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“During the critical period under survey the political reporting of the
consular offices has on the whole been satisfactory and in many instances
of great value to the Embassy. . . . [T]he Embassy relies upon the consular
offices not only to report local happenings of moment, but also to furnish
it with information concerning sectional reactions to national trends
which help this Mission in forming a comprehensive picture of the German political situation.”1 At the end of 1939, Alexander Kirk, chargé
d’affaires ad interim at the American embassy in Berlin, gave his consuls
a good grade—literally, because the embassy had developed a system of
six grades that rated the political reports it received. Throughout 1939
Frankfurt Consul General Emil Sauer had been the most productive with
forty-one submissions. However, “some of Mr. Sauer’s reports are of a
very vague and discursive nature and depend for their material upon the
Frankfurter Zeitung. . . .” Kirk criticized the fact that Sauer did not get
more politically relevant information out of the business community of
the city. Equally frankly, he criticized Cologne Consul General Alfred W.
Klieforth: Although with thirty-two submissions Klieforth, too, was an
ardent writer, his reports suffered from overly subjective viewpoints and
“a lack of critical insight.” Kirk also noted the lack of information on the
Catholics in the Rhineland. Sauer’s colleague from Stuttgart fared much
better: Consul General Samuel W. Honaker received the top rating of
“excellent” no fewer than four times. “In addition to being opportune, his
reports indicate a comprehension of local opinion and its relation to
national events and furthermore are always extremely readable. . . .” Well
received were also Vice Consul Stephen B. Vaughan’s reports from Breslau, not least because “[t]he Embassy was favorably impressed by Mr.
Vaughan’s initiative in traveling to many points in his consular district
for information as well as by his evaluations and powers of observation.”2
In the early 1930s, the State Department maintained Consulates General in Berlin, Frankfurt, Hamburg, and Munich. Consulates existed in
Bremen, Breslau, Cologne, Dresden, Leipzig, and Stuttgart. After the GerGHI BULLETIN NO. 39 (FALL 2006)
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man annexation of Austria in March 1938, the Consulate General in Vienna also came under the supervision of the Berlin office, and in the fall
of 1939 Breslau was closed and an American consulate opened in Königsberg in East Prussia instead. Until July 1941, when all American consulates were ordered closed by the German government, the regular reporting of its consuls helped the embassy in Berlin and the State Department
in Washington gain insight into a broad range of political, social, and
economic aspects of life in Nazi Germany. The United States could then
adjust its policies accordingly.3 The consuls transmitted publicly available information from German newspapers or official reports as well as
information that was acquired informally in personal conversations, from
confidential letters, or through observations on the spot. They did not
give policy recommendations but were certainly encouraged to include
their own evaluations of the material. Whereas some of the reports consisted of just a page or two and included information on a particular
problem or event, others were twenty or thirty pages long and discussed
fundamental questions of German politics and society.
Today the American consular reports form a treasure trove of uncensored information on the “Third Reich” that so far has been largely ignored by historians.4 In comprehensively analyzing the reports for the
first time, the GHI joins forces with the Forschungsstelle für Zeitgeschichte in Hamburg (FZH) and contributes to its comparative research
project “Foreign Views on the ‘Third Reich.’”5 Under the guidance of
FZH director Axel Schildt and research fellow Frank Bajohr, a dozen
international historians will tap into the reports of consuls from twelve
different countries to shed new light on the character of German society
in this period, the perception of Nazi politics in the different regions of
Germany, and the extent to which its population supported Hitler. More
than twenty years after the ground-breaking publication on everyday life
in Bavaria in the Nazi period by Martin Broszat and the Munich Institut
für Zeitgeschichte, there is still no scholarly consensus on these questions,
as recent publications by Peter Longerich, Götz Aly, Robert Gellately, Ian
Kershaw, and many others have shown.6
The sources that have been used so far to assess public opinion and
public morale in Germany all have their limitations and shortcomings.
Published memoirs, personal diaries, and collections of letters are available in large numbers, but their range is limited to the experiences of
individuals, and information usually cannot immediately be crossreferenced. Editions of confidential situation reports [Lageberichte] of the
German secret police and other official institutions have a broader scope
but suffer from the fact that these sources have been generated by the
perpetrators themselves. Even though they were supposed to offer the
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political leadership accurate insight into what everyday Germans were
really thinking and talking about, the way the secret police gathered and
processed this information calls for caution when using it for scholarship.7 A critical stance is also necessary in dealing with the several thousand pages of reports the Social Democratic Party published from exile in
the 1930s on the situation in Germany.8 Lastly, newspaper coverage by
foreign correspondents probably comes closest to the consular reports in
terms of a broad and well-informed perspective on German events, but
due to its public nature, foreign journalists had to take into account
possible repercussions by the Nazis, thus limiting the journalists’ freedom.9
By focusing broadly on foreign consular reporting from Germany, the
Hamburg project attempts to introduce new sources into the scholarly
discussion and to open new paths of interpretation. There are already
examples of critical editions and studies that have successfully utilized
diplomatic and consular reports in a similar way for other time periods
and historiographical questions.10 The project of the Forschungsstelle,
however, is unique in its scope. It will include several European states:
France, Italy, Great Britain, Sweden, Denmark, Poland, Switzerland, and
the Netherlands. It will also examine the United States and Japan. In
addition to Costa Rica, one more country from Latin America will be
selected later. This list has been designed to cover allies of the Nazi
regime, neutral states, and states with which Germany went to war after
1939.
Today most research on foreign policy and international relations
takes into account the importance of mutual perceptions of states, governments, and their representatives, as well as the influence of public
opinion and other “soft” factors outside the focus of traditional political
historiography. Historians who are interested in ideas, images, and perceptions and their consequences for policy decisions have become increasingly aware of the methodological challenges involved. Every form
of perception is selective and depends on many hidden factors, and the
American consular reports in the end come down to individual perceptions and the processing and aggregation of these perceptions in writing.11 Consuls may have genuinely attempted to report truthfully and
inform their superiors as well as possible, but the institutional setting of
the reports already constituted a first element of distortion. Varying personal interests and different levels of acquaintance with the situation in
Germany further influenced their findings. The limits of their contacts,
usually focused on local elites in the bigger cities, affected their judgment.
Established images of Germany and prejudices between peoples also
came into play.12 Obviously, the information in the consular reports cannot simply be taken at face value. The “alien” view of trained diplomats
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may be revealing in many particular cases, but generally the observations
of the consuls were not more “objective” or “neutral” and pose as many
interpretive challenges as the confidential German sources. On the other
hand, the availability of the German documents and additional materials
such as diaries will greatly facilitate the “reality test” (Niedhart) of the
American perceptions.
This project aims to produce a collection of substantial scholarly articles that will summarize and analyze the consular reports for each country with a special focus on consensus and dissent in the Volksgemeinschaft
and on the persecution of the Jews. In a second step, a selection of the
original documents will be published, most likely in a digital format, to
make them available for further research. The American component is in
part set up as a trial run. Depending on its results, it may help clarify
research strategies for the other countries.

II.
In the 1930s, the American embassy in Berlin certainly had far-reaching
opportunities to observe Nazi politics from up close and to gather public
and confidential information, even though Ambassador William E. Dodd,
who held the post from July 1933 until the end of 1937, is largely considered to have been ineffective.13 The embassy was well aware of the
additional opportunities its network of consulates throughout Germany
offered. With ten posts, this network was not as extensive as it had been
up until World War I, when many smaller consulates closed and never
reopened. Nevertheless, it could still facilitate a steady stream of information on regional and local developments in Germany.14 The embassy
and in turn the State Department welcomed and at times actively commissioned reports from its consuls.
Since the turn of the century, a series of reforms had professionalized
the American foreign service and had brought about “the triumph of
careerism over amateurism.”15 President Theodore Roosevelt had taken
the first steps toward replacing the spoils system with appointments
based on merit and proven qualification. Trade issues and—after 1914—
the new demands World War I brought upon American diplomats accelerated the changes.16 Heated debates in the State Department revolved
around opportunities of promotion in the service and adequate salaries
for diplomats. Politicians and the public alike discussed the outdated
schism between the political responsibilities of diplomats and the purely
economic and administrative tasks of the consuls. Finally, the social composition of the service gave reason for concern. Consuls were reasonably
paid, were not necessarily based in expensive cities, and were not expected to engage in extensive socializing. By the early 1920s, consuls
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typically had a middle-class background and could come from any region
of the United States. They had attended public schools and college,
though they rarely had an Ivy League education. They were “keen,
highly-trained, and efficient to the last degree,” and their work yielded
concrete results. Ambassadors, however, basically needed to be financially independent to fulfill their duties. More than 60 percent had graduated from Harvard, Yale, or Princeton, and more than 75 percent came
from the New England and Middle Atlantic regions of the United States.
The general public tended to view them as upper-class snobs who were
alienated from and not representative of a democratic society.17
The various initiatives, suggestions, and criticisms culminated in the
Rogers Act of 1924. This removed the career barrier between diplomatic
and consular services and combined the two into one personnel system
without fully fusing them. Proponents of the bill hoped for more practical
sense and economic expertise in the embassies when consular officers
received the opportunity to serve under ambassadors, and for more diplomatic skills in sensitive consular posts. The consular service benefited
from the reforms primarily in terms of prestige and opportunities for
promotion. The Hoover and Roosevelt administrations supported the
consular interpretation of the Rogers Act, which stressed interchangeability on the personnel level and assigned a greater role to the consuls in the
conduct of American foreign affairs.18 In addition to their traditional
tasks—looking after the economic interests of the United States, issuing
passports, assisting American citizens in need, and issuing visas to foreigners—by the 1930s, political reporting had become an accepted responsibility of consular officers. Some viewed this as an opportunity to
qualify for prestigious diplomatic positions. Others may have seen it as a
burden and a distraction from their administrative functions.19 With the
ever-growing number of visa applicants after 1933, these functions
strained the resources of the consulates in Europe anyway.
A look at the diverse social, educational, and professional background of the American consuls serving in Germany in the 1930s shows
that as a group they were well-qualified and in some ways probably even
better suited as political observers than the career officers at the embassy.20 Carlton B. Hurst, consul at Bremen and later Breslau, held a
Ph.D. from the University of Tübingen. Berlin consul Raymond H. Geist
had received a Ph.D. from Harvard in 1918. Orsen N. Nielsen, consul
general at Munich in 1939, apparently wealthy and for a while one of
Washington’s “most eligible bachelors,” had been a student at the University of Berlin. Emil Sauer, consul general at Frankfurt, Alfred R.
Thomson, consul general at Dresden from 1935 to 1940, and Leonard G.
Dawson, who served as consul at Munich for two years beginning in
1933, had all joined the foreign service after working for other federal
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agencies.21 Ralph C. Busser in Leipzig, John G. Erhardt, consul general at
Hamburg from 1933 to 1937, and his successor Wilbur Keblinger held
law degrees, but Keblinger had also worked as a journalist. Douglas
Jenkins, consul general in Berlin as of 1934, had an almost identical professional background, with experience in law and journalism. Arminius
T. Haeberle at Dresden had been a school teacher, Leon Dominian, consul
general at Stuttgart in the first half of the 1930s, was a geologist, Edward
A. Dow, in charge of the Leipzig office from 1939 to 1941, came from the
real estate and insurance business, and George A. Makinson, Sauer’s
predecessor at Frankfurt, had a technical background.
Even if they had not spent time at German universities as Hurst and
Nielsen had, many of the other consuls were well acquainted with the
country after having served for years at different posts throughout Germany. Haeberle held the appointment at Dresden from 1925 until his
retirement in 1936. John E. Kehl had served at Stettin around the turn of
the century, and beginning in 1921 held successive appointments at Berlin, Breslau, and Stuttgart before becoming consul general at Hamburg in
1929. Alfred W. Klieforth, consul general at Cologne, had spent the second half of the 1920s in Berlin. Sauer had been at the Cologne post from
1915 to 1917 and again from 1919 to 1925. Others could rely on pre-war
experience as well: Busser had been assigned to Erfurt before the war,
Makinson had worked at the Berlin and Sorau offices from 1908 to 1914,
and Thomson had been a consul in Berlin from 1912 to 1914.
Unfortunately, only George S. Messersmith, consul general in Berlin
until 1934, seems to have left papers that are available for research. This
collection has been used in many projects on German-American relations
in the 1930s.22 So far we have not succeeded in tracking down additional
collections, not even for Raymond H. Geist, the long-time Berlin consul,
influential “trouble-shooter” and “most widely-known American official
in Germany,” as the New York Times characterized him in 1939.23 With
the exception of a collection of letters published by Alfred Thomson’s
wife Marion that contains little of value on his time in Dresden, there are
no memoirs or other published documents by the consuls that could
provide background on their service in Germany.24 There also seems to
be no research on the consular offices so far.25 This will add to the difficulties in determining whether variations in their reporting in terms of
frequency, topics, and evaluations were the result of different personal
attitudes, different work conditions at the consulates, or differences in the
flow of information between larger and well-connected cities such as
Hamburg or Frankfurt and more provincial posts such as Breslau. The
lack of biographical or institutional research and additional sources will
also hamper any discussion of the intellectual origins of their interpretations and their “image” of Germany.
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Access to the consular reports themselves is also more complicated
than one would expect because with minor exceptions for the American
consulates in Bremen and Cologne, all other original consular papers
from Germany for the 1930s are lost.26 The same is true for the records of
the American embassy in Berlin, which were destroyed in a fire during
the war.27 Therefore, the fall-back collection has to be the State Department records in the National Archives at College Park, Maryland, which
contain all reports sent from Berlin and some of those from the other
consulates.28 Since 1910, the State Department filed all documents in an
elaborate decimal system that assigned each document a number identifying it by topic, the country involved, and the date. Even though consular reports from Germany can be found in several subseries, by far the
most relevant subseries for this project is 862: “Germany, Internal Affairs,” which is also available on microfilm.29 Its subdivisions cover the
broadest possible range of topics: from overviews of the domestic political situation to matters of justice, public health, the military, race relations, religion, education, transportation, and the press. Almost half of the
material is devoted to economic and financial topics.30
As has been mentioned before, so far the consular reports as a whole
have not figured prominently in historical research. In the early 1980s, the
reports by George Messersmith, Raymond Geist, and Ambassador Dodd
on the Olympic Games in Berlin in 1936 became the topic of two short
articles.31 Given the importance of economic aspects in American international relations in the 1930s, it is no surprise that Messersmith’s analyses of the German economic situation and the consequences of Hitler’s
ascent to power also have been featured in several studies. Messersmith
had a keen eye for the problems of German-American economic relations
and strongly supported American interests in trade issues. His expectations that economic necessities would force Hitler to soften his political
positions or would lead to an early downfall of the regime, however,
proved to be wrong.32
Messersmith’s reports on the violence in the early months of the Nazi
regime and the antisemitic movement in Germany have received considerable attention from his biographers.33 The actions of the Hitler government caused public and political concern in the United States almost from
the beginning, and in March 1933 the State Department requested the first
comprehensive report on the situation. It was authored by Messersmith,
and several more extensive memoranda would follow.34 A few years ago,
Richard Breitman reevaluated the work by Messersmith and Consul Geist
on the situation of the Jews, both of whom supplemented their reports
with additional letters to government officials in Washington. Breitman
concluded that both men clearly saw the extent of the anti-Jewish actions
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by the regime, but also distinguished between the Nazis and the German
people and may have underestimated popular antisemitism.35
The perception and evaluation of German antisemitism and the danger for Jews—which Messersmith and Geist in Berlin both took seriously—should have had consequences for U.S. visa policies, but this was
not the case. State Department and foreign service officials alike upheld
the restrictive regulations of the 1920s and early 1930s.36 In Germany only
the American consuls in Berlin, Hamburg, Stuttgart, and, after 1938, Vienna had the authority to grant immigration visas. The Israeli historian
Bat-Ami Zucker has done extensive research on these “‘gate-keepers’
who held the key to freedom and safety” and paints a generally unfavorable picture of the consuls.37 Zucker strongly criticizes the restrictive
handling of the immigration laws in the 1930s, the unwillingness to overcome bureaucratic hurdles in the interest of humanitarian help, and the
lack of compassion for the victims of racial and political persecution in
the Third Reich. “Though the consuls by no means acted uniformly, the
overall results . . . indicated a clear preference for delay or denial of immigration visas, frequently for no substantial reason.”38 For Zucker, this
included Messersmith, who championed a restrictive application of the
immigration laws throughout his tenure in Berlin, Vienna, and later at the
State Department.39
Zucker blames a deeply rooted antisemitism in the foreign service
and in American society in general that had gained ground in the 1920s
and led to ever-stricter and racially biased immigration policies.40 In the
economic crisis of the early 1930s, consuls were ordered to rigorously
apply the so-called “LPC clause” and to refuse visas to anyone who was
“likely to become a public charge.” This policy was relaxed slightly in
early 1937 but basically remained in effect until the war. It proved disastrous for many refugees who could not obtain affidavits or whose documents were considered insufficient.41

III.
After 1933 the situation of the Jews in Germany became a key issue in the
reports of the consuls, and Messersmith’s and Geist’s memoranda certainly deserve the attention they have received in the literature so far.
However, as has been indicated above, the range of topics addressed by
the consuls was much greater. The following examples are intended to
offer a first glimpse at the full scope of the project and the types of
information and evaluations the reports contain.
Given the traditional responsibility of the consulates in economic and
trade issues, it comes as no surprise that they continued to be of crucial
importance in the reporting after 1933. The consuls did their best to pool
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information on German economic policies, the response from the business world, and the complicated organizational structures that emerged
under the Nazi regime.42
At the end of 1935, Raymond Geist undertook a broad review of the
German economic situation and tried to assess the political consequences.
Geist focused on the export losses and the passive trade balance of the
country, the danger of inflation, and the volatile status of the German
currency. He hinted at tensions between the “unorthodox” economic
ideas on public works programs within the party and the concepts of
Hjalmar Schacht, president of the Reichsbank, and Finance Minister
Count von Schwerin-Krosigk, both of whom favored private industrial
initiatives.43
In terms of politics, Geist distinuished between the bureaucracy, the
army, and industrial circles, which he considered all predominantly conservative. The Nazi party was unified by antisemitism and a “constant
state of aggression,” in need of “an ever present object of attack.” It was
also characterized by strong but undefined socialist tendencies. The labor
classes by now had lost confidence in the socialism of the Nazi party and
strongly rejected its antisemitism. In fact, according to Geist, antisemitism
was “a barrier which prevents union between the members of the old
socialistic parties and those of the Nazi movement.” Over the summer
and fall of 1935, the “Schacht-Schwerin-Seldte group” had come under
pressure, whereas the “Goebbels-Streicher-Rosenberg group” had considerably gained in prestige, a fact that caused concern in the business
world. “Among the broad masses there is growing indifference regarding
the pathos-propaganda of the Party and a real bitterness on account of
mounting cost of living, the large deductions for Party purposes from
wages which are already inadequate, and the long hours (ten- to twelvehour shifts) in the factories. . . .” Even though an economic collapse of the
country was not imminent, Geist expected a major crisis in the future, and
closed with thoughts on who could take over the political leadership of
the country. In his opinion, no single group—neither the army, the
churches, industry, nor the labor movement—was capable of such a step.
“In this sense Germany today is identical with Adolph [sic] Hitler, as is
sometimes openly proclaimed by ecstatic Party members. There is no
longer chance of any organic change in the regime. Whoever may be the
new participants in any future constellation[,] the basis will remain that
created by Hitler. . . .”44
Other reports paid even more attention to unrest or resistance against
economic measures of the regime. In July 1935, Berlin Consul General
Douglas Jenkins forwarded information on a plan by Hjalmar Schacht to
establish an export subsidy fund of one billion marks with mandatory
contributions from the different industries. Jenkins pointed out that the
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reaction among businesses had been “extremely unfavorable” and so far
only the iron and sugar beet industries had paid their share.45 In early
1936, Consul Klieforth submitted a report from Cologne on a meeting
between regional government leaders and business representatives: “the
first instance in this district that has come to my attention of a definite and
organized registration of dissatisfaction on the part of industry with the
authorities, especially with respect to governmental interference in business and the Jewish program.”46
Another important topic the Americans followed closely was the
“Kirchenkampf,” the conflict between the regime and the Catholic and
Protestant churches. Ambassador Dodd and his consuls sent a steady
stream of detailed memoranda to Washington.47 Initially it was the attempt by the regime to gain control of the Protestant churches that caught
their attention. In August 1933, Consul Geist wrote a comprehensive
report on the appointment of a head commissioner for the Prussian Protestant churches and the subsequent “storm of protest from the great
masses of the clergy as well as from the majority of those who have
always taken active interest in church matters.”48 He described the activities of the “German Christians,” the spearhead of the “National Socialist onslaught on the Protestant Churches,” and President Paul von
Hindenburg’s plea for restraint in religious matters in a letter to Hitler
from July 1933. Geist interpreted the new constitution of the unified
Protestant church that was ratified in July of that year as a document that,
even though basically of Lutheran character, acknowledged the existence
of other forms of Protestantism in Germany. It was, however, at odds
with the centuries-old tradition of regionalism and the strong identification of German Protestants with their state church. Geist pointed out that
the new constitution did not create an official church, guaranteed Protestant independence, and contained no clause excluding non-Aryans.
However, he did not expect this to last. Under the new organizational
scheme it already was easier for the Nazi regime to deal with Protestants
and to utilize the church in their educational campaigns. Geist also foresaw a major conflict between the regime and all Christian denominations
over the anticipated racial and eugenic marriage laws. The quasireligious character of the National Socialist movement would inevitably
lead to attempts to supplant or at least diminish the Protestant and Catholic churches. On the one hand Geist had faith in the ministers in this
struggle, asserting that “only under coercion will the majority of the
clergy teach the fanatical racial doctrines of the National Socialists” and
citing examples of open resistance from the pulpit in northern Germany
and Berlin. On the other hand he acknowledged that under the current
dire economic circumstances the fear of losing his position could easily
force a minister “to act directly contrary to his conscience.”49
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The Berlin reports were corroborated by information from the regions. In April 1935 Stuttgart consul Honaker shed light on the situation
in Württemberg and Baden.50 He described in detail the conservative
attitude of the church in Württemberg, a stronghold of the Confessing
Church; the role of the popular state bishop Theophil Wurm, who would
gain fame openly criticizing the terror of the regime in the 1940s; and the
massive internal conflicts among the Protestants in the years 1933 and
1934.
Beginning in the mid-1930s, tensions also escalated between the state
and the Catholic church. In the face of rising outrage in Congress, the
State Department let it be known that its European experts were keeping
a close eye on the situation.51 In April 1937, J. Webb Benton from the
Bremen consulate pointed out how harmful the actions of the regime
were: “A large proportion of the younger generation of Catholics in this
part of the country, appreciating no doubt many of the benefits that
National Socialism has brought to Germany, were at first heart and soul
with the movement. Now, largely as a result of the continued attacks on
religion, they are disillusioned, sick at heart and absolutely opposed to
the present government.” Benton emphasized that the constant political
pressure had been leading to a rapprochement of the two major denominations in northern Germany. Pope Pius XII’s critical encyclical “With
Burning Sorrow” on the situation of the church in Germany had advanced this process. Benton recounted incidents of religious defiance: At
a local Catholic church after mass the priest had been confronted in the
vestry by state officials who forcibly confiscated his copy of the papal
encyclical. The priest did not hesitate to make this immediately known to
his congregation. A shop owner in Oldenburg found his window display
of religious books painted with graffiti reading “No one should believe
this rubbish.” After failing to get help from the authorities, he simply
exchanged the bibles for Hitler’s Mein Kampf—and got his window
cleaned.52
American consuls did not just keep their superiors informed about
general political, economic, and social developments in Germany. The
Leipzig consulate, for example, also sent extensive reports on the trial of
the Bulgarian communist Georgi Dimitroff, accused of being one of the
masterminds behind the fire that destroyed the German Reichstag in
February 1933, and on the massive pogrom of Reichskristallnacht of November 1938. In October 1940, Leipzig Vice Consul Paul M. Dutko reported on mysterious death notices in the local newspapers. Further inquiry through personal contacts revealed “fantastic and gruesome”
circumstances. Rumor had it that in the Castle of Grafeneck in Württemberg mental patients were either given lethal injections or were used as
test subjects for medical and weapons research. Similar things appeared
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to be going on in Hartheim near Linz. Within two weeks no less than
twenty-two of the death notices had been in the papers. Dutko reported
that “[t]he inhabitants of Leipzig are not only shocked beyond description, but are genuinely perturbed and stricken with a fear of the farreaching consequences of this horrible affair. A feeling of horror and
complete insecurity of life has begun to set in.” Because of the attention
they aroused, the vice consul expected the public notices soon to be
repressed.53 Additional reports on the killings and on the protest of
Bishop Wurm reached the embassy later from Stuttgart and Munich.54
Whereas the Messersmith reports from 1933 and Dutko’s observations in Leipzig are examples of consuls being fully aware of and reporting on the criminal character of the regime, not all reports demonstrate
the same level of insight into the implications of Nazi measures, and not
all consuls tried to verify information they received from government
officials. Hamburg Vice Consul Malcolm C. Burke’s report on the “Sterilization of the Unfit in Hamburg” from October 1934, for example, was
entirely based on an interview with an anonymous “Public Health Officer” and contained mostly legal, procedural, and statistical information.
Its tone is markedly more reserved than the sharp criticism of the sterilization law of 1933 by Ambassador Dodd at the same time. Apparently
Burke found little reason to doubt the “conservative spirit” of the measure. He pointed out however that to his knowledge, of the more than
nine hundred people who had been sterilized in Hamburg to date, about
four-fifths were mentally incapable of understanding the issue.55
Vice Consul W. Ware Adams’s visit to the labor camps at Papenburg
in the Ems-Moorland in 1935 resulted in an even more problematic report.56 Even though Adams briefly pointed out that the “worst-run institutions would naturally not be exhibited to foreigners,” his observations were uncritical and at times almost apologetic. He was impressed
by the “value of the work being accomplished” in land reclamation, and
assured his superiors that “[a]ll of those now held in the colony are duly
convicted criminals, selected from prisons and penitentiaries in other
parts of the country for their fitness for outdoor labor.” He filed this
report at a time when the famous pacifist Carl von Ossietzky was languishing in the nearby Esterwegen camp.57 Adams’s description of the
barracks and the common rooms as “all furnished with modern equipment, . . . all well aired and lighted, with high ceilings and many windows” and “connected by neat paths of pebbles or cinders” evokes a
vacation camp. Lectures, concerts, and sports activities, shared by prisoners and guards alike, took place to boost morale. “The entire camps
appeared to be remarkably clean and comfortable for temporary quarters. . . . The prisoners appeared to be well-nourished, healthy, and
clean.” After three days, Adams left with exactly the “favorable impres90
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sion” that officials of the Ministry of Justice, among them the infamous
later Nazi judge Roland Freisler, had hoped to create when they approved the tour.

IV.
The examples presented here show the potential and the challenges of
this research project on American consular reporting from Germany during the Third Reich. The memoranda reveal what the consuls knew about
the strengths and weaknesses of the regime, about the public perception
and discussion of Nazi policies, and about concrete events—from the
burning of the Reichstag in February 1933 to the outbreak of World War
II and the first two years of the war—as well as how they interpreted their
findings. They also shed some light on what was only vaguely known or
remained hidden even to careful observers. But the reports also need to
be contextualized: Background information on trends and events described must be included and an understanding of the general line of
interpretation of the individual consuls is necessary. Detailed knowledge
of their relationship to German politics and culture would be helpful but
is often not possible due to the lack of sources. The interpretation of
individual reports will, however, benefit from a comparative approach:
Information and interpretations will be compared to other American (and
German) reports on the same topic, to reports on other topics from the
same consulate or consul, and, at a later stage when the international
project of the Hamburger Forschungsstelle has made progress, to reports
from other foreign consuls.
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