
Francia-Recensio 2010/4
19./20. Jahrhundert – Histoire contemporaine

Uwe Gerrens, Rüdiger Schleicher. Leben zwischen Staatsdienst und 
Verschwörung, Gütersloh (Gütersloher Verlagshaus) 2009, 254 S., ISBN 978-3-
579-08037-6, EUR 19,95.

rezensiert von/compte rendu rédigé par
Barry A. Jackisch, Fort Wayne, IN

It is perhaps surprising that after decades of scholarly work and hundreds of books and articles 

covering various aspects of resistance in the Third Reich that the figure of Rüdiger Schleicher has thus 

far escaped systematic treatment. That is certainly no longer the case with Uwe Gerrens’ nuanced and 

readable study of this lesser-known member of the German resistance. While this is first and foremost 

a biography, Gerrens deserves praise for placing the details of Schleicher’s personal life within the 

broader context of modern German history and the nightmare of Hitler’s dictatorship. As a result, 

Gerrens has not only introduced his readers to the life and death of Rüdiger Schleicher, but has also 

produced an important contribution to the historiography of the German resistance.

Schleicher was born in 1895 in Stuttgart as the first of four sons into a well-established Württemburg 

family. As Gerrens argues, Schleicher’s childhood, youth, education, and his later military service were 

stamped by the ethos and traditions of Imperial Germany. After receiving a severe leg wound in his 

first battle in 1914, Schleicher took months to recover and served out the remainder of the war in 

Germany while beginning his studies in law at the University of Tübingen. Between 1916 and 1919 

Schleicher’s political loyalties also emerged. Deeply influenced by the progressive liberal ideas of 

Friedrich Naumann, Schleicher eventually joined the German Democratic Party (DDP) in the Weimar 

Republic. Like most of his contemporaries, Schleicher was deeply disturbed by the disorder of the 

revolutionary upheaval following Germany’s defeat in World War One. Nonetheless, Gerrens 

describes how Schleicher adjusted to the new republican system and came to support it. 

Schleicher’s life changed in profound ways during the Weimar Republic. One of the strengths of 

Gerrens’ study is his detailed treatment of Schleicher’s personal and professional development in the 

period between 1918 and 1933. It was during this time that Schleicher’s legal career flourished. In 

1922 he took up a civil service post in the Ministry of Transportation in Berlin and in 1923 he 

completed his important doctoral dissertation on the topic of international air traffic law. While in Berlin, 

Schleicher also developed a close relationship with the Bonhoeffer family and eventually married 

Ursula, the fourth child of Karl and Paula Bonhoeffer. Together the couple had one son and three 

daughters. Schleicher’s continued close ties to the Bonheoffer family would have a profound influence 

on his later life and career in the Third Reich. In the Weimar Republic’s final years, Schleicher held 

posts in the German Foreign Office and also the Ministry for Travel. In each of these posts, Schleicher 

sharpened his legal experience and applied his particular expertise in the area of air travel and 

international law.

Hitler’s seizure of power in 1933 disturbed Schleicher’s close circle of friends and relatives. However, 

Lizenzhinweis: Dieser Beitrag unterliegt der Creative-Commons-Lizenz Namensnennung-Keine kommerzielle Nutzung-Keine 
Bearbeitung (CC-BY-NC-ND), darf also unter diesen Bedingungen elektronisch benutzt, übermittelt, ausgedruckt und zum 
Download bereitgestellt werden. Den Text der Lizenz erreichen Sie hier: http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/de

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/de


as Gerrens points out, there are no direct sources from Schleicher concerning his personal views of 

Hitler or the Nazi Party in the years between 1933 and 1939. While Gerrens admits the methodological 

problems with this source gap, it does leave the reader wishing for a stronger source base for this 

crucial period. Faced with this challenge, Gerrens turns to other notes, recollections, and sources from 

Schleicher’s extended circle of colleagues and family members to fill in his account of this period. 

Supposedly out of career ›necessity‹, Schleicher joined the NSDAP in May 1933. Although his friends 

and family members later recalled his personal struggle with this decision, the move enabled him to 

advance his career in the Nazi state in significant ways. He was appointed to the Reich Air Travel 

Ministry and although he sought to focus on civilian air issues, his official responsibilities became 

increasingly tied to military affairs and the Luftwaffe as Germany remilitarized. This early career 

success did not last, however. Only months before Germany’s invasion of Poland, Schleicher was 

demoted as a result of his conflict with Hermann Göring and others over respect for international law 

and the Hague Conventions. He received an advisory post in the General Air Office (Allgemeines 

Luftamt) and also an honorary professorship in air travel law.

Schleicher’s path to arrest and eventual execution as a member of the resistance took shape in the 

context of total war and increasing concern about crimes committed by German forces. Gerrens 

asserts that as a self-professed liberal, Schleicher was somewhat of an anomaly in the broader 

context of the so-called »bourgeois« or »conservative« resistance to Hitler. Nonetheless, he had ties 

to many prominent figures of these resistance circles and was identified as a key transitional leader of 

Germany’s air ministry in the event of a successful coup against Hitler in July 1944. On 4 October 

1944 Schleicher was arrested in connection with this plot and taken to the Lehrter Straße prison in 

Berlin. In early February 1945, Schleicher, along with his alleged co-conspirators Klaus Bonhoeffer, 

Hans John, Hans Kloß, and Friedrich Justis Perels, came before the so-called »People’s Court« 

(Volksgerichtshof) led by Roland Freisler. The court quickly returned a guilty verdict and a death 

sentence for all of the accused except Hans Kloß. Frantic attempts by Ursula Schleicher and other 

family members and colleagues to forestall Schleicher’s execution failed. In the night of 22 April, only 

days before Germany’s total surrender to the Allies, Rüdiger Schleicher and several others were 

gunned down on the street by the SS.

Uwe Gerrens’ compelling account of Rüdiger Schleicher’s life and death is an important contribution to 

the history of the German resistance. However, it also suffers somewhat from the same source 

problems that plague other biographies of leading resistance figures. Gerrens openly addresses the 

lack of primary sources for the period after 1933 in his introduction (p. 10–12). Yet in spite of this 

acknowledgment, the reader is left with questions about Schleicher’s own opinions concerning the 

Nazi regime that cannot be fully answered with second-hand testimony. For example, Gerrens cites 

Schleicher’s son Hans-Walther who claimed that his father remarked at the time of Hitler’s 

appointment as chancellor: »That means war!« (p. 91). Nonetheless, this apparently unequivocal 

opposition did not stop Schleicher from joining the NSDAP months later in May 1933, even if only out 

of the supposed desire for career advancement. While the rest of his training, political opinions, and 
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religious views seem to confirm his overtly critical view of the Nazi regime, the lack of direct primary 

sources for this crucial period makes Schleicher’s personal motivations nearly impossible to discern 

completely. 

In spite of these challenges, Uwe Gerrens has done as much as his source base allowed him to do. 

Therefore, barring the appearance of significant new primary sources, this book will likely remain the 

definitive study of Rüdiger Schleicher for years to come.

Lizenzhinweis: Dieser Beitrag unterliegt der Creative-Commons-Lizenz Namensnennung-Keine kommerzielle Nutzung-Keine 
Bearbeitung (CC-BY-NC-ND), darf also unter diesen Bedingungen elektronisch benutzt, übermittelt, ausgedruckt und zum 
Download bereitgestellt werden. Den Text der Lizenz erreichen Sie hier: http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/de

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/de

