INSIDE HITLER’S HIGH COMMAND
Geoffrey P Megargee

In writing this book Geoffrey Megargee had a very singular purpose in
mind — the debunking of a myth. The myth in question is the popular view
that the German Army and the German General Staff were the most
professional and competent military forces in the world for much of the
Second World War, and that it was only the crassness and folly of Adolf
Hitler, aided and abetted by some in the Nazi leadership, and a very few
weak-willed senior generals, which conspired to undermine the Third
Reich and bring it to its knees.

As Megargee admits in his Preface, there is a kernel of truth to the myth,
but only a kernel. What Megargee sets out to show is that the German
generals were as much the architects of their own misfortune as Hitler.
This is as efficient and ruthless a myth-demolition as you are ever likely to
read. It is not, however, one of those books so determined on achieving
its goal that it risks creating a new myth in its place, but is instead a cool
well-researched appraisal of the evidence. And the evidence which
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Megargee places before the reader is fairly damning. He shows that the
flaws within the German High Command were not simply the result of
over-weening ambition which fell victim to Hitlerian manipulation, though
this undoubtedly played its part. Instead many of the weaknesses could
be traced back to the increasing divorce of Army and State which had
been present to a dangerous degree even in Wilhelmine Germany. Thus
Moltke the Elder departed from Clauzewitz in believing that, once a war
had started, all decision making on how it was to be managed should
rest with the military. It was this atmosphere which allowed Schlieffen to
propose a war plan which inevitably brought Germany into simultaneous
conflict with three major European powers in 1914 without any serious
challenge from three civilian chancellors in the pre-war period.

Such ideas found even more fertile ground in the Weimar Republic.
Intellectually and emotionally divorced from much of what \Weimar stood
for, the Officer Corps was inward-looking and conservative, but bound by
some degree of loyalty and emotion to the ageing President Paul von
Hindenburg. As Weimar descended into chaos the officers continued to
share a common view. As Megargee says “They retained a desire to see
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Germany become a world power, and they regarded the army as a key to
fulfilling that desire, even if they sometimes disagreed on how the army
would carry out is role.” They believed that post-Versailles another war was
inevitable, and in some senses or situations desirable, and these ideas
found formal expression in internal Defence Ministry documents. To retain
this view they had to cleave to the “stab in the back myth”, both because it
allowed the General Staff to claim that it had not lost the war, and further
because this allowed them
to avoid questioning the
strategic assumptions on
which they had fought and
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This in turn allowed them to
fight the Second World War
on almost exactly the same
strategic grounds, making
many of the same
mistakes, notably underesti-
mating all Germany’s
principal adversaries,
except perhaps France.
Thus Germany again
manoeuvred into
confrontation with Britain,
launched a war against
Russia which she could not
win, and adopted policies
which brought the industrial
might of the United States
into the war on the Allied
side.
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Megargee’s summing up of this attitude is brutally frank. "Thus Germany’s
military leaders missed the opportunity to learn the true lessons of the
Great War, lessons that might have saved their nation untold misery in the
decades ahead. They gained no understanding of global strategy or the
relation of ends to means. Instead, the military embraced war as the sole
solution and set about finding ways to do it better next time.

“It was precisely this narrowness of strategic vision that lead them
knowingly to embrace Hitler as a leader who would unshackle them from
the constraints of democratic government and give them a proper
influence over policy. Megargee shows convincingly the extent to which
the generals linked arms with Hitler and marched willingly down the road
to war.

He shows too, that even those few generals such as Ludwig von Beck,
who opposed Hitler’s plans at the time of the Czechoslovak invasion, did
so not from principled opposition to the Fuhrer’s long term strategic aims
or war plans, but simply from opposition to the timing. The waging of
aggressive war occasioned few qualms in the hearts of the German
generals and such attitudes were inherent within the German military
system before the rise of Hitler.

The fact that Hitler frequently outmanoeuvred the generals politically, as
he sought to gain and then maintain the maximum degree of political
control over his armed forces, should not obscure the fact that their basic
aims differed but little from his. Hitler’s creation of the Oberkommado der
Wehrmacht or Armed Forces High Command coincided with his
manipulation of the largely manufactured scandals surrounding two very
senior generals, von Fritsch and von Blomberg. He thus took direct
control of the military at the same time as he forced a surprised General
Staff onto the back foot by implying that the scandals gave him good
reason for a loss of faith in their collective leadership. Hitler subsequently
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exploited the inevitable bureaucratic rivalry between the OKW and the
Oberkommando der Heeres [Army High Command] to strengthen his own
position as the ultimate arbiter. The extent to which the General Staff were
willing victims varied, but an officer whose qualities have long been
admired in Western historiography, Erich von Manstein, argued before the
war that Hitler should have command of both the OKW and the OKH,
because this would eliminate the conflicts between the two and give
greater power to the Army Chief of the General Staff. Where officers of
the influence and ability of Manstein could argue thus, the opposition of
some, such as Beck, to Hitler’s bureaucratic manipulation was doomed to
fail. Megargee concludes of Beck that he “was neither a saint nor a
genius. He sympathized with Hitler's goals and exhibited many of the
General Staff’s intellectual weaknesses. But he did rise above Manstein’s
level, and that of most other officers, if only too late.” If such recognition
came to Beck “too late”, then the scales fell from the eyes of others very
late indeed, and long after their own actions had compromised their ability
to oppose Hitler. The skill with which Hitler played such bureaucratic
game is nicely illustrated in the book, and it is indicative that General
Halder, Chief of the General Staff in succession to Beck, was reduced to
holding meetings with others in the Third Reich’s convoluted bureaucracy
in an attempt to gather intelligence on German intentions.

The generals’ post-war attempts to distance themselves from many of the
ensuing strategic errors on the grounds that Hitler was in overall
command and overrode them cut little ice with Megargee, who
demonstrates the extent of their own culpability and folly. There are
lessons here for modern democracies on the wisdom of allowing the
military to become too far detached from the society it defends, and on
the dangers of a purely operational focus, however brilliantly and efficiently
accomplished, whilst pursuing policies which are based on strategic
chimeras.

University Press of Kansas £29.50
Publication: 2000
ISBN: 0 7006 1015 4



This article has been republished online with Open Access. ®royaL
Ministry of Defence © Crown Copyright 2023. The full printed text of this article is licensed under the Open AIRFORCE

; - gnt " , ! Centre for Air and
Government Licence v3.0. To view this licence, visit https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/doc/open-government- Space Power Studies
licence/. Where we have identified any third-party copyright information or otherwise reserved rights, you will need
to obtain permission from the copyright holders concerned. For all other imagery and graphics in this article, or for
any other enquires regarding this publication, please contact: Director of Defence Studies (RAF), Cormorant Building

(Room 119), Shrivenham, Swindon, Wiltshire SN6 8LA.




	Slide 1

