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More Advance Praise for  
The German War

“Little by little, with a raft of  new insights, and a clear and empathetic 
eye, Nicholas Stargardt’s remarkable new book transforms our view 
of  something we thought we already understood: the German popu-
lation’s evolving attitudes during the war. For the first time, the wartime 
chronology of  German sentiment, of  popular hopes and fears, realism 
and fantasy, becomes truly visible. A powerful and compelling 
account.”—Mark Roseman, Professor of  History, Indiana University

“Why did most Germans, reluctant to enter a second world war in 
1939, ultimately unify behind an effort that by 1943 seemed doomed 
to failure? Weaving together first-person testimonies drawn from 
diaries, memoirs and letters, Nicholas Stargardt provides insightful, 
illuminating, complex and convincing answers in this big book. Seven 
decades and a mountain of  monographs later, I wouldn’t have thought 
there’d be much more to say about WWII. Stargardt has proven me 
wrong.”—Robert Moeller, Professor of  History, University of  California, 
Irvine

“Forcing reflection on many different levels, Nicholas Stargardt’s book 
pierces through the tangles of  both propaganda and moralism to offer 
a searching and compulsively readable account of  a conflict that was 
understood from within as a German, not just a Nazi, war. Stargardt 
negotiates the considerable risks of  writing from inside German expe-
riences of  this brutally destructive war with subtlety, humanity and 
wisdom. This is a rich and deeply impressive lesson in ethical under-
standing without sacrifice of  historical distance or critical judgment.” 
—Jane Caplan, Emeritus Fellow, St Antony’s College, Oxford



“The German War is a tour de force of  historical learning, breadth of  
vision, and narrative skill. In depicting the intricate back and forth 
between the big violence of  the conduct of  the war and the impossible 
complexities inside individual stories—between the challenges facing 
ordinary lives and the relentlessness of  a wartime beyond their 
control—Nicholas Stargardt brings an acuteness of  insight and sureness 
of  touch to an extraordinary wealth of  material. A truly epic account.” 
—Geoff Eley, Professor of  History and German Studies, University of  
Michigan

“Nicholas Stargardt spotlights the surprising twists and turns in the 
popular embrace of  both the war and Nazi racial extremism. He 
explains—as few have—why the German people fought to the finish, 
whereas even the supposedly fanatical Japanese surrendered before an 
invasion of  the homeland.”—Sheldon Garon, author of  Molding Japanese 
Minds: The State in Everyday Life
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ratislava

Bialystok

Warsaw

Minsk
Vilnius

Riga

Radom

Lublin
Kharkov

Lwów

Constanta,

Kiev

Gomel

Kishinev

Odessa

Smolensk
Memel Vitebsk

Königsberg

Cracow

Sarajevo

Danzig

1939

1941

1941

1942

1942

1942

1942

1943

1943

1942

1941

1941

1941

1941

1941

1941

1941

1941

1940

1941

1941

1941

B a l t i c

S e a

B l a c k  S e a



  C a u c a s u
s

ARMY GROUP SOUTH

Volga

Vo
lg

a

Kuma
Kuban

Terek

Kura

Donets

Dniepr

Don

Kalmykian
steppe

Army Group A

Army Group B

Kropotkin

Ellista

Belgorod

Kramatorsk
Lugansk

Kletskaya
Kachalinskaya

Stalingrad
Kalach-on-Don

Taganrog

Salsk

Yeysk

Kerch

Maikop

Pyatigorsk

OrdzhonikidzeSukhumi

Tuapse

Batumi

Grozny

to Baku

Tula

Moscow

Bryansk

mel

Smolensk

Orel

Kharkov

Kursk

Voronesh Saratov

Kotelnikovo

Rostov

Krasnodar
Yalta

Sevastopol Voroshilovsk
(Stavropol)

Tiflis

Astrachan

Black  Sea

Caspian
Sea

Sea o f  Asov

Crimea

Elbrus

T U R K E Y

I R A N

S O V I E T  U N I O N

The attack on Stalingrad
Operation Blue, 28 June–18 November 1942

Operation Uranus, November–December 1942

0 100 km200 300

28 June–7 July

7–22 July

22 July–1 August

1 August–18 November

Front line, 13 December 1942

Front line, 31 December 1942

Front line, 18 January 1943

German advance, 1942

Retaken by Soviet forces from
19 November 1942

Bryansk Front

Voronesh Front

Southwest Front

South Front

North Caucasus Front

Trans-Caucasus Front

Southeast Front

Stalingrad Front6th army
Paulus



0

–– – – – – –

5
0

,0
0

0
 p

e
o

p
le

o
ve

r 
2

0
,0

0
0

 d
e
a

d

o
ve

r 
10

,0
0

0
 d

e
a

d

o
ve

r 
5

,0
0

0
 d

e
a

d

o
ve

r 
1

,0
0

0
 d

e
a

d

u
n

d
e
r 

1
,0

0
0

 d
e
a

d

o
ve

r 
2

0
0

,0
0

0
 

o
ve

r 
10

0
,0

0
0

 

o
ve

r 
5

0
,0

0
0

 

o
ve

r 
10

,0
0

0
 

u
n

d
e
r 

10
,0

0
0

 

A
rr

iv
a

l 
in

 t
h

e
 G

a
u

s 

u
n

d
e
r 

10
0

,0
0

0

u
n

d
e
r 

1
 m

il
li

o
n

o
ve

r 
1

 m
il

li
o

n

1 2 3E
v
a

cu
a

ti
o

n
 f

ro
m

 t
h

e
 G

a
u

s

B
o

rd
e
rs

 o
f 

‘G
re

a
te

r 
G

e
rm

a
n

y
’,

 1
9

4
4

B
o

rd
e
rs

 o
f 

N
a

z
i 

G
a

u
s

N
u

m
b

e
rs

 o
f 

d
e
a

d
u

n
ti

l 
3

0
 S

e
p

. 
1
9

4
4

E
v
a

cu
a

ti
o

n
 o

f 
in

d
u

st
ry

(2
0

,0
0

0
 w

o
rk

e
rs

)

D
e
st

ro
ye

d
 b

u
il

d
in

g
s

u
n

ti
l 

3
0

 A
p

ri
l 

1
9

4
4

10
0

,0
0

0
 p

e
o

p
le

2
0

0
,0

0
0

 p
e
o

p
le

3
0

0
,0

0
0

 p
e
o

p
le

4
0

0
,0

0
0

 p
e
o

p
le

5
0

0
,0

0
0

 p
e
o

p
le

6
0

0
,0

0
0

 p
e
o

p
le

5
0

,0
0

0

10
0

,0
0

0

2
0

0
,0

0
0

3
0

0
,0

0
0

4
0

0
,0

0
0

5
0

0
,0

0
0

n
u

m
b

e
rs

 u
n

k
n

o
w

n

B
re

m
e
n

D
re

sd
e
n

H
a

n
o

v
e
r

B
e
rl

in

M
e
m

e
l

K
ö

n
ig

sb
e
rg

D
a

n
z
ig

C
o

lo
g

n
e

F
ra

n
k

fu
rt

S
tu

tt
g

a
rt

N
u

re
m

b
e
rg

M
u

n
ic

h
V

ie
n

n
a

H
a

m
b

u
rg

L
e
ip

z
ig

E
ss

e
n

B
A

D
E

N

B
A

V
A

R
IA

N
E

A
S

T
 M

A
R

KB
E

R
L

IN

 D
Ü

S
S

E
L

-
D

O
R

F

E
S

S
E

N

F
R

A
N

C
O

N
IAH
A

L
L

E
-M

E
R

S
E

B
U

R
G

H
A

M
B

U
R

G

 H
E

S
S

E
-N

A
S

S
A

U

E
L

E
C

T
O

R
A

L
H

E
S

S
E

C
A

R
IN

T
H

IA

 K
O

B
L

E
N

Z
-

T
R

IE
R

 C
O

L
O

G
N

E
-

A
A

C
H

E
N

M
A

R
K

B
R

A
N

D
E

N
B

U
R

G

 M
A

G
D

E
B

U
R

G
-

A
N

H
A

L
T

M
A

IN
-

F
R

A
N

C
O

N
IA

M
E

C
K

L
E

N
B

U
R

G

 M
U

N
IC

H
-

U
P

P
E

R
 B

A
V

A
R

IA

L
O

W
E

R
D

A
N

U
B

E
U

P
P

E
R

D
A

N
U

B
E

E
A

S
T

-H
A

N
O

V
E

R

E
A

S
T

 P
R

U
S

S
IA

D
A

N
Z

IG
-

W
E

S
T

 P
R

U
S

S
IA

W
A

R
T

H
E

L
A

N
D

P
O

M
E

R
A

N
IA

S
A

A
R

P
F

A
L

Z

S
A

X
O

N
Y

L
O

R
R

A
IN

E A
L

S
A

C
E

S
A

L
Z

B
U

R
G

L
O

W
E

R
S

IL
E

S
IA

U
P

P
E

R
S

IL
E

S
IA

 S
C

H
L

E
S

W
IG

-
H

O
L

S
T

E
IN

S
W

A
B

IA

S
T

Y
R

IA

S
O

U
T

H
-H

A
N

O
V

E
R

-
B

R
A

U
N

S
C

H
W

E
IG

T
H

U
R

IN
G

IA

T
Y

R
O

L
-V

O
R

A
R

L
B

E
R

G

 W
E

S
E

R
-

E
M

S

N
O

R
T

H
 W

E
S

T
-

P
H

A
L

IA

S
O

U
T

H
W

E
S

T
P

H
A

L
IA

V
IE

N
N

A

W
Ü

R
T

T
E

M
B

E
R

G
-

H
O

H
E

N
Z

O
L

L
E

R
N

 S
U

D
E

T
E

N
-

L
A

N
D

 S
U

D
E

T
E

N
-

L
A

N
D

L
u

b
l

i
n

D
i

s
t

r
i

c
t

B
i

a
l

y
s

t
o

k

G
a

l
i

c
i

a

P
r

o
t

e
c

t
o

r
a

t
e

o
f

 
B

o
h

e
m

i
a

a
n

d
 

M
o

r
a

v
i

a

W
a

r
s

a
w

R
a

d
o

m

L
o

w
e

r
S

t
y

r
ia

K
r

a
in

C
r

a
c

o
w

 G
E

N
E

R
A

L
G

O
V

E
R

N
M

E
N

T

B
a

lt
ic

 S
e

a

N
o

r
th

 S
e

a

3

2

2

1

0
5

0
k

m
10

0
15

0

Bo
m

bi
ng

 a
nd

 e
va

cu
at

io
n 

(u
nt

il 
30

 S
ep

. 1
94

4)

5
0

1
0

0

1
0

0

1
0

0

2
0

0

2
0

0

2
0

0

2
0

0

1
0

1
0

1
0

1
0

1
0

1
0

1
0

1
0

1
0

1
0

1
0

1
0

5
0

5
0



Corsica

Hela
Peninsula

Bornholm

Rügen

Medi terranean
Sea

Adriat i c  Sea

Bal t i c  Sea

North  Sea

Brenner Pass

D E U T S C H E S  R E I C H

S L O V A K I A

C R O A T I A

M O N T E N E G R O
I T A L Y

 F R A N C E

 N E T H E R L A N D S

B E L G I U M

S W I T Z E R L A N D

M o r a v i a

B o h e m i a

S o u t h
T y r o l

I s t r i a

StuttgartStras-
bourg

Saarbrücken

Salzburg

Innsbruck

Zara

Nancy

Berne

Genoa

Milan

Venice

Munich

Brussels Cologne

Dortmund

Bremen

Greifswald

Aumühle

Remagen

MainzLuxembourg

Hanover Berlin

Hamburg

Posen

Prague

Leipzig

Lauterbach

Neuern

The Hague
Amsterdam

Dresden

Graz

Vienna

Zagreb
Trieste

Danzig

Jajce

Bihać
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Preface

This book completes a period of  just over twenty years in which I 
have tried to understand the experience of  those who lived in Germany 
and under German occupation during the Second World War. It is 
also a book I did not originally intend to write. In 2005, I promised 
myself  and anyone else who would listen that having just completed 
Witnesses of  War: Children’s Lives under the Nazis, I would not be writing 
anything more on children, the Holocaust or Nazi Germany. This 
book began as a short essay about what Germans were fi ghting for, 
as something that I felt needed to be said before I could move on, and 
started to take shape as something far bigger during a sabbatical year 
spent at the Free University in Berlin in 2006–7. 

There are some clear continuities between the two books, most 
obviously my interest in exploring the subjective dimensions of  social 
history, using the contemporary record to work out how people judged 
and understood events while they were unfolding around them and 
before they knew the eventual outcome. There are also some clear 
diff erences. In Witnesses of  War, I wanted above all to treat children 
as social actors in their own right; I also set out to juxtapose the 
irreconcilable perspectives of  children divided by war and racist perse-
cution into victors and vanquished. The German War presents a diff erent 
problem: how to uncover the fears and hopes of  the society from 
which the victors and perpetrators came in order to understand how 
Germans justifi ed this war to themselves. To focus on this question I 
have tried to develop both a sense of  breadth and of  depth: breadth 
by using ‘macro’ snapshots of  opinion, drawing on what eavesdrop-
ping reporters for the regime picked up from public conversations or 
military censors from sampling the mail bags; depth by following a 
select cast of  individuals, drawn from a wide range of  backgrounds, 
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over a considerable period of  time, exploring how their personal hopes 
and plans were entwined with their changing experience of  the war. 
Doing this has made the voices of  the victims less prominent than in 
Witnesses of  War but they are never absent: without their contrasting 
perspective, we would not know how diff erently – and often solipsis-
tically – Germans framed their understanding of  the war. 

One of  the key ingredients of  this book are the collections of  letters 
between lovers, close friends, parents and children, and married 
couples. Many historians have used these kinds of  sources, but often 
to diff erent eff ect. For example, the Bibliothek für Zeitgeschichte in 
Stuttgart has a famous collection of  some 25,000 letters assembled by 
Reinhold Sterz. Unfortunately, the letters were catalogued by time 
and not by author, so that they provide a snap-shot of  subjective 
opinions at particular moments of  the war, without it being possible 
to test how fi rmly the letter writers held these opinions over any 
length of  time. What guided my selection was the opposite principle: 
I wanted to read collections of  letters in which both sides of  the 
correspondence are preserved and which continued for several years 
at least, so that it would be possible to see how the personal relation-
ships between the correspondents – their principal purpose in writing 
at all – developed and altered over the course of  the war. This allows 
us to reconstruct more carefully the private prisms through which 
individuals viewed major events. It is the kind of  research which 
historians of  the First World War have been developing since the 1990s 
and I have learned a great deal from Christa Hämmerle about how 
to do this. 

I was particularly fortunate in having access to the private archive 
assembled by Walter Kempowski while he was still alive, and well 
remember the generous welcome which Walter and Hildegard 
Kempowski gave me to their home in Natum: the archive itself  is now 
held at the Akademie der Künste in Berlin. At the Deutsches 
Tagebucharchiv in Emmendingen, Gerhard Seitz was very helpful, as 
was Irina Renz at the Bibliothek für Zeitgeschichte in Stuttgart. In 
Berlin, Andreas Michaelis at the Deutsches Historisches Museum, 
Veit  Didczuneit and Thomas Jander at the Feldpostarchiv of  the 
Museum für Kommunikation and the Bundesarchiv all provided inval-
uable source materials, as did Christiane Botzet at the Bundesarchiv-
Militärarchiv in Freiburg. Klaus Baum and Konrad Schulz from the 
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archive of  the Jehovas Zeugen in Deutschland at Selters-Taunus 
provided copies of  the last letters which Jehovah’s Witnesses wrote 
before their execution for refusing to perform military service, and 
Alexander von Plato at the Institut für Geschichte und Biographie in 
Lüdenscheid introduced me to the large collection from the early 1950s 
of  schoolchildren’s recollections of  the war in the Wilhelm Roessler-
Archiv. I am grateful too to Li Gerhalter and Günter Müller for mat-erial 
from the Dokumentation lebensgeschichtliche Aufzeichungen and the 
Sammlung Frauennachlässe, both at the University of  Vienna. I owe 
a special debt to Jacques Schuhmacher for his indefatigible willingness 
to help in every way he could at many stages of  this research. It was 
supported fi nancially by the Alexander von Humboldt Foundation and 
the Leverhulme Trust and I am grateful to both.

The intellectual debts I have accumulated over such a long period 
are too large and numerous to do justice to. During the year 2006–7 
in Berlin, Jürgen Kocka was a wonderful host and many other people 
made my time in Germany memorable and fruitful. Many friends and 
colleagues have encouraged me along the way, shared their ideas and 
fi ndings, giving me a very vivid sense of  history as a collective 
endeavour. Among my wonderful colleagues in Oxford at the History 
Faculty and Magdalen College, I am particularly grateful to Paul Betts, 
Laurence Brockliss, Jane Caplan, Martin Conway, Robert Gildea, Ruth 
Harris, Matt Houlbrook, Jane Humphries, John Nightingale, Sian 
Pooley and Chris Wickham. 

At the Bodley Head I have been privileged to work with Jörg 
Hensgen, Will Sulkin and, following Will’s retirement, Stuart Williams. 
With her extraordinary energy and acuity, Lara Heimert brought me 
into the world of  Basic Books.  Their commitment to publishing books 
they believe in is incredibly affi  rming and, time and again, has provided 
just the kind of  assurance I needed. Lara and Jörg acted as twin editors, 
without ever stepping on each other’s toes or mine, with Jörg’s taking 
on the painstaking task of  editing page by page. They have been 
wonderful to work with and I am deeply grateful to all four of  them. 
Clare Alexander and Sally Riley at Aitken-Alexander have remained a 
pair of  fairy godmothers sharing their wisdom and encouraging me 
throughout. I have been very fortunate. 

Without the great intellectual generosity and support of  many 
friends, there probably would have been no book at all. Paul Betts, 
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Tom Brodie, Stefan Ludwig Hoff mann, Ian Kershaw, Mark Roseman, 
Jacques Schuhmacher, Jon Waterlow and Bernd Weisbrod all inter-
rupted their own work to read the whole manuscript for me. I am 
grateful to each of  them for making invaluable suggestions, sharing 
their own research and saving me from making, at least some, histor-
ical howlers. Ruth Harris and Lyndal Roper read the whole thing twice 
and so have both left an indelible imprint on it. At every stage of  this 
project, Lyndal has discussed the key ideas as I was trying to formulate 
them. I cannot thank her enough.

Nicholas Stargardt
Oxford, 3 June 2015



Dramatis Personae
(in order of  appearance)

Ernst Guicking, farmer’s son from Hesse, professional soldier, infan-
tryman; and Irene Reitz, a fl orist from Lauterbach, Hesse; they marry 
during the war.

Wilm Hosenfeld, Catholic, First World War veteran and village school-
teacher in Thalau in Hesse, serves in the German garrison in Warsaw; 
and his wife Annemie, a trained singer and Protestant convert to 
Catholicism; they have fi ve children.

Jochen Klepper, a writer from Nikolassee, Berlin; married to Johanna, 
a Jewish convert to Protestantism, with two step-daughters. 

Liselotte Purper, photo-journalist from Berlin; and Kurt Orgel, jurist 
from Hamburg, artillery offi  cer; they marry during the war.

Victor Klemperer, Jewish convert to Protestantism, First World War 
veteran and academic; and his wife Eva, a former concert pianist.

August Töpperwien, First World War veteran and Gymnasium 
teacher from Solingen, offi  cer in charge of  prisoners of  war; and his 
wife Margarete.

Fritz Probst, a carpenter from Thuringia, building battalion; and his 
wife Hildegard; they have three young children.

Helmut Paulus, doctor’s son from Pforzheim and eldest of  four 
teenage children, infantryman.


