts that Goering could not, was able to salvage anything from the crisis. The necessary equipment and technicians were only supplied to the front when General Paulus was on the point of surrender, almost two months after Hitler had first asked Goering to undertake an airlift.80 Goering was made to take the blame for Stalingrad, though Hitler had been equally determined not to allow Paulus to retreat. Instead of the 500 tons a day that Goering had promised the Luftwaffe delivered only 100, and far less than this towards the end of the battle. Over 1,000 aircrew were killed and the transport and bomber squadrons heavily disrupted.81 Evidence was supplied to Hitler from the army that low morale in the air force had led to a situation where the crews refused to take risks or to over-exert themselves to supply the Sixth Army. For some days Hitler would not allow Goering’s name to be mentioned.82 

Goering’s slow loss of political influence was reflected in his own physical decline, caused not by drug addiction, but by overwork and depression.83
 At conferences his subordinates noted his flushed, excitable appearance. He became confused and forgetful on occasion and at one conference with the leaders of the iron and steel industry he fell abruptly asleep in the middle of his haranguing discourse. His life-style became yet more bizarre. He received guests for discussion or conference at Carinhall dressed in elaborate mock-medieval costume and expensive jewellery. He increased in weight through a combination of anxiety and high living. He surrounded himself with a small circle of acolytes who shared in the extravagance, nicknamed by other air force officers the ‘Kindergarten’.84 But for much of the time he chose to withdraw from contact with outsiders, paralleling his political isolation with a personal one. In his administration he became punitive and vindictive, blaming his own political and military failures indiscriminately on manufacturers, air force officers and his own officials. Under such circumstances he became an easy target for those around Hitler who wished to fill the very large political vacuum created by Goering’s slow withdrawal.

There was much for Goering’s critics to report to Hitler. The bombing was a permanent reminder of the hollowness of his military
claims. His failure to visit bombed areas caused additional resentment and accusations of bad faith. ‘The most outlandish rumours have been spread about Goering,’ noted Goebbels in his diary. ‘It is claimed he has fled, committed suicide.’85 Sensitive to such insinuations of cowardice, Goering ordered his staff to write all his correspondence with the heading Hauptquartier (Headquarters) instead of his Berlin address, to give the impression that he was always on duty at the front.86 His life-style too was a constant source of friction with the more puritanical Nazis. His corruption in the acquisition of works of art from abroad and from Jewish collections could not be openly suggested because Hitler was doing the same; but in many other ways Goering’s unorthodox style of living was reported unfavourably. To Goering’s discomfiture Hitler became increasingly obsessed with a fear of corruption. In 1943 he decided to separate the political from the economic sphere as a safeguard against venal temptation.87 Goering was a conspicuous example of a figure who held both political power and wide industrial interests at the same time. Although he survived Hitler’s new regulations, his deputy Koerner and a number of other Reichswerke directors were compelled to resign from the organisation because they were also Reichstag deputies.88 For Hitler it had become a point of racial honour that his officials should not make personal gain from offices that crossed the boundaries between industrial and political life.

To make matters worse, in autumn 1942 Goering’s intelligence-gathering network, a great source of his own political strength, was suddenly brought under close scrutiny with the discovery of a communist spy-ring, the so called ‘Red Orchestra’, in the Air Ministry itself. Its ringleader, the aristocratic intelligence officer von Schulze-Boysen, had already been known for his communist sympathies, but was appointed by Goering none the less.89 Other unfortunate appointments were uncovered in the ministry in the ensuing investigation. Soon a European-wide network was exposed with its links traced back to the German Air Ministry.90 Under the circumstances Goering was fortunate in securing from Hitler permission to conduct the investigation and arrange the trial. The SS carried out its own investigation and placed Luftwaffe officers and officials under closer surveillance. The armed forces, sensing an advantage at Goering’s expense, exerted pressure for the trial to be conducted along military lines before the Reich Court-Martial. This raised for Goering the uninviting prospect that those caught might not all be condemned to death as Hitler wanted, which would in turn throw more suspicion on to the motives of all those involved. To minimise this risk Goering appointed an SS legal expert in the Air Ministry, Röder, as the prosecutor and together with the help of the SS-dominated judicial system was able to overturn the lenient sentences of the military court in favour of death for almost all those involved or implicated in the plot.91 But from 1943 onwards the Gestapo kept the Luftwaffe and Air Ministry under close watch.

Goering, the victim of his critics, also became immersed once more in the wider political conflicts of the regime, incapable any longer of taking the political initiative as he had done in the 1930s. Even while the Stalingrad airlift was drawing to a close Goebbels and Speer, who were both committed to undermining the influence of Bormann, Keitel and Lammers (the ‘Committee of Three’), discussed the possibility of using Goering as an ally to restore the political balance in favour of the excluded ministers. Goebbels recruited Milch, Ley and Funk as prospective members of a revived Reich Defence Council under Goering, drawing its strength from Goering’s nominal authority and wide administrative powers.92 Goebbels visited Goering early in March to test his response. Goering spent much of the time railing against his political enemies (Ribbentrop, Rosenberg and the army generals) but willingly accepted Goebbels’s proposals about reviving and consolidating his domestic leadership. Goebbels and Speer then awaited a satisfactory occasion to present the idea to Hitler. This caused some delay because in the aftermath of Stalingrad and with the mounting success of British bombing Hitler would scarcely allow Goering’s name to be mentioned. Not until April 1943 did an opportunity arise to put the influence of Bormann and Lammers to the test.93 The issue chosen was the permanent conflict with Sauckel over labour. A special meeting was arranged at which it was planned that Sauckel, who was regarded as Bormann’s close ally, would be faced with the evidence of his own falsification of labour data and an effort be made to establish an alternative apparatus for labour allocation as a prelude to re-activating the Reich Defence Council. The intrigue was a complete failure. Goebbels did not attend through illness. Goering backed down at the last moment and instead supported Sauckel against Speer and Milch, blaming them for making difficulties at the party’s expense. Bormann and Himmler had already made it clear that they would not tolerate a move back towards the political situation of 1941.94 

Goering’s abrupt change of support was understandable. He always hesitated to oppose the SS openly. While intriguing with Goebbels and Speer, Goering was simultaneously trying to improve his relations with Himmler. Goering was contemptuous of Lammers and Keitel – ‘nothing but the Führer’s secretaries’ – but he was much more cautious with Himmler and Bormann, whom Goering did not yet regard as proven political enemies. Because Sauckel was Himmler’s ally, and enjoyed the strong support of Hitler, Goering was loth to tilt at him too obviously.95 Milch, less charitably, attributed his change of heart to the fact that the Gestapo had firm evidence of drug addiction and that Goering feared the consequences of its exposure.96 This is an unlikely explanation. Hitler, Himmler and Goebbels, while highly critical of Goering’s political behaviour, were agreed that his authority had to be maintained. Though there was talk in April and May of a crisis over Goering’s political position, the SS could not have involved him in a drugs scandal as long as Hitler believed for his own reasons that Goering was ‘indispensable to the supreme leadership of the Reich’.97 A more obvious explanation was Goering’s distrust of the leading conspirators, since most of them had been involved recently in the process of reducing his political power. Milch had suggested to Hitler some four weeks before that Goering be relieved of his command of the Luftwaffe and had said as much openly to Goering.98 Goebbels and Ley hoped to use the episode to improve their own political standing by exploiting Goering’s remaining political authority for their own ends. He was too adept a politician not to recognise this. During 1943 he drew closer to Himmler and the SS appointees in the economy in order to revive his fortunes by association, judging, perhaps rightly, that this was a surer way of rehabilitating himself with Hitler.

Yet by so doing he left himself much more exposed to Himmler’s growing political acquisitiveness, as he had done in the contest for control of the police force in 1934. Himmler wished to create an SS economy which would be at the disposal of the party for essential economic tasks, just as the Reichswerke and Four Year Plan had been under Goering. As long as Goering retained Hitler’s confidence and exercised his wide powers in person, it was difficult for the SS to extend economic activity. But when the momentum of Goering’s economic direction slackened in 1941 the SS began systematically to penetrate economic organisations, to recruit sympathisers and agents within other ministries, and to embark upon a programme of industrial expansion under SS control. These were exactly the same methods that Goering had used in the 1930s and they were now turned against him. Himmler’s purpose was not that different from Goering’s. Both wanted to increase party control over the economy, to extend state influence over private industry, to build up a ‘Nazified’ industrial base. Both hoped to be able to win the war by providing a party alternative to the traditional economic and administrative elites.99 

The great advantage that the SS enjoyed in these efforts was a widespread organisation at a local level and Himmler’s control over the central apparatus of repression. The weakness of Goering’s position was this lack of a large organisation of local party members personally loyal to him. Goering made the mistake of relying too much on officials in other departments and of not establishing a large formal ministerial department of his own. While this apparatus was sufficient to run the Goering empire when its leader was in a powerful position in the hierarchy, as soon as Goering’s patronage became less valuable its worth was much less. Officials loyal to Goering found their places on committees and in the ministries usurped by SS appointees. Many, including Funk and Landfried in the Economics Ministry, effectively abandoned Goering and gave their support to Bormann or Himmler in order to retain favour with the party.100 

Nor could Goering fall back on his links with industry as a means of defence against encroachment. Industrialists disliked Goering and by 1942 had the opportunity of sheltering under the Speer ministry with officials whom they could respect and who respected private capitalism. Those industrialists who were enthusiastic party members went in a different direction and joined ranks with the group around Himmler. For them the links with Goering’s Four Year Plan had been a stepping stone to a more radical restructuring of German society. Goering’s military and administrative failure, and his wider political failure in exerting a real central control over industry or the armed forces between 1939 and 1941 excluded him from benefiting from the party’s further radicalisation through the SS, although he still had ambitions to be a part of it. He had joined forces with the party radicals in demanding coal nationalisation in 1941 and with Bormann to demand the nationalisation of insurance companies in 1942.101 As the SS began to undermine Goering’s organisation in occupied Europe, and to achieve more covert or open influence over areas of economic administration, Goering responded by trying to reach a closer association between his own organisation and that of Himmler.

Goering was particularly dependent upon the supplies of SS slave-labour. The more the Reichswerke and the synthetic fuel programme came to depend upon foreign and slave-labour, provided either by Sauckel or Himmler, the more enmeshed Goering became. In the aircraft factories, too, much more forced labour was needed and supplied by 1943 and 1944. As the aircraft factories were forced to disperse more during 1943 to avoid bombing so the SS was able to extend its influence. When Messerschmitt was finally sacked in 1942 it was Croneiss, an SS officer, who was promoted to his place.102 After the affair of the Rote Kappelle the Gestapo and SS compelled Goering to accept greater surveillance in the Air Ministry, while he himself, not to be outdone, established witch-hunts of his own to root out ‘defeatism’ or incompetence. In this wartime situation of constant change, of the turnover of personnel, shifts in jurisdiction, denunciation and intrigue the SS flourished and Goering hoped to salvage what he could of his political reputation by putting no obstacles in its way.

After Stalingrad Goering became a political ‘outsider’ where before he had been one of the inner group of Nazi leaders, with regular discussions with Hitler, and the opportunity to take his own initiatives. Most of his contemporaries considered with Speer that he had ‘sunk into his lethargy and for good’.103 Historians, too, have for the most part dismissed Goering in the last two years of war. It is indeed difficult to form a clear picture of Goering’s political position against a background of extravagant living, medical decline and corruption. Certainly his qualities of leadership became submerged beneath a growing incompetence and irrationalism. Goering’s fear of the truth reflected his underlying belief that the war was now lost. Yet despite all this he did remain part of the political picture. Although he was an ‘outsider’, most leading Nazis had become so by 1943. Goering traded his position as the second most influential man in the Reich for the status of one competitive minister among many. Moreover, Hitler never seems to have seriously entertained the idea of dismissing Goering, despite strong appeals to do so from all quarters.104 To have humiliated Goering publicly was for Hitler a public admission of conflicts within the party and of his own misjudgment in giving Goering high office. Among the public as a whole Goering remained a more attractive figure than many other Nazis and the full extent of his corruption and negligence was shielded from them. On one of Goering’s rare visits to the bombed cities in 1943 the local population flocked to see him, and to insist that they could bear the hardships involved.105 Goering was thus carried along by his own momentum, by what remained of his accumulated powers and prestige.

There were also many tasks for which Goering had not been replaced. In occupied Europe, which included northern Italy after the fall of Mussolini, Goering still had extensive controls. In 1943 German industry was slowly dispersed away from the endangered bombing zones into southern Germany and the conquered regions. Goering was required to sanction these moves and he made the dispersal programme, which he had long favoured, one of his own priorities.106 The Luftwaffe enjoyed a special place in this programme as Goering fought, at Milch’s instigation, for a more favourable position for air armament in the continuous struggle for resources. To avoid the damaging implications of such competition Speer succeeded in August 1943 in getting Hitler to grant him complete control over the productive economy, including those areas previously covered by the Four Year Plan, but excluding labour. Goering, who had ceased to take any real interest in anything but aircraft production and research, concurred and approved Speer’s new powers on 4 September.107 In October he finally gave up his economic power in eastern Europe to Speer as well on the grounds that a more rational and integrated economic administration was required.108 In economic affairs he devoted himself to aircraft and to the Reichswerke, an organisation that still employed over 600,000 people.

At the same time the Luftwaffe took up much more of Goering’s attention. This was in contrast to 1942 when he was still widely occupied elsewhere. The senior Luftwaffe officers and the Air Ministry staff under Milch had reached the stage where they happily by-passed Goering in making most general and tactical decisions. During the second half of 1943 and into 1944 this became much harder, so much so that Goering’s chief of staff, Jeschonnek, committed suicide rather than continue the unequal struggle in reconciling a declining military position with an incompetent commander-in-chief. Other senior airmen and officials were equally open in their condemnation of Goering but there was nothing to be done as long as he remained their commander. His high military office of Reichsmarschall gave him a permanent seniority. Brought up in the tradition of excessive regard for military protocol Goering’s position was grudgingly respected. An unforeseen circumstance also made it harder to circumvent Goering. During 1943 Hitler took much more personal interest in Luftwaffe affairs as well, making more of the important decisions and controlling the way in which it was used at the front. Goering saw in this a final chance of resurrecting his reputation with Hitler by adopting Hitler’s strategic obsessions as his own. Gradually Goering deluded himself into believing that a revived Luftwaffe would turn the tide of war.

The new Luftwaffe, as we have seen, was to contain a large complement of fast bombers. Hitler was determined on revenge for the ‘terror’ attacks of 1943 by the RAF. If Hitler wanted revenge attacks, so too did Goering. In the autumn of 1943 Goering ordered General Peltz to prepare a new bombing attack on Britain codenamed Operation Steinbock. The results were negligible. The aircraft were lacking and could not be provided in large numbers until Milch’s new programme for bomber aircraft could be undertaken in 1944 and 1945. There was a shortage of pilots and the much-improved British defences to reckon with. Goering persuaded himself that an attack with only a handful of aircraft would have the desired effect, arguing that the British had grown soft in the two years since the Blitz. This was wishful thinking. Germany lacked the ability to mount a strategic bombing offensive against either Britain or Russia in the winter of 1943, and did so largely because of strategic and technical decisions taken earlier in the war. Goering recognised by late 1943 that what he needed was a ‘giant air force’ produced along the most economical, mass-production lines, but by then it was too late.109 

Hitler’s second obse
ssion was with secret weapons. Goering, too, promised to find them. He urged on the production of jet aircraft, particularly of the Me 262 which Hitler wanted as a fighter-bomber, and rocket research. Like Hitler he laid inordinate and uncritical faith in the VI and V2 weapons, and in the ability of jet aircraft to turn the course of the war even by such a late date. As a result of his desperate search for a wonder-weapon Milch’s production schedules and research priorities were disrupted and the manufacturers and researchers harried by Goering for their failure to produce them. It was a considerable irony that Goering only discovered the necessity for long-term planning in the air force when long-term planning was no longer feasible. The decisions that might have produced a numerous and qualitatively superior air force by late 1943 and 1944 were not taken in 1940 and 1941 when they would have had much more effect. Goering blamed his subordinates, remarking bitterly to his staff: ‘In future say about everything; it will appear at the front in series production in the year 1958.’110 

Goering’s borrowed priorities were particularly galling for the air force staff because they were the very opposite of what was required and were dictated by political interest rather than strategic necessity. Milch’s efforts in 1943 were directed largely at producing large numbers of solid, technically competent aircraft to meet the very large numerical superiority enjoyed by the enemy on all fronts. Secondly Milch and the leading air force generals wanted much more emphasis on home defence against bomb attack than on the search for a new bombing capability. This required an emphasis on fighter aircraft and a priority of defensive over offensive aircraft. It required the complete failure of Peltz’s offensive and the massive damage sustained during the Big Week raid on German aircraft production in February 1944 to finally persuade both Goering and Hitler that Milch had been right.

Goering’s attitude to the bombing was also conditioned by what Hitler and the ‘inner circle’ of his supporters agreed. Hitler’s stubborn racialism persuaded him that the German people could accept bombing without a collapse of morale.111 Goering followed this judgment. To Speer, Sauckel and Milch in October 1943 he presented the surprising conclusion that it did not matter if Germany’s towns were destroyed, for the German people was older than its towns. ‘If Berlin disappears from the face of the earth that is frightful but not fatal. The German race already existed before Berlin.’112 For Hitler and Goering the remedy for the effects of bombing was to be found not in a massive air and anti-aircraft defence, which Speer and Milch were in the process of creating, but in the creation of an underground economy.

The background to the decision by Hitler to move Germany’s armaments production into underground factory facilities was complex. Faced with a widespread anxiety among the Gauleiter as to the fate of their regions through the combined effect of bombing and industrial dispersal, the underground programme promised to halt the industrial collapse and gave the Gauleiter the prospect of retaining control over at least some of the industry of their Gau. In the spring of 1943 Hitler expressed the desire for a long-term programme of underground construction, instead of a programme of dispersal.113 In August 1943 Himmler took up Hitler’s request, for he was anxious to do the necessary construction work using the new SS building industry and the army of SS prisoners and slave-labour at his disposal.114 Goering was equally anxious to oblige, because the underground programme promised a quicker and easier alternative to building up an extensive air defence system, and gave him a chance of rehabilitating himself with Hitler. The idea of underground production was no stranger to Goering. Proposals along these lines had been circulating in the Air Ministry some months before. So anxious was he to profit from this initiative that on one occasion in the middle of a conference he jumped up to telephone Speer so that he could confirm that Goering had been responsible ‘for the first suggestion that industrial installations go underground and into tunnels’.115 

After much inter-departmental argument Goering won the right to instruct Speer in October 1943 to begin work on a number of massive underground aircraft plants. Speer refused to co-operate and contrived to hold up their construction for some months. Private industry resisted the scheme as well, preferring the dispersal plan that Milch and Speer had already drawn up. Their main argument against underground factories was the lack of construction materials and labour, and the unsuitability of underground factories for both machinery and labour on any permanent basis. Goering, Himmler and Hitler were persistent. The underground scheme became the test of party loyalty as autarky had been in the 1930s and Speer, who had become increasingly critical of the section of the party around Hitler, undermined his own political power through his opposition to impossible schemes.116 

In the first half of 1944 the political balance altered again as a result of the crisis over construction. Hilter agreed to Goering’s demands for six to eight large underground areas each of 100,000 square feet to house essential aircraft production. The SS proposed to build large additional factory capacity for army armaments. Both Goering and Himmler, who met at length in March to discuss tactics in the affair, agreed that Speer should be removed from his responsibilities for construction and Kammler and Dorsch, both SS men, the latter a veteran of the 1923 Putsch, be given responsibility for the task.117 While Speer was lying sick in an SS hos
pital Dorsch was appointed head of the Organisation Todt under Goering’s direct jurisdiction in the Four Year Plan. Both Dorsch and Kammler were given special powers to carry out the programme of re-siting the bulk of German weapons production. Goering, taking advantage of Speer’s illness, revived his claims to become armaments overlord in his place, but he was no more successful with Hitler than he had been in 1942.118 

There was little that Speer could do about the changed political situation. The SS was entrenched in the economy by the winter of 1943–4, using the growing crisis of the war as the excuse for acquiring extraordinary powers. Wherever slave-labour was being used the SS claimed the right to share in the supervision of the plant. Factory managers who failed to accept SS conditions were bullied or replaced. Protection by Speer or Milch was ineffectual and industry found that Goering’s unpopular dirigisme had been in the end exchanged for one even more uncompromising and ambitious. The moderates were gradually excluded. Speer returned from his period of illness to find that his ministry had been taken over by the energetic Saur who was much more sympathetic to Himmler. Milch was dismissed for continuing to insist that fighters should take precedence over bombers.119 Goering did nothing to protect him. He accepted the centralisation of production and even the loss of direct jurisdiction over the aircraft factories in June 1944 because only by identifying with the SS and the new organisers could he avoid Milch’s fate.

Though these tactics may have helped Goering to avoid anything worse, they did little to halt the stream of criticism directed towards him because of the Luftwaffe’s failure to halt the bombing. Most of Goering’s remaining political energy was directed towards combating these criticisms. Bormann wrote to his wife in August that Goering was ‘fuming with rage’ and ‘was taking note of all those who pissed on him, or just lifted a leg’.120 But there was little that he could do. Himmler began in 1944 to encroach upon air force territory as well. Both he and Bormann had access to the numerous SD reports on the political effects of the bombing. To replace Goering was from their point of view not just a military necessity, but was essential in order to safeguard the party’s local political position.121 

The SS was successful in its efforts to win influence over, and finally to control, air armament.122 Himmler went so far as to propose an SS air force, though the proposal came to nothing. To resist these encroachments Goering was forced to demonstrate to Hitler at every turn that he was making loyal efforts to revive German air power and turn back the Allied bombing. In March he accepted the establishment of a special Fighter Staff to speed up essential fighter production for home defence. In April and May he turned from fighters to bombers, promising revenge attacks against Britain and planning large new bomber fleets to do it. He supported Hitler when he wanted the Me 262 jet aircraft to be a bomber, against all the advice of his staff. Then when Hitler changed his mind in June, making the Me 262 a fighter after all, Goering changed his mind as well, following Hitler’s failing tactical and strategic judgment like a shadow.123 

The bombing of Germany during the summer of 1944, the failure to stem the Allied invasion in June, and the reconquest of German-occupied Europe succeeded in destroying Goering’s remaining sphere of influence and in exposing his military failure to the full. In the last months of war he was the victim of numerous conspiracies to remove him from office. Hitler refused to agree to this on political and sentimental grounds. The Luftwaffe had anyway virtually ceased to be a serious force after the autumn of 1944 so that there was little left for Goering to organise. Hitler took most of the decisions on air fighting himself and ridiculed and insulted the air force officers, fed as he was on a diet of unfavourable gossip by Bormann. Goering spent much of his time reminiscing; exploring past mistakes and recriminating against those who had worked in his empire and failed him. Of his major lieutenants only Pleiger remained, doggedly producing shells and iron and steel until it was no longer possible to do so. Goering was gradually allowed back into Hitler’s company as the war drew to a close, sharing memories of past battles and fuelling false hopes of victory.124 To the end he chaired committees and ordered the movement of air force troops, but his political power evaporated as the Reich suffered the full consequences of his military and administrative failure.

At the end of the war Goering was captured by advancing American soldiers. He asked immediately to be taken to see General Eisenhower.125 He hoped that the Americans would accept him as a spokesman for Germany. Instead he was made a prisoner and brought to trial for war crimes at Nuremberg. The death of Hitler, Goebbels and Himmler meant that Goering was the most senior Nazi indicted. He expressed an ironic pleasure that he had at least become Germany’s leader in succession to Hitler.126 Against the background of the trial he tried to assert that leadership over the other prisoners. Some resisted his efforts. Speer and von Schirach rejected his call for a united front in the face of Allied accusations and confessed both their own guilt and that of the movement. Schacht and von Papen ignored him. But the remaining Nazis were too frightene
d or indifferent and Goering exercised an influence over them that reproduced the power relationships of the Third Reich itself.127 Even Speer confessed a certain uneasiness at Goering’s threat to bring him before a kangaroo court for confessing his treachery against Hitler and exposing the other leaders of the movement.128 

Goering conducted much of his own defence. He argued that many of the things for which he was indicted were internal political questions and were no business of the court. He openly confessed his involvement with the Gestapo and judicial violence, and his role in German rearmament. ‘Of course we rearmed,’ he said, ‘I am only sorry’ we did not rearm more. Of course I considered treaties as so much toilet paper. Of course I wanted to make Germany great.’129 For Goering it was not simply the Nazi leadership that was on trial but Germany itself. He justified his actions on the basis of patriotism and loyalty to Hitler. ‘If I cannot convince the court,’ he said, ‘I shall at least convince the German people that all I did was for the German Reich.’130 He refused to criticise Hitler and repudiated those Nazis who did. After the showing of atrocity films at the trial, and the presentation of detailed evidence on racial persecution he shifted the responsibility for them on to Himmler and Bormann. He argued that neither he nor Hitler knew how literally the SS was taking the orders for the final solution.131 Even the evidence that proved his own complicity in persecution and slave-labour left him far less moved than the other prisoners. His moral sensibility was non-existent. He displayed more open anxiety over revelations about his corruption and ostentation than over Nazi policy.132 

Goering’s rejection of the validity of the trial must be taken together with this belief that the German question could not be solved through the exemplary punishment of German leaders. Although the trials could be seen as a declaration that a decisive period of German history had come to an end, Goering maintained in a romantic and unhistorical way that Germany would still fulfil the destiny promised by Hitler. ‘My people have been humiliated before. Loyalty and hatred will unite them again. Who knows but that in this very hour the man is born who will unite my people . . . to avenge the humiliation we suffer now.’133 Goering clung to rumours of disunity among the Allies as an indication that Germany could still play a part in combating Bolshevism side by side with the western powers.134 

Towards the end of the trial, however, as the evidence mounted against the Nazi leaders, Goering became less confident. His manipulation of other prisoners turned to squabbling. Whatever his long-term expectations for Germany, the shield of illusion which he used to protect his reputation and to give his role at the trial an historical importance was gradually destroyed. His hope that he could achieve martyrdom was frustrated by the evidence of general revulsion and anger in the German population against Nazi crimes. Even Goering finally made concession to reality. As he awaited the verdict of the court he told the prison psychologist that the Allies no longer had to worry about the Hitler legend: ‘When the German people learn all that has been revealed at this trial, it won’t be necessary to condemn him: he has condemned himself.’135 On 1 October 1946 Goering was sentenced to death. On the night before his execution he was denied the last rites for showing no sign of repentance. During the night of 14 October he committed suicide by taking cyanide.136 


Chapter 9

Goering and the Politics of the Third Reich










One puzzle remains from the history of Goering’s rise and fall. Why did Hitler allow him to stay in office for so long? He was only relieved of his offices, and his claim to the succession annulled, at the very end of the war when he attempted to take over the government of the crumbling Reich in the belief that Hitler was no longer in an effective position to govern.1 Part of the answer can be found in the circumstances of this last exchange between the two men. What so angered Hitler about Goering’s action was the fact that it finally broke the bond of loyalty that had linked them together since 1922. Goering, for his part, took days searching his conscience before he plucked up sufficient courage to take over from Hitler, for his oath of allegiance was not to be lightly broken even in the last hours of Nazi rule.2 

This loyalty was the central feature of the political relationship between them. It was the source of Goering’s own power. It was one factor that protected Goering from the insistent demand of his critics that he should be replaced by men more competent, for the loyalty flowed both ways. Hitler respected the way in which Goering had worked in the years of ‘struggle’ for the movement, and his subsequent efforts after 1933 to do everything to fulfil Hitler’s ambitions. Goering in turn recognised, as well he might, that his political influence and authority derived solely from the special relationship he enjoyed with the Führer. This took the form not only of a political dependence, but of a personal one as well. He was sustained by Hitler intellectually and emotionally. ‘I have no conscience,’ Goering claimed, ‘my conscience is Adolf Hitler.’3 When the relationship between them become more distant and strained after 1943 Goering could hardly bear the ordeal of meeting Hitler. His staff watched him as he emerged from interviews in tears, a stark contrast to the brutal and bullying figure that he portrayed to his subordinates. If he did not always believe that Hitler had adopted the most sensible choice open to him, he accepted his word as law. Hitler was the prophet, Goering the disciple. The only thing he would not accept, according to Diels, was an order from Hitler forbidding him to believe in God.4 

Hitler, for his part, saw in Goering an example of the new generation of German leaders. He spoke of Goering as a ‘second Wagner’, as an example of the Renaissance man, with interests alike in culture, war and politics.5 Where Goering’s flamboyance of dress and behaviour horrified the sombre and snobbish bureaucrats and soldiers who had contact with him, Hitler indulged him precisely because he was so different from the conventional upper and middle classes.6 Hitler, while so thoroughly bourgeois in his own behaviour, claimed to have little time for the unimaginative and conformist life of the German middle classes. Goering’s behaviour was tolerated as a crude statement of the gulf between the Nazi elite and those that it sought to replace; a reminder that where bourgeois life had stifled German development, the Nazi movement was liberating German culture by reuniting Germany with its history. In this sense Goering was both a modern and a Renaissance figure, transcending the centuries of Germany’s historical emasculation, linking up a true ‘Germanic’ heritage with the promise of a new German destiny.

The qualities that Hitler admired in Goering were those that he, to some extent, lacked, but which he recognised as characteristics of the new breed of German. ‘The Reichsmarschall has been through many crises with me,’ he told his staff in 1944. ‘He is ice-cold in time of crisis. At such a time one can’t have a better adviser than the Reichsmarschall. . . . He is brutal and ice-cold . . . you can’t have a better one, a better one cannot be found.’7 Goering’s hardness, his heroism (he had not fled under fire in the November Putsch in 1923), his ruthless energy and brutality made up the political personality that Hitler admired until well into the war. Not for nothing did he appoint Goering as his successor in 1939.

Perhaps for this reason Hitler turned a blind eye to Goering’s corruption. Like any Renaissance prince Goering collected great works of art, patronised architects and artists, ordered the designs of great civic buildings and monuments. Speer argued that ‘corruption corresponded to Hitler’s notion of the right of those wielding power to take possession of material goods. Authority, he thought, always needed outward show. . . .’8 By such arguments Goering’s piratical acquisition of art treasures, like Hitler’s own, was defined as a means to protect Europe’s cultural heritage, and to augment the authority of those who now controlled it. So, too, did Goering justify his extravagant and courtly life-style funded by ‘gifts’ from industrialists and other wealthy supporters.9 The system of routine present-giving that developed was not defined as bribery or extortion, which is what it often was, but as a tribute to Goering’s statesmanship. Those who knew the Goering household better than Hitler did were more critical. To Goebbels he had become b
y 1944 ‘more a bourgeois than a revolutionary’ as a result of his restless pursuit of wealth and objects.10 To the public at large he became what Himmler called him, ‘the king of the black markets’.11 

There is no doubt that Goering was motivated in much of this display by an uncontrollable vanity. He was vain in his own person, taking great pains with his appearance.12 Berlin society became accustomed to discussing what he would wear or had worn on state occasions.13 His vulgarity and ostentation were common knowledge. While this strengthened his popular appeal, it alienated those who were closer to him. Ciano thought his famous sable coat ‘what a high-grade prostitute wears to the opera’.14 General Domberger, in charge of the V2 rocket programme, later wrote of his disgust at Goering’s appearance when he came to watch the first demonstration of its launch: ‘Soft Morocco leather riding-boots of glaring red with silver spurs . . . a very voluminous greatcoat of Australian opossum fur with the hide turned outwards. Platinum rings with big rubies. . . .’15 Goering took a boyish and irresistible delight in dressing up. On one occasion when he was scheduled to meet managers of the Heinkel company in Austria to discuss vital production planning late in the war, he spent the time in Vienna’s leading jewellery shops, missing the meeting altogether.16 

His vanity had a much more serious side as well, because it sprang from the same source as his political ambition. One example may serve to illustrate this connection. During 1939 the close political links between Italy and Germany were sealed in the so-called ‘Pact of Steel’. To mark the occasion the Italian King conferred on Ribbentrop, as Foreign Minister, the highest Italian civilian decoration, the Order of the Annunziata. Goering believed that he should have received the honour as the chief architect of the Axis partnership.17 While the claim was debatable, the consequences of ignoring it were substantial. Goering refused to attend meetings with Italian leaders. He became highly critical of Italian policy, and even more so after the outbreak of war when Italy remained neutral. For months pressure was brought to bear on the Italian King to agree to give Goering a similar decoration. Since Mussolini was anxious to get economic aid from Germany, and as he became increasingly concerned that Italy might be excluded altogether from the spoils of German victory, Victor Emmanuel III was persuaded, much against his will, to concede. Goering was content only with complete capitulation, insisting on a personal letter from the King to accompany the award, as was customary.18 Thereafter, Goering re-established cordial relations with the Italian leadership. Such personal factors inevitably bore upon public events because of the nature of leadership in the Nazi system; and they did so more with Goering than with most Nazi leaders. Even Hitler recognised the problems this raised. During the war he persistently refused to sanction the name ‘Hermann-Goering Stadt’ on the grounds that he was reluctant to give one particular leader a greater claim to permanence than the others. Until the end of the war the new town was known administratively as the ‘area around Salzgitter’.19 

If Hitler was by no means oblivious to the criticisms that Goering’s behaviour invited, his general detachment from the squabbles of the lieutenants gave Goering, for much of the time, the benefit of the doubt. When Hitler could no longer ignore the crisis surrounding Goering’s leadership in the late part of 1944 he confined himself to nothing more than severe reprimands. He argued that he had nothing to gain politically by humiliating Goering. When General Guderian begged Hitler to retire Goering from office, he replied: ‘For political reasons I cannot do as you suggest. The party would never understand my motives.’20 On grounds of sentiment he could not bring himself to break formally with one of his oldest and most loyal comrades. Goering was bound by the same ties. He told Speer late in the war that ‘many years of common experiences and struggles had bound them together – and he could no longer break loose.’21 If Goering’s survival made little sense politically and strategically, it could be understood in the Nazi language of comradeship and fealty.

It should not be forgotten that Hitler and Goering, though comrades in the movement, were not intimate. Hitler used Sie rather than the more informal Du when addressing Goering. He did not include him at any time in his immediate entourage, and after the seizure of power was no longer a regular visitor at Goering’s household.22 No doubt both men recognised that it was difficult to have two kings at one court, and preferred not to encroach on each other’s territory. But this did mean that Hitler’s view of Goering was formed not through close and informal contact, but through regular formal meetings. This no doubt served to strengthen Hitler’s idea of him as a man of action since they were in each other’s company most at times of crisis, when Hitler became nervous and uncertain, and Goering became energetically
decisive. Hitler’s adjutant later wrote that when Hitler had to reach a decision he would punctuate his discussions with the remarks: ‘I must speak to Goering first about it’ or ‘What does Goering say on this?’23 The two men co-operated most closely during the period of the seizure of power, at the time of the crisis in the economy in 1936 and 1937, during the Anschluss and again in the period of the Polish crisis and the early stages of the war. During the latter period, Goering judged that he had been the leading influence on Hitler.24 Although it is difficult to say with any certainty that this was the case, there is a clear correlation between these periods of increased political tension and Goering’s acquisition of political power. Goering depended much more than other leading Nazis on his special political relationship with Hitler, and in this lies the explanation of his rise to power after 1933.

This is not to deny that Goering achieved much on his own initiative. He recognised the reality of the political structure of the Third Reich and used Hitler as a means to extend his own influence. But once he had gained sufficient political momentum his role became more independent so that by the Second World War he enjoyed sufficient power and prestige to make it politically inadvisable for Hitler to eliminate him from public life as his critics demanded. There was never any question of Goering suffering the fate of Röhm, for he was always ostentatiously loyal. This was all that Hitler required. Much of what Goering did in the wider world of German politics was free from Hitler’s direct intervention, giving him ample room for an independent political existence. There was nothing passive or negative about Goering’s political life.

Indeed Goering was extraordinarily ambitious. If we cannot altogether take seriously the claim he made at Nuremberg that he had dreamed in the 1920s of one day becoming ruler of Germany, his political history shows a man determined to make his mark.25 Whatever setbacks his personal career experienced he was never far from the centre of affairs. He was capable of giving the impression of great activity and energy simply through his presence on so many committees and at so many vital meetings. His ability to dominate others around him gave him the advantage over those who were better administrators but who shunned the limelight. This was still true at the post-war trials of the major war criminals. Goering from the outset imposed his authority over his fellow prisoners. Even those who resented this in private subscribed to it when brought face to face with Goering. His ambition to be a figure of political influence made him a major part of the political landscape of the Third Reich despite his mistakes and his lack of any clear area of technical competency.

Goering enjoyed several advantages over other leading Nazis in his exercise of power. Perhaps the most important was his interest in collecting and disseminating secret intelligence. He was often in a position to know his rivals’ plans in advance and to be able to keep one step ahead of them. His co-operative relations with Himmler throughout the period helped him to get access to information from the Gestapo and the security services.26 In a world of conspiracy and rumour Goering found his metier. To the end of the war he never stopped intriguing in the hope that he might extract more influence or power through what amounted to a political ‘black market’.

Goering was never still in the underworld of German political life, for it was here that the real politics of the Third Reich was conducted. His access to secret information, and his place in the network for gathering and communicating intelligence, also allowed him to present a distorted and more favourable impression of his political achievement than would otherwise have been possible. Information that was passed on to Hitler, for example, was carefully selected to present an optimistic assessment of events. The heavy penalties for personal failure and the strongly ideological character of political life combined to produce a situation in which Hitler was only told the intelligence it was thought he wanted to hear. Goering went to extraordinary lengths to prevent the economic intelligence services from sending to Hitler details of United States economic potential in late 1941 and early 1942, and when one such memorandum slipped through the net, he went personally to Hitler to persuade him that the figures were vastly exaggerated, and had been sent in by an officer bent only on furthering his own career.27 Later in the war Goering’s effort to persuade Hitler that Allied long-range fighters were simply conventional aircraft swept eastwards by the prevailing wind showed the same bizarre attempt to shield Hitler from the truth. Only in the last months of war did Hitler realise the extent of this misrepresentation, complaining that he had been ‘lied to permanently about production figures and also about aircraft performance’.28 

A second great advantage for Goering was his public popularity. This was partly due to his own efforts to project a political personality of great sociability and colour, for he was seldom out of the public’s eye. He possessed a bluffness and humour that made him a more attractive figure on superficial acquaintance than most Nazi politicians, and allowed the public to forgive, or even identify with, his foibles. For those bourgeois who had lost out in the crisis of the war and Weimar, and whose culture was being emasculated by industrialism and ‘modernity’, Goering was a romantic and anachronistic expression of their own ambitions and appetites. There was a little of Goering in each of them.29 This perhaps explains the wide currency given to stories and rumours about Goering. Many of the political jokes that circulated in the Third Reich were directed at Goering. He collected them in a large leather notebook and delighted in re-telling most of them to his friends.30 His personal social life became part of German high society during the 1930s. He entertained lavishly and had a wide circle of acquaintances and contacts. Hitler could not tolerate too much formal social contact and left this side of state affairs as far as he could to Goering among others. This regular exposure never created anything like the ‘Hitler-Myth’ but it created a subsidiary myth, that Goering was a more approachable and sympathetic Nazi than his colleagues.

It was this myth that was widely accepted not just by the public at large, but by Germany’s non-Nazi political circles, and by foreign opinion as well. In both Britain and the United States there were those who were prepared to distinguish between Goering and other Nazi leaders. Even the caustic Phipps believed that: ‘Lunching with the Warden of New College, General Goering might pass as almost civilised.’31 It was no mere chance that Goering was the figure chosen by British negotiators in the summer of 1939 to try to bring influence on Hitler for peace, or that Goering was favoured in Washington as a possible German delegate to an international congress on the Polish crisis after September 1939 to try to end the war. Goering still believed in the possibility in 1945 that he might be chosen by the Americans to negotiate the post-war settlement of Germany.

This reaction to Goering was partly a by-product of his popularity, partly a result of his own artful efforts to win confidence and approval while leaving his real motives obscured. The fact that he did so in a far more personable way than Hitler does not alter the character of the political tactic. He was projected as the acceptable face of Nazism, as he had been projected in 1932 and 1933 in the party’s efforts to win support from industry, Catholics and nationalists. This explains why foreign statesmen misunderstood him. Ciano – who knew Goering close at hand – had no such illusions about him; nor indeed, after a brief affair in 1939, did western leaders.32 

Within Germany Goering featured, albeit unwittingly, in the long series of conservative plans for their reconquest of German politics and the overthrow of Hitler. The reason for this was largely to do with Goering’s popularity, for there was little else to attract the conservatives to him. They feared that any abrupt change in politics of the Third Reich might mean not simply the collapse of fascism but of the conservative position as well, swept away in a popular revolution. Goering was to be used instrumentally, as a way of easing the transition from one form of government to another. Some, but by no means all, of the conservatives based this optimistic view of Goering on the way in which he had behaved during 1934 in saving Germany from Röhm’s ‘revolution’, and his apparent willingness to work with Schacht and big business during 1935 and 1936.33 By the time of the Polish crisis much of this sympathy had evaporated, but Goering featured nevertheless in the plans drawn up in 1939 for the first serious attempt to rid Germany of Hitler. Admiral Canaris, head of the counter-espionage service, favoured using Goering for tactical purposes. Goerdeler and the Prussian Finance Minister von Popitz were both favourable disposed to using Goering as well, partly because they took Goering’s peace efforts in September and October 1939 at face value. It was hoped that the ‘peace party’ within the Nazi leadership could be used to drive a wedge between Hitler and the rank and file of the movement.34 There was, of course, no hope of such a tactic succeeding, not least because the conservative conspirators were implacably opposed to Goering. One of their number, Hans Dohnanyi, condemned the idea of using Goering as ‘a Kerensky solution’. General Ludwig Beck, army chief-of-staff at the time Hitler took over the Supreme Command and a leading conservative opponent, told the diplomat Ulrich von Hassell that he regarded Goering as ‘one of the worst of the lot’. Even the mild army commander-in-chief von Brauchitsch was reported to mistrust ‘Goering’s character in the highest degree’.35 Under such circumstances the possibility of using Goering was ruled out. Although this ploy was revived again during the war, the mutual hostility between Goering and the generals only hardened.

The conservatives’ flirtation with Goering was doomed to failure because of their profound misapprehension about the nature of Nazi politics in general and the character of Goering in particular. The system depended crucially upon the survival of Hitler and the ‘Hitler-Myth’. There was no guarantee of political influence for any Nazi once the Führer was gone. The only occasions on which Hitler’s authority was genuinely threatened – by Strasser in 1932 and Röhm in 1934 – had brought about a closing of the ranks in the party for fear of its political eclipse. The conservatives had really very little to offer except a return to the coalition politics of early 1933 when they had hoped to tame the Nazi movement. Goering, like any other Nazi leader, was not to be wooed by promises of a share of power with other groups when the Nazis already held absolute power themselves.

Goering was not, as many believed, a man of moderate views and conservative inclinations. In the context of German politics in the 1930s he was as radical as Himmler or Goebbels, for, like them, he believed in the transformation of Germa
n society along the lines of a racial community. If his ideological views were not entirely those of the party’s artisan socialists – and nor for that matter were Hitler’s – he was thoroughly soaked in the values and ambitions of the movement. He was entirely committed to the extension of party power and the establishment of new institutions, even if he was at times highly critical of those who ran them. He championed the ideal of community interest before private interest, whether in the economy, the research institutes or the labour movement. He was fiercely anti-Marxist, opposed to the organised working class and its political institutions, while maintaining the romantic illusion that the working classes would accept Nazism once they recognised its respect for labour. Most important of all, he accepted the crude geopolitics of Hitler’s world view. He was more influential than any other Nazi in turning the economy and armed forces towards a policy of active imperialism, and enjoyed more powers than any other Nazi in constructing the New Order. The victims in all this were the Jews, against whom Goering actively struggled through the aryanisation of the economy, and the Slavs whom he regarded as fit only for German colonisation.

He was moderate in only the very limited sense that he came to prefer more stealthy and piecemeal tactics in achieving these ambitions in place of the revolutionary exuberance of the early months of Nazi rule. For one thing it was necessary to guard against what he described to Mussolini as ‘the constant surprises and precipitate developments’ in foreign policy.36 For another it was necessary to utilise what other groups, such as the bureaucracy and army, had to offer while the party consolidated its power. But in every other respect he carried with him the restless activism of the movement, and its impatience with those social and political forces within Germany that threatened to compromise its historic mission. He was driven on in this by an ideological as much as a personal imperative. Without grasping the highly ideological character of Nazi politics, and the strong relationship between ideology and practice, it is difficult to make sense of political figures like Goering. Although the ideology was intellectually barren and socially specific, it played an important part in mobilising disaffected and declassé activists and in justifying what they did once in power. No other interpretation can satisfactorily encompass the Nazi rejection of German conservatism, the pursuit of empire and the elimination of the Jews.

Goering’s most important contribution to the building of the new state was in replacing conservative dominance over economic and military affairs with an apparatus under his own control working for the waging of war. This became necessary at the point where big business and the armed forces were no longer willing to follow the Nazis along the path to massive war preparation and state economic control. The armed forces were concerned that Hitler’s plans for conquest would again threaten Germany’s security and the chances of the old military establishment surviving. Businessmen resented the loss of entrepreneurial independence and the pursuit of economic policies that threatened the direct interests of German business. Under Goering the armed forces were compelled to accept Nazi plans for want of a viable political alternative, while business fell back upon the defence of its financial and market position in the face of increasing state intervention and industrial management. How this dominance was established, and with what results has formed the largest part of this discussion, and does not need to be repeated here.

This is not to deny that there were those in the army and business world who welcomed the Third Reich, and who actively co-operated with its leaders throughout its life. Some notion of treaty revision and economic hegemony in eastern Europe was common to all conservatives. The important point was the political terms under which these goals were to be achieved. Prior to 1933 foreign policy and economic growth had been controlled in formal and informal ways by the German upper classes. It has been argued that through this control they created a political integration imposed from above, designed to avoid the radical threat that had reared up in 1848, 1861 and again in 1918, and which German conservatives assumed was always present beneath the surface of German politics. During the 1920s this political model, which was essentially Bismarck’s solution to the German question, broke down, as it had been threatening to do well before 1914. Under the impact of economic crisis and international isolation mass social forces emerged of a radical right-wing character, which were mobilised by the Nazis as the most successful of the populist parties to appear under the Weimar Republic. The effect of this was to turn the Bismarckian system on its head, to impose a new integration on German society from below rather than from above. Although it took time for the conservatives to realise it, Nazism was a symptom of the frustration felt among broad sectors of the peasantry, petty bourgeoisie and nationalist working-class at the bankruptcy of the traditional elites and the interest-group politics that they practised.

The success of German fascism in 1933 also demonstrated the peculiar character of bourgeois politics in Germany. Unable to form a broad alliance of middle-class and socially conservative groups in Germany, the leading bourgeois groups abandoned mass politics and tried to shelter once again under the old conservative wing as they had done before 1914. The Nazis took advantage of this situation by attracting the support of groups in German society that were increasingly unrepresented in national politics, and increasingly revolutionary in temper. The political revolution after 1933 drew its strength from this traditional tension in German politics between the elites and the masses on the German right. Its heritage stretched back to 1848 when craftsmen, peasants, junior civil servants and teachers had once before demanded radical change. As in 1848 the conservative elites chose to follow the radicals in the hope of containing their radicalism, and with the prospect of using the army if things went wrong. But unlike 1848, the radicals could not be contained. The conservatives, whether soldiers or capitalists, followed for as long as they could but by 1936 were compelled to accept the reality of Nazi power and either capitulated and became its tools or abandoned the struggle altogether in the hope that something might be salvaged later from its overthrow.

This contest for state power, from which the new working class was forcibly excluded by both sides, derived from the very different traditions in German politics about what constituted the German nation. For the conservatives it had always been the means to an end: the survival of conservative values and traditional social power. It was not an end in itself. For all their talk of nation, the German upper classes were particularist. For all their talk of integration, their political strategies were transparently selfish. But to the social conservative masses the nation had become their chief source of historical identity and social value. Not surprisingly, under the circumstances these masses voted for a party led by people like themselves, that seemed authentically nationalistic and promised them real power.

These different views of nationhood and political practice are crucial in explaining the success of the
Nazi movement. But it was a success that Nazi voters bought at a high price; for contained within this historical vision of German nationhood were the seeds of racial conflict and war. With a fearful logic the intolerant and irrational world view of the party and its supporters was imposed upon German life as if it had a universal validity. This attempt to steer a course between the conservative elites and the working-class mass was fraught with tensions and contradictions. As the efforts to create this ‘Third Way’ became more frantic, the party became more committed to war and to its racial policy as the best means of fulfilling the special role cast for the German nation in history. And this distorted yet further the contrast between the predominantly industrial, class society that Germany had become by the 1920s and the fantastic visions of German empire and racial community contained within the Nazi world view. The particularism of the frightened German Mittelständ was both more volatile and more dangerous than that of German conservatism, or German capitalism or the German working class because it was based upon a crude historicist ideology, and not upon social reality.

Goering’s unhappy history reflected entirely the tension between the Nazi claim to be changing the direction of history and the necessity of adjusting to the predominant class forces in German society. Goering more than any other Nazi went a long way towards trying to resolve this tension through his extensive controls over industry and labour and his efforts to get them to serve the ambitions of the movement. But his ultimate achievement was destructive rather than creative, hastening the disappearance of what was left of Bismarck’s Reich and the social groups who had run it. The subsequent attempt to mould German society to fit the Nazi image was beyond the party’s means. Germany had become a modern industrial state and could not be diverted from that path by assertions of petty-bourgeois idealism.

In truth this was the core of the contradiction represented by Nazism. It was from its very nature a movement of the historical losers, an ephemeral populism thrown up by economic crisis and the distorted political and intellectual response that the crisis provoked. Had it not been for the peculiar circumstances of Germany’s recent political past and the severity of the shock inflicted on the German economic structure between 1929 and 1932, it is inconceivable that Goering or even Hitler would ever have become a political figure of any significance. This was what made it difficult to reconcile Goering’s illusion of being a latter-day Renaissance prince with the reality of being a soap-box orator hoisted to power on the backs of disgruntled peasants and shopkeepers by courtesy of intensely insecure and nationalistic elites. Goering clutched at historical significance once he was in power, but it was hard to disguise the underlying weaknesses of his claim, or the fact that for Goering, as for the other supporters of the movement, the only way to hold on to power was ultimately through violence. By means of internal repression and war the movement postponed recognition of the historical fraud that Nazism perpetrated on Germany, but the violence was in the end self-defeating. If there is a moral in Goering’s history, it is not that people get the governments they deserve, but how dangerous it is to mistake historical chance for historical necessity.
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