
HITLER’S THIRD REICH IN 100 OBJECTS






	33
	A ‘Protective Custody Order’









The Nazi complex of prisons and concentration camps is rightly a well-known aspect of our understanding of the Third Reich. However, the method by which individuals might find themselves incarcerated in that terror network is often only imperfectly understood. Central to it was the use of this document, the Schutzhaftbefehl – or ‘Protective Custody Order’.

Contrary to popular belief, Nazi Germany was not an entirely lawless place; its legal system – though swiftly ‘coordinated’ to Nazi norms – continued to function throughout. Yet, even so, the Gestapo and police authorities were unwilling to be restricted by such niceties, and therefore developed a way of by-passing the entire legal framework: the concept of ‘protective custody’.

Drawing on an earlier precedent, used during World War I, Nazi ‘protective custody’ helpfully dispensed with the bothersome concept of evidence or the necessity for a court appearance. This did not mean, of course, that the Gestapo would not investigate misdemeanours – their investigations were often exhaustive
1 – but it did mean that the threshold of proof could be reassuringly low. A ‘miscreant’ need not have committed any actual crime – indeed the majority had not, otherwise they would likely be dealt with via the traditional legal route; instead ‘protective custody’ allowed for Gestapo suspicion merely of an antiNazi attitude to be punished with a spell of incarceration.

The protective custody order was a single sheet of paper – usually pink – pre-typed with spaces for the suspect’s name, address and personal details to be entered, along with a larger space for the grounds upon which the order was based, most commonly membership of a socialist or communist organisation, anti-Nazi sentiment, or that the suspect in some way posed a ‘threat to public order’.

All that was required was for the relevant sections to be filled in and then stamped and signed at the bottom of the page by a Gestapo officer, after an authorisation from the relevant Gestapo department. The grounds for detention would be read to the prisoner and then he or she would be taken away – either to a Gestapo prison or to a concentration camp – accompanied by a copy of the protective custody order, which would be used to classify the new arrival.

This example – which is signed by Reinhard Heydrich himself – was issued in April 1936 for a 25-year-old socialist, Eberhard Hesse, who was suspected of taking part in meetings of a ‘revolutionary organisation’ in Berlin. In the ‘interests of public security’ it was requested that he should remain in custody for three months, during which time his activities could be thoroughly investigated by the Gestapo. In the event, Hesse remained in custody for nine months.2

As this example shows, this single piece of paper was sufficient for an individual to be imprisoned. Though Hesse would later be
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An example of a Schutzhaftbefehl- ‘kidnapping with a bureaucratic veneer’.

tried in court and sentenced to eighteen months hard labour for his ‘crimes’, at the time of his initial arrest and interrogation, no judge was involved, no court was convened, and no lawyer was present. He had no right of appeal. Though the authorities promised a review of each protective custody case every three months, in practice release was down solely to the whim of the Gestapo case officer or the concentration camp commander.

It was, as one historian has aptly put it, ‘little more than kidnapping with a bureaucratic veneer’.3

Given its ease of use, ‘protective custody’ was rapidly extended to become the Gestapo’s most significant method of combatting its opponents. After the early months of 1933, when it was used primarily against communist and socialist party members, after 1936 it was rolled out and used to target ever wider circles of genuine and perceived resistance, as well as those who defied the Nazis’ social norms: Jehovah’s Witnesses, Gypsies, prostitutes, beggars, alcoholics and the workshy.4 Petty criminals could also be dealt with under its aegis, particularly re-offenders who appeared impervious to conventional punishment.


‘A “miscreant” need not have committed any actual crime -indeed the majority had not.’



The total number of protective custody orders issued cannot be known for sure, but must have reached well into the hundreds of thousands.

The humble Schutzhaftbefehl is something that rarely receives any examination in the conventional narrative of the Third Reich. But it was profoundly emblematic, not only of the Nazi mania for bureaucracy, but also of the oddly extra-legal methods by which the Gestapo by-passed its own legal system. For these aspects alone, it deserves notice.

But, above all, it should be remembered for the countless thousands of lives that it altered, diverting them to an uncertain fate in the prisons and concentration camps -with barely a signature and a few hurriedly typed lines.





1 Frank McDonough, The Gestapo: The Myth and Reality of Hitler’s Secret Police (London, 2015), pp. 55-6.

2 Stiftung Topographie des Terrors (ed.), Topography of Terror -Documentation (Berlin, 2014), p. 148.

3 Wachsmann, KL, p. 32.

4 See Lothar Gruchmann, Justiz im Dritten Reich 1933-40 (Munich, 1988).
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	Verdunkelung Poster










In Nazi Germany, the blackout was ordered on the very first day of the war in 1939. In order to minimise the threat of aerial attack, it was stipulated that all light sources were to be extinguished, filtered or shaded during the hours of darkness. Shutters and curtains could be employed, as well as thick blackout card, which could be taped to the inside of windows. Car headlights were to be shrouded, and restaurants and bars had to take particular precautions to prevent light escaping when their customers entered and left the premises. The order stated that no light should be visible from a height of 500 metres. If an enemy couldn’t see a city, the logic ran, he wouldn’t be able to bomb it.

The blackout order was not just advisory, or voluntary, it was rigidly enforced. Information booklets were circulated containing useful tips for homeowners, and the local Nazi Party representative, the block warden, would also help ensure compliance. In addition, posters such as this one were printed to encourage the population. One of the most common German posters of the war, it shows a ghoulish skeletal figure atop an enemy bomber, hurling his bombs down on a careless resident below who is briefly illuminated by an open doorway. The text reads: ‘The enemy sees your light: Blackout!’

Those who were unmoved by such orders and failed to comply would initially receive a formal warning; a notice would be fixed to the door of the offending property proclaiming ‘This house is badly blacked out’ and warning of the consequences of continued non-compliance. Those consequences could be severe: beginning with an interview with the Gestapo, and ending, in some cases, with a spell in the local concentration camp. Unsurprisingly, those who were able to compare judged that Germany’s blackout in the early stages of the war was much more thorough and complete than that of its neighbours. Blacked-out Paris was like the ‘city of lights’, in comparison to Berlin, one commentator noted.1


‘If an enemy couldn’t see a city, the logic ran, he wouldn’t be able to bomb it.’



The blackout also had some notable social and technological consequences. Accidental deaths skyrocketed, as did petty crime and road accidents. Sales of phosphorescent paint soared; kerbs were whitewashed, and blue-filtered light bulbs were employed, because their shorter wavelength did not carry as far as an enemy aircraft. Ironically, the blackout also spurred the development of radar measures. Soon after this poster was produced, in 1942, the RAF began installing the primitive H2S radar set in its bomber aircraft, which aided target identification without the need for visual verification.


It has been argued that the blackout had as much a political function – fostering compliance and militarising community spirit – as a practical one.2 Either way, it soon became an established air-defence measure across all combatant nations, and had a huge impact on life on the home front.
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‘The Enemy sees your Light!’ – an exercise in propaganda, or civil defence?




1 Moorhouse, Berlin at War, p. 35.

2 M. R. D. Foot, in The Oxford Companion to the Second World War (Oxford, 1995), p. 134.
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	Admiral Dönitz’s Baton










When Karl Dönitz was appointed to the rank of Grossadmiral (grand admiral) by Adolf Hitler on 30 January 1943, he would have been forgiven for feeling rather pleased with himself. Aged fifty-one, he was Commanderin-Chief of the German Navy; his two sons served in the U-boat arm, and – despite the minor problem of Stalingrad, then reaching its grim dénouement – the regime he served still bestrode Europe, occupying the continent from Bordeaux to the Volga, the North Cape to Libya.

Dönitz was an enthusiastic servant of Nazism, which he tended to see as synonymous with Germany. A veteran of the Imperial Navy U-boat arm in World War I, he emerged as the primary advocate of submarine warfare, specifically of the idea of targeting merchant vessels to cripple an opponent’s economy.1 He also gained a reputation, perhaps unfairly, of being a keen supporter of the Nazis and a convinced anti-Marxist and anti-Semite. At best, he was scrupulously loyal to his commanderin-chief, declaring on one occasion: ‘Anyone who thinks he can do better than the Führer is stupid.’2

So, Dönitz would certainly have welcomed his promotion to grand admiral. As was customary, some time after his appointment he was presented with this admiral’s baton, a ceremonial symbol of his authority. Twenty-six batons were issued by the Nazi regime: twenty-four to Army or Luftwaffe field
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To the Victor the Spoils . . .

marshals and two to Navy grand admirals -the other being Erich Raeder.

In Dönitz’s case, he had insisted on having a hand in the design, rejecting a silver prototype as too heavy, and required the inclusion of both a swastika and a submarine in the baton’s two elaborate finials. The final version – created by jeweller H. J. Wilm of Berlin – weighed 900 grams and comprised a hollow aluminium shaft, wrapped in marine blue velvet, adorned with fouled anchors and German eagles in solid gold, interspersed with Iron Cross emblems in platinum. The finials featured a chain-link design in gold, and the date of Dönitz’s elevation. It was all rather grand.


‘Dönitz went into captivity, as his baton became a spoil of war.’



Such grandeur was to prove transient, however. Fast-forward some thirty months to May 1945, and the world in which Dönitz had exulted in 1943 lay in ruins. Hitler had committed suicide beneath a conquered Berlin; German forces were prostrate before their vengeful enemies and the pride of the U-boat arm had mostly been scuttled or sunk. Even Dönitz’s sons had both been killed in the interim.

But, for Dönitz, the war had still not come to an end. By virtue of his blind loyalty to his Führer, he had been appointed as Hitler’s successor, and now headed a phantom government – as President of the Greater German Reich and commanderin-chief of German armed forces – from the relative safety of Flensburg, close to the Danish border. Tolerated by British forces, who were well aware of its impotence, the ‘Flensburg government’ was a rather farcical administration, established in the Naval Academy building at Murwik, which enjoyed vanishingly small authority, endemic factional squabbling and store rooms set aside for ministries that didn’t exist.3

On 21 May 1945, the British authorities decided – at Soviet insistence – to bring this anomalous situation to an end. Dönitz and his senior lieutenants were called to a meeting at the local Allied headquarters, aboard the Patria in Flensburg harbour, on the morning of 23 May. There, they were curtly informed that ‘the German government is dissolved’, before being returned under armed guard to Murwik, where some 6,000 of their fellows were already being rounded up for processing.4 ‘Operation Blackout’ was deemed a complete success, the only casualties being Admiral Hans-Georg von Friedeburg, who managed to steal away from the ‘circus’ to commit suicide in a bathroom, and General Eberhard Kinzel, who shot his girlfriend and then turned his pistol on himself.5

It was during this processing that Dönitz was ‘relieved’ of his admiral’s baton. Ordered to stand in a courtyard, while they were searched for poison vials, the admiral and the other prisoners were then told that they could pack a single bag to take with them. Dönitz’s effects were thoroughly searched and his baton was handed to Brigadier John Churcher, commander of the 159th Infantry Brigade. Tight-lipped and scowling, Dönitz went into captivity, as his baton became a spoil of war. It was a potent symbol of Nazism’s fall.

In time, Dönitz would be taken to Nuremberg, where he would stand trial from November 1945 on charges of crimes against peace, planning wars of aggression and war crimes. Found guilty on the latter two counts, he would be sentenced to ten years’ imprisonment and released in 1956. He died in 1980, aged eighty-nine.

The baton, meanwhile, remained in Brigadier (later General) Churcher’s possession until 1964, when it was donated to the regimental museum of the King’s Shropshire Light Infantry (the regiment’s 4th Battalion had been part of the 159th Infantry Brigade). It remains there to this day.
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Dönitz in American detention: his fall is complete.




1 See Karl Dönitz, Memoirs: Ten Years and Twenty Days (Cleveland, 1959).

2 Alan Steinweis & Daniel Rogers (eds), The Impact of Nazism: New Perspectives on the Third Reich and its Legacy (Nebraska, 2003), pp. 186-8.

3 Michael Jones, After Hitler (London, 2015), p. 323.

4 Major ‘Ned’ Thornburn, After Antwerp: The Long Haul to Victory, Vol. III (Shrewsbury, 1993), p. 135.

5 Peter Padfield, Dönitz: The Last Führer (London, 1984), p. 434.
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	Zyklon-B Canister









Hydrogen cyanide was originally developed in the late nineteenth century for use as a pesticide. By the early 1920s, it was produced in a white pellet form – with the addition of a warning eye-irritant – under the trade-name Zyklon-B, or ‘Cyclone-B’, and was awarded a German patent in 1926.

Prior to 1942, Zyklon-B was still used as a pesticide and fumigation agent. In Germany, it was produced under licence by two plants, as a by-product from the processing of sugar beet. With the chemical tell-tale added, Zyklon-B was distributed across ‘Greater Germany’ for delousing clothes and for the disinfection of agricultural and industrial buildings. Distribution was divided, with the Frankfurt firm of Heerdt-Lingler responsible for the western half of the country, and Tesch & Stabenow of Hamburg responsible for the eastern half.

Given that the Nazis viewed their racial enemies as little more than vermin, it is brutally logical that Zyklon-B would, in time, also be used for the killing of human beings. The first experimental instance of killing using Zyklon-B, it appears, was in early September 1941, in the main camp
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A used Zyklon-B canister, from the memorial site at Auschwitz.

at Auschwitz, when a group of Soviet POWs, along with some Polish prisoners, were gassed in the cellar of Block 11 – the punishment block. That first experiment was not an overwhelming success. As a Polish prisoner, August Kowalczyk, recalled, the gassing was not entirely effective – either because insufficient Zyklon-B had been used, or the resulting gas had escaped – and some of the prisoners were still alive the following morning.1 Nonetheless, soon after, a second experimental killing took place, with the camp commandant Rudolf Hoss in attendance.2


‘For those victims closest to the pellets, death would occur within minutes; those further away took longer to succumb.’



Despite such blunders, the process of killing with Zyklon-B was soon refined until it was simple and relatively swift. Victims would be ordered to strip before entering a gas chamber, often disguised as a shower block, with a gas-proof door sealed behind them. Then, Zyklon-B pellets would be dropped from a canister through a hatch in the roof or the wall. With exposure to heat and moisture, the pellets would quickly degrade and give off hydrogen cyanide gas. For those victims closest to the pellets, death would occur within minutes; those further away took longer to succumb.3 For all of them, massive cell death caused loss of consciousness followed by cardiac arrest. Eye-witness testimony suggests that all of the victims were dead within around fifteen minutes, their bodies often exhibiting a tell-tale pink colouration, sometimes with blue blotches on the skin caused by cyanosis.

Within months of those first experiments, gassing with Zyklon-B became the preferred method of mass killing at the larger, nearby facility of Auschwitz II-Birkenau. The extermination camp at Majdanek followed suit and other smaller-scale killings using the product took place at the concentration camps at Mauthausen, Ravensbruck, Dachau and Buchenwald. In all, around 1 million people were murdered by the Germans using it, mostly at Auschwitz II-Birkenau. That camp alone would consume over 24 tons of Zyklon-B between 1942 and 1945.4

Ironically, the inventor of Zyklon-B, Walter Heerdt, was an opponent of the Nazis, who was removed from all positions of influence in 1942. His rival, the chemical’s distributor Bruno Tesch, was less circumspect. Tried as a war criminal in 1946, Tesch would claim that he had been unaware of the murderous purpose to which his deliveries had been put – but his defence was fatally undermined when it was shown that he had visited Auschwitz to brief SS guards on Zyklon-B’s use.5 Tesch was hanged in Hamelin Prison in May 1946.





1 Laurence Rees, The Holocaust (London, 2017), p. 227.

2 Christopher Browning, The Origins of the Final Solution: The Evolution of Nazi Jewish Policy, 1939-1942 (London, 2004), pp. 356-7.

3 Peter Hayes, From Cooperation to Complicity: Degussa in the Third Reich (Cambridge, 2004), p. 273.

4 Ibid., pp. 295-6.

5 Angelika Ebbinghaus, ‘Der Prozeß gegen Tesch & Stabenow’, in Zeitschrift für Sozialgeschichte, Vol. 13 (1998), p. 22.
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	Golden Nazi Party Badge












All totalitarian regimes demand some outward show of loyalty from their citizens, and Nazi Germany was no different. For many Germans, a carefully placed photograph of Hitler, or copy of Mein Kampf, would suffice to demonstrate their Nazi bona fides.

Nazi Party membership could also be used to the same effect. From the small numbers registered in the party’s early years in Munich, NSDAP membership grew substantially after the electoral breakthrough of 1930, reaching some 900,000 by the time of the seizure of power in January 1933, and increasing hugely thereafter. By 1939, there
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Hubert Klausner’s Bonbon.

were some 5.3 million Nazi Party members in Germany.1 Many of them chose to advertise their allegiance by wearing an NSDAP badge – colloquially known as the Bonbon, or ‘sweetie’ – on their left lapel.

Party membership – which peaked at 7.7 million in 1943, less than 10 per cent of the total population – was not obligatory, but could bring with it considerable personal and professional benefits. For this reason, many of the new members after January 1933 were viewed by older members as opportunists, rather than convinced National Socialists.


‘Hitler could issue Golden Party Badges at his discretion, to those whose service to the Nazi Party merited special recognition.’



They came to be known, derisively, as the ‘March Violets’.2

Some Nazi Party members, therefore, were granted the elevated status of the ‘Golden Party Badge’. Established in 1933, featuring a gold-plated wreath surrounding the usual design, these badges were only available to those who fell within the first 100,000 party members, and could demonstrate uninterrupted service from 1925 – a category usually referred to as the alte Kämpfer, or ‘Old Fighters’. In such cases, the badge would have the recipient’s party membership number engraved on the reverse.

In addition, Hitler could issue Golden Party Badges at his discretion, to those whose service to the Nazi Party merited special recognition, yet fell outside the existing award criteria. These badges, given annually on the anniversary of the Nazi seizure of power, 30 January, were engraved with ‘A.H.’ and the date of the award. Recipients of the Golden Party Badge – across the two categories – included Reinhard Heydrich, Hitler’s doctor Theodor Morell, Reichsmarschall Hermann Göring, and Albert Speer. In total, it is thought that fewer than 25,000 Golden Party Badges were issued.

The badge shown here is one of Hitler’s discretionary awards. It was issued on 30 January 1939 to the Party Gauleiter of Carinthia in Austria, Hubert Klausner - a veteran Nazi, who had been instrumental in engineering the Anschluss of 1938 and had even coined the propaganda phrase Ein Volk, Ein Reich, Ein Führer. Klausner died, apparently of a stroke, two weeks after receiving the award.

The most famous of the Golden Party Badges, of course, was Hitler’s own, mendaciously numbered ‘1’. He wore it constantly, alongside his Iron Cross (First Class) and Wound Badge from World War I, and famously gave it to Magda Goebbels as a parting gift shortly before his suicide in 1945.3 Unlike its new owner, the badge survived the war and surfaced in Moscow in 1996, in the possession of the Russian security service, the FSB. Put on display as part of the commemorations of the sixtieth anniversary of the end of the war in 2005, it was stolen by an unknown burglar. It has not yet been recovered.4






1 Figures from Michael Grüttner, Das Dritte Reich. 1933-1939 (Stuttgart, 2014), p. 101.

2 Grunberger, A Social History of the Third Reich, p. 82.

3 Joachim Fest, Inside Hitler’s Bunker (London, 2004), p. 144.

4 www.spiegel.de/panorama/justiz/moskau-hitlers-goldenes-parteiabzeichen-gestohlen-a-385807.html.
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	German-Soviet Treaty Border Map









On 23 August 1939, the world was shocked to learn that Adolf Hitler and Joseph Stalin -Nazi Germany and the USSR – had agreed a non-aggression pact. The world order, as many contemporaries had understood it, seemed to have been turned on its head; the two states whose ideological conflict had defined the age were now cosying up together; where once they had traded insults, they now praised one another’s virtues. As one commentator recalled, it was a relationship that was so sinister that it appeared to foreshadow the destruction of civilization itself.1

A short time later, and much of what the doomsayers had feared had already come to pass. A week after the signature of the Nazi-Soviet Pact, Hitler had invaded Poland and his refusal to withdraw had brought an Anglo-French declaration of war. Two weeks after that, the Red Army then invaded Poland as well, to ensure that Stalin got the share of the spoils promised to him by his new partner.

Poland was being systematically destroyed by the two invaders, its armies decimated, its people persecuted and expropriated, its towns and cities reduced to rubble.
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The spoils of war.


‘Stalin asked his guest cheekily: “Is my signature clear enough for you?”’



By the last days of September 1939, the German and Soviet military campaigns in Poland were drawing to a close, and already the two dictatorships were looking to the next stage of their collaboration. German foreign minister Joachim von Ribbentrop was in Moscow for talks once again, and a second agreement was being prepared, this one grandly entitled ‘The German-Soviet Boundary and Friendship Treaty’.

Apart from both sides agreeing not to resurrect a Polish state and establishing a framework for ongoing collaboration, much of the discussion was taken up with drawing the new German-Soviet frontier, which would run through the very heart of occupied Poland. Naturally, given that many among both the German and Soviet negotiating teams were less than entirely clear on the minutiae of Polish geography,
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New friends: Ribbentrop and Stalin at the signing of the Nazi-Soviet Pact in August 1939.

this large-scale physical map of Poland was supplied by the German Embassy in Moscow to aid their deliberations.

The map was laid out on a table-top in the Kremlin and the new frontier was drawn across it as agreement was reached. In the original Nazi-Soviet Pact, the prospective line of division between the two had been agreed to run almost directly through the centre of Poland, along the middle reaches of the River Vistula – Warsaw would have found itself on the border – but this was now to be revised. In return for the cession of Lithuania to the Soviet ‘sphere of influence’, Stalin was prepared to scale back his demands on Polish territory and accept the line of the River Bug as his new frontier.

The black line was duly drawn down the map, following the line of the River Bug, past Brest, where Soviet and German forces had met a week earlier, and on southwards to Czerwonogród, where it followed the River Solokija westwards before winding its way down, along the upper course of the San, to the border with Hungary at the village of Sianki in the Beskid Mountains. At only two locations was there disagreement or confusion – east of Przemysl and north of Lubaczow – where the frontier line was evidently adjusted or corrected.

When they were finished, Poland had been neatly divided into two almost equal halves: Germany taking 201,000 square kilometres of territory and 20 million inhabitants, and the USSR taking 188,500 square kilometres with 12 million souls.2 The two sides then signed the map to signify their agreement – Ribbentrop appended his signature in a flourish of red pencil, with the date of ‘28 IX 39’, while Stalin signed with a swirl of blue, adding an initial next to the two adjustments. He then asked his guest cheekily: ‘Is my signature clear enough for you?’3

The German-Soviet Boundary and Friendship Treaty is much less well-known than its predecessor, the Nazi-Soviet Pact, but it is nonetheless significant in that it perfectly reflected the new constellation of power in central Europe after the first month of World War II. Poland was prostrate, facing imminent defeat, and to its aggressors had already ceased to exist, its lands ripe for division and partition. The only powers that held any importance were Hitler’s Germany and Stalin’s Soviet Union, and – with astonishing arrogance – those two drew a black line down a map and divided the territory between them. For the second time in 150 years, Poland had disappeared, consumed by its neighbours.

Those – at the time and since – who have sought to defend the Nazi-Soviet Pact often say that it was merely a non-aggression pact, just like the various other similar treaties that were briefly fashionable in the 1930s. Yet, this follow-up agreement – the German-Soviet Boundary and Friendship Treaty – which was signed just over a month later in Moscow, demonstrates that the Nazi-Soviet Pact was something rather different. It was the opening of a twenty-two-month relationship between the Germans and the Soviets, a relationship that would spawn a further four economic treaties and a whole host of diplomatic and political contacts. Moreover, as the map shows, it was a relationship that was founded, not on non-aggression, but on its very opposite.





1 ‘Chips’ Channon, quoted in Roger Moorhouse, The Devils’ Alliance: Hitler's Pact with Stalin, 1939-1941 (London, 2014), p. 142.

2 Moorhouse, Devils’ Alliance, p. 51.

3 Andor Hencke, quoted in Laurence Rees, World War II Behind Closed Doors (London, 2009), p. 33.
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	Olympic Stadium









Berlin’s Olympic Stadium -alongside Tempelhof Airport and Göring’s former Air Ministry – is one of the German capital’s most impressive Nazi-era buildings. Constructed for the 1936 Olympics, it was designed by local Berlin architect Werner March.

The award of the hosting of the 1936 Olympics predated Hitler’s rise to power in Germany, but he exploited the event masterfully for the purposes of Nazi propaganda, presenting Germany as a united, positive, forward-looking country.

Aside from the politics, the Berlin Olympics also marked something of a watershed in Olympic history, being the first Games to be televised and the first to be prefaced by the (now conventional) torch relay from Olympia in Greece to the host site. With its overwhelming sense of spectacle and its shameless commercialisation, the Berlin Olympics arguably set the tone for the Olympiads that were to follow.

Aside from the sailing, which was held on the Baltic at Kiel, the remainder of the events in 1936 were held in Berlin, with most being
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The Berlin Olympic Park in 1936: nearest the camera is the Dietrich Eckart amphitheatre, then the vast May Field and the main stadium.
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The Olympic Stadium, packed for some of the track and field events.

located in the complex of venues surrounding the Olympic Stadium, in the western suburbs. The stadium itself was built on the site of the earlier Deutsches Stadion, which had been constructed for the cancelled 1916 Olympics. Hitler had a hand in the design and, after declaring himself dissatisfied with the original concept, had brought Albert Speer in to assist. Rather than the suggested renovation of the old site, he demanded a completely new stadium – a grand showpiece for the regime – which could accommodate 110,000 spectators.

The result bore many of the hallmarks of Nazi architecture: uniformity, monumentalism, and the liberal use of shell-limestone veneers to cover the reinforced-concrete skeleton. Cleverly, like the original stadium on the site, the Olympic Stadium was built into the ground, with the running track and sports field being some twelve metres lower than the ground level outside, thereby saving the high cost of a more extensive superstructure and giving it an elegant, almost modest profile.

And yet money-saving was never the intention, as was amply demonstrated by the array of buildings that surrounded the site. The Olympic Stadium was only the centrepiece of a vast 300-acre complex – including an open-air swimming and diving pool, indoor and outdoor arenas, a hockey stadium, an equestrian arena, and an open-air amphitheatre, named after Hitler’s political mentor, Dietrich Eckart.

Indeed, though sport was the primary purpose, politics was never far from the surface. The stadium complex was littered with limestone statues of men, horses and athletes, by the renowned sculptors Karl Albiker, Willy Meller and Joseph Wackerle. These sought to echo classical Greek styles, albeit with a newer fascistic aesthetic – all rippling muscles and jutting chins.

In addition, the vast Maifeld (‘May Field’) to the west of the stadium – with its capacity for 250,000 participants – was used for dressage and polo, but was clearly intended as much for political rallies as for sporting activity.1 Indeed the layout of the complex betrayed a profound political significance. The stadium approach, stadium, and Maifeld were all arranged along an axis, running approximately east-west, aligning also with the ‘Marathon Gate’, which breaks the perfect oval of the stadium. At the western end of that axis – at the focus of the stadium’s stony gaze – was the main grandstand of the Maifeld, beneath which is the ‘Langemarck Hall’, a memorial to the German dead of Langemarck, an engagement of the First Battle of Ypres in 1914 that was considered to be especially symbolic of the patriotic sacrifice of the wartime generation. For those alive to them, the references were very clear: the sporting heroes of the present had one eye on the military heroes of the past.


‘All future Olympic Games were to be held in Germany and were to be a showcase for the natural superiority of the Aryan race.’



Hitler was clearly hoping for a new crop of heroes to grace ‘his’ Olympics. He was not disappointed. Germany topped the medal table and its presentation of the Games was a critical and commercial success. However, it was a very different symbolism for which the Berlin Games would be best remembered. Hitler once told Albert Speer that all future Olympic Games were to be held in Germany and were to be a showcase for the natural superiority of the Aryan race.2 Yet, at his own Games, in 1936, the limelight was stolen by an outstanding athlete winning four gold medals in Berlin’s Olympic Stadium – someone whom Hitler considered to be racially inferior – African-American Jesse Owens.





1 Wolfgang Schäche, Norbert Szymanski, Das Reichssportfeld. Architektur im Spannungsfeld von Sport und Macht (Berlin, 2001), p. 57.

2 Albert Speer, Inside the Third Reich (London, 1970), p. 116.

