
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    Discovering the Rommel Murder


  


  [image: ]


  Field Marshal Erwin Rommel. Photo from Mrs. Rommel.
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  CIP


  To Mary Marshall and the loving memory of the late Marian Marshall


  We have in Rommel a very daring and skilful opponent against us, and, may I say across the havoc of war, a great general.


  Winston Churchill, House of Commons, January 1942


  Rommel was a military phenomenon that can occur only at rare intervals; men of such bravery and daring survive only with exceptional fortune. He was as brave on the battlefield as Ney, with much better brains; as dashing as Murat, with more balance; as cool and quick a tactician as Wellington. Anyone studying the facts . . . will recognize him as a fine character and great soldier:


  Among the chosen few,


  Among the very brave, the very true.


  There has always been some mystery about his end, how it came about. . . .


  Field Marshal Earl Archibald P. Wavell


  Rommel had a feel for the battlefield like no other man.


  General H. Norman Schwarzkopf


  
    


  


  Foreword


  The circumstances of Field Marshal Erwin Rommel's death have been known for many years. Quite simply, Adolf Hitler forced him, toward the end of World War II, to commit suicide. Half a century afterwards, how the facts came to be discovered still exerts a powerful fascination.


  What makes the event doubly tragic is the victim himself, Rommel, the soldier and the man. Admired not only in Germany, where his popularity was second to Hitler's, but also in the Allied camp, and particularly among the British, he was a model gentleman who performed dazzling feats on the battlefield. He was no Nazi. His devotion to his wife and young son, revealed in his many wartime letters to his "Dearest Lu," was sincere and deep. His fair play in combat--his refusal to kill wantonly, his strict observance of the rules of warfare--made him widely respected. Beyond all this were his astonishing military victories.


  He was a hero as early as World War I. He displayed bravery, audacity, and skill, all enhanced by extraordinary good luck. His greatest exploit occurred on the Austrian front. Commanding a reinforced battalion, he captured a key Italian position and turned the battle of Caporetto into a rout; the Italians lost 250,000 prisoners of war.


  Untouched by the static trench warfare of the western front, Rommel became the foremost exponent of mobility in the Second World War. In command of the Seventh Panzer Division, which came to be called the Ghost Division because it showed up unexpectedly, he fought his way, in the spring of 1940, across Luxembourg, through the Maginot Line and northern France, to Cherbourg and eventually to the Spanish border. He made more progress in a single day than any military force before him.


  His most notable achievement was North Africa. There he was, as far as the British were concerned, a magician. He turned what was supposed to be a minor defensive action into a major two-year campaign. What defeated him in the end was his lack of reinforcements and supplies. Yet he proved his genius for offensive and defensive warfare.


  Finally, in Normandy, although he was unable to prevent the Allied invasion in June 1944, he kept the Allies from expanding their continental foothold. As long as he commanded Army Group B, he held the Allies in check. After he left the battleground, the Allies penetrated the German defenses, then overran much of France, Belgium, and Luxembourg.


  A serious injury prompted his departure from the front. An Allied plane strafed his automobile on July 17, 1944, fatally wounded his driver, and sent the car crashing into a ditch. Rommel sustained multiple skull fractures and other injuries. Hospitalized, he miraculously recovered. He was convalescing at home in October 1944, when he was implicated in the attempted assassination of Hitler on July 20, three days after Rommel's automobile accident.


  For his complicity in the plot to overthrow Hitler and his Nazi government, then to make peace with the western Allies, Hitler gave Rommel two choices. He could stand trial on charges of high treason, in which case he would no doubt be found guilty and be executed by hanging. Or he could commit suicide, in which case the state would take no action against his wife and son.


  Although Rommel must have wondered whether Hitler would keep his word, he chose suicide. An official funeral took place, and great care was taken to hide from the German people that his death was not a natural one. His wife and son survived the war.


  How the truth came to be known was due to Charles F. Marshall, an intelligence officer in the VI Corps headquarters. Fluent in the German language, he often served as an interrogator of prisoners of war. After the conflict, he helped organize camps for various groups and spent a great deal of time separating Nazis and other criminals from those who could be and were released from custody.


  Operating in the area where Mrs. Rommel lived, Marshall called upon her in search of materials that might be relevant to the war effort. After several visits and upon the end of the war, Mrs. Rommel revealed the astounding news of how her husband had died.


  Marshall narrates the course of this friendship. He describes how intelligence was carried out. He details meetings and discussions with German military dignitaries, especially Hans Speidel, Rommel's chief of staff in Normandy, and they are historical vignettes.


  
    What gives Marshall's book a special value is the picture of military life in the particular milieu during the latter months of the war and the early months of the occupation. Captain Marshall thus presents another dimension to his account of how he discovered and revealed the truth of Field Marshal Rommel's death.


  


  MARTIN BLUMENSON


  Preface


  The cometlike streak of Field Marshal Erwin Rommel across the skies of history during World War II spread his name far and wide. The little factual information known about him at the time on the Allied side was smothered by the torrent of propaganda circulated by the Germans. Was the resulting legend built on myths or was it grounded in fact?


  In October 1944, four months after the Allied invasion of Normandy, the German press and radio reported that Rommel had died of the wounds he had suffered there. In the course of my work as a captain in the U.S. Army Military Intelligence Service, however, I had occasion in the closing days of the war to become acquainted with Rommel's widow and to learn from her and others that the Fatherland's most brilliant army commander had not died of his wounds but had instead been murdered upon Hitler's order.


  This book is the story of a year spent looking for the truth about this legendary figure. What was he like as a youngster? As a fledgling officer? As a battle-hardened veteran of the First World War? Why was he singled out to lead the Afrika Korps and later to defend the Atlantic Coast against the assault of the Western Powers? What were his political beliefs? Was it true that he was a dyed-in-the-wool Nazi and his slavish adherence to Hitler accounted for his unprecedented swift rise to field marshal? And if so, why did the overlord order his murder?


  As for his role as a husband and father, the evidence is incontrovertible. It is found in the letters Rommel wrote to his wife and that I, in line of duty, sequestered from her at our first meeting.


  With the approach of the fiftieth anniversary of his death, it seems a fitting time for another appraisal of this remarkable man, a military genius whose strong social conscience cost him his life.


  Acknowledgments


  The original research for this book was done in 1945 and 1946. The manuscript that resulted was submitted to various publishers, all of whom found it a fascinating story but unanimously felt it was too soon after the end of World War II with its still bitter memories to publish a book ''glorifying a German general," as one put it.


  In 1950 I was contacted by the senior military historian for the European Theater of Operations, Colonel S. L. A. Marshall (no relation to the author), whose help had been requested by the British military analyst B. H. Liddell Hart. Hart was engaged with the Rommel family in collecting Rommel's papers. Conspicuously absent were the letters Field Marshal Erwin Rommel had written to his wife from the battlefield. As an intelligence officer of the United States Army I had requisitioned these letters from Mrs. Rommel shortly before the war ended. After translation and editing, they had been forwarded to Washington.


  In the course of my correspondence with Colonel Marshall I mentioned that I had written a book about Rommel but was unable to find a publisher. He offered to help and asked to see the manuscript. I sent it to him only to learn that he had been called back to duty and had left for Korea before receiving it. I put the manuscript out of my mind and, years later, reading of the Colonel's (now General's) death I considered the manuscript lost. True, I had a carbon copy, but I no longer had the wonderful photographs Mrs. Rommel had given me in the course of my research and which accompanied the manuscript.


  While reworking the manuscript for this book, I began a search for the original in the hope of recovering the photographs. The trail eventually led to James Douglas Marshall, a grandson of Colonel Marshall, to whom I am indebted for the information that his grandfather's papers reposed in the S. L. A. Marshall Military History Collection at the University of Texas in El Paso.


  Pointed in that direction, I wrote to Thomas F. Burdett, curator of the collection, who soon after answered "that miracles still do happen." The manuscript with its pictures, lost for over forty years, had been found and was being returned to me. Thanks to Mr. Burdett many of these pictures are reproduced herein.


  To the folks at the Rommel archives in Herrlingen, Germany I owe thanks for their answers to occasional questions. To my wife, Mary, I owe much for her criticism and ever-persistent vigilance that the book be intelligible for the reader not versed in the military. To my son Charles, Jr., I am grateful for his constant interest and comment. My son John and son-in-law Mark Larson must be credited with teaching me the mysteries of the computer and, in my fits of frustration with the electronic marvel, chaining me to it with their sympathetic determination that even this old dog could be taught a new trick.


  To my neighbors, Professors Aurelia and Kenneth Scott, the late historian, I am indebted for years of nudging me to write this book.


  And last, but also of significant importance, I am thankful to my editors, William C. Davis, Sylvia Frank, and Ann Wagoner, for their suggestions, guidance, and encouragement.


  Chapter I  Discovery of Mrs. Rommel


  Field Marshal General Rommel died as a result of the severe head injuries he sustained in an automobile accident while commander of an army group in the West. The Fuhrer has ordered a state funeral.


  German radio on 15 October 1944


  In Germany and the Allied world this news was accepted at face value. It was known that the dashing "Desert Fox" had been wounded in the Normandy fighting. The Allied press had reported it, and a few days later the German media had confirmed it.


  Not until six months after Field Marshal Erwin Rommel's death was it known to more than his widow, his son, his aide, and a handful of the political and military hierarchy that Germany's most colorful field commander of World War II had been executed upon the direct order of Adolf Hitler. Not until the details of the execution were revealed by Rommel's widow was there reason to doubt the story of the German press and radio. To match the perversity of this murder one would have to go back five centuries to those committed by Cesare Borgia during his unification of the Papal States.


  The secret murder of some of its greatest war heroes was one of the most curious anomalies of the National Socialist regime. Documents found by the Russian forces at Seddin near Berlin shortly after the war disclosed two other such victims to have been Werner Moelders, a top-ranking Luftwaffe pilot credited with destroying 125 Allied planes, and Guenther Prien, a daring U-boat skipper whose spectacular foray into Scapa Flow early in the war resulted in the sinking of the British battleship Royal Oak. Except for a death certificate found by the British authorities in Austria a few months after the war's end, no documents have yet been unearthed concerning the assassination of the highest-ranking and most popular of these figures, Field Marshal Rommel.


  
    This certificate gives the date of his death but no cause, stating only that Rommel died in an ambulance en route from Herrlingen to Ulma falsity.


  


  Only on April 27, 1945, after the American troops of Major General Edward V. Brooks's VI Corps had captured Herrlingen and forced a crossing over the Danube at Ulm, did the true story of Rommel's death begin to unfold. Two days earlier, on April 25, I had received a telephone call from one of our antiaircraft battalions: While looking for a location for their command post, they had discovered the widow of the legendary commander of the Afrika Korps, Field Marshal Erwin Rommel. Did we care to do anything about it?


  I certainly did!


  As the officer in charge of the captured documents unit of the intelligence (G-2) section of VI Corps Headquarters, I was responsible for the interrogation of captured high-ranking officers and distinguished personages, so I was very interested in speaking to Mrs. Rommel. I doubted that she would have any information or documents that would be of value to the prosecution of the battle then going on because Rommel had been dead for six months, but I thought she might have some of his other papers, papers that would have long-range intelligence value and might shed some light on this soldier who had captured the attention of the world.


  After supper I jeeped the five miles to Herrlingen, a picturesque little Swabian village near Ulm that had escaped damage during the war. With me was Staff Sergeant Thomas S. Greiner, a native German who had moved to New York, a graduate of the Army's military intelligence school, and a highly qualified specialist on the German Army.


  I told Greiner that when we interviewed Mrs. Rommel, we would pretend that I did not speak German, so that I would have more time to think about her answers and to formulate my succeeding questions. This technique served us well, but in several lengthy visits alone with Mrs. Rommel in the months ahead, she never failed to rib me about my "inability" to speak German. "For someone who does not speak German," she would say, a twinkle in her eye, "for someone who needs an interpreter, you do very very well, Captain Marshall. Did you learn the language yesterday?" Upon my laughing she would join in heartily. It was clear that she had forgiven me my duplicity but nevertheless enjoyed twitting me. We were to develop a fine rapport.


  When we arrived in Herrlingen, a lovely village split by a clear, fast-flowing stream, we found the Rommel home at 13 Wippingerstrasse. A small, attractively landscaped villa amid white houses with red-tiled roofs and blossoming window boxes, it afforded a pleasant view of the hilly countryside. It had been rented from the city of Ulm the previous autumn when the family had moved from Wiener Neustadt, a suburb of Vienna.
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  The Rommel villa. In the fall of 1943, when thousand-plane Allied raids were penetrating German air defenses and bombing aircraft plants, the marshal worried about the close proximity of his home in Wiener Neustadt to the Messerschmitt aircraft plants. He moved his residence to this modest villa tucked away in the sleepy village of Herrlingen, a suburb of Ulm.


  Photo from Mrs. Rommel.


  



  Mrs. Rommel was not home at our arrival, so we asked the young woman who admitted us, and who introduced herself as a niece, to show us through the house. The rooms were tastefully furnished, neatly arranged, and, as one might expect in a middle-class German home, punctiliously clean. Among the many books in the marshal's large study, which were almost exclusively on military subjects, we noticed a translation of General George C. Marshall's Infantry in Battle. Nowhere, however, was there any sign of the graft or lavish living so often associated with Nazi leaders and also attributed by Allied propaganda to Rommel.


  We were not there long before the widow returned home. A dignified, self-assured, and well-groomed woman of fifty with black hair, a dark complexion, and gray eyes, Mrs. Rommel was dressed in the black and gray of semimourning and wearing a strand of pearls.


  I sought to direct the conversation toward a discussion of Marshal Rommel's relations with Adolf Hitler and leading Nazi personalities, but with poor results. "I have a sixteen-year-old son in the Labor Service," explained the widow. "Therefore you will understand why I dare not criticize any member of the government." When asked about corruption in the Nazi Party, she replied, "Everybody now scorns the Party, but it once did good things too."


  The conversation turned to the clothing, equipment, and tactics of the Allies in comparison with those of the Wehrmacht, all of which Mrs. Rommel discussed at length and with surprising knowledge. "Just before he died," she said, "my husband remarked that he was surprised at the speed with which the American men and officers adjusted to modern warfare. Some of that he thought was due to their not having so much to unlearn. Even though he had a taste of American efficiency in Africa, he was astonished at the cohesion of the air, land, and sea forces in France and how quickly a young army mastered their technologically advanced weapons. 'Your materiel superiority,' he said, 'makes our fighting seem like that of primitive man.'"


  My impression of Field Marshal Rommel's widow as summarized in my diary that night reads, A woman general.


  "How did the marshal die?" I asked.


  With a nervousness not previously apparent, she told how on July 17 of the previous year he had driven forward to confer with corps and divisional commanders on the crucial situation confronting them, and how, while returning to his headquarters, his car had been strafed by American planes. "As the car crashed," she said, "my husband was catapulted into the road and suffered severe head injuries. The left side of his head was pushed in and the base of his skull fractured. After several weeks in a hospital and over the remonstrations of the doctors, he returned home to recuperate under the care of his personal physician, Professor Albrecht of Tuebingen University. 'I have always told my students that a man with such a wound could not live,' the professor said to my husband, and my husband answered, 'That just proves what a Swabian blockhead I am!' The wound healed nicely but left him with a paralysis of the left side of the face and the loss of sight in one eye."


  Mrs. Rommel asked if we cared to see the marshal's death mask, and we indicated our interest. The niece left the room to get the mask and the widow continued: "Day by day, he appeared to be regaining his health. He was even going through painful exercises trying to raise his paralyzed left eyelid when his heart gave out and he died."


  The explanation affirmed the official cause of death: not one word of murder.


  There was a momentary lull in the conversation as we waited for the niece to return. Mrs. Rommel began to weep.


  "Oh," she moaned, "if only I could tell you what all I've gone through!"


  The niece then brought the mask, which clearly showed the soldier's wound. The skull was no longer symmetrical, and there was a very noticeable
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  The death mask. The plaster replica of Rommel's face was shown to the author during his interrogation of the widow. Wounded in France three months before his death, Rommel's mask shows evidence of the injuries, particularly the indentation of the left temple.


  Photo from Mrs. Rommel..


  depression over the left temple. The mouth was firm and the nose straight. The face was that of a man with a marked personality, its most dominant characteristic being, perhaps, self-discipline. "He was a man who drove himself, his friends, and his staff mercilessly," said his wife. "During all the war he never attended a concert or took time out for any form of relaxation. He worked feverishly and lived for nothing but the warhis job. When he returned from Africa in September 1942 for a few weeks' rest cure, he already knew that he had lost the campaign and Germany the war. He was a broken man. He knew that further sacrifice was senseless, but he was a soldier and he had his orders."


  Her husband, she continued, had disagreed with the strategy employed in the defense of France and was not permitted to dispose his forces as he wished. Furthermore, contrary to all reports, Rommel was not protege, or even a member, of the Nazi Party. He was a professional soldier and a good one. He was no politician. He made many enemies, as do all men with power. He was willing to place his services at the disposal of whoever governed Germany. It was his book Infanterie Greift An (The Infantry Attacks) that won him Hitler's attention. When he was appointed commandant of the military academy at Wiener Neustadt, he had never met Hitler.


  Asked why Rommel had carried on when he knew the war was lost, she replied in a shaking voice, "A soldier cannot ask questions, even if he is a field marshal and commander of an army group. If he had . . . well, you read the papers . . . you see what happens to those who oppose. His fight in Africa was hopeless and he knew it. He could not get supplies and sufficient reinforcements, especially after the American landing. But he had orders to hold. When it was over and he had seen the best of his men fall or be captured, he begged Hitler to allow him to return and share the fate of his troops. But Hitler would not allow him to return.


  "My husband also believed that if the Allies were able to land and establish a firm bridgehead in France, the war was definitely lost for Germany. Events have proven him right."


  What did she think of the continuation of the war?


  "It is insanity! The best are dying and only the disabled and cowardly remain. All German youth has been killed off. It will be felt for generations."


  What did Rommel think of Americans as soldiers?


  "He had, unfortunately, deservedly, only the highest respect. Also for the English."


  There was much more that I wanted to know about this man, but we had already been there two hours and I could not spare any more time from my other obligations back at Corps Headquarters. "It is my regrettable duty," I said, "to have to ask you to turn over to me your husband's papers."


  "There are none," she replied. "After my husband's death all his official papers were removed to Berlin by the High Command." This I had expected. "All I have," she added, "are personal papers."


  "May I see those?" I asked.


  With a slight shrug and a perplexed look, she led us into the cellar. There, into one suitcase and a wooden box, Mrs. Rommel had crammed hundreds of letters. I assured her that I would return any papers we were not interested in, and as we left I noticed on a table a German translation of a booklet on the art of generalship by Rommel's first desert opponent, British Field Marshal Archibald P. Wavell.


  Once we had returned to headquarters, I skimmed through the papers and noted that while some of them were Rommel's correspondence with numerous German luminaries, the bulk were the letters from Rommel to his wife. Inasmuch as he was in the habit of writing her a daily commentary on his activities, I decided they would be a rich source of material for Rommel's biographers and for historians reconstructing the African and Normandy campaigns.


  
    When I called the attention of my boss, the G-2, Colonel Joseph Langevin, to what I had brought back, he exclaimed, "God! You've got a gold mine!"


  


  In the diary that I kept during the war, the entry that evening reads:


  I am having the sergeants translate the Rommel letters while I edit and excerpt them for a Rommel diary. It will be widely reproduced and circulated and the original letters should wind up in the Library of Congress for future study by historians.


  I wrote about the interrogation for the Beachhead News, the newspaper published by VI Corps for the troops under its command. (Its name originated as a result of its having its origins on Anzio beachhead where the soldiers of VI Corps had landed preliminary to their capture of Rome.) Other army papers copied it, and it was widely reproduced in the press in America and around the world.


  Throughout the greater part of the war Erwin Rommel had ranked next only to the Fuhrer in the German public's esteem. No popular periodical was complete without a picture of him peering through field glasses, addressing his troops, or inspecting an installation. Joseph Goebbels, the Nazi propagandist, constantly sought to identify Rommel with the National Socialist rule, to have the Nazi Party ride piggyback on his popularity. In the governing circles it was no secret that this dashing officer was Hitler's favorite commander--and deservedly so. Had he not so repeatedly demonstrated his wizardry in the seesaw battles of the North African deserts that observers universally accorded him the accolade of the "Desert Fox"? Had he not led his army to within fifty miles of Alexandria and sixty miles of Cairo, coming within a shadow of taking Egypt, changing the complexion of the war and the course of the world's history?


  And finally, in the face of overwhelming British and American manpower and materiel superiority, had he not staved off the inevitable disaster for months, proving himself a genius in "fighting a poor man's war?"


  During the next days, chaotic ones as the war was drawing to a close, I assigned Greiner and another sergeant to the job of translating Rommel's letters to his wife into English. Every moment that I could spare from my other work I would use to edit them and extract bits to compose a war diary. Since my last jobs of the day were to censor the outgoing mail of my men (who, unfortunately for me, were copious correspondents), and then write the nightly story of the day's activity on the front for the Beachhead News, my editing of the letters often ran into the early morning hours.


  
    Chapter II An Emissary and More Field Marshals

  


  During the week following our visit to Mrs. Rommel, the German Army lapsed into its death throes. High-ranking officers were surrendering left and right. I could find little time to work on the Rommel letters. To complicate matters, General Charles Palmer, the VI Corps chief of staff, received a call late one afternoon from our 44th Division informing him that an emissary of General Andrei A. Vlassov, commander of the renegade Russian troops fighting in the German Army against Russia, had crossed the lines to negotiate a surrender.


  Vlassov was a lieutenant general who had been a Soviet adviser to Chiang Kai-shek in China in 1938-39. In 1942 he was one of the heroes in the defense of Moscow when the Germans were hammering at its outskirts. He later headed an army in the defense of Leningrad, but as the battle progressed Stalin refused to allow him to retreat to a more defensible position, causing the annihilation of his army and his own capture.


  Feeling deeply that Communism was worse than Naziism, and hoping to set up a free Russia after the defeat of Stalin, Vlassov offered his services to the Wehrmacht. He was given command of all Russians under German control, taking over the Russian Army of Liberation. This consisted of 100,000 Ukrainians, Cossacks, and other anti-Stalinists, and he now fought against the Red Army. The sending of his emissary was an important development, and I knew we would be called upon to interrogate him.


  Indeed, General Palmer asked me to stand by for his arrival. A half hour passed and a jeep pulled up containing Colonel Snyder, G-2 of the 44th Division, and the emissary, a Major Jung, a man about forty, a little short of six feet, effortlessly graceful, and wearing a black overcoat over a black uniform.


  Colonel Snyder spoke German, so he, not I, did the interpreting between the emissary and Palmer and my boss, Colonel Langevin. The talk concerned the 100,000 Russians in the German Army who wanted to surrender to the Americans and fight with the Allies against the Germans or, failing that, surrender as PWs with the condition that they would not be returned to Russia at the end of the war.


  Upon completion of the talk I was told to take the emissary to Seventh Army Headquarters with the expectation that I would be interpreting between him and General Alexander M. Patch, commander of Seventh Army.


  Colonel Langevin ordered a sedan for me, and with a driver and an MP I took the emissary to Seventh Army Headquarters, which, since we had been advancing so rapidly, was now a long drive behind us. Standard operating procedure (SOP) for a situation like this was to blindfold the man while he was being brought to Corps Headquarters. Upon leaving Corps Headquarters to go to Army Headquarters, he was again to be blindfolded. Since Germany was now in the last stages of collapse, however, I considered the blindfold unnecessary and removed it after a few miles, for which he was appreciative. After two hours on the road, I had the driver stop so that we could stretch our legs, and I handed him my camera for a picture of the emissary and me.


  We arrived at Seventh Army Headquarters a few minutes before midnight, only to learn that two other emissaries of General Vlassov had crossed the lines and all three were to be interrogated in detail by the Combined Services Detailed Interrogation Center (CSDIC). My trip of 120 miles had turned out to be only as officer courier.


  During the drive I had discovered the Russian major to be friendly, intelligent, informative, objective, and, as it turned out, prescient. ''What," I had asked, "will happen to Vlassov's men if the terms of his surrender offer are rejected?"


  "If we are returned to Stalin," he said, drawing his hand across his throat, "that will be it."


  And that was the fate that eventually befell Vlassov and his men. Unknown to us at the time was that under a secret agreement made at the Yalta Conference in February 1945, Soviet citizens who fell into American custody had to be repatriated, even against their will. And the Allied media, playing into Stalin's hands, portrayed them as traitors.


  When I got back to VI Corps Headquarters it was 4:30 A.M. and I was dog tired. Not only was the hour late, but for the past days I had been working
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  Major Jung, General Andrei Vlassov's emissary, and the author en route to Seventh Army Headquarters on April 29, 1945. The emissary had come through the lines empowered to initiate conditions of surrender for the 100,000 Russians fighting under the German flag.


  Photo from author.


  feverishly on a catch-as-catch-can basis editing Rommel's letters, working late into the night and sometimes into the early morning hours, devoting every moment to them that I could steal from my myriad other duties. I needed a good night's sleep, but instead I had time for only a two-hour nap before we packed up and moved to our new command post in Steingaden.


  There the command post was located in a cheese factory and my quarters were in the vacated home of a Generalleutnant, the equivalent of a major general in the U.S. Army. In the late afternoon, when I was counting the hours before I could get away to bed in my fine quarters, we were notified that our rapidly onrushing forces had captured a colonel, a major general, and the famous Field Marshal Wilhelm List, whom our 36th Division had thought they had killed in France the previous September and whose death I had tried unsuccessfully to confirm at the time.


  List was the long-time chief of the Wehrmacht's training section and was widely credited with the development of the German powerhouse. He had been a planner and chief executor of the blitz of France. Disagreeing with Hitler's strategy in the Russian campaign, he had been relieved of his command and was now at home on inactive duty.


  While I enjoyed interrogating high-ranking officers, all I wanted at this point was sleep. Instead Langevin told me that when List arrived I was to
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  Field Marshal Wilhelm List (right) and the author at the home of the marshal in Garmisch-Partenkirchen on April 30, 1945, while the war was in progress. The picture was taken the morning after the author had been List's overnight guest. The marshal had been one of the Fuhrer's top commanders until they disagreed on strategy in Russia.


  Photo from author.


  take him to the quarters of Major General Brooks, the commanding officer of VI Corps, and interpret. Shortly a jeep arrived containing a military police major and Field Marshal List. I introduced myself to the German, and we walked over to the general's quarters. And there it was that I committed the worst faux pas of my life: in my torpor I presented List to Brooks as Field Marshal Rommel.


  The quizzical look that crossed the general's face alerted me to my error. Mortified beyond words, I corrected myself and apologized. Perhaps the misintroduction would not have occurred had I not been so tired and so engrossed in working on Rommel's letters. I still tell myself so.


  Captain Wilson, the general's aide, served tea, and two hours quickly passed. The conversation proved fascinating inasmuch as Brooks was an excellent interviewer. His questions were incisive and precise, and List responded fully and freely, often expanding in some detail since Brooks at the start had promised to keep the interview confidential. And confidential it was kept. I mentioned the capture in the Beachhead News but said nothing of the interview with Brooks.


  At the close of the talk, the general chivalrously asked if there was anything he could do for the marshal before he was sent to the rear for high-level interrogation and internment.


  "Yes," said List. "Your troops took me away so quickly I had no chance to pack a bag. Could you let me return to pack and bid my wife and daughter good-bye?"


  "Yes," responded Brooks. "You may spend the night and return in the morning, if you will give me your word as an officer that you will not try to escape."


  The German agreed and asked another favor. "Can you spare the captain to accompany me? Your troops are occupying my house and I may have trouble."


  "Yes," said Brooks, "Captain Marshall will go along as your guest, not as your guard, and he will see that no problems arise."


  "How bizarre!" I thought. "I am surely the first American officer in history to be the overnight guest of a German field marshal while our countries are at war."


  General Brooks put his Packard sedan and chauffeur at my disposal, a delightful treat after months of bouncing around in a jeep. After the two-star license plate was covered, since the general was not in the car, we took off for the marshal's home in the winter sports resort town of Garmisch-Partenkirchen, some forty or fifty miles away. The snow-covered winding Alps roads could only be negotiated slowly. Not only had night fallen, but our headlights were dimmed in observance of the blackout. It was going to be a long drive both in distance and in time.


  List, I had discovered at the interview, was a brilliant man with a remarkable memory. Thinking that conversation would speed the trip, I ventured a comment about the weather and road conditions, but he appeared to prefer reticence, perhaps even complete silence. "Oh, Lord," I said to myself, "this is going to be one long, long trip!"


  Tired from a series of short nights, I considered lying back in the car and going to sleep. But then I offered the comment that I sympathized with his plight of becoming a prisoner of war at his age. list softened. I had hit a vein. He was sixty-five, he told me. And for the next several hours, sitting in the back of the Packard, we discussed his swiftly successful operations in Poland and France and contrasted them to the German travail in Russia.


  I told him that while we were in Naples preparing for the invasion of southern France I had been the briefing officer for the eastern front at the General Staff Conference and had to rely for all my information on teletyped Allied Force Headquarters reports. "One of the things that puzzled me," I said, "was that the Germans would report the loss of a city or other stronghold a day or two before the Russians reported capturing it."


  "Their press wasn't as efficient as their artillery," commented List dryly.


  "Just why," I asked at one point, hoping for a more detailed answer than the one he had given Brooks during his interrogation "were you relieved of your command?"


  "That's a bit complicated," he said, "but put simply, I considered foolhardy Hitler's plan for an offensive through the Caucasus passes to attack Stalingrad and then establish a foothold on the Black Sea. When I told Hitler in a private conversation that Germany was mired down in Russia and did not have the resources to win the war, he had Keitel dismiss me."


  "Keitel," I said, "the chief of the High Command."


  "Yes," said List.


  Field Marshal Wilhelm Keitel was one of Hitler's top confidantes and military advisers, a constant presence, and instrumental in directing the German campaigns.


  We continued to talk about our two armies, and he expressed surprise at my depth of knowledge about the German Army until I told him my specialty was order of battlethe study and tracking of the enemy's organization and equipment.


  About midnight we arrived at Garmisch-Partenkirchen and the marshal's house, stopping en route to pick up Mrs. List and their daughter, who were staying with friends.


  List's wife was a charming, soft spoken, gray-haired grandmother type, as distinguished from the younger, dark-haired, vibrant, and militarily oriented Mrs. Rommel. In Rommel's letters to his wife he informed her daily of the battle situation. I could not imagine List reporting the military details to Mrs. List.


  The List house was now the command post of a U.S. Army field artillery battery. After explaining my orders to a somewhat incredulous captain, we went to the master bedroom, which contained two beds. Smack in the center of one, still in his fatigues, lay a GI sound asleep, snoring gloriously. Awakened, he grumbled, "Jeez, sir, don't bagging a field marshal rate me a night's sleep in a real bed?"


  I put him and the driver into another room, evicted a GI from a third room and restored it to the daughter, and then settled myself in a fourth room, which adjoined the Lists' bedroom. I felt like an innkeeper assigning rooms to a group of skiers.


  The List family and I then had a snack and, before retiring, Mrs. List brought me a bottle of wine, which I politely declined.


  In the morning we had breakfast together and the marshal's wife told him that while he was away the American Military Government (AMG) people


  had issued a decree that all citizens had to turn in all guns and other weapons. List took me to his gun rack and asked me to take his hunting guns, all six or eight of them. I had the driver load them into the trunk of the car together with List's bag, and then asked him to take a picture of us.


  The photograph, which now hangs in my study, shows a dour-faced, contemplative List in knickers and overcoat, his hands thrust in his pockets.


  On the return trip, made in daylight and much faster, I recounted to List what I had heard a year earlier in Rome from a lawyer who had returned from Germany, and from reports that had crossed my desk since, about what was going on in the concentration camps.


  The marshal shook his head in disbelief. "Most Germans will never believe it," he said. "Many, however, will because of the other sacrifices they have been forced to make."


  As we neared headquarters he complained that a drawing and a sword his father had given him had been taken by the public relations officer of the 10th Armored Division. I promised to look into the matter and I later did: I called up the officer, put the fear of God into him, and told him to return the "liberated" items. ("Liberating" had become a euphemism for stealing in the GI lexicon, perhaps to salve the conscience.)


  At headquarters as we prepared to part, the marshal gave me a photo of himself and his official calling card and posed with me for another picture. I then called the motor pool for two sedans and sent List and some other high-ranking German officers back to the Seventh Army Headquarters interrogation center in care of an MP lieutenant.


  I distributed List's guns among the officers in the section, keeping for myself a .22 hunting rifle and two double-barrel shotguns, one a side-by-side and the other an over-and-under.


  To keep pace with the frenetic fast-moving situation as the war raced to its climax, VI Corps Headquarters was moving in big jumps. It was no longer situated near Herrlingen, but in Austria, on the eastern side of the Danube. On the drive to our new headquarters, my mind reverted to the interview with Mrs. Rommel and stayed riveted there for the entire trip.


  I had other things to occupy my mind once we reached headquarters, however. As the Nazi government was crumbling and the Wehrmacht was nearing complete collapse, high-ranking officers were being captured in significant numbers--colonels, generals, and even occasional field marshals. This kept me very busy, as I noted in my diary:


  May 3: Two more field marshals captured. Interrogated both Field Marshal von Leeb and Field Marshal von Weichs today.


  Field Marshal Baron Max von Weichs was sixty-four, a fairly tall man with darkish gray hair and thick glasses. He was hoarse, rheumatic and, I was to observe, a bit absentminded. A charming mixture of a rural Bavarian and a cosmopolite, he was dressed in a blue leather coat and pants having a wide red stripe down the legs, indicative of membership in the General Staff. He wore the Oak Leaves to the Knight's Cross, one of his country's highest military decorations. He had headed the 13th Corps in the Polish campaign, the 2nd Army in the French campaign, Army Group B on the Russian front and, when captured, had been commander of the German troops in the Balkans.


  Early in my interrogating experience I had found that I got the most information out of high-ranking officers by immediately putting them at ease,
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  Left to right: Author; Field Marshal Baron Maximilian von Weichs; his aide; and Major Chews, the guarding officer, in Garmisch-Partenkirchen on May 3, 1945. Weichs had been the supreme commander of the German forces in southeast Europe. While himself an agreeable subject for interrogation, his aide objected to questioning until the marshal silenced him.
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  offering them a cigarette and a chair, making sympathetic small talk about family and home, and only indirectly delving into the relevant matters. Talking in a relaxed manner, confidentially as man to man, rather than brusquely as victor to vanquished, invariably produced good results.


  An expression that worked well when used with the right inflection was, "Oh, come now, just between two officers," implying that, after all, we were both members of an international fraternity and therefore brothers under the skin. And to some extent this was the case among professional officers, particularly those who served in diplomatic missions, such as military attaches and those who spoke each other's language. Deep friendships often developed, as I was to learn.


  I set Weichs at ease by indicating a chair and offering him a cigarette. At the beginning of our talk, his aide, a major, kept interrupting what he considered the marshal's indiscretions with, "The Herr Feldmarschall cannot answer that."


  I became annoyed and threatened to throw him out and make his life miserable. Thereupon Weichs threw him a cautionary glance and, with a shrug, said to him, "The game is up."


  After that the interrogation went smoothly, especially when I learned he was a Bavarian and switched from high German to his native Swabian dialect, much to his delight. My parents had emigrated to the United States from Swabian-speaking villages in Hungary, and their Swabian German was the first language I had learned as a child.


  "Tell me," said he after a while when all tension had subsided, "what is the difference between a 'Schwab' [high German for a Swabian native and pronounced Shwahb] and a 'Schwob' [Swabian dialect for a Swabian native and pronounced Shwobe]?"


  I smiled. "I bite."


  "A Schwob," he said, "is a Schwab who calls a Schwab a Schwob."


  It never failed after the war to get a laugh from Germans when I told it as my own.


  Like List, Weichs believed we would soon be at war with Russia and that Germany's salvation lay in our taking her as an ally in the fight against Bolshevism. He asserted that we would get along with Russia only as long as we acceded to her demands. For many years, as the cold war was to prove, he was right in that assessment.


  He was amazed at all our motor transport and expressed admiration for our ability to move sufficient food across the ocean for our troops.


  After our somewhat lengthy talk, I took Weichs and his aide to the nearby


  enlisted men's mess for lunch. The GIs had already eaten, and the leftover food was cold. When I told the cook I wanted the two officers fed, he looked hatefully at the two "Krauts," slapped some cold canned beef and noodles on two plates, and hacked holes with his cleaver into two cans of orange juice. He was about to slam the dishes on the bare table, which was still dripping from its recent washing, when I ordered him, in spite of his painfully obvious reluctance, to spread out a cloth. To myself I said, with a mixture of horror and humor, "My God, what a meal for a field marshal accustomed to being indulged!"


  To my surprise, Weichs ate every scrap with obvious relish and couldn't praise the food enough. Both Germans repeated that they couldn't understand how we got all that food overseas. The orange juice, to the marshal, was just out of this world.


  Much of the conversation during the meal was small talk. Weichs was humorously philosophical about his capture until I asked him about charges that civilian hostages had been shot in some Balkan towns during his campaign. Then, quickly serious, he said to me, "A town has surrendered. You have troops in it, and at night some are shot or stabbed in the back. You take hostages and warn the populace that the next such occurrence will result in the hostages' lives being forfeited. Then, in spite of the warning--and remember, the town has surrendered--you have a repetition of the shootings and stabbings. What would you do?"


  I thought a long moment, rubbing my tongue over my teeth. "They don't pay us captains enough for answers to knotty problems like that," I finally said.


  "Yes," said Weichs grimly, "field marshals are paid more, but they don't have the answers either."


  As we were walking back to the house where the officers were being held, I asked Weichs to pose for a picture with me. This hangs in my study today.


  I asked Weichs how he had been treated so far. "Fine," he said, "no complaints." And he meant it.


  I was to see Weichs only once more, a year later in the War Crimes Camp in Stuttgart.


  After leaving Weichs I interrogated Field Marshal Wilhelm Ritter von Leeb. Nervous, watery-eyed, and unprepossessing, he did not look like a man who had commanded vast legions of invaders.


  It was now midafternoon, and upon asking I learned he also had not yet had lunch. I took him, too, to the enlisted men's mess. When the mess sergeant saw me coming again, the scowl on his face told me I was scoring no points with him this day. Getting me aside, he said, "I don't mind the work, Captain. It's just that I hate to feed good American food to these goddam Krauts."


  The chivalry that General Brooks had displayed toward the Germans was not endemic to all soldiers but tended to be the hallmark of the professional officer, traditionally dignified in defeat and gracious in victory. For many men chivalry was a virtue that had died with King Arthur and the knights of old. At List's house, before retiring for the night, when I had told the officer on duty at what hour to wake me in the morning, he had grumbled about my "kicking a good American soldier out of bed to make room for a goddam Kraut." If I hadn't known better I would have thought that "goddam Kraut" was one word.


  Leeb ate his cold bully beef and noodles with a relish equal to what Weichs had displayed. As we talked, he too expressed amazement at our ability to transport overseas the enormous food, fuel, ammunition, and supply requirements of our Army. To a great extent the German Army had lived off the occupied territory.


  When I asked him why he was relieved of his command at Leningrad, he protested that he could not answer such a question.


  When I cajoled, "Ach, es ist unter vier Augen" ("Oh, it is under four eyes," a German idiom equivalent to "Just between the two of us"), he opened up and explained that he had commanded the Northern Army Group, and when the decision was made to resume the winter offensive, he regarded it as a futile effort doomed to failure. Aside from that he was opposed to the Nazi regime and happy to have an excuse to resign, a fact I was later able to verify.


  After involvement in the takeover of Czechoslovakia, Leeb had headed Army Group C in the invasion of France, where he successfully attacked the Maginot Line. "In France," he said, "I ran my command without any suggestions from Hitler and everything went like clockwork. In Russia it got to the point that every time I submitted a plan it came back to me for execution exactly in reverse. To make matters worse, Hitler interfered even to ordering the disposition and missions of battalions."


  "And since you put such a direct question to me," said the marshal, "let me ask you one."


  "Go ahead," I said.


  "Why," he asked, "did you declare war against us?"


  I recited a litany of Hitler's invasions and crimes against humanity. When I finished, Leeb looked at me for a few moments in contemplative silence.


  "Nevertheless," he said finally, "history will prove your alliance with the Russians to have been the greatest tragedy for the human race."


  Like List, he could not believe my description of what went on in the concentration camps.


  When I asked Leeb how he had been treated by the Americans so far, he replied, ''Not too well. At two o'clock on Sunday two of your soldiers came into my house, and when they left, they took my marshal's baton!"


  I pretended to be horrified and took out my notebook for the details. Just what was a legitimate war souvenir was never to my knowledge clearly defined. I, too, would have liked a marshal's baton, but only if it were offered to me, not if I had to seize it over protest.


  When I told Leeb that his book on defense had been translated into English and was highly thought of in America and that I had studied it in the intelligence school, he said, "Who put it out, the British or the Americans?"


  I said I didn't know.


  He said, "Don't you at least remember the publisher's name?"


  "Regretfully," I said, "I don't."


  He said, pensively, "The mark won't be worth much after the war. I would be nice to get some royalties in dollars or pounds."


  Despite my effort to maintain a straight face, I couldn't avoid a little smile, although Leeb's grimace indicated that this was to him no laughing matter.


  In his civilian clothes Field Marshal Leeb looked to me like a meek, harassed, retired grocer, at great variance with my conception of what the commander of Army Group North should have looked like. It was hard for me to believe that he was on the list of war criminals. Later, at Nuremberg, he was sentenced to three years imprisonment, but since he had already been imprisoned three years by the time of the trials, he was released.


  With the once formidable Wehrmacht falling apart at the seams as we spoke, there was no information that List,


  Weichs, or Leeb could have given us that would have had tactical or strategic value. Their interrogation had only historical import. After we had finished questioning them, they were sent to Seventh Army Headquarters for further interrogation and then on to the detention and interrogation center for high-ranking Nazi and military leaders, a resort hotel outside Mondorf Les Bains in Luxembourg, known by its code name of Ashcan. Here numerous General Staff officers were retained as prisoners of war and put to work under the former chief of the General Staff, Colonel General Franz Halder, writing studies of the operations in which they had been involved. The prisoners turned out hundreds of manuscripts for use by the U.S. Army historical program and in training courses at service schools. The British also had such a detention center, code-named Dustbin.


  The interrogation of prisoners was usually a fairly routine procedure when the captives were of the lower ranks. A reluctant private or corporal could usually be cowed into responding by the interrogator glowering at him, slamming his fist on the table and bellowing, "You will answer my questions! I am the one in authority here!" The German, reared to mindlessly obey authority, usually capitulated.


  Information extracted from an enlisted man was rarely as valuable to a G-2 as information that officers, particularly high-ranking ones, could furnish if they would talk. Usually, and especially when in their eyes Germany still had a chance of winning, they were not persuadable. An interrogator named Lieutenant Henry Heide told me of an incident that occurred in France. He was frustrated by a lieutenant, a fanatical Nazi, who refused to talk and to whom Heide took an instant dislike. As a matter of pride he resolved to break the Teuton. He kept the lieutenant in a barn with his arms raised until he collapsed, then he forced the German to do this twice more. He still wouldn't talk. Next he took him to the nearby cemetery, held his pistol at the German's back and forced him to kneel. Then Heide told him to look at the moon--it was almost midnight--and asked him if he wanted to see more such moons. He gave him to ten to talk and started counting. The Nazi was shaking like a leaf in a storm and begged Heide to pull the trigger. When Heide reached ten, the German still wouldn't talk. So Heide said, "You win."


  Needless to say, this technique was not one approved by headquarters. In fact, it was prohibited. A very different technique is mentioned in my diary entry of November 16, 1944:


  On night duty last night.


  In afternoon Petty picked me upI took my jeep to Ordnance yesterday for overhauling--and we went to the 103rd. They had seventy-five PWs during the day and I showed the MPs how to search prisoners quickly and showed the interrogators and order of battle men how to interrogate them quickly and efficiently.


  One of the PWs was an officer, a battalion commander, who refused to answer any of the interrogator's questions. After the interrogation I sat down next to him in the big hall downstairs and we chatted for an hour. We talked about the American and German soldier, the differences and similarities, politics, discipline, prisoners, interrogation, and everything else. In spite of his original security-mindedness, I found out that the Meur--the River was to be the winter defense line and that no defenses exist between the Meurthe and the Rhine.


  Obviously this was a valuable piece of information for our commanding general. It was not elicited through threat, but through quiet discussion and some obtuse questioning. I convinced the German that the war was lost and that any help he could give us toward bringing it to a faster end would be of greater benefit to the Fatherland than his silence, and therefore his true patriotic duty lay in helping us.


  Interrogation was not always routine; sometimes it was dramatic and at the end called for a difficult decision. One such episode occurred when our 103rd Division first came into the battle area and I was ordered to report to the G-2 section of 103rd Headquarters to supervise the installation of the order-of-battle system so that it would mesh with that of the VI Corps system. The same Lieutenant Heide was a new interrogator at the time and I sought to help him with a few tips. That night some prisoners were taken. As I stood by, together with a Counter Intelligence Corps (CIC) officer, Heide's questioning of one soldier revealed that he was from the 2nd Company of the 15th Field Punishment Battalion. His identity was confirmed by his Soldbuch, a passport-size booklet that contained his entire military record. German soldiers were forced to carry these at all times. The reason for his being in this unit, he said, was that he had gone AWOL to see his girl and had been caught and sentenced to eighteen months in the battalion.


  By the rules of the Geneva Convention, however, his civilian clothes branded him a spy. Worsening his plight, we caught him in a lie as to where he had acquired the clothing. First he said it was given to him, and then he said that he had taken it from a bombed French house.


  After two hours of grilling, during which we made him strip, he still stuck to his story that he was a deserter and had used the civilian clothes to help him escape. What made it hard for us to believe him was a pair of opera glasses we found on him, but his military history checked out. I knew all about the field punishment battalion.


  All in all, this was one of the most dramatic and soul-searching moments I had experienced. Heide and I sat on one side of the table, the German, a tall, twenty-six-year-old blond, on the other. The blacked-out room, heated by a little stove in the adjoining room, was lit by two candles that shone on the prisoner.


  By 9 P.M. Heide had filled out a form that would turn the German over to the French secret police. This meant that he would be mercilessly beaten and then shot, no matter what story he told. Based on my observations, French passions made no allowance for reasonable doubt. Turned over to our Gallic allies, this German was as good as dead. I couldn't sit by knowing this would be his fate and yet do nothing. I believed the essence of his story.


  The German's defense for having the opera glasses was plausible. He said he had found them in the same house as the clothes and wanted to use them to help him pick his way to the American lines. The CIC man who was present at the grilling was all for turning him over to the French. I turned to Heide and explained my reasons for believing the German's story--mainly the accuracy of his military history. Fortunately for the German, Heide respected my opinion and acceded to my suggestion that he be classed as a bona fide deserter.


  Chapter III  The Early Rommel and His First Panzer Command


  Though the pace of interrogating high-ranking prisoners picked up, as more and more surrendered or were captured, I continued to work on Rommel's letters late into the nights.


  May 6, 1945 (My diary): Finished editing Rommel's letters.


  The product of the excerpts of the letters of the "Desert Fox" was a compilation of fifty-two legal-sized pages. Distributed to division, corps, army, army groups, SHAEF (Supreme Headquarters Allied Expeditionary Forces), and other high headquarters throughout the European theater, it quickly became popular reading and requests for additional copies poured in.


  After the publication of the Beachhead News story it would be months before I had a chance to see Mrs. Rommel again. I had many more questions to ask her. There was so much more that I wanted to know about this man Rommel.


  In the course of several postwar visits to the Rommel home, plus a study of the field marshal's Soldbuch and the letters to his wife, and visits with his associates and intimates, I was able to form a more accurate picture of his background and career than had up to then been possible. For years much mystery, misinformation, and baseless propaganda had been intermingled with the facts, both in Germany and abroad, about the German commander whose Afrika Korps, inferior in numbers, weary, and starved for supplies, had for most of two years plagued and outdueled the British forces in North Africa. The American forces would especially remember the drubbing administered them by his troops at Kassarine Pass in the closing weeks of the African campaign.


  Third of five children, Erwin Eugen Johannes Rommel was born in Heidenheim, a small town in Wuerttemberg near Ulm, on November 15, 1891. The parents' first child died young, the second was a daughter, followed by Erwin and two younger brothers.


  In his preteen years, Erwin Rommel was a frail and docile child to whom schoolwork did not come easily. He spent much time on his bike in warm weather and on his skis in the winter months. Forays into the fields and woods developed in him a lifelong love of the outdoors.


  Friends remembered him as a warm-hearted, lively boy, well liked by his schoolmates, an excellent athlete and gymnast who had a will of his own and early displayed courage, endurance, and a marked leadership ability. As the son of a mathematics teacher and high school principal it was expected that he be a good pupil; but, except for mathematics and drawing, in which he excelled, he was only a fair student who deeply resented the homework that curbed his freedom.


  He was fond of technical toys, and his love of the technical found expression in engine tinkering, chemical experiments, and the building of scooters and wagons. By the time he was seventeen he had developed a wiry body, although a little on the short side, and he and friends built model airplanes and a life-size glider. Experiments were carried out with the glider, although the flights often ended in more bone breaking than aeronautical achievement, the ventures usually in the air for no more than ten to thirty yards.


  At the age of eighteen, on July 19, 1910, after wavering for a time between a career in engineering and one in soldiering, Rommel enlisted as a Fahnenjunker (officer candidate) in the 124th Wuerttemberger Infantry Regiment at Weingarten in Upper Swabia. This status obligated him to serve in the enlisted ranks before attending a war academy.


  After three months he was promoted to corporal and in another two to sergeant. Three months later he was admitted to the war academy in Danzig. Here his fellow candidates found a fair-skinned young man with light blond hair who was shrewd, a good judge of people, easy to get along with but not one to be pushed around, and who spoke slowly and then only after reflection. Not one to let the sow run wild, as the Germans put it, he was temperate in his use of alcohol and resolute in his refusal to smoke, not normally considered great virtues by young soldiers, but nevertheless two precepts he adhered to until the end of his days. He did not try to force his puritanical habits on others, for he did not envy them the pleasures of life. To those who knew him well, he was a good friend with a pleasant sense of humor.


  Like most Wuerttembergers, Rommel was careful with his money. The stipend the Army paid him set him free from financial dependence upon his father, a matter of lifelong pride and honor with him.


  In later years, when reminiscing, he would refer to this Danzig period as the happiest of his life. Not only was it the soldiering, which he took to like a fish to water, but it was while here that he was introduced to Lucie-Maria Mollin, a student in a boarding school who was studying to become a language teacher, and who was to become the one and only woman in his life. She was the daughter of a landowner in West Prussia who had died while she was still young. The family was of Italian origin, having emigrated to Germany centuries earlier, which no doubt explains the swarthy complexion I described in my Beachhead News article after my first meeting with her.


  The courtship was to go on for four years. Then, in the middle of the First World War, on November 27, 1916, Rommel returned to Danzig on leave to marry her. He was twenty-five and she, twenty-two. Pictures of the young woman at this time show a face of classically modelled features, the type so often sculptured into Italian cameos.


  "When he got his first motorcycle, shortly after we were married," the marshal's widow had told me, "the first thing he did was to take it completely apart."


  "You don't mean completely," I said.


  "Yes, I mean completely," she replied. "When I saw that mess of nuts and bolts and gears and things, I said, 'My God! What have you done? You'll never get that thing together again!' He said, 'I've got to know how it works, don't I? How else can I fix it if it breaks down?' He did get it together again, and when we got our first car, he did the same thing. But by that time I had more confidence in him."


  The reasons for Rommel's choice of the military life are not clear. Unlike some of his fellow cadets, he did not have the incentive of an illustrious military ancestry. The Prussian officer class with its rigid traditions had dominated the Army since Frederick the Great. To it the family Rommel, whose roots were in the hills of Swabia in the opposite corner of the Fatherland, was unknown. In this class-conscious Army, no Rommel had ever been a general.


  One explanation of Rommel's choice may have been the inherent love of the Wuerttembergers, and especially of the Swabians among them, for the profession of arms. They have, in fact, made better soldiers than the more renowned Prussians, combining steadiness, courage, and agility to a greater degree. Rommel unquestionably personified this type of Wuerttemberger.


  After graduating from the academy in Danzig, Rommel was sent back to the 124th Infantry Regiment and then for a period to an artillery unit in Ulm. Here, as a mounted officer, he developed a love for riding and a pride in his battery that stayed with him throughout life. But when the kaiser's armies marched into Belgium and France, Rommel, back in the infantry, marched too. He quickly distinguished himself and was the first lieutenant of his regiment to be awarded the Iron Cross First Class.


  Rommel's career in the First World War thoroughly grounded him in the fundamentals of infantry warfare, and to those years may be traced his knowledge of tactics. Every battle he refought in his mind, not once, but again and again. He drew sketches and made elaborate notes. He analyzed his successes and failures. Ten years later he was able to write a detailed analysis of every action in which he had participated.


  The young lieutenant's first combat mission called for taking five men and reconnoitering a town eight miles away. He started for the front lines by horse and wagon. After the first few miles the unfamiliar Belgian bays took the bit and went by the last outposts in full gallop. "No amount of yanking or yelling helped," he afterwards wrote, "but finally we landed, unhurt, in a manure pile." From this ignominious beginning one of the most remarkable careers in German military history was to evolve.


  Five weeks after his aromatic mishap the young officer was severely wounded while leading two platoons in a counterattack in the Argonne. Coming upon five Frenchmen behind thick oaks, he fired. Two of the enemy, one crouched behind the other, dropped. The bullet had penetrated both. He cocked the piece, took aim at a third, and pulled the trigger. There was no response. He ripped open the chamber. It was empty. There was no cover to be had. An accomplished bayonetist with full confidence in his ability, he charged the remaining poilus. Their rifles cracked and the German fell, his left thigh shattered.


  This incident, instead of discouraging Rommel, reaffirmed his philosophy: A good soldier leads a charmed life or a short one. His own, he was sure, was charmed.


  In 1915 the young Swabian was promoted to first lieutenant and transferred to a mountain battalion. In this assignment his leadership and tactics caught the attention of higher commanders as his troops carried out one difficult mission after another in the Vosges Mountains, Rumania, and Italy. In Italy he commanded a battle group equivalent in size to a battalion, despite his rank, and was awarded the Pour le Merite, the kaiser's highest decoration, awarded for gallantry in action and usually reserved for the high brass. He had led his unit in the successful storming of Mount Matajur on the Isonzo front. His depleted battalion had decimated five Italian regiments, capturing
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  military service.


  From To Unit, Organization, Station


  



  
    
      	
        October 3, 1915

      

      	
        Infantry Regiment 124

      
    


    
      	
        July 31, 1914

      

      	
        Field Artillery Regiment 19

      
    


    
      	
        January 10, 1918

      

      	
        Wuerttemberg Mountain Battalion

      
    


    
      	
        December 20, 1918

      

      	
        Headquarters Command 64

      
    


    
      	
        August 19, 1918

      

      	
        4th Company Reserve Field Artillery Regiment 6, Bavarian Res. Div.

      
    


    
      	
        September 8, 1918

      

      	
        1st Reserve Foot Artillery Battalion XX Army District

      
    


    
      	
        June 24, 1919

      

      	
        Infantry Regiment 124

      
    


    
      	
        December 31, 1920

      

      	
        Reichswehr Infantry Regiment 25

      
    


    
      	
        September 30, 1929

      

      	
        Infantry Regiment 13

      
    


    
      	
        September 30, 1933

      

      	
        Dresden Infantry School

      
    

  


  
    
      	
        October 1, 1933

      

      	
        January 14, 1935

      

      	
        3rd Battalion, Infantry Regiment 17

      
    


    
      	
        January 15, 1935

      

      	
        January 24, 1935

      

      	
        War Ministry

      
    


    
      	
        January 25, 1935

      

      	
        October 14, 1935

      

      	
        3rd Battalion, Mountain Infantry Regiment Goslar

      
    


    
      	
        October 15, 1935

      

      	
        November 9, 1938

      

      	
        Potsdam Military Academy

      
    


    
      	
        November 10, 1938

      

      	

      	
        Wiener Neustadt Military Academy

      
    


    
      	
        August 23, 1939

      

      	
        February 14, 1940

      

      	
        Fuhrer Headquarters

      
    


    
      	
        February 15, 1940

      

      	
        February 14, 1941

      

      	
        7th Panzer Division Staff

      
    


    
      	
        February 15, 1941

      

      	
        August 14, 1941

      

      	
        Commander of German Forces in Libya

      
    


    
      	
        August 15, 1941

      

      	
        January 21, 1942

      

      	
        Headquarters of Panzer Group Africa

      
    


    
      	
        January 22, 1942

      

      	
        October 24, 1942

      

      	
        High Command of Panzer Army Africa

      
    


    
      	
        October 25, 1942

      

      	
        February 22, 1943

      

      	
        High Command German-Italian Panzer Army

      
    


    
      	
        February 23, 1943

      

      	
        May 13, 1943

      

      	
        High Command of Army Group Africa

      
    


    
      	
        May 14, 1943

      

      	
        July 14, 1943

      

      	
        Work Staff of Field Marshal Rommel

      
    


    
      	
        July 15, 1943

      

      	
        September 3, 1944

      

      	
        High Command of Army Group B

      
    

  


  
    150 officers and 9,000 men. It can reasonably be assumed that from this time forward Rommel's regard for Italian soldiery was not high. His later experience of fighting with the Italians as allies in North Africa left him equally disillusioned, as letters to his wife would show.


  


  Shortly before the armistice, while convalescing from his third wound, Rommel was promoted to captain and over his protests transferred to a higher headquarters.


  After the war he formed an Old Comrades Association made up of the survivors of the battalion of which they had all been a part. This group was dear to his heart, and corresponding with its members took much of his spare time. Even in the desert, never blinded by his rapid rise to power, he carried on the correspondence.


  Anyone harboring a belief that Rommel was a Party bully who rose to the rank of field marshal should be quickly disabused of it by an examination
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  (Above left) Rommel as horseman in 1916. His love for riding dated back to his second posting as a young officer when he served with a horse-drawn field artillery regiment.


  Photo from Mrs. Rommel.
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  (Above right) Rommel as ski instructor in 1934. The marshal was an accomplished skier since childhood, when the Swabian hills in which he grew up offered many opportunities to hone his skill.


  Photo from Mrs. Rommel.
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  The Swabian officer, as lieutenant colonel, inspecting his Goslar Jaeger Battalion on August 2, 1935, in ceremonies commemorating von Hindenberg's death. A year earlier he had first met Hitler perfunctorily when the Fuhrer came to Goslar to meet a farmers' group and inspect his battalion's guard of honor.


  Photo from Mrs. Rommel.


  of his Soldbuch. It shows him in the next ten years to have been in varied assignments in the ''100,000-man Army," the number to which the Germans were restricted by the Treaty of Versailles that ended the war. Selected as one of the 4,000 officers the treaty permitted, his tours of duty included a spell as commander of a machine gun company in Stuttgart and another in the War Ministry, where his work involved liaison with the Hitler Youth. This was followed by a period of teaching, beginning with a post at the infantry school in Dresden. By 1935 he was a lieutenant colonel and battalion commander and subsequently director of courses at the military academy in Potsdam.


  While at the Potsdam post he found time to write The Infantry Attacks, a compilation of his experiences in World War I, skillfully illustrated with his own maps and sketches. After each engagement he recorded, he pointed out the lessons to be learned. It masterfully depicted all phases of infantry warfare. So highly was it regarded by the Swiss Army that it was adopted as a text.


  The book eventually attracted the attention of Adolf Hitler, who had been an infantryman during the war, and in 1939 it led to Rommel's appointment as commandant of the Wiener Neustadt military academy. A few days before the invasion of Poland on September 1, 1939, he was assigned to be commandant of Hitler's headquarters. Here he first made the acquaintance of the Fuhrer and thereafter often ate at his table, chatted with him, and was enthralled by him.


  Rommel was a believer in the power of the willthat determination was the main ingredient of success--and by this standard the Fuhrer had proven himself. By drastic reforms and radical economic steps Hitler had quickly solved many of Germany's economic problems and reawakened the country's dormant national pride.


  Rommel's letters to his wife, always addressed as "Dearest Lu," at this time show his adulation for the Fuhrer, to whom he refers as "the honored guest" and "the Master."


  August 31, 1939: . . . How will the situation develop? I still believe that we shall be able to avoid complications of a graver and military nature. We carried out an exercise here yesterday and today we discussed the lessons learned from it. The period of waiting is tedious, but it can't be avoided. The Fuhrer knows exactly what is
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  Rommel playing with a fox cub in his dugout in the Argonne in World War I. He loved animals," Mrs. Rommel told the author, "and he also loved to hunt them. In Africa he kept a couple of chickens in his van as pets."


  Photo from Mrs. Rommel.


  good for us. Up till now he has always been able to solve the most serious problems for us and he will this time too. . . .


  The next day, September 1, Poland was invaded:


  It happened. I am curious to find out how the operations against Poland will turn out. We have been following the events over the radio since 5 A.M. The fog has lifted now (8:30 A.M.) and is giving our Air Force an opportunity to operate. We expect the honored guest this evening. . . .


  And the following day:


  We have been at war with Poland for one day. We did well beyond expectation on this front. The morale of the troops is accordingly high. I am curious to find out whether Britain and France will come to the assistance of the sinking vessel. If they do, we can't help it. I am quite convinced that we shall succeed nevertheless. We are still without the Master here. Of course there is much work for him in Berlin. . . .


  The glorified guard duty made insufficient demands on Rommel's talents, and he soon wearied of the job. One senses Rommel's urge to get into the action. In spirit and by experience a line officer, trailing the armies seemed a poor way to spend the war. To him headquarters officers were glorified amateurs, fancy Dans or, as he was to sometimes sarcastically refer to them in letters to his wife, "eminent gentlemen" who became old soldiers by never getting near to battle.


  The Poles were no match for the mechanized German war machine, and the campaign had set Rommel's head seething with ideas on how armor should be employed. In February 1940, a brigadier general now, and despite having no experience with tanks, he wangled the command of the 7th Panzer Division. With the invasion of France three months later, he found a chance to test his theories.


  In a lightning campaign his troops forced a crossing of the Meuse and burst through the Belgian-French fortifications to reach the English Channel, the first formation to arrive there. There quickly followed a race to the Atlantic coast where his forces destroyed two French divisions. At Saint Valery-en-Caux the commander of the French 9th Corps surrendered together with another eleven French and British generals and 18,000 French and British servicemen. The quick capture of Cherbourg followed and resulted in the surrender of the admiral of the French Navy and four other admirals, another 30,000 enlisted men and officers, and great numbers of tanks, guns and vehicles. The action won the professional admiration of even the enemy. Because of the speed, power, and surprise with which he struck, the 7th Panzer Division soon became known as la Division Fantome (the Ghost Division) to the French. In his swift strikes he had captured nearly 100,000 prisoners. He had also captured the headlines. In the German Army his name was on every tongue. The unmatched ascendancy of Rommel's military star had begun.


  With the German press showering him with encomiums, rumors about the Swabian's past appeared overnight like mushrooms, both in Germany and outside. Every day brought new ones: He had been a bricklayer and early comrade of Hitler; he had been a street-corner bully; he had been a policeman between the two wars and had studied at Tuebingen University; he had been a swashbuckling storm trooper and one of the first adherents of the Fuhrer. And so went the stories, ad infinitum. That some of this propaganda was effective is clear. A decade after the war's end, some American encyclopedias were still referring to him as "a leader of storm troopers."


  Some of this hogwash had its genesis in Propaganda Minister Joseph Goebbel's newspaper Das Reich and was intended to show the Germans how high a dedicated Nazi follower of Hitler could rise. A second purpose was to portray the marshal to the foreign correspondents as an endearing personality.


  The story was much different once it was possible to get past the murky clouds of propaganda. A glance at Rommel's Wehrpass (official record of service), shown to me by his widow after the war, quickly dispels any notion that this was a man who rose through the ranks of the Party apparatuses. It proves him to have been a professional soldier from the day he entered the Army at the age of seventeen until his death. At no time had he ever left the Army. He could only have been "more army" if he had been born on an army post.


  The sharpest insight into the man can perhaps be best derived from his letters to his wife. Written from the battlefield, they are a sketchily told but emotionally revealing story of the African campaign. As the expressions of an unmatched warrior and personality, they are of definite and timeless interest. Here are not the patriotic bromides and cliches so often found in official communiques and orders of the day. These are the words of a commander honestly and succinctly describing his actions and reactions to the events he is molding. They have a candor and immediacy not found in


  other historical documents. They show him in heroic moments and in weak moments. They truly bare his innermost thoughts, his torments. All end with expressions of endearment. They were never meant for the eyes of anyone but "Dearest Lu."


  Extracts from excerpts of these uncensored letters briefly tell the story of Rommel's battles.


  The letters written from Africa are not only a study of the desert campaigns but are a portrait of a man who undertook his assignment with high hopes and great enthusiasm only to find himself working against overwhelming odds. They reveal that he was bitter against his Italian allies, brought to despair by broken promises of supplies and reinforcements, battling his own exhaustion and illness, and convinced that his sacrifices were in vain and that Germany had lost the war.


  Chapter IV Arrival in Africa


  Rommel's arrival in Africa in February 1941 coincided with a low ebb in the Italian fortunes. The previous September Mussolini's warriors had launched a campaign under Marshal Rodolfo Graziani to seize control of the Suez Canal. After penetrating fifty miles into Egypt, as far as Sidi Barrani, against weak British forces, the drive stopped to reorganize, await new supplies, and organize water supplies, which were vital in desert warfare. Weeks passed and then months, a grave Italian error. The delay allowed the British time to gather forces from all over the Empire to prepare for a defense of Egypt, and in December the British under General Wavell struck back.


  The strategy of the Wavell assault was based on a series of envelopments of the coastal towns and was intended only to expel the Italians from Egypt. Employing highly motorized troops and using tanks, planes, and artillery much superior to the archaic Italian arms, the strategy proved exceptionally successful. Instead of stopping at the border, the British continued into Libya, capturing Tobruk in the latter days of January. Mountainous quantities of supplies and equipment fell to them, and the Italians numbered their losses in prisoners at over 30,000.


  By early February the British had taken Benghazi and El Agheila and were on the border of Cyrenaica and Tripolitania; and Italian losses in prisoners had mounted to 130,000, not counting the dead and wounded or losses of vehicles, tanks, and equipment.


  The crushing defeat had so demoralized the Italians that they were incapable of offering any further meaningful resistance. Wavell, though, before moving on to take Tripoli, called a halt to reorganize, in retrospect a bad decision because it afforded the Axis powers time to get ready to rebuff farther westward advance.


  Three factors saved the Duce's routed and demoralized army from further destruction. One was Wavell's tenuous supply lines. The second was the Imperial Staff's decision to withdraw to Greece some of its force to meet the anticipated German invasion of the Hellenic peninsula. The third was the timely appearance of a German officer destined to make his mark in the annals of military history.


  As 1941 drew to a close Rommel was enjoying a Christmas leave with his wife and son when he was abruptly called back to his division, then stationed in Bordeaux in the occupied area of France. Reports to the High Command indicated the possibility of a rebellion in the unoccupied zone. In such an eventuality the plans of the High Command called for the immediate occupation of the whole of southern France.


  The reports proved false, and in early February, to make up for his aborted Christmas idyll, Rommel went on leave again, only to be called on the second day and told to report immediately to the Fuhrer and to the commander in chief of the Army, Field Marshal Walther von Brauchitsch.


  Rommel was briefed by the marshal on his new mission in North Africa and was informed that the 5th Light Infantry and the 15th Panzer Divisions were to be put under his command in addition to the Italian motorized forces, while he himself would be subordinate to Marshal Graziani. Hitler told him that he had been chosen for this assignment because it was believed he was the man who could most quickly adapt to the difficult conditions of the desert and showed him some British and American illustrated magazines describing General Wavell's advance through Cyrenaica, the eastern coastal region of Libya. "Of particular interest," Rommel was to write, "was the masterly coordination these showed between armored land forces, air force, and navy."


  This same coordination would also plague him in North Africa and later again in the defense of Normandy.


  On February 12, 1941, six days after the British capture of Benghazi, capital of Cyrenaica, a plane with German markings rolled to a stop on an airfield near Tripoli and two officers jumped briskly out to set foot for the first time on African soil. On the one world interest would soon focus. He was a five-foot-ten-inch general, slender but for a slight thickening around the waist, foreshadowing a future paunch. His warm, animated face was topped with a widow's peak of thinning light brown hair parted in the middle and leading to a balding pate. A knowledgeable observer would have noticed the absence of the broad red stripe down the trousers, betraying the fact that this officer was not a member of the vaunted General Staff Corps. Nevertheless, this was the newly appointed commander of the German troops in Libya who had the daunting mission of assisting the Italians and forestalling a British advance to Tripoli. There, at the Italian headquarters, morale was at a low ebb.


  The other officer on the flight was Colonel Rudolf Schmundt, Adolf Hitler's chief adjutant, with whom Rommel formed a friendship during the trip and in the ensuing days. Schmundt, like Rommel at this time, was an admirer of Hitler and felt, as did Rommel, that the revolting acts being perpetrated in the cause of Aryan purity were not the promulgations of the Fuhrer, but were the product of the political coterie around him. In the period ahead this friendship with Schmundt proved a handy way for Rommel to bypass the powerful and often obstructionist triumvirate of Field Marshal Wilhelm Keitel, Colonel General Alfred Jodl, and Colonel General Franz Halder (respectively the chief of the High Command, the chief of operations, and the chief of the General Staff) when he felt he had to get to Hitler's ear.


  Rommel had been on a short leave with his family in the mountains when the news of Benghazi's fall had brought him a hasty summons to Berlin. That night from the Hotel Kaiserhof he wrote his wife:


  My plane landed at 12:45. The railroad car ordered by Major Oppel was ready. We first went to see the Supreme Commander of the Army, who informed me of my new task. Then to the F. It's all terribly urgent. My baggage will be sent here. I can take only the absolutely necessary articles. I may come back for the rest. You can imagine how my head is spinning because of the many new developments. What will come of it? Many months will pass before these things take effect!


  The next day:


  Slept over my new assignment. (I take my treatments for rheumatism this week.) In these few hours I will be extremely busy trying to get together everything I need. I hope to start Sunday night with an entire staff. My new assignment is the equivalent of a corps command.


  For security reasons Rommel could not tell his wife that his next assignment was in Africa, but the reference to his rheumatism was a tip-off to her. He had earlier been told by his doctor that the best treatment for his rheumatism would be plenty of sunshine. And sunshine he would get in Africa, much of the time more than he wanted.


  Major General Erwin Rommel, the month before still a brigadier general, was the newly appointed commander of the newly forming Afrika Korps and the soldier who in the next two years was to outwit, outweary, and outgeneral a succession of Britain's most eminent tacticians. Eventually considered by many military authorities to have been the most brilliant general on either side, Rommel raised havoc in North Africa as his Afrika Korps swept across the desert to within sight of the Pyramids, causing deep despair among the Allies. For his wily unorthodox tactics and audacious attacks, based on his exceptional gifts of initiative and improvisation, he became known as the "Desert Fox"a fitting tribute, as he was to demonstrate over and over again. Admiring British veterans soon came to call any ingenious tactical move "pulling a Rommel."


  The Swabian quickly became a figure of awe not only to his own men but also to the troops of the British Eighth Army. When the news spread that an engineer unit sent through the lines to take him dead or alive had failed to do so, the legend was only further enhanced.


  On both sides he was often referred to as "that bastard Rommel." For the Germans, cajoled, challenged, and lashed to victory, it was a term of endearment; for the Tommies with their innate sense of sportsmanship, it was a term of respect. So large was this figure conjured in the minds of the men of the British Eighth Army that Sir Claude Auchinleck, the fifth general to assume command of the forces opposing the Germans, felt it important to issue a "de-Rommelizing" directive to his commanders in an attempt to counter the growth of the Rommel legend. It stated that the German commander was "no superman, although he is very aggressive and capable" and warned that the constant reference to Rommel was becoming a psychological hazard to the troops. Commanders were instructed when addressing their men to refer to the Germans as "the enemy" and not as ''Rommel."


  The high regard the Tommies had for Rommel was to last throughout the war and exists in Britain to this day. It is in tribute to his skill, his honorable conduct of operations, and the treatment he accorded prisoners. Orders the Fox considered immoral, even if coming from the Fuhrer, he quietly ignored and kept from going down the chain of command. The British generals were to say, "Rommel always fought a clean fight." His chief of staff in Africa, General Kurt Westphal, testified to an Allied commission after the war that Rommel immediately destroyed an order sent to him by Hitler in 1942 directing that all captured British commandos were to be shot.


  With the first elements of his German forces due to arrive, and officers assigned to his staff beginning to report in, Rommel's spirits were soaring.


  To boot, the Italians were cooperative and grateful for his advice. Relations between the Italians and the Germans were on a honeymoon level.


  February 15: Yesterday we had our official reception and conference. We had a ghibli [blinding sandstorm] in the afternoon, so I could not fly, only drive. I visited one Italian division and they made a good impression on me. In the evening the first task force of our Wehrmacht troops arrived. They unloaded at night and will mass in review today. Much work, but nice work.


  February 17: I am on excellent terms with the Italian Command and could not hope for better cooperation. My tanks are now at the front, which has moved 350 miles east. The other side can only run away from us. For the time being I can't even think of flying home since I have too much work and responsibility.


  He wrote to his wife in the days ahead that he was "working like a horse to keep things going." He fretted about having to stay in the rear area frequently "to iron out all the difficulties of coordination." To mislead the British as to his tank strength and to discourage an offensive while the German troops were arriving in Africa, he had large numbers of dummy tanks built of wood and cardboard and then mounted on Volkswagens--the first of many ingenuities that were to become his trademark.


  While the enemy occupied Benghazi, he made no moves to attack westward, and Rommel moved his arriving troops quickly to the east. On daily flights from Tripoli to the front he studied the terrain. Not until February 24 did scouting units of the opposing forces clash. By the end of the month his troops were 400 miles from Tripoli. While there was no railroad along the coast to carry supplies to him, his quartermaster had arranged for small boats to carry part of the load, reducing the burden on his truck delivery.


  March 2: I did not get around to writing yesterday. There was too much going on all day. . . . It's bitterly cold at night. One has to cover one's self warmly. Yesterday Italian troops who had just arrived passed in review.


  After that the army commander presented me with a brand-new housing van. I am particularly happy about this gift and shall be able to make good use of it.


  March 3: Major Grunow returned from Berlin and brought greetings from the Fuhrer. He reported that the Fuhrer was extremely pleased about the change that has taken place in the situation here since my arrival. He endorsed my measures in every respect. That sort of thing pleases one and gives one energy to go on. Today I am going out to inspect the Italian armored division that will be placed under my command.


  March 5: I am in the best of spirits, for much has been accomplished and every day the situation becomes increasingly favorable. Yesterday we had a gala performance of the film Victory in the West. I used the thrill of the guests (some with ladies) to extract a promise for the eventual production of a film Victory in Africa.


  Succeeding letters depict Rommel exulting over the rapid eastward progress of the Axis partners. He had gotten off to a good start. "Reinforcing" his troops, which he estimated at less than half the enemy number, with his many quickly constructed dummy tanks, he attacked. The cardboard forms mounted on the Volkswagens fooled the British. Under the impression that they were being overwhelmed, they sped their withdrawal.


  The same series of letters disclose the German's first doubt of the value of the duo's Latin component: "Our colleagues are pulling long faces, because it seems the British are starting to get tough." And thereafter his letters are increasingly studded with unendearing references to the Italians.


  To shorten the time of the trips from his Tripoli headquarters to the front, he moved his headquarters to Sirte.


  March 14: We moved yesterday. A ghibli started while I was flying and forced us down on an airfield. We tried to continue the trip by car, but the sandstorm was so strong that we had to abandon our intentions and stop.


  The general was annoyed that at the onset of the ghibli the pilot refused to accede to Rommel's request to continue the flight but insisted on setting the plane down. Determined to reach his destination, Rommel set out by car only to find the sandstorm blowing so fiercely that he could not see through the windshield. He had learned something about the force of nature in the desert and decided he owed the pilot an apology.


  March 15: I was up front yesterday with the chief of staff. This time by car. It was three hours driving.


  Everything okay. Reinforcements are moving up to the front all the time. An Italian general, son-in-law of the king, is Italian Army liaison officer at my headquarters. A very nice man. It's very regrettable but a longer leave is out of the question for the time being. The position of "commander" on this continent entails too much responsibility, which ties me up. Anyway, it's wonderful that I, as a young general, should get an assignment that singles me out from among the ranks of the corps commanders.


  
    March 17: I am very busy. The British are still at least twice as strong as we are. But we have taken the best positions and can allow them to beat their heads against them. We also have good and productive water sources. Part of our supplies is moving up along the coast in small boats, but the distance is very great, almost as much as from Stuttgart to Hamburg.


  


  During the next eight days Rommel wrote no letters. He was engaged in conferences at the Fuhrer's headquarters, where Marshal Brauchitsch told him the 15th Panzer Division would arrive at the end of May but that no reinforcements would be available to him. At that time he was to advance to Agedabia and, if possible, attack Benghazi. Hitler awarded him the Oak Leaves to the Knight's Cross. He managed a few days' leave at home.


  March 25: Arrived safely back here. I was received by the Duce in Rome. Now I am glad to be back at the front.


  March 26: Yesterday the Italian General Calvi di Bergelo presented me with a burnous (blue-black with colored embroidery) as a gift, a wonderful piece. It would be suitable for you as a theater cloak. Not much news from the front. I must restrain the troops to prevent them from bolting ahead. They've moved twenty miles east to a new position. Our Italian colleagues are wearing worrying faces, because it seems the British are starting to get tough.


  On April 3, already well into Cyrenaica, an almost treeless waste, he was filled with elation:


  Since March 31 we have been attacking with remarkable success. The "brass" in Tripoli, Rome, and possibly even Berlin will gasp. I dared to proceed despite previous directives and orders, because I saw an opportunity. The first objective, scheduled for the end of May, has already been reached. The British are in flight. Our casualties are extremely light. The booty cannot be estimated yet. As you can imagine, I cannot sleep for joy. The van is excellent.


  
    He moved his advance command post to Agedabia. He gloried in his van when he was able to spend his nights in it, comparing it to a hotel, and bathed in the sea. Pressing on in several columns, the Germans made rapid progress, the dummy tanks continuing to deceive the British as to their strength, and the next day reconnaissance troops entered Benghazi. Wrote the general:


  


  Yesterday was a great and eventful day. I received a message from the Fuhrer congratulating me on my unexpected success, and directives for the continuation of operations, which fully conform with my views. The terrain opens up now and enables us to maneuver.


  The plan that the Fox so heartily approved called for the severance of all Cyrenaica. It meant the crossing of 200 miles of waterless wastes lacking all landmarks. It was imperative that success come quickly, enabling the troops to arrive soon at productive water holes to the east and not perish of thirst in a long struggle in parched sands. It was a risky strategy, but finely honed calculated risk was a Rommel trademark.


  As he chased the British, sandstorms tore his columns. Some lost all direction, others halted to wait for better weather; some kitchen trucks stayed behind while their units went ahead, other kitchen trucks went ahead while their units stayed behind. With every break in the storm Rommel scoured the vast sands, gathering his strays. Into the midst of one company, headed in the right direction but halted for no apparent reason, fluttered a message from his plane, giving the direction and adding, "If you don't get moving immediately, I'm coming down! Rommel."


  Travel in the desert was governed by odometer and compass. Without landmarks, rendezvous areas were easily missed.


  In flying in search of his main body, guided by watch and compass, Rommel flew at low altitude over an Italian battalion that did not recognize the plane as friendly and tried to shoot him down. Firing from a distance of only 100 to 150 yards, they missed, causing him later to ruefully comment on poor Italian marksmanship.


  Shortly after that a British unit, which he had mistakenly approached while searching for one of his troops formations, recognized his light Fiesel-Storch plane as German and managed to hit it in the tail, but failed to bring it down.


  His intelligence chief, flying on reconnaissance and not so lucky, was downed and captured.


  For over 200 miles he pursued the British and on April 8 penned:


  Dearest Lu: I don't know whether this is the correct date. We have been out in the desert for days and have lost track of time and space. As you will have seen from the communiques, the battle is going in our favor. Today is another crucial day. After having marched more than 200 miles through desert sand and rocks, the main forces can now be brought to bear. From our foremost positions I flew to meet them and found them in the desert. You can not imagine our joy! A modern 'Cannae' is in the making.


  The ancient town of Cannae in Italy, nine miles southwest of Barletta, was the scene of Hannibal's disastrous defeat of the Romans in 216 B.C. It is among the classic battles studied in military academies.


  Rommel's forces captured Derna and took 800 prisoners, including General Sir Philip Neame, the commander in chief of the British forces in Egypt and Transjordan, and most of his staff. General Sir Richard O'Connor, who had driven the Italians out of Egypt and back to Tripoli, was also taken.


  April 10: It's wonderful that we were able to win such a victory over the British. I am well. My van arrived this morning and now I'll finally be able to get some sleep.


  Forty-eight hours later he had enveloped Tobruk and bypassed it on the south to capture Sollum, the first town across the Egyptian border. Rommel found no time to write his wife. Instead he delegated the job to his orderly, Corporal Herbert Guenther, who wrote:


  This morning the general ordered me to write you as he left, as usual, for the front at a very early hour. We are battling for Tobruk today. The British have been on the run and our troops have kept right up with them, giving them no respite. They had to abandon a great deal. Their canned food, vehicles, and fuel come in very handy. Thus we have enough and very good food. As soon as the offensive is over, the general will write you personally. He spends only a few hours at a time at his "apartment" and I try to make it as comfortable as possible for him. Thus we are advancing here against the British, as we are in SE Europe, and under the ingenious leadership of the general the British in North Africa will be annihilated! With the best wishes to all at home and to our soldiers at the fronts, [signed] Herbert Guenther, Corporal


  Thirty minutes after midnight on the 14th, Rommel, although handicapped by a lack of maps and photographs of the fortress, launched his attack on


  Tobruk, driving from one unit to another, observing operations and spurring his troops on. A shard from a British shell cut the aerial of his signals vehicle.


  The general found time to write only a few hasty lines, ending with "I must be off again."


  April 14: The battle for Tobruk will probably end today. The British fought very stubbornly and had a great deal of artillery. Nevertheless we will succeed. The bulk of our armed forces has now emerged from the desert after fourteen days. The boys have proved themselves brilliantly and won the fight against both the enemy and nature. Now they have water again. The Supreme Commander of the Army has sent me a telegram congratulating us on our successful offensive.


  The Tommies fought on stubbornly and on the 16th Rommel reported to his wife that the enemy was embarking from Tobruk. The next day, however, he gloomed:


  The British in Tobruk are very tough and excellently installed. Our allies are not very reliable in combat. I am usually on the road till late at night.


  In the next days the two sides mercilessly mauled each other in a first-class donnybrook. Tobruk, defended by 34,000 of the best troops Britain could field, was proving a hard nut to crack. Churchill had directed that it "be held to the death." Outside Tobruk the German Army cemetery expanded daily.


  April 18: We still fight a tough and stubborn battle for the fortress of Tobruk. We succeeded yesterday in gaining some important positions.


  He could not continue on into Egypt without first securing his overland transport route, the Via Balbia, which extends for 1500 miles from Tripoli to the Egyptian border. Much of it was deeply rutted and plagued with potholes, some eighteen inches deep. It was also marked by bomb craters in which, said Captain Hermann Aldinger, Rommel's aide, "one could lose a cow." But it was Rommel's lifeline. He had no alternative but to take Tobruk, lest its garrison break out and cut his supply road. Support by sea was impracticable, since the British navy controlled the waters. Support by air was equally difficult, as the RAF dominated the skies.


  The next day he drove to Bardia, east of Tobruk, where he found that his troops had not occupied the deserted fortress and available were sizable quantities of Italian supplies, vehicles, and guns, all left behind during the earlier, pre-Rommel, rout of the Duce's forces from Cyrenaica.


  
    April 20: Yesterday and today I was out checking on things way up front. Field Marshal [Erhard] Milch visited me. He promised me a great deal of air support in the near future. It will be necessary too, inasmuch as the British Air Force gives us a lot of trouble.


  


  April 21: Things are slowly quieting down after three weeks of offensive operations. The past weeks have been hectic. We now hope to attack Tobruk successfully. At the moment we lie in a fertile valley, widely dispersed because of the effectiveness of the British air force. I am not sure if the British are bringing up reinforcements daily.


  April 22: Looking back it is now safe to say that our unexpected offensive was a grand success, of which the press of the entire world is talking. It is true the British expected us to attack on April 1, but they never suspected the offensive would be carried out with such power and striking speed. That we were able to bypass Tobruk and take Bardia and Sollum was a woeful surprise to them.


  Again unable to find time to write, he asked his adjutant, Major Schraepler, to write his wife. The letter is noteworthy for reflecting Rommel's view of his Italian allies:


  I know, Madam, that my name as sender of this letter may be a shock to you, but I wish to assure you that your esteemed husband is quite well. He hardly finds time to write these days as his duties take up every minute of his time. His aim and the wish of all of us to be not only in, but beyond, Tobruk cannot be realized at this moment; our forces are not sufficient and the Italians are of little use. They either don't get there at all or, if they do, they run away as soon as the first shot is fired. If they ever get close enough to sight an Englishman they raise their arms. You will understand, Madam, that this makes it very hard for your husband as commander. I feel sure, however, that by the time you receive this letter you won't have to wait long for a special communique announcing the fall of Tobruk; and then the steam will be turned on again and we will be rolling along the "Rommel track." At the moment we are located in a rocky ravine, well hidden from the British planes. Though we do not live as well as in France, we manage. Captured British foodstuffs supplement our army rations. Be assured, Madam, that Guenther looks after your husband within the limits of possibility. His Italian van at least affords him some comfort and quiet and wards off the cold at night. The Italians are past masters at such amenities. When we get to Cairo we will provide for ourselves.


  Although Bardia and Sollum were in his hands and he still expected to get Tobruk, the Duce's soldiers continued to worry Rommel. On April 23 he again complained to his wife: "The Italian troops are very unreliable in combat. They are very sensitive to enemy armor and--as in 1917--they give up very easily." This refrain runs constantly through his letters.


  The charge by critics that Rommel was medal-hungry finds refutation in his letter home. He wrote that he had been awarded the Italian Medal for Bravery and was to get an even higher decoration. "What insignificant nonsense this kind of thing is at a time like this!" He had caught up on his sleep and was again looking forward to capturing Tobruk.


  And three days later, writing of a meeting with General Italo Gariboldi, commander of the Italian forces, he said, "What I had to report about the Italian troops was hardly pleasing."


  Despite the general's extraordinary success, he was not satisfied with all his subordinate commanders. "Much work to be done and I don't get the right kind of cooperation from all the division commanders. I am requesting the relief of some of them. "


  He considered his lines "damned thin along the fortress front and hardly ever have I had such worries as I have these days." He wondered how his wife and son were doing. Mail from his family had been scarce, and he believed it lay at the bottom of the Mediterranean. He bewailed the enemy's intense naval artillery fire.


  April 26: I am thankful for every day that we survive without major trouble. The ratio of forces is too much in our disfavor. I hope nevertheless to succeed, but I'll have to have one of the division generals and the commanding officer of a tank regiment relieved. Paulus is coming tomorrow. [General Friedrich von Paulus was deputy chief of the General Staff.]


  April 27: The British in their newspapers are preparing the public for the evacuation of Tobruk. A short time ago, however, they claimed to have succeeded in getting two Indian regiments and one tank battalion into Tobruk without interference. I'll be very happy when once we have taken that great fortress.


  April 30: Am very busy since the decisive battle for Tobruk will begin tonight. Paulus will remain here to watch the show. We have high hopes.


  May 2: Lived through a very tough day yesterday. Things went well, though not as well as I wished. Paulus is flying back today after having gotten a picture of the focal sector of the operations. We are holding the ground we won yesterday.


  In the ensuing days the Fox felt he had insufficient forces to stage the large-scale attack necessary to take the fortress and no choice but to be satisfied with the strong points he had won. Counterattacks were beaten off. The British prisoners, he found, had poor morale due to a shortage of water, their ration being less than a pint a day.


  The availability of water played a major role in the desert battles, and commanders had to take water supply into as much account as food and ammunition. Unslaked thirst forced men, otherwise not so inclined, to come forward with raised hands.


  The furnacelike temperatures and hot winds blistered and cracked men's lips and caused bloodshot eyes. Where the ground was rocky, not conducive to trench digging, men lay unprotected above ground and exposed to hordes of flies. Resulting dysentery played a significant part in the efficiency of the combatants. Older men and officers succumbed more quickly to the rigors of the sandy wastes. The German diet was not sufficiently nutritious for men enduring daytime heat and nightime cold punctuated by driving sandstorms and the strains of lengthy battles and battle-related activities. Lacking vegetables and vitamin supplements, gums bled and young men lost teeth. The capture of British stores was heralded with joy. Particularly appreciated were Canadian canned butter, American canned milk, and English bacon, among other treats.


  Paulus did not leave as scheduled, receiving sudden orders to remain with Rommel until the current situation was resolved.


  Bitter fighting continued and the British employed their naval forces to good effect. On May 3 the general hoped his men could hold their newly won positions.


  It's terrible to be obliged to sit so far behind the front and not be able to help effectively. I hope to receive reinforcements in the next days and then I am sure I can do it.


  May 6: A sandstorm has been blowing during the last few days. It tends to exhaust one. Water is getting to be very, very short at Tobruk. The British soldier gets only one pint per day now. With the aid of dive-bombers I hope to cut his ration still further. It gets hotter day by day and we look forward to the night. Thirst becomes almost unquenchable.


  May 8: No change here. Was "far" behind the front all day to straighten things out. It's pretty quiet here. The terrain around the fort is studded with mines, hampering our advance. . . . We are now bombing the waterworks which convert the salt water into drinking water.


  May 9: The battle in the area of Sollum and Tobruk sways back and forth. It is a hard job with the forces available. The supply routes are extremely long because the British are the masters of the sea lanes. This hinders us very much. A few days of ghibli don't help with morale either.


  The fine sand of the ghibli sifted under his dark goggles, like his scarf an integral part of his persona. But worse, it bound the turrets of his tanks, forcing him at times to allow time for cleaning.


  As the Tommies in Tobruk tenaciously defended their fortress, helped by heavy naval artillery fire, Rommel whittled away at the defenses and pushed other of his elements sixty miles into Egypt. He began to fret about his lagging supplies and took a dim view of the prospects for the port's early fall.


  May 13: We had a great success near Sollum yesterday. We chased the British sixty miles into Egyptian territory and took quite some booty, including five artillery pieces, and shot down two Hurricanes. At Tobruk the usual fire. I wonder whether they will try to hold the fortress. Now that their attempt to relieve the garrison failed, I believe that they will continue to hold out. I wish I had more air and naval support.


  General Gariboldi awarded him Italy's highest decoration, the Commander's Cross of the Crown of Savoy, and Rommel reciprocated a few days afterward with the awarding to Gariboldi of the Iron Cross II and I class.


  After several more days in which the British failed to come to the rescue of their beleaguered garrison, the general wrote:


  May 18: Dearest Lu: Sunday! A critical week has passed. Our mastery of this difficult crisis is very gratifying to me and the troops. We had considerable losses at some points. The first enemy attempt to relieve Tobruk can be regarded as thwarted. The situation inside Tobruk has turned precarious. Yet the enemy troops at Tobruk give an excellent account of themselves and are superior to us in training. With our present means we cannot take Tobruk by force.


  At his request General Streich, commander of the 5th Light Division, was relieved of his command. He told his wife that the man was not up to the job and bemoaned the death of one of his generals at Tobruk and the wounding of another.


  Rommel watched the German airborne attack on Crete in the latter days of May with crossed fingers. If successful, he believed, a Luftwaffe based on the island would force Tobruk's capitulation and would dominate the air over the coastal region. Further, it would shorten the long overland supply route by allowing his stores to be delivered to ports nearer to his operations. The bulk of his supplies were being ferried across the Mediterranean by Italian transports to Tripoli, requiring an onerous trek of over 1,000 miles to the front.


  Elements of the 15th Panzer Division were arriving.


  May 23: Only this afternoon, after my return from Bardia and Sollum, have I had the chance to write you.


  There is good leadership up front, and there are fresh reserves in case we run into trouble. Many worries, much work for me, little man! However, if we succeed in taking Crete our battle here will be much easier.


  May 26: Dearest Lu: Last night I received quite a censure from Berlinfrom the Army High Command--the reason for which is beyond my comprehension. It would seem that my reports about the actual situation over here do not quite suit the eminent gentlemen up there. The result is over here we will become taciturn and report only the absolutely necessary. All in all it is rather quiet here as well as at the front near Sollum. Up there, however, you can never tell whether it isn't the calm that precedes the storm.


  The general gloried in the news that the Germans were doing well in the battle for Crete, and that the British battleship Hood was sunk. He wrote: "I hope other Hoods will follow."


  He captured the important Halfaya Pass, five miles south of Sollum and with it considerable booty. He ordered strong points built along the Egyptian border. Rommel had his workshops recondition artillery pieces that were left behind by the Italians during their rout the previous year. When the Italians learned of the reconditioning, they protested that the weapons were Italian property and were to be used only by Italians. The Fox ignored the protest on the grounds that his allies had made no efforts of their own to recondition the weapons.


  May 31: The day started well. As I was having breakfast in my tent, an enemy vessel was sighted about a half mile to a mile away along the coast. It had apparently lost its course during the night. Soon our fighters were above her, but the fellow still fired his machine guns. A few minutes, later, however, the gasoline on the ship started burning. Ten minutes later the crate blew up with a terrific explosion. I took pictures, of course. It carried mines, ammunition, drinking water, and soap for Tobruk. It verifies that drinking water is a scarce article in Tobruk. Once Crete is fully occupied and our air forces start operating from there, Tobruk will have a tough time. Then they will have to capitulate.


  Rommel sent his chief of staff to Berlin to plead for supplies and reinforcements and was anxious to hear his report. The naval commander assured him he was working night and day to cut the British shipments to Tobruk.


  The temperature rose to 107 degrees, and in the tanks, if standing in the sun, it hit 160.


  June 7: Our positions in the Sollum area look good and are getting better every day.


  June 10: Started out early this morning for a visit to Derna. I took the opportunity to visit the wounded and ill.


  I was glad to find only a few serious cases. The many cases of dysentery are not bad.


  June 11: The British took off--forty miles into the desert, and I don't know whether that is just a defensive measure or preparation for an attack.


  Actually the move presaged an attack. On June 15 the British opened the battle for Sollum, an epic slugging match.


  June 18: The end of the three-day battle was complete victory. I am going up front to the troops now to thank them and give them further orders.


  June 22: There is tremendous joy in the ranks of the Africa fighters over the latest victory. The British thought they could crush us with 400 tanks of the heaviest type. We could not put an equivalent armored force against that. Our grouping, however, and the fierce determination of our German and Italian troops, who had been encircled for days, enabled us to operate decisively with all the mobile forces left at our disposal. Now the enemy may try again. He will get an even hotter reception.


  In this battle the British had used many of their big Matilda tanks. They were heavily armored but were slow and mounted with only a small-caliber gun with a limited range. Rommel was able to capitalize on these deficiencies by outmaneuvering the Matildas with his faster tanks.


  June 23: During the recent battle we destroyed 237 enemy tanks. The very strong armored contingent (about 400 tanks) escaped from the battle with only 10 or 12 operationally fit tanks. Two Italian corps will now be placed under my command, making me automatically an army commander. Quite a nice position at my age!


  The gentlemen at the Army High Command want me to bear the responsibility. I bear it gladly.


  June 29: We must expect the British to make another try before long, especially while we are tied up in Russia. I am preparing thoroughly for the next encounter. Churchill admitted to the House of Commons: "The battle of Sollum from the 15 th to the 17 th of June was a painful affair." If that fellow is driven to such an admission it must have been quite a success.


  A few days later Rommel was promoted to General der Panzertruppen (General of Armored Forces) and wrote: "I understand from Lieutenant Berndt, who visited him, that I owe my rapid promotion to the Fuhrer. I also understand that he will present me with two or three splendid cars. You can imagine how happy I am." He regretted that they could not celebrate his promotion together.


  July 8: Some cad in Berlin must have said that I attempted to incite the Arabs against the Italians since I received a telegram to that effect from Field Marshal Keitel. That is a vicious rumor. We have a clear conscience.


  Rommel had, in fact, earlier asked the Italian High Command to order their men to treat the Arabs with respect. The Duce's soldiers consorted with Arab women--to the great annoyance of the Arab men--and the Fox feared an armed rebellion might develop behind his lines.


  In the next weeks, as Rommel waited for the enemy to attack again, his letters show him inspecting the front, complaining about the heat and the mosquitoes and rather unhappy to exchange direct control of his Afrika Korps, for whose troops he had a great affection, for command of an army. "They want to kick me upstairs one flight, but I question very much whether this can be done without jeopardizing the efficiency of the Korps," he wrote. Then while on a trip to a conference in Italy he was taken ill with jaundice, from which he never fully recovered. The front was quiet as both sides refitted and reshuffled their forces, so quiet that Rommel found time to mention this: " Unfortunately I had to kill two bedbugs this morning." And the following day: "Nothing new. Terribly hot day and night. Finished off--four more bugs."


  In the desert there was a hiatus in the battle. Rommel commented several times on the oppressive temperature, the consuming thirst developed on long desert trips and during the night tossing and turning and dripping with sweat. He observed that the tanks got so hot they could not be touched: " We are literally steaming along these days. My recent swift promotion has lifted me above the rank of many colleagues and created much jealousy."


  Chapter V  Capture of Tobruk


  In the quiet star-rich desert night the Fatherland soldiers sang the haunting "Lily Marlene." The Tommies heard the strains wafting through the still darkness and translated the lyrics into English, and the song was sung on both sides through the rest of the desert war.


  Toward the end of the month Rommel engaged in a testy correspondence with Brauchitsch. Some of the officers he relieved had protested his action to the commander in chief of the German Army. "Naturally," he wrote, "I am defending my skin."


  There followed conferences in Europe and a short visit at home. Returning to Africa, he stopped in Rome.


  August 6: Arrived safely. Unfortunately I had to get busy right away. In the evening I was invited to the German ambassador's and today I am with the Italians. Today is a big day. I must keep my head at all cost. I hope everything will go well, especially with Mussolini.


  In the succeeding days Rommel was ill with jaundice and the doctors put him on a diet. An aide reported to his wife that he ought to be in bed, but instead he visited the front in Egypt preparatory to moving his command post, and at Tobruk an Italian corps headquarters was put under his command, the troops to follow shortly.


  On August 15 his letterhead changed to Panzer Group Afrika.


  August 15: Started my new job! Far, far from the front!


  August 16: Issued my first "Army Order" yesterday. My new position puts me in the ranks of army commanders. . . . My new staff is much more numerous than the old one, which enables me to work more efficiently. It is natural, though, that the German Afrika Korps is still very close to my heart.


  His new staff was beginning to click, and he was particularly pleased with his new chief of staff, "with whom I agree in every respect."


  On the jaundice diet for two weeks, he was "already sick of the constant mush" and decided he would have the chicken that was scheduled for dinner. He put heavy wear and tear on his flyswatter, but was not having trouble with fleas as some of his compatriots were. With his new responsibilities, he believed he would attain the rank of colonel general after the war if matters went well in Africa.


  August 23: Today is the last day at this location. I will be glad to be nearer the front again. One can exercise more influence on events.


  August 28: I returned from another visit to the front and hope soon to receive the supplies we so urgently need . . .


  The next several letters reveal the German much concerned about his supplies and increasingly displeased with his Latin allies.


  August 31: The Italian High Command is dissatisfied with the fact that they have so little to say around here.


  They annoy us with petty things. But we don't take their guff. They may be trying to create an incident in order to get all German troops over here relieved. I would object very little to a change in the theater of war.


  September 2: Yesterday I was in bed with a bad stomach, a headache, and a little fever, but I am all right today. Good news continues to come from Russia. The ring around Leningrad is closing and will then be tightened. The fall of Kiev is only a matter of days. What a pity that I can't be there but have to wait around here!


  Recovered from his short illness, Rommel daily toured the front and checked on the regrouping that had been under way, and reports to "Dearest Lu" that "it was really dusty and to top it off it also ghiblied." On the other hand, during periods of heavy rainfall the roads seemed bottomless.


  He was pleased with his efficient chief of staff and, everlastingly starved for supplies, sent him on a foraging mission to Rome.


  September 7: Now, as superior commander, I benefit from the support of the General Staff in our planning.


  Allied planes continued to wreak havoc with Axis shipping, and he griped that "quite a bit of mail has gone to the bottom of the sea".


  September 10: We expect an important visitor today, Major Melchiori, the representative of the Duce. We don't let them take the butter from our bread, and we frequently talk to them in no uncertain terms.


  Melchiori presented the general with the award of the Military Order of Savoia.


  September 13: This morning I am going up front with the Ia [operations officer]. We intend to stay two or three days.


  And then to ease his wife's worries, he added, tongue in cheek, "Far behind the lines, of course."


  During this inspection he put the finishing touches on his plans for a drive against Egypt. In the rush, he wrote on September 16:


  I did not get around to writing you. Everything went very fast and the British staged an exemplary retreat over forty miles on our front. Only occasionally did they make it unpleasant for us with their aerial bombs. Unfortunately our planes were not around.


  September 17: The chief of staff returned today from his visit to Rome and brought back a host of good news and apologies. . . . There will be a lot of work during the next eight weeks. Our ally will have to be prodded continually in order to make him work the way we want for successful cooperation. It is necessary over here to fight for everything you need, and the battle with officials is often more difficult than the battle against the enemy.


  Again his wife was told how well pleased he was with his staff, but he lamented that too many of the high-ranking General Staff officers were ill and others needed a rest. He fretted that if they all "go lame" he wouldn't know how to carry on: "The war over here wears out people fast."


  The German communique announcing the capture of 380,000 prisoners east of Kiev delighted him. He avidly studied the High Command communiques on the eastern front and told his wife that when Russia was conquered his supply difficulties would be solved. Until then he had to be satisfied to play second fiddle.


  September 27: I am very much on the go these days visiting especially the Italian units, which particularly need continual supervision. A special announcement was just made, indicating that 665,000 PWs were taken east of Kiev.


  That's something to talk about. Even the Russian bear cannot stand such a drain in the long run.


  He was gladdened by the arrival of a large convoy with supplies, the unloading of which took fifty hours:


  In the present situation in the Mediterranean it is not easy to get things through. For the moment we are stepchildren and must be satisfied with that role. On the other hand the progress in Russia is good. Later we'll be on top again. The health of the troops is improving. There are many cases of jaundice, which, however, pass harmlessly.


  His faith in Hitler was still intact, which can be noted in his letter of October 4:


  I am sure you listened to the Fuhrer's speech yesterday. That will remind our enemies what they must reckon with!


  October 6: I could not write yesterday as my stomach went on strike again. The night before we had a chicken that must have been from the coop of Ramses II. Despite six hours of cooking the beast was as tough as shoe leather and my stomach rebelled.


  After heated conferences with high-ranking Italian officers three days later, Rommel berated his allies: "I never did have a high opinion of our colleagues. They remain the old good-for-nothings they've always been."


  His views on the international situation at this time were expressed to "Dearest Lu" as follows:


  The news from Russia is very pleasing; it is quite possible that the advance to the east will be very swift and make it impossible for the enemy to build a new line of defense. The British workers seem to be getting restless, and the Communist influence [is] spreading. England would like to attack, but she does not have the necessary troops and means for a large-scale landing on continental European soil. In Russia she will be too late if she chooses the only open route via India, and to attack in Libya would be a risk with immediate repercussions in Russia. Once we have taken Tobruk they won't stand a chance here any more.


  He received pleasing news from the publisher of Infanterie Greift An concerning the royalties he would receive. He told his wife the news and instructed her to inquire about the train schedules to Rome and to bring along his brown civilian suit.


  During the remainder of the month Rommel planned operations against Tobruk. He then flew to Italy for conferences and to celebrate with his wife his fiftieth birthday, which fell on November 15. In Naples with Lucie, he was informed that five Italian freighters laden with supplies for his forces had been sunk when the escorting Italian flotilla of twelve ships deserted them upon discovering that a British fleet had put out from Malta to give battle. In a rage he rushed to Rome, so angry that on the trip he spoke not a word to his wife or entourage. Meeting with the Fascist leader, he demanded that the Italian commander be court-martialed and another five ships promptly dispatched.


  The Duce's reaction to the general's furious diatribe was a helpless shrug.


  Although Rommel had hoped to launch a major attack against the British in September, by the end of that month he had received only a seventh of the supplies he calculated he needed and only a third of the troop reinforcements, amounts the High Command agreed were at best only the necessary minimum. Hence they favored delaying the campaign until the following year. With Allied dominance in the air and on the sea increasing daily, the race against time with the British was running in favor of the enemy. Of this Rommel was acutely aware. The primary reason for his trip to Rome was to persuade his superiors to grant approval to launch the attack in November.


  The British, though, had a surprise for the Swabian. In fact, they had two. First, they beat him to the punch. On the night of November 1718 they launched a major attack against his forces. Second, their intelligence service thought they had located his headquarters and, looking for a knockout blow, landed a dozen commandos by submarine far behind the lines to kill or capture him. In the resulting fray several Germans were killed or wounded and one British officer was killed before the Tommies retreated. The building had in fact been occupied earlier by Rommel but was being used by the quartermaster and his staff at the time of the attack.


  Further thwarting the success of the daring plan was the British unawareness that, while Rommel had left Italy on the 17th, his plane was forced to turn back when an engine failed. Again in the air, he had first flown to Athens, where he had business, before continuing on to Africa, not arriving at his actual headquarters until hours after the failed commando mission.


  Told of the incident, Rommel was puzzled that the British would send a team to kill him so far behind the lines. Didn't they realize that he commanded from much closer to the front?


  November 20: The battle is at its height right now.


  November 23: The battle seems to have passed through the worst crisis. It is going well now. I am in a very good mood and confident. Knocked out over 200 enemy tanks thus far. Our lines have held.


  His letter of the 27th:


  The battle has been raging in the desert since the 18th and also at Tobruk and Sollum. I think we are through the worst and the battle will be of major importance for our eventual victory. Personally, I am well. I have been in the desert without toiletries for the last four days leading our counterattack, which is coming along splendidly.


  He mentioned that it was their twenty-fifth anniversary and said he felt it was not necessary to tell her how well they had gotten along. He thanked her for the love and kindness and thought of their son, who was a source of great pride to him and who he felt would go far in life.


  While the Swabian mentioned his lack of toiletries, he did not tell his family he had been sleeping on a pile of hay in a captured British truck, living on a can of old drinking water and a few cans of food.


  November 29: The battle seems to be going fine. I suppose the decision will be reached today. I am full of confidence.


  His forward command post was then set up at Gambut, a dirty, fly-infested town between Tobruk and Sollum where the two big battles would be fought. The town also housed, in well-camouflaged buildings, his efficient repair shops, which maintained a large inventory of spare parts for his tanks and trucks and were capable of restoring within days those damaged in battle. With the aid of heavy tackle, bogged-down vehicles were quickly winched free. All through the desert fighting Rommel's recovery system, superior to the enemy's, had been a major asset to his efforts.


  November 30: The battle is still raging and it is taking every effort to win it. The prospects are favorable, but the troops are dog tired after these twelve days. I am well.


  After the war General Fritz Bayerlein, Rommel's chief of staff at the time, pointed out an illuminating aspect of Rommel's gifted generalship. Obliged by his inferior tank numbers and an unreliable Latin partner, the Fox was forced to develop stratagems to offset these handicaps. Whereas British tactics called for the commitment of their armored brigades in separate units, Rommel would mass his armor into one powerful striking force and overwhelm his opponent's formations one after the other until, in essence, the entire enemy striking force had been wiped out.


  In the course of this fighting, as confusion reigned, which was characteristically endemic to most battle situations but particularly so in desert warfare, units of both sides became intermingled. In the murky situation, Rommel raced from one formation to another, often cutting through the British lines, goading his troops on and solving crisis after crisis. Finding himself unexpectedly in a New Zealand field hospital, he had an English-speaking officer promise more medical supplies, beating a hasty escape before the occupants realized who had been in their midst.


  On other occasions he was chased by British cars but evaded capture. In one such instance, a foray in search of an enemy dump was sighted by an RAF plane, which dropped a bomb. The driver was killed and Rommel, protected by his lucky star, only lost a heel off one of his boots.


  December 1: Yesterday's day of battle was also a successful one. I hope to advance another big step today.


  December 2: Yesterday we succeeded in destroying the remnants of one, or perhaps two, British divisions at Tobruk. The tension has thus been eased, but if I know the British, they won't quit yet.


  Not only did they not quit, but they developed an irritating habit of concentrating artillery fire on Rommel's observation posts. To put an end to this practice, he sawed down several miles of telephone poles and erected a large number of observation towers, replete with fully clothed straw observers who were manipulated by strings from nearby holes and periodically ascended and descended. After pouring their shells at these towers for several days, demolishing some, the enemy gave up the unprofitable targets and Rommel sent up live observers to scan the front unmolested.


  The RAF, trying to lop off the serpent's head, located and bombed Rommel's headquarters. He and his chief of staff dove into slit trenches to wait out the wave of attacks.


  Rommel's men were so weary that many slept while walking. To boost their morale for one more big effort, he issued a proclamation detailing some results of the battle, informing his men it had been successfully fought to its first conclusion, that they had destroyed over 800 tanks and armored cars and 127 aircraft and had taken 9,000 prisoners and tremendous amounts of booty. There remained only the final knockout blow.


  December 4: The past night was disturbed by enemy air raids. The staff and I are all right, so far as we can make out. I am moving! Let's hope the new place will be quieter.


  December 5: The battle continues. As it moved farther to the West, it forced us last night to completely regroup.


  December 6: (Orderly's letter) The present fighting takes up all of the general's time. We hope to clean up these attackers as we did the last ones. It will be difficult though, as their superiority is very great.


  The letter goes on to say they had moved to a small gully where the vehicles were well camouflaged and could not be easily spotted by aircraft. Of some chickens that had been presented to Rommel, they still had two that were not destined for the pot but were carried along as mascots.


  December 8: I am well despite the last hard days. Traveling much. Situation difficult.


  The next day, after a three-week period of mutual butchering, characterized by the exchange of countless thousands of artillery shells and the Germans burying their fallen in hastily dug graves alongside the trenches during lulls in the fighting, Rommel, for want of sufficient strength, broke off the offensive. Dejected, he wrote home:


  In view of the poor combat efficiency of the Italian units, but also due to the severely weakened German troops, I had to abandon the battle for Tobruk. I hope we can escape encirclement by the enemy and hold Cyrenaica. I am in good health, but you can imagine what I must endure these days.


  He expected the week ahead to be difficult but assured ''Dearest Lu" that he was in good health and approached his tasks with full vigor. He said he did not expect a decision in the battle to be reached for another two weeks: "But I still have hope of holding my own. I am quartered in a real house now. During the day I stay with the troops."


  December 13: Because of the failure of a large Italian unit our situation has grown precarious.


  December 14: The savage fight continues. There is a tremendous amount of work to be done. I am all right, and despite everything I hope to master the situation. The British suffered heavy casualties yesterday while our own were bearable. Of our three division commanders, two were killed and one (Ravenstein) captured.


  December 15: The situation is changing. Grave crises arise every day and must be met.


  December 16: Yesterday we were able to achieve a major success, but since no reinforcements are forthcoming we shall have to break off the battle. You can imagine my worries.


  December 18: The outlook is very black, of course, but I still have not given up hope.


  Although he achieved a major success soon after, the lack of reinforcements left him no alternative but to break off the battle, and by December 20 he was compelled to withdraw:


  Even with the best of intentions we could do nothing else. I hope I shall succeed in reaching the selected positions. Christmas will be full of trouble. I just bathed and changed underwear after having slept in my overcoat most of the time during the past weeks.


  His commanders were sick, all those who were not dead or wounded.


  December 21: Unfortunately we had to give up the good port of Bardia. We did not have sufficient troops to hold it. I still hope to force the enemy to conclude his operations. Will I succeed?


  December 22: Retreat to A_! You cannot imagine the things that are happening. I hope to extricate the bulk of my forces and make a stand somewhere. Little ammunition and gasoline! No air support! With the enemy it's just the other way around. Oh, enough of that. 


  He had retreated to Agedabia, and while he was short of ammunition, gasoline, and air support, which he continually deplored, he was satisfied with the progress of the withdrawal but added sourly: "The Italian High Command shows no concern, of course. If it were up to them, they would all be captured by now."


  December 24: The situation has improved, the German divisions having dealt the British a decisive blow yesterday. Despite all the damage of the last five weeks, the combat effectiveness of the German troops remained undiminished and seems superior to the British. Our number, however, is small.


  Christmas Day: The night passed quietly, but the Italian divisions give me reason to worry a great deal. They show alarming signs of disintegration, and the German troops must always fill gaps.


  He opened a Christmas package in his van and enjoyed the letters and gifts. The bottle of champagne he took to the intelligence truck to share with the chief of staff and the intelligence and operations officers. He mentioned in a letter that his adjutant, Major Schraepler, was fatally injured, run over by the Mammoth command car. He expressed his pleasure that his successor as commander of the Afrika Korps, General Ludwig Cruewell, had been promoted to panzer general. As the year neared its end Rommel was becoming increasingly disgruntled with his Latin partner.


  December 26: I must go up front for a few days to stabilize the lines. Cruewell is down with jaundice. I hope he can hold out. Officers are being used up at an enormous rate, and we cannot get reinforcements for the time being.


  December 27: On the move again with [Alfred] Gause [Rommel's new chief of staff]. Situation is still very black, for we lack all kinds of combat equipment and fuel, while the British have everything.


  In the last days of the year he foiled the British attempt to encircle his troops and force them back against the sea. It rained, and the nights were cold and windy. To his wife, and to his son whose birthday was on Christmas, he wrote that his thoughts were with them, that more than ever they were his happiness in this world.


  December 30: Gause will fly to Rome one of these days. There they have no conception of our difficulties out here, and they just go about their business and enjoy themselves.


  The next day he praised "the superhuman efforts made by our brave troops.


  The fighting of the last three days, which we conducted offensively, cost the enemy 111 tanks and 23 armored cars. I cannot describe the arduous conditions under which this was accomplished. The success was a good conclusion to 1941 and gives rise to hope for 1942." He mentioned that his two chickens, one a hen and the other a young rooster, had adjusted to their gypsy life and had ran loose around his van.


  January 1, 1942: At the moment the enemy is retreating to A_. But it is obvious he will return with stronger forces.


  But with the turn of the year Bardia and Sollum, attacked in conjunction with a heavy bombardment by the Royal Navy, fell to his opponent. Referring to Bardia:


  Without rations, ammunition, and heavy weapons the place cannot be held against the mighty enemy onslaught that has already penetrated to the inner part of the fortress. Soon I shall have the enemy forces thus released on my neck. I am preparing for this eventuality. We work feverishly day and night.


  With the fall of the two ports, Rommel sent General Gause to see Hitler and continued the withdrawal of his forces. By January 10 he had withdrawn them 300 miles, in spite of the fact that the bulk of his troops were not motorized, and with less detriment to their combat efficiency than he had feared. He hoped to build a new line. He wrote his wife:


  I also dated yesterday's letter the 10th. Lost track of time. The operation is proceeding according to plan. Our mines and our air force give the enemy trouble. Just think of it: The bulk of our forces are still intact and I was able to lead them back to good positions after a withdrawal of300 miles without their being greatly weakened. I can understand why the armchair strategists screw up their faces. Criticism is cheap. Cruewell has a very severe case of jaundice. I don't know whether he will be able to hang in. I am now almost the only officer of the German forces who has held up from beginning to end.


  He told his wife that Guenther kept him to his diet and that his stomach was in good shape again. He defended himself against the cold and damp nights by wrapping himself with woolens.


  His operations officer also came down with jaundice, but in the ensuing days his spirits rose, partly due to the Japanese successes against the British in the Pacific, and he reported that his head was "full of plans which I dare not even mention to those around me. They would think I am crazy. But I am sure I am not. "


  The plans aborning in Rommel's head were plans for a counterattack.


  January 19: Gause wrote from Rome. The Fuhrer was apparently in full agreement with all the action taken and was lavish in his praise and admiration.


  His supply situation had improved a bit. Cheered and feeling his oats again, he hoped the British would attack. He wrote: "Weeks of serious worries and troubles are past and forgotten. The troops feel the same too! The unexcelled fighting efficiency of our soldiers gives me the courage to risk the battle."


  January 21: Two hours from now the army will launch its counterattack. After thoroughly weighing the pros and cons I decided to risk it. I firmly trust that the Lord will hold his protecting hand over us and give us victory.


  January 22: How did you like the award of the Swords to the Oak Leaves of the Knight's Cross? I was very pleased. It showed me that the Fuhrer fully approved of my actions during the past grave weeks. And what do you think of the counterattack we launched yesterday? Our opponents took off as though they had been stung by a hornet!


  Rommel was the first officer to be that highly decorated. He could not sleep in the early morning hours, but found them highly productive, since he did his planning during this time.


  His operation was proceeding better than he had expected, but Mussolini was not pleased that the Fox had counterattacked. Nonetheless, Rommel's spirits were high and matched those of his troops. Twenty-four hours later his letterhead changed from Panzer Group to Panzer Army, but he was badly hamstrung by Rome and would have to fly to the Fuhrer's headquarters.


  January 25: We had four days of absolute success. Our blows struck the enemy between the eyes! Another two weeks and I'll be able to leave here to report and receive the Swords! It's wonderful for a general to have his capabilities recognized and to have an opportunity to make a contribution for Fuhrer, Country, and Idea.


  Rommel's counterattack had rocked the British to their heels, winning him a promotion to Generaloberst (full general). The next days found him mopping up the battlefield, picking up guns, armored cars, tanks, rations, and ammunition. The vehicles he captured enabled him to motorize many of his formations, thereby reducing one of the inequities in his combat with the British.


  In the first five days he had shot up 300 enemy tanks and armored vehicles and captured 147 guns and almost a thousand prisoners, all at a cost to himself of only three officers and eleven men killed and three tanks destroyed.


  January 31: We are in pursuit of an enemy who has been severely decimated as the result of our recent successful engagements. On Mother's birthday I shall be promoted to full general.


  He had regained Cyrenaica. Benghazi was again in his hands and his advance had placed him within thirty-five miles of Tobruk. He expected to see his family in ten days. Dampening his jubilation, however, was another period of friction with Rome.


  February 9: Our operations at present are very much hampered by restrictions imposed on us by the Duce.


  This way one cannot make lasting progress.


  February 10: Friction with Rome. They do not agree with the way I'm running the show and would like to cede Cyrenaica again. Will fly to Rome on the 15th and then to Germany.


  February 13: The Italians took one corps away from me, because I don't sit behind as far as they would like me.


  In the latter part of February and the first weeks of March, there was a lull in the fighting and Rommel spent some time in Italy and Germany with the high commands ironing out differences in strategical concepts. "Our mission has been changed according to my desire," he wrote on his return. "It is absolutely necessary for us not to stay put, but to take aggressive action against the enemy even if it is only patrol activity."


  The British continued to fall back before Rommel's blows. Often the energetic commander, his fluttering scarf announcing his approach from afar, covered 400 miles in one day's inspection of his 300-mile front. His difficulties with his supplies and with his allies never ended. He could not decide which was the more bothersome.


  He attended a birthday party for General Cruewell, for whom he had developed a high regard. Cruewell, he reported, would be leaving for medical treatment. Rommel said he would miss him if he did not return, describing Cruewell's deputy as "a cold fish."


  March 22: Something is going on again up front. It seems I arrived at the right moment. Going up forward with Gause.


  March 25: I am very busy since our present mission has been changed according to my wish. It is absolutely necessary for us not to stay put, but to take aggressive action against the enemy even if it is only patrol activity.


  March 31: Moved yesterday and I'm pleased to be closer to the front and not have to spend so much time traveling. Before retreating the British wrote on the door of my new house: "Keep clean! We'll soon be back!"


  We'll see about that.


  April 2: We are having a lot of trouble because the gentlemen in Rome are afraid of defending Cyrenaica with all available forces. They would like to make a half-hearted stand at its western edge and have taken an entire corps from me. But 6,000 to 8,000 allies of that kind don't matter. When things get rough we are on our own anyway.


  He reported to his wife the receipt of many Easter parcels and a flock of amorous letters from sundry females plus a not-so-amorous shell splinter that came through his window, went through his overcoat, jacket and trousers, but left him with "only a bruise the size of a plate. The luck of the devil!"


  The next letters described the British readying an attack; complained that there had been no improvement in the supply situation since his trips to Rome and Berlin; expressed elation over the American capitulation in the Phillipines; and emphasized again his difficulties with the Italians. A letter written in the last week of April indicates Rommel's dislike of the Italians was heartily reciprocated:


  Yesterday I had two animated conferences with General Barbasetti, Cantarra's successor as chief of staff of the North African High Command. It is rumored that the latter was dismissed after having made a statement to a circle of officers to the effect that he would like to remain here until he has the privilege of leading an Italian army against us Germans. What a fool!


  Two days later the Fox reported that he was to be awarded his third Italian decoration, the Colonial Order with Sash, and added: "I am not very keen about it. I would much rather get more troops."
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  Rommel conferring in April 1942 will Italian Marshal Ettore Bastico (left), nominally commander of the North African forces, and Field Marshal Albert Kesselring (right), commander of Theater South and Rommel's superior. To Rommel's staff the pompous Bastico was known as "Bombastico." Kesselring, a perennial optimist, was known to the staff as "Smiling Albert."


  Photo from Mrs. Rommel.


  The next day Field Marshal Albert Kesselring, commander in chief of Theater South and Rommel's superior, visited and told him about the many plans made in Rome. Rommel, however, was skeptical that many would be fulfilled. He was also visited by Marshal Ettore Bastico, chief of the North African High Command, and presented the decoration. Wrote Rommel about the event:


  Bastico's visit was very ceremonial. He awarded me the Colonial Order by command of the king. A big silver star, bigger than the last one, and a red sash with small emblems. I've really got enough of that stuff now.


  Subsequent letters picture Rommel delighted with the Japanese victories in Burma, expecting India to revolt and wondering how the French will react to the British landings on Madagascar. They report his supply system working and tell of his preparations for a big push. His target was the fort at Bir Hacheim, sixty miles south of Tobruk.


  May 26: We're launching the decisive attack today. It will be difficult, but I have unbounded confidence in our soldiers, especially the German, and I am sure we will win the battle. The troops realize
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  Rommel confers with two unidentified Italian generals in preparation for the assault on Tobruk. His opinion of the Italian officer corps was low. He felt it lacked a military tradition, was too reliant on Epicurean meals and creature comforts, and did not sufficiently concern itself with the welfare of the rank and file.


  Photo taken by a German war correspondent and from Mrs. Rommel.


  its significance. You know my attitude: I will do my job bravely, as I expect every one of my officers and men to do his. In hours of decision like this my thoughts are often with you.


  In the last days of May Rommel destroyed over 400 tanks and captured 200 guns and 5,000 prisoners. Among his own losses were several generals. Gustav von Vaerst, commander of the 15th Panzer Division, was wounded and forced from the battlefield, as was Chief of Staff Alfred Gause. Added to the casualty list was Siegfried Westphal, the operations officer, but worst of all was the loss of General Cruewell, who was shot down in his Storch. Cruewell was highly valued by Rommel although he often argued with the Fox about his orders, sometimes bending them to his own thinking. But Rommel found many admirable qualities in the man and particularly his skill on the battlefield. The high regard was reciprocated. And when his captors pointed out the famous Shepheard's Hotel in Cairo, the indominatable general remarked that "it will make a grand headquarters for Rommel."


  Adding to Rommel's woes was the British introduction of the new American Grant tank.


  May 31: The main crisis of the battle has passed and we have done well so far. But I expect stiff--fighting for the next few days. Unfortunately Cruewell and his Storch fell into enemy hands, but I hope to find a way to liberate him.


  In the course of the battle, while moving between units, his staff and protection force, although not having much fire power, spotted and captured a British battery on the move. Shortly after, Tommy gunners sighted Rommel's group, and in the shelling one of his command trucks had its windshield demolished. Then, while returning to his command post, the group had a brush with a British unit and another with an Italian unit that mistook him for enemy.


  Throughout June the general played his grand slam, and his letters tell the story.


  June 5: The battle is still raging and the situation is developing in our favor. The supply system is working. I am on the go from morning till night.


  
    "He was aggressive, a fighter." The German commander, in his armored car, leading the successful battle for Tobruk in June 1942. Photo from Mrs. Rommel.
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  June 8: The last two days were particularly eventful, but also successful. The fighting will last another fortnight, but I hope to get over the worst.


  He wrote his wife that during the heat of a tank battle on June 6, her birthday, he thought of her and hoped his birthday greeting had arrived punctually on that day.


  June 9: Yesterday was a day of heated battle for strong fortifications. They have not fallen yet, but I hope to take them today.


  The fortifications around Bir Hacheim were indeed strong. Skillfully engineered, there were among other defenses 1,200 nests and combat positions for infantry and heavy weapons, many well concealed and all designed to be invulnerable.


  Despite several days of waves of attacks by Stuka planes, Bir Hacheim refused to capitulate, although the defenders, including the wounded, were dying of thirst. It was largely defended by 4,000 Free French aided by a Jewish brigade. Upon hearing of the Jewish participation, Hitler sent Rommel an order saying that the Jews not killed in battle should be shot when taken prisoner. It further instructed the general that his order was not to be communicated in writing. This order was against Rommel's personal code, so he did not pass it down either in writing or orally.


  After several more days of heavy fighting, the Germans came out on top.


  June 15: The battle is won and the enemy disintegrating. Encircled remnants are being annihilated. You can imagine my joy over this turn of events. This time we have cleaned up quite thoroughly. Naturally, the victory had to be bought at the price of heavy losses.


  Five hundred Free French, most of them wounded, surrendered with the fall of the fortress, but the length of the battle had also caused a drain in the strength of the Luftwaffe. The loss of forty dive-bombers in one day alone angered Marshal Kesselring. He had words with Rommel, who had expected to have Bir Hacheim in his control by June 9, not expecting the tenacious defense that mandated the lengthy siege. The marshal's air force had other battles to fight and could not afford the losses.


  June 17: The hardest part of the battle has been won, the enemy is in retreat. Nine hundred square miles of fortified country are in our possession; the enemy's armored formations are almost destroyed. It's not all over yet, though.


  
    Among British documents captured during the battle were secret instructions to interrogators not to give Axis prisoners food, water, or rest until after questioning, since they would be more forthcoming while still traumatized by their capture. Rommel's staff forwarded the text to Berlin, which reciprocated with a similar order to be in effect until the British order was rescinded. The British rescinded it.


  


  The enemy supply dump east of Tobruk had fallen to the Afrika Korps and its men revelled in the booty. There were supplies for 30,000 men for three months, including the much-desired succulent Argentine beef. Only the gasoline escaped capture, the Brits succeeding in setting fire to it.


  Tobruk was now in Rommel's sights.


  June 20: Two hours of sleep between yesterday and today. Today is the most decisive day. Let's hope that fortune will remain faithful to us.


  To the sun-bronzed troops, many bare chested and wearing only shorts and boots, they were days of glory. Rommel was anxious to cash in on this spirit, and, conversely, after Bir Hacheim, on the depression and confusion of the enemy. He set about to speedily attack Tobruk, one of the strongest fortresses in North Africa, and one he considered had been built with laudable technical skill. The year before it had been the scene of heavy fighting, so intense that Rommel was later to say, ''much of its outer perimeter had literally been soaked in blood. . . . To every man of us Tobruk was a symbol of British resistance, and we were now going to finish it for good."


  In preparation for the battle, the master of improvisation employed a ruse. To simulate the presence of huge tank forces in its area, the 90th Light Division was equipped with trucks mounted with plane engines with propellers so as to kick up large quantities of dust and suggest the approach of strong tank forces.


  At dawn on the 20th, Rommel launched a full-scale attack, in the process sinking a gunboat and half a dozen ships trying to flee the port with troops. By dark most of the fortress area was in German hands.


  The following morning the Swabian drove into the town to find it flattened, a mass of rubble, and hours later the commanding general of the 2nd South African Infantry Division and commandant of Tobruk announced the surrender.


  June 21: Tobruk! The battle was magnificent. I must now get a few hours sleep after all this.


  With billows of black clouds from burning oil dumps sweeping over its harbor, and studded with the masts of sunken ships, Tobruk surrendered with its 25,000 British defenders, raising the total count of prisoners taken in the battle to 45,000. Added to this were the destruction or capture of 1,000 armored fighting vehicles, 400 guns, foodstuffs, and materiel.


  British and American military circles were in shock.


  The Desert Fox was later to consider that day the high point of the African war, and he issued an Order of the Day commending his soldiers for the conquest of Tobruk and calling upon them for one more great effort to finish off the British Eighth Army.


  Chapter VI Siege and Defeat at El Alamein


  The fall of Tobruk enabled Hitler to announce with much fanfare Rommel's promotion to field marshal, the first non-General Staff Corps officer in two wars to attain that status. Rommel was later to remark, "It would have been better had Hitler instead sent me another division."


  His shoulder insignia showing his new rank was two crossed batons. In the press of his work he forgot to switch insignia.


  June 23: We are moving up and hope to strike the next blow soon. Speed is essential now. The news that I was promoted to field marshal came like a dream. In fact all the events of the last weeks are like a dream.


  This time in the battle for the valiantly defended Tobruk there had been no long weeks of digging in in the barren terrain, which lacked water holes and shelter from the bursting British shells, the broiling sun, and the ever-tormenting swarming flies. This battle had been one after Rommel's heart--swift. Some of the tinned goods that the Arabs had looted from his depots during his retreat in December, they now thought wise to return.


  The spirits of his men were high. Once again they were, as they called it, "Rommeling along." They had crossed the frontier and were now in Egypt.


  June 26: We advanced over quite a distance in the last few days, and we hope to make contact for the attack on the final remnants of the enemy forces. For days I camped in the car. Food was always good, washing was omitted.


  June 27: We are still advancing and hope to keep going right to the final objective. It takes a great toll from one, but the opportunity is unique. The enemy is defending desperately with his air force.


  Before getting to his final objective, Rommel had to capture the fortress port of Mersa Matruh. It was a tough battle fought on a moonless night. In the midst of the confusion in the dark, his headquarters guarding unit was involved in a wild melee. British fired upon British and Germans upon Germans.


  June 29: The battle for M_M_was finally fought. Our advanced elements are 120 miles from Alexandria. A few more battles will have to be fought before we reach the objective. The hardest part, however, lies behind us. Personally I am well. Some engagements demand application to physical exhaustion, but then there are hours again during which one can relax. We are already 300 miles east of Tobruk, which fell on June 21. The British road and rail net is in excellent shape.


  June 30: M_M_fell yesterday and the Army kept moving till late at night. We are now more than sixty miles east of that point and only ninety-five miles from Alexandria!


  Supplied and refueled by the mountains of booty taken in Tobruk and Mersa Matruh, the Germans pushed on, 85 percent of their transport consisting of captured enemy vehicles. By the end of the month they were 250 miles inside Egypt, only 95 miles short of the British naval base at Alexandria. Despite the constant disharmony in the Axis forces, Egypt seemed about to fall. Messages were exchanged between the two dictators on whom the new governor of Egypt would be. And why not? Capture of the Suez Canal appeared imminent, only days before a main artery of the British Empire would be cut. The waterway seizure meant the severance of the British lifeline to India and the East.


  The name, fame, and cunning of the attacking German general were known far and wide, and panic swept through Cairo and Alexandria. In London Churchill was under attack and was losing support in his own party. He explained that the defeat of his gallant army was due to the genius of the adversary commander. A state of emergency was declared in the Egyptian capital, and it was put under martial law. Civilians loaded automobiles and carts for flight. General Auchinleck prepared plans for the demolition of all strategic installations. At British headquarters SECRET and TOP SECRET documents were hastily burned to prevent their capture. It happened to be a Wednesday, and as the resulting clouds of ashes drifted over the city, some wit dubbed the day "Ash Wednesday."


  Hitler's dream of forming a huge pincers in the Near East by joining Rommel's forces in Africa with the Wehrmacht forces in Russia no longer seemed impossible to realize. The Fox had ousted the British from one fortified area after another. There remained only the final obstacle barring his entrance into Alexandria: El Alamein. His optimism was at a peak. He wrote his wife that it was possible they could meet in Italy in July, and instructed her to get passports. There was also optimism in the highest headquarters. Flying to Libya with an assemblage of Fascist dignitaries, Mussolini waited backstage with his white parade horse for the signal to make his triumphal entry into Egypt.


  But the high tide of the Axis conquest in Africa had been reached. To many a German and Italian soldier perched at the gates to the Nile Valley in the last days of June, a snapshot of himself with the Pyramids in the background appeared extremely probable--and soon. Was not the colossal image of Harmachis, the Egyptian god of the morning, almost within sight?


  The shutters of the Axis cameras were never, however, to click on these scenes. The unhappily married partners lacked the muscle for the final assault. Auchinleck had taken over direct command of the Eighth Army from Ritchie and stemmed Rommel's drive at El Alamein, a coastal village sixty miles west of Alexandria, making a stand between the Qattara Depression and the sea. Here the defenders were favored by a defensive complex whose flanks were impenetrable natural obstacles, preventing end runs. To the north was the Mediterranean and to the south was the 700-foot dip of the expansive Qattara Depression, 7,000 square miles of impassable terrain. For the Brits this was the last-ditch defense of Alexandria and Egypt itself.


  Wrote Rommel on July 3: The fighting for the last positions at the approaches to Alexandria is difficult. I was up near the front for several days and lived in my car and sometimes a foxhole. The enemy air force makes it unpleasant--for us. Nevertheless I hope to make it. Schmundt [Hitler's adjutant] sent me "marshal's batons" for my shoulder straps.


  He had not changed his insignia of rank since his promotion three weeks before. Kesselring during a visit noticed the absence of the marshal's batons and pinned a pair of his own on Rommel.


  He thanked Lucie for her many dear letters and told her that a mass of mail was arriving and he couldn't get to it. His secretary was with the van 450 miles to the west.


  July 4: Unfortunately things don't go as they should. Resistance is very stiff. Our own forces are worn out.


  Let's hope we can still find a way to reach our goal. I, too, am tired and worn.


  July 5: The present days are extremely critical. But I'm hoping to master them.


  He reported that his chief of staff, General Gause, who had been wounded in May and had recovered, was again a casualty, this time suffering a concussion from a shell burst.


  For Rommel it was imperative that he capture El Alamein, overrun the rest of the Eighth Army, and get to Alexandria, Cairo, and the Suez Canal before the enemy could receive troop reinforcements and new supplies from Britain and America. While the table of organization for the Afrika Korps called for 371 tanks, it had only 50. To discourage British attacks and to deceive the enemy as to his diminishing strength, he made extensive use of decoys, especially dummy tanks, and the highly effective multipurpose 88mm guns.


  In the days that followed the marshal barely managed to escape encirclement from the south. Desert logistics had caught up with him. His troops had to be refitted, but for reasons he could not fathom, the ships employed in transporting his supplies from Italy did not dock at the nearby recently captured ports of Tobruk and Mersa Matruh. Instead they carried their cargo to Tripoli and Benghazi. This meant the supplies had to be hauled by trucks or small coastal vessels for a distance of either 750 or 1,400 miles. The coastal road was in bad shape, deeply rutted and with potholes as much as eighteen inches deep, making vehicle maintenance a nightmare. Gasoline, the elixir of life for his operations, was available only intermittently and then in driblets. Trucks bringing fuel to him sometimes consumed their cargo in the process. In contrast, his opponent's road and rail net was in excellent shape, and the hauling distance was negligible.


  The few days in which there had been a window of opportunity to significantly influence the course of the war--when Tobruk had fallen and the Eighth Army was near collapse, and the road to Alexandria lay open and virtually undefended--had now passed. With flagging supplies and resources overtaxed, backpedaling would soon be in order.


  Crisis followed crisis. Holes were torn into his line everywhere. Writing home on July 11, he moaned:


  No day passes here without a grave crisis. The Italians are completely unreliable in combat, and suffer one defeat after another. German troops must always be interspersed with them. I could weep! I hope this condition won't last. My health is good. In this condition sickness would be unthinkable.


  July 12: The very grave crisis of the last few days is slowly abating. But holes are torn into our lines everywhere.


  July 17: I am in a pretty bad way at the moment. The enemy, superior especially in infantry, is swallowing up one Italian unit after the other. The Germans are much too weak to hold by themselves. I could weep!


  Although the vigorous, resolute marshal had driven deep into enemy territory, the objective tantalizingly close to his grasp, his offensive plans were in limbo and the premonition of impending disaster seeped into his letters.


  July 18: The whole day was especially critical. Once more we pulled through. But it must not go on like that for long, or the front will crumble. These days are, of course, the very hardest of my life.


  July 19: Grave hours have passed again and it looks as if fortune is not going to abandon me. Perhaps I shall still be able to overcome all the difficulties. Thank God the front in Russia is advancing again. Perhaps that pressure can make itself felt over here.


  July 20: No material change, but also no deterioration of the situation. Soltmann will join me with his little group. Elements have already arrived. I am infinitely grateful for every German soldier.


  During this month 5,400 men were flown over to Rommel. They arrived without transport, except for some who landed with bicycles, as much needed in the desert as sunlamps. But they were mostly Germans, trained and disciplined, and he funneled them into his defensive lines. Italians who arrived he dismissed as "virtually useless."


  July 21: Thank God the front is quieter. We now have a chance to stabilize the situation. The crisis will last a long time yet, since they get more supplies than we. Kesselring is flying to the Fuhrer's headquarters.


  Unfortunately, I can't go myself.


  July 22: The front became more active again, I AM SORRY TO SAY. It seems that the enemy has received reinforcements. I can't wait until the day when we too receive substantial forces. Until then the crisis will continue!


  His spirits were raised a bit when his troops, fighting defensively, took 1,400 prisoners and demolished much enemy armor.


  July 25: Things are a little better since reinforcements have reached us. The difficult fighting during the last few days is almost indescribable. Of course, we are still far from being out of the woods. The enemy is numerically very much superior to us. Yet the 146 tanks which we destroyed two days ago in and behind our lines cannot be easily replaced. The enemy won't be able to take such losses many more times.


  The tenor of the next letters differs little. He believed "we are the second front on which England wants to achieve victory at any price." Hitler sent General Walter Warlimont, deputy chief of the Armed Forces, to see Rommel. "He will report to the Fuhrer," wrote the marshal, ''and I hope for definite help in the near future."


  While Rommel waited for reinforcements, the bitter fighting continued, and it was not until the last days of July that he was able to stabilize the lines. He was exasperated by the disagreements with the Italians:


  Those people won't make any big effort to help us. We are all on our own here, and the battle with headquarters in the rear is only a little less exhausting than the battles at the front.


  August 2: Quiet with the exception of intense air activity against our supply lines. I am grateful for every quiet day. It gives us a chance to recuperate. Many men are sick. Unfortunately, many of the older officers cannot bear the strain. I too am very tired and worn out, but at the moment I can take it a little easy.


  Unfortunately, the British railroad--from Tobruk to the front is not running. We need locomotives.


  August 4: Still quiet over here. Our supply lines, however, are under constant attack and so supplies do not reach us in the quantities needed.


  August was a race between both sides to refit and regroup. Of the 124,000 men in Rommel's Panzer Army, one-third were Italian. Of the German element, about 17,000 were men who had been engaged since the Fatherland entered the African picture. Many of them were burned out and the Fox felt he could not in good conscience ask more of these men. He asked for their relief, much as he regretted losing these battle-tried veterans.


  Among Rommel's other problems was the desultory unloading of ships coming to Tobruk, causing some to drop anchor for days before being unloaded and putting them at risk of being sunk by enemy bombers. Had it not been for his use of captured vehicles, armor, guns, materiel, and foodstuffs, he would long ago have had to throw in the sponge. To a significant degree he fought the enemy with its own equipment.


  Rommel calculated that by September 15 his opponent would be supplied afresh from British and American sources. Also, the British would be drawing troops from the Near East and India, close at hand, and in the interval would be feverishly laying more mines on their front. It was imperative that he move fast. While London and Washington responded to the Eighth Army's needs with crashing programs, Rommel's pleas to Rome and Berlin yielded more promises than results.


  The British reshuffled their top command, as they had done several times before, searching among their top generals for one capable of outfoxing the Fox. There had already been Wavell, Wilson, Cunningham, Ritchie, and Auchinleck. Now Ritchie was to be replaced by Lieutenant General W. H. E. Gott, known as "Strafer," an audacious tank warrior who had fought elements of Rommel's forces earlier. He had been on leave in England when he was summoned to take command of the Eighth Army, but was killed in the crash of his Africa-bound plane. Hastily the Imperial Staff substituted a small shy man who was known to be cold and methodical. Considered an insufferable prima donna by his subordinates, he was impervious to the dislike he aroused by often tactless criticism. In black-bereted Lieutenant General Sir Bernard L. Montgomery the foxy Rommel faced an opponent with an all-consuming desire for another crack at the Germans ever since he had brought his division back from the beaches of Dunkerque.


  Montgomery was fresh and rested. Rommel, though, was now tired, worn out. Ordinarily he was a man of hardy constitution who quickly rebounded from weariness. But the strain of leading troops for eighteen months under the grueling conditions of the desert, where the broiling days, freezing nights, thirst, dust, and flies quickly sap men's strength, eventually claimed the rugged, indefatigable Swabian. His doctor found he was "suffering from chronic stomach and intestinal catarrh, nasal diphtheria, and considerable circulation trouble." To complicate matters further, he was often faint, managing to stay on his feet only with the greatest determination, seemingly propelled by his own kinetic force. His futile pleading with Rome and Berlin for supplies and reinforcements and the internecine quarrels with his Italian allies had not helped any.


  Now on August 22: Yesterday I underwent a thorough physical checkup. The result: my heart does not function properly, much too low blood pressure, state of exhaustion, six to eight weeks rest cure recommended. I have asked the High Command to send a substitute. This news will have the effect of a bombshell in Rome. They have given us Germans quite a runaround lately. It would be best if they had to paddle their own canoe. The British would skin their hides in the first couple days.


  The marshal's many negative comments about his partners would give the impression he considered them hopeless as soldiers, minus all fighting spirit. When, however, after he had left Africa and had more leisure to reflect, he was to say that much of the trouble lay with the Italian command, which was incapable of making lightning decisions followed by the fast action required by armored desert warfare. The infantryman he considered poorly trained, not nearly up to the standards of the German footsloggers. In addition he was poorly fed, not supported by field kitchens as were the Germans and British. The officers, on the other hand, lingered over several-course meals. They had no military tradition and were in no rush to acquire one, often failing to appear during battle, hardly inspiriting examples to their men, who, nonetheless, he felt, often performed courageously.


  For the Duce's antediluvian weapons, many of World War I vintage, he had little respect. The tanks, which the Brits referred to as sardine cans and self-propelled coffins, he found thin skinned, technically defective with insufficiently powered engines and mounting guns of too short a range. In addition they lacked radios, so that tank commanders were forced to signal with flags.


  August 24: My state of health is such that I can be up from time to time. However, I won't be able to get around that six weeks' treatment in Germany. This blood pressure business must be taken care of once and for good. I will certainly stay on the job here until a substitute arrives. I don't know yet who will replace me. I am having another checkup today. The only redeeming feature of it is that the problem can be completely corrected. Considering the turnover of five generals per division in these one and a half years in Africa, it is not surprising that my time for an overhaul has come.


  As both sides sought to recover from their mutual pummeling, the British were able to draw for manpower on their territories. Replacements came from India, South Africa, New Zealand, Syria, and Iraq. Their lines of communication were short and secure. Rommel, on the other hand, was handicapped by the paucity of German and Italian replacements, forcing him to rely on his declining number of tired Afrika Korps veterans. He was further severely handicapped by his long supply lines. Transports from Italy dared not come into the small ports of Bardia and Mersa Matruh, near the battle zone, but had to discharge their cargoes far to the west, and at risk even there, for the British controlled the sea and dominated the air. The consequence was to force Rommel to truck his fuel, food, and ammunition over a long coastal road, and that mostly during the night hours. Even then the road, lit up by dropped flares, was subject to low-flying air attack.


  Serious as these handicaps were, there was one that was even more serious, and that was the state of the Swabian's health. He was suffering frequent fainting spells and was having difficulty remaining on his feet. His physician, Professor Dr. Horster, a renowned stomach specialist, wired the High Command that Rommel was not fit to conduct the planned offensive.


  Rommel asked that General Heinz Wilhelm Guderian, the father of German tank warfare and the only officer he considered capable of handling the current situation, be sent as his temporary replacement. The reply was that Guderian was not available.


  In a letter to Mrs. Rommel at this time by the marshal's liaison officer, Lieutenant Alfred Berndt, he informed her of her husband's condition and said that a long medical report had been sent to the High Command. He cautioned her that this would start all kinds of rumors, but added that all her husband really needed was a lengthy rest without the tremendous responsibilities he was bearing, and that everything possible was being done by his staff to maintain the marshal's health and strength. Fresh fruits and vegetable were being flown in daily and fish were being caught, pigeons were being shot, and chickens and eggs were available. Care was being taken that her husband didn't detect this "mothering," because, "being the man he is, he would decline any extra rations."


  In response to the High Command's refusal to send Guderian as his relief, Rommel decided, in collusion with Dr. Horster, to conduct the offensive himself. A telegram was sent to the High Command saying that his condition had greatly improved and that, under constant medical supervision, he would be able to conduct the upcoming battle.


  The wizard of the sands made his last try for Egypt on August 30, only to be brought up sharply. It was the turning point of his North African career.


  Two letters, one written at the start of the attack and the other at its conclusion, outline the reasons for his decision to attack, what he hoped to achieve, and why he failed.


  August 30: This day comes at last. How eagerly I have waited for and how much I have worried about this day, wondering whether I would be able to gather my forces to strike again. Many problems were not solved in a satisfactory manner, and there are major defects here and there. Nevertheless, I took the risk, because I am not likely to have another chance like this insofar as the moonlight and ratio of forces is concerned.


  Personally, I want to do my utmost to contribute to the success. I feel very well physically. So much is at stake.


  If our stroke succeeds, it may be of decisive influence in deciding the course of the war. If it fails, I still hope to weaken the enemy considerably. [Consul-General and son of the former Foreign Minister] Neurath saw the Fuhrer and relayed his regards. He fully understands our anxieties.


  Of the 5,000 tons of gasoline he had been promised by September 3, 2,600 tons had been sunk and 1,500 had not yet left Italy. Pummeled by vastly superior numbers, his attack was stymied and he was forced to call it off. The RAF, with virtually complete command of the air, lit up the night with parachute flares and loosed saturation bombing upon Rommel's massed armor, vehicles, and guns. Relays of flights unloaded their explosives over his command post, and one vehicle caught fire ten yards from the slit trench into which he had thrown himself.


  September 4: Very hard days lie behind me. The army's offensive had to be halted because of supply difficulties and enemy air superiority. I'm at the CP today for a short time, the first since the beginning of the attack. I even managed to get the boots off my feet and to take a bath. I hope the situation can be cleared up.


  What Rommel learned during that six-day battle, and was never to forget, was that there was no answer to an enemy's air dominance other than an equally powerful air force of his own. "In every battle to come," he was to write, "the strength of the Anglo-American air force was to be the deciding factor."


  Ordinarily a man of invincible stamina, the marshal was now ill and weary but continued to spend long periods at the front. His health worsened. At times, aide Herman Aldinger told me, he gave his orders from bed.


  
    September 15: Yesterday was a day with a great deal of excitement in the morning hours: "Landing of enemy troops in the vicinity of Tobruk." Everything went well though, and the British were beaten off with heavy losses. The British report for a change that I am sick and have fallen into disgrace. The source is supposed to be Rome, "Vatican." They pick up a lot of gossip.


  


  September 16: I returned from Tobruk last night. You must have been very pleased with the special announcement regarding the failure of the British landing. Stumme [Rommel's replacement] will arrive in Rome today. I hope to be able to leave here in a week. The battle for Stalingrad seems to be a very hard one and ties up large forces that could be better used here in the South. Field Marshal List, I hear, is retiring. As you know, I thought especially highly of him.


  List, as chief of the training section of the Wehrmacht, had been Rommel's superior during his postings at the teaching academies and was the chief planner of the German blitz in France.


  The German High Command dispatched General Georg Stumme, who had been Rommel's predecessor as commander of the 7th Panzer Division, to relieve the exhausted Swabian, who, ill with liver and blood pressure ailments and desert sores, flew off to the Fuhrer's headquarters for conferences before going on to a mountain resort in Austria for a rest cure.


  At one conference with Hitler, the Fuhrer promised Rommel a considerable increase in supplies in the next weeks. They would be ferried over the Mediterranean by Siebelfaehren, a German development, flat ferries with a draft of such little depth that torpedoes passed below them. To reduce their vulnerability to air attack, they were mounted with antiaircraft guns.


  Also attending the meeting, as related to me by Captain Aldinger, was Hermann Goering, chief of the Luftwaffe and second in command to Hitler, who minimized Rommel's difficulties. Rommel pointed out that American aircraft were superior to the German and that British pilots flying American-made fighter-bombers had destroyed some of his tanks with 40-mm armor-piercing shells.


  "Impossible!" shouted Goering. "The Americans can't make planes! All they can make is razor blades!"


  "I wish, Herr Reichsmarschall," retorted Rommel, "that you would come over to Africa and see these American razor blades. I wish I had such razor blades!"


  
    In Britain Churchill was eager for a dramatic victory to bolster home morale. The spirits of the English, particularly the Londoners who were forced to seek their safety from nightly Luftwaffe poundings in the shelter of the Underground, and who stoically contributed their blood, sweat, and tears, were in need of a lift.


  


  Churchill now demanded, several times, that Montgomery attack El Alamein, only to have his general adamantly refuse while he meticulously prepared his battle plan, filled out his troop rosters, and awaited the arrival of more American armor. Finally, on the night of October 23, he opened the battle with an artillery barrage by 1,200 guns, jerking the war out of its temporary torpor. The cacophony of explosions could be heard seventy miles away in Alexandria. Hour after hour there was a constant thunder of detonations. The battle, which would turn the tide of war in North Africa against Germany, had begun.


  Later, in response to a newsman's question, Montgomery was to say, "I am not a bit anxious about my battles. If I am anxious, I don't fight them. I wait until I am ready."


  Waiting until he was ready was not a luxury in which the Fox could indulge. In rehabilitation only three weeks, far from recovered, he was called on the telephone by Field Marshal Keitel, chief of the High Command. The British had launched a big offensive, he said, and it was believed that General Stumme had been captured or killed. At dinner that evening Hitler was on the telephone. Stumme was dead. Was Rommel well enough to reassume command?


  "Jawohl!" replied Rommel.


  The ill Swabian flew back.


  October 26: Arrived back here at 1830 last night. Situation tense. Much work! It's not easy to again get used to the different surroundings and the present job after the beautiful weeks at home. The difference is too great!


  Taking up the reins again, he found his army in flight. The 300 Italian tanks were old and decrepit, with little fighting value. British tanks outnumbered the German five to one and were now using newly developed and highly effective armor-piercing shells, which, when penetrating a tank, ricocheted around inside, often killing the entire crew. Causing him further dismay was the discovery that during his absence the on-again-off-again supply system had failed to such a point that his army was critically short of ammunition and had only a three-day supply of gasoline, and a third of his troops were disabled by illness.


  [image: ]


  A study in contrasts. Top: Rommel and wife in March 1942 after regaining Cyrenaica. He had just been promoted to army commander and been awarded the Swords to the Oak Leaves to the Knight's Cross, the first soldier to be so highly decorated. He is planning to capture Tobruk. Bottom: The marshal and Mrs. Rommel with their son Manfred in October 1942, after the marshal failed to capture El Alamein. Rommel has just told Lucie that the war is lost. Photos from Mrs. Rommel.


  The Eighth Army's new commander had set his sights high and Rommel knew it. What he did not know was that Montgomery was the beneficiary of Ultra messages. These were digests of the wireless Enigma machine enciphered messages, thought by the Germans to be proof against enemy decoding and used by their upper commands to communicate top-secret matters. These messages were intercepted and deciphered by the British, who had successfully built a replica of the machine, one of the Allies' most closely guarded secrets. At the battle for El Alamein and the subsequent retreat, Rommel labored under the handicap of this superior British intelligence. He did not know, and never learned that in addition to the overwhelming odds with which he had fought Montgomery, the British commander was being supplied by Ultra with vital intelligence about the German's strength, supply situation, and plans--about akin in a poker game to knowing four of the five cards held by the opponent.


  During most of the war the messages transmitted by Hitler to his field commanders were sent out on the Enigma coding machines. Consequently, the Allies suffered few nasty surprises, the commanders being forewarned of the German plans by Ultra messages.


  October 27: Engaged in heavy fighting! Nobody can appreciate the heavy burden I bear. Once more everything is at stake, and the conditions under which this battle is being fought are particularly unfavorable.


  You know that I am giving my last.


  An Italian tanker, on which he had based his hopes for some easing of his gasoline situation, was bombed and sunk by the British as it approached Tobruk. Because of the intercepted Ultra messages, British intelligence knew where and when the Italian tankers would arrive.


  With his fuel supply harrowingly crimped, Rommel was compelled to issue to all divisions the watchword: "As little movement as possible."


  For the first time he came up against the American-built Sherman tank and found it far superior to anything the Germans had.


  The morning of October 28: Who knows whether during the next few days I'll have a chance to sit down quietly to write you. I have an opportunity now to do so. The battle rages and perhaps we shall survive despite all the adverse conditions; or perhaps we shall fail, in which case the entire course of the war will be unfavorably influenced. In the latter event North Africa would fall into the hands of the British in a few days, practically without a fight.


  We are doing our utmost to succeed. The enemy's superiority is tremendous and our own means very meager.


  If we fail, whether or not I survive the battle will be in the hands of the Lord. Life is hard to bear for a vanquished man. I have a good conscience, for I have done everything to gain victory and have not spared my own person. Should I remain on the battlefield, I would like to thank you and the boy for all the love and joy you have given me during my life.


  That evening: By the time you get this letter it will have been decided whether or not we were able to hold out.


  Not much hope remains. At night I lie awake with open eyes. During the day I am tired to death.


  October 30: Situation somewhat quieter. I slept for a change and am in good spirits. I hope yet to succeed.


  The following noon he received the stunning blow that the tanker sent to replace the one sunk earlier at Tobruk had also been sunk. Ultra again.


  October 31: Situation quite serious again. Otherwise, I am well personally. A week ago I was at home in seventh heaven.


  November 1: A week of very bitter fighting lies behind us. The situation was often so desperate that I did not know whether we could hold out. So far we have always pulled through, though not without sad losses. I move about a great deal to step in where there is trouble.


  In the first days of November the ailing German, his troop strength dwarfed by Montgomery's, knew his days were numbered. His outgeneralling a string of successive opponents was no longer enough. He lacked reinforcements, tanks, munitions, supplies. In situations where saturation fire was demanded, he could allow only harassing fire. His quartermaster could supply only one-tenth the gasoline he required. The immense Allied air superiority bedeviled his forces by breaking up approach marches and assemblies, restricting them to the hours of darkness. There were days when the Allies flew twenty sorties for every one the Axis powers could put into the sky. He had long ago learned that the side controlling the air could conduct a war of attrition. It could give its ground commanders complete aerial reconnaissance reports. It could monitor and destroy, or at least impede, the enemy's supply lines, limiting its supply operations to the nighttime hours. He was finding, as he was later to note, that the Anglo-American air arms were the deciding factor in the later battles in Africa. This lesson he never forgot and was later to refer to it innumerable times in arguing with Field Marshal Karl Rudolf Gerd von Rundstedt and the High Command when the defense tactics to be employed in Normandy were under discussion.


  November 2: Very, very heavy fighting again and not in our favor. Slowly but surely the enemy is heaving us out of this position with his superiority and that will be the end. You can imagine how I feel. It's air raid after air raid after air raid!


  Rommel felt that despite his clear, unvarnished reports to the High Command, they did not draw the proper conclusions. They did not appreciate the desperateness of the situation. He sent his liaison officer, Berndt, to Hitler's headquarters with instructions to make the situation clear to the Fuhrer and seek a revocation of his order. The British were trying to overpower, surround, and destroy him. He was in critical need of air cover, men, munitions, guns, and materiel. He planned to fight delaying actions in successive positions in an effort to salvage the bulk of his army, sacrificing only the covering force. The first stage in his plans was a sixty-mile retreat from El Alamein to defense positions at Fuka.


  Rommel's letter of November 3 was delivered by Berndt to Mrs. Rommel in Wiener Neustadt, the marshal's home at the time, in the course of his mission.


  The battle still rages with undiminished fury. I can believe no longer, or scarcely any longer, in its favorable outcome. Berndt is flying to the Fuhrer to report. I enclose 25,000 lire that I have saved. Our fate is in the hands of God. P.S. Ask Appel [apparently a banker] to exchange the lire. Currency regulations!


  To his dismay, instead of help he received in the early afternoon an order from Hitler to ''stand fast, yield not a yard of ground and throw every man and every gun into battle. . . . As to your troops, you can show them no other road than that to victory or death."


  Up to this time he had freedom of action in the direction of his army, but since he had always demanded unconditional obedience from his men and officers, he felt he too must obey unconditionally. Against his better judgment he passed down the Fuhrer's order, which resulted in unnecessary losses.


  Later the same day: The scales of battle are tipping against us.


  
    The enemy masses simply smother us. I am making an attempt to salvage elements of the army. I wonder whether I will succeed. At night I lie with open eyes and rack my brain for a way out of this disaster for our troops. Difficult days lie ahead of us, perhaps the most difficult for any man to live through. I envy the dead; for them it's all over.


  


  That night he agonized over the order he had passed down. To continue it in effect would mean the quick destruction of his army. He debated with himself where his duty lay. Was it blind obedience to the Fuhrer or was it to save his men's lives?


  The "victory or death" order with its detrimental consequences sorely embittered the marshal. For the first time, as he paced outside his van with a member of his staff, he expressed the view that the Fuhrer was crazy. After the African fighting ended, he was to say that obeying that order was his one big mistake of the campaign. Thereafter, to save the army from destruction, he circumvented ill-conceived orders from the Fuhrer or the Duce. The next day Montgomery broke through the German's lines at El Alamein, giving Churchill the opportunity to create a British hero, a counterpart to Rommel. With the cooperation of the media, "Monty" was anointed the savior, only further adding, said his detractors, to his insufferability.


  Rommel, hopelessly outmanned and outgunned, and with the world crashing about his ears, radioed the overlord for help. The message reached the Fuhrer's headquarters late in the evening, and the major who received it held it for Hitler until morning. When the Fuhrer saw it, it was too late for another Sieg oder Todt (victory or death) order. Rommel was already racing westward. Furious, Hitler vented his wrath on the major, demoting him on the spot to private.


  In the retreat the bulk of the Italian infantry, lacking transport and short of water and ammunition, was lost. The German units were also in bad shape. The 21st Panzer Division was forced to destroy those of its tanks that ran out of gas.


  For two days there was some respite for the Fox when heavy downpours slowed his pursuers. By then his forces were in the area of Sollum, 300 miles east of Fuka.


  Five thousand tons of gasoline arrived for him, but far behind the front, in Benghazi, 400 miles away. Of that the British bombers quickly blew up half.


  Soon the marshal had another headache. An Allied force of 100,000, mostly American, had landed in his rear on the shores of Algeria and Morocco with only token resistance from the Vichy-controlled French. He found no time to write his wife. Finally, on November 9, a clerk typed on a postcard, "I am well. Best regards." And underneath, in his bold but almost indecipherable hand, Rommel scribbled a hasty "Erwin."


  November 10: Since the enemy breakthrough at Alamein I have had no chance to write. I want to sendyou a few lines today. When an enemy has broken through an army, that army is in bad shape. One has to fight one's way through and in the process one loses whatever striking power still remained. We can't go on much longer because a superior enemy is chasing us.


  November 11: We are still in a bad way and no end is in sight for a long time to come. Just like last year it seems to be our fate once more to be forced back with the only difference that very, very little of my Army is left this time. Emotionally I am slowly calming down. It is not my fault that it has come to this. So far as I was able, I did my part.


  November 12: Another black day lies behind us. I moved around all day yesterday with the terrible feeling of not being able to salvage anything any more. Everything has turned out exactly the opposite of my hopes and all the work in this theater of war seems to have been in vain. It is true that I have accomplished the almost superhuman, but this end is too bitter.


  By November 15 the French in North Africa re-entered the war to join the Allies.


  Chapter VII Long and Bitter Retreat


  El Alamein was the decisive battle in Africa, costing Rommel the loss of most of his infantry and motorized forces. He was furious that in official German and Italian quarters the defeat was attributed to the men and his leadership and not to where it belonged: the failure to get supplies to him, the mastery of the skies by the Allied air forces, and the overwhelming superiority of the enemy in numbers of men, tanks, and artillery. He raged at the scurrilous comment that his troops had thrown away their weapons. He felt he was being subjected to reckless calumny by deskbound dimwits who became old soldiers by remaining far from the battlefields. He referred to the deskbound wonders at higher headquarters with the barb: Weit vom Schuss gibt alte Krieger. (Staying far from the battle makes for old soldiers.) It caused him later to reflect contemptuously upon the relative merits of the intellectually qualified chairborne officer and the field commander with little staff or academic training who must carry out the order.


  With the yielding of Tobruk, miles-long columns were in retreat, repeatedly pounded by flights of RAF bombers. Hundreds of vehicles were in tow because of mechanical trouble or empty gas tanks. To slow down Montgomery's vanguard, Rommel's engineers devised ingenious booby traps.


  November 13: The battle in [French] North Africa is drawing to a close. This heightens the odds against us. It is not the fault of this Army, which has given a brilliant account of itself.


  November 14: We are on the move west again. Personally, I am well, but you can imagine how my head is spinning. We must be grateful for every day the enemy does not catch up with us. I don't know how far we can get this way. It depends on the gasoline, which must be flown to us.


  How are you both? Even with so much on my mind, I often think of you. How can this war successfully continue if we lose North Africa? What will the end of this war be like? I wish I could rid myself of these terrible thoughts.


  Rommel's retreat continued to be hampered by a shortage of gasoline. He could not take his tanks off the roads. Deploying them across the wastes raised their fuel consumption and became a tactical luxury he could not afford. When his armor ran out of gas, he dug it in. Yet for his distress the gods of war had compassion. As the British took to the sand to cut him off, a cloudburst transformed the desert into a quagmire. On the other hand, the same gods were also helping his opponent. A fleet of tankers on the way to Benghazi was turned back, and another tanker, with 100 tons still to unload, hastily departed Benghazi. To nettle the Swabian further, Marshal Ugo Cavallero transmitted an order from the Duce to stand fast in Cyrenaica for at least another week. It was stressed that this would determine the fate of the Axis forces. Rommel wrote that he wished that the Italian officer had been equally zealous in getting supplies to him during the El Alamein fighting.


  November 16: Retreated for another considerable distance! To make matters worse, it's raining, which makes the moving very difficult. Lack of fuel! It makes you cry. I hope the British have the same bad weather.


  With skillful parries the pauperized Swabian, master of mobile operations, endeavored to counter the thrusts of Montgomery, who was abundantly supplied with men, armor, gasoline, and munitions and supported by a strong force of British and American planes. Adding to his advantages, he was receiving Ultra messages.


  Rommel's mood was black. His stream of supplies had been reduced to a trickle, whereas Montgomery's had expanded. From the United States came a flow of Sherman, Grant, and Lee tanks and self-propelled artillery. For the marshal there were few reinforcements and air support was negligible, because the Stuka had long ceased to reign lord of the skies. He had no illusions about the final outcome. Only the Arab still thought the Desert Fox might retrace his steps. He had seen him do it before, and he hedged his bets. He smuggled a rug across the lines to Rommel as a gesture of good will.


  November 24: The communique tells all about our situation. Italian divisions are here, it is true, but their combat efficiency against the very well equipped British divisions is very low. Not much remains of the German troops, but we try to keep a grip on the North African theater. General Fehn has arrived to take command of the Africa Korps. A refreshing personality! I would very much like to report to the Fuhrer personally on the situation and our prospects, but I cannot leave during these critical days. One month ago the enemy offensive began and Stumme was killed. What all I have gone through since!


  The British paused in their pursuit. Concern as to what unorthodox maneuver the Fox might pull out of his bag of tricks and aware of his skill at table-turning ripostes, the timid Montgomery proceeded cautiously. Unlike the agile thrusting Fox, Montgomery was a persevering mechanic who would attack only when all i's were dotted and all ts crossed. The German gloomily interpreted this pause as "only the calm that precedes the storm. It is doubtful that we shall survive another battle. It will depend on how much the British throw at us."


  Taking advantage of the lull in the fighting, Rommel put newly arrived General Fehn in charge of the Panzer Army and, without asking Hitler's permission, flew off to the Fuhrer's headquarters, much to Hitler's subsequent irritation. This meeting was described to me by Captain Aldinger after the war.


  "The marshal laid the cards on the table," said the aide. "He was looking for a strategic decision. He saw the possibility of a resounding success in North Africa if he was given the resources. If they were not to be forthcoming, he proposed the abandonment of North Africa."


  The mention of the strategic question sent the Fuhrer into a fury of wild charges, among them that Rommel's troops had thrown their arms away. This brought a hot response from Rommel, who pointed out that two-thirds of the 15,000 fighting men of the Afrika Korps were unarmed because their weapons had been destroyed by British tanks, artillery, and bombers.


  "Hitler refused to believe this," continued Aldinger, "and the staff officers present obsequiously nodded agreement to that, as well as to other of Hitler's unfounded charges. Rommel later said to me, 'Those idiots! Most of them have never had a shot fired at them!'"


  As the conference went on, said Aldinger, Rommel asked for direct control of the African Luftwaffe, insisting that Kesselring's direction of the air arm from Rome was illogical. This was refused. Then he demanded immediate and greater shipments of gasoline, ammunition, supplies, and reinforcements.


  "Out of the question!" said Hitler curtly, citing his beleaguered divisions at Stalingrad as priority. To Hitler and the High Command the struggles in the wastes of Africa were of only secondary importance to the campaign in Russia. Supplies were directed to the eastern front and only a small measure was diverted for Rommel's use. The African scene was a sideshow. For the Fuhrer the center ring was the fight against Stalin and the Red Army.


  In the previous months, in a drive to reach the Russian oil fields in the Caucasus mountains, the Teutonic forces had penetrated deep into the heart of southern Russia. Hitler had then ordered the capture of Stalingrad, a city of vital importance to his enemy. It was a center of armaments production and strategically situated on the Volga River, the Red Army's main north-south supply route. It was to be the capstone of the winter campaign.


  Marshal Friedrich von Paulus's Sixth Army had rapidly advanced toward its target across the open steppes, but as it neared the outskirts of Stalingrad, Russian resistance stiffened. In mid-November a surprise pincer attack by two Russian armies, quickly reinforced by five more, had cut off Paulus and trapped him in a cauldron thirty miles wide and twenty miles deep. Refusing to allow Paulus to retreat, the Fuhrer insisted that the Sixth Army fight on.


  With the impending Stalingrad debacle dominating Hitler's concerns, Rommel then proposed an alternative: the liquidation of the African front, with the troops to be dispatched to Stalingrad.


  "Impossible!" said Hitler. "I owe the African campaign to the Duce. You will hold out to the last man! Mussolini has guaranteed me supplies and air superiority."


  "Mussolini can't fulfill his guarantees," protested Rommel. "I believe Mussolini more than my generals," snapped Hitler, a remark Rommel never forgave. Of the 60,000 tons of supplies Mussolini had committed to deliver, Rommel had received 8,093.


  Rommel left the Fuhrer's headquarters with Goering, whom he considered a bitter enemy, on a trip to Rome to see Mussolini. In the Reichmarschall's special train, Goering gave little evidence of concern for the travail in Africa.


  "To my husband's disgust," said Mrs. Rommel to me, "Goering talked of nothing but jewelry and paintings with his entourage, or, as my husband put it, 'the imbeciles from his own court.'"


  The marshal had a deep distrust for Goering, a man he thought was too fond of his comforts, brilliant but unconscionable, whose means for attaining his ambitions were reprehensible. One of his aims, he felt, was to undermine the marshal's relations with the Fuhrer and the Duce. Another was to have the Luftwaffe put in control of the African campaign. He had illusions that his "Praetorian Guard," the Hermann Goering Panzer Division, would, to his glory, score easy victories in Africa. Units of the division were at the time en route to Tunis.


  This distrust only deepened upon their meeting with the Duce. Seeking to scuttle the Fox, Goering offhandedly declared that Rommel had left the Italians in the lurch at El Alamein. Before Rommel, taken aback by the treacherous remark, could reply, Mussolini interjected, "That's news to me. Your retreat was a masterpiece, Marshal."


  "It was after these conferences," Mrs. Rommel told me, "that my husband said to me again in Rome that we had lost the war and ought to be making an effort to come to a compromise peace."


  Empty-handed, disenchanted, and disappointed, the Swabian returned to his troops, and the tone of his letters changed little. Daily he bewailed the dearth of supplies, particularly gasoline.


  He was the victim of a confluence of negative developments. His visceral desire to capture Alexandria, Cairo, and the Suez Canal conflicted with the High Command's strategic thinking. Its focus was on Russia, particularly the battle for Stalingrad, and hence priority of supplies and reinforcements was given to the eastern front. Said aide Aldinger to me after the war: "Russia got the logs; we got the chips."


  Rommel's biggest headache, though, was the time element favoring his enemies, who could reinforce and resupply faster than he could. Every day's delay before battle resumed widened the disparity between the sides in favor of the British, particularly now that the new advanced American tanks and planes were entering the fray.


  December 4: Little has changed. My health is not the best. My nerves are much overstrained. Thus my efficiency is lessened. Since the situation did not take a turn for the better I am suffering accordingly.


  December 5: The gasoline situation will determine whether or not we shall be able to maneuver. If not, fate will soon catch up with us. I could weep!


  December 7: Supplies are still completely inadequate.


  December 8: Supplies are very scarce. Great worries!


  Seventeen days early, allowing for mail delays, he congratulated his son on his coming fourteenth birthday. He advised the boy to learn as much as possible in school and to listen to his mother, who had his best interests at heart. He was not pleased that the Hitler Youth were taking up so much of his time, with his grades suffering as a result.


  December 10: I think Tommy wants to get to Tunisia before Christmas.


  By December 11 he was so despondent that he penned his wife:


  I wonder if you would be kind enough to send me by courier a German-English dictionary. I have an idea that I shall be able to make good use of it.


  Two days later he found in his mail a check for 19,800 marks from his publishers for the thirteenth edition of The Infantry Attacks and estimated that he had a credit of about 50,000 marks. He wondered whether they would ever be able to make use of the money.


  As the Allies poured men and materiel into Africa in ever-increasing quantities, their navies reduced the Axis supply stream to a trickle. This unhappy situation was now reflected in one melancholy letter after another:


  . . . supplies that don't arrive . . . Supplies arrive in dribbles only. . . . Berndt will fly to Germany the day after tomorrow to "go shopping" for us. . . . Our supplies, especially gasoline, are very scarce. . . . The supply situation renders the general situation more difficult every day. . . . miserable supply status . . . Our supply system has broken down almost completely. . . .


  The quartermaster's delivery of only minuscule amounts of gasoline and ammunition dictated his tactics. Battles, he was frequently to say later, are often decided by the opposing quartermasters.


  December 15: The enemy is attacking on a broad front. We are making an effort to halt him. Gasoline and ammunition, however, are very scarce. No reinforcements have reached us, either.


  The next day, camped in a flower-dappled field, he wondered where he would be by Christmas.


  December 18: We are once more engaged in heavy fighting. There is little hope for success, for we are short of everything. My personal fate matters little in comparison with the fate of the armies and the fatal consequences of our unsuccessful struggle. Bastico too was very downhearted yesterday. The situation in the West, and particularly at the ports, does not seem to improve. We hope to be able to keep fighting for another few days, but gasoline is scarce and one cannot get along without it.


  As a result of a situation report he and Marshal Bastico had jointly sent to the Commando Supremo (Italian High Command), he received a bombastic order from Mussolini to have the German-Italian Army resist to the uttermost at a position Rommel considered untenable. His own plans were to retreat until he found terrain that was tactically suitable for defense, and then fight.


  Early on the morning of Christmas Eve, while inspecting the country south of his headquarters, he ran into a herd of gazelles and shot one of the swift animals from his moving car. The rest of the day he spent with the troops, and in the late evening he invited several of his staff members to join him for a gazelle dinner.


  On Christmas Eve he wrote Lucie that he thanked God that his soldiers' spirits were high and found it difficult to conceal from them the hopelessness of their plight.


  With the Tommies pressing him relentlessly from the east, Rommel continued to fight delaying actions and apprehensively waited for the Yanks to begin their offensive from the West, concluding that "that will probably be the end." To add to his problems, time and misfortunes had done little to improve Italo-Germanic relations. Wrote Rommel: "I often differ with Bastico. The best thing for me to do is to visit the front. That gives me other things to think about and there I see smart German soldiers."


  December 28: Westphal will take this letter. He is flying back tomorrow, the lucky fellow! Slowly but surely our fate is drawing to its close. It would be a miracle if we could hold out for any length of time. The future is in the hands of God. We shall go on fighting as long as possible. On my last visit I had an idea it would come to this.


  December 30: The battle has started. Its conclusion is quite obvious to me. The ratio of forces is too adverse and our supply system has broken down almost completely.


  The battle was not the large-scale offensive Rommel feared, and it soon ended. " The troops are in the best of spirits," he wrote on New Year's Eve. "It's a good thing that soldiers don't know everything!"


  
    Soon after the beginning of the year, Marshal Kesselring and Marshal Cavallero were due at Rommel's headquarters for a conference. "Let's hope it won't be all just promises," wrote Rommel. And the next day: " They didn't even make promises."


  


  New Year's Eve he spent with Bayerlein, now commander of the Afrika Korps. They sat cozily in his command car until midnight and reminisced of home.


  January 2, 1943: Major fighting has still not begun. When it starts I will be in grave trouble.


  The Fox was surprised that the enemy did not dare risk an attack, and wondered when the blow would strike. He reported himself in a somewhat better mood, that he had hopes of making a defense somewhere. He lamented that he had not been getting much mail, speculating that most of it was probably at the bottom of the sea, and asked if Manfred had received the birthday letter he sent.


  By mid-January he was on the move again, and soon the terrain became mountainous. He hoped to delay the enemy for a time. The Allies, however, had smelled the kill and, with a superiority that Rommel estimated at eight to one, hounded him closely. He reminded his wife of their last conversation: "It turned out as I predicted and all the promises remained promises."


  There was an interlude in the battle. He reported to his wife that the situation was less desperate than it had been. His liaison man, Berndt, would "go shopping" for him. Reduced to grasping at straws to bolster his flagging spirits, he wrote: " What do you think of Nanking China's [Chinese puppet government] declaration of war against Britain and the U.S.A.? Two hundred fifty million more people are therefore now on our side."


  January 19: Fighting continues with undiminished fury. We have now reached a somewhat mountainous terrain and hope to be able to hold up the enemy here for some time. Berndt has returned. Kesselring pulled rank on him when they went to see the Fuhrer. But Berndt's trip was a very good and necessary thing, although it is doubtful if our hopes can be fulfilled. The events have raced too far ahead. The hardest part still lies before us. Berndt relayed the Fuhrer's best regards and assured me that I still have his complete confidence. The times are now--as I pointed out to you in November--very serious indeed. Every single German will have to contribute to the war effort without regard to residence, social position, property, or age. Be sure to look for a suitable job in time. Manfred [fourteen years old] too, will soon have to stand at a work bench or behind an AA gun. The stake is life or death for the German nation. I am writing you this because I want to tell you quite frankly what will happen. It is better to prepare for such things in time, so that the conversion will not be so abrupt. Our enemies, especially the Russians, have no picnic either. For a long time already they have with the utmost brutality forced all the elements of their nation to work and demanded their utmost effort. This alone explains their recent successes.


  January 20: The enemy is endeavoring to shift the battle as fast as possible to the West. I can fully understand this maneuver from his standpoint.


  He took some consolation from the troubles of Field Marshal Paulus, commanding the surrounded forces at Stalingrad. That man, he felt, had an inhumane enemy, implying that he was more fortunate to have the British as opponents. He wrote that he hoped that God would not desert the Germans altogether.


  January 22: Grave reproaches from Rome because we do not hold out longer against enemy pressure. We do all we can. The development of the situation yesterday fully vindicated my actions. Shall we be able to fight much longer with this state of supply? We want to and will fight as long as possible. You can imagine what troubles I have with our dear allies. It could be foreseen that they would be the first to waver. I don't think they will be with us much longer. People and nations don't change.


  The Fox continued to yield to Montgomery's unceasing pressure and, despite a direct order from Hitler, abandoned Tripoli. He then placed his hopes in effecting a junction with the Axis forces to the west, but in view of the terrain, road conditions, and his perennial supply difficulties, considered his chances of success problematical. The Allied air force continued to whittle away at his retreating troops. The disparity in strength enabled the British to inflict losses on the Germans without incurring any themselves. In tough ground battles, the British called for their fighter-bombers to tip the scales. Air reconnaissance, vital in the preparation of planning, was available to Montgomery but not to Rommel.


  January 24: I had to make a report on the state of my health. After two years in Africa I regret to say that I am not strong enough to continue much longer in this responsible position.


  By then the Fox had shaken the sands of Libya from his boots. His retreat had taken him across the border into Tunisia, areas of it reminiscent of Swabia. Camel's thorn, the low spiny shrub indigenous to Tripolitania and Cyrenaica that was often the bane of his foot soldiers and frequently slowed his vehicles and raised their gas consumption, did not exist there. Instead, Tunisia was fertile country with gentle rolling hills and wheat and corn fields. Orchards abounded and wells were plentiful. The Americans who had trained in southern California were to find the terrain similar in many respects.


  January 25: I cannot describe to you how hard such a withdrawal, with all the things connected with it, is for me. Day and night I am haunted by the fear of complete failure in Africa. I am so depressed that I can hardly work at all. Perhaps somebody else considers the situation less critical and can still make something of it. Kesselring, for example, is full of optimism and may even think that I am the reason the army does not hold out any longer. He has no idea of the low combat efficiency of our forces, especially the Italians, and the ratio of strength, which is made even more unfavorable to us by the enemy's excellent motorization, his tanks
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  Field Marshal Kesselring and Rommel conferring as the African campaign nears its climax. In the background is the van that the Italians had presented to the German commander in the honeymoon days of the Axis alliance.
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  and armored cars, and his well functioning supply system. But Kesselring is my superior.


  Adding to his stress were attempts by elements in the highest echelons of the German and Italian commands to have him replaced for insubordination. He had, in an effort to save his troops, given up a position he considered untenable, thereby contravening joint orders of the Duce and the Fuhrer.


  By the end of January, with Armageddon looming on the horizon and after almost two years in Africa, interrupted only by an aborted rest cure and conferences in Rome and Berlin, the marshal's health had reached its lowest point. The collapsing body was overpowering the intransigent mind. This is mirrored in letter after letter at this time: "I must exercise all my willpower to keep going. . . . My health has improved very little . . . My health, unfortunately, does not improve. . . . I will fight till I drop. . . ."


  Eventually Rommel is notified that an Italian, General Messe, will relieve him.


  In a few days I will turn over the command of my Army to an Italian, since the state of my health no longer permits me to exercise this command. I have exerted the greatest efforts to hold my own despite all the difficulties. I pity my soldiers from the bottom of my heart. I clung to them with the greatest affection.


  Two days later,


  January 30: My Italian successor is to arrive today. This change of command to an Italian has very depressing effects on the morale of our German soldiers. That was not necessary, after all. I do think a German general could have succeeded me.


  Messe arrived and, surely aware that Rommel would be a hard act to follow, assured the German he was in no rush to take over the post. The Swabian wrote home: "I want to introduce him thoroughly to the job before leaving for my cure."


  February 5: Yesterday I had another talk with General Messe, who will soon take over my post. My state of health is affected by my grief over having to turn over my army.


  February 7: Dr. Horster came to see me yesterday and advised me to start my cure as soon as possible.


  Everything in me revolts against leaving the scene of battle so long as I can still stand upright.


  The following day aide Aldinger wrote to Mrs. Rommel to inform her that they would be home in eight or ten days and that the marshal's doctor believed Rommel's health had been negatively affected by his depression, that he was seeing things darker than they really were.


  The days ground by slowly and torturously. On the second anniversary of his arrival in Africa, his enemies had the wily Fox at bay and were closing in for the coup de grace. By now much of the German artillery consisted of obsolete Italian guns, which were inferior to the British weapons, which outranged them. Therefore, the Tommy gunners could bombard the Germans with little risk to themselves.


  With his genius for improvisation and for doing much with little, Rommel had postponed the inevitable, but even for a genius, time had run out. Now, as the Axis forces squirmed in the Allied pincers, gone was elation, gone his enthusiasm and confidence in victory. No longer did he visualize a film entitled Victory in Africa. Instead he wrote his wife:


  February 12: It is two years today that I first set foot on African soil. Two years of heavy and tough fighting, most of the time against a superior enemy. On this day my thoughts center about the brave troops under my command who to the last have been doing their duty for the Fatherland and who had confidence in my leadership. We must do our utmost to ward off the mortal danger that is threatening us. Unfortunately, it's basically a question of supplies. I hope I shall be granted my request to remain with my troops to the end. I am sure you will understand my point of view, dearest wife. As a soldier I cannot act differently.


  February 19: Upon orders, I am starting on one more mission today. Will I have the energy to carry it out? I will fight till I drop.


  Though ill, racked with chills and fever and sometimes bedridden, there was to be no immediate rest for the weary wizard of the wastes. Scheduled to leave for Germany on February 20, he found a chance the day before to conduct a mobile operation against the Americans at Kasserine Pass, where his veterans severely mauled the inexperienced Americans with the help of the recently devloped and highly effective Nebelwerfer weapon, a multiple-rocket projector. As he surveyed the aftermath, the ever-present Arabs had stripped some of the fallen of their belongings and even their uniforms. Grave diggers were burying the dead and captured half-tracks carried GIs on the first leg of their trip to PW camps in Germany. Of the 30,000 Americans he had engaged, his forces had killed 300 and taken 4,000 prisoner. Of their tanks he had knocked out over 200 and captured 60.


  February 23: Only today have I been able to get around to writing again. I am fairly well after the hard fighting. Unfortunately we will not be able to hold the territory we gained.


  The marshal received notice from the Duce's Commando Supremo that in view of the necessity for a unified command in Tunisia, Army Group Afrika was to be formed under his command. There was little exultation over his increased responsibilities because he felt that would leave him in the position of whipping boy for the Fuhrer's headquarters, the Commando Supremo, and the Luftwaffe.


  February 24: I have been moved up a step in the chain of command and have, therefore, turned over command of my army. Bayerlein will remain my chief of staff. I wonder if this could be a permanent solution.


  February 26: If we could only achieve a great decisive victory over here. I rack my brain day and night to that end. Sadly, the means are lacking. Everything depends on supplies--has been, for years. My health has held up so far. Heart, nerves, and rheumatism are giving me a lot of trouble, but I will bear it as long as humanly possible.


  On the same day Alfred Berndt, Rommel's liaison officer to the Fuhrer's headquarters, and recently promoted to captain, wrote a letter to the marshal's wife without his knowledge.


  Dear Mrs. Rommel:


  I should like to report to you chronologically. Your husband's physical and mental condition developed at the beginning of February to a point where Professor Horster considered a cure of at least eight weeks as an absolute necessity. February 20 was the date given to the Fuhrer's headquarters as the latest date of departure.


  The tense military situation also had an aggravating effect on your husband's condition. The Italian High Command had sent a successor without giving official notice and without notice from the German side that he was being recalled. They waited for him to report sick. And he said, and rightly so--and which I passed on--that he would never report sick. He belonged to his soldiers. If he himself had to determine the time of his departure and if something happened a few days later, he would be reproached for not having foreseen the events and for having left a few days too early.


  Meanwhile, certain operations against the West were necessary and could not be postponed. Troops of both armies were to take part. When he noticed the jealousy prevailing, he relinquished the command in favor of the others. But when the success achieved was not exploited fast enough and the way he thought it should be, he intervened with a very bold proposal, but which was watered down to some extent, and he was given command. He was then finally able to conduct a mobile operation again. That evening he ordered a bottle of champagne and said that he felt like an old cavalry horse that had heard the brass band again. During the following days his condition improved to such an extent that one would have thought he was as fit as he used to be. Professor Horster diagnosed an improved condition and raised no objection to his conducting operations for a few more weeks and delaying his cure till then.


  I made a report to that effect to the Fuhrer and Commanding General of Theater South. In the middle of our successful operations we received the answer: Army Group Rommel with both armies under command. It was new and further confirmation of the faith of the Fuhrer and the Duce. I brought this about to prove to him that there was still the greatest confidence in him despite the long retreat. He was always persuading himself to the contrary. Confidence in him could not have been more clearly shown.


  The letter goes on to say that whether Rommel would return to Africa after his sick leave would depend on the situation. He would return if the battle could be fought offensively, Berndt believed. If not, then the Fuhrer, "who has described the Marshal as his best offensive general," would give him a major mission elsewhere. And while the greater responsibilities weighted heavily on him at the moment, said the liaison officer, they had also given him the lift that he needed.


  Berndt added that it was wonderful to see the joyful reaction of the troops during the last days as her husband drove along the columns and right up to the infantry scouts in front of the tank spearheads, and to see him plunge into the mud among the men when under artillery fire, as he used to. "In what other commander do the troops have such trust?" he asked. He concluded with the prediction that her husband would go home in the latter part of March and hoped his letter had brought her up to date. It ends with "best wishes and--Heil--Hitler."


  Reporting on the results of the Kasserine Pass fighting, the Fox was later to write that he found the Americans "fantastically well equipped" and that the Germans had much to learn from them organizationally. He was particularly impressed by the high quality and standardization of their armor, vehicles, and spare parts.


  March 3: Though I am commanding an army group, my troubles have not lessened. Schmundt wrote me a very nice letter. The Fuhrer is worried about me. But I can't get away for the time being. I must go on for a while yet. I wish I would get a different job. I am hindered by Rome in every step I take, yet I have to bear the full responsibility. That is intolerable. Often I think my nerves will snap. At the moment I pursue a course along the edge of an abyss. In event of a misstep, the consequences will be incalculable. Outside it's spring and there is sunshine. Trees and meadows are blossoming. The world could be so beautiful for all men. Here in Africa with its wide-open spaces there is so much that could be done.


  The marshal's tenure as supreme commander in North Africa was not of long duration. A few days after his appointment he decided to fly to the Fuhrer's headquarters to lay out for the top brass the operational problems in Tunisia. He handed over Army Group Afrika to Colonel General Hans-Juergen von Arnim as his deputy, boarded his plane, and en route stopped in Rome to see Mussolini. For twenty-five minutes they discussed the African situation. The fall of Tripoli had been a severe blow to Italian morale and the Duce saw serious consequences if Tunis fell. Rommel, his wife told me, laid out the bleak picture. The conversation was conducted in German, in which the Duce was fluent, and began cordially. However, it became acrimonious when Mussolini refused to accept the reality of the situation. Opening a drawer in a table, the Duce swept into it a medal that he had ready to present to Rommel.


  Captain Berndt, his liaison officer, later told him that the Duce had planned to present to him the Medaglia d'Oro al Valor Militare (Gold Medal for Military Valor).


  In telling me of the incident, Mrs. Rommel said with a little laugh that the general had later ruefully remarked, "It was a beautiful thing, porcelain and gold. Too bad I couldn't have kept my mouth shut a little longer."


  At the Fuhrer's headquarters, then in the Ukraine, he had better luck. He
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  Adolph Hitler presents the certification of Germany's highest decoration, the Oak Leaves with Swords and Diamonds. For Rommel it was a bitter consolation prize for the troops and supplies he needed, but which the Fuhrer denied him.
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  was awarded Germany's highest decoration, the Oak Leaves with Swords and Diamonds to the Knight's Cross of the Iron Cross, the first army officer to be so decorated. He took advantage of the ceremony to plead once more with Hitler for means to combat the Allied forces in Africa.


  "Impossible!" exclaimed the Fuhrer.


  Rommel then suggested the immediate withdrawal of all troops from across the Mediterranean. It was obvious, he pointed out, that the Allies would attack Italy after conquering Africa.


  Hitler flatly refused to consider withdrawal, reaffirming his obligations to the Duce and stressing the loss of prestige if such a course were adopted. "Kesselring's inspection reports," he said, "show no such drastic measures warranted. You see everything too black, Rommel!"


  Present at the conference was Goering, who interjected a glib guarantee that the Luftwaffe would evacuate the troops if the situation ever got really desperate. Rommel silently noted the guarantee as in the same league as the Luftwaffe chief's grandiloquent promise to the German people early in the war that if one bomb ever fell on Germany, he would change his name to Meyer. Now as the Allied bombers approached the Fatherland's cities and the populace heard the warning wail of the air raid sirens, they dubbed the devices "Meyer's hunting horns," a sarcastic reference to Goering's penchant for hunting.


  To the paunchy air chief's discomfiture, Rommel bluntly told him that the Luftwaffe was incapable of such rescue action and had proved pathetically inadequate in its support of Axis operations. Goering, aware of his ebbing influence, was not overly pleased to have these opinions aired in the Fuhrer's presence.


  Hitler forbade Rommel to return to Africa, even to reclaim his baggage. The marshal protested that he could not leave his men now, that he felt like a captain deserting his sinking ship.


  "Your nerves are shot," said Hitler to the sick and physically drained soldier. "I'll send you back later. Start your cure now."


  It was a leave well earned. At his departure less than a thousand of Rommel's original "Afrikaners," as they referred to themselves, and only a handful of officers had weathered the two years of grueling desert battles. Left behind were the fallen--9 generals and 10,000 of the Fatherland's finest youth.


  Aware of the negative effect on the Axis troops the departure of the beloved Rommel would have, and conversely the positive effect knowledge of his leaving would have on the enemy, Hitler dispatched telegrams to Marshal Kesselring and Mussolini to keep secret from the troops and even the commanders the fact that the Fuhrer had sent the ailing Fox on leave.


  Rommel never again appeared on the African stage. He was replaced by General Arnim.


  The strength of the American economic base and the failure of Grand Admiral Karl Doenitz's submarines to stop the transfer of its products across the ocean, had swung the pendulum of power in the direction of the Allies. The auto plants spewed forth tanks in formidable numbers while increasing fleets of American aircraft gnawed away at the Luftwaffe and cooperated with the RAF and the Royal Navy in sinking ships carrying supplies for the remnants of the German-Italian armies. Of 100 Axis transport planes trying to get supplies to Arnim in Tunisia on April 18, half were shot down by Allied fighters.


  The battle of the Atlantic, the Fox was later to remark, determined the winner of the fight for North Africa.


  In his assessment of the British generals, his regard for Wavell was highest, finding that only he showed a touch of genius. For the others he had a less elevated opinion. Auchinlech he described as ''a very good leader" but faulted him for too often leaving tactical control of operations to subordinates who, he felt, too often reacted rather then initiating action. Cunningham and Ritchie, he thought, were not tank specialists and did not understand how to commit their forces for greatest effect.


  In his first brush with Montgomery, the Fox was quick to note that his adversary was a cautious man not inclined to take any sort of risk. After his departure from Africa, in a study paper reviewing the campaign, he wrote with perhaps a hint of deprecation: "It was clear to me that Montgomery would never take the risk of striking boldly after us and overrunning us, as he could have done perfectly safely. Indeed, looking at the operations as a whole, such a course would have cost him far smaller casualties than his methodical insistence on overwhelming superiority in each tactical action, at the sacrifice of speed." Echoing the Swabian, General Guenther Blumentritt, Rundstedt's chief of staff, similarly commented after the war that he thought the Englishman a plodder, too timid to have been a great commander, a view also held by Patton and other American commanders. Blumentritt's opinion was based on his experience opposing Montgomery in the subsequent Normandy campaign.


  For the Tommy soldier, Rommel had great admiration. Watching a line of prisoners go by, he commented: "I would be proud to lead such men into battle."


  Less than two months after the meeting with Hitler, Rommel's successor was faced with the choice of capitulation or annihilation, and in May 1943 history recorded the mass surrender at Tunis of the remnants of the shattered Italian and German armies. A quarter of a million men, three-fifths of them German, began their trip to Allied prisoner of war camps, leaving Rommel to draw comfort from the knowledge that his Afrikaners would be well treated.


  The African campaign had ended with victory for the Western Powers. From the Allied brass, who months earlier had shaken in their boots at the mention of Rommel's name, there now came gloating comments to the effect that Rommel had left Africa to save his own skin. His letters home show otherwise.


  Allied prisoner of war interrogators had found Rommel's sun-browned soldiers, especially members of the three backbone divisions of the Afrika Korpsthe 15th and 21st Panzer Divisions and the 90th Light Division--to be proud, highly skilled fighters, and usually security conscious during interrogation. After a retreat of 2,000 miles they still idolized their hard-driving ascetic leader, a fact testified to by the jauntiness with which they marched, singing, into captivity, and by the many letters he received from his officers and enlisted men in British and American prisoner of war camps. Had he been permitted to solicit volunteers for African service, said a German general after the war, the German Army en masse would have marched to his command.


  Rommel had hewn the Afrika Korps into a great fighting team by personal example and force of character. Although forty-eight when he arrived and fifty when he left, he was an unusual specimen who wore out men half his age, who was able to survive--one could almost say thrive--on a Spartan existence. His boldness, self-confidence, and invincibility rubbed off on men and officers alike. For a time the British had thought his troops were specially selected and trained for desert warfare. They were not. They were just run-of-the-mill soldiers. Of his officers he had demanded loyalty and selflessness, and he set the example. This permeated down through the ranks, so that even in the worst of times there was never a problem of discipline, never a surrender because of fatigue, never a collapse of morale. His was an army with a magnificent esprit de corps even through its darkest hours and to the bitter end.


  Chapter VIII  Inspection of Coastal Defenses


  After Rommel's removal from the North African theater, his relations with Hitler cooled. The Fuhrer's refusal to permit him to return to his troops rankled the marshal, who considered his compulsory withdrawal an act that could not be justified in the eyes of the Wehrmacht or the public.


  Ill with blood pressure problems and the severe jaundice and facial sores he had contracted in Africa, he went to the hospital in Semmering, a mountain resort near Vienna, to resume the rest and recuperation that had been cut short by his resumption of the African command after General Stumme's quick death. General von Arnim sent him daily reports of the worsening situation in Africa, but from Hitler's headquarters he heard nothing, to his annoyance. To busy himself while in the hospital, he wrote his memoirs of the African campaign. He had a deep sense of history and wanted the after-war record to accurately reflect his thoughts and reasons for his actions. Since not all that he wrote would favorably reflect on Hitler and his circle, he took care to write in secrecy, trusting his drafts to be typewritten only by his wife or one of his aides.


  To his son, who visited on weekends, he confided that he was considered by the High Command and by Kesselring and Goering to be a defeatist and concluded he was in disgrace and would not soon get another command. He reviled the High Command and didn't spare the Fuhrer, which troubled the boy, who was an enthusiastic member of the Hitler Youth.


  But on May 9 as the Axis forces were surrendering, Rommel received a call to report to Berlin, where a chagrined Hitler, pale and restless, admitted he should have listened to Rommel's earlier entreaties.


  May 10: The flight went quite well. I was called in immediately. I intend to pull all possible strings to get another assignment soon.


  May 11: We are all in a very depressed mood now, for everything is collapsing in Tunisia and we will be able to salvage little. There is hardly any more possibility of evacuation by sea or air. At many places fighting has already ceased. The British and Americans are raving, of course. They act as if they had already won the war.


  May 13: Everything is over in Tunisia now. Von Arnim's headquarters was overrun and captured after it had fought to the last. The curtain for the next act will probably rise soon.


  In July the Allies launched an attack on Sicily. Rommel had months earlier forecast an assault on Italy when he beseeched Hitler to withdraw the African troops. Although the Italians had 300,000 men encamped there and 1,500 artillery weapons among their defenses, they put up only minimum resistance, leaving the island's defense to their Teutonic partner.


  Shortly before the assault a British document had been found on the body of a courier that had drifted onto a beach in Spain. The document was a "plant" and was intended to deceive the Germans into believing that the Sicily landings were only a prelude to the main assault, which would be on Greece. The ruse caused Hitler to rush Rommel off as commander in chief of all Axis forces in that area. There only a day, he received a call from the High Command to return immediately. The whole Italian picture was muddled. Marshal Pietro Badoglio, the Italian army chief of staff, had assumed control of the Italian government and Mussolini was in its protective custody. The Fuhrer had a two-fold mission for the Fox. He was to form an army group headquarters in Munich with the aim of defending Italy in the North should the Allies invade, and, since Hitler was not blind to the handwriting on the wall, he was to occupy northern Italy should the Latin power defect. In that event he was to take control of the roads, railways, and vital mountain passes while disarming all Italian army formations. Once the forces in the North were operationally connected with Kesselring's in the South, Rommel was to become supreme commander of all Wehrmacht troops in Italy.


  The Balkan command was given to Field Marshal Weichs instead.


  In a July 29 letter to his wife, Rommel told her it was now easy to see what was in the Italian mind--to cross over to the other side, bag and baggage. But the next day he wrote that he thought there was a chance that the new government would fight on with the Germans.


  In an attempt to clarify the situation, Hitler directed General Jodl and Rommel to see General Mario Roatta, the chief of staff of the Italian Army. Rommel was warned that the Italians planned to use the conference in Bologna to poison his food or take him captive. To foil any such plan, he brought along a company of infantrymen to occupy the conference site and to stand guard opposite the Italian guards. The conference ended in failure when the two sides could not agree on which army would defend the German supply lines and which side would have the supreme command in Italy, the Italians insisting that it would have to be the Supremo Commando and that Rommel would have to be its subordinate.


  While German forces were fighting in the South, there was an ongoing possibility that the Allies might land behind the German lines. Because of its long coastline Italy was vulnerable to further seaborne invasions, either on the shores of the Tyrrhenian Sea or on the other side of the boot, on the Adriatic. The Allied capability was a threat the Germans were never able to ignore. The landings at Anzio, thirty-five miles south of Rome, the following January were, in fact, just such an effort. Had the initial success been exploited more vigorously and with a greater force, it might have had calamitous results for the Germans, namely the quick capture of the Holy City and the severance of their supply lines to the forces in the South. On September 3, Italy secretly surrendered, not confirming the surrender to the world until six days later.


  September 9: Italy's betrayal has now become a reality. We judged them rightly.


  September 10: The events in Italy were foreseen for a long time, and a situation has now arisen that we wanted to avoid at all cost. In the South Italian soldiers are already fighting with the British against us. In the North the Italian troops are being disarmed and transported to Germany as prisoners. What an ignominious end for an army!


  While hungering for another fighting command, during September and October the marshal was given only inspection missions in Italy. He suspected he was out of favor with Hitler and the High Command.


  The Allied bombing squadrons were reaching deep into German air space and wreaking vast destruction. Rommel's home was in Wiener Neustadt, a suburb of Vienna, and near the Messerschmitt aircraft plants. He feared for the safety of his family and arranged with Lucie to move their residence to Swabia in southern Germany. On October 10 he wrote:


  Dearest Lu,


  Now you are back home again and thank God your trip was successful. That you had to experience the air raid in Stuttgart was not so wonderful. I only hope and wish that the move proceeds without problems. Only when you have moved will I be able to rest. Healthwise I am fine. Lots of work. Every second day I travel through my territory.


  To you and Manfred my heartiest greetings and kisses.


  Your Erwin


  Lucie was making arrangements to move the family home to Herrlingen in the suburbs of the cathedral city of Ulm.


  Some of the family possessions were being sent to the home of Oskar Farny, an old friend of Rommel who lived near the Swiss border.


  Rommel had proposed to reduce the threat of seaborne landings by yielding southern and central Italy and defending a line running through Florence. Kesselring, on the other hand, wanted to defend all of Italy. Hitler came down on Rommel's side and ordered Kesselring to turn his troops over to Rommel. Before the order could be transmitted, he reversed himself, and in early November Rommel relinquished his command of the northern sector to "smiling Albert," as the ever-optimistic Kesselring was known.


  Wrote Rommel to his wife on October 26: "The job was not confirmed. From what I hear the Fuhrer changed his mind after all. Maybe I was insufficiently enthusiastic that the position could be held." The letter goes on to comment about the worsening Russian situation and the visit of the Japanese ambassador: "These people seem to have a high regard for me." It continues with a reference to his trip to the Adriatic coast and his visit to the small state of San Marino. He bought a few stamps in town for his stamp collection and his son's. As he was about to leave he was invited to the castle by the regent, who wanted to be assured that Germany would respect its independence. It had not been involved in a war since 1600, the regent told the general, and had refused Napoleon's offer to give it a port and some guns. It preferred its minuscule size.


  Probably affecting the Fuhrer's decision not to give command of the Italian theater to Rommel was the fact that the Swabian was considered politically unacceptable to the Italians, having been stigmatized as an "Italian hater," an appellation he resented. Although his opinion of the officer corps was low, he felt much could be done with the enlisted men, particularly if they were integrated into the German units.


  Rommel, who was yearning for another combat post, was instead ordered to study the coastal fortifications in the West, from Denmark down to the Pyrenees, and report on their state of readiness to repel invasion.


  Wrote the general to his wife on November 9:


  I am in a depressed mood. I am not sure whether my new assignment does not mean that I have been shelved.


  It is being judged that way in some quarters. I refuse to believe it. The Fuhrer gave me an altogether different impression. But so many people are jealous of me. And yet the times are so serious that there is really no room for envy and quarrel.


  Shortly after writing, he boarded his plane and flew off on his new mission.


  During the fall and winter he inspected the so-called Atlantic Wall. After all the propaganda about its impregnability, he was shocked by its frailty. "I move about every day," he wrote on December 7, "and what I see on my inspections does not satisfy me very much."


  In Copenhagen, with the limited amount of Danish money German officers were allowed, the marshal bought Christmas gifts for his family and complained that the Danes preferred to sell only to their own people.


  By December 15 he was in France. Delighted by his lovely billet at Fontainebleau, he reminded his wife that it had once belonged to Madame de Pompadour. He admired the spaciousness of the construction and of the old chateau and commented, "We're really provincial in comparison."


  Christmas Eve he telephoned home and learned that Manfred, who would be fifteen the following day, would report for Luftwaffe duty on January 6. The boy, he remarked, would be pleased, but for the parents it was painful. Part of Christmas Day Rommel spent with his staff and the rest with the troops, "though it's difficult to be really cheerful at this time."


  January 3, 1944: The French, Belgians, and Dutch have not suffered much from the war. They earn a lot of money, pay no reparations, and wait to be liberated from us. Moreover, their cities are intact and spared by the enemy. It's almost cause to be angry. Especially when one considers how hard our nation has to fight for its survival.


  After inspecting the coastal defenses in Denmark, Rommel's mission next took him to France, which was Field Marshal Gerd von Rundstedt's bailiwick as Commander in Chief West. Since Rommel's instructions from Hitler were not clear cut, friction quickly developed between the two field marshals, the one Germany's oldest, the other the youngest, as to their respective areas of responsibility. After some heated discussion it was agreed that the younger man would assume operational control of the main stretch of the anticipated invasion area, namely between the Loire River and the Dutch-German border, and on January 15 Rommel assumed command of all tactical troops on the coast facing England. His intention of annihilating the enemy on the beaches was approved by Hitler, and he was given widest powers to accomplish the mission, including permission to flood the countryside.


  Guenther, his orderly, was sent to the marshal's home in Herrlingen to pick up his brown civilian suit, a coat, and a hat:


  "I want to go out once in a while without a marshal's baton," he wrote.


  His relentless inspections continued and he found the job "very frustrating. One continually comes up against bureaucratic and inflexible people who resist everything new and progressive."


  His reports to the High Command severely criticized the defense installations and stated his dissatisfaction with the number of troops and planes available. Without air supremacy and greatly strengthened defenses, he repeatedly emphasized, landings could not be prevented. His letters home during the next three months covered mainly his inspection trips and his preparations for the pending Allied invasion. The theme running through them is typified by this comment in his letter of April 9: "An endless amount of work must be done around here in order that we are 100 percent ready when the battle starts. Many weak points will have to be strengthened by then."


  April 26: I don't think it will take very much longer before the enemy launches his main assault. Every day we get some heavy air raids. The damage inflicted, however, is extremely slight. Very often the British and Americans drop bombs on dummy installations, of which we intend to build many more and with all the trimmings.


  April 27: It seems as though the British and Americans won't come in the immediate future. This is of immense value to us because we are getting stronger every day--at least on the ground. In the air that is not the case.


  Rommel and Rundstedt had widely divergent views concerning some aspects of the defense plan, and the differences were not easily reconcilable.


  "Simply put," General Hans Speidel, Rommel's chief of staff, told me after the war, "Rundstedt held that the long coastline could not be made impregnable, that an invasion could not be prevented, and that the Allies would have to be beaten through offensive warfare after they had landed but before they were firmly based. If that failed, then they would have to be defeated in the depths of France. This accounted for his lackadaisical efforts at coastal fortification.


  "Rommel's view," continued Speidel, "was that the Allies could not be permitted to gain footholds on the shore because their air and naval supremacy would prevent the Germans from dislodging them. Therefore the most strenuous efforts had to be made to create impregnable defenses. Once beachheads were established, the game was over in the West and the outcome of the war was chilling to contemplate. 'Therefore,' said Rommel, 'the first twenty-four hours will be decisive.' He recalled his African experiences, the devastating air attacks only a pinprick compared to what the Wehrmacht would be facing here."


  In consideration of their dissimilar concepts of the best defense strategy, it was not surprising that the two marshals had diametrically opposite plans for the deployment of the operational reserves. The differences could not have been more stark.


  Rundstedt wanted the reserves stationed south of Pairs. Rommel disagreed. He argued that when these troops were needed, Allied air mastery would not permit a quick approach over distances of 100 to 150 miles. He had learned that, he said, at El Alamein. Movement by day would be impossible. To move by night would be equally impossible because the night hours in summer were much too short to cover the distances by blackout driving, and even during those short hours the enemy aircraft would be busy, aided by flares. In addition, the fuel situation was so serious that it was doubtful if these reserves, consisting mainly of Panzer divisions, would find the gasoline for long approach marches. To transfer them to the battle area by railroad, he went on, was also out of the question. The railroads were already widely destroyed, and once the beach assaults were in progress they would be under continual attack. A certain amount of reserve troops in the Paris area was desirable, he conceded, but he insisted that the operational reserve be most providently placed at the Channel coast, no more than twenty-five to forty miles behind the probable points of landing.


  After much debate Rundstedt submitted to Rommel's view. Also converted was the Inspector of Panzer Troops, Colonel General Guderian, Germany's earliest and leading proponent of tank warfare and the commander of all Germany's tank troops. Supported by the senior marshal, Rommel promulgated his plan at the Fuhrer's headquarters, where it was rejected because Colonel General Jodl, chief of the Wehrmacht's operations section, was opposed. Jodl maintained that the reserves had to be kept in the rear as defense against paratroopers, and so that withdrawal would be facilitated if the landings could not be beaten off. Rommel refused to yield, and a compromise plan was finally effected. Only a portion of the troops was sent to the coast, resulting in the paradox of a commander responsible for the defense of an area in which he was not permitted to deploy his forces as he wished.


  In March, upon being assigned the command of Army Group B, comprising the anti-invasion forces, Rommel took immediate measures to bolster the coastal defenses. The job ahead was daunting. He had earlier explained his views to his engineering commander, General Wilhelm Meise. The enemy could only be beaten if he was destroyed at the beaches where he would be most vulnerable. Therefore he wanted a six-mile-wide, thick-ribbed stretch of mines and obstacles running along the entire Atlantic Wall. He wanted astronomical numbers of minefields and underwater obstacles. Spikes, concrete dragon's teeth, and steel tetrahedrons were to bristle along the beaches. Some roads were to be mined, others barricaded, and still others both mined and barricaded. Timber stakes capped with Teller mines were to be used in great numbers. To discourage glider landings poles were to be planted in otherwise inviting fields.


  To better get his ideas across to Meise, the marshal resorted to his sketching skills. Taking pencil and paper he portrayed with a few deft strokes how he visualized sections of the belt should be defended. Along the entire strip old minefields were to be thickened, coastal guns casemated, and camouflage improved. There were to be mines in the waters to sink ships and landing craft. Antipersonnel and antiparatroop mines were to be lavishly employed. Dummy minefields were to be situated where tactically desirable and steps taken not to allow grazing cows to give them away.


  He wanted minefields designed to prevent enemy tanks from crossing them and yet not deter his own infantry. Some mines were to be set off by trip wires and others manufactured to be proof against enemy minesweeping. Still others were to be detonated by remote control.


  The Fox's battles at Bir Hacheim and Tobruk, where the British had used minefields of great depth, had taught him the defensive value of this impedimental weapon, and in France he was determined to use it to the utmost.


  His ingenuity expressed itself in various ways. He proposed a "nutcracker mine," which consisted of a stake resting in a concrete housing in which there was a large explosive. When a landing craft struck the stake, it would, acting as a lever, push the fuse and set off the explosive. Instead of pile-driving stakes, he suggested getting them into position by means of water jets. This technique was to prove so effective that it dramatically speeded up the operation. To further frustrate the invading troops, he wanted floodlights on the beaches shining out on the water: They would blind the invaders while simultaneously lighting them up as targets for the defending forces. Artificial reefs were to be constructed with the aim of stopping shore-bound landing craft or staving in their bottoms.


  General Meise, the veteran engineering expert, listened, transfixed. Taking out his own pencil and paper, he calculated that the mining program the Swabian had in mind would require 20 million mines to complete the first two stages of mine laying and 200 million for the complete minefield defense that the Marshal envisioned and that he was convinced was needed to counterbalance the superior enemy air, land, and sea power. Twenty years later he was to write that apart from Rommel's greatness as a soldier, he was the greatest engineer of the Second World War. ''I could teach him nothing. He was my master."


  After the war, General Fritz Bayerlein, chief of staff of the Afrika Korps and later commander of the Panzer Lehr Division in Normandy, was to say that it was highly unlikely that the Allied invasion would have succeeded if Rommel had been assigned to the coastal defense six months earlier.


  Allied air reconnaissance soon noticed the burgeoning German defenses. Whereas two million mines had been laid in the prior three years, Rommel tripled the number laid within three months. To his troops he rasped, "There is no minefield and no block that cannot be made more formidable and stand a little better camouflage."


  Fortunately for the Allies, German production could no longer fill the marshal's requirements. The Todt organization, the immense German engineering arm, which would normally have been involved in defense construction, was so busy at home repairing Allied bomb damage that it could be of little help. A stickler for obeying international conventions to the letter, Rommel issued orders that no French citizen could be forced to work on defense construction but that volunteers would be well paid. Commanders were instructed to inform the villagers that the areas least likely to be invaded were those with the most formidable defenses. The local populace in self-interest joined in the labor by the thousands. "Let the invasion come," was the Frenchman's attitude, "but not in my backyard."


  Also fortunately for the Allies, there were shortages of all sorts in France, which precluded Rommel from fulfilling his grandiose plans. But within the limits of the material available, he goaded the work on. Discovering that there were enough captured explosives available to make 20 million anti-personnel mines, the Swabian, ever the improvisor, organized the manufacture of the mines in France.


  As he moved from bastion to bastion searching out flaws and hectoring the commanders to proceed more aggressively, he invariably evinced a deep interest in the problems they were encountering. His solutions and his grasp of the technical often unnerved the technicians. On occasion, to make his orders more easily understood, he attached his own sketches. For all commanders he composed a manual laying out his practical hints.


  When the Allies learned that Rommel was in charge of defending the French coast, they concocted a plot, under the code name Operation Gaff, to either kill or kidnap him.


  As General Eisenhower was to note: "The assumption of command in France by Field Marshal Erwin Rommel during the winter of 1943-44 was marked by a vigorous extension and intensification of the defensive work already in progress, and this continued up to the very day on which our landings took place."


  Between Rommel's never-ending inspection trips he sandwiched conferences with air and naval commanders. His first meeting with the Luftwaffe commander in France, Field Marshal Hugo Sperrle, had left him dismayed. To Lucie he wrote:


  Yesterday I was in Paris again and had a conference with Field Marshal Sperrle. The prospects are not very bright over here. After all I have heard I expected much more from that branch of the armed forces. We'll have to make up for that deficiency in some other way. Today I am going to see the navy.


  After one such meeting he remarked to his aide that the strength of the impending invasion was being tragically underestimated. All the high military caste who had never personally opposed the enemy in Africa or Italy simply did not understand that when the Western Powers attacked they would have all the men and materiel they needed to carry through their plan. "The American and British commands," he went on, "fight their battles with the certainty of a calculating machine. Here we will meet the two best armies in the world. The invasion battle will be the greatest battle of the war."


  To his old friend, the military historian Kurt Hesse, visiting him at his headquarters in Fontainbleu in March, the marshal remarked, "Our officer corps suffers from an entrenched orthodoxy that has been successful in the past but is no longer adequate to cope with the latest developments in warfare. The infantryman is no longer the determinant of victory. It is now the tank and plane, and the two best armies in the world, which we will meet here, are well supplied with both. If we don't beat off the landings the first day, or at most within four days, the enemy has succeeded and we have lost the war in France.


  "After four days," continued Rommel, "the situation would evolve into an Anzio-like battle of attrition and, as at Anzio, the cards would be stacked in favor of the Allies."


  In January 1944 American and British troops had landed on the beaches at Anzio, thirty-five miles south of Rome. The Germans were unable to dislodge them. A bitterly fought stalemate ensued, ending in May when the German forces were overpowered by superior numbers of tanks, planes, and artillery weapons.


  One of Rommel's proposals at this time was that in the interests of better coordination he be invested with command of all land, air, and sea forces charged with the defense. This was abruptly shot down by the Fuhrer.


  Entering Rommel's life now was Major General Hans Speidel, Germany's foremost expert on the western armies and former chief of the Wehrmacht's Western Section. Speidel had been selected by the High Command to be Rommel's chief of staff. In preparation for his new assignment he was ordered to report to Berchtesgaden on April 1 for a briefing. Questioned whether the Western Powers would attempt an invasion, he said they would. He was promised 1,000 fighter planes should that occur.


  When he asked for instructions on strategy, he was told there was no need for any. In the event of a local landing, the enemy was simply to be driven back into the sea. "It was as though they had never heard of the successful Allied landings at Salerno and Anzio," Speidel told me in an interview.


  I told him I had taken part in the Anzio landings and there was a consensus among my fellow officers that they would have been a greater success had our command pushed immediately and vigorously onto the high ground.


  "The Allies learned much from those landings," said Speidel, "and no one on Rommel's staff had any doubt that that experience would be incorporated in further landings. It is an astonishing fact and an eloquent testimonial to Hitler's military dilettantism that he actually did not believe at that time that there would be an invasion of France!"


  On the evening of April 15 Speidel reported for duty with Rommel. Having recently served in Russia, he brought the marshal up to date on the deteriorating eastern front and gave him a summary of the Berchtesgaden briefing and the leadership's unrealistic assumptions. Although the two men had never served together and hardly knew each other, they rapidly learned to trust one another, and each respected the character and skills of the other. They found that they were in accord regarding the conduct of the war and the political situation. Both were Wuerttembergers and when alone together would often switch from high German to the Swabian dialect.


  No recounting of Rommel's last year and a half could be complete without continual reference to Speidel. The work of the two men and their fates were intertwined. Tortured by the military and political prognosis, the marshal and his chief of staff racked their brains in the coming weeks for a way to save Germany.


  But they were only two of many. There were numerous groups seeking a means to get rid of Hitler and the Nazi state. Some were composed of
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  Rommel (right) studying the Atlantic coastal defenses in May 1944 with his chief of staff, General Hans Speidel. Behind them is the marshal's aide, Captain Brandt. Dissatisfied with the state of preparedness, Rommel instituted herculean measures to bolster the defense.
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  Rommel and Speidel with sector commanders and engineering officers survey a section of the coastal area defenses in May 1944. The engineering officers were chagrined by the extent of Rommel's engineering knowledge and his rapid, often unorthodox solutions to their difficulties.


  Photo from General Speidel.


  professional men, others of church and labor leaders, and still others of men in government positions. On the eastern front the fall of Stalingrad had resulted in the capture of several generals--including the distinguished Walther von Seydlitz--who were smuggling letters to their former associates pleading that they cease further operations, that continuation of the war made no sense.


  The capture of Seydlitz and his appeal to his fellow generals to forego further operations caused the Fuhrer great unease. In German military history few ranked in fame with this officer's forefather, General Friedrich Wilhelm von Seydlitz, who had distinguished himself under Frederick the Great as one of the greatest cavalry commanders in history. To have a Seydlitz in opposition was unnerving.


  The leader and coordinator of the activities of the various army groups was Colonel General Ludwig Beck, who had resigned in 1938 as Chief of Staff of the German Army in protest of Hitler's invasion of Czechoslovakia.


  Coordinating the clandestine work of the civilian group was Dr. Karl Goerdeler, the former mayor of Leipzig. He had borne a smoldering hatred for Hitler ever since the Fuhrer, upon coming to power, had removed him from office for refusing to tear down the city's monument to the composer Mendelssohn, a Jew. The previous winter he had asked Dr. Karl Stroelin, the mayor of Stuttgart and also in the civilian cabal, to contact Rommel and persuade him that Hitler had to be eliminated for the Fatherland to survive.


  In February Stroelin had come to Rommel's home for an exchange of views. They agreed there had to be a change in the government leadership before the Allies could be approached for an armistice.


  As late as April 14, the day before Speidel was due to report for duty with Rommel, Stroelin, on behalf of Goerdeler, had met with Speidel to brief him on the civilian contingent's progress in coordinating the plans of Hitler's enemies in the East with those in the West. Another item on the agenda was to urge Speidel to arrange a meeting between Rommel and the former foreign minister, Constantin von Neurath, whose foreign affairs expertise might be of use. Neurath had been ousted from office in 1938 for his opposition to National Socialism and the policies Hitler was following, which he considered a high wire act that sooner or later must lead to a fall.


  At a subsequent meeting, to deflect possible Gestapo suspicions, a secret method of communication between the civilian group and Rommel's command post was worked out, and the group was informed that Rommel was ready to act at a moment's notice.


  What still remained unsettled was how to dispose of Hitler. On this point there was no unanimity between the groups or even within the groups. Most of the army conspirators favored assassination, while many of the civilian cabal favored arresting him and bringing him to trial before the German people. The latter was Rommel's choice. He was afraid assassination would make a martyr of the Fuhrer. General Beck, leader of the Army faction, and Mayor Stroelin, a prime mover in the civilian faction, foresaw the danger of a civil war should he be left alive.


  Gradually the headquarters at La Roche Guyon became a locus for the civilian and army conspirators desperately seeking a way to wrest power from Hitler. At La Roche Guyon they could talk freely without fear of the Gestapo.


  During the past winter political commissars had begun being assigned to higher headquarters staffs, but Rommel had been able to circumvent the appointment of an SS officer to Army Group B.


  Happenstance, there was strategically placed at this time in important and delicate positions in the West a group of military leaders who wished to unseat Hitler. Governing Belgium and northern France was General Alexander von Falkenhausen, one of the most highly respected men in the German officer corps, who had been subtly sabotaging Hitler's orders and softening the severity of the occupation.


  The Military Governor of France was General Karl Heinrich von Stuelpnagel, a man of philosophical mind and a great talent for strategy. His friendship with Rommel went back to the days when they both taught under Falkenhausen at the infantry school at Dresden.


  And, of great importance too, in the strategic city of Paris the commandant was General Hans von Boineburg, pledged to the cause.


  As for the theater commander, Field Marshal Rundstedt, it was assumed he would offer no opposition. Rommel, Falkenhausen, and Stuelpnagel had kept him abreast of their plans. It was known that he disdained the Fuhrer. He had long spoken privately of him as "the Bohemian corporal" and never called him directly on the phone, although by rank he had that privilege.


  With the invasion on the horizon, the conspirators came to some conclusions that they planned to submit as proposals to Eisenhower and Montgomery in hopes of an armistice agreement.


  In the West they would evacuate the occupied western territories and withdraw all German troops behind the West Wall in return for the immediate halt of the bombing raids over Germany. There would be no unconditional surrender as had been demanded by Roosevelt and Churchill at Casablanca in January 1943, but an armistice to be followed by a peace whose purpose would be to achieve order, prevent chaos, and encourage the beginnings of a framework for a United States of Europe. The German people would be appealed to by all radio stations in the western command, detailing the true military and political situation and Hitler's criminal conduct of state affairs.


  Within the Fatherland, the National Socialist rule would be overthrown by force and Hitler arrested and held for trial by a German court. There would be no military dictatorship. Temporary executive power would be held by General Beck, Goerdeler, and Wilhelm Leuschner, the former Hessian minister of the interior.


  In the East the fight against Russia would continue, which the conspirators felt would be in the British and American interest with Germany acting as a bulwark to keep the spread of Communism from sweeping to the West.


  "Do you still think," I asked Speidel, "that at that stage of the game there was a possibility of an armistice in light of the fact that the Allies had vowed to force Germany into an unconditional surrender?"


  "Yes," said Speidel. "Remember, nations have interests that determine their actions. First, a canceled invasion would have spared you all the lives and treasure spent in its execution."


  "True," I said.


  "Secondly, it was our belief that when the chips were down, the British and Americans would realize their interests lay with joining us against the westward spread of Communism. Germany would act as a bulwark. We believed the alliance with Stalin was an unnatural one; the only glue holding it together was their common enemy. Once Hitler and his imperial ambitions were removed, what purpose did it serve the Western Powers to weaken Germany, the bulwark against the westward spread of Communism?"


  "None," I said, "that I can see."


  "In fact," continued Speidel, "there must have been similar thinking on the other side, because there was an American effort to contact Rommel on May 10, less than a month before the landings."


  According to the general, an American colonel named Smart had been shot down over Vienna and during his interrogation in Oberursel, outside Frankfurt, had said he wanted to get in touch with Rommel to arrange for an end to the war. Rommel never became aware of this, and Speidel had learned of it only after the war's end. He maintained a copy of the report had gone to Goering, another to the Air Ministry, and a third to Heinrich Himmler, chief of the Gestapo. Speidel believed in the veracity of the report but was unsure whether this was an official mission or whether this was the colonel's personal endeavor akin to Rudolf Hess's flight to Scotland in 1941. Hess was at the time Hitler's closest confidant and second in succession to the dictatorship. The most widely accepted explanation for the flight was that he carried German peace proposals. This the German leadership denied, and the British government responded ambiguously.


  Speidel did not know the American airman's first name or anything else about him. I told the general that upon my return to the States I would check this out with the War Department. Later, back home, my efforts at the War Department came to nought.


  The Desert Fox was now astride two horses. On the one hand, he was engaged in the conspiracy to be rid of Hitler so as to come to terms with the Western Allies, forestall the invasion, and eliminate the further bombing of his beloved homeland. On the other hand, he was struggling to make the coast invasion-proof. The two efforts, while perhaps at first impression dichotomous, were in reality not. Each day the invasion was delayed by Rommel's increased preparedness was another day to coordinate the measures for the anti-Hitler revolt. Time was of the essence.


  May 21: Dearest Lu: We stand on the eve of heavy fighting, the most decisive battle of the war. Extraordinary things have been accomplished during the last months and weeks, and yet we are not as prepared as I would like to be. We still need more mines, more obstacles in the water and against airborne troops, still more artillery, antiaircraft, and rocket projectors.


  May 29: Yesterday there was no letup in the Anglo-American round-the-clock bombing. The French particularly suffer from it. Three thousand killed among the civilian population within forty-eight hours. Our casualties are generally very low. Many dummy installations are attacked.


  As General Eisenhower was putting the finishing touches to his plans, the German troops, whipped on by the marshal, labored to bolster their defenses, which still fell far short of the impregnability Rommel hoped to achieve. To his soldiers Rommel talked victory and tried to believe it himself. But ever the realist, he knew better. Through Hitler's chief adjutant, General Schmundt, the same man who had accompanied him on his first flight to Africa and with whom he had maintained a friendship, and through whom he was able to circumvent Keitel's and Jodl's blocking of his direct access to Hitler, Rommel had arranged for a personal interview with the Fuhrer. He desperately wanted to present his view of the military and political picture.


  And bleak it was. Politically the Fatherland was isolated. By sea it was hermetically sealed off from receiving food and supplies by the Allied air and sea arms. So successful was the blockade that "blockade mutton" had come into fashion. This was the nickname his countrymen had given to dog meat, whose sale was legal and which could be found in butcher shops.


  In the skies over Germany flights of 2,000 and 3,000 British and American bombers daily were pulverizing the Fatherland's cities.


  In Italy Rome had just fallen. In the East the Wehrmacht troops were being relentlessly pushed toward their border. In the homeland itself fifteen-year-olds were being called up, signalling that the bottom of the manpower barrel was near and that the call-up of the Volksturm or the home guard, was imminent. This consisted primarily of fourteen- and fifteen-year-old boys, older men, and men previously exempted from the draft for physical reasons. The Wehrmacht, desperate for manpower, would soon be calling on this combination of the young, the lame, and the old for salvation.


  Based on past experience, the Swabian knew that his pleas to Hitler to end the war would likely go unheeded. Therefore on his agenda was to be a request for more planes and for six to eight armored and five to seven motorized divisions to be positioned east of Paris so that a swift counterattack could be launched against the invasion force.


  Low in hope but high in resolution, Rommel, with the blessings of Rundstedt, left La Roche Guyon in his Horch on the morning of June 5 for the long drive to Berchtesgaden. Because of Allied control of the skies, high commanders had been forbidden by Hitler to fly. Intelligence had picked up no indication of an imminent landing, and weather and tidal conditions in the days ahead were not favorable for such operations. So adverse were weather conditions that on the night of June 5 no outpost ship watch was kept.


  Chapter IX The Battle of Normandy


  Rommel never got to see the Fuhrer. En route, he had broken his journey at Herrlingen to spend the night at home. It was Lucie Rommel's birthday and he was bringing her as a gift a pair of shoes. It was there that his chief of staff telephoned him the news on Allied D-Day, June 6, that Eisenhower had struck, before the Marshal could complete the other two-thirds of his defenses.


  About 10:00 the previous night the 15th German Army had intercepted a coded message from which it was possible to interpret that the invasion forces were about to set sail. This, in itself, was not unduly alarming. In prior days there had been other intercepted coded messages with invasion dates, only to be followed with subsequent messages canceling them. The weather in the Channel area had recently been stormy and the seas rough, and this day, too, did not appear conducive to landing operations.


  In the first hours of the morning, however, Speidel received sketchy reports of parachute landings. Despite the uncertainty, the chief of staff, in Rommel's absence, ordered all units to battle stations. Between 3:00 and 4:00 A.M. increasing reports of parachute landings poured into headquarters, followed at 5:30 by the bombardment of the Calvados coast by hundreds of naval guns. And when the skies darkened with the appearance of entire armadas of British and American planes, there was no longer room for doubt. The battle for Normandy was on!


  Reserve divisions were ordered to be ready to move, and Rundstedt's and Hitler's headquarters were told of the massive incursion under way. Their requests for a more detailed overall picture of the situation could not be met. Of the 160 Luftwaffe planes assigned to the defense of Normandy, the few that were not destroyed on the ground could not get into the air for reconnaissance. Their runways had been destroyed. Only a composite of Army ground reports could be supplied.


  [image: ]


  The Marshal and his wife with houseguest Hildegard Kirchheim (left) the day before D-Day. On his way to see Hitler, Rommel had broken the journey at Herrlingen to help celebrate his wife's birthday. ''His gift, a pair of shoes from France, did not fit me well," said Mrs. Rommel.


  Photo from Mrs. Rommel.
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  This picture of his wife, his son, and his dog was taken by the marshal the day before the Allied invasion of Normandy.


  Photo from Mrs. Rommel.


  
    In Herrlingen, Rommel downed a hasty breakfast as Speidel briefed him on the situation and the orders he had issued. Rommel approved, canceled his trip to Berchtesgaden, and raced at high speed to his battle headquarters at La Roche Guyon, 500 miles away. he arrived about 4:30 P.M.


  


  Before he reached his destination, thousands upon thousands of tons of explosives from the sea and air had rocked the German defenders. Supported by airborne troops and naval and air bombardment, the greatest amphibious force ever to set sail was storming the beaches between Ouistreham and Varreville.


  Of the German operational reserve, the two Panzer divisions that the marshal had been allowed to move to the coast, and which he had deployed near Caen, turned out to be properly disposed. The other divisions, however, which he now needed so desperately, had to be moved long distances. Before they reached the scene of battle, the Allied air arm had fractionated and decimated them, as he had predicted. Wheeled units became separated from tracked. It was not until the third day that the remnants that had survived air intervention were committed, and then only piecemeal and without their heavy equipment. By that time they were demoralized and of little effective help. Had the panzer divisions held in reserve by the High Command been positioned where the Fox had wanted them and committed to action in the first hours, the successful establishment of the beachhead might well have been in doubt.


  "Instead," said Speidel, "by the third day the Allies were deeply rooted and had the initiative."


  The luck of the beach defenders was little better. Most coastal divisions were only partly motorized and composed about two-thirds of men under nineteen and over thirty years of age. The best troops had long before been stripped from these divisions and sent to the eastern front. Most of the artillery was bootya hodgepodge of French, Belgian, Czech, and Polish guns--and mainly static. No transportation had been provided for it. When the positions became untenable, the guns could not be removed from their emplacements and had to be destroyed. By evening the U.S. 1st Army and the British 2nd Army had established a bridgehead fifteen miles wide and six miles deep between the Orne and the Vire rivers.


  In the air the Luftwaffe could offer little more than token support. It was a shadow without substance, only a ghost of the power it had been before the Battle of Britain in 1940. As Goering admitted upon capture, the Luftwaffe was too weak to challenge the Allied squadrons. He could do no more than nurse it for night mine-laying off the beaches in an effort to hinder the Allied buildup.


  Writing on June 9, his first letter to his wife after the landings, Rommel said:


  A heavy load weighs upon me, and it will get still heavier. We are doing our best, but the enemy superiority is tremendous in almost every respect. The weather is very bad and that is good for us. I was up in the combat zone yesterday.


  June 10: Our troops must endure bitter fighting. I was up front yesterday and want to go up again today. The enemy air mastery influences our operations very much. There is just nothing we can do about it. It will probably soon start at another point. Well, we do what we can.


  June 11: Situation rendered very difficult by enemy air superiority, which smashes and paralyzes everything.


  So far I have always escaped injury during my trips. One has to be very careful.


  The next day the general found no time to write, but on the following day he had already seen the futility of the German defense and was ready to seek a political end to the conflict:


  Our defensive battle is not going well, mainly because of the enemy air superiority and heavy naval artillery.


  In his materiel the enemy is very much superior to us. In the air the ratio is 27,000 sorties to 300 to 500 of our own. I reported to the Fuhrer yesterday, and Rundstedt is doing the same. It is time now to get diplomacy into the picture. We expect the next thrust, perhaps even more formidable, at another point within the next few days. The long-assembled forces of the two world powers are being committed now. The decision will not be long in coming. We are doing what we can. I think often of you two at home. With heartfelt wishes and the hope that all this will have a tolerable ending.


  June 14: Heavy defensive fighting during which the tremendous superiority of the enemy in the air, naval artillery, men, and materiel makes itself felt. I doubt that the higher-ups realize the gravity of the situation and draw the correct conclusions. The supply situation is getting critical in every respect.


  June 15: Was up front again yesterday. The situation does not improve. The troops--SS as well as army--fight with remarkable bravery, but every day the ratio of strength and materiel is changing more and more in the enemy's favor. Our own air force plays only a very minor role over the battle zone. I am fairly well. I must keep my head despite everything, even though many hopes must be forsaken now. You can imagine what grave decisions we shall have to make in the near future, and surely you recall our conversation of November 1942.


  The conversation referred to is one Rommel had with his wife in Rome shortly after the battle of El Alamein. He had been in Italy for a meeting with Hitler and Goering, and afterwards confided to her that in his opinion the war was lost and a political settlement ought to be sought as quickly as possible.


  June 16: Fighting is still very bitter and takes a heavy toll of our forces. The conditions are like those at El Alamein.


  And indeed they were. Within nine days the 5,000-ship Allied armada had disgorged half a million men and tens of thousands of combat vehicles onto the Normandy shores. Although the Germans early captured two copies of the complete SHAEF (Supreme Headquarters Allied Expeditionary Forces) orders for the landings and primary objectives, General Speidel told the author, they were powerless to take advantage of their knowledge of the Allied intentions. The 1,000 planes he had been promised at his briefing at Berchtesgaden only two months before never materialized.


  These first days had been the nightmare that Erwin Rommel had foreseen if the landings could not be beaten off. "Up to now Hitler's strategy had consisted of defending every inch of ground," Speidel told me in one of our many meetings after the war. "The Fuhrer had a penchant for calling any area to be defended a 'fortress' even though there was no semblance of a stronghold. His directives were filled with admonitions to defend this fortress or that fortress. The terminology was intended to inspire greater effort in its defense and to inculcate in its defending commander a greater sense of Hitler's displeasure should it be lost. There was no elasticity to his strategy."


  "Didn't he learn anything from Stalingrad?" I asked.


  "No," said Speidel. "He ignored Frederick the Great's maxim that he who defends everything defends nothing. In war the cardinal rationale is to destroy the enemy army, not to defend ground. He was a dilettante surrounded by toadies."


  Repeated pleas by Rommel and Rundstedt that Hitler visit the front, get a grasp on the situation, and possibly make adjustments in his strategy had been ignored. Then, on the evening of June 16 there was a phone call directing Rommel and Speidel, plus Rundstedt and his chief of staff, General Blumentritt to report to Battle Headquarters "W II" at Margival, five miles northeast of Soissons, at 9:00 the following morning.


  The order left the four officers disgusted. They had expected Hitler to come to the front to see the scene for himself. Instead, after returning at 3:00 A.M. from a twenty-one hour tour of the front, Rommel had to immediately take off for the 140-mile trip to the rear.


  It was at this meeting, as Jodl testified at Nuremberg, that Rommel had said, "My Fuhrer, have you actually imagined the continuation of this war?" Hitler grew very angry and said very shortly, "That is a question that is none of your business! That is a question that I will decide!"


  The conference was held in an edifice that had been built in 1940 and was intended to serve as the command post for the invasion of Britain. The summoned officers found it sealed off by Hitler's SS escort troops. Inside, the Fuhrer's quarters contained a large conference room, a bedroom with bath and rooms for his adjutants, plus comfortable air raid shelters.


  The reporting officers found the Fuhrer, who did not look well, hunched on a stool, fiddling nervously with his glasses and some colored pencils.


  "Hitler greeted us curtly and coldly," Speidel told me, "and then in a loud voice berated us bitterly for our failure to halt the Allied landings. He went into a litany of recriminations. Rundstedt, after a few words, turned the discussion over to Rommel, who, with a ruthless honesty, pointed out that the struggle was hopeless against the overpowering Allied superiority in the air, at sea, and on land, ignoring several interruptions by Hitler.


  "Particularly galling to Rommel was Hitler's refusal to acknowledge the decline in the relative strength of the German troops vis-a-vis those of the Allies, especially after Rommel's pointing out that Eisenhower had already landed twenty-two to twenty-five divisions and another two or three were debarking each week. A demand by Hitler that the 'fortress' of Cherbourg be held particularly exasperated Rommel, since this would tie down many men and further restrict his ability to maneuver.


  "The Fuhrer doubted the shocking picture that Rommel painted of the enemy's destructive power," continued Speidel, "and this irritated Rommel, for he was a man given to the realistic appraisal of battlefield situations. He was particularly incensed by Hitler's expressions of disbelief in the demoralizing effect of your carpet bombings. Of the troops who survived, even among those who were not wounded, many were incapable of further fighting.


  "The rate of psychoneurosis was very high," the general went on. "And for the others, those who could still fight, these bombardments by air, land, and sea, shattered morale among the best. The troops suffered tremendous trauma, and many were simply unfit for further combat, which Hitler, in spite of Rommel's repeated explanations, refused to believe. Some lost control of their bodily functions."


  "That I know," I said, "based on an experience I had at Anzio where I was sometimes engaged in special-purpose interrogation. Another officer named Cap worked at an adjoining desk. Finishing with a prisoner, Cap called for the next one and in came a corporal smelling not exactly like a rose.


  "'Corporal,' said Cap, 'did you shit in your pants?' The soldier, at attention, stiffened even further.


  "'Herr Hauptmann,' he replied, 'if you had been in my foxhole and the bombs dropped all around you, you, too, forgive me, please, would have shit in your pants.'"


  Speidel smiled slightly at the picture. "During your carpet bombings, I am sure that was not uncommon."


  Hitler kept accusing Rundstedt and Rommel of mistakes in leadership and expressed disbelief in the paralyzing effectiveness of the Allied weapons as outlined by the marshals. Rommel, supported by Rundstedt, demanded enough reserves of all three arms to at least stabilize the situation. He also demanded that the V-1, which had just been fired against England, be fired into the beachhead if it was as good as the press reports claimed.


  The Fuhrer called in General Erich Heinemann, who was in charge of V-weapons production. Heinemann said the jet-propelled bomb was not accurate enough for use against troops. When the marshals suggested the weapon be used against the ports in southern England, where supplies and personnel for the invasion forces were transshipped, Hitler declared that he needed it to bomb London and "make the English willing to make peace."


  Rommel's protestation that the policy towards France needed major revision, especially the role of the secret police of the SS, was given short shrift, as was his denunciation of the Sauckel program, a slave labor draft operation requiring the administrations of the occupied countries to send to Germany a periodic quota of people for incorporation into the German labor force. In France opposition to this measure took the form of many young men disappearing into the ranks of the Maquis, the underground French resistance forces.


  "After more accusations of failures in generalship," Speidel went on, "and after more refusals to believe in the power of the enemy arms, Rommel sharply replied that he formed his impression from daily visits to the front, pointedly remarking that neither the Fuhrer nor anyone of high rank from his headquarters, from the High Command, the Luftwaffe or the navy had come to the front to see the situation for himself, to see the effect of the Allied weaponry, and to see the hopelessness of the overall tactical situation.


  The atmosphere in the room was electric with anticipation of Hitler's next charge and Rommel's rebuttal. A duel was in progress.


  "Hitler," added Speidel, "then accused Rommel of permitting the German troops to be surprised by the landings. He said that according to the British radio some were captured in their underwear. This accusation also had no foundation in fact. Our radio intercept people had decoded British radio messages indicating the time of the invasion to be between June 1 and June 10. Later intercepted messages indicated that the invasion might be postponed until after June 15 because of bad weather in the Channel. But the troops had nevertheless been alerted."


  Still looking for a peg on which to hang his troubles, the Fuhrer next claimed that the German troops lacked courage. "This charge Rommel refuted in unmistakably forceful language," said Speidel, "and renewed his demand for reinforcements. Hitler promised to withdraw several panzer divisions from Italy, plus the High Command reserve in Germany. In addition he promised us a thousand jet-propelled planes immediately."


  Rommel never received these planes, most of which existed only in the Fuhrer's imagination, and the reserve in Germany was rushed to the eastern front a few days later when the Russians made a big breakthrough on both sides of the Moscow-Minsk road. Eventually a few units from Italy reached France, but most were destroyed before they arrived at the battlefield.


  "At one point in the heated exchange," said Speidel, "Rommel exclaimed, 'You demand our confidence, but you do not trust us yourself!'"


  "What did Hitler say to that?" I asked.


  "He flushed," said Speidel, "but remained silent."


  Air raid sirens went off at this point and forced the conference to move to the Fuhrer's air raid shelter, large enough only for Hitler, his adjutant Schmundt, the two field marshals and their chiefs of staff.


  "With the conference now reduced to this small group," said Speidel, "Rommel seized the opportunity for a thorough critique of the whole military and political situation. The Normandy front was bound to collapse, he said, and invasion of Germany itself was imminent. The front in Italy would also collapse, Rome having already been lost on June 4, and he doubted if Germany had enough forces to hold the Russian front, especially now that American supplies were reaching it in great quantity. Germany was politically isolated, he pointed out, too weak to go on, and concluded with an appeal to end the war."


  "How did the Fuhrer react to that?" I asked.


  "His response," replied Speidel, "was to angrily tell Rommel not to worry about the future course of the war, but to take care of his own front. The gulf between them had widened. Hitler's mistrust, indeed his hatred, had visibly grown."


  The meeting, which began at nine in the morning, lasted till four in the afternoon, except for a short break for lunch. It was a one-course meal consisting of a casserole of rice and vegetables, which Hitler hungrily devoured after it was first tasted for him. Behind his chair stood two SS guards and around his plate were pills and liqueur glasses with different medicines, and he would periodically interrupt his eating to take one of them.


  "At this stage of the game," Speidel went on, "it was time to throw in the towel. The Western Powers had complete mastery of the skies. An army that fights without adequate air cover is doomed. That was our undoing in Africa and again in France. Already in early 1944 your dominance of the air was so complete that the High Command issued an order that said, 'Every airplane in the sky is to be considered hostile,'


  "An army ceases to be an army when it is no longer capable of fighting, and responsible political and military leaders draw the appropriate conclusions. But Hitler was idiotically determined to fight to the last man in the hope of Endzieg (final victory) but without a strategic plan for its achievement. Had he taken Rommel's advice and brought the war to an end at this point, many young men on both sides who are dead would be alive today."


  "So the meeting changed nothing," I said.


  "There was one odd aftermath. Just before the meeting ended, General Schmundt, Hitler's chief adjutant, with whom Rommel had remained on friendly terms since his African days, came to me and asked that I summon all field commanders to La Roche Guyon so that they could personally report to Hitler on their problems. Like Rommel, for whom he had a high regard, Schmundt felt the High Command needed firsthand knowledge of conditions at the front."


  "What happened at that meeting?" I asked.


  "That meeting never came off. It was to be in two days, on June 19. So the next day in the process of coordinating matters, I called Blumentritt and was told the incredible news that Hitler had returned to Berchtesgaden. It seems that shortly after we left, one of Heinemann's V bombs meant for the British Isles was misdirected by a defective gyrosteering mechanism and landed close to headquarters. There were no casualties and not much damage."


  "I guess that's as close to the war as Hitler wanted to get," I said.


  "He was not big on visits to the front," said Speidel. "Shortly after the landings, Churchill visited the front. Hitler should have too. Sadly lacking at the Fuhrer's headquarters was an evaluation based on front-line knowledge. Impressions were divorced from reality.


  "After this acrimious meeting," Speidel went on, "we returned to our headquarters and composed a three-page memorandum, a review of the situation as Rommel had outlined it, and ending with: 'I must beg you, my Fuhrer, to draw the inevitable conclusions. I feel it is my duty as the commander in chief of the army group to state this clearly.' And we sent it off by teletype."


  This conference, which lasted seven hours, is mentioned in a letter the Fox wrote his wife the next day but which he apparently did not trust to the mails:


  June 18: Today I have a chance to send you a letter by one of the men. Yesterday I went to see the Fuhrer and made everything perfectly clear. If the High Command was initially under the impression that the soldiers up front did not fight well, their views have since been changed. The enemy himself has given the highest credit to my troops. Naturally, large elements of our forces were crushed by the tremendous impact of the enemy bombing and naval artillery bombardment, but those who survived fought like devils. Had they listened to me we would have counterattacked the first night with three divisions and probably beaten off the landings. Due to the panzer divisions having to be brought up from points 250 to 400 miles away, terrible delays resulted and the battle was very precarious at times.


  Of particular significance in this letter is Rommel's reference to his proposal to counterattack the first night with three divisions. General Bedell Smith, Eisenhower's chief of staff, later revealed that a strong German counterattack at an early moment was the principal anxiety of the Allied planners. Said he: "It was not the Atlantic Wall, but what we believed the Germans would do once we had demonstrated the vulnerability of their coastal defenses. . . . Good judgment in this case would have been to concentrate infantry and panzer divisions for a strong counterattack at the earliest moment, before we were ready." Exactly the Swabian's prescription for defense.


  At the Margival meeting the relationship between Hitler and Rommel was irretrievably sundered. The Fuhrer lost his faith in Rommel. For his part, Rommel had already lost faith in Hitler with the miscarriage of the African campaign.


  Now his current mission was again marked by promises unkept, reinforcing his disdain for Hitler and his claque, particularly Keitel, the chief of the High Command. The latter was a tall, distinguished-looking figure with a mustache. His patriarchic appearance did not, however, shield him from the contempt in which he was regarded by many General Staff officers. By them he was appraised as a vassal of Hitler, an officer whose main attribute was a willingness to carry out without question the orders of the Fuhrer. Behind his back Keitel was sneeringly referred to as a lackey.


  Rommel also wasted no love on Jodl, the High Command's chief of operations, and especially detested General Walther Warlimont, the deputy chief, whom he regarded as an ignoramus driven by ambition but minus military and moral qualities.


  In the succeeding days as the emasculation of Hitler's forces continued unabated on all fronts, Rundstedt and Rommel urgently implored the Fuhrer for another conference. On June 28 both were ordered to report but on such short notice that, flying not allowed them, they had to drive through the night hours to reach Berchtesgaden by noon, the appointed time, only to be left cooling their heels till evening. The delay angered them. Their time could have been better employed at their posts, they felt. So critical were conditions by now that, while Eisenhower could later say, "Never during the entire campaign were we forced to fight a major battle without the weapons that were needed," Rommel could only write, "Should a decisive battle take place, we will run out of ammunition."


  Instead of the private conference they had thought they would have with Hitler, and in which they had hoped to talk to him with the greatest frankness, they had to press him in the presence of a large group to reevaluate the situation and take measures to bring the hostilities to a conclusion. In response, the Fuhrer retreated into his fantasy world of miracle weapons that would bring total victory. A request by the two officers for a private interview was met with refusal. No dinner invitation was extended, only a curt leave to depart.


  Before leaving, Rommel sought out Field Marshal Keitel and told him that Hitler's dream of total victory was absurd in light of the rapidly worsening conditions, that only total defeat could be expected, including the widespread destruction of the Reich's cities by bombing, unless peace could be made with the West and the front in the East held.


  Keitel promised to paint the picture for the Fuhrer in these colors, and the two marshals, the one old and revered, the other young, popular, and venerated, returned dejected and disgusted to their respective headquarters.


  Probably thinking that he could do no worse by changing the style of his losing game, the Fuhrer two days later, on July 1, relieved Rundstedt as theater commander "for reasons of health." To be saddled with the blame for the German debacle sorely troubled the old soldier. On the other hand, he was also glad to be free from the position. In a farewell visit to Rommel at La Roche Guyon he remarked that he was thankful that he would not be in command during the coming catastrophe.


  Among the higher German brass in the field commands, it was assumed that the senior marshal's successor as theater commander would be the proven and widely admired Rommel. Instead, Rundstedt's replacement was Field Marshal Guenther von Kluge, a Prussian, who had only recently recovered from an automobile accident on the eastern front. Kluge had proved his mettle as a top-level commander in the 1940 French campaign. (It was as a subordinate of Kluge in 1940 that Rommel had led his ''Ghost" Division in its epic thrust to the English Channel.) Later he had been supreme commander of the Central Army Group in Russia.


  Kluge was a serious, cold-eyed, energetic man who was quick to grasp a situation, courageous, unsparing of himself, remorseless in extracting the last ounce of effort from his underlings, but, in all, a bit of a peacock. While not enamored of Hitler, he felt indebted to him, perhaps swayed by a sense of being obligated for the special honors and gifts he had accepted from him.


  The overlord dared not supplant the popular Desert Fox. This would have been too much of a jolt for the German citizenry, whose confidence in Hitler's military acumen was waning rapidly despite Goebbel's constant assurances of the Fuhrer's omniscience. Rommel's removal would have been interpreted as an admission of military bankruptcy and the cult of the Fuhrer as "the greatest general of all times" (which had come into being after the successful campaigns in Poland, Norway, France, and the Balkans) would have been diminished.


  Rommel had viewed Rundstedt as an officer with many capabilities but now so old (he was approaching seventy) he had one foot in the grave. He had felt hindered by him, and when he was replaced Rommel had mixed feeling. The two had been in agreement on the political situation and on the overall conduct of the war. What Rommel saw in the old man was an eminent strategist, an expert in using the tools of war, but at the same time a man whose creative drive had been replaced by a sarcastic indifference, who was too tired for modern-day battle and so rarely left his command post.


  In taking leave of his staff, the embittered old warrior swore never to accept another command. Yet, only weeks later, after the failure of the July 20 attempt on Hitler's life, he, along with Keitel, accepted membership on the "Court of Honor," which cashiered 1,200 officers, including 250 of the General Staff Corps and many of his fellow generals, for suspected complicity in the conspiracy. These degraded officers were then passed on to the "People's Court." Here they were usually sentenced to hanging, and their families, after first paying the cost of the execution, were sent to concentration camps.


  This part of Rundstedt's career has been charitably described by one of his associates as "the result of the physical and spiritual deterioration of an old man after five years of hard war and bitter experiences."


  Over dinner one evening with Speidel and his wife, Ruth, we discussed at considerable length Rundstedt's membership on the Court of Honor. Mrs. Speidel had a similar forgiving view of Rundstedt, whereas her husband's was harsher and less absolving.


  Fresh from the Fuhrer's headquarters at Berchtesgaden, where Hitler had told him, "Rundstedt and Rommel are just dawdling along," and had blamed the disaster in the West on the omissions and commissions of the pair, a cocky Kluge visited Rommel at La Roche Guyon on the afternoon of July 5 for orientation. A robust, aggressive individual, confident that Rommel's pessimism was unwarranted and that he could turn the situation around, Kluge began sharply with, "Rommel, it is time you learned to listen!"


  "You are talking to a field marshal!" shouted Rommel, enraged, jumping to his feet. "I demand an explanation of that remark! I have equal rank with you and I am responsible to the Fuhrer for my decisions!"


  The conversation took on such a tempestuous character that General Speidel and the other officers present were ordered to leave the room. It lasted an hour, with Rommel interrupting Kluge's diatribe with suggestions that he withhold judgment until he had seen for himself the situation and the needed countermeasures.


  In fairness to the new theater commander, it must be understood that Rommel's realistic assessment of the war situation and his messages prodding the Fuhrer to face the consequences of defeat on the battlefield had not endeared him to Hitler and his sycophants, who viewed the Swabian as too popular, too independent, oft-times disobedient, and now defeatist. This characterization they had conveyed to Kluge. Later in the day, still under the influence of the Fuhrer's aerie talk, Kluge expressed incredulity as Rommel portrayed German impotence in the face of Allied power. "I think you view the situation too pessimistically," he said. "I shall visit the front myself tomorrow."


  "Do so," said Rommel, "but be careful. Enemy planes patrol the roads continuously."


  "Oh, they won't bother me," said Kluge deprecatingly. "I won't even get out of the car."


  "I warn you," repeated Rommel, "be careful. Whenever I go up forward I keep my hand on the door release, ready to jump out. I have to dive into a ditch ten or fifteen times, and I don't permit the presence of my driver or the accompanying officers to embarrass me."


  The conference ended in a satisfactory working arrangement, their responsibilities defined, although the Swabian resented Kluge's refusal to discuss the all-important question of how to save Germany from destruction. He knew through confidential sources that Kluge had been in touch for years with forces opposing Hitler. The two parted with chilly formality.


  In Kluge, known to the troops as "der kluge Hans" (cunning Hans), Rommel recognized the schooled and polished General Staff officer, a type for which he had an aversion. Kluge, for his part, saw in Rommel an unsophisticated officer who did not come up to the General Staff standards of a field marshal.


  Beginning the next day, following an itinerary prepared by Rommel's staff, Kluge went on a two-day tour of inspections and talked with the troops and field commanders. A convert returned.


  "How many times did you get out of the car?" asked Rommel.


  "Twenty!" exclaimed the chastened Kluge. "And I find your description of the situation much nearer the truth than the Fuhrer's!" He apologized to Rommel for his original remarks, excusing his behavior on the grounds that Hitler and Keitel had misled him. This they had done in Russia, too, he said.


  Kluge's opinion of Rommel steadily heightened in the next weeks and the two men, different as they were in background and method, approached a unanimity in outlook.


  The substitution of Kluge for Rundstedt did little to curtail the success of the Western Powers, who during the next ten days rapidly pushed deeper into France and seized more bases for their planes. They bombarded the railroads funneling into the combat area so heavily and repeatedly that a one-day trip now took a week. To reinforce the first half million men he had landed, Eisenhower shuttled over another half million. Supplies he had safely ferried over the Channel by now totalled a million tons. To move them to the troops and to keep the troops moving, he had landed 30,000 vehicles. With every passing day the efficiency and scope of the liquidation of the Teutonic legions increased.


  While the German Seventh Army was bleeding to death in Normandy, the Fifteenth Army sat stoically guarding the coast of the Pas de Calais. The High Command dared not send it to the rescue. German Intelligence was imbued with the idee fixe that the Normandy invasion was only a diversionary effort, that the main assault was yet to come, and that when it did, it would be directed against the Pas de Calais. An invasion here offered the Allies a minimum of water travel, a maximum of air coverage and, once established, the most direct route to the heart of Germany.


  This illusion was carefully nurtured by the Allies with dummy ships in the Thames and on the Dover coast, plus dummy camps in East Anglia and more than usual bombing of the Fifteenth Army preserve. Luftwaffe scouting did little to correct the catastrophic Nazi analysis of Eisenhower's intentions. "Already by May 15," said Speidel, "Allied air supremacy was so absolute that not once after that date could one of our reconnaissance planes penetrate the island defenses to get a suitable strip of photographs of the English harbors."


  Rommel's letters are evidence that he, too, misinterpreted the Allied intentions. Four days after the initial landings he wrote: "It will probably soon start at another point." A week later he still thought so: " We expect the next assault, perhaps on an even greater scale, at another point within the next few days." And several weeks later, as he lay wounded in the hospital, he still thought there was a likelihood of such an attack. Intelligence available to him placed thirty to thirty-five divisions still in England. He guessed the site for the second assault as the eastern edge of Calais.


  On July 8 Montgomery assaulted Caen, a key city in the German plan of defense, after first striking the enemy with an air attack by 500 heavy bombers. The next day troops of the British Second Army occupied all of the town north and west of the Orne River. On the 10th Maltot fell, promising to snare the Nazis between Orne and Odon. Seeing nothing but a long series of disasters ahead, Rommel discussed the situation with Kluge. "We have lost the war in the West," he said. "It must be brought to an end."


  Kluge agreed.


  At this time the Military Governor of France, General Stuelpnagel, who wanted the marshal to take independent action to end the war, sent a staff officer, Dr. Caesar von Hofacker, to see Rommel for a definitive analysis of the conditions on the front. So that plans could be synchronized, this was to be reported to Colonel General Ludwig Beck, the Army faction's conspiracy leader in Berlin, and to Colonel Count Claus Schenk von Stauffenberg, the man who was eventually to place the bomb beneath Hitler's map table.


  On July 12 Kluge came to La Roche Guyon for another discussion of the military situation. Kluge asked Rommel how long the front could be held, with the fighting units being whittled down and no reserves in support. The Fox suggested that the corps and division commanders be asked their opinions and those opinions be forwarded to Hitler with an ultimatum. Kluge agreed with the suggestion and said he would take these reports into account in making his final decision.


  Rommel dispatched Speidel to see Stuelpnagel in Paris, advise him of the talks with Kluge, and promise him that he would take action no matter what Kluge's decision was. During the next three days Rommel visited the front and held frank discussions with the commanders, returning with assurances that the troops and officers of all ranks trusted his leadership and would follow him.


  In discussions Rommel and Speidel had had before the invasion had begun, they were in accord that it might be possible to save Germany by ending the war in the West through an armistice, contacting Eisenhower directly or through Sir Samuel Hoare, the British ambassador in Madrid, or through Vatican or Swiss emissaries. "We envisioned withdrawing the German forces behind the West Wall and holding the German front in the East," Speidel told me. "Rommel and Kluge were also in accord on this on July 12."


  Returning from the front on July 15, the marshal discussed his findings with Speidel. He directed him to draft a special report for Hitler. This report, in effect an ultimatum, was sent as a radio message. It said that the situation on the invasion front had so developed, as Rommel had repeatedly warned orally and in writing, that the front could be held fourteen days or at most three weeks. Then it was to be expected that the enemy would break through south of the Seine with the primary aim of winning the Paris area and cutting off Brittany. There were no more reserves of any of the three arms available, it continued, and the bloody losses now amounted to 28 generals, 354 fieldgrade officers and 250,000 men, who could be replaced only by 30,000 convalescents. It could be determined with almost mathematical exactness where and when the front would fall apart. The result of the enemy's steadily increasing potential and the simultaneous decrease in the German potential had to be given the weightiest consideration.


  "After reading the draft," said Speidel, "Rommel scribbled the concluding sentence himself. 'I must inform you, my Fuhrer,' he wrote, 'that you must immediately accept the political consequences. Rommel, Field Marshal.' But before we sent it off, we thought it best to delete the word 'political.' This would have been a red flag to Hitler and we would have been showered with a flurry of ridiculous orders. We decided 'consequences' could be read to include both military and political matters.


  "At this point Rommel said to me, 'I am giving Hitler this last chance before we negotiate ourselves.'"


  The message was transmitted to Hitler via Kluge. Before sending it on Kluge added a sentence: "I agree with all Rommel's conclusions."


  To my observation that the original message would be an interesting historical document, Speidel replied, "Yes. Unfortunately my wife had to burn it when I was arrested."


  That evening, after the dispatch of the message, Rommel discussed with his naval aide, Vice Admiral Friedrich Ruge, and Speidel his expectations of the conditions of peace. They would be tough, he was sure, and he expected little sympathy from the Allies, but he hoped for understanding. In preparation for discussions he had selected a commission to be made up of Speidel, Ruge, Stuelpnagel, Hofacker, and Generals Geyr von Schweppenburg and Gerd von Schwerin.


  There was no answer to this message the next day and at dawn on the following, July 17, Rommel left his headquarters in his Horch to once more discuss the alarming developments with his corps and division commanders. During the night and the prior two days, the Allies had staged a big attack that had been halted only by throwing in the last reserves. Now the Germans were trying desperately to hold the line from the mouth of the Orne River to Colombes, then to the southeast edge of Caen, then to Caumont and Saint Lo-Lessay.


  By 4:00 P.M. the marshal had concluded his last conference and departed from the headquarters of General Sepp Dietrich's 1st Panzer Corps, heading for his own command post. Speidel had telephoned that the situation at Caen looked threatening, and since noon Allied air activity had greatly increased. The roads were full of burning vehicles. Fighter-bombers patrolled the main highways, forcing traffic to take secondary dirt roads. On dirt roads the dust a car raised soon betrayed its presence.


  Around 6:00 Rommel's car reached the vicinity of Livarot, where more freshly burning vehicles were piled up. For four hours British and American flyers had been strafing all traffic leading into the city. Just outside Livarot the car branched off onto a side road in order to skirt the city and connect with the main road again two miles before Vimoutiers.


  Suddenly the air observer shouted the alarm. Banking toward the car were three planes that Rommel later told his son and Speidel were American but which the British have always maintained were RAF aircraft.


  The driver was ordered to head full speed for a tree-bordered road 300 yards away and to seek concealment there.


  Before the sanctuary could be reached, bursts from the lead plane riddled the Horch. One shot shattered the driver's left shoulder and arm and punctured his lung. He lost control of the vehicle. It hit a tree stump on the right side of the road, ricocheted off the tree, careened into a ditch on the other side of the road, and flipped over.


  Rommel, thrown out of the car at the first impact, suffered a crushing blow to the left temple and cheekbone that caused a quadruple fracture of the skull and immediate unconsciousness. Twenty yards down the road from where he lay was the entrance to an estate named, ironically, like his old opponent,


  "Montgomery." Rommel was bleeding profusely from the eyes and mouth and from many glass splinter wounds in the face. His aide, Captain Helmuth Lang, and his air spotter, Corporal Holke, both of whom escaped serious injury, managed to carry Rommel off to shelter despite bursts from another plane. Not for forty-five minutes were they able to get a car to take the wounded to a hospital.


  In a French aid station in Livarot, a French doctor administered emergency treatment but considered the German's wounds almost certainly fatal. The man whom all elements of the conspiracy felt would have to lend his voice and strength to the overthrow of Hitler and the Nazi Party in the effort to rescue Germany now lay at death's door.


  Still unconscious, the Fox and his driver were rushed twenty-five miles to the Luftwaffe hospital in Bernay. The driver, despite blood transfusions, died during the night.


  The day after the incident Rommel dictated, but could not sign, a letter to "Dearest Lu": "Yesterday I had an accident when strafing planes attacked my car. Fracture of the skull and smaller injuries in the face. I'll be all right in a few weeks."


  July 22: Kluge has taken over my post and will have a hard time bringing matters to a proper end. A short time ago I sent a report on the situation to the higher headquarters, and Kluge added his opinion in support.


  Two days later Rommel wrote that he was being well taken care of in the hospital but that he had to remain immobile until he could be moved, which, he expected would not be for another fortnight. His head was giving him a lot of trouble at night but felt better during the daytime. He grieved over his driver, Daniel, whom he characterized as an excellent driver and a loyal soldier.


  After a few days he was transferred again, this time to a hospital in Le Vesinet near Paris, and after three weeks of complete rest was removed at his insistence to Germany.


  Never again was Rommel to see the battlefield. For all practical purposes his career had come to its end.


  Chapter X Failure of the Putsch and Its Aftermath


  Upon learning that Allied planes had strafed Rommel's car and severely wounded the marshal, the High Command proposed an SS general as successor. This appointment Field Marshal von Kluge vigorously objected to and successfully forestalled. The putsch was due to come off momentarily and Kluge, knowing of the conspiracy, wanted no SS general at one of the two key posts in the West. He therefore assumed combined command of Theater West and Rommel's Army Group B, personally transferring to Rommel's command post.


  Three days later, on July 20, the plotters' bomb exploded. It failed to kill Hitler. The injuries he suffered were described to me by his physician, Professor Theodor Morell, whom I interrogated in the War Crimes Camp in Stuttgart, and are recounted in chapter 13.


  At 5:00 P.M. Speidel received a phone call from Blumentritt, relaying information from the conspirators at Army Headquarters in Berlin, saying Hitler was dead. But by the time Kluge returned from the field to his headquarters an hour or two later, the government-controlled radio was already reporting that the putsch attempt had failed. During this critical time while matters were in flux and Army Headquarters in Berlin under General Beck's control, Blumentritt, Stuelpnagel, and Field Marshal von Sperrle descended upon La Roche Guyon and implored Kluge to seize control of the army and the government and end the war, even by capitulation if necessary.


  Stuelpnagel, upon first hearing from the Berlin conspirators that Hitler was dead, had ordered General Boineburg, the Commandant of Paris, to arrest all the important SS and SD officials and the entire secret police, some 1,200 in all. He was openly committed, far out on a limb.


  In Germany were two men capable of taking over the government and the armed forces, but neither Dr. Goerdeler nor General Beck were sufficiently known to the German public to count on its support in a coup d'etat while Hitler was still alive.


  While Kluge pondered the situation and vacillated, Rommel, the man of unquestionable international stature who would have seized the reins, whose voice the people and the Army would have followed, lay wounded in a military hospital fighting for his life, only a stone's throw outside Paris.


  Finally, Kluge took soundings. He called Army Headquarters in Berlin and then Berchtesgaden. Hanging up the phone, he ordered Stuelpnagel to free the arrested secret police. He had come down on the side of Berchtesgaden. For Stuelpnagel it was the death knell.


  "That evening we dined in a funereal atmosphere," said Speidel. "Stuelpnagel was advised to don civilian clothing and disappear."


  Instead, he returned to Paris and tried to unscramble the mess. The resulting situation in the French capital, simultaneously delicate and frenetic, was described to me by General Boineburg and is recounted in the next chapter.


  The vast Gestapo apparatus sprang into action and was soon tracing the roots of the plot to important military and political circles. One of the first to be netted was Stuelpnagel, who was ordered the next day to report to Berlin. Knowing the fate awaiting him, he ordered his car stopped en route. Wading into a stream, he shot himself in the head, destroying his sight. His driver and an accompanying guard, hearing the shot, rescued him from drowning and rushed him to a hospital, where the surgeons removed one of his eyes. As he was coming out of the anesthesia, he reportedly called out the name of Rommel. Taken then by the Gestapo to Berlin, he was tortured and hanged.


  As the Gestapo continued with its bloodhound work, General George S. Patton on July 30 cracked the line at Avranches and rapidly advanced. Although Rommel had two weeks earlier predicted such a breakthrough in his radioed ultimatum to the Fuhrer, and although Kluge had endorsed the message with his concurrence, Hitler tried in a series of hysterical telegrams to ram the blame for it down Kluge's throat.


  With the situation continuing its unfavorable unfolding and with the Allies pushing on toward Paris, Kluge on August 12 drove to the area south of Falaise to consult with his army and corps commanders. En route his mobile signal unit suffered a direct hit. He was cut off from all communication and pinned down by enemy fire for several hours. During this period of incommunication Jodl, chief of operations at Hitler's headquarters, was trying to contact him. Suspicious, Jodl called Speidel several times and asked whether it was possible that Kluge had gone over to the enemy. Despite Kluge's explanations for his inability to communicate, the Fuhrer's suspicions were not allayed. And when, despite Hitler's orders to the contrary, he ordered a breakout of the Fifth Panzer Division and Seventh Army from the Falaise pocket--another of Hitler's many "fortresses"--in an effort to save the troops, Hitler made evident his wrath. Twenty-four hours later Field Marshal Walther Model arrived at La Roche Guyon and personally handed Kluge the Fuhrer's curt dismissal order.


  To escape the trial and ignominious death by public hanging, which had become the Fuhrer's way of disposing of out-offavor generals and field marshals, and which Kluge knew would shortly follow, he took poison in his car on the road between Verdun and Metz.


  The main factor in influencing der kluge Hans to take his own life was not, however, the failure to surmount the fast eroding military situation, but the miscarried putsch. This bore two tragic results for Kluge. One was the immediate replacement of General Kurt Zeitzler by Guderian as Chief of the General Staff. Kluge and Guderian were bitter enemies and on the Russian front had once been kept from fighting a duel over differences in strategy only by Hitler's personal intervention. In a suicide note to Hitler urging him to make peace, Kluge wrote, "I could not approach him [Guderian] and so there was no possibility of my receiving panzer support for the West, which was necessary."


  The second tragic result was the arrest of the pre-Hitler mayor of Leipzig, Dr. Karl Goerdeler. Goerdeler had been the chief organizer of the putsch and had been planning it for years. As early as 1942 Kluge had been in contact with Goerdeler and had agreed to participate in the putsch on condition that Hitler be killed and he, Kluge, get complete control of one front. Knowing the Gestapo methods, he feared that a confession to this effect would be tortured out of Goerdeler. The news of his arrest had greatly agitated him, and he discussed his fears with Speidel far into the night.


  Rommel's jinxed command now passed to Field Marshal Model, a man mentally sharp, physically untiring, but a swaggerer submissive to Hitler and prone to curry favor with the troops at the expense of the officers. Politically naive, he had an aversion to discussing the political situation. Attempts by Speidel to draw him out were brushed off with reminders of the aftermath of July 20. Urgings by his commanders that he consider independent strategic decisions were handled similarly. To the horror of his staff he requested an SS officer be assigned as his aide. Quick to swap principle for expediency, this was not a man whose conscience was going to override his orders.


  Long used on the eastern front as a specialist in crises, and now recalled while directing the masterful retreat in the central sector, Model soon found that this crisis was one too big even for his talents to handle. Although a man of great ambitions and a highly competent General Staff technician, he was forced to continue the withdrawal of the outclassed German forces. In time, as his troops fell back across the Rhine, he, too, took his own life. In a forest near Duesseldorf on April 21 he shot himself.


  Like Rommel and Kluge, Speidel was not one to blindly follow Hitler's directives. In Russia he had not passed down the Fuhrer's demand that all captured commissars be executed. Now, on August 23, a directive that Army Group B destroy the bridges and other important installations in Paris, even if it meant the destruction of artistic works, he also circumvented.


  While the wounded Fox lay in a hospital in Le Vesinet, conditions on the Normandy front went from bad to worse, as he had predicted. In spite of the initial doubts of the attending doctors, his condition improved, so rapidly in fact that after three weeks he was able to receive visitors for short periods. One of these was Professor Doctor Kurt Hesse, an old, dear friend and internationally known military historian. As Hesse sat on the edge of his bed, the marshal held his hand for a long time. He was in the mood to reminisce. Twice he sent away the doctor who had come to ask the visitor to leave. He spoke about the quick fall of Cherbourg and told how all his suggestions had been ignored, how Jodl and Warlimont had sabotaged his ideas, and that his radio messages had gone unanswered. He was sure he was being stigmatized as ''a defeatist" in the Fuhrer's circle.


  "His predominant thought now," said Hesse to me in May 1946, "was how the war could be ended most quickly. Since it had not been possible to throw the Allied forces back into the sea, he would have liked them to march in and occupy all of central Europe and join the Wehrmacht in keeping the Russians outside the German borders. The one hindrance he saw was Hitler. Much bitterness lay in his words, especially when he talked about the putsch and the officers who were being executed for their participation in it. He expressed a presentiment of his own death."


  The marshal did not want to fall badly wounded into enemy hands in the event the front collapsed, as he knew it would, and as indeed it soon did. The next day the Swabian, over the remonstrations of the medical team, gave a direct order to be transported home. Seeing that they could not dissuade him, the doctors proposed that the wearisome trip of 450 miles be made in two stages, lest he begin hemorrhaging again.


  "Nonsense!" rasped Rommel, and he decreed an uninterrupted journey.


  "He is an unusually healthy human being," commented the chief surgeon to Speidel during a visit. "He has a passionate will to live and enormous powers of recovery. He will be well again in one-fourth the time it would take an ordinary man."


  In a specially rebuilt truck, accompanied by two doctors from the hospital, Rommel was driven to his home, and his care was taken over by two medical professors at the Tuebingen University hospital, one a brain specialist and the other an eye, ear, and nose specialist.


  The surgeon's prediction proved correct. Under the care of the specialists, Albrecht and Stock, Rommel's condition improved so rapidly that after a short time the doctors were able to discontinue their regular visits to the patient's home in favor of his visits to the hospital. A near complete recovery was the prognosis.


  His recuperation, said Mrs. Rommel on one of my visits, moved Albrecht to remark, "I have always taught my students that a man with skull fractures such as yours could not live."
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  Among the injuries Rommel suffered when his car was strafed in France in July 1944 were skull fractures and a damaged eyelid. During his recuperation, he diligently pursued exercises prescribed by his eye specialist in an effort to regain control of the drooped lid. Photo August 5 or 6, 1944, from Mrs. Rommel.


  "That just proves what a Swabian blockhead I am," chuckled Rommel.


  News of the marshal's wounding had brought a flood of messages from all leading figures, including Hitler. But after the first messages no inquiries concerning the progress of his convalescence were received from Hitler or his staff, or from the political and military leaders close to Hitler. This abrupt disinterest perplexed Rommel. He repeatedly commented on it to his wife and aide. Not for three weeks was the public informed of his wounding, and then only by a brief radio and press announcement that he had been injured in an automobile accident. "I also have the feeling," he said, "that I and the visitors to my house, even my mail and telephone, are being watched."


  Unfortunately for Rommel, his decision to have himself removed from France was a fateful one. Had he become a PW of the Allies he would have survived the war and no doubt played a role in postwar Germany. But his removal, as it developed, sealed his fate.


  A month went by and the convalescent was taking walks in his garden and in the woods adjoining his home. On September 6 he was paid a call by Speidel, who had suddenly and without explanation the previous day been
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  One of the few pictures ever made of the Fox in Mufti, taken during his convalescence in September 1944. Close inspection reveals his damaged left eyelid. At his feet is his wire-haired dachshund, Elbo.


  Photo from Mrs. Rommel.


  relieved as chief of staff of Army Group B. "Speidel warned my husband," Mrs. Rommel told me, "that Hitler's closest advisers and the head men of the High Command had stigmatized him as a defeatist. He urged him to be careful."


  Speidel was scheduled to report to Colonel General Guderian, now head of the German General Staff, the following day. Rommel asked him to convey a message to Guderian, whom he trusted. It was, in substance, that the war in the West ought to be ended and all effort then diverted to the eastern front. As soon as he was healthy again, he would be available for any assignment.


  Speidel never delivered the message. Early the next morning he was arrested by the Gestapo in his home while still in bed. Refused permission to wash, shave, or even take leave of his family, he was hustled off. In the main Gestapo prison in Berlin his cell mates included, among others, Colonel General Franz Halder, Ambassador Count Friedrich Werner von der Schulenburg, Admiral Wilhelm Canaris, Dr. Hjalmer Schacht, Dr. Carl Goerdeler, and the hereditary prince of Braunschweig-Lueneburg. The Gestapo had chained the hands of some, both hands and feet of others.


  All Rommel's efforts to obtain Speidel's release, or even to learn his whereabouts or even the reason for his arrest were of no avail. Numerous incidents suddenly assumed significance. A week after his arrival home an attempt had been made during the night to get into the air raid shelter, which also had entrance to the house. This was noticed by a guard, who challenged, got no answer, and fired his gun. The intruder fled.


  Then there was the tardiness of the press and radio in reporting the strafing of his car, even though the foreign media with less access to German news had reported it promptly. When the story was finally released in August, it was in the form of continuous references to his "automobile injury" rather than to his battle-incurred wounds. This especially irked the marshal, for the detected a significance in the reporting, a campaign to depopularize him. To the German mind particularly, battle wounds connote courage and sacrifice for the Fatherland, whereas an automobile injury is simply a misfortune that could befall anyone.


  The day after Speidel's visit, neighbors called the Rommels' attention to two men lurking in the garden of his house. When the men were approached, they withdrew into the woods. "At this time, too," said Mrs. Rommel, "we received a visit from the Party leader of Ulm, who asked us if our servants were reliable. The chief of security police in Ulm had told him that the field marshal no longer believed in final victory and was criticizing the regime. He wanted to warn us."


  The Swabian began to draw some conclusions. He no longer dared to go out by himself.


  A second month passed and he had almost fully recovered his health. On Saturday, October 7, his aide Aldinger answered a telephone call from Hitler's headquarters in behalf of Keitel, chief of the High Command. Rommel was to come to an important conference in Berlin the following Tuesday. A special train would be sent to Ulm for him Monday night.


  At the time of the call the marshal was out visiting friends in the vicinity. Returning, he tried to get Keitel on the telephone, but General Wilhelm Burgdorf of the personnel office answered. Rommel, convinced that the war was long ago lost and wanting no further part in its prolongation, said that in the opinion of his doctors his health did not permit such a long trip. He asked what the purpose of the conference was to be.


  "The Fuhrer has ordered Field Marshal Keitel to discuss your next assignment with you," replied Burgdorf.


  "Suppose I send a reliable officer to represent me," suggested Rommel.


  "I will call you back tomorrow," said Burgdorf.


  There was no call Sunday, and on Monday it occurred to Rommel that Keitel might try to check on his health. He called Professor Albrecht, told him that Keitel wanted him to report to Berlin the next day, and requested Albrecht to say, if asked, that his patient was unable to make the trip. Albrecht agreed to certify him as unfit for travel.


  The next day Rommel arrived at Tuebingen University for a final examination. "Yes, Herr Generalfeldmarschall," observed the professor dryly, having just watched the dynamic Fox take the hospital steps three at a time, "you are indeed very ill."


  Rommel laughed. "If everybody in Germany were as healthy as I," he said, "Germany would be in much better shape than it is."


  The examination showed the Swabian to be completely recovered except for the partial loss of sight in one eye, the lid of which drooped, but which Rommel was trying to correct by exercises. "However," Albrecht told me, "I noticed that he was depressed. He complained vaguely about sleepless nights and backaches. I sensed that he was under a strain of fear. I suggested that he and Mrs. Rommel come for a few weeks to the clinic where he would be away from telephone calls, where he would be less accessible, more difficult to get at. He demurred and then agreed that they would come on October 20."


  But on October 14 Rommel was dead.


  The previous morning, October 13, his telephone had rung. It was Keitel calling from the Fuhrer's headquarters. General Burgdorf, he said, would arrive the next day at noon to discuss Rommel's new assignment with him. "Very well," said Rommel, and hung up. For long minutes he stared at the phone. With his wife he then drove to the estate of an old friend. Oskar Farny, who in the First World War had been a lieutenant in the same battalion as the marshal. He had been a former Center Party Reichstag deputy and had long been distrustful of the National Socialists. As the war wore on, he had lengthy discussions with the pre-Hitler minister of defense, Otto Gessler, about means to end the war and the Nazi regime. That morning, before the Rommels' arrival,


  Farny had learned that Gessler had been arrested and was himself expecting to be picked up by the Gestapo momentarily. What transpired that day was related to Speidel and me in a visit to Farny's home in March 1946.


  During a discussion of the military situation Rommel expressed the belief that the Fuhrer would soon kill him.


  "Me, yes," said Farny, "but not you."


  "The same will happen to me," said Rommel, "that happened to Witzleben, Beck, Kluge, and the rest. Hitler wastes no love on generals. To him we are not human beings, only executing organs."


  Field Marshal Erwin von Witzleben was early engaged in the conspiracy to remove Hitler from power. Had the putsch succeeded, he was slated to command all Germany's armed services. Its failure led instead to his hanging.


  Farny protested that Hitler would not dare to take the life of the country's most popular military figure.


  "As a politician who fought those bandits," replied Rommel, "you ought to know them better than I. I sent the Fuhrer an ultimatum, a few days later there was the putsch, and now the security police and the Party in Ulm are openly calling me a defeatist. I am absolutely certain that hitler will not stop at taking my life. If something happens to me, I beg you to take care of my son."


  Later in the day Rommel repeated his forebodings to Mrs. Farny and added, "I keep poison with me all the time." He took a vial out of his pocket. "I won't let them hang me," he said grimly.


  Mrs. Farny, a deeply religious woman, was shocked. "You mustn't take your own life!" she cried. "If you do, your soul will die too! You will have no communion with your loved ones!"


  Rommel was silent. He looked out the window for a time. "I never thought of it in that way," he finally said, and upon Mrs. Farny's further insistence promised not to take his own life.


  At home that evening over a bottle of wine the general speculated with Aldinger on the new assignment. He could arrive at no satisfactory conclusions. Two days before he had received word that both his cars were to be requisitioned. He suspected there might be a connection. The next hours would prove his suspicion well founded.


  Chapter XI  The German Camps after the War


  May 7 (My diary): The European war is over. At the General Staff Conference, at which I gave the world battlefront situation, the chief of staff reported the receipt of a telegram from Supreme Headquarters announcing the cessation of hostilities in Europe as of tomorrow.


  Captain Hersey, one of the general's two aides, came into the War Room at 4 A.M., while I was on night duty, and insisted I drink a bottle of champagne with him--which I did--to celebrate the armistice. The General's party broke up too early for him.


  Together with Joe Haines [an officer in the G-2 section] I inspected a molybdenum plant and a textile mill, on both of which I rendered reports.


  I had expected that the announcement of VE day would be celebrated with riotous parties everywhere. This did not happen at VI Corps Headquarters. The victory had been so long anticipated that the day was anticlimactic and treated pretty much as just another day. My celebration took the form of a snooze in a lounge chair on the hotel porch, where I got a little sunburn. A much-welcomed period of relaxation was setting in.


  Our headquarters were now located in the Golf Hotel Iglerhof, a luxury resort in the suburb of Igls, four kilometers from Innsbruck. A brochure pasted into my journal is illustrated with a picture of a typical room, the lobby, the breakfast veranda with its stunning view of the Alps, the tennis courts, and golf links. Other photos show the swimming and boating facilities, the bar, the bridge room, and public rooms. The brochure promises a Viennese orchestra and tells of hunting and fishing grounds and of a cable-railway that will take one to view high Alpine flora.


  It practically promised paradise, and in reality, I suppose, it did not fall far short. If one had to while away time while one waited for a recall order to the States, this was certainly the place to be.


  Much of the next days were spent inspecting and reporting on factories--their type and production capacity, number of employees, condition of each plant, amount of finished and raw material on hand, and how quickly they could be put back in operation should the U.S. Army want to use them. Although the war in Europe was over, the war with Japan was not. It was reasoned that some of this production capability might be of use to us.


  May 21: Had my first plane ride. Flew in a captured German plane to Kaufbeuren where I inspected the roadblocks of the 36th Infantry Division.


  No one ever forgets his first plane ride, and certainly not if it was anything like mine. When I looked at the map and saw Kaufbeuren was on the other side of the Alps, in Germany, and here we were in Innsbruck, Austria, and it was late in the day, I said, "Colonel, with a jeep going over these winding mountain roads, even if I drive like hell, I won't get there till dark."


  "Call the artillery people," was his response, "and have them fly you over."


  When I arrived at the airfield, a captured German artillery observation plane, its markings painted over with the American insignia, was warming up with a pilot, a lieutenant, impatiently waiting for me. "Captain," he said. "The weather guys tell me there's a storm coming up. If we fly into it, I've got as much chance of finding that field as I have finding a pimple on a gnat's ass."


  He helped me into a parachute and we climbed into a noisy plexiglass bubble on wings. The fragile-looking contraption brought to mind young Rommel's unsuccessful glider flights. Trying to hide my nervousness, but feeling first things come first, I asked, "If we have to bail out, what's the SOP?"


  "See that lever on the door?" asked the pilot.


  "This?" I asked, motioning to the lever.


  "Just put your foot against it and shove it hard."


  "And then?"


  "The whole door falls out."


  "And then?"


  "You jump, shit green, count ten, and pull that ring," indicating the chute's ripcord. "Nothing to it."


  With that assurance (to him, at least) we taxied up the field a short distance and were quickly airborne. Wafted up and down by sudden mountain drafts, the little plane sometimes seemed to want to fall into the trees. Every few minutes, it seemed to me, if the plane had had an open window, I could have reached out and caught a handful of pine needles.


  As we were landing, lightning was forking through the dark clouds racing toward us, and the first drops of the storm, which was to last a couple of days, pelted the plane.


  Never having flown before, and not knowing how my stomach would react, I had taken the precaution of putting in my pocket a small rubberized folding travel bag. But in the air, apprehension had been supplanted by exhilaration. So absorbed was I in the flight that I forgot about my stomach altogether. And when I pictured our antiaircraft guns popping away at this cub plane as the pilot and his observer sought to guide the German artillery fire, I mentally took my hat off to the crew. They had earned their nightly Bier undBratwurst or whatever.


  After I finished my inspection, I spent the night at Division Headquarters, planning to fly back to Innsbruck in the morning. In the morning, however, it was storming badly. I borrowed a jeep and drove over three hours through the rain to return to Corps Headquarters. There, after the bitterly cold and nasty trip, I found a message telling me to report the next day to Seventh Army Headquarters with my team. No longer was I a member of VI Corps Headquarters, and my residence in its heavenly haven had come to its end.


  That evening General Brooks had a farewell dinner and party for the staff and in an excellent speech thanked us for the support we had given him, particularly singling out Colonel Langevin and his crystal ball, by which he meant the colonel's ability to predict the enemy's moves. The occasion offered me a last chance to talk to the general. I congratulated him on his speech and apologized again for introducing Field Marshal List to him as Field Marshal Rommel. "Son," he laughed, patting my shoulder, "it didn't lose us the war, did it?"


  May 20: Curious thing about the Russian slave laborers. Very few want to leave Germany, in spite of their relatively bad treatment. Proves how bad Communism must be.


  Some weird arrangements emanated from the agreements with Stalin. In the weeks and months ahead when we were to come into contact with large contingents of displaced persons, my staff and I could only shake our heads when we discussed the injustices that resulted from the rules we were obliged to follow. Close to eight million men and women from nineteen countries had been merged into the German labor force as slave laborers.


  To return Soviet citizens to their homeland after hostilities ended, in compliance with the Yalta agreements, force often had to be used. Many of these displaced people refused to return home. The U.S. Army's humanitarian benevolence was preferable to what they could expect to find in their homeland. In the British sector, I heard, the Tommies sometimes had to resort to killing some of these people to induce the others to return to Russia. Numbers of these Soviets had fled Communism and sought political asylum. When returned, the Russians executed many of them on the spot. Knowing the fate awaiting them, some hanged themselves and others committed suicide in other ways.


  On one of my visits to a displaced persons camp, one Russian told me through an interpreter that he would take his own life before returning to Russia. He wanted, he said, to live in a country where the light came from the roof (electric light from a ceiling fixture) and the water came out of the walls, meaning water ran when a faucet was turned on. Most of the Russian slave laborers were unbelievably simple people who were ignorant of modern plumbing, often using toilet bowls as wash bowls.


  The displaced persons were for the army a major problem that could not be ignored even in the heat of battle. About half of the seven million refugees who had escaped from eastern Europe ahead of the Soviet winter offensive of 194445 had flooded into the Allied-occupied areas. Half of that half were primarily Russians and became an unanticipated longterm problem for the occupation troops. They needed much care and supervision. Without jobs or homes, with no change of clothing or even blankets, ignorant of both English and German and seemingly basic sanitation, they were elated at being set free but dreaded the future. Some were restless, others apathetic. Filthy and infested with lice, they continuously scratched themselves.


  For the occupation forces, they were an exasperating headache and a health hazard. Many of these people emanated from certain regions where typhus is endemic. The disease, spread by lice, can infect large numbers of people quickly, wiping out whole populations. Napoleon's army in Russia was said to have suffered more deaths from typhus than from combat. In Europe it is the most feared epidemic disease since the bubonic plague, so it behooved our medical personnel to keep a sharp eye out for it. Fortunately dusting with DDT proved highly effective against it and by the end of May the typhus-finding-and-dusting teams had deloused a million persons with fifteen tons of DDT.


  In addition to the health hazard problem, there were difficulties with discipline in many camps. The people ruined the light wires, tore out telephones, broke windows as fast as they were replaced, set fires, and at times raped, robbed, and murdered. Given passes to leave the camp they would visit the nearest towns and pillage. At some camps they formed armed gangs and resorted to outright banditry. They endeared themselves to neither victor nor vanquished. In contrast, the displaced French, Belgian, and Dutch forced laborers were repatriated without problem just as fast as transportation could be found.


  May 23: To Army Headquarters in Augsburg, Germany, with sergeants Ernest Rothschild and Joe Lowensberg. Beautiful ride. Passed the castle of Mad Ludwig, king of Bavaria, high on a hill, but had no time to stop and look it over.


  At Army Headquarters I received orders to report to Salzburg in Austria and screen 16,000 PWs preparatory to their being discharged. Another officer and several noncom interrogators would join me there and be a part of my staff. After we located the prisoner of war cage, we found that the highest-ranking German officer had the prisoners well organized in anticipation of our arrival, and this speeded our work. With the help of Germans as runners and clerks, we screened 1,800 men by nightfall.


  The procedure was simple and fast. The men lined up on the grounds outside the building housing our offices. On entering the building, they were ordered to remove their shirts and raise their arms to be inspected for the SS blood-type tattoo, found on the inside upper arm, if I recall correctly. If the tattoo was present, the SS man was detained or, if he had enough rank, was placed under automatic arrest. After the inspection for the incriminating tattoo, German doctors, earlier singled out, gave the men a superficial physical examination and weeded out the obviously sick. Next the men filled out a deceptively simple-looking questionnaire, called a Fragebogen in German, which required of the respondent a wide variety of information, including a list of all his memberships in National Socialist and military organizations, his associations, and employment and salary history back to the pre-Hitler period. The information quickly revealed overt Nazis, sympathizers, and individuals who had benefited materially from the Nazi regime.


  At the interviewer's desk the man presented his Fragebogen and Soldbuch, which were quickly examined and the man briefly interviewed to determine whether he was subject to automatic arrest or had technical skills of intelligence interest. If the man fell into neither category he was eligible for discharge. In that event he filled out another form on which he was required to give his name, the names of his close relatives, and his place of residence. This form and his Soldbuch he then handed to a German clerk in exchange for a discharge form. If his destination was in our army area, he was given half a loaf of black bread and a pound of lard, his ration for the trip, and he could wait for a truck to take him home. If he lived outside our area, he went to one of several small temporary camps to await transportation.


  As Germany slowly began its return to normalcy, the Fragebogen became a source of humor in skits in German shows. At one such show I attended, the only American officer present, an actor directed his humor at the Fragebogen and, suddenly and fearfully, all eyes in the small auditorium were turned to me, expecting, no doubt, that I would jump up, halt the proceedings and put the actors under arrest. When I made no such move, the audience became aware that it had just had a taste of free speech, something that had gone out when the Nazis came in.


  May 26: Screened another 2,500 by 2 P.M. Considerable automatic arrestees.


  The purpose of our work was to disband the German Army and simultaneously sift out those men wanted by the Allies for various criminal offenses. Upon undergoing the screening test, PWs were released back into the civilian world except for those who were automatically placed under arrest. These ranged from the top Nazi leadership down to the local leaders, from the top Gestapo agents to leaders of the Hitler Youth, the Peasants' League, and the Labor Front.


  Other categories included General Staff officers, concentration camp guards, SS officers and senior noncommissioned officers, and all female members of the SS. To assist us in the search, Washington provided us with a thick ledger with the names, descriptions, and other pertinent information of people wanted for war crimes. This had been compiled by a special agency from data earlier forwarded by all intelligence sources.


  When the screening team had a borderline case, and this was frequent, the man was passed on to me. Playing God was never my idea of a good job, but the buck stopped with me and caused me much anguish. A stroke of the pen set the man free; another stroke might result in his eventual execution. And so it went from early morning until evening. And many an evening after supper I spent poring over papers I brought home, racking my brains for the proper solution. Not a day went by that I didn't wish for Solomonic wisdom.


  The frenetic pace of the war and its accompanying bone weariness were something to which I was glad to bid adieu. My job had settled into one of supervising the screening of German PWs and assorted PWs of other nationalities, discharging most of the Germans back into civilian life and starting most of the non-Germans on the way back to their native countries, all the while searching out the arrestables. And arrestables there were, so many some days that my hand ached from the pile of arrest reports that required my signature. Once, trying to solve the problem of the aching hand, I had a rubber stamp made with my signature, rank, and serial number, feeling I had outsmarted the system, only to have Army Headquarters fire them back to me as ''not in conformity with policy."


  In screening a batch of 2,500 men, a good number of the Dachau concentration guards were culled out. Units of our 45th Infantry Division had liberated the infamous camp. Says my diary, "I signed their arrest reports with pleasure."


  This was followed the next day by 160 arrestables in various categories, among them two generals from Vlassov's army.


  Sometimes when we had processed the last PWs, there was an interval of a day or two or more before the next batch arrived. This afforded me time to return to Corps Headquarters for swimming and socializing. It also allowed us time for trips to places of interest. Of greatest curiosity, of course, was Hitler's badly destroyed home at Berchtesgaden on top of Obersalzburg, a 6,400-foot mountain. In the three weeks since the end of the war the chalet had become the prime souvenir hunting ground for the American servicemen. By the time we got to it, it had been thoroughly ransacked. The best I could do was to come away with a piece of marble from the grand stairway leading to the second floor. The chunk still sits on one of my bookcases.


  May 28: An SS colonel tried to prove to me he was not SS.


  Screened among others a whole company of kids, fifteen- to eighteen-year-olds, who were getting double rations from the Army because they were still growing.


  Amount of badly sick and crippled is tremendous. The scrapings of the German manpower barrel. One discharged soldier had no right eye, not even a glass one. The socket was completely visible.


  It was nothing less then heart wrenching to see the high number of crippled in the lines, many of whom were young boys. I had no rancor in my heart for these men, although I had come to hate the system they had been fated to defend.


  To one who had been raised to believe all men are creatures of God, these lines of soldiers were an intensely poignant sight. Observing them, a spectacle to be indelibly etched in the mind, one had to ponder human resilience in the face of crippling, illness, starvation, and the absence of almost all creature comforts. Yet these men were anxious to get home to start life anew. I marvelled at the tenacity of the human spirit.


  The task of organizing a PW camp fell to the American commander of a battalion stationed in the area. He was responsible for searching, guarding, and feeding the PWs. Invariably he spoke no German, had no experience in this field, and was thankful for my help.


  The simplest and most efficient way to organize the camp, I would tell him, was to call in the highest-ranking German officer and have him do it. The German officer, appointed commandant, would establish a cadre of junior officers who would seek out the cooks and establish a mess, ferret out the doctors and set up a dispensary, find mechanics to service our vehicles, and otherwise organize matters for efficient operation.


  I would send an order to the Buergermeister of the local town to furnish us with several hundred books from the town library to be used as the camp library. He would be told to supply us with whatever number of typewriters were needed, as well as paper, carbon, cooking utensils, tools, and so forth.


  Each morning, for a half hour or so, the American commander of the guarding battalion, the German camp commander, and I would meet. The German would receive his new orders and be asked about his problems. These would usually be requests for supplies of one kind or another. The dispensary, for example, might need certain drugs. I would requisition them from the local hospital. Sometimes, when we were stymied, the German might suggest a solution, or the problem might be passed on to the Buergermeister.


  June 15: Processed over 4,500 today, a new record.


  A pity to see the number of crippled Germans we're discharging, especially eighteen-year-old boys with one arm or one leg, and even some with no arms, and others with no legs.


  June 16: Batch of fifteen- and sixteen-year-old kids came in, many appearing to be only twelve. Others were badly lame. A major had a wooden leg. I saw only two strong healthy looking kids in an hour's watching 600 go by.


  Screened 6,500 today, including 400 [German equivalents of] WACs. Noticed the guards find the shortage of brassieres in Germany adds interest to girl watching.


  Whereas the soldiers were invariably docile, hostility was often seen in the eyes and set jaws of the Kriegshelferinnen, the German equivalent of the American WACs.


  After our work in Salzburg was completed, we moved on to a large camp in Heidenheim, where we were scheduled to process 335,000 prisoners, and my staff was enlarged for the job by the addition of fifteen to twenty additional interrogating officers and noncoms.


  With the warm weather--it was now mid-June--a distinct whiff of the odor emanating from the scruffy PWs as they filed by was often enough to cause me nausea. I was reminded of the remark of a GI who was bathing in an icy stream in France. "Must be pretty cold, soldier," I said, sympathetically.


  "Yes, sir," was the reply. "But man's best friend ain't a dog, sir. It's a bath."


  In my movements about the camp, the prisoners constantly saluted me. Although it was forbidden for American officers to return the salute, I often did so as a Pavlovian reflex. When higher-ranking officers saluted me I took it as a mark of their acknowledgment of defeat.


  The houses we requisitioned for living quarters near our work were generally large, roomy ones, and although it violated security rules, I could never bring myself to throw families out of their homes. My practice was to take the space we needed and confine the family to the other rooms.


  From the owner of our house in Heidenheim I learned that Field Marshal Rommel had been born here and that his brother still lived in the town. I made a mental note to look him up when I found the time. There was so much that I wanted to know about this German general.


  In retrospect, looking back almost half a century later, the power of the interrogating staff was awesome. We were judge and jury. What we decided about a prisoner determined whether he would be immediately discharged, sent back to his native country if he was not a German, tried as a war criminal, or held for further and more detailed interrogation. Russians, Poles, Czechs, and other nationals who had fought in the German Army would be sent back to their native countries and were expected to be tried as traitors.


  One morning I had a small, handsome Russian boy of fifteen standing before me. His story in a nutshell was that his father had been killed in the Russian Army when he, the son, was twelve, and his mother had died at about the same time. Out of food and hungry, he had gone to some German soldiers occupying the area. They took him on as a stable boy, gave him a uniform, and fed him. He stayed with them and was ultimately captured with them. Now, if he was released, he told me, he would go to the farm of the major under whom he had worked, the major having promised to employ him after the war.


  According to the rules under which we operated, he should have been returned to Russia. There he would almost certainly have been killed for treason. So I changed his papers to read, where it asked nationality, "German," and discharged him.


  Another morning an engineer captain brought in sixty German railroad engineers and a young woman clerk to be screened. I put the woman to one
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  Fifteen-year-old Russian boy in German uniform. Usually boys of this age turning up in prisoner-of-war camps were German nationals.


  Photo by author.


  side and rushed the engineers through the screening process. Then I called the woman, who was neat, pretty, and fluent in German. Her papers showed her to be an Estonian. Told that she would be sent back to Estonia, she erupted in hysterics, screaming that she might as well kill herself then and there. Asked why the tragic outlook, she said her father had been a prominent man in Estonia, affluent, owner of considerable real estate and a large leather factory. When Russia and Germany warred for control of the country, she was drafted into the German Army as an interpreter because of her knowledge of Russian. Her father, mother, and baby daughter had drowned when the ship on which they were fleeing to Germany was sunk. The whole family, she insisted, had been on the Communist list of those to be liquidated.


  Finding no flaws in her story and knowing the low value the Communists placed on human life, I found her tale credible. I could not easily forget what General Vlassov's truce emissary had told me about the fate awaiting the 100,000 Russians fighting on the German side if we did not accept their surrender. I also recalled a story a friend had told me when he was acting as liaison with Russian headquarters. He had complained to his counterpart about the disrespectful treatment he had received at the hands of a Russian guard. The officer drew his pistol, asked my friend to point out the guard, and was going to shoot him, stopped only by the American's repeated insistence that the act did not warrant such drastic punishment.


  I adjusted the young Estonian woman's discharge papers to allow her stay in Germany.


  Dotting the postwar landscape in the American occupation zone were four major types of camps. The displaced persons camps were primarily for foreign workers who had been muscled into the German labor force and now awaited return to their homelands. The prisoner of war camps, officially known as "disarmed enemy forces enclosures," were the camps through which the German Army was first moved in the process of being disarmed, screened, and disbanded. The third type was the internment camp, which held men who had gone through the screening process in the PW camps and had been winnowed out for various reasons, requiring further detailed interrogation. Some were clearly war criminals and were transferred to the fourth group of camps, the war crimes installations.


  The internment camps, in addition to holding military-affiliated people, also held civilians who fit into a dozen or so assorted categories. With the Counter Intelligence Corps (CIC) operating full force and the interrogators in the PW camps culling out large numbers of arrestables, the total number of such people soon reached more than 100,000.


  Part of the purpose of these camps was to keep suspected Nazi leaders away from the political scene while the AMG (American Military Government) was cleaning out the political offices of Nazis and replacing them with non-Nazis and anti-Nazis.


  The theory was fine, but the problem of who and what was a Nazi dogged the civil affairs division (G-5) from the first day to the last. As early as a month after VE day the G-5 had said, "The question who is a Nazi is often a dark riddle and the question what is a Nazi is also not easy to answer." Back in America, whence came extremist assertions and shrill denunciations, the layman knew the answer: "If it looks like a duck, walks like a duck and quacks like a duck, it must be a duck." It was not that simple. Americans have a fondness for black-and-white distinctions, all or nothing.


  True, black is black and white is white, but the difficulty entered when the interrogator had to determine from myriad shades of gray which should be called white and which black.


  In the higher reaches of the army there was early on much doubt about the practicality of the de-Nazification process, but the controversy simmered more or less quietly. The most outspoken of the generals was Patton, who, talking to reporters, said, "The Nazi thing is just like a Democrat-Republican election fight." When his words appeared in the newspapers across the United States, the furor that resulted forced Eisenhower to relieve the general of his post as commander of the Third Army.


  The comment was an oversimplification. Anyone familiar with the situation could hardly agree, but to justly sort out the good guys from the bad guys required talents the good Lord had given to few of us. As the AMG people quickly learned, during the Hitler era great numbers of competent, efficient, and decent Germans had paid lip service to the Party in order to continue in their work and careers. Certified anti-Nazis often vouched for the character of these nominal Nazis. Most of us directly involved in the de-Nazification process did much agonizing over our power to set a man free or to send him on a course of imprisonment--with just the stroke of a pen. Too often we felt we were impinging on God's job.


  Another policy that was a thorn in the side of the high brass was the policy of nonfraternization, doomed to noncompliance from the moment the orders were issued. Consorting between one's own troops and enemy civilians has been a command problem since the first armies were formed. Odysseus experienced it in the Trojan wars. The Chinese are said to have nullified successive invasions by practicing it. The policy had failed in the First World War and was to be a bust in the Second, however much President Roosevelt wished otherwise. It violated basic natural instincts, and from its onset the troops found ways to ignore or sabotage the order.


  Several months before the war ended Major Arthur Goodfriend, editor in chief of Stars and Stripes, the Army newspaper, was assigned by higher headquarters to find out what the GIs thought about the Germans. He surveyed a large number of troops and found their opinion highly favorable. One AMG officer interviewed estimated thirty days as the interval from the day the war ended before the onset of complete fraternization. He was not far wrong. In spite of repeated demands from the highest quarters that the policy be enforced, the soldiers evaded the rules and the lower commands found enforcement impossible, partly because those responsible for the enforcement were themselves breaking the rules. Finally, on July 14, two months after the war's end, General Eisenhower announced in a face-saving statement that "in view of the rapid progress which has been made in carrying out Allied de-Nazification policies . . . it is believed desirable and timely to permit personnel of my command to engage in conversation with adult Germans on the streets and in public places." Ike had surrendered. The troops joyfully dubbed this "the fraternization order." Now they could openly parade their frauleins.


  July 11: To Stuttgart to see the Swedish consul on business. Talked with him and his wife for about two hours.


  Both deplored the behavior of the French troops while they were occupying Stuttgart. Much pillaging and raping. Both swore that most Germans had little idea of what went on in the concentration camps during the Nazi regime.


  Just how much did the Germans know about the concentration camps? Many resorted to the defense of der kleiner Mann (the little man) and to belogen und betrogen (lied to and deceived). In other words, they knew and they didn't know. The media was not free and did not publicize the camps' existence, but complete ignorance of their existence was also not possible. Perhaps the most insightful description of the actual situation was "they knew enough to know that they didn't want to know more than they knew." Those who would have liked to have done something about it were powerless in the face of the venal government with its iron-handed grip on the citizenry. And those several thousand Germans who did challenge the regime soon themselves became inmates.


  In mid-August we were awash with news. First, we heard over the radio that Japan had surrendered. Second, my right-hand man, Lieutenant Phillip Rothman, received orders to report to Biarritz University. Rothman was a scholar and humanist and detested the work in which we were involved. "There, but for the grace of God, go I," he would often remind me. I had arranged the transfer at his request, yet I hated to lose him. But we had become good friends and I joined in his joy.


  Third, hardly had I bid Phillip good-bye when, without any previous warning, I received the news that I was to report to Military Intelligence Service Headquarters preparatory to repatriation.


  The Army had devised an equitable scoring system to return troops back to the States for discharge. Scores were determined by awarding one point for every month of overseas service and five points for every battle star. A battle star was earned for each campaign in which a serviceman had fought. Since I had been in five or six campaigns, and had also been awarded the Bronze Star, which added more points, I came up for fairly early discharge.


  After reporting to MIS Headquarters, I went to Army Headquarters, where I was told to start winding up my affairs and to be prepared to leave on short notice.


  Since "short notice" could mean anything, "hurry up and wait" being one of the Army's Ten Commandments, I continued inspecting and supervising matters at the camp.


  August 21: My temporary replacement arrived today. He is a Dutch Jew named Hecht [a first lieutenant]. In discussing internment camps, he said, "Let one of our guard outfits guard the prisoners the way they would like, and we'd have concentration camps as bad as the German ones."


  I rather agree after my own experiences with the guarding units.


  September 12: To Military Intelligence Service Headquarters.


  While being handed my orders to return to the States, I was simultaneously implored to volunteer for another six or eight months' service, since there was an appalling lack of experienced German-speaking intelligence officers for the work still to be done.


  I went to lunch and weighed the pros and cons of returning to the States versus staying in Germany for another few months. The appeal to my patriotism, to help out the Army during its shortage of German-speaking officers, was one of the factors in my decision. The decisive one, though, was my desire to research the Field Marshal Rommel story, a story I sensed as a great tragi-drama. After the revelation four months earlier that Rommel had been murdered, I found myself in a constant ruminative preoccupation with the man, the event, and the reasons for it. My desire to get to the bottom of the story had never abated. But at war's end I was far from Herrlingen, and the pressure of my duties left little time for searching out the sources that could supply the information. The surrendered German Army had to be disbanded. In the process the arrestables had to be sifted out and interned. The same was true in the civilian and political spheres while a new government was being installed. War criminals, known and suspected, had to be rounded up to await trial. There were, for an intelligence officer, just too many things cooking. Rommel had to be placed on the back burner.


  Now, however, I was no longer working in camps in Austria. I was in the province of Wuerttemberg, Rommel's home grounds, and within a reasonable driving distance of his home. Only weeks earlier I had been recommended for the job of commanding officer of a seven-officer, twenty-man intelligence detachment at Army Headquarters and had declined it because I felt it would pin me down too much and hinder my search for the Rommel sources once I began the hunt.


  Returning to MIS Headquarters after lunch, I agreed to stay provided I was reassigned to the work I had been doing and to the camp at Neustadt, near Ludwigshafen, where I had been slated to go next. There, in my little fiefdom, I would have the liberty to go off in search of sources when my work permitted.
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  Two views of Internment Camp 97 in Neustadt near Marburg. The quality of housing for the internees varied greatly. Some facilities were well constructed, especially those that had once housed German military units. Others were jerry-built barracks hastily thrown together in muddy fields. Common to all were guard towers at each corner of the camp.


  Photos by author.


  September 15: To Army Headquarters, where I arrived just in time to keep them from sending an officer up to replace me. They were glad to see me back and gave me my team and camp back again.


  The next day I formally took over Internment Camp 97 at Neustadt and set about getting the interrogation offices ready for business.


  The camp housed 2,200 internees, among them 218 generals, of whom were 23 Hungarians, 6 Austrians, and 1 Slav. September 27: One prisoner shot in the leg while trying to escape.


  Told a sergeant to get me a BMW mechanic specialist for my car and damned if one of the generals didn't volunteer for the job. Probably the first time in history that a captain had a general as his mechanic.


  Complimenting the ordnance general on how well he was keeping my car tuned led to a discussion of vehicle maintenance in both our armies. He remarked that he had always envied his American counterpart because so many American vehicles were mass produced by General Motors, Ford, and Chrysler that it was easy to keep replacement parts in inventory. The Germans, in contrast, had a big problem with replacement parts because the bulk of their vehicles were manufactured by numerous small companies and maintaining inventory was "horrendous." As I had learned from his letters, Rommel had also been impressed by American standardization.


  September 28: Another prisoner was shot today. He was gathering herbs for soup and had reached over the warning wire. The shot killed him instantly. Since the killing took place in broad daylight, 10:30 A.M., it was absolutely unnecessary.


  Things like that, wanton killing, shock me and bother me for days.


  Although this kind of thing is outside my jurisdiction, in the absence of the camp commander I ordered the warning wire moved back three more yards and a warning sign posted every five yards. When I next saw him I requested that he instruct the guards to fire a warning shot first.


  This killing was indicative of the action Lieutenant Hecht had referred to some weeks earlier when he said, "Let our guard units guard the prisoners the way they would like, and we'd have concentration camps as bad as the German ones.'' It also reinforced my own earlier observations about the needless brutality of some troops.


  The signing of an armistice does not cause an automatic eruption of love and respect between the two sides. It does not, on the other hand, justify the victor inflicting brutality and starvation upon the loser. The prisoner food ration was only 1,500 calories, barely enough to sustain life. Most men were hungry and some were trying to bolster their rations with soup.


  Unfortunately, there were some GIs who simply had to "get" their Nazi. Hecht and I agreed that in the tradition of Ulysses S. Grant it would be better that there be magnanimity and the swords be converted to plowshares.


  One morning I found on my desk a letter from one of my 218 generals, Hans von Boineburg, who was the Commandant of Paris on July 20, 1944, when the putsch attempt failed. Most of the generals in the plot were brought before the Fuhrer's Court of Honor and hanged. Boineburg was one of the few participants who survived. His letter depicts his role in the aborted effort. It shows the difficulty of orchestrating the many elements necessary for a successful coup d'etat in a police state and the confusion that ensued when it became known that the bomb went off, but that the result was uncertain. The letter explains why Boineburg survived, and was to shed some light on one aspect of the Rommel story. It follows:


  Neustadt, 9/29/45


  Subject: Participation of German personnel in the July 20, 1944, attempt on Hitler's life.


  To: The staff of Internment Camp 97


  . . . I am fifty-six years old, married to a Finnish woman from Christinenstad in Finland; I was neither a member of the Nazi Party nor of the General Staff. I am the administrator of a family endowment and proprietor of forest lands.


  I was in sharpest disagreement with National Socialism since the Jewish pogrom of 11/8/38. The further unfolding of events in Germany, aside from the condition of my health, caused me to retire from active service. I was last the commander of the 23rd Panzer Division. Against my wishes, I was appointed Commandant of Paris. Here in July 1943 at the behest of General Stuelpnagel, who was the commanding officer in France, I joined the Witzleben-Olbrecht group, which was involved in the attempt to remove Hitler.


  
    


  


  Relations with the SS and the Paris SD [Security Service]


  From the very beginning I was sharply opposed to the SS and the Paris SD. Their infamous activities precluded any decent basis for relations with the populace.


  In the course of the preparations and planning for the implementation of a change of administration, General Stuelpnagel demanded that my staff be appropriately reorganized. To carry out the plan it was necessary that I get rid of several questionable people, which resulted in a severe clash with the Army Personnel Office.


  On July 14, 1944, General Stuelpnagel informed me, together with my chief of staff, Colonel Unger of the General Staff, in the presence of Colonel Linstow, that the attempted murder of Hitler had been planned for today, but had to be postponed. I was in the meantime to ascertain the locations of the quarters and service posts of all member of the SS and the SD and their commanders. In addition to that the military commander asked me if I had firm control of the troops, to which I affirmed that I had. My chief of staff and I carried out the orders. The knowledge of the plan was limited to us.


  On July 20 Colonel Unger and I were at the office of the head of the Military Government, Minister Dr. Eckelmann, for a conference concerning the provisioning of Paris. At 1800 hours there was a call from the military commander's office. Colonel Unger and I were to report immediately to General Stuelpnagel. At 1815 we arrived at his command post.


  General Stuelpnagel in the presence of his chief of staff enjoined us to give the following picture of the situation to the troops: "The SS and the SD have removed Adolf Hitler by an armed uprising. You are to immediately take captive all leaders of the SS and SD and all members of both organizations. In the event of opposition, weapons are to be used ruthlessly. All documents and records are to be secured. Arrest the district leaders, the NSDAP, Hubel, as well as the leaders of the Rosenberg von Behr staff. Report to me here at the Hotel Majestic on the progress of the execution of these orders. I am going to Field Marshal Kluge to inform him of the cause."


  During the return to the HotelMeurice I decided, to avoid the bad impression the proceedings would create on the French, to postpone the action until dawn. From my command post I alerted Guard Regiment 1, which was to execute the arrests; I alerted the operations officer, Major Pietschet, who was my standing deputy; also Brigadier General Brehmer and his operations officer Major Wulf, as well as Major Schreib, who was the commander of the field police, which were to be employed as shock troops.


  Schreib was the most knowledgeable about the locations of the quarters and service posts of the SS and so on. Because the commander of Guard Regiment 1, Lieutenant Colonel Kraevel, was not immediately found, the issuance of the written order was delayed. During this time the radio made a short announcement of the attempted murder of Hitler without naming those responsible and without giving any further details.


  I ordered Brigadier General Brehmer to personally arrest Major General Oberg, commander of the entire SS and other units in France; Lieutenant Colonel Kraevel, who had in the meantime been found; and Colonel Knochen, the commander of the SS in Paris. The leaders were to be held at the Hotel Continental and the enlisted men in the Fresnes Prison.


  My greatest concern was how to maintain secrecy until the hour of execution. The telephone to the service posts and quarters of the SS and SD had been cut off since 1800 hours.


  At 22001 went to the Avenue de Foch, where the main building of the SS was located. Directly next to it, on the Boulevard Suchet, was the residence and service post of Major General Oberg. At 2230 hours General Brehmer notified me of the seizure of Oberg, which occurred without incident. At the same time Regiment 1 arrived. The entire SS and SD of Paris were captured and imprisoned without incident. I proceeded to the Hotel Majestic to announce the successful conclusion of the undertaking.


  General Stuelpnagel had not yet returned from his trip to see Field Marshal Kluge. In the meantime Colonel Linstow showed me several telegrams from Berlin, signed by Fromm, and saying that the situation was unclear. [Colonel General Fritz Fromm was commander in chief of the replacement army and a central figure in Berlin.]


  Toward 2330 hours General Stuelpnagel returned and said to me: "FieldMarshal Kluge has not yet made up his mind." In between Colonel Unger phoned me and notified me that Admiral [Theodor] Kranke demanded the immediate release of the arrested, or else he would free them with his marine soldiers. In the meantime further news from Berlin showed that our situation had worsened and was completely unfathomable.


  Around midnight we learned through speeches by Goering, Doenitz, and Hitler that the assassination attempt had failed. Thereupon I pleaded with General Stuelpnagel to either carry forth the process from France, which was still possible in my opinion, or to cut the action short. General Stuelpnagel postponed making a decision, but upon my further pressure, at about 0030 hours, he ordered the release of the captured. I gave the order to Brigadier General Brehmer and Colonel Unger, who had both appeared at the Hotel Raphael, and personally drove to the Hotel Continental, where I freed Major General Oberg and Colonel Knochen. I took them to the Hotel Raphael. Here a dramatic scene ensued between Stuelpnagel and Oberg in the course of which the just-arrived chief of staff of Field Marshal Kluge, General of Infantry Blumentritt, in the name of the field marshal, relieved Stuelpnagel of his offices and provisionally took over the office of Military Commander of France himself. This scene was witnessed by Ambassador [Otto] Abetz and Ambassadorial Counselor Hoffmann. Blumentritt ordered me to give an explanation to the troops who took part in the action, explaining it was only a military exercise.


  For the fact that I am still alive, I thank the silence of General Stuelpnagel and Colonel Linstow. Both were executed. I was relieved of my position of Commandant of Paris.


  [signed] Baron von Boineburg, Hans, Major


  General


  PoW #22498


  Particularly important for the reader to note, for what is to follow, is General Stuelpnagel's silence.


  Calling Boineburg to my office, I found the aristocrat a pleasant man and easy to talk to. We went through the contents of his letter and then continued with a more general discussion of the failed coup d'etat.


  "I was not privy to what went on in the highest levels of the conspiracy," he said, "but surely you can appreciate the difficulty of organizing such an effort. You must realize that this had to be undertaken without attracting the attention of the Gestapo and the SS, who were a law unto themselves. They could arrest you and execute you without trial. They permeated all our institutions, these thugs, these swine!"


  I offered the general a cigarette. After a deep puff, he watched the smoke from the burning tip. "You Americans," he finally said, "cannot understand what it is like to live in a society where you must be careful to whom you can honestly speak your thoughts."


  "I think I understand," I assured him.


  "Consider, Captain, if you will," he went on, "how complex an operation it is to simultaneously seize all reins of power. You must have a shadow government in place, and yet only two or three people, a handful at most, can know all the names of those who compose it lest one of these be caught by the Schweinhunde [scoundrels] and forced through torture to reveal all in the plot. Add to that, to prevent internecine fighting should the plan succeed, there must be reasonable harmony among the plotters as to who the new leaders will be and the course of action they will take."


  "I can see," I said, "that in a tightly controlled country like Nazi Germany it would take many people, that it would take much planning, that it could not be done overnight, and that all involved would have to be willing to risk their lives."


  "And how do you find such people?" asked Boineburg rhetorically. "They must be strategically placed, as Stuelpnagel and I were in Paris. And you can try to involve only those who, if they refuse to join you, will at least not obstruct you and above all will not tip off the Gestapo. To further complicate matters, remember that the plans of the political leaders and the military leaders must mesh. The press and the radio, particularly the radio, must come under your instant control."


  "I am surprised," I broke in, "that the putsch got as far as it got, that only a fluke prevented Hitler's death."


  "A most unfortunate fluke," said the general bitterly. "His death would have been a godsend. Millions who have died since would be alive today. I thank the Lord every day for the silence of Stuelpnagel and Linstow."


  Boineburg was not the only officer to be saved by the silence of others. Soon I was to meet General Hans Speidel, the man in charge of the German forces opposing Eisenhower on D-Day, Field Marshal Rommel being temporarily away from his post. Speidel, too, was to tell me how the silence of Stuelpnagel and another had saved him from hanging.


  October 5: Today one of the generals asked one of the runners if he didn't have a butt he could smoke. The depth to which these men have been reduced is pitiful to see.


  Toward the end of October I took over the interrogation at Internment Camp 80 near Ulm. It was an old stone fort with all brick buildings. Here, as at every camp I had worked in, I received numerous letters from prisoners
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  Eva Braun, the Fuhrer's inamorata, who became Mrs. Adolf Hitler an hour or two before her death. Photo from an inmate of Internment Camp 80.


  seeking early release. One was from a former professor of criminology. Among the contents of the letter was the statement that he had attended a party at which Eva Braun was present and had taken a picture of her. While much was rumored, little was known as fact about the Fuhrer's private life, but Eva Braun was reputedly his inamorata, and he had taken her as his wife just before their joint suicide. Close-up pictures of her were rare, so my curiosity was sufficiently piqued to see the man and his photograph.


  Another supplicant was a man named Heinz Lorenz, a former deputy of Otto Abetz, the German ambassador to France. He wished, he wrote, to testify in behalf of Abetz, who was to be tried by the French as a war criminal. Before the war Abetz had been a leading German proponent of Franco-German rapprochement and was a lover of French culture. During the war he had served not only as ambassador to the Vichy government but also as high commissioner of Occupied France. Called in, Lorenz told me about Abetz at considerable length and about his stormy relationship with the German foreign minister, Joachim von Ribbentrop.


  I advised the deputy to write up his proposed testimony and promised to forward it through channels to the French authorities. In reality, I felt certain that the proffered testimony would be ignored and Abetz executed, because the French were out more for revenge than justice. However, when his trial came up four years later, it ended with a sentence of twenty years' imprisonment, not the execution I had expected. It is possible that Lorenz's testimony was instrumental in this decision.


  It wasn't easy for an internee to gain access to me. Had it been, I would have been besieged en masse. Every prisoner would have liked to plead his case to the head honcho in hopes of winning immediate freedom.


  While most supplicants sought my early attention through letters, some resorted to more dramatic means. One afternoon a tall, handsome individual suddenly stood in front of my desk unannounced.


  "How the hell did you get in here?" I asked in German, annoyed.


  "Sorry for the intrusion, Captain," he said in faultless British English. "I had to see you."


  "This better be good," I growled.


  The man was Anthony Steane, a fifty-two-year old British actor whose stage name was Jack Trevor, one of the highest-paid silent film movie stars. He was making a picture with Emil Jannings on the Baltic coast when war broke out. He said he had not been warned by the British consulate to leave Germany, and then later could not get out. The Nazis, he claimed, forced him to broadcast propaganda to Britainor go with his family to a concentration camp.


  Wearing a trenchcoat similar to that worn by officers, impeccably groomed and oozing aplomb and authority, the Englishman had simply brushed by my staff in the outer offices. Had he pushed his luck and represented himself to the guards at the gate as a member of the British Control Commission or some such entity, I am sure he could have walked right out of the camp. Ingenious and nervy, he was a personable son of a gun to whom I took an immediate liking. Unfortunately, he was badly wanted by the British authorities, so I transferred him to their custody. But he had achieved his immediate hearing.


  Over the course of months of interrogation work, I had refined the camp system to a speed and efficiency that permitted me, if there were no pressing matters to be resolved, to take an afternoon off, visit a point of interest, or go for a drive along the Neckar River where the scenery was so beautiful it must have inspired generations of painters, poets, composers, and lovers. Such afternoons, and weekends, I now applied to researching the Rommel story. I would never forget how one day, in the middle of the night, I had learned the truth about the dramatic end of his life.


  Chapter XII Mrs. Rommel Reveals Her Husband's Murder


  Two days after my first meeting with Rommel's widow on April 25, my turn came up for night duty in the war room.


  This meant manning the G-2 desk, which sat beside the huge situation map that was covered by an acetate sheet. On this was marked with red grease pencil the location of the enemy units and symbols representing all intelligence information of significance.


  The G-3 desk on the other end of the map was manned by an operations officer who kept track, in blue grease pencil, of our units and their activity.


  As fate would have it, on this night the enlisted men's roster called for Sergeant Greiner, my "translator" for the interrogation of Mrs. Rommel, to hold down the fort in the G-2 section. My instructions to him were to continue with the translation of the letters whenever his regular nighttime G-2 duties permitted.


  April 28 (My diary): . . . Greiner, I've noticed for the past two days, has been trying to get something off his chest, and tonight while we were both on night duty, he did. Told me that on his trip back to the Rommel house, to return the documents we did not want, Mrs. Rommel confided to him that her husband had not died of a heart attack as she had first told us, but had been poisoned by two generals sent to Herrlingen by Hitler for that purpose. Since she still had a son in the Army, she begged Greiner to say nothing until the boy was either killed or captured.


  I told Greiner to write up his notes for a story to be written once the Rommel boy's fate was known. Some time after midnight, when Greiner was not quite through with his notes, Major Murray of G-3 handed me a teletyped report from the French. The last line read, "Son of Field Marshal Erwin Rommel captured." I returned to the G-2 section, showed Greiner the French report, and spent the remainder of the night using Greiner's notes to write his story. I am sending him back in the morning to tell Mrs. Rommel her son has been captured and is well.


  Greiner was an ascetic, bespectacled Caspar Milquetoast type. Jewish, of scholarly bent, he was a young man who was going through a spiritual crisis and in his spare time was studying other religions, particularly Catholicism and Buddhism. He struck one as a harmless boy who needed mothering, and I think this may have caused Mrs. Rommel to open up to him completely the day after our initial meeting when I sent him to return some of the papers she had given us.


  Before going off duty in the morning I showed the story I had written to Colonel Langevin, who found it so sensational that he insisted we get Army Headquarters' approval before printing it. It took the censors four days to do this. The delay baffled me, since the revelation of the murder of its most popular general could have served only to demoralize further the German army and the German people.


  May 1 (my diary): The story on Rommel's murder, which I wrote from Greiner's notes in the early hours of the morning of April 27, was finally passed by army censorship and we are printing it in the morning.


  Colonel Langevin just called and told me the chief of staff had talked with General de Lattre [Jean-Marie de Lattre commanded the First French Army] today about the Rommel story and that the Rommel boy had told the exact same story, adding that his father had been convicted in a secret session of the court in which it was decided who the guilty ones were in the attempt on Hitler's life, and that Rommel had been given the choice of taking poison or being hanged publicly.


  This is the piece I wrote for Greiner and which was picked up by the press and radio worldwide:


  On April 26, 1945, the day after Captain Charles Marshall and I first interviewed Mrs. Rommel, I returned there to deliver some of her papers, which we had removed the previous day for inspection. A conversation developed without my having had any intention of questioning her further.


  Mrs. Rommel again compared the clothing and equipment of our army with that of the German forces and emphasized how hopelessly inferior their situation had always been, and how futile an undertaking this was for Germany. During the discussion I mentioned the Russian campaign and she assured me the entire German High Command had advised against it, especially General Halder, who conducted operations. But the generals had orders to undertake it and dared not disobey.


  As we started talking again about her deceased husband, she became frightened about her son still in Nazi hands. Only after my assurance that this conversation would go no further did she continue:


  "My husband wrote a personal report to the Fuhrer," she said, "just one day before he was injured. In this report he stated clearly, as commander of the forces opposing the Allied invasion, that the enemy superiority in the air, armor, and materiel made any further attempt at resistance futile. He urged the Fuhrer to stop further bloodshed and destruction and enter into negotiations with the enemy immediately."


  That was startling news. So I inquired what sort of reply he received and what Hitler's reaction had been to such a report. Of course I realized that Rommel's accident caused problems, but surely the Fuhrer and the High Command did not just drop the matter. It was then that she began to tremble and terror came into her eyes.


  She asked me whether I would give her my word of honor that the matter would not go further until her son was accounted for. I said that I had already told her so and it was up to her to decide whether or not to trust me. She had another crying spell and then burst out: "Do you really think my husband died of a heart attack? Those who saw him during his recuperation could not believe it. He had recovered from his wounds. His heart was sound. BUT HE WAS MURDERED! He was poisoned, right here! Now you know it!"


  I was aghast. "Do you mean to say," I asked, "that they murdered him just because of his report?"


  
    "Because of that and something else, too. You are familiar with the July 20th attempt on Hitler's life and the plan the conspirators had to succeed him. My husband knew nothing about the plan, I am sure, but they apparently decided that he would be the best man to negotiate with the Allies. You see, they knew my husband's opinion on the futility of further war and they also knew he was well respected abroad. So they chose him, and it leaked out."


  


  "But how on earth could they do it, poison him here in his own home? Did he know about it?"


  Mrs. Rommel emitted a shrill, frustrated laugh: "Ever since he returned from France, wounded, they were after him. You know, they did not want to let him out of France. But he wanted to come home in the worst way, because he knew France would be overrun in no time. He pulled all the strings at his disposal and fooled the doctor, because he wanted to be back here. He would not have done that had he known about the plan, would he? Yet the moment he arrived, he was guarded and watched by the Security Service. He did not dare go out of the house by himself, because he was sure that a bullet would hit him. Oh, they prepared well for that sort of thing, you know. For months they had been broadcasting stories about enemy agents hiding out around here. They would have found one to play the "agent."


  "Then they sent him a message to report to Berlin for a new assignment. That was ridiculous, my husband could not travel; the surgeon forbade it. And what new assignment could they have had for him? No, I tell you, as sure as I am sitting here, I know that his train would have blown up on the way"victim of a terror bomb attack"would have been the explanation.


  "Well," continued Mrs. Rommel, "when they saw that that, too, wouldn't work, they had to resort to a cruder method. They sent two generals from the War Department to see him, General Meissner and [General] Bogen.


  My husband had not known them before. They arrived here on October 14, 1944, and were alone with him for half an hour. When they left, he called me in. He sat right here on this chair and bade me good-bye. He told me he was going to die now. Fifteen minutes later he was dead and his lips were drawn downward in a smile of contempt."


  It was difficult for me to grasp this. "But how," I asked, "were they able to force him to take the poison, if he had not wanted to? Surely, they could not have used force on him?"


  "Oh, they knew him well. They knew he would obey. He was a soldier and throughout his entire life he had trained himself to carry out orders without asking. He carried out even the last order, even though in doing so he could not help but smile in contempt.


  "But, you see, up to the last minute he believed in the Fuhrer. He was sure that the Fuhrer himself did not know about all this. I, too, believed that for a while, but I find it harder and harder to believe. No, in fact, I am now sure he must have known. And to think that every evening, for years and years, I prayed for the welfare of that man, the murderer of my husband!


  "My son was brought up to worship Hitler. I guess he still believes in him. How can I face him if he comes back? Can I tell him that his father was murdered by his idol?"


  I asked Mrs. Rommel whether she believed other generals of the German Army would have been as obedient.


  "What choice have they? Do you think von Rundstedt wanted to launch the Ardennes offensive? Do you think he did not know that he could not succeed and would only sacrifice thousands of lives in vain? He knew it very well. But he received orders to attack then and there. And he did his utmost to do his job as well as possible.


  "On the Russian campaign, I know that Halder warned against it and so did List, but when the order came down, they had to do their jobs, and they did them as well as they could. Halder is in jail now, because they suspect he was connected with the July 20th attempt.


  "Do you think Field Marshal von Witzleben, who devoted his entire life to the service of his country, is a coward and traitor? Don't you believe a man like that must have pondered a thousand times before he made this desperate decision to save his country from utter ruin? And then he was convicted by a 'People's Court' and hanged like a dog!


  "They are not even satisfied with the person himself. If they cannot get him, they take his family. Take Field Marshal von Paulus. He is a man as straight and faithful as they come. I know his wife and family well. They are all imprisoned now. Or how about the commander of Koenigsberg? Do you really think that man would have surrendered had he seen any possible way out? Imagine his situation with the thousands of civilians on hand, half starved to death. Imagine the responsibility. And now his family--thrown into prison like criminals.


  "Do you understand why I cannot talk? My son is in their hands, and they keep an eye on him. They must be aware of the fact that I know how my husband died."


  I had heard enough and wished to go no further.


  T/3 Thomas S. Greiner


  It is now 0245, 29 Apr 45, as I finished writing the above. A minute ago I received word that Rommel's son has been captured. Therefore I no longer regard myself honor-bound and release this story.


  Sergeant Greiner's account, considering he had found it unseemly to take notes during his visit with Mrs. Rommel, proved to be remarkably accurate, erring only in misremembering the names of Hitler's emissary executioners. As I was to learn from postwar interviews with the widow, they were not Meissner and Bogen, but Ernst Maisel and Wilhelm Burgdorf. Maisel, I was later to discover, headed the legal section of the Army personnel branch and Burgdorf inherited the post of chief adjutant to Hitler after Schmundt, ever at the Fuhrer's side, died as a result of injuries he sustained in the July 20 putsch attempt. As for Rommel, if ever a man needed a friend in court, this was the time. Had Schmundt, Rommel's only friend among Hitler's coterie and a confidant of the Fuhrer, survived the bomb blast, it is conceivable that Schmundt might have derailed the murder of the Swabian.


  To the Allies it seemed incredible that this man, reputedly Hitler's favorite officer, who had been promoted from major general to field marshal in less than a year, whose loyalty to the Fuhrer had never been questioned, would have been ordered by Hitler to commit suicide.


  Yet, so it was. On the afternoon of October 14, 1944, one month short of his fifty-third birthday, Erwin Rommel, his country's greatest war hero, lay dead on a hospital cot in the cathedral city of Ulm. As the sun fell behind the cathedral, steepled shadows slowly settled over the army reserve hospital in the Wagner School. They blanketed an intelligent, spirited countenance now gray and icy. The lips, which in happier days had issued orders sending racing armored columns coursing across the sands of Africa to victory after victory, were blue and drawn upward in one corner and downward in the other. "The frightful expression of contempt into which my husband's features had settled," said Mrs. Rommel to me during a future visit, "struck my sister-in-law, who was still ignorant of the truth, as it had me. It was an expression that neither of us had ever seen on his face at any time in his life."


  
    Symbolic of a regime founded on lies, murder, blackmail, torture, forgeries, broken treaties, and concentration camps, Goebbels informed the world that Rommel had succumbed to a heart attack while recovering from injuries suffered in an automobile accident in Normandy. The Fuhrer, with unconscionable hypocrisy, ordered a state funeral and sent the widow a telegraphed message of condolence. It read:


  


  In your deep bereavement, which you have suffered through the death of your husband, accept my sincere condolences. The name of Field Marshal Rommel will always be associated with the heroic battles in North Africa.


  Noteworthy is the frigid tone, the absence of any polite form of address, such as "most honored madam," customary in German expressions of condolence, and the lack of any reference to Rommel's leadership in France.


  Among the batch of telegrams was one from Goering reading:


  The message that your husband, Field Marshal Rommel, died a hero's death in spite of the hopes of all of us that he would live for the German people, deeply affected me. I send you, most honored Mrs. Rommel, the heartfelt sympathy of myself and the Luftwaffe. In deepest sorrow, yours, Goering, Reichsmarschall of Greater Germany.


  Goebbel's read:


  Most honored madam, for the great loss you have suffered with the death of your husband, my wife and I send you an expression of our most ardent sympathy. With Field Marshal General Rommel the German Wehrmacht loses one of its most successful Army leaders whose name will be forever linked with the two-year-long heroic struggle of the German Afrika Korps. We beg to assure you of our deepest regret in your time of mourning. Reichsminister Dr. Goebbels and Mrs. Goebbels.


  From the 7th Panzer Division, which Rommel had commanded in France in 1940, came this:


  "In proud mourning and most ardent sympathy, most honored madam, his old 7th Panzer Division thinks of its first and unforgettable commander, whose spirit still exists and will live on within the Division".


  Foreign Minister Ribbentrop, chief of the Gestapo Heinrich Himmler, and other Nazi luminaries similarly voiced their regrets.


  The Fuhrer ordered national mourning, and in Ulm the funeral was characterized by the pomp and ceremony so dear to the pageantry-loving Party. As the unsuspecting thousands of Swabians lined the streets to pay their last respects to their native son and hero, his casket, draped by a swastika flag, was removed from the gun carriage and borne into the town hall, bedecked on the outside with swastika banners three stories high. Inside, on the walls of a vast room normally used for civic entertainment, hung more banners displaying the swastika. Further enhancing the Nazi motif were eagles whose talons held circular laurels in whose center was, again, the ever-present swastika. Flowers abounded, and the biggest wreath was from the Fuhrer, so large it barely fit through the double doors.


  To Rundstedt, as the Wehrmacht's senior marshal, fell the duty of representing the Fuhrer and delivering the army's eulogy. Appearing tottery and befuddled, he dwelled on Rommel's distinguished military service, and
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  Hitler's telegram of condolence to Rommel's widow upon the death of her husband. "In your deep bereavement, which you have suffered through the death of your husband, accept my sincere condolences. The name of Field Marshal Rommel will always be associated with the heroic battles in North Africa."


  Courtesy of Mrs. Rommel.


  at the close of the oration, characterized by a stumbling delivery and the memorable phrase, "his heart belonged to the Fuhrer," the military band played the moving "I Had a Comrade," and the Fuhrer's wreath was placed at the foot of the coffin.


  "The Fuhrer's wreath! That was the calumny of calumnies!" remarked Mrs. Speidel, who had attended the funeral.


  Following the state honors, the flag-draped casket was again placed on the gun carriage, pulled by a half-track, and borne through the streets of Ulm. At the approach to the crematorium, the procession halted and the casket was dismounted. To the beat of muffled drums a squad of army pallbearers, flanked by four generals with black armbands and proceeded by another carrying a display of Rommel's highest decorations on a cushion of velvet, carried The Great One past an honor company and into the building.


  Conspicuous by his absence from the ceremonies was General Jodl, the High Command's operations officer. Also missing was the High Command's chief of staff, Field Marshal Keitel, to whom Hitler had given the operative word, as testimony at the Nuremberg trials later revealed, and who had farmed out the murder to Generals Burgdorf and Maisel.


  Next day the masquerade continued according to the script. Rommel's ashes were brought to Herrlingen for burial in the local churchyard and, amid more pomp and ceremony, the huge military flags with their iron cross, in the center of which was imposed the swastika, were lowered in final tribute as the urn was placed in its grave.


  None of the trappings of a Nazi state funeral were missing.


  This theatrical performance was later characterized to me, several times, by Hans Speidel, soldier, scholar, philosopher, and friend of Rommel, as "a political desecration of the dead without precedent in history."


  "Yet it was a third-rate state funeral," said Rudolf Weckler, a sergeant in Rommel's battalion in the First World War and his friend of many years. "Not one of the leading political figures attended. Not Hitler, not Himmler, not Goering or Goebbels. It was our first inkling that he perhaps had not died a natural death."


  Himmler, in fact, considered the murder to have been a big blunder. He hastily dispatched a deputy to the funeral who whispered to the widow assurances that "the Reichsfuehrer SS is in no way responsible for this and is deeply grieved."


  Five months later, in March, with Germany being bludgeoned into submission, and perhaps foreseeing his own end and in his own mind making amends, the Fuhrer directed the national architect to send the widow some sketches for her consideration for a proposed huge marble monument to be erected over the marshal's grave. One of them depicted a dying lion, another a roaring lion, and one a lion rampant. In Hitler's mind the gesture may have


  [image: ]


  Field Marshal Erwin Rommel lying in state at home. Photos from Mrs. Rommel.


  been meant as an atonement for the murder, as an admission that had he taken Rommel's advice the Fatherland would not now be in its death throes.


  In interviews I conducted after the war with Mrs. Rommel and her son Manfred, I was to get the story of Rommel's death in detail. After saying his farewell to his wife, he told Manfred what was about to happen to him and why. The young son and the aide Aldinger, after being dissuaded from attempting armed resistance, helped him into his leather coat and walked with him through the garden gate, where the two generals were waiting and saluted him, and out to the car. The generals followed and, with an SS driver at the wheel, the car drove off. In the vehicle, on a hill in a clearing a few hundred yards from the house, Rommel took the cyanide capsule that ended his life. The car then sped off at full speed to the hospital where the generals went through their histrionics of the sudden heart attack.


  The cyanide capsule, because of its fast action, was a favorite way of committing suicide among the German brass, particularly among the generals fighting on the Russian front when capture appeared imminent. It was used by Hermann Goering at Nuremberg to thwart his hanging. Allied agents operating in occupied countries also carried it in case of capture. To them it was known as the "L" pill.


  As I was writing the Rommel murder story, I was looking forward to seeing it spread across the front page of the Beachhead News. When the Army Headquarters censors withheld their approval for four days while they sought clearance, I was absolutely certain we had a great story.


  And then it happened, something that might have caused a professional journalist to consider slitting his throat: The scoop was overshadowed by a bigger story. The radio announced Hitler's death!


  In the morning of May 2 the Corps paper was delivered with a headline in massive type:


  NAZIS PROCLAIM HITLER'S DEATH


  Then, two-thirds of the way down, across the page, the story on Rommel:


  Exclusive! - - - HOW HITLER MURDERED ROMMEL!
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  Two of the artists' sketches for the Fuhrer's proposed monument for Rommel's grave. They were sent to his widow by the national architect five months after her husband's death, possibly indicative of Hitler's having second thoughts about his general's end.


  Photos of sketches by author.


  When next I saw the editor, Major William Grimes, I assumed a hurt expression. "Bill," I said, "I thought I'd sure get top billing."


  Grimes grinned. "Look at it this way, Charlie. Hitler died to top you!"


  In visits with Mrs. Rommel a year after the war's end, in the living room of her home in Herrlingen, she enlarged on the killing of her husband. After Field Marshal Keitel's phone call of October 13 to say that two generals would be coming to Herrlingen the next day to discuss Rommel's new assignment, the marshal and his aide had speculated at length as to what the new assignment could be but could come to no satisfactory conclusion.


  Promptly at noon on October 14 General Burgdorf arrived. He was accompanied by General Maisel, also of the Fuhrer's headquarters, and Maisel's aide, Major Anton Ehrnsperger. Rommel's wife joined in welcoming the officers, as did their son Manfred, who was home on a two-day furlough. Then mother and son left the room. The major immediately suggested a stroll in the garden to Aldinger, which, Aldinger remarked to me, struck him as odd. Ordinarily aides are expected to take notes at a conference. But witnesses obviously were not wanted.


  While the marshal and the generals were closeted, Mrs. Rommel's anxiety was aroused by telephone calls from residents of the village telling her that cars with SS men were parked in the neighborhood of the house and on the roads leading out of town. In the garden the aide's suspicions were further aroused when, at the conclusion of the meeting, the generals came out of the house unaccompanied by Rommel, who never allowed an officer to leave his house without taking him to the door.


  "When the meeting ended," said Mrs. Rommel, "my husband came to see me in the bedroom. It is impossible for me to describe what I saw in his face. 'What's the matter?' I asked. 'In fifteen minutes I'll be dead,' he said absentmindedly.


  'The Fuhrer has given me the choice of taking poison or going on trial before the People's Court.'"


  Hitler's surrogate murderers had brought along a poison that they assured Rommel would bring death in three seconds.


  "He was suspected of taking a leading part in the July 20 affair," went on the widow. "General Stuelpnagel, General Speidel, and Lieutenant Colonel Hofacker all were supposed to have made incriminating statements against him. In addition, he was supposed to have been on Goerdeler's list as proposed Reich president. My husband told the generals that he did not believe any such statements had been made against him, and, if so, they could have been elicited only by Gestapo torture. He chose to take the poison, he told me, because he was sure he would not reach the People's Court alive.''


  Mrs. Rommel wiped her eyes. "At this discussion," she continued bitterly,
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  Front page of the Beachhead News on May 2, 1945, containing the author's article "How Hitler Murdered Rommel!"


  "the program for the expiration of my husband's life was described to him down to the minutest detail, including his burial. It was to be a state funeral. Every bit of the ceremony had been arranged, even the placing of Hitler's wreath at the foot of the casket. Imagine! The murderer's wreath! And to think that I once prayed for the welfare of that man and taught my son to love him!"


  When the widow could resume her story, she told how Manfred had entered the room unconcernedly and how the father had taken heartbreaking leave of him. "Both left my bedroom," she said. "The last fifteen minutes were over. I stayed behind as though paralyzed. My husband called Captain Aldinger."


  Rommel told his aide the gist of the meeting and added, "If I take my own life, I will be given a state funeral and my family will be provided for. If I don't, I forfeit these compensations. I have chosen the poison because I am certain that the People's Court would be no more than a formality, even if I reached it alive. The generals will give me a poison that kills instantly. They will give it to me in the car while we drive on a secondary road to Ulm. They will deliver me at the Wagnerschule Hospital."


  The aide, deeply moved, suggested flight or a defense. The only men in the house were themselves, Manfred, and an elderly guard recovering from wounds. The marshal cut him short. "Any attempt would be futile. All streets leading out of town are guarded. All telephone lines are monitored. I have no alternative!"


  Reaching into his pocket, he removed his wallet. "Maybe I should leave this here," he said. "It has 150 marks in it."


  Then, deciding against it, he replaced the wallet. After a quick last leave of his wife, the Desert Fox, dressed in his Afrika Korps uniform and carrying his marshal's baton and accompanied by his son and his aide, left the house. In the garden Burgdorf and Maisel were waiting. The car stood before the garden door, an SS man at the wheel.


  "Heil Hitler!" saluted the generals.


  Shaking hands with son and aide again, Rommel climbed into the car. The Fuhrer's emissaries followed with their poison. As the car started to move away, Rommel reached into his pocket and handed the house keys to his son.


  Twenty minutes later the car pulled up at a hospital in Ulm and the limp body was carried in. While Maisel stood by impassively with a folder full of completed forms concerning arrangements for the funeral, Burgdorf ordered the doctor to administer a heart injection in an effort to revive the lifeless form. "One look at the man," said Dr. Meyer, "and it was obvious he had not died a natural death."


  The major went in search of a telephone. He deeply regretted to inform Mrs. Rommel, he said when he was connected, that the field marshal had suddenly collapsed, apparently as the result of a blood clot in the heart. He was rushed to the Wagnerschule Hospital but died immediately.


  According to Aldinger, Burgdorf, told by the doctor that Rommel was dead and that there was no hope of resuscitation, drove to Ulm Wehrmacht Headquarters and telephoned the Fuhrer. "Burgdorf," he said softly. "Auftrag erledigt!" ("Mission accomplished!")


  The suggestion of an autopsy by Dr. Meyer, the hospital's chief doctor, who thought the marshal just might have suffered an internal hemorrhage, was icily received. "Don't touch the body," he was ordered. "Everything is being handled from Berlin."


  The order not to touch the body, that arrangements had already been made in Berlin, even before the marshal had been certified as dead, carried ominous implications. To the doctors, who already suspected this was not a natural death, the order was the giveaway of foul play.


  Actually, the murder had even been planned to include a rumor, carefully circulated, almost before his body was cold, that Rommel during his convalescence had been picking mushrooms in the woods and the continuous stooping had brought on a stroke. At the Nuremberg trials Keitel testified that Hitler gave this explanation to his closest associates and never deviated from it. That evening when Mrs. Rommel went to the hospital to see her dead husband, Maisel was there. "Would you believe," asked the widow, as tears welled in her eyes, "that he had the gall to offer me his hand?"


  Asked why she had the body cremated, Mrs. Rommel replied that she did not want the body disturbed after the truth was out.


  Burgdorf delivered to the Fuhrer's headquarters the cap Rommel was wearing and the baton he was carrying when he left the house with the two generals. Not until a month after his death were they returned to the widow, and then only after numerous and insistent demands for them were made by Aldinger on her behalf.


  "For a long time I worried about Captain Aldinger," said Mrs. Rommel. "Aside from my son and me, he was the only one who knew how my husband had died. I feared he might be arrested and done away with."


  General Burgdorf, despised in the higher officer circles as a brutal oaf, was apparently deeply impressed by the swift effect of the poison on Rommel. Six months later, after helping Adolf Hitler and Eva Braun celebrate their bizarre marriage in the chancellory bunker as Russian shells hammered overhead, he took poison with Goebbels and his family. The second of Hitler's lackeys, General Maisel, was a prisoner of war in a camp near Munich at the time of my departure from Germany in June 1946. He was ill, his illness probably aggravated by the refusal of the other prisoners to associate with him.


  Maisel's story was that as personnel chief of the High Command he accompanied Burgdorf to Herrlingen, where Burgdorf accused Rommel of cooperating in the plot to eliminate Hitler and of having agreed to taking over supreme command after the Fuhrer's death. Rommel, he said, seemed surprised but did not protest.


  During one of my visits to Hesse, the German historian, he asked me to forward two letters. One was to Colonel Smith [the prewar American military attache in Berlin] and the other to a Countess Rosie Waldeck, who had settled in the United States in 1931. In the latter letter he had obviously written about my ongoing research, for a few weeks later I received a lengthy letter from the countess, a feisty woman. Some of her letter:


  Dear Captain Marshall:


  Thank you so much for sending me Colonel Hesse's letter. . . . I shall be looking forward to your work on Rommel. I wish you could also have consulted my friend General Hans von Ravenstein, who was Rommel's second [in command] in the beginning of the North African campaign before he was captured by the British in December of'41. . . .


  I myself have always felt that a military figure who has captured the imagination of friend and foe to the degree Rommel has captured it, must have something. Nichts kommt von nichts. [Proverb equivalent to "Where there's smoke, there must be fire."]


  His end, as it was reported in various reports here, is absolutely fantastic and to my mind indicates the incredible German lack of personal initiative and political instinct, or rather: Of any natural human reaction, the moment they find themselves confronted with the "Law" and the Staatsgewalt [state authority]. If the story Frau Rommel and young Rommel told is true, then it is indeed beyond any comprehension that in a house where there are guns (six as I counted them) the family just sits and twiddles their thumbs when Papa, a field marshal in uniform with baton and all, is being led to the slaughter by a couple of generals. How can one expect the Germans to get excited over Jews being starved in a concentration camp if wife, sons, adjutant, orderlies let Papa depart without moving a finger and wait for the telephone call that he is dead!!!


  I think it is one of the most frightfully typical happenings in Germany. I don't blame Rommel for it; I can imagine that he was tired of the whole thing and ill with his wounds. But his wife, his entourage!!! If I had been Mme. Rommel I would have raised such a fuss that these generals would have regretted that they ever saw a uniform. They wouldn't have got out of my house intact.


  Maybe I wouldn't have saved my husband that way, but I would have created the sort of scandal Hitler wished to avoid by poisoning Rommel and making a suicide out of it. I wouldn't have just stood by while my husband was being led out to slaughter like a little lamb. Here you have all the German lack of political instinct, of individual fighting spirit that led them to their colossal self-destruction. What I say here goes of course only in the event that young Rommel and Frau Rommel's stories are true. But, frankly, I don't doubt them. Why should they make up such a shameful story?


  I must say that it has seemed to me worse than anything one heard about German indifference to the atrocities in the concentration camps. What can you expect of a people where the wife and son of a field marshal don't know a thing to do when Papa is being taken away. It's such a shameful, psychologically revealing end for a great man (or a pseudo-great man). . . .


  I thank you again for your kindness in sending me Hesse's note.


  Sincerely,


  Rosie S. Waldeck


  The passionate feeling of Countess Waldeck that Rommel's family and entourage should not have let him die without a gun battle, and that at the least it would have created a great scandal, is understandable, but, in my opinion naive.


  Neither were the family and entourage deserving of her scorn. What the well-meaning lady did not take into account was the reality of the situation and facts of which she was not aware.As the generals were arriving to force Rommel to commit suicide, neighbors in the town were phoning the Rommels to tell them that squads of SS men with machine guns were staked around the house and grounds and on all roads leading out of Herrlingen.


  When the marshal received the news from Hitler's emissaries that he was to take his own life, he told this to his aide and to his son, both of whom suggested a gun battle. Rommel ruled this out. There was little ammunition in the house, he told them. It would mean, in addition to his own death, the death of his wife, his son, the aide, and a crippled soldier servant who was recovering from a wound. His decision demonstrated once again his talent for coolly, quickly, and realistically sizing up a situation.


  Had Rommel not acquiesced to his suicide, he would have been sentenced to public hanging after undergoing the formalities of a kangaroo court. His wife, son, sister, and brothers would have been seized and imprisoned. Taking such vengeance was standard procedure when generals fell afoul of Hitler, the punishment of families sometimes stretching down to cousins. In her revelation to Sergeant Greiner of how her husband had died, Mrs. Rommel had referred to the general who had surrendered Koenigsberg and to Marshal Paulus who had surrendered at Stalingrad, resulting in each case in the imprisonment of their families.


  Second, the national scandal the countess foresaw had there been a battle would not have materialized. To create a scandal there must be a way to spread information. Other than the townspeople, few would know the truth, for there was no free press, only a tightly muzzled one, and no free radio. The fertile minds in the Propaganda Ministry would have fabricated and circulated worldwide a story attributing the death of the Rommel family to a car accident, or to foreign agents having poisoned the family food, or to some other falsity. Germany was a fear-dominated military state, ruthlessly efficient, with a megalomaniacal leader, one of the smartest tyrants ever to hypnotize a people. Together with his cohorts he ruled with a malevolence rarely equalled in history. It should not be forgotten that during his rule 200,000 Germans who resisted were incarcerated in jails and concentration camps. How tightly the German people were manacled can be deduced from the fact that the attorney officially assigned to defend General Erich Hoeppner, a defendant in the trial of the anti-Hitler putsch, pled him guilty and requested the death penalty for his client, indicative of the degree of obeisance the regime had forced onto the judicial system.


  Any attempt to spread the Rommel scandal would have been nipped in the bud. Whisperers could only have spread the story at risk to their own lives.


  Events in Germany during the Nazi era cannot be understood unless one understands how little knowledge the populace has of the truth if there exists no free press and radio.


  Chapter XIII Search for Impeccable Sources


  For the soldier, having been jounced and bounced about for several years in Army vehicles with stiff suspension systems, captured German Army civilian cars were highly prized trophies. Among occupying troops, particularly in small independent units such as mine, a certain competitiveness set in to see who could live most comfortably. One-upmanship was widely practiced and I was not immune to the disease. Possession of such a car was a feather in one's cap, and my cap had two feathers, a BMW and a powerful, plush Horch, the type Rommel was in when he was strafed.


  As time went on so many of these Wehrmacht prizes began to appear with American officers at the wheel that the AMG outlawed them--though not, of course, for themselves--except for specially authorized personnel.


  While manufacture of the Horch ceased years ago, aficionados of old cars are sure to be familiar with it. Fit for a conquering Caesar, or at the minimum a field marshal, it was too conspicuous for a lowly captain at a time when prudence dictated that one not flaunt his illegal civilian chariot. Therefore when AMG first cracked down, I surrendered my Horch.


  The BMW, however, I wanted to keep. A tan midsize sporty vehicle, camouflaged in greens and browns, it had been confiscated from a German major taken captive. Not able to legitimately register it, and loathe to surrender it, I kept the car inside the camp while I looked for a way to hang on to this jewel. One day, having business with AMG in town, I drove in a jeep to their offices just as the AMG colonel was parking his captured sedan. I made note of the AMG registration number painted on his vehicle and, returning to my camp, I had a couple prisoners paint the car black. Then I had them paint
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  The captured BMW, after "Americanization," being readied for a skiing trip. Unlike the open jeep, the German car provided protection against the wintry weather and was favored for long trips.


  Photo by author.


  a large white star on the hood and sides in conformity with U.S. Army markings, and, to cap it off, had them paint the AMG colonel's registration number on it. "If that number is good enough for the colonel," I laughingly told my executive officer, "it's good enough for us."


  The "de-Nazified" BMW was especially appreciated during the winter months when some of my staff and I went on skiing weekends in the Alps. It gave us many a long, snug ride, despite occasional spasms of mechanical problems, and, I convinced myself, we deserved it. It also proved a godsend on the sometimes long drives I was forced to make from my camps in the weeks and months ahead to seek out people who would talk to me about Rommel.


  On the afternoon of New Year's Eve of 1946 I began the search for "the real Rommel" in earnest. I wanted to ascertain the facts while memories were still fresh. Getting behind the wheel of the BMW I drove to Laichingen to look for Dr. Kardler, the doctor who had signed Rommel's death certificate, only to find he had already left for his home in Westphalen, which was in the French zone. I had difficulties with the French noncom at the border, a scene that reminded me of a comic opera. The guard said he had found several discrepancies in my trip ticket, which to me was absurd. As commander of my own unit, I authorized myself to go wherever I chose. After a lengthy argument in my lamentable French, he finally capitulated and let me enter.


  When I arrived at the doctor's house, he was not at home, so, at the first opportunity, some days later, I looked him up at the hospital in Ulm. There, nervously chain-smoking cigarette after cigarette, he told me that he had been ordered by the two generals who had accompanied Rommel not to touch the body. There was to be no autopsy: "'Everything,' they told me, 'everything, has been arranged in Berlin. Do not touch the body.'"


  January 2 (my diary): My back is giving me a lot of trouble. I dragged myself to work today.


  January 3: I ought to go to the hospital . . .


  January 4: Came back from work early and went to bed. Just can't put off the hospital any longer.


  January 5: To the 216th General Hospital in Stuttgart.


  My trip and admission to the hospital are still deeply etched in my memory.


  It was a bitter cold Saturday afternoon and snowing as one of my sergeants drove me in an open jeep (the BMW was being repaired) from Ulm to Stuttgart on the autobahn, a distance of seventy-five or eighty miles. When we arrived at the hospital, I climbed the steps to the entrance in agonizing pain, bent over like the figure 7, only to be told by the sergeant on duty in the office, "Sorry, sir, but the admitting officer is off for the weekend. You can't be admitted till Monday morning."


  I stared at the noncom in disbelief. There was no way that I was going to retrace the trip and all its attendant suffering. "Sergeant," I said through gritted teeth and with the steeliest look I could muster as I put my hand on my pistol, "You find me a bed!"


  Thinking I might really shoot him--and I might have, I was in such agony--he hurried down the hall, and in a few minutes came back with a nurse and a wheelchair. They found me a bed.


  My back problem fell into the category of those difficult to treat. Numerous x-rays were taken, usually preceded by enemas. Penicillin was administered every few hours by injection. Needless to say, I was not thrilled to be awakened at three in the morning to have my buttock punctured by a hypodermic needle.


  Nothing, including physiotherapeutic treatments of swirling hot water baths, helped much. When I entered the hospital I could not lie flat in bed. The headrest had to be almost upright. But each day the nurse cranked it down a bit and after a week I was again able to lie flat and to walk erect.


  Then one day I had an unexpected visitor, a Fraulein Dr. Kimmich. How I had first met her, I no longer recall, nor does my diary tell me, but when I learned that she had attained her doctorate at Tuebingen University, had many contacts there, and personally knew Professor Dr. Albrecht, Rommel's physician, I asked her to see if the man would grant me an interview. She now reported that not only had he consented to see me but was actually eager to talk to me. He would tell me the facts about Rommel's wounds and health problems and wished it to be widely publicized that they were not the cause of his death, but that his end had been the result of a dastardly murder.


  Not cured, but able to walk again, I wangled a weekend pass from the hospital and drove with Dr. Kimmich to visit Albrecht, a charming old gentleman in the easygoing Swabian tradition. In a wide-ranging three-hour talk he answered the long list of questions I had prepared and graphically explained the marshal's wounds. He had suffered a severe fracture of the base of the skull. For some days liquid from the brain seeped through the left nostril. In addition he had suffered two breaks of the temple, an injury to the left eye, and splinter cuts in the head and face, as well as a concussion.


  Reaching into a filing cabinet, the doctor pulled out Rommel's x-ray plates. In addition to shell fragments in his head, they showed the multiple fractures of his skull as well as his cheekbones and temples. White translucent ink lines traced the fractures, which were clearly visible even to my layman's eye.


  "Did the marshal ever refer to military matters?" I asked.


  "Oh, yes," said Albrecht. "He was especially bitter that his advice on the disposition of the troops defending the coast was not taken. He said that he had repeatedly emphasized to the High Command that all reserves and supplies had to be positioned at the coast, so as to pit the utmost force against the enemy while he was still on the water. Once the assault on the beaches had begun, Allied air power would prevent the movement of reinforcements. And that, he said, is exactly what happened."


  "I have gathered from other people," I said, "that he did not hold a high opinion of Hitler."


  For a few moments the doctor twirled a pencil between the fingers of his two hands and looked out the window.


  Turning back to me, he said, "Captain,


  
    Rommel's physician, Professor Dr. Albrecht of Tuebingen University, to whom the Marshal confided that "Hitler is a madman who will sacrifice the last German before he meets his own end."


    Photo by author during interview in January 1946.
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  you have put it mildly, very mildly. To me Rommel said, several times, 'This man is a pathological liar. He is a madman who will sacrifice the last German before he meets his own end.'''


  During my talk with Albrecht, Dr. Kimmich acted as my note taker, as she was to do on other occasions. She was also helpful to me from time to time in translating technical terms and was in sympathy with my obsession to learn the truth about Rommel. The Beachhead News revelation of Hitler's murder of the marshal had been spread worldwide and had also become known to the Germans. Sunday I spent straightening matters at the camp, and I returned to the hospital Monday morning.


  At the end of the second week I was in fairly good shape and released from the hospital. On the way home I stopped to see a major, whose name I've forgotten but who Dr. Kimmich happened to know was a close friend of Rommel. He proved helpful, confirming some information, denying or correcting other data, and providing some insights into the man.


  Arriving at the camp I found we were screening the last of the internees. Upon notifying army headquarters I was told that my next assignment would be to supervise interrogation at the largest of the Seventh Army PW camps, this one known as Disarmed Enemy Forces Enclosure #10 and located in Heilbronn, a city thirty-five miles north of Stuttgart and eighty-five miles northwest of Ulm.


  January 21: Drove to Heilbronn. The camp I'm scheduled to take over is a terrible mess--about 10,000 men, mostly over forty-five and many sick--an outdoor tent affair with intolerably poor accommodations, and this in midwinter.


  We found nothing suitable in the way of houses for our own living quarters.


  There had been tremendous destruction in Heilbronn, which had held out for a week in April 1945 under intense bombing and artillery fire. Citizens told us the dead were so many that they were laid side by side in rows for blocks in the main street, and the survivors walked along the rows searching for family members, friends, and relatives. So many people were buried in the ruins, they said, that the city had a noticeable stench all during the summer of 1945.


  January 25: Moved to Heilbronn, a very very badly destroyed city. Took over two houses, one for the officers and one for the noncoms.


  Colonel Williams, G-2 of Seventh Army, came to visit me at
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  Entrance and guard post at Disarmed Enemy Forces Enclosure #10, an outdoor tent complex situated in ankle-deep mud. It offered only meager mid-winter accommodations for its 10,000 prisoners, most of whom were over forty-five years old and many of whom were ill.


  the Camp, and we discussed the mess for two hours. He told me he was very surprised not to find me crying on his shoulders, but instead optimistic.


  Persuaded the engineers to give top priority to the barracks building that is to house my offices and to place it where I want it. They start building in the morning.


  Met the Camp commander, Colonel Versace, and his executive, Major Bale. Seem OK.


  By "seem OK," I meant that in our first discussions I developed the impression that they would be amenable to my suggestions on how to set up and run the camp. They had no previous experience in this area and seemed to welcome my input. While the interrogation offices were under construction, I took the opportunity to report back to the hospital for more treatment, as the doctors wanted.


  On my way home I stopped at Internment Camp 78 at Zuffenhausen, where Hauptmann Hermann Aldinger was being detained. He had been Rommel's Ordonnanzoffizier, a combination of aide, private secretary, personal assistant and, in Rommel's case, confidant. A wiry Swabian of about forty-five, friendly and communicative, he was a landscape architect in civilian life and a friend of Rommel since the First World War when both had been in the same battalion.
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  Top: Scene of typical destruction in Heilbronn. Such damage sometimes made difficult the search for adequate quarters for the interrogation staff, which needed a large house such as the one it had occupied earlier at Heidenheim, bottom.


  Photos by author.


  Told that I had been the one who had written the story of the marshal's death as revealed to us by Mrs. Rommel, he affirmed it in every detail. "Eine schreckliche unglaubliche Geschichte, ein Schicksal unverdient," he concluded emotionally. ("A terrible unbelievable story, a fate undeserved.")


  When he had regained control of his emotions, I asked, "After a day at the front in Africa, how did Rommel relax in the evening at headquarters? Did he listen to music? Did he read a book? Did he engage in gabfests with his staff? Did he play cards?"


  "None of that," said Aldinger. "He and I would have dinner in his van. That consisted of the same rations the troops were eating. It was highlighted by one glass of wine and took all of twenty minutes. This would be followed by listening to radio newscasts, writing his nightly letter to his wife, and then the perusal of official papers till bedtime."


  In the course of our lengthy talk I asked him how Rommel would explain his success on the battlefield.


  "If he were alive today," said Aldinger, after some reflection, "he would tell you that the commander in chief must be the driving engine in the battle and that his troops must see him in personal control. He must have an affinity with his men. He must not be above eating with them and sharing their discomforts, including dying with them if necessary. The affinity must be genuine, for if it is not, the soldier has a keen sense of fakery and will quickly sniff it out. Yet, despite this affinity, he must not give up a snippet of his authority. Subordinate commanders and their troops, even when weary unto death, even when outmatched in numbers and weaponry, must be convinced by the commander that the battle plan will succeed if they will give it their maximum effort. A second-rate battle plan, he felt, if executed with determination, will prevail over a first-rate plan halfheartedly carried out. 'In evenly matched forces,' he would say, 'the battle will always be decided in favor of the side with the stronger will.'"


  As we arranged for further meetings, he offered to prepare a biographical sketch of the field marshal for me.


  From Mrs. Rommel I had learned where Aldinger was being held. She had also given me the address of General Speidel, who, I believed, would be a key to my research if he would cooperate.


  February 2: Saturday. Picked up Fraulein Dr. Kimmich and we drove 100 kilometers deep into the French Zone to Freudenstadt for the purpose of visiting Generalleutnant Dr. Hans Speidel, Rommel's chief of staff.


  We arrived at Speidel's home in Freudenstadt only to find he was visiting friends in Talheim, near Heilbronn, and in Stuttgart, from which we had just come.


  Mrs. Speidel invited us to dinner, consisting of soup, potatoes, carrots, and apples. I had brought along rolls freshly baked of white flour and contributed that to the meal. Mrs. Speidel and her three children, Ina,


  Christa, and--Hansie, aged thirteen, ten, and six respectively, were delighted with them.


  It had been so many years since the Germans had bread or rolls made of white flour that they looked upon it now almost as a dessert, as cake.


  When I brought out a bar of candy for each of the three kids they ecstatically fondled them, turning them over and over, before eating them.


  Took a picture of the kids. Everything very friendly.


  Then drove back to Stuttgart where we met the general at the home of a baker friend where Mrs. Speidel said we might find him. I told him I was researching Rommel and he said he would be highly pleased to talk to me about him. I discovered in our two-hour meeting over wine and cake that the general was a brilliant and energetic man. He told me many new things, and many revealing ones, and agreed to let me read the manuscript on Rommel on which he was working and to let me quote liberally from it if I wished.


  We arranged to spend Monday together, and that I would pick him up in Stuttgart.


  Speidel was also writing a tract in defense of the honor of Colonel General Beck, the leader of the military wing involved in the putsch, who in 1938 had resigned as the German Army's chief of staff in opposition to the proposal to invade Czechoslovakia and who committed suicide upon failure of the putsch. We walked to my car as we arranged a date for a second meeting. As I pulled out my note pad to jot down the time and date, the thought flashed through my mind that I, a young junior officer, might be conveying an image of self-importance if I needed a note to remind me of an appointment with a high-level officer who had played such an important role in the defense of Normandy. "Forgive me, Herr General," I apologized, "I use a note pad to reinforce a leaky memory."


  With a smile Speidel pulled out his own paid. "As soon as you pulled away," he said, "I was going to make note of our appointment. A note pad relieves the mind."


  In the weeks and months ahead whenever Speidel and I approached a door together I, as the junior officer, would indicate for him to enter first. He, probably considering himself my host in his country, or possibly the vanquished in the war, would insist on holding the door and waving me in. I, in turn, would refuse and insist the honor was his, raising a smile on both our faces. These Alphonse and Gaston incidents continued throughout the course of our association.


  February 3: Spent day at home. Prepared questions for visit to General Speidel tomorrow.


  February 4: Drove to Stuttgart and picked up Fraulein Dr. Kimmich and then General Speidel. Drove to his home in Freudenstadt in the Black Forest.


  Enjoyable and enlightening chat during the two hour drive.


  Upon arriving at his house and being greeted by his family, we began work, he freely and at length answering all my questions, at times quoting from his manuscript, which I suggested and hope he will publish in America.


  Then came dinner. I brought candy and an orange for each of the three kids, and they were delighted beyond description. I also brought along a can of turkey, plus coffee, which we drank during the afternoon's work, and a loaf of white bread, which they ate as cake, cutting it into thin slices. It is dramatically illustrative of Germany's plight, this physical hunger that grips everyone, even such once-powerful people. The general went to Heilbronn, 120 miles, and lugged back a heavy suitcase and a knapsack of apples and other food donated by friends in better circumstances.


  After dinner we had another schnapps or two and worked on until 7 P.M., and I got a wealth of information.


  We made an appointment for me to visit him again at 11 A.M. on Saturday, February 23, at which time he will give me some never-before-published photos of Rommel.


  Before we left, he gave me the story, twelve closely typed pages, of his arrest and imprisonment by the Gestapo after Rommel's wounding, asking me to read it and give him my advice on what to do with it.


  A fine time was had by all, and when we finally left, I felt we parted as friends.


  Speidel gave me his calling card and his copy of Rommel's book Infanterie Greift an and inscribed it: "In comradely remembrance of that day in Freudenstadt.


  February 2, 1946


  Dr. Hans Speidel Major General, Retired Last chief of staff of Field Marshal Rommel"


  The general had two copies of the book. The other was a copy Rommel had given him.


  I am also mailing two letters for him to Colonel Truman Smith, former American military attache in Berlin.


  On return trip we had motor trouble, water in gas, but immediately found a mechanic.


  It had been a long day but a highly profitable one. I had learned much, and in the course of another dozen visits I was to learn much more.


  At H hour on D-Day it was Speidel who was the general in charge of repulsing the Allied invasion. Rommel happened to be away from the command post, visiting his wife on her birthday.


  Speidel had been chief of staff of the Eighth Army fighting in the Caucasus when he had been assigned to the same post for Army Group B, the troops defending the Atlantic coast. For his masterful planning of the Eighth Army's successful fighting retreat in Russia he had been awarded the Knight's Cross. He was a well-built, freckled, sandy-haired, bespectacled man in his early forties, of a forceful analytical mind and, like Rommel, a Swabian. Professorial in speech and manner, he was multilingual and a perfect example of the Renaissance man. He was an enthusiastic horseman and music lover. For ten years he had been the critic of military literature for the Frankfurter Zeitung (Frankfort Newspaper) and correspondent for the Allgemeine Schweitzer Militaerzeitung (Universal Swiss Military Newspaper). He was a personal friend of numerous German poets and literary figures and by marriage a distant relative of the eighteenth-century poet and novelist Friedrich von Schiller. His father, like Rommel's, had been a teacher, Rommel's at a high school and Speidel's at Tuebingen University.


  He had joined the army as a volunteer in November 1914 after the outbreak of the First World War. Following the war, as a young officer, he studied at the Universities of Stuttgart and Tuebingen and in 1925 was awarded doctoral degrees in economics and philosophy. As assistant military attache to the German Embassy in Paris, Speidel had travelled widely in France, was considered the leading specialist on the French Army, and had become enamored of many things French. (In August 1944 he had sabotaged Hitler's direct order to carry out demolition in Paris that would have destroyed much of the city.)


  During the German invasion of France he had been the operations officer of the 9th Corps at Dunkerque and later the chief of staff of the Military Governor of France, General Stuelpnagel. Displeased with the high numbers of Gestapo entering France, he requested transfer and over time held several high-ranking staff posts in Russia.


  Suspected as a participant in the July 20 coup d'etat, he was removed as chief of staff in the first days of September, on the 5th he returned home, on the 6th he visited Rommel to warn him of the likelihood of consequences as the result of their involvement. The following day, the 7th, he was arrested by the Gestapo while still in bed and hustled off to prison in Berlin. There he was tortured and interrogated at length, refusing to admit having made disparaging remarks about Hitler's Stalingrad debacle or having been involved in the putsch. He was threatened that if he did not confess, a confession would be extracted from his wife and children.


  Hitler, Field Marshal Keitel was later to say, was convinced of Speidel's guilt. The army's Court of Honor, however, for lack of evidence, refused to expel him from the army, sparing him public prosecution. This did not prevent the Gestapo from holding him in a succession of prisons, but through guile and intelligence he outfoxed his inquisitors. Not until the last days of the w ar was his final place of incarceration, a school in Bavaria, captured. Notified by the First French Army of their eminent prisoner, Eisenhower personally ordered that he be set free.


  The general and I were to spend numerous days together, usually over a bottle of wine, sometimes ruminating on his balcony in the same wicker chairs in which plotters of the failed putsch had sat, particularly Mayor Stroelin of Stuttgart. They were days in which, I like to think, we developed a mutual regard and became good friends. Pondering formulas for peace, Speidel was an advocate of the balance of power as the best guarantee. I agreed. On another point I did not. I felt the American development of the atom bomb had made us such a dominant power that we could force nonmilitary solutions in our areas of interest. Speidel disagreed. He predicted that in time the bomb would be developed by other countries and a proliferation would follow. "You will see," he said with great prescience, "that you will regret ever having invented that weapon. It will become a dangerous world."


  Another time I said, "Throughout the campaigns I fought in, I thanked God every night before I closed my eyes that I was not called upon to point my gun at another man. I don't know how many men I may have killed by telephone as a result of interrogation and the translation of captured documents. If I could find out by just pushing a button, I would not push that button."


  The general nodded his understanding. "I often thanked God that I was never called to serve at Hitler's headquarters."


  Discussing the vagaries of army life, I mentioned that at a critical point in the Anzio battle, when it appeared that we might be driven into the sea, that we might be facing another Dunkerque, I had used a phosphorous grenade to burn a pile of secret and top-secret papers, and still it took me an hour to reduce them to ashes. "An hour!" I repeated. "And with a phosphorous grenade!" I exclaimed.


  "In the German Army," said the general drily, "we used to say, 'That side will win the war which first runs out of paper.'"


  February 5: Usual office day.


  Still trying to get the camp mess straightened out.


  February 6: To Seventh Army Headquarters in Heidelberg and learned that despite rumors to the contrary, the camp is to stay and hold 10,000 in the immediate future. Only the guarding battalion is being changed.


  Then on to Stuttgart where Dr. Kimmich and I translated and discussed the notes she took for me at General Speidel's.


  February 8: Met the new camp battalion commander. Discussed plans with him and we found ourselves in complete agreement. With his acquiescence I selected a German administration for the camp.


  February 9: Drove to Internment Camp 78 at Zuffenhausen to see Hauptmann Hermann Aldinger. He had prepared the biographical sketch he had promised me.


  In further discussion he mentioned that the marshal thought the Americans were the best armed and outfitted soldiers of any army and that their commanders were able to fight to war "mit dem Rechenstift (with a calculator)," a comment Rommel made to different people at different times, implying we had such overwhelming power that tactics were of only secondary importance.


  February 11: Further work on Rommel article.


  Again heard a rumor that our camp will be ordered to fold up by February 25.


  February 1215: Routine working days.


  Now supposed to be definite that we will be folding up.


  Slight progress on Rommel article.


  February 19: Got in 1,800 PWs, known as "active cooperators"supposedly de-Nazified. Found one of them to be a murderer. Fourth murderer we've picked up in two days.


  That weekend I drove to Freudenstadt in the Black Forest with a brother of Dr. Kimmich, a pleasant, well-educated chap and an ex-captain in the German Army, who was studying at Tuebingen University and who acted as my note taker. Dr. Kimmich had told her brother of my research on Rommel and he was eager to meet Speidel. It was a rough trip. There was a lot of snow in the mountains and the BMW had difficulty making it up some of the hills.


  We arrived at 2:30 P.M. in the middle of a snowstorm. In Freudenstadt the snow was from three to six feet deep.


  As usual the general was very helpful and I gathered more material for the article.


  In the evening it was still snowing and we couldn't leave Freudenstadt without taking the risk of getting hopelessly stuck overnight in the mountains and possibly freezing to death. We spent the night in a small pension in town.


  On the return trip I took Mrs. Speidel along. I dropped Mr. Kimmich at the University of Tuebingen and then drove Mrs. Speidel to Talheim to her sister-in-law, the Baroness von Schubert, who lived in a small castle. She received me graciously and I stayed for two schnappses.


  The lack of postal service between Germany and the United States often forced me into the role of mailman. My father owned a knitting mill in Ridgewood, at the time a section of New York City heavily populated by people from the German-speaking regions of Europe.


  A number of his employees were Germans, and they were always interested in my whereabouts. If I was stationed anywhere near their hometowns, letters and food packages would be sent to me with pleas that I deliver them to their relatives, many of whom had been impoverished by the war.


  One Sunday I delivered a package to a family whose son was a discharged soldier who had fought on both the Russian front and the western front. As we drank the usual hospitable schnapps, and making small talk, I asked him if there was a difference in the fighting on these fronts. ''Oh, yes," he said. "Emphatically yes. The Russians had to be cut down by rifle and machine gun fire and still they kept coming. On the other hand I fought the Americans for months without ever seeing one."


  "Never seeing one?" I asked.


  "Well, not closely," he replied. "Your tactics consisted mainly of plane, tank, and artillery attacks."


  The comment brought to mind Rommel's oft-repeated remark that the Allied generals had fought the war with calculators.


  March 5: Found a little time during the day to work on the Rommel article. Noticed in going through my diary a letter that Generalleutnant Boineburg, Commandant of Paris at the time of the attempt on Hitler's life, wrote me explaining his part in the putsch. It gave me several more points on which to question Speidel at our next meeting on March 16.


  In one of our talks Speidel had told me there was a man named Oskar Farny to whom Rommel had been particularly close and with whom he thought I ought to talk. The weekend of March 16 had been set aside for that purpose.


  After lunch with the Speidels, the general, his wife, and I embarked on the long drive to see Farny, a gentleman farmer whose estate and business properties lay deep in the French zone of occupation near the Swiss border, not far from the eastern tip of Lake Constance. Speidel had arranged for our visit and we were expected to be overnight guests.


  The 300-mile trip offered much time for more discussion of the war, Rommel's part in it, his disillusionment with Hitler, and his ultimate falling out of favor with the Fuhrer.


  "Soon after assuming command of Army Group B and the responsibility for the French coastal defenses," said the general, "Rommel was dismayed by their inadequacy and ordered them strengthened manyfold. He concluded that in light of the overpowering Allied air and naval forces, the outcome of the war largely hinged on the outcome of day one. 'The invasion,' he said, 'will be decisive. For the Allies, as well as for Germany, it will be the longest day.'"


  When the Western Powers successfully landed at Normandy, continued Speidel, it was obvious to Rommel that the war was lost and he wanted Hitler to come to terms with the enemy. "In contrast to the sycophant generals with whom the Fuhrer surrounded himself," said Speidel, "Rommel was a brusque, honest, outspoken commander who told the Nazi leader the facts, which was not always what Hitler wanted to hear. And when those facts pointed to the incontrovertible conclusion that it was in Germany's interest to end the war, Hitler considered him a defeatist, a nonstayer, a quitter. The Margival meeting with Hitler's scathing accusations and Rommel's heated rejoinders caused the final break in their relationship.


  "But there was another factor, perhaps even more important. Widely respected in Germany and abroad, Rommel was the potential head of state of a new Germany should peace be effected. The finding of Goerdeler's list confirmed for Hitler that Rommel was involved in the July 20 affair."


  The long trip to Farny's estate had been tiring, but with much picturesque scenery, especially along Lake Constance, the body of water that partly separates Germany from Switzerland, and on which Propaganda Minister Goebbels, I was told, had a country home. On the way we made stops at Urna, a town near Lake Constance, to see the school in which Speidel had been last in Gestapo custody and to visit with the Buergermeister and the Catholic priest who had been instrumental in rescuing him from the SS.


  Speidel had been in Gestapo custody for seven months undergoing periodic questioning, while the inquisitors waited for a damning admission or some irrefutable evidence that would seal his fate. As the war neared its end and French forces approached, the SS officer in the prison was temporarily lured away by a Speidel-concocted phony telegram from Himmler. In his absence the sympathetic prison commandant freed Speidel and the other score of prisoners, and the priest hid them. Before the SS could find them, French soldiers had besieged the region. Had the plan not worked, it is probable that the French would have found the prisoners murdered in accordance with SS precedents.


  When we arrived at the Farny home, the large, solid, and comfortable abode of people of means, Speidel, as was the courtly custom in those circles, clicked his heels, bowed, and brushed his lips over the proffered hand of Mrs. Farny. Upon my being introduced, I gave a fleeting thought to emulating the custom but feared I couldn't creditably pull it off.


  I shook hands.


  Also present for dinner that evening was the former head of Germany's dairy association and his wife. The conversation was stimulating since much of it dealt with international relations, and it was particularly fascinating to me when Germany was discussed since most of the leading figures including Hitler were personally known to these people.


  Oskar Farny was a man of short stature but extraordinary presence. He was a muscular, large-chested man who exuded physical and moral strength, was brusque in manner, and was not easily swayed from his convictions. He had been a member of the Reichstag, which had 876 representatives, only four of whom had defied all Nazi pressure to join the Party. Farny, a Center Party deputy, was one of the four. His wife was to tell me that every time he left for Reichstag sessions, she was afraid he would be arrested for his opposition and she would never see him again.


  After the other guests had departed, he took Speidel and me to his study. There we discussed Rommel at length and he revealed that the marshal had a foreboding of his fate. The day before his death he had visited and asked Farny to secrete some papers. "I am in grave danger," Rommel told him. "Hitler wants to do away with me. His reasons are my ultimatum on July 15 when I told him 'the war is lost, make peace,' and the events of July 20. If anything should happen to me, I beg you to take care of my son." The boy was thinking of a career in the Army, but his father wished him to study medicine.


  When Farny protested that it would be impossible for psychological reasons for Hitler to put his most popular army leader on trial, Rommel replied, "You will see. He will have me put to death. You are a politician who has fought these people and should understand this criminal better than I."


  At the end of the evening the Speidels were put up for the night in the main house, and I was accommodated in a small guest house near a stream that ran through the property.


  In the morning after breakfast, as we were preparing to leave, Farny insisted we first visit his dairy, a short drive from the house. There he loaded us up with several pounds of cheeses and other edibles, an act much appreciated by the Speidels, who, like most Germans, had to contend daily with the country's food shortage.


  I was not to see Farny again, but eighteen months after I left Germany I received a letter from him informing me that General Maisel, "one of the twoMordkavaliere (knights of murder)," to use Farny's phrase, was trying to minimize his involvement in Rommel's death. He was trying to convey to the prosecutors and public that he had been an innocent escort for Burgdorf.


  Having used up all the gas on the long trip to Farny's estate, I needed some to drive back. To get gas I had to see the colonel of the French regiment in Wangen. The colonel spoke neither English nor German, forcing me to resort to my lamentable French. A vaudevillesque dialogue ensued, as was so often the case when I dealt with the French, and I finally extracted two and a half gallons. I could more easily have extracted that amount in blood from an American. I needed ten gallons, not to get home but just to get back into the


  American occupation zone. What angered me, and most Americans who travelled in the French zone, was that almost all the gas, oil, cars, and equipment that the French had, even many of their uniforms, were American, yet getting back a few gallons of gas in an emergency could be an exercise in futility. I wondered if the French had even an inkling of how much ill feeling their supercilious attitude created. To me it was understandable why army polls showed the GIs preferred the Germans over the French.


  The trip back to Freudenstadt was not as pleasant as the trip there. When the two and a half gallons of gas I had been allowed were used up, I pulled into a French tank park. After driving around in it and ascertaining there was no officer about, and particularly no colonel in sight, I slipped a French soldier a pack of cigarettes for two five-gallon cans of gas, enough to get me back into the American zone.


  March 18: Letter from Colonel Truman Smith, the friend of Charles A. Lindbergh, asking me to transmit an enclosed letter to General Speidel. Also, enclosed--for me, was a carbon copy of the letter to Speidel.


  Smith was an officer influential far beyond his rank. Not a West Pointer, he was educated at Yale and Columbia before joining the Army. While stationed at Fort Benning he came to the attention of Army Chief of Staff George C. Marshall, then assistant commandant at Fort Benning.


  Smith lectured on military history and Marshall frequently stopped by to listen. During leisure hours they were often tennis partners. When a German general who had been invited to observe American training methods invited Marshall to send an observer to study German training, it was Smith that Marshall sent. As military attache in Berlin from 1935 to 1939, he quickly became the leading American expert on the German Army.


  Soon after Smith took up this post, he began sending perceptive reports on the rapidly growing Wehrmacht. Seeing also that Goering's air force was expanding with astounding rapidity and was developing new planes at a fast clip and that new bombing techniques were being devised and new aircraft plants being built, Smith came to the conclusion that his assistant attache for air, while a good pilot and a hard-working officer, had insufficient technical knowledge to evaluate the Luftwaffe's progress.


  He decided to ask Colonel Charles A. Lindbergh to come to Germany and assess the air developments. He felt that for the world-famous flyer Goering and the air generals would open all doors, and so it proved. Lindbergh was heartily welcomed by the Luftwaffe and was shown virtually everything he asked to see.


  Living with the Smiths in their Berlin apartment, Lindbergh flew around Germany studying the airfields, the aircraft manufacturing facilities, and the specifications and characteristics of the newest planes. He was even shown what was on the drawing boards; German airmen talked freely to him.


  At the end of each day's inspections, Lindbergh wrote a report of his findings for Smith, which Smith sent to Washington along with his own report of the rapidly escalating ground forces' developments.


  While intended to alert American defense forces, the reports greatly displeased President Roosevelt as he was shifting the United States from a stance of neutrality to one of overt belligerence on the side of the Western democracies.


  Smith and Lindbergh were accused of exaggerating the strength of Hitler's forces. It was said their reports were motivated by pro-German sentiment, and they were accused of being defeatist. There was even an attempt by top Roosevelt advisers to start court-martial proceedings against Smith. General Marshall, however, warned the president that Smith would be acquitted and that such an outcome would estrange the administration and the army.


  In the summer of 1939 Smith was found to be suffering from a serious diabetic condition and was ordered back to the United States and expected to be retired. Marshall intervened and prevented the retirement. Two years later, though, a retirement board at Walter Reed Hospital ordered Smith's mandatory retirement. But when a few weeks later the attack on Pearl Harbor occurred, Marshall personally called Smith at his Connecticut home and asked him to come back to Washington.


  In the summer of 1943 when General Marshall was about to leave for England to command the forces that were being assembled to invade Europe, he wanted to take Smith with him as a special intelligence consultant.


  The medical board at Walter Reed found Smith unfit for overseas service, but this did not stop Marshall, who held to his previous decision that Smith would go along to Europe and would live at an army hospital while working in army headquarters.


  When Roosevelt decided he needed Marshall in the United States and that Eisenhower would direct the invasion forces in Europe, Marshall kept Smith at his side. For the duration of the European war, despite his debilitating illness, Smith worked in the Pentagon's intelligence division and presented an oral resume of enemy operations in Europe at Marshall's daily staff conference. At the war's end, on Marshall's recommendation, he was awarded the Distinguished Service Medal and retired, finally, in June 1946.


  After his retirement Smith wrote a book, Berlin Alert, and in the foreword, four-star General A. C. Wedemeyer has written:


  Marshall personally admired Truman Smith and highly respected his professional abilities, particularly his judgments concerning military affairs in Europe. He considered Smith's retirement a serious loss to the Intelligence Division of the General Staff and arranged for him to participate in intelligence evaluations on a schedule that would not endanger his health. Had his illness not intervened, I have little doubt that Smith would have risen to high rank and might have played a role equal in influence to Eisenhower's during World War II.


  When Wedemeyer was given the task in 1940 of preparing a national plan for the full mobilization of men and materiel in the event of war, he relied heavily "upon the shrewd and informed assessments of Truman Smith."


  Not only did Wedemeyer think that Smith would have risen to high rank had illness not intervened, but General Speidel concurred. When he first told me he would like to contact Smith, he said, "Smith must be at least a two- or three-star general. Do you know of any General Truman Smith?"


  "No," I said, racking my brain, "the only generals I know of by the name of Smith are a Marine Corps Lieutenant General Holland Smith and Eisenhower's deputy, Lieutenant General Bedell Smith." I suggested he send his letter to Smith's home, if he had the address, which he had.


  So it was that shortly before his retirement, Truman Smith and I became acquainted by mail. My first letter from him, dated March 8, thanked me for transmitting the letter from Speidel. "He is an old friend and I was delighted to hear from him. . . . I hope you will transmit further letters from Hans Speidel. . . . In the prewar years he was the outstanding French specialist of the German Army . . ."


  In the weeks that followed more letters were exchanged, through me, by the two men. Smith asked Speidel at one point to explain a puzzling strategic move by the German Army in Russia.


  While drafting his reply, the general pulled out a military map from his desk and we discussed the German tactics and strategy on the Russian front. He stressed that as the German Army increasingly departed from fighting by the principles of Clausewitz, the Red Army increasingly and successfully adopted those principles. In referring to the Fuhrer's military acumen, he referred to him as a "dilettante" and quipped that Germany's defeat on the eastern front was due to too many Russians and one German too many.


  Another time Smith asked Speidel's opinion about various German military personages. In regard to this letter, Smith wrote:


  Dear Marshall, I hope you kept a copy of Speidel's valuable letter. . . . Can you transmit the attached two letters to Speidel and Professor Dr. Kurt Hesse? Let us get together as soon as you reach New York. I am in the Fairfield, Connecticut telephone book and I hope you will be my guest in New York at luncheon after reaching these shores.


  Smith's request that I forward his letter to Professor Hesse was inadvertently to lead to another excellent source of data on Rommel.


  March 22: A slow day at the camp, so I got some retyping done on my article. Tomorrow I'm going to Speidel's and we'll read the manuscript together, see if every word of it is accurate and if there is anything that ought to be added.


  The following day was Saturday and once again I was in Freudenstadt. The general took me to visit one of Hitler's headquarter, a group of underground bunkers that were his command post for the invasion of France in 1940. For lunch we stopped at a nearby Gasthaus that had a guest book boasting the Fuhrer's signature and those of other VIPs.


  Returning to the Speidel home after our little junket, the general read my manuscript, finding several minor inaccuracies and points that needed further clarification. He also found a few points he was able to use for the manuscript he had under way. While we always conducted our conversations in German, he read English as fast as I.


  I slept overnight at Frau Honecke'spension. She and Speidel were friends and, as previously when I spent the night there, I was treated royally. In the hallway there was mounted the largest butterfly I had ever seen, with a wingspan of almost a foot.


  In the morning Speidel and I finished our work, and after dinner we left. En route to Heilbronn I dropped him at his brother-in-law's castle in Talheim, where we drank a bottle of wine, a product of its vineyards. The baron was away and the Baroness von Schubert showed me through the castle, which included an immense atticlike room in which hung a dozen or so larger-than-life paintings of the baron's military forbears, some posed with hand on sword, all in full uniform, including some with spiked helmets, all enhanced with elaborate epaulettes and sashes, and dripping medals and decorations by the pound. After a stroll in the park, which she showed me with justifiable pride, she cordially invited me back.


  March 2526: Wrote a letter to Colonel Truman Smith among a series of letters, mainly forwarding photographs and letters from Germans to their relatives in America and vice versa. Although it is purely a matter of mercy, some day I'm liable to get hit in the head, because this is prohibited.


  Even the correspondence between Speidel and Smith was, strictly speaking, prohibited. Both men always furnished me with carbon copies of their letters, I suppose for my protection, although I never asked for copies. I presume they felt that if my transgression as a middleman ever came to light, the carbon copies would prove that the correspondence was not treasonous.


  My next visit with the Speidels was on the weekend of April 67. In the afternoon we went to look at a monastery dating back to the middle of the eleventh century. Upon returning we worked on the Rommel article. Speidel gave me a carbon copy of his answer to Colonel Truman Smith on the reasons for Hitler's eccentric strategy in Russia in 1942 and the Stalingrad disaster. He also went over the campaign with me on a map, emphasizing Hitler's psychological inability to sacrifice ground in exchange for flexibility in defense. This resulted in much conflict with his generals in the field, who were hobbled by the Fuhrer's fixation and dismayed by the disregard for Clausewitz's teachings. Rommel had been similarly thwarted in North Africa. In hopeless situations the Fuhrer would demand that the battle be fought "to the last man, victory or death." Much of what Speidel said to me corroborated what Marshal List had told me a year earlier.


  April 23: Met Captains Kleikamp and Man--the of the 9th Division G-2 Section in Stuttgart by appointment.


  They wanted me to take over the Headquarters Intelligence Detachment and all the internee camps, eight or nine, in the Ludwigsburg area. Since I don't expect to be in the service much longer, I turned it down.


  April 24: The G-2 of the 9 th Infantry Division, to which the Intelligence Detachment is now attached, insists that I take over operational control of the interrogation in the internment camps and hospitals, not only in the Ludwigsburg area, but also of those in the Bad Mergentheim and Karlsruhe areas.


  Spent the day visiting several of the camps and getting oriented.


  In my mail I now found a letter from Colonel Smith asking me to forward an enclosed letter to Professor Dr. Kurt Hesse. Also enclosed was a letter for General Speidel, with whom I had an appointment for May 9.


  In the meantime I worked on the Rommel article, which was getting rather lengthy, and continued making the rounds of all the camps whose interrogation functions were now under my jurisdiction. With the approval of the Security Review Board I began instituting procedures to speed up the interrogation and resulting disposition of the inmates.


  May 9: Visited General Speidel and spent a most interesting day. He is checking the manuscript, now considerably expanded.


  We agreed that it is odd that Mrs. Rommel so vociferously denies in interviews that her husband was involved in the Hitler putsch.


  Mrs. Rommel's denial was based on the German officer's oath of loyalty to Hitler. Although she was aware of her husband's acute disdain for the Fuhrer, she refused to believe that he would have agreed to the attempt on the Fuhrer's life. The fact of the matter is that in the course of the convoluted plotting, involving numerous groups, Rommel wanted Hitler taken alive, not killed, and tried for his crimes in a court.


  May 17: Drove to Speidel's. They had a guest, the wife of the general's chief of operations on the Normandy front.


  Together with the guest, Mrs. Speidel, and the general, I drove to Herrlingen, near Ulm, to see Mrs. Rommel.


  She greeted me warmly. To the laughter and amusement of the others, she and I soon engaged in a lighthearted verbal duel, riposte countered by riposte, about the propriety of the French occupation versus the American, Mrs. Rommel upholding the French. I can understand why. She has been shabbily treated by us and chivalrously by the French.


  Several high-ranking French officers and officials had paid her courtesy calls, the chivalry much appreciated by her, and had invited the Rommels to take up residence in the French zone of occupation. In contrast to her experience with the French, the Americans had looted her house. Locked closets and trunks were forcibly opened. Her husband's uniforms had been taken, as were his riding boots and saddles. His Leica camera with all its attachments had been "liberated."


  In a copy of a three-page affidavit, the list of missing items included the only samurai sword awarded for bravery in the German Army by the Japanese emperor.


  Among the other items missing were a collection of the coats of arms of different cities, a two-burner electric field kitchen, two gold watches, kitchen and bed linens, and carved wooden dishes. The list went on and on. It was particularly irksome to Mrs. Rommel that some of the plundered goods did not even belong to her, but to a niece, a sister-in-law, and a woman friend in Berlin.


  By the time of this visit, the house had been occupied successively by three different American units. The first had left the house and contents largely undisturbed. Not so the second and third occupants.


  Mrs. Rommel asked me to try to get the items back and gave me a receipt signed by a Lieutenant Colonel A. P. Quirk, who had supposedly authorized the seizure of Rommel's camera and effects. I promised to see if I could do anything to have them returned.


  After my arrival in the States I contacted the War Department for Quirk's address, and wrote Quirk asking him about the disappearance of Rommel's camera and effects. It brought this reply:


  Dear Mr. Marshall:


  I am quite mystified by your letter of October 2, 1946, about the Rommel family and their missing camera.


  Although there was a lot of looting in Germany by combat troops and later on by official visitors, I feel as you do: namely, that no gentleman would ever indulge in looting activities in Germany. I do not know the Rommel family, nor do I recognize the names of the two towns mentioned in your letter, except that I have heard of a "Duren" between Aschen and Cologne. That was in 12th Army Group Territory, but I was not in that sector after October 1944.


  I believe that what may have happened was that someone attached to my unit, and using a pass which I had issued bearing my name and the name of my unit, may have taken this camera. If you can find out further details, such as where Duren is, and the description (if possible) of the person or persons who took the camera, I will be glad to do what I can to help you locate it.


  For your information, I did not pick up a Leica camera during the wardo not own one--and do not have one now.


  Sincerely,


  A. P. Quirk


  After several hours of conversation, during which I again found Mrs. Rommel to be an unusually interesting and forceful woman, and during which I made a dozen pages of notes, we visited her husband's grave in the cemetery of the local church in Herrlingen. Before we left her home, she showed me the artists' sketches of Hitler's proposal for a grandiose marble monument to mark the site, which she had ignored. I had nevertheless expected to see a somewhat impressive gravestone. I was therefore a bit surprised to find only a simple wooden cross hewn in the form of the Iron Cross. The inscription read ''Generalfeldmarschall Erwin Rommel, 1891-1944." Carved between the two dates were Germany's highest decoration of World War I, the Pour le Merite (For Merit), awarded for gallantry in action. Its French name dated back to the order's founding by Frederick the Great in 1740, a time when the language of the royal courts of Europe was French.


  Also between the dates was carved Germany's second highest award of World War II, the Ritterkreuz mit Eichenlaub und Schwerten (Knight's Cross with Oak Leaves and Swords). The highest decoration of World War II, which Rommel also held, was not carved into the cross. Being encrusted with diamonds, it did not lend itself to reproduction. After the capture of Herrlingen,
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  The grave of the Desert Fox photographed by the author while visiting the cemetery with Mrs. Rommel and General Speidel in May 1946. The cross, hewn out of oak, is in the shape of the Iron Cross, the German military decoration.


  Photo by author.


  an ambitious American-installed Buergermeister chiselled out the swastika in the World War II medal.


  To my comment on the modesty of the burial marker, particularly in contrast to Hitler's proposal, she said, "That's all he would have wanted."


  Speidel nodded agreement.


  At the end of our visit, Mrs. Rommel agreed to let me see her again in a few days, and I drove back to Freudenstadt with the Speidels and their guest.


  I was now alerted that my orders to return to the States would soon be coming through. That day being indeterminate, and aware of the Army's "hurry up and wait" method of operation, I continued diligently to supervise the intelligence functions in the camps in the Ludwigsburg, Karlsruhe, and Bad Mergentheim areas. These were the camps in the southern half of the Seventh Army zone. Day after day I moved from one stronghold to another observing the procedures employed and evaluating them, trying always to eliminate redundant steps, standardize methods, and speed up the entire process of interrogation and disposition of the imprisoned. One of these camps was the War Crimes Camp in Ludwigsburg near Stuttgart. In riffling through the files there one afternoon I discovered that two of the prisoners were Field Marshal von Weichs, whom I had interrogated shortly before the war's end, and Hitler's personal physician, Dr. Theodor Morell. I had both of them called in and talked to each for an hour.


  Weichs was glad to see me and remembered me well. In place of the robust, smartly dressed general staff officer I had before me a year earlier, I was now faced with a man in obviously poor health. There were boils on his unshaven face, his hands and feet were swollen, his field marshal's uniform had been replaced with some nondescript clothing, and his shoes had cord for shoelaces.


  When I asked how he was being treated, he refused to complain. I strongly suggested to the camp administrator that he be given medical attention.


  I supposed he would be delivered to the Yugoslav government, as he expected, and that would mean his execution. To me he appeared a gentleman and a scholar. In discussing him with General Speidel, he described the marshal as "a very fair man, a very fine character." That he had to lead an army that had to constantly fight guerrillas and take harsh measures was his misfortune. I was reminded of this quotation: "A man is a product of his times and his circumstances." And surely, I thought, Weichs must have pondered the unpredictability of fate. As events transpired, he was neither turned over to the Yugoslav government nor was he put on trial at Nuremberg, but instead was released from prison in 1948.


  The meeting with Hitler's doctor was also unforgettable. A bald, nearsighted man of about sixty, stooped, heavy set, and with a white beard having only a few dark hairs, he was so dark complexioned as to project an almost sinister appearance. He, too, was ill.


  Morell's medical career had begun in the merchant marine, where he became a specialist in treating venereal disease. He developed his own pharmaceutical company, and one of its products was a lice powder named "Russia," used exclusively by the military services.


  He talked freely and volunteered information. He said the stories circulated in the Allied press that the Fuhrer fell to the floor and bit the rug when angry were false. When he was angry, said Morell, the Fuhrer would raise his voice to a furious shout. But when he was absolutely quiet, or when he turned pale, then he was really angry.


  The doctor examined Hitler every two days and travelled with him, seeing him for the last time only a few days before his death. For nine years he gave Hitler grape sugar injections and toward the end also heart injections. If he also injected the Fuhrer with drugs laced with atropine and strychnine, as has been said, he did not confide this to me.


  The bomb explosion during the attempted July 20 putsch caused Hitler a lacerated right arm, right shinbone, and two ruptured eardrums, the right bleeding badly for a while. Hitler was leaning over the map table as the bomb went off and the top of the table blew upward, injuring his right arm. Thereafter, said Morell, his right hand shook uncontrollably.


  I was reminded of this a few years ago when there was a "sensational find" in Germany of Hitler's diaries. Some esteemed scholars, particularly British historians, were certain the diaries were genuine. When I saw photographs of handwritten extracts from the diaries, with no sign of a tremor, I was able to predict they were forgeries, based on the remembrance of my talk with Morell.


  Morell, it has since been said, was a morphine addict. This I do not know of my own experience, but he was an obviously sick man when I saw him that day on May 20, 1946.


  While ordinarily not an autograph collector, I pasted the signatures of these two men in my journal. The next day I had an appointment with Mrs. Rommel.


  May 21: Visited Mrs. Rommel. Arrived at 10:30 in the morning and we talked until 1 the next morning. The result was several more pages of material and a number of pictures, including a special portrait of Rommel made by Hitler's photographer Heinrich Hoffmann.


  She is extremely bitter about her treatment by the American occupational forces. She has had several unpleasant experiences and does not appreciate my subtle reminders that German soldiers often acted similarly. She says that of all the Americans she has met, she liked only four, and that I am the only one she ever invited to dinner.


  I returned the telegrams she gave me and have an appointment with her for Saturday.


  May 25: Visited Mrs. Rommel and met her son Manfred, a seventeen-year-old, tall, well-built boy with horn-rimmed glasses, objective and smart, familiar to the last detail with his father's career. He seems to remember every word his father ever said. I got considerably more data. . . .


  Smoked two cigarettes, which I enjoyed. They were the crown prince's private brand and had been given to Rommel as a gift. Apparently he did not know that Rommel did not smoke. They were a little shorter than the regular cigarette and had a reed stem. [The crown prince was the oldest son of Kaiser Wilhelm II, who had abdicated at the end of the First World War. The prince was the heir apparent to the throne, should the monarchy be restored. The cigarettes, made of Egyptian tobacco, were a mild smoke.]


  Mrs. Rommel gave me several more pictures of her husband and loaned me others to have reproduced.


  She remarked once again that she had met only four Americans whom she liked, and of the four I was her favorite. She appeared sincere.


  Her impression of Americans would have been better, I felt, had it not been so largely based on the rapacious souvenir-seeking of the GIs.


  As we pored over photographs and assorted memorabilia covering the dining room table, she watched me read over and over Hitler's hypocritical telegram of condolence, with each reading shaking my head in disbelief. "This leaves me speechless," I finally said.


  "Yes," she sighed, and offered me the historic document.


  The next day I picked up Mrs. Rommel and Manfred, and we drove to the Speidels home. Having disposed of the BMW in preparation for my return to the States, the trip was made in a jeep and was a bit unpleasant because it rained most of the way. The visit, however, was enjoyable and the time
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  Left to right: Mrs. Rommel, General Speidel, Mrs. Speidel and daughter Christa, Mr. and Mrs. Firnhauer (friends of the author), and Manfred Rommel.


  Photo taken by author on May 26, 1946. went all too fast. Manfred and I took pictures, and I agreed with the Rommels and Speidels to stay in touch.


  Returning I had midnight supper with the Rommels and arrived home at 5 A.M.


  Colonel Smith's letters to professor Kurt Hesse, the military historian, lay on my desk for three weeks before I found an opportunity to drive the 110 miles to Oberursel, a suburb of Frankfurt, where Hesse lived. He was writing for the Historical Division of Military Government in Frankfurt.


  A tall, slender man of distinguished mien, fine featured, about fifty-seven, with a magnetism that I felt must instantly captivate an audience, he received me graciously. His wife, equally welcoming, was an attractive women, prematurely gray and considerably younger. I was soon to observe that Hesse's eyesight was extremely bad (due to an eye disease he had contracted in the East, he told me) and that his wife doubled as his secretary and reader.


  They were delighted to receive Smith's letters and much interested in hearing about my many visits to Speidel and my several visits with Mrs. Rommel. Hesse was especially intrigued by my curiosity about the field marshal since he was himself engaged in gathering material on Rommel, his work to be Rommel's authorized biography.


  Invited to stay for dinner, we discussed Rommel at great length while Mrs. Hesse made copious notes for us. Hesse offered to prepare data for me on Rommel's disillusionment with the Nazi Party. He showed me some of his work in progress, and I noted a gift for smooth-flowing, insightful, and punchy writing. I felt the biography would be a classic. Like me, he viewed Rommel's rise and fall as a great tragi-drama of Shakespearean dimensions. Like Speidel an acute observer, he was well suited to provide trenchant insights into the character and career of Rommel.


  A prolific writer, the author of twenty-one books and tracts and hundreds of articles, he was, through his lectures on military history at the University of Berlin and at army staff schools, known by reputation to all the chief military leaders in Germany, to many personally. Hesse was also well known in France and Switzerland. In the United States some of his work had been translated by the Army and Navy Journal.


  Widely read in Germany were The Psychology of Generalship and his psychological study of his company commander in World War I, My Captain.


  Never a member of the Nazi Party or any of its affiliates, he was, until April 1941, the press chief of the German Army until forced out by conflicts
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  Professor Dr. Kurt Hesse and Mrs. Hesse.


  The widely read German military historian was planning the official biography of Rommel at the time of the author's visit in May 1946.


  Photo by author.


  with Propaganda Minister Goebbels and prohibited from further publishing. After his capture (he was a colonel in a staff job in France) he was flown to London and then Washington for high-level interrogation.


  Hesse was a friend of long standing of Colonel Smith and General Speidel and had known Rommel himself very well for fifteen years, from the time he was a captain. He had had much social intercourse with Rommel, having had the opportunity to observe him closely when the marshal was inspection officer at the Dresden Military Academy (1931) and where he later acted as a tactics teacher.


  "At that time," said Hesse, "I was often together with him, heard his lectures, and visited him at his home. Later Rommel was assigned to my headquarters, the Inspectorate of Training in the High Command of the Army, as so-called director of courses at the Potsdam Military Academy and simultaneously liaison officer to the Hitler Youth, and later yet as commandant of the Military Academy at Wiener Neustadt. I also knew him when he was adjutant to the Fuhrer and later when he was an army commander.


  "In the summer of 1942," continued Hesse, "when Rommel was in Africa, we agreed that in the event of his death, I would write his official biography. And when he was wounded in France, I visited him in the hospital at Le Vesinet near Paris and there Rommel reaffirmed the agreement that I would be his official biographer." As I was preparing to leave, Hesse asked me to translate his book on Rommel into English when he finished it.


  We arranged to exchange information on Rommel, and I told him I would bring him my manuscript in a few days and he was free to borrow anything from it that he wished.


  May 27: I leave for the United States tomorrow. . . .


  The next days were spent in Marburg being processed for repatriation. During one break in the procedure I looked up the German naval historian, Admiral Gladisch, who lived in the Frankfurt area, hoping he could give me some information on Rommel's supplies in North Africa, but he couldn't. During other breaks I several times visited Hesse for lengthy discussions about Rommel, always returning with more data to be incorporated in the work. Leaving my manuscript for his inspection, I returned two days later to retrieve it, half expecting a cold and murderous criticism of it by this popular professional writer. Instead, he told me had found the story "gripping from beginning to end," and asked me again to translate his book when it was done.


  With my day of departure from Marburg scheduled for June 5, my search for Rommel, the true Rommel, had come to an end. I had deliberately refrained from reading any of the pap about him churned out by the Goebbels propaganda machine in the heyday of his successes in North Africa. Also, I had ignored the twaddle in much of the American media, wisely, it developed, for upon my return to the States I was to find in the usually reliable New York Times over twenty errors of fact in his obituary.


  I was glad that I had instead sought out the sources who really knew him, who could go beyond the public persona, who could provide the insights into the inner man and bring to light the reasons why this one-time adherent of National Socialism had come to lose his faith in the Fuhrer.


  Chapter XIV  The Lost Faith


  Why did Hitler want Rommel dead? There was a parting of the ways as each lost faith in the other.


  Until 1942 Rommel had firmly believed in the Nazi leader. After the miscarriage of the African campaign in the winter of 1942-43, which he felt was due to all the broken promises of supplies and reinforcements, his faith was seriously eroded. By May of 1943, while Rommel was at the Fuhrer's headquarters with no particular assignment but with considerable opportunity to observe Hitler at close hand, crisis after crisis followed for the Germans. Three-quarters of Paulus's Sixth Army of 320,000 at Stalingrad had been killed and the other quarter taken prisoner. In Tunisia a similar disaster was in the offing for what was left of the troops Rommel had commanded. In Italy the government was on the verge of collapse.


  In a lengthy talk Rommel had with Hitler at this time, and which he recounted to his wife, the Fuhrer said he was aware that there was little chance of Germany winning the war, that he had not wanted war with the West, but that it was the West who wanted it and now would have it to the bitter end. Later, in July, in another conversation with Rommel, the Fuhrer said that if the German people were incapable of winning the war, "they can rot." A great people had to die heroically. He would make the enemy fight for every single house.


  When he spoke of these incidents to his wife and son, Rommel commented, "Sometimes you feel the man is no longer normal. Eighty million Germans should not have to die for this man's demoniacal hate."


  Rommel was a meticulous preserver of his records. After the First World War when writing his book, Infanterie Greift An, he had been handicapped by the absence of essential documents. Planning to write a book about his experiences in the Second World War, he was determined that this would not happen again. One could therefore hope to find in the marshal's many records an exposition of his metamorphosis from a worshipper of the Fuhrer to an implacable foe. Such a document would be a testament to his transformation and degree of putsch participation. Unfortunately, no such document has turned up. An examination of all his surviving papers by the eminent British military historian and analyst B. H. Liddell Hart revealed nothing about his connection with the July 20 affair "principally," said Hart, "because he destroyed everything that might have been incriminating for himself or other people."


  This cleansing of his records, we can safely assume, occurred during his recuperation when reports began to arrive of the fates befalling those judged by the Court of Honor to have been involved in the affair. It is probably not an unwarranted assumption to say that a letter to his wife on July 24 from the hospital after his wounding was intended as a shield in the event he became a Gestapo target. In it he wrote, "The attempt on the Fuhrer's life, coming on top of my accident, has left me very badly shattered. We must thank God that the Fuhrer got off so lightly."


  It is difficult to say just when Hitler lost Rommel's allegiance. Mrs. Rommel told me that her husband's confidence in Hitler began to fade with the many unkept promises he made to the marshal during the African campaign and was further eroded after the crumbling of the African front, at a time when Rommel was posted to Hitler's headquarters as an adviser. With Italy collapsing, Rommel thought it an opportune time to talk with Hitler about the overall war situation. On average, U-boats were being lost at the ghastly rate of one a day. How could Germany match the rapidly growing strength of the British and Americans, which was supplemented by that of their many allies, while German production centers were constantly being hit with 2,000 and 3,000 bomber raids?


  Hitler admitted to Rommel the war was lost and said he had never wanted war with the West but it was not possible to make peace with those in power.


  While mass killings were never mentioned at Hitler's headquarters, Rommel heard that Himmler's SS troops and Gestapo forces were engaged in executions in the East. He did not at first believe that Hitler was aware of the practice, but when in the early months of 1944 he received information that confirmed the criminal practice and its extent, his disillusionment with the Fuhrer deepened. Honorable men fought by a code; they did not execute British commandos or Russian commissars or tolerate mass murders of civilians.


  In 1925 Himmler took control of the SA, the organization that provided bodyguards for Hitler and strong-arm men to control hecklers at Nazi Party meetings. He eliminated the SA and replaced it with the SS, which was built into a powerful force, its military arm numbering half a million men. It was responsible for the extermination policies in eastern Europe and the Russian front, and it directed the concentration camps. In my interrogating experiences one of the most common types of pictures found on PWs who had served a stretch on the Russian front were photos of hangings.


  The murders directed by Himmler tormented Rommel. In December of 1943, son Manfred was due shortly to be called to service. There was a great deal of propaganda directed at German youth at this time to persuade them to choose the Waffen SS, which was in competition with the Wehrmacht for voluntary enlistments. The SS was known to be better equipped than regular Army units, and they wore snappier uniforms. The young Manfred was influenced by this, and when he told his father he had chosen to join the SS, the marshal had a strong reaction. ''That's out of the question," he snapped. "You'll join the same force that I've served in for over thirty years."


  When Manfred began to argue, said his mother to me, Rommel cut him short with a final remark that he did not want the youngster to be under the command of a man who, according to his information, was carrying out mass killings.


  "Do you mean Himmler?" asked Manfred.


  "Yes," answered Rommel.


  Like all in the German services, Rommel had taken the sacred military oath of loyalty to Hitler: "I swear by God this sacred oath: that I will render unconditional obedience to the leader of the German Reich and people, Adolf Hitler, commander-in-chief of the armed forces, and that I will as a valiant soldier be ready at all times to stake my life for this oath."


  Not until the Fuhrer's victory-or-death order at El Alamein did he question his own blind obedience. He had carried out the order in great disgust, knowing it would needlessly cost him the loss of much of his infantry. As the campaign wore on, he was forcefully impressed by the Allies' overpowering materiel superiority and aware that it would only increase with time. The forces arrayed against Germany had gained the offensive and the best the Fatherland could hope for was to continue the battle in a defensive stance, making its fighting so costly for the Allies that they would agree to a reasonable armistice.


  By the winter of 194344 Rommel was in contact with resistance elements, specifically former Minister of Foreign Affairs Neurath and Mayor Stroelin of Stuttgart, and they exchanged ideas on the necessity for an immediate end to the war. Rommel's deep social conscience could find no rationale for the continuing imposition on his beloved Fatherland of the inevitable concomitants of war: the killing and maiming of its youth; the leveling of its beautiful cities, towns, and villages; and the ruin of their economies. He had similar conversations with General Stuelpnagel, the Military Governor of France and former fellow teacher at the Dresden military academy.


  Rommel's plan, Speidel told me on the trip to see Farny, was to seize Hitler and all Party, Gestapo, and SS leaders.


  Hitler was to be placed before a German court and charged with his crimes. Rommel felt that if the Germans cleaned their own house, it would show the world that the German people realized the immorality of their government and were not dependent on the enemy for its cleansing. It would also give the Allies a genuine German government to deal with at the conclusion of hostilities. He was convinced that the Allies could never make peace with Hitler and that Hitler would never give up the struggle.


  Rommel hoped to end the war in the West by an armistice, continued Speidel, and he was fully prepared to withdraw all German forces behind the West Wall and even to accept an Anglo-American occupation, if Roosevelt and Churchill insisted on it. Germany was then to limit its war effort to holding the front in the East. Under these conditions, he thought, the English-speaking allies would agree to a cessation of hostilities. They would be spared the costly invasion and, of vital interest to them, Germany would arrest the spread of Communism into western Europe.


  On Rommel's behalf Speidel met with Neurath and Stroelin at Speidel's home in Freudenstadt on May 27, 1944, a few days before the Normandy invasion. Neurath and Stroelin were representing the political group of the putsch plotters and come to find out what preparations the marshal had made for ending the war independently in the West. Neurath asked that Rommel take over the army, should the plot succeed.


  At about the same time Rommel, aware that the invasion was imminent and might take place before Hitler could be unseated, came to a clear understanding with Rundstedt: As soon as it was evident that the invasion could not be beaten off, they would confront the Fuhrer with a fait accompli, an independent armistice with the American and English commanders in chief.


  Rommel's political opinion on the eve of the invasion can be best described as follows: Disillusioned and grieved, he had to admit that the ideals and ideology to which millions of Germans had subscribed, among them the mass of the youth and he himself twelve years before, were not only forgotten by many, but had also been misdirected and prostituted. The sacrifices that National Socialism had demanded, and with which he had once been in the fullest accord, had been dissipated. Hitler had discarded all ethical standards of ruling. No longer was there any semblance of an autocratic leadership with a unanimity of will, thought, and action. Instead, there were many who in their power felt themselves little Hitlers and practiced their caprice undeterred by law or decency.


  The soldier Rommel, who in the beginning thought his fate in such good hands, saw his world of ideas not only in ruins but cruelly ridiculed. Similarly, it seemed to him, National Socialism had forsaken the old army's standards of soldiery, and this to the detriment of the people and the Fatherland, which had so trustingly sent millions of its sons into the ranks. Hounded by his conviction that it had ceased to operate for the benefit of Germany but instead had become a garrote around its neck, he was determined to end its existence.


  One may wonder why, since while in Africa he had already found Hitler a false prophet, Rommel permitted a year to elapse before starting to plan participation in a coup. The reason was the same one that kept so many thousands of Germans fighting long after they had begun to doubt the righteousness of their cause and the likelihood of victory. It was, as I and every Allied interrogator heard over and over again, the soldier's oath of loyalty to Adolf Hitler. Rommel considered the oath he had taken before God an unseverable one. The decision finally to break it was, in view of his personal integrity and the Fuhrer's past favor, the weightiest decision of his life and one he made with the greatest reluctance. But by the winter of 194344 he was determined to remove by force Hitler and the Party, who he considered had sold out National Socialism. He was ready, if called on, to head a military dictatorship devoid of the Party apparatus and founded on what he viewed as the good in the original National Socialist program.


  Before Rommel's plans were complete, the Allies invaded Normandy. So bloody was the fighting in the latter part of June 1944 that there was a brief local truce west of Caen to permit the burial of the dead and the return of the German nurses who had been cut off when Cherbourg fell. "An incidental result of this truce," Speidel told me, "was that during its arrangement the radio channels to Eisenhower and Montgomery, and in general the method of contact, became known to us." With that knowledge Rommel now began to lay detailed plans with confidants to contact the Allied commanders and, simultaneously, the British ambassador in Madrid, Sir Samuel Hoare.


  On July 9 General Stuelpnagel dispatched Lieutenant Colonel Hofacker, his liaison officer to the Goerdeler group, to meet with Rommel. Hofacker's mission was twofold: One, he was to get Rommel's evaluation of the situation on the Normandy front for the purpose of passing it on to the Berlin conspirators; and two, he was to appeal to the marshal to start negotiations independently. Rommel's participation, the plotters believed, was essential. His stature in the eyes of the German Army, the German populace, and the Western Powers was colossal. His character was unassailable.


  "Rommel explained the situation to Hofacker substantially in the form of the ultimatum he was later to radio to Hitler," said Speidel, "and asked him to bring back the intentions of the Berlin group, so that all measures could be coordinated. He specifically wanted to know what preparations had been made for taking over the government and how much the conspirators on the Russian front had been told of the plan. He also wanted to know for when the putsch was scheduled.


  "In addition," Speidel continued, "many points still needed ironing out, among them what to do with Hitler. The political group wanted him taken alive and held for future trial, a view with which Rommel sided, whereas the military group held this to be impractical and favored assassination.


  "Three days later, on July 12 while Hofacker was in Berlin, Rommel confided his views and preparations to Kluge, who had replaced Rundstedt. Although upon first meeting the two marshals had got off to a stormy start, they had soon composed their differences. Kluge now professed a similar outlook to Rommel's and agreed to take part in the putsch."


  On July 15 Rommel sent his ultimatum, endorsed by Kluge, to the Fuhrer.


  On the evening of July 17 Hofacker returned from Berlin to Rommel's headquarters, only to find that a few hours earlier Rommel had been wounded in the strafing of his car and now lay unconscious in a hospital hovering between life and death. Faced with this unforeseen contingency, Hofacker rushed back to Berlin for instructions.


  When three days later Colonel Stauffenberg placed the plotters' bomb, hidden in a briefcase, under the table where Hitler usually stood in the map room, Kluge was away at the front. Unaware of the first telephoned report from Berlin, that Hitler was dead, he did not immediately take control of the plastic situation. By the time he returned to his headquarters the public radio was reporting the attempt and its failure. The Fuhrer's reasons for demanding Rommel's life, said Generals Burgdorf and Maisel to the marshal before making him take his own life, was that he had been implicated in the putsch by General Stuelpnagel, and by Speidel and Hofacker, and that his name headed Goerdeler's list as potential Reich president.


  This explanation by Hitler's emissaries warrants close examination. First, did Stuelpnagel implicate Rommel? This is unlikely, since he did not implicate Speidel, and he and Rommel had been friends for many years, had taught at the same military academy, and were on good terms.


  One of the conspirators was General Boineburg, Commandant of Paris, a subordinate of Stuelpnagel. The letter he wrote me while a PW in one of my camps ended with, "I owe my life to von Stuelpnagel's silence."


  "I knew Stuelpnagel well," Speidel told me. "I was his chief of staff in France until the end of 1941. He was a brave man and an honorable one, not one to take others down with him."


  Since by his silence Stuelpnagel had shielded Boineburg and Speidel, it is most likely that he had also shielded Rommel. The next assertion, that Speidel and Hofacker had betrayed Rommel, is equally unlikely. The two men were several times made to face each other and then grilled at length by interrogators. "Hofacker," said Speidel, "had been caught red-handed. He knew he was doomed to death, but he was not the kind of man to drag others to their doom.


  When we were brought face to face, Hofacker was directed by the Gestapo men to look at me closely. He did, and said,


  'I do not know this man. I have never seen him before.' He saved my life.


  "Hitler's charge that I incriminated Rommel is fantastic!" said Speidel. "In fact, had I made any incriminating statements, they would automatically have made me an accessory, and I would not be alive today."


  Another noteworthy point is that the Gestapo made no attempt to interrogate Speidel in detail on Rommel's involvement until after the marshal had already been murdered. Typical of the autosuggestive mind, Hitler had set out with a conclusion that Rommel was involved in the plot and manufactured the evidence to prove it. In this case his conclusion happened to be correct.


  Hitler's assertion that Rommel's name headed Goerdeler's list as proposed Reich president was probably true, for it is known that the Gestapo found Goerdeler's lists. Tremendously popular at home and highly respected in enemy military circles as a brilliant and chivalrous opponent who fought by the rules, the Desert Fox commanded the loyalty of the mass of the German Army and the public more than any other man. As Reich president his position would have been similar to that of the popular World War I war hero, Field Marshal Paul von Hindenburg, who in 1925 was elected president of the German Republic. In view of the German penchant for strong leaders, the choice of Rommel by Goerdeler and his circle was a natural one.


  Rommel's name on Goerdeler's list was probably the biggest factor in Hitler's decision to kill him. The theocracy built around Hitler had no room for other gods. The Fuhrer knew that as long as the Swabian lived, Germany had a popular potential successor and his internal enemies a constant inspiration for a second dethronement effort. By nature distrustful and intent on guarding his position to the utmost, he had long recognized with anxiety the soldier's growing popularity.


  In May 1946, in one of my last visits to Speidel's home, we discussed the autocrat's dilemma. The general poured us each another glass of wine, went to his desk and returned with a manuscript. "Four hundred years ago," he said, "Machiavelli put it succinctly." He pointed to a quotation:


  The general whose skill has brought victory and success to the Prince must stand in such high esteem with the soldiers, the people, and the enemy, that the Prince must not merely be grateful for victories. The Prince must secure himself against his general, do away with him, or strip him of his renown.


  According to Kurt Hesse, the historian who had contacts in the highest military circles, the Fuhrer thought he would bounce back from his defeats. "He had a Frederick the Great complex," said Hesse. "He had early studied the personality of the Prussian king, as can be seen from his book Mein Kampf. He had a great admiration for Frederick and inwardly ever increasingly identified himself as a twentieth-century Frederick.


  The evidence of this complex is plentiful. It can be seen in his speech to the German people on September 1, 1939, upon the outbreak of the war. It is practically a copy of the so-called Leuthen speech, the speech that Frederick delivered to his generals two days prior to the Battle of Leuthen. It can be summarized in two sentences: 'Either we win or we die.


  We either annihilate the enemy or we fall before his batteries.'"


  "Would Hitler himself have been so ready to die if he were in the foot soldier's shoes?" I asked Hesse.


  "I think so," he replied without hesitation. "To give the devil his due, he was a brave soldier in the First World War and was awarded the Iron Cross First Class, which, as you know, is a high military honor."


  "Yes, I know," I said.


  "But did you know, and oh, how ironic, that it was a Jewish reserve officer who recommended him for the award?"


  "That I didn't know."


  "The Battle of Stalingrad," continued the professor, "was a German catastrophe and a turning point in the war. Hitler termed it 'my Kundersdorf,' comparing it to the defeat which Frederick had suffered in August 1759 at the hands of the Russians, the defeat that lay Berlin open to attack. Since Stalingrad, Hitler had lived in the belief that he, like the great Prussian king, had to pass through the Valley of Sorrow in order to rise again--but rise he would, either through special political circumstances or through the fortunes of war.


  "Early in his rise to power Hitler considered himself a historical figure. He understood history in such a way that great achievements of a people had to be paid for with blood. Characteristic of this was a speech he made in Karlsruhe in the spring of 1939, after an inspection of the West Wall, to generals and leading state and political figures, the crux of which was that the greatest political successes a nation achieves will not endure if not paid for in blood.


  "As Rommel's popularity was rising to its zenith," continued Hesse, "the Fuhrer's had begun to ebb. I'm sure his coterie suggested that the marshal had already begun to get dangerous in 1942. Not only was he usurping the glory of 'the one, true general of the great, wide war,' but he had become a threat to Hitler's political position and its recognition by the German people."


  Other factors undoubtedly contributed to Hitler's decision. Wasn't Rommel too outspoken in his criticism of the Party and the regime? And wasn't he a defeatist? When Africa had fallen and Italy was crumbling, had he not asked the Fuhrer if it weren't possible to sign an armistice with the Western Powers? Had he not advised an end to the war at Margival on June 17, and again at the end of the month? Had he not sent a virtual ultimatum on July 15?


  At first Rommel's seemingly fatal wounds had deterred Hitler from taking his life. The second restraint had been the fear of the demoralizing effect on the army and the masses if the Fatherland's most spectacular warrior were publicly accused of complicity in the putsch. By October 14, however, the marshal had substantially recovered his health. The danger had been resurrected. Hitler felt he had to act. According to Keitel's statement at the Nuremberg trial, Hitler had personally ordered him to force the Swabian to take his own life. "Hitler told everyone," said Keitel, "including Goering, Doenitz, and Jodl, that Rommel had died of 'bleeding in the brain.'" That they knew better is attested by their absence from the funeral.


  But that Hitler committed this murder with misgivings is proven by the state funeral he ordered to camouflage the crime. It is proven by the panicky order sent to Army B headquarters forbidding discussion of Rommel, and by the prohibition on the further publishing of his book, which by then had already sold 120,000 copies and been translated into numerous languages.


  It is interesting to speculate on how events would have unfolded had Rommel opened independent negotiations for an armistice with the Allied Powers at the time he was imploring Hitler to end the war in the West and before his July 15 ultimatum to Hitler and his wounding two days later. Of equally speculative interest is the question of how Germany's--and the world's--immediate fate and more distant future would have been affected had the July 20 affair succeeded and the Desert Fox been destined to assume the political or military command of the Fatherland.


  Chapter XV Evaluation: What Rommel Was, What He Was Not


  Why was Rommel a great general, considered by so many military professionals the greatest of the Second World War? What manner of man was this who caused the British War Office and the American War Department so much grief in those two years that the swastika waved over the desert, and who won the marshal's baton at the unprecedented age of fifty?


  Part of the answer can be found in the hypothetical solution he would have offered to a problem once posed to me in an examination at the Officer Candidate School at Fort Knox, Kentucky. Late one night, read the problem, while on his way to his quarters to catch a little sleep before an important battle, Napoleon came upon a group of unofficered soldiers trying by the light of a lantern to move an artillery piece into position. The hill was steep and the mud deep and they were having trouble. What did Napoleon do? Did he call for the responsible officer and reprimand him? Did he hold the lantern? Did he direct the emplacement? Did he put his shoulder to the wheel? Or did he go to bed so as to be fresh to direct the next morning's battle?


  Rommel's solution probably would have read something like this: Napoleon held the lantern, put his shoulder to the wheel, and directed the emplacement; then he called for the battery commander and made certain that the officer's other guns were in position; after that, if he thought the officer at fault, he reprimanded him. If there was any time left, Napoleon went to bed.


  A less conjectural explanation for Rommel's stature as a commander can
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  Rommel's letter to his wife, October 10, 1943. See page 116. Courtesy of Mrs. Rommel.


  be found in the answer of his chief of staff. ''Few generals," Speidel told me, "have had the flair, instinct, intuition, and genius for improvisation that were Rommel's. None instilled such confidence in his leadership or inspired such worship in his men. Few were so fearless or so ruthless of their own person. He had a way of addressing troops that left them feeling they also possessed his personality, his manly qualities, and fairness. Although he has been called a military gambler, he was not. A military gamble is an operation that can result in either a success or failure. He considered a gamble justified only if defeat appeared otherwise inevitable. He was, however, an advocate of bold operations in which success is not assured but which if not successful leave the commander enough forces to cope with whatever untoward situation might arise.


  "As a tactician he had few peers. He could size up a situation clearly no matter how befuddled it appeared to others. His plans were clean-cut, shorn of all frills. They were brilliantly conceived and deftly executed. Senior officers sometimes demurred when shown his plans, but his "can do" assurance invariably prevailed. Aided by his mastery of improvisation, he made adjustments in his plans as developments dictated and was often able to extract victory from seemingly hopeless situations. He made the fullest use of every man. For these reasons he achieved a maximum of results with a minimum of troops. If a characteristic of talented generalship is the ability to do much with little, then Rommel must be rated unrivaled."


  Instances can readily be found in Rommel's history to verify the aptness of Speidel's analysis. His record in the First World War as an infantry leader, successively, of a platoon, a company, and a battalion, was one of indisputably brilliant leadership, resulting in an endless string of successfully completed missions. At one time, as a twenty-five-year-old lieutenant, a battle group placed under his command exceeded regimental strength. On occasions his subordinate officers outranked him. Two weeks after his dramatic storming of Mount Matador, his battalion in conjunction with another rolled up enemy units in such swift sequence at Cimolais, Dogna, Pirago, and Fae that within a few days he held 10,000 prisoners and booty that included 200 machine guns and 250 vehicles.


  The loyalty that he was to win from his men as a field marshal, he had also won as a lieutenant. As a wounded man was being carried past his dugout, having had a leg blown off by a shell, the young Swabian came out to press his hand and utter a few words of encouragement. "It's not so bad, Herr


  Leutnant," said the dying soldier, "I'll soon be back in the company again, even if with a wooden leg."


  By daily example the Fox proved that such loyalty was not misplaced. Painfully wounded in the forearm, he continued for days to lead his unit in the attack, refusing to report to the hospital. When one winter night the alarm sounded, signalling an enemy attack, he jumped off his cot and raced a kilometer through the snow in his bare feet to direct the defense and lead the counterattack--leaving it to the orderly to bring his boots. Early in his career, after being decorated for an exceptionally daring feat, he was obliged to relinquish command of his company to a newly assigned officer with greater seniority. When the regimental commander tendered him a second company, he declined. "I'll stay where I am and take a platoon of my old men," he said. His correspondence shows that at the height of his career he still found time to exchange letters with those men. At the time of his death, they were still his most intimate friends. The loyalty of his troops was not unmixed with fear. He was feared as much as he was loved. To a sergeant who refused to follow him with his squad in an apparently suicidal attack in the Argonne, he shouted, "You'll come or I'll come back and shoot you!" The sergeant and his squad came. The Fox would have carried out his threat and the sergeant knew it.


  The Swabian instilled this same fear in his juniors in the Second World War. The same iron will was evident in Africa during the battle for El Alamein. To counter the panic some troops had manifested, he issued an order that forbade a man from abandoning his position in the defense line and said that anyone doing so would be charged with cowardice and court-martialed, and "at staff level, too."


  He was disliked by many higher officers, particularly staff officers and generals, because of his mercilessness. With them he could be abrasive and demanding, and for those he felt were derelict in their duty, or not giving their all, he had an acerbic tongue. He was adept at "chewing ass," as we Americans were wont to phrase an outburst of displeasure from a senior officer. After having verbally skinned alive an officer of high rank whose performance displeased him, he once remarked to Aldinger with a smile, "It's good to have once been a sergeant and to still remember how to talk like one."


  It was said of him that "he walked over corpses," by which was meant that he peremptorily transferred unsatisfactory officers. The tendency to protect an incompetent fellow officer is one that is common to all armies. It takes a man of strong will and principle to fire an old classmate. Rommel was never known to hesitate. For bungling subordinates he had no sympathy.


  Head chopping might be in bad taste in the old-boy network, but it saved lives, won battles, and kept the unbeheaded in step.


  In addition to his quick use of the ax, his frank preference for younger officers was held against him. Visitors to his headquarters were instantly struck by the difference in appearance of his subordinates from those of other higher commanders. Rommel's staff was markedly younger.


  What earned the Fox the unconditional devotion of the young soldier? In talking to men who served under him one quickly becomes conscious of a recurrent idiom: Er hat die Strapazen mitgemacht: He shared the gaff. The young soldier saw in Rommel a man who feared no trouble or danger, who was always at the front, who always appeared when things were toughest and where there seemed no way out. He saw him not as a field marshal who knew how to move divisions, corps, and armies--he had not the perspective to judge him in this capacity--but as one who could tell the company commander how to lay out his platoon positions or how to deploy his squads and platoons so as to take a heavily mined, wired, and machine gun-defended strongpoint with a minimum of casualties. This was not a field marshal who was content to command from a war room miles to the rear. This was one who was not above taking a shovel from a footslogging soldier and showing him how to dig a better foxhole. This was one who was there when the dying was being done.


  Physically tough, in Africa he quickly adjusted to the hardships of desert life and was soon as much at home as in his Swabian hills. A bedouin could do no better. His orderly, Guenther, found Rommel even tempered and easy to please. When he went into the field on a long drive, all he asked was a can of sardines, a couple slices of black bread, and a canteen of water. If he was with troops at mealtime he ate the same rations as the men and returned with the can of sardines and the bread.


  Also, in Rommel the young soldier sensed a man who had the ability to feel with him. In the previous war the general had experienced cold, hunger, disease, and despondency. He had been wounded three times. He knew the heartrending wail of the dying in the night. He had learned then, and he never forgot, that it was the dirty frontline soldier with lice, diarrhea, and trench foot who fought the war, and not the staffs with their gleaming boots, beds, and duplicating machines. "I consider the term 'staff officer,' he once remarked, "an epithet." To the young lowly homesick soldiers Rommel was "one of us." For them he always had a smile and a joke.


  "'Where you find Rommel, you'll find the front,' was a byword among our troops," said Speidel. "Unlike many higher commanders, he never became deskbound. He nailed me to the desk instead. He spent about five days out of seven up forward and was usually on his way by five o'clock."


  This habitual presence in the forward combat areas is confirmed by the general's letters. Seldom does one not have a paragraph starting "I was up at the front today and . . ." This was further verified by his aide. "Often," Aldinger told me, "we would reach a command post or observation post during the middle of the night or in the early morning hours. Rommel would quickly survey the area and make suggestions, intermingling praise and reprimand if warranted. Then we would move on to the next position. Sometimes we were under way day and night, accompanied only by a radio car. Sometimes his bed was nothing more than a batch of hay in a truck. Our advance CP was often no more than the command car, some radio people, and motorcycle messengers."


  Rommel was a general in the tradition of Robert E. Lee, in the tradition of Seydlitz in the time of Frederick the Great.


  As Lee or Seydlitz had come up on his horse, so Rommel suddenly appeared in his armored command car. There was a glance at the map, but no long poring over contour lines and hachure marks. A glance sufficed to visualize the terrain beyond the reach of his glasses. A few words with the local commander and a soldier or two and an interjected question, and he had grasped the situation. Guided by what the Germans call Fingerspitzengefuehl, a sixth sense for sizing up the problem, the peril, and the opportunity and anticipating the enemy's next move, he issued his orders. As General H. Norman Schwarzkopf was to say a half century later, "Rommel had a feel for the battlefield like no other man."


  He always acted energetically and preferred to do something bold rather than do nothing. No sign of indecision ever crossed his face. He was aggressive, a fighter; and although a general, inwardly he was as spirited as a twenty-year-old. He had constant contact with lieutenants and privates. With them he was patient, and they found him warmhearted.


  With old generals, staff officers, and the venerable rear-echelon gray-haired sergeant majors, he had proportionately less contact.


  Rommel's speech was hard and sparing, his orders brief. He seldom gave praise, but his praise had effect. His blue eyes, in one of which he was nearsighted since birth and the other farsighted, were everywhere. He had the farmer's ability to tell time by the sun and a sense of direction so uncanny that his entourage in Africa used to say, "Without Rommel we'd all be in Canada by this time." Captured Germans were sent to British prisoner of war camps in Canada.


  Untiring and unassuming, he hardly needed sleep. He could be out from dawn until late evening without eating or drinking. On trips to the front he rejected invitations to special meals. He wanted to eat at the field kitchen, not only because he found this food sufficiently satisfying and because it cost him the least time, but because he wanted all men in the unit to see that he as a field marshal had no wish to live better than they.


  "Although a nonsmoker himself," said Aldinger in discussing the marshal's understanding of soldier psychology, "he usually made it a point to give a soldier a cigarette. At other times he would give him one of the cookies well-wishers were always sending him. He would ask about the men's families and wives. If a man's home was in southern Germany, the General would fall into the Swabian dialect. No matter how low the men's spirits when we arrived, they were high when we left."


  Not even his detractors ever questioned his personal courage. He was the only German to win his country's highest decoration for bravery in both wars. Nor is it perhaps insignificant that the only samurai sword awarded for bravery in the German Army by the Japanese emperor was presented to Rommel. Sometimes in Africa he was so far out on reconnaissance that he was taken for the enemy and shot at by his own troops. Not infrequently he brought back information unknown to the regular scouting units. "In our gravest days," said his aide, "the marshal often led the armored units in the attack himself, and it was not unusual for him to fly in search of his units and conduct the battle from the air."


  Rommel viewed leadership as leading from the front, not pushing from the rear. He rejected the theory that a higher commander's life was too valuable to be risked up forward. It was an odd battle in which he did not at least once narrowly miss death or capture. In his captured British Mammoth command car, while leading a gasoline column that had gone astray, he drove into the middle of a British field hospital before realizing that it was not the German unit for which he was searching. The Tommy outposts, recognizing the lead vehicle as one of British manufacture, had waved the column on, mistaking it for one of their own. Too late to turn around, Rommel signalled the column to continue on through at doubled speed, escaping before the startled enemy discovered it had just missed the prize catch of the war.


  He believed in his lucky star, which seemingly protected him but not always those with him. In the desert and later in France his drivers were killed. Once while checking a map with another officer, the other officer was killed by a shell fragment.


  Of the privileges that go with high rank, among them a certain immunity from regulations, the Fox took little advantage. When he returned home after the fall of France in 1940, his wife expected him to bring a liberal quantity of champagne.


  "As he unpacked his luggage," Mrs. Rommel told me, "he took out two bottles. I was disappointed. I said, 'Is that all?'


  "'Yes,' he said. 'A soldier is allowed to take two bottles of wine out of France. Those are my two bottles.'"


  The following year as the Afrika Korps besieged Tobruk and was forced to drink the salty water in the poor wells outside the port city, Rommel drank the same salty water. When Tobruk fell the next year and the newspapers carried lengthy accounts of the booty captured, Mrs. Rommel expected the general on his next leave to bring home some sugar, a scarce commodity in Germany. Instead, he presented her with a few tins of corned beef.


  "I was exasperated," Mrs. Rommel told me. "I said, 'My God, I wrote you to bring sugar!'"


  "Say, listen," said Rommel, vexed. "What do you think my men are fighting this war for, my personal comfort?"


  Taken ill with appendicitis in Italy in October 1943, he underwent an operation and mentioned it in a letter to his wife only after leaving the hospital. Upbraided for not having notified her earlier so that she could visit him, he replied, "I can't permit my men such visits. I couldn't permit myself one."


  Mrs. Rommel recounted another incident, in the fall of 1943, when he was visited by his family at his headquarters, then in Munich. At dinner he objected to the orderly placing butter on the table.


  "But that's all right, Her Feldmarschall," protested the orderly. "It comes out of the guest allowance."


  "My family are not guests," said Rommel, and he waved the luxury away again.


  This son of a teacher was interested in the spiritual and the artistic, and in France at his headquarters in the palace of La Roche Guyon, Formerly the seat of the Duke de la Rochefoucauld, he once asked the owner to remove a valuable Gobelin tapestry from his office and place it in the cellar for protection against air raids. He was not, however, in the ordinary sense of the word an intellectual. As instructor of tactics, and then as director of courses and commandant of a military school, he placed first emphasis on practical knowledge--the biggest need of the line officer--and simultaneously strived to inculcate his charges with high standards of character and behavior. He himself was in the best sense of the word a moral example.


  For women he had a great respect, but he did not lose his head to them. He was happily married, a fact that is attested by his letters, and would drive extreme distances to see his wife for a few hours. Alternating with his orderly at the wheel, he once sped the thousand miles from Bordeaux to Vienna within twenty-four hours. He had no extramarital affairs. Not only did other women hold no interest for him, but he was uneasy in their presence. One woman acquaintance of long years, the secretary of the pre-Hitler chief of the German Navy, recalled to me only one time that Rommel had seemed at ease in talking to her. "That was the time that he raptly explained the plans he had just drawn up for a house he was building," she said. "Otherwise he was always distant and gentlemanly decorous. It was difficult for women to establish contact with him and become friends."


  "His character was marked by a stern morality," said Hesse. "To him ribaldry was not acceptable. He was not a man to tell or be told an off-color story."


  Yet despite his high regard for women, it was the opinion of the general that the Army had no place for them. The Kriegshelferinnen, the female auxiliary, he held to be more of a disruptive influence than they were worth and stymied all attempts to assign them to his headquarters.


  In the use of alcohol he was exceptionally temperate, and the war changed his drinking habits little. His liquid consumption during the day was usually two quarts of seltzer water and now and then a glass or two of wine. To some he sometimes seemed a little too dry, although to his associates, to whom he distributed the liquor admirers kept sending him, this virtual teetotaling was not to be too strongly censured. Indicative of the value he placed on liquor is the time an officer on his staff, on duty late at night and bored, asked Rommel's orderly if he didn't have anything to drink.


  "No," replied the orderly, "but the field marshal has plenty."


  "He wouldn't miss a bottle, would he?" suggested the officer.


  "No," said the boy. "We could take a case and he wouldn't miss it."


  "Suppose you bring us a bottle then," said the officer, "and a little of his seltzer."


  "Oh, no!" said the orderly, panicky. "Not his water! He'd miss that and there'd be hell to pay!"


  One of the most popular lectures at the military academy in Dresden was Rommel's presentation of the storming of Monte Matajur. He delivered this lecture over three hundred times. Nevertheless, on the three hundredth time his performance still gripped the audience. Those who heard the lecture several times never formed the impression that he automatically repeated himself. Each time he relived the experience and fascinated the listener anew. Yet the effect he produced was not accountable to any magnetic oratory. He spoke curtly and gruffly. Listeners sometimes even gathered the impression that his words were about to stick in his throat. This was not the case. Rather was he concerned with the formulation of his words. Then, in staccato tempo and slight Swabian accent, he would rip them from his mouth.


  To illustrate his lectures Rommel used slides made from his own colored sketches. His talent for drawing, which had come to the fore in his youth, was marked particularly by the skill with which he was able to give terrain plasticity, a fact that is evident in the eighty-two very creditable sketches with which he had illustrated his book. This gift he also put to good use on inspection trips of the Channel coast defenses, Speidel told me, often drawing detailed sketches to give the construction engineers a better idea of what he had in mind.


  Other slides he used in his lectures were made from photographs. He was a photographer and a good one. I spent hours with Mrs. Rommel looking at his pictures. Artistically and technically they left little to be desired. The desert pictures were taken during his advances. He didn't photograph his retreats.


  Despite his trying days in Africa, he never became oblivious to the beauties of the desert. He was beguiled by the sunrises and sunsets and endeavored in colored pictures to capture their magnificence. They once made up a good part of his collection. In a camera-conscious army, one that rarely yielded a prisoner with fewer than twenty pictures in his pockets, Rommel was the "Man of the Snapshot." When German planes attacked a British ship headed for Tobruk, he wrote his wife:


  The day started well. As I was having breakfast in my tent, an enemy vessel was sighted one and a half miles away just off the coast. It had apparently lost its course during the night. Soon our fighters were above her, but she still fired her machine guns. A few minutes later, however, the gasoline on the ship started to burn.


  Then minutes later the crate blew up with a terrific explosion. I took pictures, of course.


  It is certain that had he outlived the war, he would one day have given a superbly illustrated presentation of his campaigns.


  In the writing of history the marshal had a more than ordinary interest and did what he could to gather the basic material for it. Visited in his quarters in France by his military historian friend Kurt Hesse, he called attention to several cases standing in the bedroom. In one were his personal notes for the daily orders, reports and estimates of the situation, each in separate folders. Liberally interspersed were his photographs. Another case contained his work maps, which Hesse noted, were chronologically arranged. Situation maps were neatly bound in a photo album.


  His boyhood love for the technical, as well as his fondness for skiing, hunting, canoeing, horseback riding, and mountain climbing, remained with him throughout his life. Not a great reader, and regarding the arts as of secondary importance, his idea of a good time was a day spent outdoors. His early passion for aeronautics never left him, either, and in Africa, on long flights, he often piloted the plane. It relaxed him. He had a thorough understanding of tank engines and had the born mechanic's gift for engine diagnosis. Until the pressures of his duties no longer permitted, he made the mechanical and electrical repairs on his cars himself. He was not loathe to admit the superiority of enemy equipment and had a special affection for the American jeep, often driving to the front in it before changing to his British command car.


  "Rommel has been accused with some justice of using the medium of publicity to further himself," said Hesse. "But with rare exceptions, it must be said, the publicity appeared in bearable form and without excessive puffery. He was exceptionally photogenic, but it was sometimes even unpleasant to him to see himself too dramatically presented. He was unable, however, to prevent correspondents, photographers, and newsreel men from occasionally exploiting his personality excessively."


  As a possessor of flair, a sense of news values, and a knack for handling the press, it is easy to understand why journalists wrote more enthusiastically of the Swabian, whose comradely acceptance and feverish activity generated a flow of good stories, than they wrote of cold and unreceptive Prussian generals. In 1942, after driving into Egypt, the Fox addressed correspondents in the Propaganda Ministry in Berlin. He said, "We have not gone to Egypt to retreat! I can assure you positively that what we have we hold!" Like Churchill's "blood, sweat and tears," such phraseology clamored for headlines.


  When, during his direction of the construction of defenses in France, an officer much his junior in rank questioned the wisdom of Rommel's wide publicity in autocratic Germany, the general thanked him for the advice. And thereafter there was a marked reduction in the publicity emanating from his headquarters, and what there was, was muted.


  One could talk frankly to the marshal. He spoke frankly himself, a characteristic of Swabians, and demanded clear, honestly evaluated replies. He insisted that a situation be reported on the basis of facts, no matter how depressing, and even though it displeased higher headquarters. His reports in 1942 on the hopelessness of the African struggle were disagreeable to Jodl and Keitel and sometimes were pigeonholed before reaching Hitler. Jodl's refusal to accept Rommel's realistic views on the worthlessness of the Italian alliance and Mussolini's grandiose promises strained their relations further. His critical and angry reports on the state of the Atlantic defenses for a time alienated Rundstedt, who had built most of them. Although Marshal List had earlier told Hitler in Russia in a private conversation that Germany did not have the resources to win the war, Rommel was the first general with the courage to tell Hitler the war was lost.


  If a general's predictions concerning fronts other than his own must be taken into account in measuring his stature, it would have to be pointed out that Rommel was no less wrong than the large majority of military experts who had predicted that the Red Army would quickly collapse before the German onslaught. The day after the Germans attacked Russia, he wrote his wife: "Considering the superiority of our armed forces, the war with Russia will soon end with our victory."


  Just how rapidly he expected Stalin's armies to give up can be seen from a letter written only two weeks after the attack was launched: "I hope to be able to fly to Germany in a fortnight. The Russian affair must be more or less ended by then, otherwise the High Command will not bother with my affairs."


  The war on Russia, Hesse told me, Rommel later considered one of Hitler's three cardinal failures. For the Stalingrad disaster he blamed the Fuhrer personally and refused to accept his optimistic view of it as "my Kundersdorf." The other two failures were Hitler's unreserved support of the Italian attack on Greece, which he referred to in private conversation as "Mussolini's Balkan folly," and the African campaign, which he felt should have been undertaken only if the supply problem had been solved and better guarantees obtained that the Duce would fulfill his commitments.


  In the conduct and standards of his life Rommel was definitely National Socialist in the sense that he favored the original social programs of the Party, not too dissimilar from the programs introduced by Roosevelt's New Deal.


  Simple, companionable, and socially adjusted, he was the authoritative leader. The much-heard view that "Rommel was a Party general" was one that circulated even in some higher German military circles. For instance, the commander of his 21st Panzer Division in Africa, General Johannes von Ravenstein, a traditional, highly cultured Prussian officer, expressed this view after his capture and transfer to a Canadian prisoner of war camp. In letters to his friend, Countess Rosie S. Waldeck, he admitted that Rommel possessed the ''supreme courage of a bull" on the battlefield while simultaneously accusing him of lacking civil courage. This latter charge certainly does not stand up considering Rommel's several exhortations to Hitler to end the war, advice few of the cultured Prussian elite had the courage to give. One can reasonably assume that some of the negative views in these higher military circles masked the jealousy prompted by Rommel's lightninglike promotions from colonel to field marshal, and those promotions awarded to a man without any formal university education.


  "The claim that Rommel was a Party general," said Hesse, "is without foundation. It rests on too little knowledge of the individual and his inner adjustments, and carries strongly detrimental and unjustified implications."


  Stories circulated in the United States during the war often gave the impression that the Swabian was one of Hitler's first adherents, rendered the Party unswerving loyalty, and was one of the bullies assigned to pommel hecklers at Nazi street-corner meetings. That Rommel could have made the transition from brass knuckles to a marshal's baton--supposedly the reward for his Party services--should strain the credulity of even the most gullible. He had, in fact, not one Party decoration. At no time was he a member of the Party or any of its affiliates.


  An analysis of the Fox's political beliefs must explore his stand in relation to the original National Socialist program, to the Fuhrer, and to the Party.


  To the original program of social reform that carried the Nazis to power and characterized their first years of reign, Rommel early bound himself and remained faithful until the end of his days. As a young officer viewing the chaotic aftermath of the First World War, he considered Germany's greatest misfortune to be that the great masses of the very industrious working classes had alienated themselves from national thinking, that they thought internationally, in the sense of Karl Marx and Karl Liebknecht. On the other hand, he did not deny the facts of the existing social emergency. He saw the gaps between the rich and the poor and hoped to get from National Socialism a solution to these class disparities, which he saw as the real reason for Germany's weakness. He was certain that a thunderous break with the Communist ideology was unavoidable, and it was his opinion that in view of Russia's strength it was of the highest importance that all German forces be united, a union possible only under National Socialism.


  Many other factors also attracted him to National Socialism. "Just as our people are divided into numerous parties," he remarked to Hesse in 1938, while a liaison officer to the Hitler Youth, "so our youth is split by numerous leagues and groups that do not march in step. It is urgent that they be directed by one ideology."


  On the other hand, it would be unfair to say that Rommel followed National Socialism down all its halls of thought. He sharply objected to everything that took place in the dark: the Jewish pogroms, the concentration camps, the Gestapo.


  The security police activity in Poland he denounced as the work of a "pack of criminals" and a "band of murderers."


  More than once he called Hitler's attention to illegal and immoral activities, a practice that did not ingratiate him with the Fuhrer's inner circle.


  It was Hitler personally who gave the impetus to Rommel's career. Tending to unite the two was the community of ideas of the frontline soldier of World War I, common experiences, and a mutual recognition of the other as a fighting personality. The power of the will and the mind seemed to both men more important than the power of the intellect. Similarly, both overestimated the power of propaganda, overassessed the strength of Germany, and underassessed the strength of the opposing forces. Like Hitler, Rommel knew England and France only superficially.


  As Hitler alleviated the unemployment problem in Germany following the war, seemingly creating order out of chaos and returning the Fatherland to the orbit of the great nations, Rommel developed a sincere admiration for him. "He was blind at that time to the dangers inherent in the Nazi dictatorship," Oskar Farny told me during our visit. "He was as naive politically as he was brilliant militarily."


  How much the Fox had admired the spellbinding Austrian earlier can be deduced from the letter written to his wife on August 31, 1939, as Britain, France, and Poland rushed the mobilization of their armies:


  How will the situation develop? I still believe that we shall be able to avoid complications of a graver and a military nature. . . . The Fuhrer knows exactly what is good for us. Up to now he has always been able to solve the most serious problems for us, and he will solve this one too.


  The next day Hitler invaded Poland.


  Yet deep as Rommel's admiration was, it was tempered by an equally deep realism based on a knowledge of what is and what is not possible in warfare. Nor was it ever so blind that he would obey an unsoldierly order. In 1942 he received a directive from Hitler instructing him to shoot all captured British commandos. He tore it into pieces minutes after its arrival.


  The African war was a clean war, as the British have often said. Both sides were quick to call the other's attention to infractions of the Geneva rules of war, and both were quick to end the infractions. No charge of war crimes was ever levelled against Rommel. Among generals who only too often carried out criminal orders, Rommel is a bright spot on the German record. His chivalry in battle is legendary among the British, who, with their sporting spirit, retain an affectionate awe for this unconventional soldier and knightly practitioner of the warrior's code. In hundreds of years of warfare, only Napoleon made a comparable impression on the British.


  The French, too, have always held the marshal in high esteem, and at the close of the war invited the Rommel family to move into the French occupation zone. Said General Jean-Marie de Lattre to Rommel's son, "Your father always fought fairly and with the greatest success."


  From the German's early letters out of Africa, particularly those written in the flush of his first victories, there clearly emerges a portrait of a Hitler disciple. As the campaign went on and he came into closer and more frequent contact with the Nazi leader, his admiration waned. In ever sharper form and manner he became critical. When he landed his Fiesel-Storck on Oskar Farny's estate one day in August 1943, he brought with him some boxes of papers and war diaries for Farny to secrete. "I found him," Farny told me, "well cured of his Fuhrer worship." A year later, upon Kurt Hesse's visit to him when he lay wounded in the hospital, he expressed himself without reservation to the effect that he considered Hitler insane. To Hans Speidel, visiting him in Herrlingen to warn him of the High Command's attitude after the July 20 event, Rommel said, "That pathological liar has gone completely mad. He is venting his sadism on the conspirators, and this won't be the end of it!''


  Just days before his death he remarked to Rudolf Weckler, one of his sergeants in the previous war, "This erring crazy Hitler will sacrifice every last German before this war comes to an end."


  In his farewell address at Rommel's bier, written by the Propaganda Ministry, Rundstedt said, "Our enemies will not deny you their respect, you who with such knightly and soldierly greatness led with the sword." This the aging marshal knew to be true. But when he came to the words, "His heart belonged to the Fuhrer," Rundstedt must have had trouble articulating them. He knew better, and his absence from the cremation ceremonies affirmed it.


  While himself not a direct participant in the attempt to kill Hitler, and in disagreement with the method chosen to unseat "the one great general," Rommel in his deep feeling of accountability to the German people was ready to end the war in the West and to end the Nazi regime. The German people were closer to his heart than the Party, whose practice of National Socialism had long ago gone awry, and which he wanted to destroy to save the people.


  It was only his wounding that terminated his preparations to end the war in the West. In the murky situation that developed immediately after the assassination attempt, when the truth of Hitler's fate was unknown, would Rommel have taken Kluge's course and refused to act? Or would he have seized the moment to importune Eisenhower for an armistice? And had he, how would the river of history with its many confluent rivulets have been affected? The avenues of conjecture are limitless.


  Some of the clues to Rommel's disillusionment with the Fuhrer were Hitler's lack of sincerity and integrity, qualities Rommel had proven in his own character. "Whenever he approached the Fuhrer for men and materiel," Mrs. Rommel told me, "he was pumped full of promises. Time and again he would return buoyed up in the belief that he was about to get decisive help. 'It must be so!' he would say, only to find it wasn't."


  To the Nazi Party the Swabian owed little and did not hide his opinion of its amorality. With his trusted staff he was particularly outspoken. To an aide who took notes of his remarks, which Rommel happened to see, he ejaculated, "My God, man, are you trying to get me hanged?"


  He disavowed the Party early, although he valued his contacts with certain people in it, such as Propaganda Minister Goebbels. Propaganda, he acceded, was a legitimate and essential element of warfare.


  His first break with the Party occurred in 1938 while liaison officer to the Hitler Youth. He decided that the educational system of the organization was wrong. He was especially opposed to the power of its little leaders, the undermining of parental authority, and the discrediting of the church. He also objected to its program of military training, although less for idealistic reasons than for the more practical military ones. Its members came into the army spoiled, he said, imbued with the belief that they were trained soldiers. These views he brought sharply to the attention of Baldur von Schirach, the Reich youth leader. It was not enough for his charges in their short black trousers, brown shirt, and black neckerchief to sing the Horst Wessel Lied in admirable unison and accurate pitch, said Rommel sarcastically. (Horst Wessel was a fanatical Nazi who was murdered by Communists in February 1930 and provided National Socialism with its greatest martyr. A song he had written became known as the Horst Wessel Song and became the official song of the Nazi Party.)


  The breach that resulted made it necessary to replace Rommel as liaison officer. "I am glad to get out of that dirty atmosphere," he commented to friends at the time, and thereafter became an outspoken opponent of Schirach, who was eventually sentenced to twenty years by the Nuremberg War Crimes court.


  Although sold on the merits of its early program, the Swabian watched the growth of the Party with uneasiness. He deplored the dual role of the officials, the poor quality of the Party leaders, and the interference of the Party with the state, government administration, and armed forces. Already before the outbreak of the war he lamented that the program was being watered and misused, that people in the Party were making money out of it. Often he amused friends by mimicking Party leaders in military positions. He particularly considered the higher ranks of the SS officer corps as inadequate and lamented that so many good young people volunteered for the SS.


  The story most responsible for the impression that the Fox was connected with the Party was one that originated with the Propaganda Ministry and was widely circulated at home and abroad. It described Rommel as the son of a bricklayer and a former storm trooper and was designed to show to what heights a storm trooper could climb. Since storm troopers were strong-arm groups who protected Nazi Party meetings, this story aroused the general's ire, and an acrid exchange of letters with the Propaganda Ministry followed. Like all regular army officers, he regarded the storm troopers as disciplined rabble. By 1943, when he took over the coastal defenses, he had so soured on the Party that he frustrated several attempts to assign a National Socialist orientation officer to his headquarters.


  To find a reasonably good comparison with Rommel among German generals, one must go back to Field Marshal Gebhard Leberecht Bluecher, the rough and ready Prussian hero who helped Wellington defeat Napoleon at Waterloo. It is not a coincidence that both were called "Marshal Forward!" Both were thrusters. Bluecher, like Rommel, was the "Man of Initiative," the aggressor, the skilled tactician. But like Rommel he was also the darling of the soldier, who won hearts with a few simple words, who understood the soldier's exertions and his sufferings and worried about him.


  With most of the Wehrmacht's field marshals in World War II Rommel had little in common, certainly not with the three I interrogated during the course of the war. The frail, watery-eyed, unprepossessing Ritter von Leeb, brilliant demolisher of France in 1940 and besieger of Leningrad, suggests only contrast. The same is true of the correct, austere Wilhelm List, longtime director of the Wehrmacht's training program, whose armies smashed a path into the foothills of the Caucasus. Nor is any similarity suggested by the nearsighted, hoarse, rheumatic Baron Maximilian von Weichs, commander in the Balkans. All three were men whose decisions were motivated wholly by logic and logistics, less influenced than Rommel by intuition and less apt to give the same weight to the intangibles of war. All three were roughly fifteen to eighteen years older than Rommel and all had been less infatuated with National Socialism than Rommel had originally been.


  In some respects the best comparison is offered by Field Marshal Walther von Reichenau, leader of an army in the Polish campaign, in the western campaign in 1940, and in the campaign against Russia in 1941. Like Rommel he was charismatic. Like Rommel he favored National Socialism and was intrigued by the Fuhrer, knew no doubts for years, but later saw the light. In other respects the two differed greatly. Reichenau was the officer out of the bandbox, elegant, liked beautiful women around him, could quote Goethe for hours, was fond of music and art, a grand seigneur, everything but simple.


  In Reichenau, however, and in the General Staff officer and cultured general, Hitler saw something--something he considered a vague, spiritual, intellectual overbreeding of the aristocracy--that he was incapable of sharing. To this incapability Rommel's swift rise in rank was partly due. Hitler could understand him and therefore especially valued him. To some extent he sponsored the unpretentious Swabian to spite the clannish General Staff.


  To some extent the Swabian shared the Fuhrer's aversion for General Staff officers. Too often, he thought, the General Staff accepted culture and debonairness as the measure of an officer's ability. Yet his chief of staff for Army Group B in France was one of the General Staff’s most intellectual men. In Hans Speidel, former military attache in Paris and foremost expert on the French Army, he was paired with a man of astute mind, professorial in manner and precise in method, softspoken but quick of speech, multilingual, critic of the arts, and friend of the literati. Yet in all he was an officer who bore his intellectualism unobtrusively. "A stronger outer or inner contrast than that presented by these two figures is impossible to imagine," said Hesse, a friend of both men. "Nevertheless, not only did they understand each other, but they complemented one another and worked frictionlessly together. Each saw the weaknesses and strong points of both and acknowledged them."


  At the end of their collaboration the astute Speidel adjudged Rommel the greatest general produced by the German Army in World War II, and Rommel, shortly before his death, remarked to his wife, "Speidel was the perfect chief of staff."


  The admiration that Speidel developed for the Fox was not characteristic of all members of the General Staff Corps. The reaction to Hitler's sponsorship was a tendency to deprecate the marshal's genius in the field and a certain understandable envy, of which Rommel was not unaware. Wrote he after one promotion, "My recent swift promotion has lifted me above the rank of many colleagues and created much jealousy." High military commanders such as Rundstedt, for example, did not at first consider him to be qualified to be a corps commander. A similar opinion was held in 1940-41 by the Commander in Chief of the Army, Field Marshal von Brauchitsch, and by the Chief of the General Staff, Colonel General Halder. To these aging seniors he was "the young man," a phrase meant to imply, "He's a promising youngster but has a lot to learn." This attitude was reflected in Kluge's initial meeting with the Swabian in Normandy, when he began the conversation with the pedantic admonishment, "Rommel, it is time you learned to listen!"


  With one or two exceptions even Rommel's close friends, it must be admitted, did not think he would rise higher than colonel or brigadier general.


  "In my discussions with him," said Hesse, "he accounted for his success with four reasons. First, he had self-confidence and in connection with it a belief in his star. He had the luck that is necessary to the good soldier and did not permit himself to be discouraged by temporary setbacks. Second, he credited his military knowledge in conjunction with his energy, thoroughness, and industry, characteristics he had inherited from his pedagogic father. Third, he credited his confidence in Hitler until the climax of the African campaign. And finally, and what for him was the most important, he excelled because of the love--there is no other word--of his young officers and men.


  "He might have added a fifth reason," continued Hesse. "He could not for long participate in a seemingly purposeless conversation. For that he had an attenuated attention span. His mind would revolve around the work ahead. There can hardly be a man who drove straighter and more consciously toward a goal. His actions were invariably planned, although sometimes perhaps more adroitly than wisely."


  In discussing the theory of leadership as he lay wounded in the hospital, he said, "Between two courses of action, it is not so important which is chosen as it is that the chosen course be pursued with all possible determination."


  Varying judgments of Rommel have been made inside and outside Germany ranging from virulence to idolatry, from "a glorified street-corner bully" to "the greatest tactical genius since Hannibal." Any attempt to fairly assess these judgments must give due weight to the following points. Although not a General Staff officer, he was nevertheless promoted to field marshal at the age of fifty, by far the youngest of his rank. Then he was under the odium of having been sponsored by Hitler, which he was, and of having been a "Party general," which he was not. And last, he did not lead from the desk in the accepted tradition of the higher commander, but instead--like Bluecher, Seydlitz, and Robert E. Lee--out of the saddle. Like Seydlitz he achieved surprise through speed.


  Rommel can be rightly understood only if he is seen as a soldier with just one thought, to fulfill his mission in his soldier world. A man whose only passionate interest was the army, who rarely read a book that did not concern the military, who was less interested in logistics than in the human element of warfare, he was the fighting soldier's soldier and, as such, in a nation traditionally militaristic, unsurpassed. An idealist in one respect, in another he was a highly realistic individual who could see and value things, ambitious, energetic, who in his zeal could rise to passion and whose courage often led him to take risks. Fortune carried him high, but he also took advantage of all the opportunities that fortune offered. He was no spiritual personality in the sense that the great theoretician Clausewitz was, but rather he had a moral greatness, a strong will, and a belief in himself and his work.


  While Hannibal, Napoleon, and Lee were all eventually brought down, history has lifted them above their conquerors. The same is true of Rommel, a man whose high personal standards of conduct set him above and apart from the government for which he fought and assure him a place among the Great Captains in military history.


  Afterword


  As the reader has surely noticed, sections of this book, particularly those dealing with the battle of Normandy and the aftermath of the putsch, owe much to General Hans Speidel, who died in 1984 at the age of eighty-seven. Although separated by a difference in nationality, nearly two decades in age, and many steps in rank, Speidel and I quickly developed a warm friendship. Astrologers might attribute this affinity to our having the same birthday. My friendship also extended to his wife and children and was, I felt, reciprocated by them.


  Speidel was an amiable man and generous to a fault with his time, information, and helpful suggestions. No man was better qualified to talk of the duel between Hitler and Rommel or what went on in the command post of those charged with fending off the Allied invasion forces. In response to my questions he frequently quoted from his manuscript-in-preparation or let me read and make notes from the appropriate section containing the answer. He accompanied me on visits to Mrs. Rommel and Oskar Farny and was host for a visit by Mrs. Rommel and me. At other times we visited points of interest together.


  He was unstinting in his praise of Eisenhower's diplomatic-military leadership of an alliance army, a feat he thought remarkable in light of history's teaching of the difficulties inherent in such unions. Of the Allied commanders he gave high marks to Patton's derring-do and battlefield intuition as, he said, did Rommel, who thought Patton an artist in mobile warfare.


  For a few years after I left Germany Speidel was a professor of modern history at Tuebingen University, where he had received his doctoral degrees in economics and philosophy. His book was published in Germany in 1949 and at that time he wrote me, generously saying, "I have recently published my book, a copy of which I dedicate to you."


  The following year it appeared in English under the title Invasion 1944, the first book published in America by a German general.


  When the Allies decided West Germany should be rearmed, Speidel was asked to help plan the new army and became its chief architect and first four-star general.


  In 1957 he was named Commander of the Allied Forces, Central Europe, one of the most important posts in the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, and served in that position until 1963.


  He was a man with broad intellectual interests who had not looked kindly upon the rise of Hitler. "In those year,"


  Colonel Truman Smith wrote in his foreword to Speidel's book, "he was hoping and praying for peace, but could scarcely dissimulate his fear that Hitler's policy would bring a second world war. As French and Western specialist of the German staff, Speidel stood very close in the critical prewar years to the then Chief of the General Staff, General Ludwig Beck, later the chief conspirator in the general's plot. It was an open secret in Berlin how bitterly Beck hated the Fuhrer. Thus all us attaches knew that Speidel was in Beck's camp."


  "Speidel's forte was character," added Smith. "It was his inherent sense of right and wrong, as well as love of Fatherland, which caused him in 1944 to disregard his military oath of loyalty to Hitler and ally himself with the conspirators."


  His action did not surprise Professor Arnold Bergstresser of the University of Chicago, who wrote to me in November 1946:


  Dear Captain: I received a letter from my old friend Dr. Hans Speidel. . . . It refers to you telling that you saw the Speidels over there and it speaks of you with particular warmth. I wonder whether you might be willing to tell me some more details about their present situation. Since I know (sic) Hans Speidel from my boyhood days onward, I should be very grateful for your kind reply. Before I left Germany in 19371 saw him regularly and, consequently, I was by no means surprised when I heard of his action in cooperation with Rommel and the price he had to pay for it.


  The many days and weekends I spent with General Speidel and his family, and with whom I remained in correspondence for a number of years after my return to the States, were memorable ones. They were filled with interest from the moment of arrival till the moment of departure.


  The general's youngest child and only son, Hans, Jr., after completing his formal education, entered the German Army.


  In 1984, as I learned from his letter acknowledging my condolences to the Speidel family upon the general's death, he was a colonel stationed in London as the military attache.


  Rommel's son Manfred did not make a career of the army as he had intended before his father's death, nor did he study medicine as his father had wished. Instead, he studied law, entered politics, and is in his third eight-year term as the popular mayor of Stuttgart, winning his elections with increasing margins. In January 1990 Queen Elizabeth approved his appointment as honorary commander of the order of the British Empire. The award was widely regarded as a simultaneous tribute to his father.


  After the war Captain Aldinger resumed his landscaping business.


  Kurt Hesse never completed the biography of Rommel, which I had agreed to translate, as a result of a falling-out he had with Mrs. Rommel.


  Upon the appeal of General Speidel to General Eisenhower in behalf of Mrs. Rommel, Eisenhower ordered Rommel's battlefield letters to be returned to the widow. In Washington search after unsuccessful search for the letters was undertaken. Finally they were located. They had been filed under Rommel's first name, Erwin.


  Mrs. Lucie-Maria Rommel died in Stuttgart on September 26, 1971, and is buried in Herrlingen beside her husband.
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