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ATTEMPTS TO OVERTHROW HITLER - THE WHITE ROSE 
Introduction and Early Days.
This address deals with some aspects of the internal resistance against Hitler from 1933 when he became Chancellor, that is, Prime Minister, of Germany, to 1945, the year of his death by suicide.
Over half a century has elapsed since the events here related. This is both too long and too short a period to get a full grip on any era. Hitler’s twelve year reign happened too long ago to have remained in the forefront of memory. But fifty years has also been too short, a mere blip in time, for the full enormity of the Nazi years to have become embedded in the history, literature and folklore of European nations. It must be hoped that a great poet will one day arise to chronicle our brutal century with Shakespearean force, wit and truth. He will not lack material. Before the unimaginable crimes, brutalities and treacheries of the brief Hitler dictatorship, Shakespeare’s bloodiest tragedies will seem like pleasant Sunday School fables.
To set the scene, a few events of the period must briefly be recalled.
After Hitler came to power, all important aspects of the Weimar republic were quickly extinguished. All political parties except the Nazis (National Socialist German Worker’s Party) were banned, Parliamentary government ceased almost at once, to be replaced by government by decree. The judiciary, the public service, the police and virtually all aspects of public life were brought under the direct control of the Nazi party.  Their militias, the SA (Sturm Abteilung) and the SS (Schutz Staffeln) ruled the streets. In Dachau, a small town north-west of Munich, the first concentration camp opened and soon did brisk business, the early customers being opposition politicians and, of course, the Jews.
On the day old President Hindenburg died on 2 August 1934, all members of the armed forces were required to swear a revised version of the service oath of loyalty. This oath was sworn not to Germany, not to the country’s lawful constitution, not to the flag, but to the person of the “Führer Adolf Hitler” who thus became the fount of all authority and of all power for the next twelve years. It will be seen that this oath had the most baleful influence  on the history of the resistance. Wheeler-Bennett p.339, Shirer, p.226-7, Fest, Hitler, p.475
Almost from Day One, Hitler and his ministers made it clear - by word and by example - that any act of meaningful dissent would invite swift retribution: the concentration camp for some, torture and death for others. Seventeen months after Hitler’s coming to power between one hundred and a thousand men and women were murdered on and after the weekend of 30 June 1934 in what became known as the Night of The Long Knives. Among them were General von Schleicher, a former Chancellor, his wife, and Roehm, head of Hitler’s Storm troopers, and many other prominent persons. The exact number of victims has never been established because Göring quickly ordered the destruction of vital records. The murders of eighty-seven persons have been documented. Many old scores were settled in the wake of this party putsch, estimates of the number of victims run into many hundreds. Bullock, Hitler, p. 275, Wheeler Bennett p. 322 et seq.
One more point must be made in this introduction: the quality, if that is the right word, of the thousands of Nazi subordinate leaders and party members who were the instruments of Hitler’s power. To put it no higher, they were not the best types of humanity, German or otherwise. Although there were many exceptions, the committed early Nazis (as opposed to the late-comers who joined the party for a quiet life, or for some advantage) were generally of low intelligence and education and came from the poorer and more gullible classes. Violence was their argument. The German genius for organisation made sure that Nazi power quickly reached into every street in every city, town, village and hamlet, in short - into every household. 
Throughout Germany, The Night of the Long Knives created an atmosphere of tension and fear which did not lift until twelve years later when the news of Hitler’s suicide on 30 April,1945 became general knowledge. Even the mildest dissent or gesture - for example refusal to give the Nazi salute of the outstretched arm - could invite arrest or worse. How many of us, let us search our conscience, would under these circumstances have dared to be openly critical?
As to methodology, members and agents of “Resistance” may be defined for the purpose of this essay as only those individuals and groups who not merely talked among themselves, but who actively advocated and planned the overthrow of Hitler - if necessary by force - as a precondition for a tolerable end to the war.
Civilians
Civilian resistance groups existed under the surface of compliance with the regime. Some were known by the names of leaders, or by localities, such as the Kreisau circle, a disparate company including members of the nobility, intellectuals and church leaders. Many members of these loose groupings and indeed large numbers of persons quite unconnected with any of them showed great courage, trying to mitigate some of the worst brutalities of the regime, for example by sheltering Jews, or helping them emigrate. But in the matter of active resistance to Hitler and to his tyranny, the Kreisau circle and similar  societies achieved absolutely nothing, except, for very many of them, an unpleasant death.
Coming together during the early nineteen thirties the “Rote Kapelle“ - the Red Orchestra - was another group which achieved prominence in the history of the resistance. The high-minded and strongly left-leaning senior civil servants, Arvid Harnack, his wife and Harro Schulze-Boysen, seem to have been the main activists. Other members were artists and professional men and women. There is no doubt that there has been contact between this group and Russian security organs, but the evidence is sketchy. Penetrated by the Gestapo in mid 1942, more than fifty persons connected with the Rote Kapelle were sentenced to death and executed. The main actors, the Harnacks and Schulze-Boysen were hanged on 22 December,1942. The influence of this group on Hitler´s war machine was nil. Steinbach, P., & Tuchel, J., (Editors), Widerstand in Deutschland (Munich 1994) (G). Coppy, H., Danyel, J., Tuchel, J., Die Rote Kapelle im Widerstand gegen den Nationalsozialismus (Berlin 1994)(G), Wheeler-Bennett, p.538n, Shirer p.1043n
Most of these secret discussion groups talked, talked and then they talked some more. As a rule, they were quickly penetrated by the security services. Often the Gestapo refrained from immediate arrests for months, or even for years, realising the harmlessness of these schemers and dreamers and in the justified expectation of bigger game bags the longer they waited. 
The aims and methods of resistance changed as Hitler’s reign progressed. His dazzling early successes in diplomacy and on the battlefield muted opposition by all but the most courageous and farsighted men of influence. As the fortunes of war turned against Germany, it slowly dawned on many in high places that only the physical removal of Hitler and of his major henchmen could end Nazi rule. Early 1943, after the defeat at Stalingrad, is generally accepted in Germany as the turning point of the war.
The net effect of civilian opposition on the Nazi administration and war machine was virtually nil. To acknowledge this is not to denigrate the motives, or the heroism, of many who gave their lives for their conviction, people whom Germany could ill afford to lose. A never-ending stream of monographs, essays, books and pamphlets on the resistance gave and still gives employment to scores of post-war writers and academics in Germany. This flood has now made to appear what was in reality the resistance of a tiny minority of souls in a nation of seventy million, into the imagined popular mass movement of resistance which it never was.
The Army - Ludwig Beck
Potentially the most effective group of resisters were, of course, in the armed services who alone controlled the physical means of opposing the regime. Foremost among them was the army and it is upon the activity of that service that we must concentrate.
As we have seen, the armed forces were handicapped by three fateful and ultimately paralysing constraints. The first was their traditional support of  lawful government, reinforced as it was by the personal oath of loyalty to Hitler. Secondly, there ruled in the German army - as in other armies - the doctrine of automatic obedience to superior orders. The third constraint was the most crippling: as the tide of war turned against Germany, attempts to overthrow Hitler were seen by all but a handful of senior commanders as desertion, abandonment of their men and treason to their country, in the middle of a  desperately fought war. For officers, this was an impossible course of action and it is not difficult to understand this view.
Of the millions in uniform, of the hundreds of generals, admirals and airforce commanders, only a handful could see a higher duty to their country. Foremost among them was General Ludwig Beck, a former army Chief of Staff and perhaps the earliest and most implacable of Hitler’s enemies in the services. As long ago as July 1938, he wrote a discussion paper for his Commander in Chief, von Brauchitsch, from which it is worth quoting the following:
 “History will burden these leaders (he is speaking of himself and of other senior officers - A.K.)  with blood-guilt if they do not act in accord with their specialized political knowledge and conscience. Their military obedience has a limit where their knowledge, their conscience and their sense of responsibility forbid the execution of a command……………... Extraordinary times demand extraordinary measures.” Corelli Barnett, p.36
Although this is getting ahead of the story, Beck’s fate should briefly be mentioned. He paid dearly for his courage and for his patriotism, becoming one of the first and most tragic victims of Hitler’s manic revenge after the failed officers’ coup of 1944. Designated Provisional Head of State by the plotters, Beck, then sixty-four years old, was present at the headquarters of the Reserve Army in Berlin when news came through late at night on 20 July that Hitler had survived von Stauffenberg’s bomb. Asked to commit suicide by General Fromm (who himself was executed before the end of the war), Beck botched two attempts at shooting himself in the head before being given the coup de grace by a Feldwebel (a senior non-commisioned rank), Fromm saying, “Go and help the old gentleman”!  Zoller, p.234, Hoffmann, p.623-4, Wheeler-Bennett, p.659 et seq.
Except for Beck and a few like him, too much sympathy need not be expended on the German officer corps. Between the two world wars, during the Weimar republic, the army had been strictly independent of politics, to the point where all serving members were by law prohibited from voting in national elections. But, after 1933, the reconstituted General Staff was only too willing to go along with Hitler’s policy of rearmament and expansion. The soldiers abandoned their treasured independence in return for the Führer’s confirmation of the army’s monopoly as the only bearers of arms in Germany, a position that had been threatened by the Nazi Brownshirt militia until that force was emasculated by the murder of Roehm and of his senior hoodlums during the Night of the Long Knives.
Hitler’s megalomania and his increasingly suicidal war strategy became more manifest as the war turned against Germany, until it finally dawned on some senior commanders that only the dictator’s forcible removal could perhaps end a losing war on tolerable terms. 
Leaving aside innumerable plots and plans which never progressed beyond the talking stage, one can with some certainty isolate a small dozen realistic attempts on Hitler’s life which included physical steps of preparation.
Between 1933 and 1938 plans for five such early attempts on Hitler’s life were developed, mainly by individuals or small groups, all of which resulted in quick detection by the efficient security organs. At least ten plotters (including Hirsch, Karl Hoffmann, Schulz, Tosch, Chill, Rust, Schmitt, Bavaud and Römer) were executed, some only just before the end of the war.  Hoffmann, p.315/316
The Loner - Georg Elser
Before dealing with army resistance, pride of place must be given to Georg Elser’s ingenious attempt. Of all the endless schemes, plots and ploys, this thirty-six year old poorly educated carpenter’s assistant won First Prize in the assassination stakes, missing his target by just thirteen minutes! Elser almost succeeded where the aristocratic colonels and generals later failed so abysmally. I refer, of course, to the famous explosion in the Löwenbräu beer hall (formerly the Bürgerbräu) in Munich, on 8 November, 1939. The facts are quickly told. For some years, Hitler and his comrades had celebrated here the anniversary of the failed Nazi putsch of 1923. This celebration had by now become an annual event in the Nazi theology of Saint’s days. Elser could be reasonably certain that it would take place again in 1939 in the usual format and time frame. He worked, all alone, between August and November, hollowing out a brick and plaster pillar close to the speaker’s lectern, filling the space with explosives, a time fuse and with a detonator made from parts of a cheap alarm clock. After Hitler’s customary oration and, contrary to his usual practice of socialising with his friends, he left unusually early, at seven minutes past nine p.m. The night was foggy and his minders urged haste to catch his special train to Berlin. The bomb went off at twenty minutes past nine, killing seven and wounding more than sixty others
Elser was apprehended the same night by border guards of the Customs service, while trying to cross into Switzerland! He was kept alive in concentration camps throughout the war and was murdered at Dachau in April 1945 on the personal orders of Gestapo Chief Heinrich Müller. Autobiographie eines Attentäters, J. G. Elser (Ed. Gruchmann), Deusche Verlags-Anstalt, Stuttgart 1989. See  also Hoffmann, p.322-4, 
The Army - Henning von Tresckow
An officer fanatically determined to remove Hitler appeared on the resistance scene in 1943. This was Major General Henning von Tresckow, an officer of exceptional drive and ability, posted as senior staff officer to Germany’s Army Group Centre on the Russian front. Hoffmann, p.329 et seq., Bullock “Hitler and Stalin”, p.924-933.
During the seventeen months of his anti-Hitler activity which ended with his suicide after the failure of Stauffenberg’s attempt over a year later, Tresckow inspired and promoted some half dozen plans to eliminate the Führer which progressed beyond the talking stage to preparation and - in one case - was actually initiated.
Early in 1943 two plans were developed to shoot Hitler during one of his visits to the headquarters of Army Group Centre. Both came to nothing, Hitler either did not stay for a meal, or he was too well guarded, or for some other reason. Ever since Elser’s attempt which so nearly succeeded, Hitler’s minders had learned a thing or two about keeping their man alive. Prior vetting of venues, protective clothing, close guarding and - above all - frequent unannounced changes of timings and travel routes made it difficult for would-be assassins to get near their victim.
The most hair-raising and also the most complicated attempt was made after months of preparation, postponements and waiting, on 13 March, 1943, during another Führer visit by air to Army Group Centre’s headquarters, then located at Smolensk. During luncheon, Tresckow asked a member of Hitler’s entourage, Colonel Brandt (who was killed seventeen months later when Stauffenberg’s bomb went off), to be good enough to take a small parcel, allegedly containing two bottles of Cointreau liqueur, as a present to his friend, Colonel Stieff, then stationed at Hitler’s headquarters at Rastenburg in East Prussia. Brandt agreed.
The parcel, of course, contained a bomb, filled with explosive, a detonator and a chemical delay fuse, set to operate in thirty minutes. Shortly before Hitler boarded his plane, von Schlabrendorff, another conspirator, armed the device and gave it to the unsuspecting Brandt.
Meanwhile, back at the farm, the plotters waited - presumably with the proverbial bated breath - for news of the plane’s crash. Nothing happened, the plane landed safely at Rastenburg. It later transpired that the low temperature in the unheated aircraft cabin had prevented the detonator from funtioning, although the fuse had operated properly. 
The sequel to the story is even more hair raising than the beginning. Fast action was necessary to prevent the parcel being opened, with predictable results. Tresckow telephoned Colonel Brandt, saying that a mistake had been made and asking him to keep the parcel until the following day when the correct goods were to be delivered. And so they were! The next morning, 14 March, Schlabrendorff took the regular courier plane to Rastenburg, exchanged parcels and went on his way. Hoffmann, p.351-353, Wheeler-Bennett,p.561-3, Zeller, p123-4, Shirer, p.1018-21, Feist, Hitler, p.700.
After this adventure it might have been thought that Tresckow would pull his head in a bit. Nothing of the kind happened. Between late November 1943 and the middle of 1944 Tresckow was instrumental in planning and organising three further attempts on Hitler’s life. He was also deeply involved with the much wider Stauffenberg conspiracy.
Tresckow’s first plan involved another sprig of Prussia’s high nobility, Captain Axel Freiherr von dem Bussche-Streithorst, a highly decorated and courageous veteran of many battles. After witnessing by chance the mass murder by the SS of five thousand Jews on 5 October, 1942, near the airfield at Dubno in the Ukraine Gilbert, p.476-478, he became a fervent convert to the cause of removing Hitler. He volunteered to kill the dictator by means of explosives strapped to his person. During a demonstration of new uniforms and equipment, he was to get close to his victim and blow both the dictator and himself to Kingdom Come. But opportunity never came, there were postponements and several chances were missed when Hitler changed itineraries at the last minute. In the end, after weeks of readiness, the attempt had to be abandoned after most of the material to be demonstrated was destroyed in an air raid. Bussche returned to his unit, lost a leg in the fighting, spent the rest of the war in hospitals and by sheer luck survived detection and arrest - one of the few. Hoffmann p.399-405, Shirer, p.1027.
Late in January 1944, the next cab off the rank was Lieutenant Ewald Heinrich von Kleist, another bearer of a famous Prussian name. Again, the attack on Hitler’s person was to be made during a demonstration of equipment and weapons. Again, the opportunity never came. Hoffmann, p.405-406
Tresckow entrusted what turned out to be his last plot to a cavalry officer, Rittmeister (a cavalry rank, equivalent to Captain) von Breitenbuch who very wisely would have nothing to do with explosives, detonators and timers which devices he considered unsuitable for the destruction of a small and moving target, such as a single person. As a good pistol shot, Breitenbuch chose the gun. He was A.D.C to Fieldmarshal von Busch and in that capacity hoped to accompany the latter to a routine meeting with Hitler at Berchtesgaden on 11 March 1944. All went well at first. In accordance with custom, Breitenbuch surrendered his uniform belt and service pistol in the anteroom, having earlier concealed a small 7.65 mm Browning revolver, safety catch off, in his uniform trousers. When called to The Presence, the SS man on door duty let the Fieldmarshal through, but not  A.D.C. von Breitenbuch. End of story. Hoffmann, p.407-409
The Army - Claus Schenk von Stauffenberg
After these failures there was only one more attempt on the Führer’s life: this was The Big One, Stauffenberg’s plot to blow up Hitler during a situation conference on 20 July, 1944! 
The story is so very well known that I will allow myself to be brief. If there are questions later, I shall try to deal with them. 
The plot ultimately failed for three reasons, all underscoring the extreme hazards of using explosives. It started badly when Stauffeberg and his Adjutant were disturbed during the final preparation of the bomb and had time to prepare only half the intended quantity of explosive. Then, because of summer heat on the day, Hitler’s daily situation conference took place not in the usual half-buried concrete bunker, but above ground, in a lightly built wooden barracks. Although killing one officer and critically wounding others who died in hospital some days later, the blast of the explosion quickly dissipated in the open air, blowing out some flimsy walls of the building. The third reason for failure was the placement of Stauffenberg’s briefcase containing the bomb. According to one eye witness, it seems to have been in the way of someone’s foot and was shoved further under the table, behind a heavy wooden trestle or table leg which absorbed much of the blast and shielded  Hitler’s body. Hoffmann, p.486 et seq., Wheeler-Bennett p.635 et seq., Zeller, p245 et seq., Fest, Hitler, p.708. 
The fiasco of 20th July for all practical purposes ended active German Resistance to Hitler. Unlike earlier attempts, the Stauffenberg plot was widespread and envisaged the removal of the entire Nazi hierarchy from important administrative posts throughout Germany and German-occupied Europe. The plot ran ostensibly under the code name  “Valkyrie”, a name for a legitimate but secret emergency plan of the Reserve or Home Army to deal with possible emergency situations inside Germany. Goerdeler, a pre-war Burgomaster of Leipzig had been designated German Chancellor if the plot had succeeded. When he was arrested in August, detailed plans, including many names of future administrators in a post-Hitler Germany, were found in his possession. This appalling carelessness was manna from heaven for the Gestapo and the case of Goerdeler may permit the conclusion that Germans are good soldiers, but poor conspirators.
Goerdeler’s carelessness also greatly increased the number of victims. On 22 August alone, in an action called “Thunder and Lightning”, five thousand German civilians, including former parliamentarians and members of pre-war political parties, were arrested and delivered to concentration camps, including Konrad Adenauer and the socialist leader Kurt Schumacher. This action had long been planned, but the events of the 20th July and Hitler’s thirst for revenge accelerated the round up.
In sum, all that this and other plots had achieved were the imprisonment, torture and violent deaths of thousands of honourable German patriots. The course of the war and the ultimate fate of Hitler and of his gang were not advanced.
Estimates of the number of resistance victims range from some hundreds to tens of thousands. We are dealing here solely with German armed forces personnel and with German non-Jewish civilians. There was and is much duplication in the estimates, much documentary evidence was destroyed and nobody knows the totals for certain. But there are some indications. Wheeler-Bennett in an appendix to his admirable book “The Nemesis of Power”, gives onehundredsixty names of conspirators who were executed or who committed suicide, solely as a direct result of the July plot. The list reads like an extract from the Almanac de Gotha. Zeller, also a reliable historian, quotes - without mentioning his exact source - SS reports of 7000 arrests leading to 700 executions. Alan Bullock writes ”…no complete figure can be given for the number of those executed after 20 July, although a list of 4980 names has been compiled…..”. Professor Hoffmann, as usual a reliable source, quotes 1448 as the official figure given by the German Ministry of Justice for all executions carried out within its domestic jurisdiction between January 1943 and April 1945. Research in the Bundesarchiv, the National German document repositories, continues and suggests much higher casualty figures than those quoted here. Wheeler-Bennett, Appedix D, p.744, Zeller, p.283, Bullock, Hitler, p.687, Hoffmann, p.652.  
The death of only one individual, well known to us, should be mentioned: that of Field Marshal Erwin Rommel. When approached in April 1944 Hoffmann, p.433-4, he distanced himself from tyrannicide but agreed to assume the post of Commander-in-Chief if the plot should succeed. This became known, apparently as a result of confessions extracted under torture from one of the plotters Wheeler-Bennett, p.671n3. Hitler shied away from directly proceeding against Germany’s most revered military figure and used guile instead. On 17 July, Rommel had been severely wounded when his staff car was attacked by low flying allied aircraft. After hospitalisation, he was recovering at his home in southern Germany, near Ulm, when two German Generals, Burgdorf and Maisel, Hitler’s toadies and emissaries, appeared on the morning of 14 October. Through them, Hitler gave Rommel a choice: either justify yourself before a People’s Court, or take poison. In the latter case, Hitler would guarantee the safety and property of Mrs. Rommel and of their son Manfred, then a teenager serving in a local anti aircraft unit. Rommel chose poison there and then, was delivered dead to a nearby hospital, diagnosis: a stroke. Doctors were forbidden to touch the Field Marshal’s body which was guarded by SS men until after a state funeral, with cremation immediately following. The funeral oration was given by Field Marshall von Rundstedt. After the war, as a prisoner in British hands, Rundstedt maintained that he was ignorant of how Rommel had died when he spoke in the Cathedral at Ulm. Ruge, p.238 et seq.,Shirer, p.1077 et seq., Wheeler Bennett, p.688.
 
There is much tragedy and not much fun in the sad history of resistance to the Nazis. But one episode of black comedy might lighten the atmosphere a little. In Paris, the plotters had done their planning work rather too well: on receiving the code word that Hitler was dead - exaggerated news as it turned out - the military Governor of France, General Karl-Heinrich von Stülpnagel, promptly arrested over a thousand SS and civilian Nazi functionaries. The lower ranks were trucked to Fresne prison, the top brass into the Paris headquarters mess, then comfortably located in the Hotel Raphael - the hotel is still going strong by the way - in the rue Kléber. This happened between 8 and 10.30 p.m. When word came through around 1.30 a.m. next morning on 21 July that it had all been a mistake, the champagne was uncorked, they all congratulated each other and toasted the Führer’s miraculous escape. Stülpnagel even shook hands with SS Gruppenführer Oberg, the top Black Shirt. But it was a deadly game and the reckoning came swiftly. Later, on the same morning, Stülpnagel tried unsuccessfully to commit suicide. Though blinded, he was nursed back to some sort of health, arrested, tried and hanged on 30 August. One of his staff officers, Caesar von Hofacker had to wait for the gallows until December. General Speidel, though deeply involved in the conspiracy, escaped detection by a lucky chance and lived to become in 1957 Germany’s first post-war Commander-in-Chief of NATO Land Forces in Central Europe. He died in 1987. Hoffmann, p.581-591, Wheeler-Bennett, p.662 et seq., Hitler’s Generals, p.70-72.
The White Rose
We have now sketched virtually the entire history of active German resistance against Hitler. Yet the story of one more movement must be told. It was at the same time the least successful and the most successful of them all. It did not bring the war’s end nearer by a single day, nor the disappearance of Hitler by an hour. But the White Rose movement, begun by a handful of students at Münich university, lit a beacon to guide future German generations away from Furore Teutonicus, dictatorships and other forms of tyranny.
The Stauffenberg plot received greater publicity world-wide. But it and the other attempts against Hitler may have been forgotten when the light of the White Rose will - one must hope -  continue to illuminate the scene in times to come, wherever men and women of goodwill gather.
The name White Rose was given to the movement by Hans Scholl, a 25 year old medical student, possibly as a literary allusion, or a reference to the rose as the emblem of secrecy. Hans was the primus inter pares among students of Munich university in an active core group which never numbered more than twenty, numbers changing as students were ordered to front-line duty during university vacations. The Munich group was tenuously connected to branches in other German cities such as Ulm, Freiburg, Hamburg, Berlin and others.
The White Rose originated in 1942 in Munich in Bavaria and in Ulm, an ancient city in Baden-Württemberg. Before the end of Hitler’s war, White Rose propaganda had spread to other German cities, with some assistance from the Royal Airforce who had copied and printed leaflets from an original smuggled to England. The R.A.F. are said to have dropped as many as 1.6 million over Germany! Personal information supplied by Franz Josef Müller Even so, given the Nazi terror which paralysed free expression, the White Rose - like all other resistance groups - never attained the status of a popular uprising.
White Rose activities consisted in a bit of graffiti, but mainly in the production of well written leaflets calling for the overthrow of Hitler and for passive resistance to his tyranny. Their contents were powerfully and persuasively argued and expressed in passionate language. In National Socialist Germany, their contents were  high treason in law and possession of a leaflet was punishable by death.
The group produced six leaflets in all, the first four written by Hans Scholl in collaboration with his friend Alexander Schmorell. Hans Scholl and Professor Huber wrote the last two. All six make fascinating reading. They are available to us in the original German text and in English translations which, unfortunately, are very poor and do not give an inkling of the brilliance of the original text
Because students travelled to and from periodic military service at the front during university vacations, they saw and heard many “forbidden“ matters which were carefully concealed from the civilian population at home by the strictly controlled and censored government media, the only news sources officially available. Such uncensored items the students sometimes used in the leaflets. For example, leaflet No. 2  for the first time informs the home front of the beginning of the mass extermination of Jews, in this case the slaughter of 300,000 in Poland. The same leaflet also tells of the murder of the Polish aristocracy.
 The men of the White Rose, in chivalrous  fashion, at first tried to keep their dangerous activities secret from girl friends and fiancés. But the girls, including Hans’ sister Sophie, a student of biology and philosophy, were of course much too intelligent, and quickly caught on to what was afoot They shared their menfolk’s most dangerous work, cranking the duplicating machine, personally distributing and mailing leaflets and wheedling money out of friends and relatives to finance the campaign. Most of the students came from middle class families and were well educated in the classical German Gymnasium tradition. 
The White Rose had no partisan axes to grind. They were not interested in party politics and in this respect differed greatly from other groups. They possessed a simple patriotism and concern for the ultimate welfare of their country. Above all - their work was informed by fiercely burning moral and religious outrage at the viciousness and brutality of the Nazi regime and by what they considered the shameful acquiescence and submission to it by the great mass of Germans. A theme frequently encountered in resistance literature goes like  this: even if we are discovered and have to die for our protests, history will at least know that some German voices of decency were raised against the tyranny.
What also set the White Rose apart was their youth and homogeneity, their powers of intellect and brilliance of expression, their selflessness and - above all else - their matchless courage! They were at all times aware of the deadly danger in which they stood. When the time came to pay the price, they did so without flinching. Sophie Scholl, then just twenty-two years old, has been called - not all that fancifully but perhaps a little prematurely - the German Jeanne d’Arc.
On 18 February 1943, Hans and Sophie Scholl were surprised by a part-time university employee in the act of distributing leaflets. The authorities were informed, brother and sister were held and immediately arrested and so was  - a day later - their friend Christopher Probst. All were interrogated relentlessly, tried before the dreaded People’s Court on 22 February, found guilty and executed by the guillotine later that day.
The Nazis took the leaflet campaign so seriously that Roland Freisler himself, the dreaded chief judge of the People’s Court, was rushed from Berlin to Munich to preside over the trial. Due publicity was given to the sentences, presumably pour encouragé les autres.
There is ample testimony that the arresting Gestapo officers interrogating the accused and the prison personnel stood in awe of their steadfastness. The interrogators were experienced professional police officers and their reports, - suitably sanitised - are available. According to fellow prisoners who saw them during their way to and from interrogations, they did not seem to have been maltreated. We also have the moving recollections, written in 1946, of the prison Chaplain Karl Alt who accompanied Cristopher Probst, Sophie and Hans Scholl, on the via dolorosa from their cells to the guillotine on that fateful day in February 1943. Alt, Karl “Überschreiten von Grenzen“, (Munich 1994)
Shortly after the executions of brother and sister Scholl, the remaining members of their family, father, mother and two sisters, were taken by the Gestapo into Sippenhaft, a medieval form of arrest and detention so ancient and so barbarous that there is now no equivalent word for it in the English language. Sippenhaft may be defined as the arrest of any or all members of a criminal’s clan or extended family, liability for the crime being deemed to attach to all of them. Father Robert Scholl was released in December 1943, only to be immediately re-arrested for a “Radio Crime”, that is, for listening to a foreign broadcast. He was sentenced to aggravated detention (Zuchthaus) and not released until November 1944. Mother Scholl and the remaining two sisters were given prison terms; a younger brother lost his life on the Russian front. Aicher-Scholl, Inge, Nachrichten und Botschaften der Familie in der Gestapo-Haft nach der Hinrichtung von Hans und Sophie Scholl (Ed.) (Frankfurt 1993)
Not all White Rose conspirators were students. It is beyond the scope of this study to mention by name many of these heroic men and women. But I must be allowed some exceptions. The Scholls, brother and sister, have already been mentioned. Then there was Professor Kurt Huber who taught philosophy at Munich. He was a strange character, interested in a variety of subjects including music and ethnic history. Never granted a well paid chair because, among other reasons, there had been doubts about his political reliability, he at one time even became a member of the Nazi party Schneider and Süss, p.21n36. in order to retain his post and feed his family. Although overshadowed by Hans Scholl, he was much admired as a brilliant lecturer and became an active White Rose worker. Arrested in February 1943 and condemned to death, he was executed in July 1943.
A particular tragic case was that of Hans Leipelt. His story is somewhat involved but worth the telling because it typically illustrates the criminal lunacy of Hitler’s anti-Semitic laws. Son of professional parents, Leipelt’s mother, though of Protestant religion, was of Jewish ancestry. Hans was brought up, and at first saw himself, as a good German. He joined the army as a volunteer, fought in France and was decorated with the Iron Cross. When the army shortly afterwards purged soldiers of part-Jewish origin, Hans was dismissed the service and began studying chemistry, first in Hamburg and later, in mid 1942, at Münich university where the Dean, the Nobel prize winner Professor Wieland, had enough prestige to protect Hans and other students of his precarious status from the official university Nazi hierarchy. 
Shortly after the arrest of Hans and Sophie Scholl, Leipelt received in the mail a copy of the last of the famous White Rose leaflets. Together with his friend and collaborator Marie-Louise Jahn, he made copies of it for distribution in Hamburg, to which city Hans and Marie-Louise made a temporary visit at Easter 1943. Leipelt’s father had died meanwhile, leaving Hans’s mother legally unprotected. She was arrested and died of unknown causes in Hamburg’s Fuhlsbüttel prison. His grandmother had earlier been transported to Theresienstadt concentration camp where she was murdered. His sister Maria was expelled from school and arrested (she miraculously survived the war). Hans returned to Munich for the beginning of the next semester where he again met his friend Marie-Louise 
Surprised while collecting money for the penniless widow of Professor Huber who had been executed after the second Munich show trial, Leipelt and Jahn were arrested and tried before a People’s Court. Leipelt was sentenced to death in October 1944 but had to wait until January 1945 for the end to his suffering. Marie-Luise Jahn was sentenced to 12 years imprisonment. She survived the war and now lives in the small Bavarian town of Bad Tölz where she practised medicine, retiring only recently.
In a sense, of course, the White Rose conspirators were naïve and unworldly. They seem to have believed that their leaflets would really change the attitude of the masses which for a decade had been indoctrinated and ruled by the Hitler dictatorship which tolerated no dissent. It was a forlorn hope.
Altogether, as a direct result of the Munich discovery, seven members of the core group alone were put to death and others received prison sentences. In all, five show trials of White Rose members and sympathisers were held before various tribunals, including the People’s Court. Many more lost their lives or received prison sentences in other cities, notably in Hamburg.
Half a century later, in 1993, the heroism of the White Rose began at last to be celebrated on a substantial scale throughout Germany. Led by the highest Government personalities, memorial services were held and squares, streets and schools are named in honour of the students. There now flourishes in Munich an incorporated White Rose Foundation, run by a thinning but enthusiastic band of survivors and friends, dedicated to preserving the White Rose story and spreading the message of it by means of travelling exhibitions, memorials and lectures. One must wish them well for the sake of Germany and for Europe in general. Young Germans are told how, even in the darkest days of the Nazi nightmare, small but courageous voices of protest were heard. 
Prominently located in the main hall of Munich university, where the story began and where it ended, there is now a moving bas-relief memorial to the seven White Rose members who were murdered. Fresh flowers are usually left in front of it it.
Most of the Scholl family are together again, in the cemetery at Perlach Forest, now increasingly a place of pilgrimage, next to the grim München-Stadelheim prison where the executions took place. Hans Leipelt is there also, and very many others.
It would be a strange and altogether just irony if Munich, the city that spawned the monstrous Hitler tyranny should have found - in the White Rose - the atonement and the redemption of it.
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