The Nuremberg trials
Ppt 1

November 2007 marks 72 years since the Nuremburg Trials.

In November 1945, the victors of the 2nd World War began the first international war crimes trial. 
This was a trial set up to punish those guilty for a wide range of criminal activity carried out in the lead up to, and during the war. 

Ppt 2

The location chosen for the trials, Nuremburg in Germany, was significant for it was here that the National Socialist Party, i.e. the Nazi Party,  held its annual rallies.

Ppt 3

Adolf Hitler had foreseen Nuremburg as the 'party city'. Now many of the leaders of the party were on trial for their lives, just a short distance from the grand arena where they had been fêted by the German people.
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The 21 defendants came from very different backgrounds. Some, like Hitler's chosen successor Hermann Goering, were senior politicians - their responsibility clear.

Ppt 5
Others were there because senior party leaders like Heinrich Himmler and Joseph Goebbels had killed themselves rather than face capture and trial.  Their deputies or juniors stood on trial instead of them.  

Most of them were regarded by the western public as key playmakers in a system that had brought war to Europe and cost the lives of 50 million people.
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The charges laid at their door were extraordinary. They were collectively accused of conspiring to wage war, and committing crimes against peace.   They were also charged with crimes against humanity, including the newly defined crime of genocide, and war crimes in the ordinary sense - abuse and murder of prisoners, killing of civilians and so on. 
This catalogue of crimes was difficult for many of the defendants to come to terms with and their reactions covered a very wide spectrum, from confident defiance to full admission of responsibility.  In the case of Rudolf Hess, Hitler's former deputy, the reaction was almost complete memory loss.
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Two prisoners in particular came to represent opposite poles in their reaction to the trials and the accusation of massive crimes. Hermann Goering, the man Hitler chose as his successor in the 1930s and the most flamboyant and ambitious of the party hierarchy, prepared to defend Hitler and the Reich's war policy rather than admit that what had been done was criminal.
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On the other hand Albert Speer, the youthful architect who rose to run Germany's armaments effort during the war, accepted from the start the collective responsibility of the defendants for the crimes of which they were accused and tried to distance himself from Hitler's presence at the tribunal.
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Goering was captured shortly after the end of the war with large quantities of his looted artworks.  With typical arrogance, he thought he could negotiate with the Allies as Germany's most senior politician, but he found himself under arrest, stripped of everything, and held in an improvised prison camp before his transfer to Nuremberg to stand trial.

He was a big personality in every sense. Nicknamed 'Fat Stuff' by the guards who enjoyed bantering with him, he was charming, aloof and confident.  From the start he was determined to dominate the other prisoners and make them follow his line of defence insisting that everything that they had done was the result of their German patriotism.  He told them that to defy the court was to protect Germany's reputation and to maintain their loyalty to their dead leader.

With the start of the trial, Goering assumed at once the informal role as leader and spokesman for the whole cohort of prisoners. He was given the most prominent position in the dock.
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When it came to his cross-examination he prepared carefully and in the opening exchanges with the American chief prosecutor Robert Jackson he emerged an easy winner.

So frustrated did Jackson become with Goering's clever, mocking but evasive responses that at the end of the session he threw down the headphones he had been wearing to hear the translated answers and refused to continue.

Ppt 11

'If you all handle yourselves half as well as I did,' Goering boasted to the other prisoners, 'you will do all right.' Only after his cross-examination by the more experienced British barrister, Sir David Maxwell-Fyfe, was Goering at last cut down to size.

In mid-February 1946, on the recommendation of the psychologist who monitored prisoner behaviour, Goering was forced to exercise and take his meals on his own.  This led to a decrease in the problems Goering was causing for the prosecution; with his isolation allowing the other prisoners to talk freely to each other and in the courtroom, the united front that Goering wanted soon collapsed.

During the long summer months, when he had to listen to the catalogue of crimes and atrocities laid at the door of the system he had served, he became less confident. But he maintained his loyalty to Hitler until the very end, when he finally confessed to the prison psychologist his realisation that in the eyes of the German people Hitler had 'condemned himself'.
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Goering was found guilty on all the charges laid against him and condemned to death. He regarded the whole trial as simply a case of victors' justice and had not expected to escape with his life. At the very end he cheated his captors. On 14 October 1946, the night before he was to be executed, he committed suicide with a phial of cyanide either hidden in his cell or smuggled in by a sympathetic guard.
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Albert Speer – the man who was known as Hitler’s architect, was the opposite of Goering in almost every respect.  Capable of a quiet charm, he impressed his captors and interrogators more than any of the other prisoners.  
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Despite the reservations of his defence lawyer, Speer decided that his best defence was to admit his share of collective responsibility for the crimes of the regime and to distance himself from Hitler, a man who Speer freely admitted had once held him in thrall like all the rest. 

At the same time in his interrogations and cross-examinations, he seldom expressed his individual guilt. He succeeded in presenting himself as part of the system, but not a driving force. 

Speer was bound to clash with Goering. He resented Goering's efforts to dominate the prisoners and to dictate the course of their defence. When Goering was separated from the other prisoners in February, Speer was free to talk openly with them about the crimes of the regime. 

The others did not all share his frankness, any more than they shared Goering's ebullience, but for the rest of the trial period the cohort of prisoners divided into small groups rather than presenting a united front.
Ppt 15
Speer added to the division when he dramatically revealed early in the trial that at the very end of the war he had tried to find a way to assassinate Hitler by pouring poison gas into his underground bunker. The plot was abortive, but it again presented Speer to the prosecution as someone different from the rest of the defendants. 
At the end of the trial, even though he had been responsible for the mass exploitation of forced foreign labour, he was given a 20-year sentence. The man who supplied the labour, Fritz Sauckel, was executed.

No doubt Speer benefited from his pose as a technical manager (whose social background was not very different from those who were trying him) and from his willingness to confess responsibility. The extent to which he manipulated his story to win sympathy or genuinely believed that the regime he served was criminal is still open to conjecture.
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The most unusual choice to stand trial was Hitler's deputy and head of the party chancellery, Rudolf Hess. There was no doubt that he had been a key figure in organising and running the party in its early days but from the mid-1930s he became a more marginal political figure - 'one of the great cranks of the Third Reich', in the words of Speer.

In May 1941 - apparently anxious at his loss of favour with Hitler and pre-occupied with the dangers of the impending two-front war which would follow Germany's attack on the USSR scheduled for June - Hess took a plane and flew it to Scotland. Here he was captured by the British, interrogated and put in an institution. He became increasingly paranoid and eventually descended into long periods of self-induced hysterical amnesia.
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It was in this state of almost complete forgetfulness that Hess was eventually flown to Nuremberg in October 1945 at the insistence of the Soviets, who had been puzzled and distrustful about what Hess had been doing in Britain for four years.

It became clear that a decision had to be taken about whether he was fit to plead. A panel of medical and psychiatric experts was recruited and finally recommended on 29 November, more than a week after the trial had started, that Hess was fit to plead. The following day, to the shock of the court, Hess suddenly stood up apparently lucid at last and announced: 'My memory is in order again.'
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Hess retained his clarity for a few weeks, but with partial memory loss. He then relapsed into complete amnesia again and spent his time in court reading, occasionally laughing and disregarding the process around him. In a conventional criminal court he would have been deemed to be of unsound mind, but the Allies were worried about the effect it might have on the public perception of the trial if Hess were removed.
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He was sentenced to life imprisonment, though he pretended not to hear or understand the judgement. He committed suicide in Spandau prison, Berlin, in 1987.

Goering, Speer and Hess represented extreme responses to the trial at Nuremberg, but they all shared with the others in the dock some degree of responsibility. In Goering's case a very great one for the programme of oppression, war and genocide on which Hitler's regime embarked from its inauguration in 1933.
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This did not make them criminals in the ordinary sense, and for many of the offences for which they were tried there was as yet no body of internationally agreed law.

They were indicted for the most part under retrospective law. But over the following years conventions on the laws of war, genocide and human rights were signed which embodied much of the 'law' made up at Nuremberg.

Those legal instruments have not safeguarded innocent populations from violation over the last 60 years, but thanks to Nuremberg there is at least a proper understanding of what violation means, even if the international community still lacks an entirely effective means of punishing it.

Although criticised in some quarters at the time as not being wholly representative of a legitimate legal process, the Trials are regarded by the vast majority as a wholly necessary instrument by which to punish those individuals who brought about so much suffering during the 2nd World War.  They also served to see some justice brought about on behalf of those who bore the brunt of their actions; both living and dead.

The anniversary of the trial serves to remind us not only of how cruel man can be towards his fellow man, but also of our attempts to redress the balance by meting out justice on the behalf of victims and to forewarn people bent on cruel acts that to do so risks extreme retribution. 
Further Reading: 

There are almost as many books on the 2nd World War as there are on Jordan and Peter Andre so I’ll limit the further reading section to just a few suggestions.  For those covering the 2nd World War in history, you may want to go to your history teachers so that they can guide you to a book that will complement your studies.  Anyone in any doubt as to why these trials had to take place might wish to read: 

Auschwitz: The Nazis and the ‘Final Solution’ by Laurence Rees.  This is an excellent book which accompanies the BBC series of the same name.  Never easy to read, it is a frank account of how the Nazis set about removing all Jewish people from the European map.  Not that they intended to limit it there.  It’s a powerful tool against those who insist on peddling the dangerous and insulting notion that the holocaust never actually happened.  

Nazis: A Warning From History by Laurence Rees
Quote from Amazon

“During the past 16 years, acclaimed author and documentary-maker, Laurence Rees has met and interviewed a large number of former Nazis, and his unique insights into the Nazi psyche and the Second World War have received enormous praise. Following the success of Rees's bestselling "Auschwitz", this substantially revised and updated edition of "The Nazis - A Warning from History" tells the powerfully gripping story of the rise and fall of the Third Reich. At the heart of the book lie compelling eyewitness accounts of life under Adolf Hitler, spoken through the words of those who experienced the Nazi regime at every level of society. An extensive new section on the Nazi/Soviet war (previously published in Rees's "War of the Century") provides a chilling insight into Nazi mentality during the most bloody conflict in history. Described as 'one of the greatest documentary series of all times', "The Nazis - A Warning from History" won a host of awards, including a Bafta and an International Documentary Award. The accompanying book broke new ground in our understanding of the Nazi regime and was praised for 'getting to the heart of the most troubling and elusive questions of Germany before and during World War Two'. The dramatic and incredible story that unfolds in these pages, once read, is not easily forgotten. '...scholars across the world owe a considerable debt of gratitude to Laurence Rees for his immense and unique contribution to historical understanding.' - From the citation awarding Laurence Rees Honorary Doctorate from the University of Sheffield in July 2005.” 

Mother Night by Kurt Vonnegut
This short and wonderful novel by the recently deceased Vonnegut throws up moral questions that many of us would find difficult to answer.  Great literature that is also accessible.  See also Slaughterhouse 5 from the same author; his best-known work based on his experiences of being bombed in Dresden by the British whilst a prisoner of war. 

Viewing: 
Again, there are thousands of films about the war so we won’t go ploughing the same furrows here.  Two films with a very different style to the more traditional films your grandparents, parents and teachers grew up with are Enemy at the Gates and Stalingrad.   The former focuses on a rivalry between two snipers whereas the latter is a German film about German soldiers sent off to the Russian front line.  Both films are about Germany’s decision to turn east to fight the Soviet armies as opposed to being about Germany’s war with Britain.  Other viewing tips would advise anyone to catch repeats of the World at War television series or Laurence Rees’s tv series connected to the 2 books listed above.   
You Tube Note:   There are, again, hundreds / thousands of links on You Tube, some of which contain disturbing images.  I would say that it is up to your jurisdiction to decide if you want your pupils to access the web in this way when researching this subject.  Much of the material is of excellent historical worth; problems arise on the message boards, though, which unfortunately attract the odd fanatic or neo Nazi.  One fascinating snippet of film can be viewed on… http://uk.youtube.com/watch?v=4nt3g3_sa2Y 

This is a piece of film that shows some of Rudolph Hess’s strange behavioural traits during the trial.  Goering can be seen sitting on the left.  
