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INTRODUCTION 

Gustav Noske was one of the most controversial 

political figures in post-World War I Germany. As a trade-

unionist newspaper editor, and Reichstag delegate, he was 

instrumental in moving the German Social Democratic Party 

toward the political right. As a member of the 1919 German 

revolutionary council, and later as a cabinet minister, he 

was influential in the creation of the German Republic. 

It was, however, his conduct during the political and 

social upheaval following World War I that focused world

wide interest on him. During the sailors' mutiny and in

cipient revolution at Kiel, Noske restored order and helped 

prevent the spread of rebellion to the rest of Germany. In 

Berlin during the radical uprising of January 1919, he was 

successful in stemming the tide of Bolshevik-style revolu

tion. Yet these results proved costly. For his use of the 

forces of reactionary German militarism in preventing a 

German revolution, Noske was condemned by the radical 

leftist political parties. His own party's wrath, however, 

fell on Noske following the German Republic's near destruc

tion by right-wing militarists during the Kapp-Liittwitz 

Putsch of March 1920. Because of Noske's past support of 



these same military forces, the Social Democrats insisted 

upon his resignation as Defense Minister. This action was 

taken despite Noske's long, devoted service to German 

Social Democracy, and to the end of his life he felt be

trayed not only by the military, but also by his own party 

This thesis will therefore illustrate the development of 

Gustav Noske's political philosophy, and offer an account 

and assessment of his actions during 1918-1920. The paper 

takes specific note of the way Noske was influenced 

by: (1) the lack of a democratically-minded Republican 

guard, and (2) the chaotic conditions in revolutionary 

Germany which required him to take quick and forceful 

measures. 

While most general accounts of the revolutionary 

period in German history mention Noske's participation, 

none focuses in detail on his attitudes toward the events 

and people of these years. Only Ulrich Czisnik has 

written a biography, but its brevity and lack of extensive 

research limit its usefulness. The other major works 

2 
concerning Noske are his memoirs which, while valuable 

Ulrich Czisnik, Gustav Noske: Fin sozialdemo-
kratischer Staatsmann (Gflttingen: Musterschmidt Verlag, 
1969) . 

2 
Gustav Noske, Erlebtes aus Aufstieg und Niedergang 

einer Demokratie (Offenbach a. M.: Bollwerk-Verlag Karl 
Drott, 1947); Gustav Noske, Von Kiel bis Kapp: Zur 
Geschichte der deutschen Revolution (Berlin: Verlag fiir 
Politik und Wirtschaft, 1920). 



as primary sources, tend to be self-serving. There being 

no definitive biography of Gustav Noske, this thesis will 

serve to increase the knowledge about, and understanding of, 

an important German statesman. 



CHAPTER I 

BEGINNINGS 

Gustav Noske was born 9 July 1868 in the industrial 

town of Brandenburg, on the river Havel, then about thirty 

miles southwest of Berlin. Both Noske's father and grand

father were textile v/eavers but, by the time Noske was 

born, his father had risen to a low-level supervisory 

position. The family's income, however, remained low and 

Frau Noske was obliged to work in the local cigar-making 

factories to supplement her husband's earnings. Noske's 

formal education was limited, mainly because he rebelled 

against the strict and authoritarian schoolmasters at the 

Volksschule he attended, and also because his work was 

needed to help support the family. At age fourteen he 

dropped out of school and began work as an apprentice 

weaver. It was a measure of his distaste for his school

boy years that, in later life, he could remember with 

fondness only one of his former teachers. 

Gustave Noske, Erlebtes aus Aufstieg und Nieder
gang einer Demokratie (Offenbach a. M.: Bollwerk-Verlag 
Karl Drott, 1947), pp. 1-2. 



Noske's first associations with working men at the 

textile mill developed in him a respect for labor and an 

admiration for the working-class, due chiefly to the indus

trious nature of the skilled Brandenburg weavers, who 

worked hard and rarely complained. As Noske's respect for 

his fellow workers grew, he began to distrust the unskilled 

workers who always complained about working conditions 

without making any effort to have them changed. 

By age seventeen Noske had become an expert basket 

2 

weaver. Soon, he also exhibited leadership in the workers' 

movement. In 1890, during worker unrest at a factory, 

Noske noticed that a union's ability to win pay raises 

increased dramatically when the union strike funds were 

sufficient to cover the expenses of a long work stoppage. 

Noske then persuaded the weavers' union to merge with the 

woodworkers' union and to pool funds. In his first effort 

at political writing, he drafted an open letter to the 

woodworkers' union journal, proposing that members increase 

their dues from fifteen pfennig to fifty pfennig a week. 

Noske's proposal made him the object of much abuse by the 

members of his own union, but in a vote of the membership 

the proposal passed. 

His early successful leadership in the trade unions 

led to Noske making a lifetime commitment to the German 

p 3 
Ibid., p. 8. Ibid., p. 11. 



workers' movement. Through his uncle, v/ho had been active 

in the early German socialist movement, Noske had become 

familiar with social democracy and had met several of 

Germany's leading socialists. He was well aware of the 

harsh working conditions in most factories, not only in 

Brandenburg, but also in Frankfurt am Main, where he had 

visited as a Wanderbursche (itinerant journeyman). As a 

youth, he had read the works of Ferdinand Lassalle, and 

later he participated in socialist discussion groups led 

by Ferdinand Ewald, the Brandenburg SPD (Sozialdemokratische 

Partei Deutschlands) Reichstag candidate. By age twenty-

five he was a party member and had begun working full time 

for the Brandenburg Social Democratic newspaper. In 1896, 

Noske went with Dr. Otto Braun to Kflnigsberg, East Prussia, 

as editorial assistant of the local SPD paper. In 1902, 

he moved with his wife and children to Chemnitz, Saxony, 

where he became editor-in-chief of the Social Democratic 

Volksstimme. Having achieved some notoriety as a news

paperman, Noske was persuaded by August Bebel, the SPD 

party chairman, to run for a vacant Reichstag seat in the 

1906 election. Noske won easily over his conservative 

opponent and became the Social Democratic delegate for the 
4 

sixteenth district in Saxony. A tall, spare man who 

Ibid., pp. 8-14, 18-21; Ulrich Czisnik, Gustav 
Noske: Ein sozialdemokratische Staatsmann (Gflttingen: 
Musterschmidt Verlag, 1969), pp. 10-12. 



usually dressed in a brown, rather baggy suit, with a cigar 

always in his mouth, Noske soon became a controversial 

figure in the Reichstag. It was not his dress, however, 

that offended many of his SPD colleagues, but his forceful 

espousal of Revisionist political philosophy. The clash 

with his ideological opponents was the beginning of the 

most important phase of Gustav Noske's life. 

The SPD of 1906 was plagued by factionalism. The 

party was divided into two main groups, the Radicals, who 

tended to follow strict internationalist policies and 

disavowed any cooperation with the German political Estab

lishment, and the Revisionists, who were led by Eduard 

Bernstein, the man considered by the Radicals to be the 

"distorter of Marx." Noske's affiliation with the Revi

sionists came early in his political career, since he 

followed their tendency to be optimistic about the future 

of the working-class in capitalist Germany. Noske was 

convinced that the necessary pre-conditions for the peace

ful growth of capitalism into a socialist society already 

were present in Germany and that any overt action leading 

to a violent revolution would be counter-productive. He 

also considered political accommodation with the bourgeois 

parties essential, since, in many elections, middle-class 

support was needed for victory. The Radical faction, on 

the other hand, was by and large convinced that the 

inevitable (and necessarily violent) proletarian 
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revolution was at hand. Many followers of the ideological 

left in the party recognized that German Social Democracy 

had evolved more sophisticated methods of achieving the 

workers' state, but they still tended to retain at least 

the option of armed struggle, an idea dismissed as impos

sible by the Revisionists. The left wing endorsed the 

view that true Social Democracy could not exist unless the 

German bourgeois state was destroyed. By 1906, Noske and 

most German socialists stood closer to the Revisionist 

wing than to the Radical faction. For some socialists, 

this lean to the right was contrary to their long-held 

ideological views. Yet men like August Bebel the party 

chairman, Eduard David, Friedrich Ebert, Philipp Scheide-

mann, and Gustav Noske, himself, none of whom could be 

accused of insensitivity to the plight of the working-class, 

discovered that pragmatic methods used to promote mass 

interest in the Social Democratic Party were more effective 

5 
than relying strictly on dogma. 

The victory of Revisionism within the SPD was the 

result of four factors: the expansion of party membership, 

the related growth of trade-unionism, the lack of 

5 
William Maehl, "The Triumph of Nationalism in the 

German Socialist Party on the Eve of the First World War," 
Journal of Modern History 24 (1952), pp. 21-22. Maehl in
cludes a discussion of a center faction, but by 1906 it 
had merged with the Revisionists. 



class-consciousness among the majority of German workers, 

and the vast expansion of German industry after 1890. The 

increase in party membership allowed for a wider range of 

political views and diluted the influence of the Radical 

membership. The rise of a trade-union movement in Germany 

also favored the right-wing faction since most German 

trade-unions, while proletarian in membership, were con

servative in politics, i.e., tending to preserve what had 

already been gained rather than risk a revolution. In a 

politically immature Germany, where the different elements 

of the middle-class were powerless against the monarchy 

and had not greatly influenced society or government, the 

German workers' movement was unable to develop an exclu

sively militant proletarian self-image. But the most 

effective damper on the early twentieth-century revolution

ary fires in Germany was the state of the economy. German 

capitalism was at the pinnacle of success and, compared to 

the rest of Europe, German workers' wages were above 

average. The high wages and relatively good working con

ditions tended to hold down radical influence in the mill, 

mine, and factory. 

Another major difference between the two factions 

of the SPD, and another contributing factor to Noske's 

joining the Revisionist wing of the party, was the issue 

^Ibid., pp. 23-27. 
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of German nationalism. The debate over nationalism, and 

its subdivisions of colonial policy and military affairs, 

was the keystone of Gustav Noske's party career. The 

division in the SPD over colonial policy reached a climax 

at the Stuttgart Congress of the Second Socialist Inter

national in 1907. The question for debate was the extent 

of the alleged deterioration of the working class's revo

lutionary spirit by an increased living standard based on 

colonial exploitation. The Radical position stated that, 

in reality, the worker's wages fell as his labor was used 

to support an inefficient colonial system. Noske and the 

Revisionist wing of the SPD contended that, while it was 

true that the benefits of German colonies for the working-

class were overstated, the holding of colonial possessions 

should not be rejected out of hand, i.e., colonialism 

could serve as a civilizing factor under future benevolent 

European socialist governments. Yet Noske's main objection 

to the Radicals was their lack of practical experience in 

colonial matters. Noske agreed with another spokesman for 

the Revisionist side, the former Dutch colonial officer 

van Kol, that no Radical newspapers had written extensively 

about colonial policy because there were no Radical news

papers had written extensively about colonial policy 

because there v/ere no Radical colonial experts, at least 

there was none who had firsthand experience in a colonial 



11 
7 

office. 

Noske's position at the Stuttgart Congress had 

evolved soon after the SPD's defeat in the preceding elec

tion in 1907. The election had been called by Chancellor 

Bernhard von Bulow after the SPD had severely criticized 

his colonial policy. Biilow wanted to punish the Social 

Democrats by denying them as many of their Reichstag seats 

as possible. The SPD entered the so-called "Hottentot 

Campaign" confident of victory: the party's organization 

was strong, and an increase in the working-class vote was 

expected. The German government had brought together a 

coalition of veterans groups and anti-socialist societies 

which contributed funds and organization to Billow's effort. 

The government's money and political organization proved 

decisive. By waging a campaign appealing to the chauvinism 

of the electorate, and by emphasizing the alleged anti-

nationalism of the Social Democrats, Billow's forces were 

successful in greatly increasing the turnout of normally 

indifferent voters. Though the SPD held its proportion 

of the proletarian vote, the party could not overcome the 

flood of non-socialist ballots. The SPD Fraktion in the 

7 
Noske, Erlebtes, pp. 25-26; Carl E. Schorske, 

German Social Democracy, 1905-1917; The Development of 
the Great Schism (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1955), p. 84. 
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Reichstag declined from eighty-one to forty-three. 

Frightened by the result of the election and deter

mined not to be accused of anti-nationalism and thus risk 

losing the vital electoral support of the non-socialist 

working-class, Noske and the SPD decided to emphasize 

moderation toward the government's colonial policies. For 

this policy to be effective, it was felt that the party 

should form a special advisory bureau to study colonialism. 

Since Noske was in the forefront on the colonial debate, 
9 

he soon became one of the party's chief advisors. 

In military affairs, the SPD had taken its ideo

logical position directly from Marx and Engels, i.e., fear 

of Russian tsarism. Noske's Russophobia was based on a 

feeling that Russia was the fortress of reaction and that 

the Russian tsars were intent on adding at least a part of 

Germany, perhaps East Prussia, where Noske had been a 

party worker, to their empire. By the 1890s, however, 

this position had lost relevance, because, at the close of 

the nineteenth century, the Franco-Russian alliance had 

made it difficult for any German to oppose both tsarism 

Q 

Noske, Erlebtes, pp. 24-25; Erich Matthias and 
Eberhard Pikart, Die Reichstagfraktion der deutschen 
Sozialdemokratie, 1898 bis 1918, 2 vols. (Dusseldorf: 
Droste Verlag, 1966), 1: xv. 

g 
Noske, Erlebtes, p. 26; Schorske, German Social 

Democracy, pp. 59-61. 
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and his own monarch, the symbol of German unity, whom 

France and Russia now threatened. The SPD thus began to 

lay greater emphasis on national defense. 

By the early twentieth century, the leading Social 

Democratic proponents of stronger national defense were 

August Bebel and Gustav Noske. In the Reichstag debate 

over the 1907 military budget Bebel and Noske agreed with 

the proposal to increase defense spending, but preferred 

that Germany begin building up a national militia, a 

traditional socialist position. They attacked the abuses 

of Prussian militarism with examples of brutal treatment 

of soldiers and of harsh military justice. Both argued 

that militarism and its ingrained abuses impaired the 

fighting ability of the German army, e.g., the best quali

fied young Germans were reluctnat to enlist due to long 

terms of service and low pay. Bebel declared that the 

defense of Germany could be better served by a citizens' 

militia. By citing such examples as the Swiss and Swedish 

defense forces, he attempted to illustrate how efficient 

and highly motivated a militia could be. Bebel also 

advocated compulsory military training for all young 

Germans. Reacting to the suggestion that the SPD was 

being politically dishonest in advocating military reform. 

Schorske, German Social Democracy, p. 67. 
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i.e., that it was done merely for politically expedient 

reasons, Bebel pointed out that the working-class made 

up the bulk of the army: by defending the common soldiers' 

material interests the party was certainly being true to 

socialist ideology. If the party had previously voted 

against military budgets, it was only because the Reich's 

tax structure forced the financial burden on the 

proletariat. 

During the same budget debate, Noske made his 

first speech before the Reichstag. In restating Bebel's 

position, Noske rejected the government's contention that 

the Social Democrats were "tramps without a fatherland." 

He declared that his SPD comrades accepted the principle 

of nationality and refused to follow blindly internation

alist dogma. The party stand on military affairs was 

based on the belief in German national sovereignty. He 

stated that independent action by the political parties 

and governments of every nation was the SPD's greatest 

desire. The Social Democrats would resist any attack on 

Germany "with as much determination as any member of the 

right side of the House." Noske wished that Germany be 

as well armed as possible, and that the whole people have 

Stenographische Berichte der Verhandlungen des 
deutschen Reichstages (Berlin: Norddeutschen Buchdruckerei, 
1871- ), V. 228, p. 1062. Hereafter referred to as 
Verhandlungen. 
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an interest in the military establishment. Noske quali

fied his support of the military by contending that the 

national defense could be ensured only if the government 

and bourgeois parties would work with the SPD to make 

12 Germany a more democratic and less repressive nation. 

Noske's speech was interrupted repeatedly by cries 

of outrage from the Radicals, who saw militarism as the 

basic and ultimate weapon of German capitalism against the 

proletariat, and who were opposed to any SPD support for 

the army. Addressing himself to the Radicals, Noske de

clared that he would not see the army strangled by cutting 

off the necessary funds for national defense. The Social 

Dem.ocrats had never, and would never, promote unilateral 

German disarmament. He continued by recounting the ideo

logical reasons for his present stance, and by assuring 

his fellow delegates that he was no warmonger. The SPD, 

he said, would never allow the national treasury to be 

depleted in a senseless European arms race. The party 

believed that in future human society peace was inevitable. 

Noske contended that it reflected badly on a nation's cul

tural progress if its politicians did not realize that one 

day bloodshed must end. This wish for the future, he con

tinued, did not apply to present conditions in Europe. 

Noske implored his party comrades and fellow delegates to 

•̂ Îbid., V. 228, pp. 1098-1101. 
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make pragmatic decisions regarding the defense of Germany. 

Reacting to statements made previously by War Minister 

Karl von Einem that the SPD's proposals were made out of 

political necessity, Noske emphasized that German Social 

Democracy had alv/ays been in favor of strong defense based 

on training the proletariat in universal military service. 

There was much conservative pseudo-patriotic nonsense that 

could not be supported by the party, said Noske, "but when 

our backs are against the wall," the Social Democrats would 

demonstrate their patriotism. 

The reaction to Noske's speech occupied most of 

the debate during the 1907 Essen party conference. The 

Radicals vigorously attacked Noske for his defense of the 

German military and considered him an ideological renegade 

of the worst sort. Declaring that his views were based on 

long-standing party principles, Noske quoted from old SPD 

pamphlets which, he claimed, presented views identical to 

his own and which had not previously been deemed mili-

14 
taristic. Noske stated that "the criticism levelled 

against me is done not to maintain old party attitudes 

Ibid. 

14 
Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands, 

Protokoll ^ber die Verhandlungen des Parteitages der 
Sozialdemokratischen Partei Deutschlands (Berlin: 
Buchhandlung VorwSrts, 1907), pp. 230-231. Hereafter 
referred to as Protokoll. 
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but to break ground for new ideas . . . to push the party 

15 
further left." Other reaction to Noske's speech was 

favorable. The Berliner Tageblatt of 26 April 1907 head

lined its report of his speech, "Noske against unity," 

but the newspaper found Noske to be neither an outspoken 

Revisionist nor an advocate of trade-union policy. The 

article continued: "One gathers from his speech the im

pression that he has a different outlook on the world and 

humanity than is customary in the Social Democratic Party. 

16 
Noske speaks a new spirit." The Leipziger Volkszeitung 

agreed that Noske's military views were not new to the 

SPD: 

Long before Noske, Marx, Engels, Lassalle, and others, 
had explained that 'when one attacks us, we defend 
ourselves; when the battle is against Russian mili
tarism, then German Social Democracy will do its duty.' 
Yet Noske overstates the current Russian threat. 
Russian militarism is in no way able to incite a 
European war because it is too busy supporting the 
Tsar at home.17 

18 The so-called "Noske Debate" followed two paths. Those 

who placed greater emphasis on winning middle-class and 

non-socialist working-class votes for the SPD supported 

-^^Protokoll, 1907, pp. 230-231. 

•^^Noske, Erlebtes, p. 29. 

-^^Ibid. , p. 31. 

1 R 
For more detail on the "Noske Debate," see 

Protokoll, 1907, pp. 260-292. 
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Noske. Those who emphasized the ideological fight against 

militarism and nationalism were against him. 

The Essen congress also witnessed a break between 

Bebel and his protege, Noske. Their feud revolved around 

Bebel's contention that Noske had gone too far in his zeal 

for German nationalism. Their philosophical parting, how

ever, was not a hindrance to Noske, who simply took over 

as one of the spokesmen for the more conservative elements 

in the party. In his leadership capacity he became, from 

190 7 to 1914, more involved with military budget matters. 

Angered by the mismanagement and waste in the military 

budget commission (and colonial administration), Noske 

tried to shake the Reichstag into action to control it. 

In the Reichstag budget debates he lost no opportunity 

to stress the fundamental need for national defense and 

demanded that the German people undergo some form of 

general military training. Specifically, to ensure imme

diate improvement in the German army, he proposed shorten

ing the term of service and increasing soldiers' pay. 

Noske also warned against the use of the military against 

strikes and other forms of political demonstration by the 

working-class. He contended that, since the working-class 

was willing to fight against any outside enemy, any use 

of soldiers as strikebreakers would considerably weaken 

the workers' support for the army and, possibly, the 

Fatherland. Criticism of Noske from the left was still 
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based on the contention that he was a traitor to tradition

ally anti-militarist Marxist ideology. On the political 

right, anti-socialist Conservative delegate Elard von 

Oldenburg-Januschau favored the rejection of Noske's ideas 

on national defense on the grounds that such "foolish 

19 
talk" might move the Kaiser to abolish the Reichstag. 

Ignoring his political opponents, Noske continued 

to speak in favor of most army and navy budget increases, 

due largely to his wish that the imperial Navy should be 

second to none. He did, however, qualify his support as 

being in the best interests of the working-class, e.g., 

increased ship-yard construction meant more jobs for the 

masses. In March of 1913 the government introduced a 

military expansion bill which would have raised the peace

time strength of the army by approximately 20 percent. 

The reasons for the bill were the concern that a general 

European war might evolve from the First Balkan War, and 

the introduction in France of a three year term of mili

tary service (increased from two years). The demands 

placed on the German army and navy in meeting these 

threats were considered too great to be covered by the 

previous budget allocations. The government therefore 

pressed for the introduction of nationwide property taxes, 

and proposed a continuing tax on annual increases in the 

1 9 
Czisnik, Gustav Noske, pp. 21-23. 
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value of personal property. The increased revenues were 

earmarked for the army and navy. A Reichstag majority for 

the military expansion bill could have been attained with

out the SPD's votes, but the tax measures to fund the in

crease in military spending needed SPD support. This was 

because any increase in the property taxes would certainly 

be opposed by the Conservatives and, since the 1912 elec

tions, the SPD was the largest single voting bloc in the 

Reichstag. The Revisionists carried the SPD vote for the 

bill. They reasoned that, if the direct property tax 

measures affecting only the middle and upper classes were 

not passed, then indirect taxes might later be levied 

(with Conservative support), placing the entire burden 

on the working-class. This pragmatic reasoning, supported 

by Noske, paved the way for the expansion of the German 

20 army and navy to their highest pre-World V7ar I levels. 

Noske's support of the tax bill resulted in his 

becoming more involved with military affairs on an offi

cial level. As the Reichstag found it essential to study 

in detail the numerous individual military spending in

creases, a committee was formed to inspect military 

installations and report on their efficiency. The SPD 

^^Protokoll, 1913, pp. 169-172; Schorske, German 
Democracy, p. 265; V. R. Berghahn, Germany and the Approach 
of War irT 1914 (London: Macmillan, paperback ed., 1973), 
pp. 129-130. 
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delegation chose Noske, as its leading military authority, 

to head its delegation. The duty of inspecting naval in

stallations fell to Noske and he became the first Social 

Democrat officially to inspect the imperial fleet. As 

late as 1912 no German Social Democrat had ever been 

allowed to join an inspection tour of the Kaiser's navy. 

Occasionally, in the years before, Reichstag delegates 

had been invited to view canal and harbor construction, 

but Social Dem.ocratic delegates had not participated; they 

were considered to be of the despised "species of common 

21 laborers." It was an example of the Reichstag's trust 

in him that Noske was allowed to become an official 

inspector. 

On his visits to the navy, Noske made a thorough 

inquiry of everything he was shown and, on many occasions, 

made friends with naval officers. On every inspection trip, 

ships, machinery, men, and equipment were placed at Noske's 

disposal. Several times, Noske was accompanied by a mili

tary aide, most often by navy Captain (later Admiral) 

Walther Dahnhard, who ensured Noske's welcome by the offi

cers of each ship he visited. Often Noske would dine in 

the officers' mess where there was much friendly talk, 

yet he always felt that he was never completely trusted 

by his hosts. Overall, he felt that his navy friends were 

•̂''Noske, Erlebtes, pp. 38-39. 
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charming men and humane officers who had good relations 

with, and the respect of, their men. His good relations 

with the officers he met continued during the war, espe

cially with Captain Dahnhard, who wrote to Noske in January 

1916 expressing his admiration for him. Dahnhard wrote: 

Our hitherto mutual occupation (naval inspection) is, 
at present, ended, to my great regret. You can be 
assured that I have had much pleasure in working with 
you and have always placed a high value on your con
structive criticism. Your unprejudiced and expert 
interest and understanding of our navy . . . has made 
me your friend. 

Noske later learned of Admiral Alfred von Tirpitz' comment 

that after Noske became a military budget expert the navy 

22 had no more secrets. This v/as both an expression of 

grudging respect for Noske, and a complaint about the 

hospitality shown him. 

As the war drew nearer, Noske vigorously defended 

the SPD's loyalty. He declared that Social Democracy had 

its share of pacifists, but that most Social Democrats 

would not hesitate one moment to give their service to the 

Fatherland. Noske vowed that the SPD wanted at all costs 

to avert the possible defeat of Germany. Yet he did not 

gladly accept the coming of war. On 1 August 1914, he 

wrote in the Chemnitzer Volksstimme: 

^ Ibid., pp. 39-40. Many conservatives were 
clearly angered by the navy's courtesy. Noske quotes a 
letter criticizing the navy for "laying all its cards on 
the table for a 'red expert.'" See Noske, Erlebtes, 
p. 40. 
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War is at the door. War! The embodiment of all misery 
and human affliction. We proletarians have in war 
nothing to win but new misery, new oppression, with 
wounds and mutilation besides. A victory will increase 
our rewards not one penny. Yet every wealthy profiteer 
and bordello keeper will prosper. We are, however, no 
friends of the unpatriotic.23 

Calling for patriotism, yet aware of the horrors 

of war for the proletariat, Noske seemed to have three 

purposes in publishing this article. First, he wanted to 

show the middle-class that the SPD could be trusted as 

patriotic. Second, he was demonstrating his Social Demo

crat's belief in the evils of war. Third, but most im

portant, he was implying that the SPD Radicals, who would 

not support Germany's war effort, were disloyal to the 

Fatherland. Ultimately, Noske's and other party leaders' 

call for patriotism was heeded and the SPD Reichstag 

24 
Fraktion voted for war credits. 

In the first weeks of the war, the Social Democratic 

press was without reports from the front lines. The 

director of a German news agency asked Noske to be a war 

correspondent. At forty-five, Noske was too old for regu

lar military service, yet, desiring to see some of the 

^^Ibid., p. 43. 

A detailed account of the Social Democrats' 
position on the war credits vote can be found in Eduard 
David, Das Kriegstagebuch des Reichstagsabgeordneten 
Eduard David, 1914-1918, ed., Susanne Miller (D<3sseldorf 
Droste Verlag, 1966), pp. 3ff. 
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action, he accepted the offer. Since Noske, as a Social 

Democrat, might have been inclined to write unfavorably 

about the army's war effort, permission was needed from 

the General Staff before he could proceed. It was an 

indication of the military's trust in him that the General 

25 Staff agreed without hesitation. 

Even though Noske served as a part-time correspon

dent throughout the war, he retained his Reichstag seat 

and continued to make speeches in support of the German 

war effort in general, and the navy's contribution in 

particular. His strongest and most controversial speech 

was given on 15 January 1916. This extraordinary oration 

can be considered representative of his outlook toward the 

military during the war and is an excellent indication of 

his nationalistic views and complete ideological break 

with the SPD's Radical faction. The occasion for the 

speech was the "Baralong Affair." 

In December 1915, a British auxiliary cruiser, 

the Baralong, coming to the aid of a neutral ship being 

stopped and searched by a German submarine, attacked, and 

sank, the German vessel. It was alleged in the German 

press that the British crew shot German sailors floating 

helplessly in the water. The newspapers contended that 

several Americans on the neutral ship had been eyewitnesses 

^^Noske, Erlebtes, pp. 44-45. 
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to the incident. An exchange of diplomatic notes between 

England and Germany followed. The German government de

manded that the British crew responsible for the atrocity 

be punished. In a reply that the German government deemed 

extremely insulting, the British refused to punish the 

2 ft 
sailors thought responsible for the act. 

Delegates from all the parties in the Reichstag 

were outraged by the British reply, yet Noske best summed 

up their anger. He began his speech by noting that all 

Germany was "aflame with indignation" at the English 

arrogance: 

V7hen, months ago, the first news came that the crew 
of a German submarine had been killed in a simply 
bestial fashion by the crew of an English auxiliary 
cruiser, I, and no doubt many others, for a time were 
very doubtful about the accuracy of the reports. It 
seemed perfectly monstrous that sailors could have 
killed men floating in the water, and then murdered 
defenseless enemies who had already been rescued from 
the sea.27 

After noting "with satisfaction" that English 

sailors had chivalrously saved the lives of German sailors 

during the war, and saying that German sailors had done 

2 fi 

Ibid., p. 47; Times (London), 5 January 1916, 
p. 6. The British note suggested that the British navy 
had never been guilty of any inhumanity. It continued: 
"According to the latest figures available, the German 
sailors rescued from drowning, often under great hardship, 
amounts to 1,150. The German navy can show no such 
record—perhaps through want of opportunity." 

^^Verhandlungen, v. 306, pp. 669-70. 
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the same thing in similar circumstances, Noske declared 

that the testimony of the American witnesses should be 

trusted. Otherwise, he said, the British government and 

press would have replied to the evidence already published 

in the German press. Noting the British reply, Noske 

continued: 

This answer is the most horrible exhibition of cyni
cism in diplomacy which we have experienced in this 
war. The evasions of the English government amount 
to approval of the murder of German sailors. This 
the German people cannot understand. Repeatedly 
during the war we have been able to note that neutral 
powers recognized that the German government disap
proved of improprieties which had occurred, and 
immediately gave satisfaction. The English government 
has once more had the impudence to insult the men of 
the German army and navy and to charge them with 
criminal conduct in war. We protest, on behalf of our 
comrades in arms, against such insults. 

We Social Democrats have already publicly insisted 
that the German people is no people of barbarians. We 
know that our brethren in the field most assuredly are 
not surpassed by the soldiers of enemy countries in 
humane feeling and civilized sentiments. The German 
soldiers are not descended from Africans, whose fathers 
ate human flesh, and who are now led against us in the 
field by France and England. Our soldiers come in 
great part from our midst, went through the schooling 
of our politics and trade unions, and know that they 
are fighting this fight for their country, their own 
existence, and the future of their children. And the 
men who are doing hard service in our submarines do 
not deserve to be called barbarians. England began 
the war of starvation against our wives and children ^^ 
because she could not overthrow us by military means. 

Noske regretted any intensification of an already 

bloody war, but he insisted that Germany retaliate by 

29 
taking any measures necessary to prevent a recurrence. 

29 
^^Ibid., V. 306, pp. 669-70. Ibid. 
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His speech was interrupted numerous times by applause and 

shouts of support from the conservative side of the 

Reichstag. The Radicals, however, were outraged. Rosa 

Luxemburg, writing in April 1916, considered Noske's 

speech a "howling for bloody outrage." She considered 

Noske, and other "social imperialists," politically and 

30 morally corrupt for inciting "bestial war instincts." 

The Baralong speech, which made him a virtual hero 

to the German military establishment, was the high-water 

mark of Noske's flourishing nationalism. During the summer 

of 1917, as a reward for his Baralong statements, he left 

on an inspection tour of the Austrian navy's Mediterranean 

operations where he impressed the Austrian officers he met 

as being a true German patriot. During his inspection, 

however, Noske received an ominous foreshadowing of what 

was in store for a class-conscious military. At the 

Adriatic port of Cattaro (now Kotor), Montenegro, he 

observed the enormous social gulf between the naval offi

cers and their men. Noske later was not surprised to hear 

that the first mutiny in the Austrian navy's history 

^ 4.U 31 occurred there. 

Dick Howard, ed., Selected Political Writings 
of Rosa Luxemburg (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1971) 
pp. 340-341. 

Noske, Erlebtes, pp. 55-58. 
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After his return from the Mediterranean, and for 

the rest of the war, Noske's political outlook did not 

waver. Even the event that altered world socialism so 

drastically did not change Noske. As the October Revolu

tion in Russia unfolded, Noske applauded the creation of 

a socialist society and the resulting German victory in 

the east, but, characteristically, he feared that the 

Bolsheviks might go too far in their plans for a prole

tarian government. He foresaw the violence that would 

inevitably follow and did not look forward to a German 

revolution along similar lines; he felt that the working-

class would suffer the most in a violent class conflict. 

Pragmatic to the last, Noske felt such a revolution would 

32 not be in the proletariat's best interest. 

Despite the beginning of a revolution and the end 

of the war, Noske's political philosophy remained unchanged 

In his own version of the infamous stab-in-the-back theory, 

he never blamed the generals for Germany's defeat. To 

Noske, the reasons for the Fatherland's defeat were the 

actions of war profiteers and government mismanagement, 

the former for decreasing production of v/ar material in 

the last crucial years of the struggle, and the latter 

for not allowing the military to take all the measures 

33 needed to ensure victory. From 1907 to 1918, his 

^^Ibid. ^^Ibid. 
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nationalism, and his popularity with the German military 

had prepared Noske for an even more important, and contro

versial, political role during the social upheaval follow

ing war's end. His actions against the festering revolu

tion at Kiel and his service as the new German Republic's 

Defense Minister would serve as the capstone of his 

political career. It would fall to Noske at Kiel, and 

later in the VJeimar government, to help prevent the 

proletarian revolution that Marx, Engels, and many of his 

Social Democratic contemporaries had spent their lives 

building. 



CHAPTER II 

AT KIEL 

As the war came to a disastrous close for the 

Reich, Noske became deeply involved in charting a new 

course for Germany. On 1 October 1918, the Kaiser 

appointed Prince Max of Baden as Chancellor. The Majority 

Socialists (the old Revisionist wing of the SPD minus the 

radicals who, in 1917, formed the Unabh^ngige 

Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands, or Independents) 

entered the new Chancellor's cabinet for the first time. 

Along with other reformist cabinet members, the Majority 

Socialists helped to liberalize the government by working 

for equal voting rights in Prussia, the restoration of 

Belgium's national identity, and a reduction of the powers 

of the army high command. Noske, along with other Majority 

Social Democrats, was convinced that the war was lost, but 

hesitated to join the USPD in calling for the immediate 

abolition of the monarchy and the creation of a German 

socialist state. On 3 October, Prince Max began peace 

negotiations with the Allies. The American reply, from 

President Woodrow Wilson, implied that the Allies would 

offer moderate surrender terms to Germany if William II 

30 
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removed himself and allowed one of his relatives to take 

the throne. On 23 October, Wilson seemingly demanded the 

Kaiser's departure, which forced German public opinion to 

swing in favor of his abdication. Noske agreed that 

William's abdication would probably ensure more lenient 

surrender terms and thus at least partially preserve 

Germany's political stability, which would undoubtedly be 

threatened by the radical left's exploitation of the German 

people's despondent and angry mood in the months following 

defeat. Speaking to the Reichstag on 24 October, he men

tioned that the Conservatives had pleaded for a continua

tion of William's rule. Noske then placed the Conservatives 

in the difficult situation of appearing to favor the con

tinued suffering of the masses by their stubborn support 

for the Kaiser. He commented that such a plea would make 

no change in the German public's opinion "that the wearer 

of the imperial crown has only to lift his little finger 

to relieve the misery of nations." 

In the first week of November, Noske and the 

Charles Burton Burdick and Ralph Haswell Lutz, 
eds., The Political Institutions of the German Revolution, 
1918-1919 (New York: Praeger, 1966), pp. 6-7; Philipp 
Scheidemann, The Making of New Germany: The Memoirs of 
Philipp Scheidemann, trans. J. E. Michell, 2 vols. (New 
York: D. Appleton and Co., 1929; reprint ed., Freeport, 
New York: Books for Libraries Press, 1970), 2: 519-520; 
John William Mishark, The Road to Revolution: German 
Marxism and World War I, 1914-1919 (Detroit: Moira Books, 
1967), pp. 168-169. 
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Majority SPD, recognizing that some sort of reorganization 

of the German nation was inevitable, sent an ultimatum to 

Prince Max's government demanding the Kaiser's immediate 

abdication. More than this they v/ere as yet unprepared 

to demand. Due to the Majority's hesitation, the Sparta-

cists, the extreme left wing of the USPD, were able to 

make political gains in agitating for political and social 

reform. The Spartacists, led by Rosa Luxemburg and Karl 

Liebknecht, demanded a proletarian dictatorship, the 

nationalization of all industry, and the control of the 

military by sailors' and soldiers' councils (Soldatenr^te). 

At the same time, the sailors of the Imperial High Seas 

Fleet, influenced by USPD and Spartacist propaganda (yet, 

as Noske later determined, not really accepting it) touched 

off the revolution by their mutinous actions in the north 

0. 2 
German ports. 

On 28 October 1918, the German fleet was given 

orders to put to sea and attempt to cut off Britain from 

the continent (presumably by sailing into the heavily-

mined English Channel) and relieve the German forces which 

were being pushed back on the western front. Such a move 

was seen by every German sailor as leading to only one 

result—the destruction of any ship carrying out the order. 

^Burdick and Lutz, eds., Political Institutions, 
pp. 6-7; Mishark, Road to Revolution, pp. 168-169. 
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Such a directive to the fleet which, since Jutland, had 

been inactive and whose sailors had been following the 

peace moves and had been thanking their lucky stars that 

they had survived the war, came as a cruel shock. The 

sailors' desire for peace had been shown in a previous 

mutiny in 1917, and some sailors had been influenced by 

the SPD Radicals who had hoped to capitalize on the 

sailors' unrest. Also, previous attempts to form a 

sailors' council in Kiel had led to arrests and court-

martials. In the tense atmosphere that prevailed at the 

end of October, the order was seen as a suicidal gesture 

which would result in the deaths of many thousands of 

sailors, the majority of whom had grown to hate the harsh 

discipline of the Imperial Navy, and who cared nothing for 

regaining the so-called "lost honor" of the officer corps. 

The order to put to sea thus had an explosive effect on 

the low ranking blue-jackets. The crews of the Third 

Battleship Squadron at Kiel, and squadrons at Wilhelmshaven 

and other naval ports, disobeyed the command to raise 

anchor and, in another defiant act, allowed their boiler 

fires to go out. The sailors would not attempt to fight 

useless battles, they declared, but would be more than 

willing to defend the coast against Allied attack. On 

30 October, the admiralty reissued its order. The sailors 

again ignored it. On 2 November, the order was withdrawn 

and the sailors won a moral victory. The admiralty 
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countered, however, by arresting the mutiny's ringleaders, 

an act which was the real cause of the sailors' revolu

tionary movement, and the spark which almost touched off 
3 

a Bolshevik-style revolution in Germany. 

The mutinous sailors were arrested, but the move

ment had already spread from the ships to the shore. The 

first demonstrations occurred on 3 November when a sailors' 

meeting in Kiel demanded the release of jailed comrades. 

Speeches were made in favor of a republic, although there 

was no set plan for a specifically socialist republic. At 

this same meeting, violence erupted when a group of offi

cers opened fire on the demonstrators, killing eight and 

wounding twenty-nine. Both the government and the army 

high command were greatly alarmed when, the following day, 

troops dispatched against the mutineers went over to their 

cause. The sailors succeeded in freeing their arrested 

comrades, unfurled red banners, and began to elect repre

sentatives to soldiers' and sailors' councils. The 

authorities at Kiel, chiefly Admiral Wilhelm Souchon, the 

military governor, called for reinforcements, but still 

made only a limited attempt to overcome the mutineers by 

Eduard Bernstein, Die deutsche Revolution: Ihr 
Ursprung, Ihr Urlauf, und Ihr Werk, 2 vols. (Berlin: 
Verlag Gesellschaft und Erziehung, 1921), 1: 14-18; A. J. 
Ryder, The German Revolution of 1918: A Study of German 
Socialism in War and Revolt (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer
sity Press, 1967), p. 140. 
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force, hoping instead to negotiate a peaceful solution. 

The government in Berlin issued an appeal to the sailors, 

assuring them that no punitive action would be taken 

against them and that all their grievances would receive 

a fair and impartial hearing. The message was signed by 

the chancellor. Prince Max, the secretary for naval 

affairs, and by a Majority Social Democrat, Philipp 

Scheidemann. The message concluded: "We are not putting 

an end to the war between the nations in order to start a 
4 

civil war among Germans." In response to a telegram from 

the governor at Kiel, two members of the Reichstag, Conrad 

Haussmann, a Progressive cabinet member, and Gustav Noske, 

were sent to Kiel. Noske was chosen because the authori

ties at Kiel thought a socialist might be seen by the 

mutineers as sympathetic to their rebellion against upper-

class authority, i.e., he would be considered an ally. 

Noske was also considered a good choice because he was an 

expert in naval affairs, and because he had many naval 
5 

officer friends. Thus, as a Social Democrat, Noske held 

Ralph Haswell Lutz, The German Revolution, 1918-
1919 (Stanford University, California: The University 
Press, 1922), pp. 30-34; Burdick and Lutz, Political In
stitutions, p. 7; Ryder, The German Revolution, pp. 
140-141. 

^Maximilian, Prince of Baden, Erinnerungen und 
Dokumente, ed. Golo Mann (Stuttgart: Ernst Klett Verlag, 
1968) , p. 541; Gustav Noske, Erlebtes aus Aufstieg und 
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the trust of many of the mutinous sailors; due to his 

record of support for the military before and during the 

war, he was trusted by the officer corps and the govern

ment. 

In his memoir. Von Kiel bis Kapp, Noske details 

the account of his Kiel activities. In Berlin, Monday 

morning, 4 November 1918, Friedrich Ebert, SPD party 

secretary following the death of August Bebel, was con

tacted by Scheidemann, who was working at his office and 

who had recently been informed at a cabinet meeting of the 

rebellion at Kiel. Scheidemann got quickly to the point. 

Events at the north German ports had taken a serious turn 

and everyone in the government considered Noske the logi

cal choice to cool down the highly volatile situation. 

Ebert, aware of Noske's presence in Berlin, contacted him 

and arranged for a meeting with Scheidemann in the 

chancellery. 

Noske notes in Von Kiel bis Kapp that he felt an 

air of intense excitement at the chancellery. The incident 

Niedergang einer Demokratie (Offenbach a. M.: Bollwerk-
Verlag Karl Drott, 1947), pp. 69-71. A brief account of 
Noske's actions at Kiel is contained in Erlebtes. Gustav 
Noske, Von Kiel bis Kapp: Zum Geschichte der deutschen 
Revolution (Berlin: Verlag ftir Politik und Wirtschaft, 
1920) , is one of the works most often cited by historians 
of the German Revolution and is the only detailed account 
of the Kiel mutiny which focuses entirely on Noske's role 
there. 

Burdick and Lutz, Political Institutions, p. 31. 
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concerning the shooting of sailors by officers, and the 

resulting demonstration, was hastily explained to him. 

The SPD party secretary for Schleswig-Holstein, Heinrich 

Kttrbis, commented that the government had no clear percep

tion of the cause and extent of the Kiel crisis. Noske 

thereupon agreed to accompany Haussmann and Kttrbis to 

Kiel. As they traveled northwest by train, Ktirbis, who 

had a third-class ticket, sat in first-class with Noske 

and Haussmann. Kiirbis seemed very nervous and talked con

stantly about punishing the "culprits" at Kiel, although 

Noske was unsure whether he meant the mutineers or the 

officers who had shot at them. In any case, Noske had 

his own opinion of the Kiel sailors. He remembered that 

Admiral von Tirpitz had commented that the Third Battleship 

Squadron, stationed at Kiel, was known to have done less 

than its duty at the Skagerrak (Jutland) and deserved to 

be clapped in irons. It therefore came as no surprise to 

Noske that the sailors had disobeyed their officers and 

mutinied. To him, the sailors were deserving of no 

sympathy for their actions, especially if they had been 
7 

infected with radical Spartacist ideas. 

At a stop in Ltibeck, Noske overheard someone in

quiring whether or not the government representatives were 

on the train. Somewhat nervous, Noske did not offer the 

'^Noske, Kiel bis Kapp, pp. 8-10 
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information that this was true. By this time, all three 

men were becoming worried about the possibility of an 

uncordial welcome at their destination. Later, Noske saw 

several railroad cars full of soldiers that were on their 

way to the city. He drew the conclusion that, since he 

had left Berlin, a more dangerous situation had arisen at 

Kiel. What Noske feared most was a continuous stream of 

soldiers pouring into Kiel to join the revolution. He 

knew that, sooner or later, he would need reliable troops 

to help control such a situation. As his train arrived 

in Kiel, Noske and the others were greeted by a railroad 

official. Noske expected him to be concerned about 

Kiirbis's train ticket, owing to the single-minded dedica

tion to the rules demonstrated by most German station 

masters. Instead, the official made it clear that matters 

in Kiel were by no means as serious as had been reported. 

An unarmed navy officer spoke to Noske and confirmed that 

there was no violence in the city, despite almost hourly 

rumors of fighting. Noske was met by several other local 

officials, including two former Reichstag colleagues, who 

told him that the revolution was not as dangerous as 

Berlin had thought, although random clashes between offi

cers and mutineers were reported occurring in various parts 

of the city. In the Kiel station hall, Noske confronted 

a multitude of blue-jackets. As he passed the ticket 

barrier, he found his way blocked by a sailor carrying a 
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rifle and demanding everyone's name. Hearing that Noske 

was indeed present, a loud cheer filled the hall and a 

hundred hands reached out to greet him. A squad of armed 

men acted as Noske's escort and led him to the exit. The 

crowd outside had heard of his arrival and, well aware of 

his previous political record, gave him a cheering welcome. 

Despite his close ties with the officer class, and his 

penchant for insulting his working-class comrades whenever 

they leaned to the left, Noske was considered a German 

patriot and friend of the revolution and was immediately 
g 

asked to become the mutineers' spokesman. 

Noske noted that the square in front of the station 

was crowded with armed men. In the next moment, Noske 

found himself thrust into a car with several sailors. A 

sailor carrying a red banner and shouting "long live 

freedom" stood on the right hand running board. Another 

man told Noske that there were thousands of armed revolu

tionaries in Kiel and that the officers were powerless. 

Noske also learned that he was to speak to the mutineers 

at eight o'clock that evening in the Wilhelmsplatz, near 

the city center. Afterwards, Noske and Haussmann were 

scheduled to meet with Governor Souchon and members of the 

Soldatenrat in one of the local trade-union buildings. 

That evening, the main streets of Kiel were alive with 

^Ibid., pp. 10-11. 
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sailors and townspeople. The scene did not leave Noske 

with the impression that the people were aware that a 

serious revolution had supposedly begun. The men and 

women were laughing, shouting bawdy songs, and waving 

flags of all types. Most people seemed amused by the 

sailors who were carrying red banners and who were taking 

the revolution earnestly. At eight o'clock, the 

Wilhelmsplatz was filled by an enormous throng of sailors, 

soldiers, workers, and young women. The sun had long 

since set, and the square was poorly illuminated, making 

the outer fringes of the crowd barely visible. As Noske's 

car arrived, he was escorted to the speakers' stand by a 

man waving a huge officer's sword, which he used in parting 

the solid mass of people blocking the way. Many other 

soldiers were carrying rifles. The sight of so many armed 

men alarmed Noske and made him wonder how he was to disarm 

the mutineers and begin to create some sort of order out 

of the chaos. Before he reached the speakers' stand, 

Noske heard a shot coming from the edge of the crowd, 

probably fired by one of the officers who had been humil

iated the previous day by the overexcited blue-jackets. 

The gathering scattered in panic, the men dashing away 

with twisted, bent movements, and ducking into doorways 

for cover. Noske could immediately see that no troops 

were attacking the crowd; it was only a mad shot in the 

dark that had created the panic. As the square emptied. 
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he heard several more shots and noted that his escort had 

run for cover. Disgusted with this cowardly behavior, 

Noske walked to his car and drove quickly to the local 

trade-union headquarters. There he found about a dozen 

workers, sailors, and soldiers seated in a conference room. 

It became clear at once, due to their random, excited 

chatter, that no one was in charge. After a brief talk 

with them, Noske found that those present, as representa

tives to the revolutionary council, had no clear goals. 

Noske then decided to push for creation of a more organized 
9 

and responsible Soldatenrat the next day. 

At nine o'clock the next morning, an hour-long 

discussion with the sailors' representatives began in the 

railroad station hall. Noske, Haussmann, Admiral Souchon, 

and the Admiral's aides were present. Noske noted that 

the sailors were extraordinarily excited; they suspected 

that government troops were nearing the city (a rumor that 

circulated constantly at Kiel). A meaningful discussion 

of the sailors' demands became possible only after Noske 

had convinced them that no attack was contemplated and 

that no counterrevolutionary soldiers were in the vicinity. 

As the meeting began, he quickly became repulsed by a 

radical speaker's political harangue. Yet what disturbed 

him even more was Souchon's helplessness in the face of 

^Ibid., pp. 11-12. 
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such obviously Spartacist influenced rabble-rousers. Noske 

accused Souchon of giving them the run of the city when he 

should have either jailed them or thrown them out of town. 

It seemed to Noske that Souchon had let all the power of 

the governor's office slip from his hands. Eventually, 

Noske stifled his distaste and gave his attention to the 

mutineers' demands, v/hich had been drafted the night 

before. The list constituted a set of orders to all 

naval personnel: 

1. The liberation of all the men under arrest and all 
political prisoners 

2. Complete freedom of speech and of the press 

3. Abolition of mail censorship 

4. Equitable treatment of crews by their superiors 

5. The return of all men to their ships and barracks 
without punishment 

6. Under no circumstances is the fleet to sail 

7. Any steps that may lead to bloodshed are to be 
avoided 

8. Withdrawal of all troops not belonging to the local 
garrison 

9. The council shall at once establish all measures to 
protect private property 

10. There are no more superiors outside of duty 

11. The men are to enjoy unrestricted freedom from the 
time when they conclude their duties until the 
commencement of their next watch 

^°Ibid., p. 13. 
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12. We welcome all officers who decalre themselves in 
agreement with the sailors' council. All others are 
to terminate their functions without being entitled 
to rations 

13. All members of the council are to be relieved of all 
duties 

14. All future measures are to be carried out only with 
the consent of the council.H 

Noske could see at once that these demands focused 

more on military reform than on radical political revolu

tion. True, the mutineers had adopted the red banner as 

their emblem, but none of the statements or demands seemed 

to be influenced by bolshevism. Most of the fourteen 

points did not exceed in scope those of a moderate demo

cratic program. Noske's first few days at Kiel had thus 

convinced him that, while dangerous, the mutinous sailors 

and their soldier comrades had no real intention of fo

menting a revolution on the Russian model. Noske was not 

the only one who held this view. One destroyer captain, 

present during the mutiny's first days, reported that, 

despite the sailors' fierce looks, they did not act like 

revolutionaries. He described a young mutineer who was 

guarding him, armed with an officer's sword and two pistols, 

as still adhering to military discipline. The captain 

noted that, in his opinion, the mutineers' threats of 

Gerhard A. Ritter and Susanne Miller, eds.. 
Die deutsche Revolution, 1918-1919—Dokumente (Frankfurt 
a. M.: Fischer Bucherei, 1968), p. 44. 
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violence were based more on hunger, since they had missed 

several meals, than on revolutionary spirit. "̂^ An eye

witness to the mutiny at Wilhelmshaven also supported 

Noske's view, i.e., that the so-called "revolution" was, 

in reality, a sailors' rebellion against years of ill 

treatment. In Wilhelmshaven the mutineers' actions were 

directed exclusively against the officers, who surrendered 

en masse to the sailors' committees. A few officers, how

ever, managed to maintain control of their crews. As at 

Kiel, the Wilhelmshaven demonstrations were disorganized, 

and did not seem to have any purpose other than a cele

bration of the sailors' new freedom from harsh discipline. 

Most of the Wilhelmshaven sailors had no intention of 

instigating a Bolshevik-style revolution, and at least 

one sailor expressed great disgust at having to march 

behind the red banner, which he described as having once 

been a red bed sheet, and which he characterized as being 

a "dirty rag. "-^^ 

Some of the mutineers' "celebrations" at Kiel 

lasted well into the first week of November. Long after 

12 
Daniel Horn, The German Naval Mutinies of World 

War I (New Brunswick, New Jersey: Rutgers University 
Press, 1969) , p. 247. 

13 . 
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Stumpf, ed. and trans. Daniel Horn (New Brunswick, New 
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midnight on the 4th, Noske and Haussman returned from 

the meeting with the sailors' representatives to their 

hotel. From his balcony, Noske could see a group of men 

firing a machine-gun into the darkness. Since there was 

no large-scale opposition to the mutiny, he concluded that 

the shooting was probably due to the men's overexcitement. 

He had not eaten or slept properly for days, yet as soon 

as he began his dinner, more shooting was heard in the 

streets. From his room, Noske could see soldiers and 

sailors running about with rifles and hand grenades, to 

no identifiable purpose. In the distance he could make 

out the shapes of large ships in the harbor. Several 

cannon shots echoed over the city. After the shooting 

stopped, it was decided that Haussmann would return to 

Berlin to report on the situation while Noske remained 

in Kiel. Exhausted, Noske returned to bed, but as he lay 

there, trying to sleep, more shooting erupted which kept 

14 
him awake the rest of the night. 

On Tuesday morning, 5 November, Noske was dis

turbed by a commotion in the hotel. Armed soldiers had 

seized some officers who were accused of leading the 

opposition to the revolution. After securing the offi

cers' release, Noske noticed that, once again, the streets 

were full of demonstrators. For Noske this was an 

•*• Noske, Kiel bis Kapp, p. 14. 
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unbearable situation since it led to disorder and waste, 

e.g., in all the confusion the shipyard work came to a 

standstill and vital maintenance and repair were neglected. 

At eight o'clock, he attended a meeting of the local shop 

stewards in the city hall. On the way to the meeting, he 

came across a truck containing about two dozen armed 

sailors who were threatening some civilians. Infuriated 

by their hooliganism, he quickly put a stop to their un

warranted attack. Later that evening he attended yet 

another meeting of the Soldatenrat, held in the trade-

union headquarters. As he entered the meeting room, he 

noted in his memoir: 

There was no evidence of any organization. The union 
hall hummed with confusion like an enormous beehive. 
A hundred voices offered a dozen opinions on every 
topic. There was no one to take control and make hard 
decisions. 

He was particularly interested in one former infantry offi

cer who claimed to be the spokesman for a large number of 

revolutionary sailors, but who was still wearing his uni

form and officer's cockade. The next day Noske saw the 

same fellow, dressed in a common sailor's pea jacket, 

standing in a trade-union assembly. Three days later, the 

man was seen, complete with once discarded cockade, in a 

decidedly non-revolutionary group of officers. To Noske, 

this chameleon was an example of "the typical revolutionary 



47 
„15 type." 

At one o'clock, Noske spoke before a mass demon

stration in the Wilhelmsplatz. Shortly before his speech, 

it rained heavily. Noske welcomed the storm because a 

large portion of the crowd scattered, relieving the con

gestion. He was also quick to note that only rarely did 

people bring umbrellas to a revolution. Still, despite 

the bad weather, the crowd filled the square. The 

Wilhelmsplatz was especially packed with blue-jackets who 

had come from many different barracks and ships, the 

majority with bands playing and banners unfurled. A 

complete lack of military precision, however, was evident. 

As one o'clock passed, the crowd was still gathering. As 

the rain continued, the throng became more and more sullen, 

and the speakers kept their addresses brief. Noske 

limited himself to the opinion that the birth of a revo

lutionary movement was difficult and needed a strong mid

wife. It was evident, he said, that such leadership was 

lacking at Kiel. One group of sailors begged Noske to 

accept the chairmanship of the revolutionary committee. 

Most of the mutineers were confident that Comrade Noske, 

the long-time Social Democrat, would protect their inter

ests. The proposal met with rousing approval. Noske 

then left the platform, and, under the impact of the 

•"•^Ibid. , p. 15. 
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heavy downpour, the assembly dissolved into disorder and 

-̂ ^16 dispersed. 

Noske next went to the Kiel navy yard to confer 

with Admiral Kttsel and other officers about the current 

state of affairs. The enormous administrative machinery 

for the Baltic fleet occupied the main building. The 

fleet quartermaster's offices were next door. Noske im

mediately suggested that the experienced officers and 

non-commissioned officers be allowed to remain at their 

jobs, despite the war's end and the unsettled situation 

in Germany. At all costs, he wished to avoid the disrup

tion of the fleet which would be caused by the absence of 

the expert administrators. Noske continued to emphasize 

that, in his opinion, despite Germany's defeat, the main

tenance of the remaining force's efficiency was of utmost 

importance. During his visit, Noske proceeded to arrange 

for the use of an office and telephone, in order to main

tain constant contact with Berlin. As he inspected the 

available offices, the rattle of gunfire was heard outside 

the building. Someone opined that the shooting was between 

mutineers and counterrevolutionary officers, who were 

holding a nearby barracks. Due to the large expenditure 

of ammunition, Noske was concerned about the possibility 

of heavy casualties. It soon became clear, however, that 

-̂ Îbid. , pp. 17-18. 
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no one was injured. Indeed, to Noske's knowledge, there 

had been only one military-related death in Kiel since 

his arrival. In that instance, an officer had been shot 

in cold blood by a patrol of radical sailors who had 

broken into his room to arrest him. In Von Kiel bis Kapp, 

Noske emphatically declared, "not one trace of proof 

existed, except in very isolated cases, for an officers' 

17 conspiracy to oppose the mutineers." 

At four o'clock in the afternoon, Noske met in 

the station hall with the shop stewards and sailors' 

representatives to choose the delegates to the new 

Soldatenrat. About sixty men were present, many of whom 

had no idea of the procedure to be followed. Noske could 

only wonder how any action could be taken with such an 

inexperienced group. Eventually a discussion took form 

and Noske made the proposal for the election of a seven 

man council, under his own chairmanship. The proposal 

was quickly accepted. The selection of the council members 

was difficult because most of the men did not know one 

another. Again, Noske found himself growing angry at their 

inexperience. At last, one or two good men were chosen, 

but the remaining members of the council were considered 

by Noske to be "duds." He noted that one of them, a former 

coxswain, certainly looked intelligent. It was later 

•^^Ibid. , pp. 18-19. 
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discovered that his intelligent look had been deceiving; 

Noske spent "many a right troublesome hour" correcting 

he man's blunders, which included the arrest of several 

innocent officers on the basis of groundless rumor. After 

the election of the new Soldatenrat, Noske spoke by tele

phone to Berlin and received assurance that the condemned 

sailors responsible for all previous mutinies would be 

released, one of the sailors' chief demands. More impor

tant was the government's pledge of full support for Noske's 

18 handling of the Kiel situation. 

It is remarkable that Noske kept his composure 

during this period. In his memoirs he refers many times 

to the constant turmoil surrounding him. The following 

passage is a representative example: 

Coming and going, screaming and pushing went on in my 
room until long after midnight. The whole day long I 
had been on my feet. I had only a piece of dry bread 
to eat. At one o'clock I could scarcely stand. 
Wrapped in some rugs I laid down on a leather sofa in 
an adjoining room, every nerve twitching from exhaus
tion. Scarcely a quarter of an hour had passed when 
the light was turned on again and a man came in to tell 
me that an automobile with a machinegun had driven up 
and some sailors were looking for me to call me to 
account for having caused the arrest of members of a 
Soldatenrat which had been formed somewhere or other. 
I put on my boots again and we went into the corridor, 
where I was received by three wildly gesticulating 
men, each of whom had a pistol. I was so tired that 
the danger of the situation made no impression on 
me. . . . After a conversation of ten minutes, the 
three heroes went away satisfied, got into their car. 

•"•^Ibid. , p. 19. 
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and drove off into the night. There was no continua
tion of my interrupted rest. Without letup information 
and questions kept pouring in, which I had to deal with 
personally, so that from four o'clock in the morning 
on I was in the thickest of work.19 

Adding to Noske's constant trouble with unruly 

sailors were the unremitting rumors of troops being sent 

to quell the mutiny. Most of the remainder of his stay 

in Kiel was taken up with dealing with accounts of fighting 

in the suburbs. Almost every evening, Noske would assure 

a frantic delegation of mutineers demanding protection that 

no counterrevolution existed. Eventually, the Soldatenrat 

would send out a patrol to the alleged battleground, only 

to discover the area quiet and peaceful. Each incident 

reinforced Noske's displeasure with the lack of discipline 

shown by the sailors. Again and again, he would discuss 

with Admiral Souchon the appropriate measures needed to 

create some sort of order, only to become more impatient 

with the military governor's inaction. Finally, as Noske 

relates, Souchon "took his coat and hat and left in the 

night." Noske then took steps to prevent the indiscrimi

nate shooting in the streets. He instituted a system of 

identity cards and passes, and took pleasure at ending 

the mutineers' nightly custom of ransacking officers' 

hotel rooms by placing armed guards at all hotel en-

20 
trances. 

-^^Ibid., pp. 21-22. ^^Ibid., pp. 19-23 
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With Souchon having abdicated, it was necessary to 

appoint a new military governor. The next governor would 

have to be a man with contacts in the government, and who 

had experience in political negotiations. Only Noske met 

all these qualifications. On 7 November, before a meeting 

of three hundred delegates from all the local sailors' 

councils, Noske was duly elected governor. Lothar Popp, 

a leader of the radical movement and a representative of 

the USPD, was elected to the vacant position of chairman 

of the Soldatenrat, chiefly as the result of a compromise 

with the radical elements at Kiel. With Noske firmly in 

power, there was little opportunity for bolshevism to 

assert itself within the sailors' movement. Gradually, 

he persuaded the Soldatenrat to undertake some military 

responsibility. Acting in concert with the council, Noske 

reinstituted Baltic patrol duty under command of the 

officers. He persuaded the men to hoist the traditional 

battle flag alongside their revolutionary banners, and 

prohibited the carrying of weapons except on official 

patrol. As concessions to the mutiny, he decreed that 

officers and men were to receive the same rations, that 

officers would enjoy superior status to the men only while 

on duty, and officers would no longer have to be addressed 

in the third person by the lower ranks. Above all, he 

insisted that the city of Kiel and all military affairs 

should be run in an orderly and efficient manner. In order 
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to get a solid grip on the possibility of future trouble 

with the sailors, Noske sought out contact with as many 

men as possible. Yet even after spending long hours 

traveling from ship to ship and barracks to barracks, he 

still managed to attend all the sailors' assemblies and 

mass meetings. Everywhere he went he was greeted v/ith 

friendliness and respect, and his actions as governor met 

with near-unanimous approval. He was even spared the usual 

insults that sailors habitually had thrown at superior 

officials. Noske was perceived by the common sailors as 

understanding their movement. For this reason, the men 

trusted him, a situation that Noske acknowledged was 

21 essential to his success at Kiel. 

The appearance on 7 November of USPD leader Hugo 

Haase in Kiel should have created difficulty for Noske, 

since a large group of more radically-oriented sailors 

was present and might have been persuaded to support Haase 

as a rival to Noske. But because of the strong respect 

for Noske, Haase found little encouragement and soon left 

for Berlin. A much more difficult problem concerned the 

disposition of warships for internment in England. Par

ticularly troublesome were the crews of ships transferred 

from Kiel to Wilhelmshaven prior to their transit to 

"̂'"Ibid. , pp. 25-28; Ulrich Czisnik, Gustav Noske: 
Ein sozialdemokratischer Staatsmann (G<5ttingen: 
Musterschmidt Verlag, 1969) , p. 43. 
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Scapa Flow. Most of the men had no chance to say goodbye 

to their families and sweethearts, and many blamed Noske 

for adhering too strictly to the British timetable for the 

transfer. Threats were made to the effect that, once in 

Wilhelmshaven, the sailors v/ould really make a 

proper revolution. It took Noske many hours of traveling 

from ship to ship to convince the sailors that the Allies 

would retailiate for any delay in implementing the intern

ment plan. The possibility of Allied occupation of Kiel 

also created doubts in the sailors' minds, centered chiefly 

around their fear of losing what revolutionary gains they 

had made under the rule of a British occupation government. 

Noske could only rely on his reinstitution of military 

discipline to avoid trouble, i.e., the officers made sure 

that no acts of sabotage were carried out on the ships. 

Yet what really distressed him was the fact that a con

siderable part of Germany's national wealth and prestige, 

not to mention the honor of his favorite branch of the 

military, was sailing away to Scotland, perhaps never to 

be regained. Also distasteful to him was the behavior of 

the ships' crews who were suspected of Spartacist leanings: 

many of them showed no signs of sharing the profound 

depression felt by Noske. On many departing ships he heard 

cheering and merry songs, which appalled him. Upon seeing 

the radicals Popp and Artelt later that day, Noske sar

castically inquired whether or not they had seen the 
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"glorious red fleet" depart. As Noske later reported, the 

scuttling of the ships at Scapa Flow on 21 June 1919 did 

much to convince him that the navy had finally regained 

22 some of its lost honor. 

In spite of all the trouble he had experienced, 

Noske also had several pleasant memories of his time at 

Kiel. The return home of the Mediterranean submarine 

flotilla, for example, cheered him because he was sure the 

crews had not been tainted by Spartacist or Independent 

propaganda. Impressed by the flotilla's discipline, he 

asked its sailors if they would be willing to lend him, 

as military governor, their assistance if it was needed 

to prevent trouble. The crews agreed, and Noske had his 

first disciplined, reliable, and experienced security 

force. In addition, toward the end of December, he 

created another security company out of the submarine and 

torpedo boat squadrons' non-commissioned officers. One 

problem arose, however, when the submariners asked for 

their long overdue hazardous duty bonus. Noske prevented 

a potential crisis by convincing the men that the payment 

of their bonus would create an undue strain on the treasury 

of their new republic. It was a credit to Noske's powers 

of persuasion, and a further indication of the sailors' 

^^Noske, Kiel bis Kapp, pp. 26-27, 38-39; Czisnik, 
Gustav Noske, pp. 43-45. 
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trust in him, that no further questions were raised about 
23 money. 

On 24 December, Noske had a telephone conversation 

with Friedrich Ebert. Ebert requested that he come imme

diately to Berlin. Noske declined since he felt his work 

in Kiel was not yet finished. Ebert finally persuaded 

him to leave after insisting that he would be detained in 

Berlin for only one or two days. Noske thus took only a 

small traveling case with him, not suspecting that he was 

destined to remain in Berlin for a much longer time. As 

he journeyed southeast by train, he was able to catch up 

on the events of the last months in the rest of Germany. 

After discovering that a severe food shortage in his old 

electoral district of Chemnitz was causing much suffering, 

he managed to have a provisions train rerouted there. He 

also learned that, contrary to rumor, in the other north 

German ports, especially Hamburg, Cuxhaven, and 

Wilhelmshaven, the sailors' mutiny had not evolved into 

a Bolshevik-type revolution. In Wilhelmshaven, for ex

ample, the officers had apparently retained much of their 

authority. Yet there were dangerous incidents, e.g., the 

^^Noske, Kiel bis Kapp, pp- 39-41, 44-45, 51-52; 
Czisnik, Gustav Noske, pp. 46-47. 

^ Noske, Kiel bis Kapp, pp. 53-54; Czisnik, 
Gustav Noske, p. 47. 
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stoker Bernhard Kuhnt, from the Wilhelmshaven naval squad

ron, had attempted to seize power in Oldenburg, and, for 

a short while, actually took over administrative control 

there. Noske had previously known Kuhnt in Chemnitz, and 

considered him just the sort of "disagreeable radical" 

25 likely to stir up trouble at the first opportunity. 

In Berlin, Noske met with Ebert to discuss the 

political and military situation. The Volksbeauftragten 

(council of people's commissars), composed of three 

Independent and three Majority Social Democratic members, 

had taken power following the proclamation of the Republic 

Owing to Noske's work at Kiel, the council in Berlin had 

had good relations with the revolutionary sailors, but not 

their wholehearted support. A force of 650 sailors had 

recently formed a security brigade. Other sailors and 

soldiers had joined it, bringing its total strength up to 

about 2,000, thus making it one of the strongest of the 

numerous paramilitary forces in Berlin. This Volks-

marinedivision, as it was called, had attempted a Putsch 

on 6 December, its alleged goal being the destruction of 

the Berlin Soldatenrat. After the attempted coup col

lapsed, the Volksmarinedivision was reorganized under the 

leadership of a former lieutenant named Dorrenbach and 

^^Czisnik, Gustav Noske, pp. 48-49. 
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had thrown its support to the radical left. It then became 

clear to the council that a threat to the government had 

been created, especially after the Volksmarinedivision's 

2 3 December attack on the office of the Berlin military 

governor. Otto Wels, a Majority Socialist. Wels and his 

staff had been taken hostage by the rebels. Ebert had no 

choice but to take action against the Volksmarinedivision, 

yet he wanted to avoid instigating a civil war between the 

rival socialist factions. Since the Volksbeauftragten was 

unable to act due to disagreement among the council members, 

Ebert found himself forced to request assistance from the 

army high command. Under the command of Generals Arnold 

Lequis and Hermann von Hofmann, an elite unit, the 

Gardekavellerie-Schiitzen-Division, entered the city. 

Backed up by this formidable force, Ebert was able to 

negotiate with the sailors and secure the release of the 

u 4- 26 hostages. 

Ebert's request for help to the military establish

ment had an immediate effect on the Volksbeauftragten 

coalition. Outraged by Ebert's alleged counterrevolutionary 

action in using an elite military unit to free Wels, the 

USPD members, Haase, Wilhelm Dittmann, and Emil Barth, left 

the council. Ebert sought three trusted replacements to 

^^Noske, Kiel bis Kapp, pp. 61-62; Czisnik, Gustav 
Noske, pp. 49-50. 
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reconstitute the government. One obvious choice was Noske, 

and he readily agreed. Other nominees refused such a dif

ficult and thankless appointment, but Ebert finally per

suaded Rudolf Wissel, an agricultural expert, to join the 

government. Ebert delegated control of military matters 

to Noske. On 4 January 1919, Noske inspected a newly 

arrived Freikorp detachment outside Berlin. He was jubi

lant at the sight of such obviously well-disciplined 

troops. Noske then returned to Berlin to assure Ebert 

27 
that, with such a force, Germany could be kept peaceful. 

Noske arrived at the chancellery to find a crowd of 

soldiers outside the building. In Ebert's office a noisy 

meeting was going on—everyone standing, loudly debating 

the question of who was to be named Defense Minister in 

the new government. Whoever was given the job would have 

to have a free hand to deal with any situation as he saw 

fit. The job would be dangerous, and, perhaps, impos

sible.^^ It had almost been given to Colonel Walter 

Reinhardt, a career army officer. A letter of appoint

ment had already been drawn up, but Reinhardt protested: 

^^Noske, Kiel bis Kapp, pp. 63-65; Noske, 
Erlebtes, pp. 82-84; Burdick and Lutz, Political 
Institutions, pp. 163-165. 

28 Noske, Kiel bis Kapp, pp. 67-68. 
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the officer corps might not accept him, he was too junior 

29 

and also not a Prussian. Noske was impatient. He de

manded that a decision be made. Someone asked if he would 

take the post. "Of course," he replied. "Someone must 

become the bloodhound. I will not shirk the responsi

bility." Reinhardt then took the letter of appointment, 

drew a line through his own name, and filled in the name 

Gustav Noske. 

29 
Burdick and Lutz, Political Institutions, p. 169. 

30 
Noske, Kiel bis Kapp, p. 68; Noske, Erlebtes, 

pp. 83-84; Scheidemann, Memoirs, 2: 607-608; Francis Ludwig 
Carsten, The Reichswehr and Politics, 1918-1933 (Oxford: 
The Clarendon Press, 1966), p. 22. 



CHAPTER III 

MURDER, PUTSCH, AND RESIGNATION 

On 5 January 1919, the Majority Social Democrats, 

now in complete control of the Volksbeauftragten, tried 

to force the Independent Emil Eichhorn from the post of 

Berlin Police Chief. When it was learned that Eichhorn 

had refused to vacate the office, the Berlin radical 

element, including the USPD, the Spartacists, the new 

Communist Party (formed 1 January 1919), and the revolu

tionary shop stewards (revolution^re Obleute), issued a 

proclamation calling for mass demonstrations against the 

government. The "Ebert-Scheidemann tyranny," they said, 

was trying to hold power "with the bayonet," and was sup

porting the capitalist bourgeoisie with the help of the 

Prussian military. The demonstrations in Berlin began on 

the same day, with the Spartacists occupying most of the 

government buildings and newspaper offices, including that 

of the VorwSrts, the Majority SPD organ. To the Berlin 

The Revolutionarenkommunistischen Arbeiterpartei 
Deutschlands. Cuno Horkenbach, ed., Das deutsche Reich 
von 1918 bis Heute, 4 vols. (Berlin: Verlag ftir Presse, 
Wirtschaft und Politik, 1930-1935), 1: 48. 
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population, the revolt had all the earmarks of a new revo

lution. Armed demonstrators occupied several key areas 

of the capital, while the Volksbeauftragten remained idle. 

On 6 January, a demonstration sponsored by the shop 

stewards, the Independents, and the Spartacists seemed to 

have united the entire Berlin proletariat behind the rebel

lion. Among the radical leadership there was even talk of 

a coalition among the three groups which might lead to the 

2 . • 

formation of a revolutionary government. This coalition, 

however, failed to materialize due to several factors. 

First, the USPD lacked sufficient numbers to join in any 

sort of violent struggle leading to a new revolutionary 

government. The same was true of the revolutionary shop 

stewards. Second, the Spartacists were interested only 

in the limited goal of showing support for Eichhorn. By 

the morning of the 7th, all three groups realized that 

their opportunity was lost. Only the Communist Party 

still held out hope for a Bolshevik-style revolution in 

Germany, but by itslef it lacked sufficient numbers to 

move forward. 

^Arthur Rosenberg, A History of the German 
Republic, trans., Ian F. Morrow and L. Marie Steveking 
(London: Methuen and Co., 1936; reprint ed., New York: 
Russell and Russell, 1965), p. 76. 

•^Gustav Noske, Von Kiel bis Kapp: Zur Geschichte 
der deutschen Revolution (Berlin: Verlag tttr Politik und 
Wirtschaft, 1920), pp. 70-74; Ulrich Czisnik, Gustav Noske 
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It was during this period of turmoil that 

Noske took his first action as "bloodhound" for the 

Volksbeauftragten. When the government decided to move 

against the incipient rebellion, the only forces available 

to control the armed demonstrators and counter the revolu

tionaries holding the newspaper and government offices were 

the numerous Freikorps units in and near Berlin.^ A number 

of Freikorps were composed of men affiliated with the 

Majority Social Democrats, and other moderate parties, but 

these men were relatively untrained and, in Noske's opinion, 

lacked the military discipline needed to ensure success 

against the well-armed revolutionaries. Noske therefore 

placed his full trust in the Freikorps units composed of 

former officers, non-commissioned officers, and national

istic young men who had been too young for service in the 

Imperial Army. One danger that Noske failed to discern, 

however, was the fact that, on the whole, the officers 

Ein sozialdemokratischer Staatsmann (Gottingen: Muster
schmidt Verlag, 1969), pp. 52-53; Rosenberg, A History of 
the German Republic, pp. 77-78; A. J. Ryder, The German 
Revolution of 1918: A Study of German Socialism in War 
and Revolt (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1967), 
pp. 200-203; Eduard Bernstein, Die deutsche Revolution: 
Ihr Ursprung, Ihr Urlauf, und Ihr Werk, 2 vols. (Berlin: 
Verlag Gesellschaft und Erziehung, 1921), 1: 128ff; Eugen 
Prager, Geschichte der USPD (Berlin: Verlagsgenossenschaft 
Freiheits, 1922; reprint ed., Darmstadt: Verlag Detlev 
Auvermann, 1970), pp. 186-190; Hartfrid Krause, USPD: Zur 
Geschichte der Unabhangigen Sozialdemokratischen Partei 
Deutschlands (Frankfurt a. M.: EuropSische Verlagsanstalt, 
1975) , pp. 118-119. 

4 
Rosenberg, A History of the German Republic, p. 80 
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and men of these Freikorps harbored a deep resentment 

against the democratic elements in Germany which, they 

were convinced, had destroyed the empire, the army, and 

their careers. But, for the time being, they were more 

than content to serve under Noske, whom they considered 

pro-military, and to settle the score with the radical 

leftists. To Noske, these Freikorps were the instruments 

for restoring order in Berlin, and later, perhaps, could 

become the backbone of a modern defense force capable of 

resisting the Russian Bolsheviks and nationalist Poles in 

5 
the east, and vengeful Allies in the west. 

The fighting lasted in Berlin until the middle of 

January, even though the resistance to the government was 

light since the great majority of Berlin workers took no 

part in the fighting. Noske's use of the Freikorps units 

proved to be successful; at least they regained control 

of the Vorw^rts office and police headquarters. Yet, by 

using these obviously counterrevolutionary troops, he 

received nothing but vitriol from the leadership of the 

radical parties. Certainly, Noske had no choice in the 

matter; he had to use the most effective force at his 

disposal. Noske's problem occurred when his troops began 

Noske, Kiel bis Kapp, pp. 72-73; Ryder, The 
German Revolution of 1918, p. 202; Rosenberg, A History 
of the German Republic, p. 82. 
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to exceed his orders and summarily execute large numbers 

of relatively defenseless workers. Still, to the radical 

leadership, Noske's use of former imperial soldiers 

against his fellow workers, was unforgivable. As a result, 

millions of German proletarians turned their backs on the 

Social Democrats and looked elsewhere for representation. 

The radical proletariat's disgust with Noske's 

control of the military reached a peak following the mur

ders of the two most famous revolutionaries in Germany, 

and the trial and sentencing of the murderers. When the 

Berlin revolutionary committee, founded by Rosa Luxemburg 

and Karl Liebknecht, disbanded on 9 January, following the 

collapse of the Berlin revolt, most of its members, includ

ing Luxemburg and Liebknecht, when into hiding. On 15 

January, the two leaders were found in a Berlin apartment 

and arrested by members of one of Noske's Freikorps. They 

were immediately taken to the Eden Hotel, headquarters of 

the strongest Freikorps unit, the Gardekavallerie-Schiitzen-

Division, commanded by Captain VJaldemar Pabst. After 

questioning, Pabst ordered the pair to be taken separately 

to Moabit prison. The next morning, the people of Berlin 

heard that both revolutionaries had been lynched by an 

anti-Bolshevik mob. The Gardekavallerie-Schtitzen-Division 

issued a detailed report saying that large numbers of 

^Rosenberg, A History of the German Republic, p. 82 
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people had gathered in front of the hotel after learning 

that Luxemburg and Liebknecht were there. The official 

story was that Liebknecht had been shot while trying to 

escape the crowd. Luxemburg, it was said, was killed by 

the mob, and her body taken away, nowhere to be found.^ 

The true account, and the story believed by most 

Germans, was much different. There were no crowds present 

at the Eden Hotel that night. VJhen Liebknecht was taken 

from the hotel, under guard by the Freikorp troops, he 

was knocked unconscious by a soldier. He was then taken 

to a central Berlin park and shot by his guards. When 

Luxemburg left, she too was bludgeoned with a rifle butt, 

then taken to the same park and shot. Her body was 

weighted with stones and thrown into a canal. After the 

truth about these events had been discovered, the govern

ment had no choice but to arrest the soldiers responsible. 

The murderers were tried in May by a courtmartial consist

ing of their fellow officers. Six of the alleged 

7 
Ibid., pp. 85-86; Ryder, The German Revolution 

of 1918, pp. 204-205; Czisnik, Gustav Noske, pp. 54-55; 
Richard M. Watt, The Kings Depart: The Tragedy of Germany 
—Versailles and the German Revolution (New York: Simon 
and Schuster, 1968), pp. 271-272; S. William Halperin, 
Germany Tried Democracy: A Political History of the Reich 
from 1918 to 1933 (New York: Norton Library, 194 6; reprint 
ed., Hamden, Conn.: Archon Books, 1963), pp. 121-122; 
Rudolf Coper, Failure of a Revolution: Germany in 1918-
1919 (Cambridge: The University Press, 1955), pp. 229-
231; Robert G. L. V7aite, Vanguard of Nazism: The Free 
Corps Movement in Postwar Germany, 1918-192 3 (Cambridge, 
Mass. : Harvard University Press, 1952), pp. 58-64. 
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murderers were acquitted. One received a two year sen

tence. The others involved drew sentences ranging from 

six weeks to two years. It served as an example of the 

leniency shown to members of the military during this 

time that none of the convicted served his entire 

sentence. 

It is certain that the Social Democrats did not 

pressure Noske into ordering the execution of Luxemburg 

and Liebknecht; at least no evidence exists to support 
9 

such a contention. Nevertheless, it is to the party's 

discredit that it allowed it to happen. In the long run, 

the murders of the two revolutionaries, not to mention the 

many random and unprovoked shootings of lesser known radi

cals, proved to most Germans that their Social Democratic 

government had erred in using rightist Freikorps. While 

Noske was disturbed by the news of the murders, he re

mained unsympathetic to the two victims. In his memoirs, 

Noske stated his opinion that, at the time, and under the 

circumstances, the two rebels got what they deserved. He 

noted, as he arrived at the chancellery on 16 January, 

that several of the cabinet under-secretaries were highly 

Ryder, The German Revolution of 1918, pp. 204-
205; Halperin, Germany Tried Democracy, pp. 121-122; 
Coper, Failure of a Revolution, pp. 229-231. 

^Rosenberg, A History of the German Republic, p. 86 
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agitated. The news of how Luxemburg and Liebknecht had 

actually been killed was just being discovered. Upon 

hearing the true chronicle of events, Noske began to worry. 

He was concerned chiefly because the actions by the sol

diers could have caused a resumption of the Berlin street 

fighting, and might have been the spark which the German 

radicals were hoping would ignite a general anti-government 

conflagration. Yet no such flare-up began. Surprisingly, 

the Independent and Spartacist newspapers were relatively 

quiet, but Noske was upset by the sensational stories 

printed in the bourgeois press, e.g., that Noske had 

planned and directed the whole affair. In his opinion, 

Liebknecht was the chief instigator of the January Berlin 

insurrection. He and Luxemburg were also, according to 

Noske, guilty of conspiring to convert the bloodless revo

lution, which had brought democracy to Germany, into a 

vicious civil war. Noske was convinced that the pair was 

responsible for the climate of fear that left hundreds of 

thousands of Berliners living in dread of being killed or 

wounded in street battles. The truth, he noted, was that 

in the "days of terror," many people had raised the ques

tion of how to "make the troublemakers harmless." Fortu

nately, he continued, no one had taken action then, since 

Luxemburg's and Liebknecht's deaths, had they occurred 

then, would have only won sympathy for their cause. To 

Noske, the chief result of the murders was that the 
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government's satisfaction with the quick and almost fric-

tionless reoccupation of Berlin had been spoiled. He was 

also indignant that the Berlin newspapers did not print a 

word about the reported murder of a young army officer by 

a "red mob. ""̂ ^ 

On 12 February, the new Reich government was named. 

Elections of 19 January to the National Assembly had given 

the Majority Socialists a solid plurality, and they nomi

nated Philipp Scheidemann as Minister-President (a title 

that was soon changed to Chancellor). Scheidemann's 

cabinet was composed of seven Social Democrats and seven 

non-socialists. The Social Democrats, however, occupied 

the most influential offices. Noske was appointed head 

of the Defense Ministry, in charge of creating the new 

Reichswehr; his first duties were to help set defense 

policy and determine the size and specific role of the 

defense forces. In keeping with his, and August Bebel's, 

old views, set forth in Noske's 1907 Reichstag speech, 

the length of military service was cut, and all soldiers' 

complaints concerning food, leave, living conditions, and 

discipline, were to receive quick and fair hearing. Pen

sions for former regular officers and non-commissioned 

Noske, Kiel bis Kapp, pp. 75-76; Gustav Noske, 
Erlebtes aus Aufstieg und Niedergang einer Demokratie 
(Offenbach a. M.: Bollwerk-Verlag Karl Drott, 1947), 
pp. 84-86. 
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officers were authorized, and, at least in the beginning, 

officers were to be elected by their men.''""'" Yet Noske's 

perception as to the Reichswehr's main duty revolved 

around its usefulness as a counterrevolutionary force, to 

be used against the pockets of resistance which still 

existed in Germany, especially in the northern port cities, 

On 21 January, he noted that the government could be cer

tain of its authority only if it possessed a strong enough 

deterrent: 

During the course of one week, we have rallied a 
military force of 22,000 men. In two or three weeks 
we hope to have 50,000 men at our disposal. Then we 
will be in a position to restore a certain amount of 
order. Our dealings with the soldiers' councils 
have, therefore, taken on a slightly different tone. 
Hitherto the soldiers' councils had force on their 
side; now force militates in our favor. . . .12 

The new defense force was far from the 

democratically-oriented citizens' militia long desired by 

the German Social Democrats. The long, violent years 

between 1914 and 1919, and Noske's obsession with main

taining law and order, which he had successfully done at 

Kiel, convinced him that only disciplined, professional 

Noske, Erlebtes, pp. 127-132; Noske, Kiel bis 
Kapp, pp. 76-78, 112-122; Horkenbach, Das deutsche Reich 
von 1918 bis Heute, 1: 59; Charles Burton Burdick and 
Ralph Haswell Lutz, eds.. The Political Institutions of 
the German Revolution, 1918-1919 (New York: Praeger, 
1966) r P- 198; Rosenberg, A HisTory of the German Repub
lic, pp. 104-106. 

•'"̂ Burdick and Lutz, Political Institutions, p. 198 
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troops could be trusted with preventing the destruction 

of the Fatherland by radicalism and civil war. Specifi

cally, his experiences at Kiel had taught him that experi

enced troops made the most effective counterforce to 

revolution. Therefore, the nev; defense force retained 

many of the officers and men who owed their allegiance 

more to das alte Heer (the old army), rather than to the 

new, and, for Germany, untried democracy. 

This reliance on professional soldiers served to 

reinforce the left-wing parties' resentment of Noske. 

Yet Noske cared little about his lack of popularity with 

the more radical elements of the proletariat. He had a 

job to do. Generally, Noske never sent government troops 

into a troublespot without provocation. Most often, troops 

were used to quell disturbances in an area where the 

SoldatenrMte still existed. To Noske, these councils had 

become superfluous; he considered the National Assembly 

to be the only legitimate representative body in Germany. 

In his opinion, any activity by workers' or soldiers' 

councils could lead only to disorder, especially when they 

used demonstrations, or terrorism, to undermine the 

Scheidemann government. The end of February saw the most 

violent clashes between government troops and rioters. 

During the first week in March, the Berlin workers' 

councils called a general strike to protest the govern

ment's actions against the revolutionary councils. In 
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addition, the officers of the Volksmarinedivision, still 

in existence, feared that they might be replaced once the 

Reichswehr established itself, and attempted a coup d'etat. 

Without the support of the Berlin proletariat, an unlikely 

occurrence following the bloody end of the January upris

ing, both actions were doomed to failure. Since the great 

majority of workers was uninterested in further rebellion, 

and totally unprepared for armed conflict, the government 

forces easily triumphed. In an action which further out

raged the far left, Noske, much disturbed by the rumors 

of wild fighting in the Berlin suburbs, issued an order 

that every demonstrator discovered using a firearm was to 

be shot. The execution of a few hard-core terrorists, he 

believed, would deter others from further violence. Yet, 

in a recurrence of the January fighting, the troops under 

his command took his order too literally, and began summary 

executions of all demonstrators, including some who were 

totally unarmed. In one case, a Lieutenant Marloh, a 

Freikorps officer, arrested and shot in cold blood twenty-

nine unarmed members of the Volksmarinedivision. Noske 

was appalled at this senseless act, but, nevertheless, 

Marloh was acquitted of a murder charge. Once again, the 

German working-class was presented with the evidence that 

murder committed by rightists was seemingly condoned 
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by the government. ^ This view was given even more cre

dence by similar occurrences in other parts of the Reich. 

In April and May, Noske took action against the Bavarian 

Soviet Republic, founded by Kurt Eisner in November 1918. 

On 1 May 1919, government troops who, according to Noske, 

were again exceeding his orders, executed hundreds of 

radical leftists in Munich. "̂"̂  Still, Noske's attitude 

toward the revolutionary elements remained unaltered. In 

dozens of cases, he said, the radicals had declared a state 

of siege, had taken hostages, and had destroyed or sup

pressed both socialist and bourgeois newspapers. Then they 

had "cried murder and outrage" when, in self-defense, gov

ernment troops "occasionally had been a little rough on 

them.""^^ 
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While the revolutionary left was occupied with the 

struggle against what it considered a reactionary govern

ment, most Germans were concerned with the debate over the 

Versailles Treaty and its reparations clauses. Noske 

agreed with his countrymen that the reparations were 

certain to weaken Germany, much as the internment of the 

Imperial Navy had crippled the Reich's military power. 

In addition to his concern over the continuing blockade 

of Germany and the subsequent near-starvation among much 

of the working-class, he was apprehensive that the loss 

of German locomotives and steel making factories, given 

to the Allies as the peace terms demanded, might exacerbate 

the already severe economic decline, and lead to new revo

lutionary troubles with the Independents, Spartacists, and 

Communists. Later, in his memoirs, he related his view 

that the peace terms could not have been more vindictive: 

. . . . an icy fear should have gripped the body of 
the last German; only one thought should have filled 
the entire population: How to preserve the Reich from 
the destruction which was obviously being prepared 
. . . Instead, one section wanted to drive the reso
lution further which threw the country into serious 
internal disturbances . . . In the streets of Germany 
flowed the blood of citizens because of the horrible 
internecene war, and in the National Assembly one 
debate, or fight, or scandal followed another . . . 
Meanv7hile, month after month, men sat in Paris, their 
heads filled partly by glowing desire for revenge, 
partly by coolest aspiration for power, and hatched 
out what came to be known as the peace treaty. If, 
in these months, the Allied Powers took notice of 
Germany, it was only to exact new extortions and 
deeper humiliations . . . Hate, paired with the 
avarice of the victors, led . . . to a result, than 
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which none more conniving and cruel could have been 
designed. To the dismemberment of the Reich and the 
economic strangulation had been added the attempt at 
dishonoring. . . . They did not spare the tortured 
German people the last dregs of their malice. . . .1^ 

Although this was written in 192 0, it is reflective of 

Noske's attitude during 1919. This view was shared by the 

German militarists who either wanted to carry on the war 

against the Allies, or, more likely, overthrow the Social 

Democratic government which they perceived as having 

accepted the Versailles Treaty without protest. Yet Noske 

ignored the growing right-wing discontent and concentrated 

on eliminating what he considered a more serious threat, 

the "bolshevik menace." 

Eventually, the consequences of Noske's actions 

against the political far left, and his future inaction 

against the militarist right, would lead to his political 

downfall. During the summer and fall of 1919, the attitude 

among the German officer corps had grown into a determina

tion to set up some sort of military dictatorship. The 

leading figure in this plan was General Baron Walther von 

Liittwitz, a Reichswehr general and the former commander of 

a Berlin Freikorps unit. Liittwitz believed that the 

existing Social Democratic-dominated regime was intent on 

hamstringing the German officer corps, and would have to 

be altered, or abolished. The government's chief crime. 

16 
Noske, Kiel bis Kapp, pp. 147-153. 
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the officers maintained, was its acceptance of the 

Versailles Treaty and the resulting arms limitations; the 

officers were convinced that German military weakness could 

well tempt a Russian attack on the Fatherland. Ltittwitz 

thus attempted to persuade his fellow officers to do all 

in their power to resist any attempt to reduce the strength, 

or limit the armament, of Germany's armed forces. Many 

Freikorps officers then proceeded to ignore the govern

ment 's decision to disband the majority of Freikorps units 

and reduce the armament of the Reich defense force. In 

many cases, the officers successfully secreted heavy 

weapons in unused warehouses. Allied with Major Waldemar 

Pabst of the infamous Gardekavallerie-Schtitzen-Division, 

Liittwitz then tried to enlist the aid of Defense Minister 

Noske in a plot to create a new government. Relying on 

his knowledge of Noske's past and present good relations 

with the officer corps, Liittwitz worked out a plan whereby 

the Defense Minister, supported by the Reichswehr, would 

seize power and establish a military dictatorship. Noske 

refused without hesitation; he knew from long experience 

that the German working-class would not support a right-

wing regime. One had only to remember the fiasco of the 

January revolt in Berlin to recognize that any attempt to 

rule against the will of the masses was destined to fail. 

With the collapse of this and another scheme calling for 

a three-man dictatorship, Liittwitz and Wolfgang Kapp, an 
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East Prussian official who in 1917 had been instrumental 

in creating the right-wing Fatherland Party, put all their 

efforts into strengthening opposition to Germany's forced 

disarmament. Deferring plans for a coup d'etat for the 

time being, Liittwitz and Kapp began to concentrate on 

persuading Reichswehr and Freikorps officers to take more 

effective action against the Versailles Treaty. Ultimately, 

both Kapp and Liittwitz were positive that the almost 

desperate officers would go to any lengths, even overt 

military actions, to prevent the dissolution of their 

commands. 

According to the Allied terms, by 10 April 192 0, 

the German navy was not to exceed 15,000 men, while the 

army was to be reduced to 200,000 men. Further reductions 

were scheduled for the following months. To meet these 

figures, the German government would have to dismiss from 
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service some fifty to sixty thousand troops. Orders to 

this effect were issued to the commanders of the affected 

units. Among the units earmarked for disbanding was a 

naval brigade commanded by one of Germany's most notorious 

Freikorps leaders, Captain Hermann Ehrhardt. This brigade, 

which had played an important, and bloody, role in sup

pressing the Bavarian Republic, was reputedly the most 

effective fighting force in the Reich. In March 1920, 

Ehrhardt related to Liittwitz his sailors' anxiety toward 

the disarmament order. Liittwitz then decided that, since 

the naval brigade was under his overall command, he would 

under no circumstances allow the brigade to be dissolved. 

In effect, he intended this to be a test of the govern

ment's resolve to carry out the Treaty terms. Yet the 

situation of the Ehrhardt Brigade was of relatively minor 

importance to Kapp and Ltittwitz. Their ultimate goal was 

to crush the SPD-dominated government, and thereby increase 

the power of the German nationalist, and especially monar

chist, parties at the expense of the Social Democrats. It 

was for these reasons, then, that the Ehrhardt Naval 

Brigade advanced on Berlin during the evening of 12 March 

18 
1920. 
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In his memoirs, Noske noted that he began to see 

the seriousness of the tlireatened Putsch only after reading 

a report on the secret plans of Kapp and Liittwitz. In 

this report, he discovered that the conspirators intended 

to capture Reich President Ebert and his entire cabinet. 

Noske immediately informed Ebert of the situation and the 

President agreed to let Noske take action. In the after

noon of 10 March, Noske spoke to the chief of the Reichs

wehr, General Reinhardt, and the navy chief of staff, 

Admiral Adolf von Trotha. The two had already met with 

Captain Ehrhardt and ascertained that he intended to follow 

the orders of Liittwitz, and that he was well aware that his 

action not to disband was in direct opposition to his gov

ernment's orders. Despite Trotha's reservations, Noske 

then resolved to withdraw the naval brigade from Ltittwitz's 

19 command, and allow the navy chief of staff to take over. 

Noske later issued orders to transfer the Lowenfeld Naval 

Brigade to the same camp, Doberitz, near Berlin, where the 

Ehrhardt Brigade was located. At this time, the govern

ment was unsure of the extent of the rumored Putsch; in

deed, Noske had no concrete proof that a rebellion was 

underway, but he hoped that the Lflwenfeld Brigade might 

20 
serve to hinder Ehrhardt's possible future actions. 

"'"̂ Noske, Kiel bis Kapp, p. 206. 

^^Ibid., p. 207. 
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At six o'clock in the evening of 10 March, Liittwitz 

appeared in Ebert's office to deliver an ultimatum. His 

principal military demands were for the cessation of dis

missals from the Reichswehr, the removal of Reinhardt (a 

republican) from his post as chief of the army high com

mand, and the resumption of control over the Ehrhardt 

Brigade by the local commander. His political demands 

included the dissolution of the National Assembly, and the 

use of so-called "minister-experts" (i.e., conservative-

minded nationalists) in the foreign office and finance 

ministry. In Noske's opinion, Liittwitz' s ideas were 

absurd; he considered the General to be merely a reaction-
21 „ 

ary monarchist. "̂  Reacting to Luttwitz' s ultimatum, Ebert 

spoke first about the overall political situation, and 

then addressed himself to the specific demands. First, 

he declared, all orders were to be strictly obeyed. 

Second, the command of Liittwitz over all naval brigades, 

and other Freikorps units, was ended. Third, the remain

ing troop reductions would follow precisely the stipula

tions of the Versailles Treaty. In addition. General 

Reinhardt would remain at his position. Noske then added 

the warning that, in the event of an armed rebellion 

against the government, the common soldiers would not 

•̂'•Ibid.; Erger, Der Kapp-Liittwitz-Putsch, pp. 
121-122. 
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allow their officers to destroy the Fatherland. Liittwitz 

was particularly abashed at his lack of success and com

plained about the way Noske had lectured him about his 

troops' loyalty. After the meeting, there being no hope 

of acceptance for his demands, Liittwitz left Berlin. ̂ ^ 

By 9 March, Noske had become aware of the seditious 

activities of Kapp, Major Pabst, and the other Putschists, 

yet he still had no positive proof that they had already 

begun collecting armaments. Early on 11 March, however, 

Noske concluded that arrests had to be made in order to 

head off possible trouble. At this time, he called on the 

Berlin police chief and requested that the leading con

spirators be held in detention. To his dismay, Noske 

found that the police apparatus was not to be relied upon, 

i.e., the police chief made excuses and referred the matter 

to another department. The result was that both Kapp and 

Pabst, and their confederates operating in Berlin, found 

themselves secure to continue their plans. Later in the 

morning, Noske met with General Reinhardt and the head of 

the military personnel office. General Johann von Braun. 

Noske requested that orders be issued demoting in rank 

all officers implicated in the festering rebellion. By 

early afternoon, Noske was assured that Luttwitz was in 

^^Noske, Kiel bis Kapp, ?. 207; Erger, Der Kapp-
Liittwitz-Putsch, p. 122. 
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possession of the written orders for his dismissal. It 

was later learned that Liittwitz had contemptuously ignored 
23 

them. 

On Friday, 12 March, Noske ordered the arrests of 

all those involved in the conspiracy, although conclusive 

evidence of the alleged Putsch was still lacking. Actually 

Noske was skeptical of the wild rumors circulating in 

Berlin. It was to be twenty-four hours before Noske was 

totally convinced of the seriousness of the situation. In 

a cabinet meeting on 12 March, Noske was unable to make a 

reliable declaration that an insurrection was indeed being 

planned and carried out. In an attempt to make certain 

that the hearsay was true, however, he planned to visit the 

Dflberitz camp and conduct a personal investigation. Before 

he could do so. Admiral von Trotha arrived at the meeting 

and reported that, after a thorough inspection of the 

Ehrhardt Brigade's camp, he had found everything quiet 

and in order. The report indicated that no weapons were 

being issued to the troops, and no unusual activity was 

taking place. In fact, the Admiral declared, as he 

arrived in camp, the sailors were engaged in washing 

clothes, and many were taking an evening stroll. Later, 

Noske learned that Ehrhardt had received advance notice 

of Trotha's visit, had hidden all weapons, and had 

^^Noske, Kiel bis Kapp, pp. 207-208. 
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temporarily discontinued planning for the march on Berlin. ̂"̂  

Later, upon receiving the information that the 

Ehrhardt Brigade had made preparations to begin the march 

on the city, Noske requested that two Reichswehr generals, 

Martin von Oldershausen, and Burghard von Oven, proceed to 

the Doberitz camp. On their return, they reported that 

the Putschists were still issuing the same demands that 

25 Liittwitz had previously delivered to Ebert. As news of 

the insurrection swept Berlin, Noske declared that any 

negotiation with the Putsch leaders was out of the ques

tion. Determined to deal with the rebellion by force if 

necessary, Noske decided to put the question of armed 

resistance directly to his generals. In his office, he 

met with General Reinhardt, Generals Hans von Seeckt, von 

Olderhausen, von Oven, Admiral von Trotha, and his own 

aide. Major Erich von Gilsa. Noske quickly described the 

unfolding events, and declared that the time had come to 

shov7 courage and fortitude in the defense of the govern

ment. He then suggested that the only alternative open 

to the regime was to order the remaining loyal troops to 

march against the rebels. To his consternation, only 

Reinhardt and Gilsa readily agreed. The remaining officers 

objected. General von Seeckt then declared that, as far 

as the army leadership was concerned, the Reichswehr would 

^"^Ibid., p. 208. ^^Ibid. 
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never be ordered to fire on fellow soldiers. Seeckt's 

declaration, that the Reichswehr would take no positive 

action, was later credited by Liittwitz as having been 

instrumental in the rebellion's initial success. As the 

meeting continued, Noske was overcome by depression. He 

then had no choice but to inform the President and 

Chancellor that they could not depend upon the army to 

put down the revolt. A tragedy for the new Republic, the 

betrayal by the generals was also a personal blow to 

Noske. Having based his entire political career on sup

port for the military, he was utterly disillusioned by 

2 6 
the generals' decision. 

Later on the 12th, several cabinet ministers 

came into Noske's office, all wanting information about 

the current situation. It soon became apparent that, with 

the military's abdication of its responsibility to defend 

Berlin, the success of the Putsch was certain. After a 

short meeting, it v/as decided that, in the event of the 

capture of even a few of the cabinet ministers, the gov

ernment would be incapable of taking any further action 

against the revolt. The proposal was then made to remove 

Ibid., p. 209; Hans von Seeckt, Papers of 
General von Seeckt, 28 reels (VJashington, D.C.: National 
Archives Microfilm Publications, 1949), reel 22, part 143, 
item 15; Erger, Der Kapp-Liittwitz-Putsch, pp. 139-143; 
Czisnik, Gustav Noske, pp. 85-86. 
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the government to Dresden. Noske agreed, but only after 

he had ascertained that the Reichswehr units outside Berlin 

had remained loyal. Noske's conviction that, in spite of 

the treachery of the generals, the great majority of the 

troops would remain true to the Republic, was proven 

4- 27 correct. 

The Kapp-Liittwitz Putsch lasted only four days. 

After entering Berlin and establishing a new government, 

the Putschists began to fragment into rival groups. It 

was, however, a general strike, led by the German labor 

unions, which was most effective in causing the restwhile 

Kapp regime to collapse. As later events indicated, 

Noske's trust in the common soldiers was not misplaced. 

In his memoirs, he noted that most of the Reichswehr did 

its duty and opposed the Putsch. In some instances, he 

noted, officers had vacillated, or broken their oath of 

loyalty to the Republic, but the rank-and-file generally 

remained faithful to the government. Later in 1920, Noske 

summed up his attitude toward the events of 13 through 17 

March: 

The Kapp-Liittwitz stupidity was finished in four days 
as a result of the resolute defense by the huge 
majority of the German people. . . . The power of 
the government has as a result of the shock by the 
Reichswehr suffered a considerable loss. It remains 

^^Noske, Kiel bis Kapp, p. 209; Horkenbach, Daj^ 
Deutsche Reich von 1918 bis Heute, 1: 101. 
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to be seen if my effort to guard against radicalism 
IS followed by further reaction. Finally, the German 
people . . . will have as much freedom and power . . . 
as their enterprise and political understanding earns.28 

In effect, Noske's national political career ended 

during the meeting on 12 March with the Reichswehr generals. 

In the wake of the Putsch, many Social Democrats demanded 

a purge of the Reichswehr and the ousting from government 

of party members who had been conspicuously pro-military. 

In a meeting of the SPD Reichstag Fraktion in Stuttgart 

on 19 March, Noske's fate was debated. Several speakers, 

including Ludwig Quessel, Paul Lobe, and Otto Wels, the 

Secretary of the Party Executive, attacked Noske and the 

government on the grounds that they had coddled mili

tarists, and had failed to take quick action against the 

rebellion. Other speakers, Gustav Bauer, Eduard David, 

29 and President Ebert, defended Noske and the government's 

actions, i.e., that the situation had unfolded too quickly, 

and time was lacking for effective countermeasures. 

Philipp Scheidemann's speech was indicative of the 

feeling running against Noske: 

Quessel, as everyone knows, proposes that the section 
should demand Noske's resignation. I consider this an 
absolutely wrong move. We cannot go so far as to ask 
a colleague directly to retire. Yet—and do not think 
any the worse of me—the present state of things 

28 Noske, Kiel bis Kapp, p. 210. 

^^Noske, Erlebtes, pp. 162-164. 
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forcibly reminds me of what happened in October 1918, 
when William II could not understand he would have to 
go . . . Noske took up the whole morning with his 
speech. And what did he tell us? Was it a recital 
of the stages of painful events? No, he tried for 
hours to prove that he had pursued the right line and 
policy in his office. He tried to explain what is 
now going on as the result of necessity, for which he 
was not answerable in any way. This is wrong. I have 
always judged Noske fairly. All of you know how I 
appreciate him. I know his merits. But now we are 
faced with the fact that his organization has com
pletely broken down owing to its want of energy against 
the right. Make no mistake about what people in the 
cpountry think of the Reichswehr and Noske. If there 
is any chance of keeping him in office, we must, of 
course, try it. But I see no chance. . . .30 

Following Scheidemann's speech, Noske, feeling 

that he had lost the support of his party's leadership, 

offered his resignation. It remained his belief, however, 

that the majority of Social Democrats still supported his 

actions. Several times previously, after hearing his 

actions as Reichstag delegate and Defense Minister crit

icized, Noske had offerred to stand down. On no occasion 

had a successor been nominated to replace him. Then, as 

now, he believed that the complaints directed toward him 

came from a relatively small circle of disgruntled party 

members. Nevertheless, at least as far as the Social 

Democratic Reichstag Fraktion was concerned, Noske had 

^^Philipp Scheidemann, The Making of New Germany: 
The Memoirs of Philipp Scheidemann, trans. J. E. Michell, 
2 vols. (New York: D. Appleton and Co., 1929; reprint 
ed., Freeport, New York: Books for Libraries Press, 
1970), 2: 663. 
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31 been guilty of pampering militarist counterrevolutionaries. 

Noske's letter of resignation was presented to President 

Ebert, who was reluctant to accept it. Ebert was Noske's 

friend, but more important, he was grateful for his service 

to Germany during the difficult period following the sur

render in 1918, and he was convinced that Noske was the 

only man capable of handling future trouble with Germany's 

radical elements. Ebert was also convinced that he and 

Noske had followed the right course in their actions against 

the radicals, and in their attempt at building a profes

sional Reichswehr. Still, the pressure placed on him to 

remove Noske was too great, and, on 22 March, he accepted 

32 
his old comrade's resignation. 

31 
Noske, Erlebtes, pp. 162-163. 

^^Ibid., pp. 162-166; Ursachen und Folgen, 
4: 114-115; Czisnik, Gustav Noske, p. 89. 



CHAPTER IV 

EPILOG AND CONCLUSIONS 

Following his resignation, Noske found himself 

without a job for the first time in his life. Adding 

insult to injury, the SPD failed to include his name on 

the electoral list for the June 1920 Reichstag elections. 

According to the party leadership, a Noske candidacy would 

have caused disharmony in the party. Also, no local party 

organization was willing to accept him as a candidate. 

Later in June, however, his friend Carl Severing, the Prus

sian Minister for the Interior, proposed to the Prussian 

Secretary of State that Noske be named as OberprMsident 

for the province of Hanover. The offer was made in light 

of Noske's past service to his nation and party, and be

cause Severing considered the SPD's treatment of Noske to 

have been unjust. The party leadership was opposed to 

giving the office to Noske, and the local party head

quarters in Hanover argued against it, but Severing's 

support proved decisive. On 25 June 1920, Noske was 

appointed to the office of provisional Oberpr^sident. 

Gustav Noske, Erlebtes aus Aufstieg und Niedergang 
einer Demokratie (Offenbach a. M.: Bollwerk-Verlag Karl 

89 



90 

On 29 June, Noske was formally notified of his 

appointment, and assumed office on 1 July. On 1 November, 

his provisional status was removed, and Noske found him

self, to the chagrin of his political enemies, again one 

of the highest officials in the German Republic. In the 

early years of his tenure in office, Noske was involved in 

several political controversies. Among other problems, he 

was forced to deal with an independence movement fostered 

by the Deutsch-Hannoversche Partei, and the political un

rest fomented by both left- and right-wing parties over 

the continued Allied occupation of the Rhineland. In 

order to maintain a stable political situation, the Weimar 

government placed treasury funds at Noske's disposal to 

enable him to counter the propaganda of nationalist and 

communist newspapers. Certain constitutional questions 

also interested Noske as Oberprasident. One of the 

debates centered around whether the German Republic should 

have a strong central government or a loose confederation 

of states. But what concerned Noske the most was the con

stitutional provision which would allow the government to 

divide the larger German states into smaller provinces. 

Fearing that Prussia would be so fragmented, thereby re

ducing its influence in the Reich, he requested that the 

Drott, 1947), pp. 182-183; Ulrich Czisnik, Gustav Noske: 
Ein sozialdemokratischer Staatsmann (Gottingen: 
Musterschmidt Verlag, 1969), pp. 90-91. 
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government suspend any plans for division. Noske had long 

considered Prussia the heart of Germany, and even proposed 

the creation of a "greater Prussia," stretching from Emden 

in the west to Memel in the east.^ 

Along with the troublesome duty of keeping the 

province of Hanover politically quiet, Noske was continu

ally in disagreement with his own party leadership. To 

be sure, he remained a loyal member of the SPD, but in the 

decade of the 1920s, he found himself unable to agree with 

the direction of the party's political course. During this 

period, he was attacked by Scheidemann for his continued 

support of a rapprochement between the Social Democrats 

and the more conservative German political parties. Both 

Ebert and Noske championed the view that the SPD could 

retain its influence on German political developments only 

by cooperation v/ith the bourgeois parties. Noske opposed 

attempts by the Social Democrats, while locked into a 

constant 3 0 percent share of the electorate, to carry on 

with their recent opposition to the middle-class parties. 

While the SPD of the mid-1920s tended to resist continuing 

its previous policy of coalition with the middle-class, 

by 1928 the party, led by Hermann Miiller as Chancellor, 

joined in forming a coalition government with the bourgeois 

^Noske, Erlebtes, pp. 246-254, 261-266; Czisnik, 
Gustav Noske, pp. 92-93. 
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parties. This action probably caused the SPD to lose 

votes in the 1930 Reichstag election, but Noske continued 

to blame the party's lack of success on what he considered 

its failure to forge closer ties with the more conservative 

3 groups. 

After 1925, Noske v/as firmly settled into his 

duties as Oberprasident, and continued to offer his opin

ions on national political developments. In the spring of 

1927, however, he found time to travel to Latin America, 

about v/hich he reported in detail in the Hannoverscher 

Anzeiger. The exciting journey, plus his extensive arti

cles on Latin American affairs, reawakened Noske's inter

ests in world politics. But by the late 1920s, the crisis 

in German national politics began to overshadow his other 

activities. In 1930, he made a determined effort to halt 

the spread of political terrorism in Hanover, caused 

chiefly by the radical-nationalist paramilitary organiza

tions. Noske's first major action was to prohibit all 

political activity by uniformed paramilitary units, in

cluding the Reichsbanner Schwarz-rot-gold (the SPD-

supported paramilitary front). This action was widely 

criticized by the Social Democratic Press as being detri

mental to the defense of republicanism in the Reich. The 

•^Noske, Erlebtes, p. 221; Czisnik, Gustav Noske, 

DD. 95-96. 
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outlawing of these groups was necessary, according to 

Noske, to preserve the peace. Further, in order to halt 

racial harassment by the National Socialist Brown Shirts, 

he ordered the police to arrest anyone seen committing 

anti-semitic excesses. To Noske's disgust, however, he 

soon discovered that several members of the judiciary were 

not giving his orders their wholehearted support. He 

then publicly castigated these judges for being too lenient 

toward right-wing miscreants. The conservative press did 

not overlook this action, and criticized Noske as being 

4 
anti-German. 

These were not the only headlines Noske made 

during his tenure in office. On 2 February 1932, fifty 

of the local Hanover politicians and officials signed a 

petition calling for the reelection of Reich President 

Paul von Hindenburg. The trouble began for Noske when 

it was learned that he was the only socialist among the 

fifty signers. The Social Democratic leadership and press 

scolded Noske for his action, but stronger measures were 

not taken, because the SPD was not ready to offer its own 

candidate in the election, and the party rank-and-file 

was later urged to support Hindenburg against the 

^Noske, Erlebtes, pp. 288-290; Czisnik, Gustav 

Noske, p. 98. 
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National Socialist candidate, Adolf Hitler.^ Apparently, 

Noske was reprimanded by the party for taking what it 

considered premature action. Still, it was a measure of 

Noske's political acuity that he was quick to support 

Hindenburg in the face of a Hitler candidacy. The 1932 

election frightened Noske since he had been long aware of 

the danger to Germany posed by Hitler and the National 

Socialists. In a New Year's address, he had warned his 

audience that: "No miracle has come to pass. No one man 

and no one party can, in one year, lead the German people 

from terrible privation to general contentment. . . . " 

Noske's warning was, of course, ignored by vast 

numbers of Germans, and Hitler came to power in January 

1933. Noske was still Oberprasident, and one of the few 

Social Democrats in Germany remaining in high public 

office. Yet, after Hitler's rise to the chancellorship, 

Noske realized that the time had come for his retirement 

from political and government life. On 7 February, he 

traveled to Berlin to meet with Herman Goring, Reich 

Commissioner for the Prussian Ministry of the Interior, 

to offer his resignation and apply for a pension. As 

Noske would not reach the minimum age limit for retirement 

^Noske, Erlebtes, pp. 308-310; Czisnik, Gustav 
Noske, p. 99. 

^Quoted in Czisnik, Gustav Noske, p. 99. 
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until 30 September 1933, Goring declined to accept his 

resignation. Not looking forward to serving out his re

maining term under a National Socialist regime, Noske had 

a long meeting with Reich Finance Minister Graf Schwerin 

von Krosigk over the possibility of obtaining funds for a 

six month "fact-finding" trip to South America. His 

application was swiftly rejected. If Noske, at this time, 

was contemplating emigration from Germany, it cannot be 

verified. What is certain, however, is that the old Social 

Democrat held no illusions about his future under the Nazi 

government. Meanwhile, Noske continued to apply for a 

pension, only to be denied repeatedly the benefits due him 

for his long service. As a final blow, on 26 September, 

four days before reaching retirement age, he was curtly 

7 
dismissed from office. 

Following Goring's abrupt and cynical action, 

Noske decided to appeal his dismissal. Despite a verbal 

pledge from Gflring to meet with him about the situation, 

Noske was refused an appointment. He later visited Prus

sian Finance Minister Johannes Popitz and Chief of Naval 

Command Admiral Erich Raeder, on the chance that they 

might be of help. Raeder listened courteously to Noske's 

complaint, as did General Curt von Hammerstein-Equord, 

^Noske, Erlebtes, p. 314; Czisnik, Gustav Noske, 
pp. 99-100. 
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who, like Raeder, had known Noske since the early 1920s. 

Both men promised to intercede on his behalf, and some 

progress was made in securing Noske's pension, but all 

efforts were eventually frustrated by Goring. Thus, 

virtually impoverished, Noske, along with his wife and 

youngest daughter, was forced in April of 1934 to move to 

Frankfurt am Main and take up residence in a small apart

ment. As Noske's distrust of the National Socialist 

regime grew, he was disturbed to learn that virtually no 

SPD political resistance was contemplated. In 1938, his 

old friend Carl Severing reported to him that, following 

the Anschluss with Austria, many Social Democrats held 

the view that the Nazi state had become a permanent fact 

of life, and that all opposition was futile. Still, Noske 

was certain that the Hitler dictatorship could not last 

forever. He was positive that the day would come when 
g 

"the overstrained bow would inevitably snap." 

Despite his increasing depression over his situa

tion in Germany, Noske still managed to enjoy the company 

of his friends. In 1939, for example, he and Severing 

made a river journey on the Mosel. In the small town of 

Cochen, Noske was much amused when a group of flyers from 

the famous Condor Legion recognized him, and gathered 

^Czisnik, Gustav Noske, pp. 100-101. 
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around to ask him questions, each of them amazed that this 

historical figure was still alive. Yet, a short time 

later, Noske again became painfully aware of the repressive 

political situation when he was imprisoned for several 

months, due largely to his past criticism of Hitler. It 

later came as no surprise to him when he, along with 

thousands of other innocent victims whose names appeared 

on one list or another, was accused of complicity in the 

July 1944 assassination attempt on Hitler. Noske spent 

the next year in prison, fearing every day that he would 

be taken out and shot. After the collapse of the Third 

Reich in 1945, Noske, who had been held in Moabit prison 

(the fatal destination of Luxemburg and Liebknecht twenty-

five years before) v/as liberated. Because his daughter 

lived in the United States, Noske made plans for a spring 

1947 trip to visit her, and also to speak at several 

American universities. In Hanover, on 30 November 1946, 

however, the old statesman collapsed from a stroke and 

T ^ 9 
died. 

With his passing, a controversial period in German 

history came to a close. Generally, Noske was condemned 

both for his actions against the left during the revolu

tionary period, and for his relative inaction against the 

threat to German democracy posed by the political right. 

^Ibid., p. 101. 
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Thus, any assessment of Gustav Noske's political career 

must focus on these two major areas. First, why did he 

take such repressive action against the German radical 

left? And second, why did he place such reliance on the 

reactionary military in carrying out his actions? Perhaps 

the first question can be best answered by attempting to 

understand Noske's political growth during his early life. 

Since his first experiences were with the working-class 

of his Brandenburg home, it is probable that its reformist, 

non-radical, political outlook greatly influenced him. 

Long before he reached adulthood, he had been exposed to 

the moderate political views of his uncle, and other 

Brandenburg Social Democrats. Also, German society during 

Noske's youth did not appear to be on the brink of col

lapse, e.g., Germany was one of the world's leading in

dustrial powers, and the governmental system was seen by 

many to be on the road to liberalism. Consequently, 

Noske would have considered it more worthwhile to try to 

gain increased benefits for the proletariat by working in 

parliament to achieve limited goals, e.g., liberal suffrage 

laws in Prussia, or increased worker benefits. Noske, like 

most young socialists, was impressed with the success of 

10 Richard N. Hunt, German Social Democracy, 1918-
1933 (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1964), pp, 
2^n. 
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these tactics, especially when almost every election 

brought new voters and larger mandates to the party, for 

example, the election of 1903 in which the SPD received 

over three million votes, and won eighty-one seats in the 

Reichstag. These electoral results must have convinced 

Noske, who was himself elected to the Reichstag in 1906 

as a Revisionist Social Democrat, that any turn to more 

radical socialist policies could only serve to destroy 

the gains already won. Always a rather blunt and combative 

man, it was thus natural for Noske to want to silence any 

radical criticism or quell any radical revolutionary action 

that might jeopardize the acceptance the party had earned 

in Germany. All these factors led Noske to believe that: 

(1) the German workers could prosper only in a 

democratically-oriented political system, v/ith the Social 

Democratic Reichstag Fraktion looking after their inter

ests; and (2) the only effective means of carrying out 

social change, while preventing the collapse of German 

society as a whole, was through legal and orderly means. 

This latter policy can be illustrated by noting how often 

Noske emphasized a need for law and order, and by observing 

his methods against radical demonstrators, both at Kiel in 

•'""'"Abraham Joseph Berlau, The German Social Demo-
cratic Party, 1914-1921 (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1949; reprint ed., New York: Octagon Books, 1970), 
p. 348. 
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1918, and Berlin in 1919. 

Noske's actions against his opponents were effec

tive, but controversial. Indeed, the incidents of wide

spread shooting of alleged terrorists in Berlin were 

roundly condemned by most Germans, but the cause of Noske's 

political downfall revolved around his relations with the 

German military establishment. Noske's consuming interest 

in military affairs probably began during his service as 

a newspaperman with Otto Braun in East Prussia. The task 

of persuading a suspicious and inherently conservative 

peasant class to support the SPD must have been difficult, 

especially when landlords were likely to punish any of 

their workers who were politically active. Faced with 

these obstacles, Noske's only alternative was to play upon 

the East Prussians' fear of the Russian Empire, and to 

emphasize the Revisionist Social Democrats' support for a 

strong defense. As Noske himself was aware of the threat 

posed to the Fatherland by tsarist expansionism, it became 

increasingly important for him to carry on a crusade 

within the party for stepped-up military spending. When 

the war began, his interest in expanding the army and 

navy budgets increased. Due largely to his conviction 

that the war had been forced upon the Reich, he lost no 

opportunity to speak in favor of building more battleships, 

or creating new army divisions. His support for the mili

tary budgets also seemed to increase in direct proportion 
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to his criticism by the radical propagandists who consid

ered the war a bourgeois affair, and who accused Noske of 

being the generals' puppet. To Noske, the leftist radicals 

were tragically deluded, unpatriotic fools. 

During the 1919 reovlutionary crises, Noske was 

bitterly attacked by the radical left. Eventually, the 

members of his own party joined in condemning him for using 

armed troops against working-class demonstrators. When 

these same troops almost succeeded in destroying the German 

Republic, the Social Democrats forced Noske to resign as 

Defense Minister. Yet Noske had no alternative to his 

choosing the reactionary Freikorps as the backbone of the 

Reich's defense forces. A republican guard, which most 

Social Dem.ocrats considered essential to maintaining 

German democracy, was non-existent. While Noske can be 

criticized for his insistence on using professional troops, 

he cannot be blamed for the lack of a more democratically-

oriented military force in 1919 and 1920. For his entire 

political career, he had been unable to overcome the dis

trust of the military by his own party comrades. The 

large majority of young Social Democrats, brought up in 

an anti-militarist tradition, looked unfavorably at the 

officer corps which reemerged in 1919. Indeed, Noske 

complained that the newspapers of his own party, day after 

day, attacked the Reichswehr officers, and generalized 

from individual cases of anti-republican conduct. When 
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he published an appeal inviting young men to join the army, 

12 none of the more important party papers published it. 

Thus, in 1919 and 1920, it could not be expected that 

Social Democrats of military age would enter the army in 

large numbers, despite attempts by various Freikorps to 

recruit them; generally, they had seen enough of fighting 

and were unwilling to serve under what they considered 

reactionary officers. It was, then, largely the entire 

party leadership's fault that the Freikorps units, re

cruited and led by former officers of the Kaiser's army, 

soon evolved into an independent power force outside the 

government's control. By supporting the creation of a 

system of volunteer forces, using these forces as the 

framework for the Reichsv/ehr, and then failing to control 

them, the Social Democratic Party did not achieve an 

effective monopoly of armed force and, perhaps, created 

the situation whereby later paramilitary activity was to 

plague the Weimar Republic. Although there was wide 

variance in the nature and activities of the Freikorps 

units, all shared one characteristic, i.e., all failed 

to support Germany's attempt at creating a democratic 

•'•̂ Gustav Noske, Von Kiel bis Kapp: Zur 
Geschichte der deutschen Revolution (Berlin: Verlag 
fiir Politik und Wirtschaft, 1920), p. 98. 
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Republic. And by having helped create the situation 

leading to the Reichswehr's betrayal of Noske, then forcing 

him to resign in light of his inability to halt the Kapp-

Liittwitz Putsch, the SPD leadership was guilty of gross 

hypocrisy. These party leaders, including some of Noske's 

old Revisionist colleagues from pre-war days, had panicked 

in the face of the threat from the ultra-conservative 

military, and then forced from office the one man who had 

done most to preserve the Fatherland from a violent civil 

war. Indeed, Noske's successor as Defense Minister, the 

Democrat Otto Gessler, did nothing to check the military's 

growing power in the Republic, and was never criticized by 

the party. While it is impossible to say v/hether or not 

Noske could have eventually controlled Germany's militarist 

elements, it is certain that, in light of his penchant for 

vigorous action, he would have made the attempt. 

The tragedy of these events, both the Reichswehr 

generals' betrayal, and the ouster of Noske from national 

political life, was that it fell upon the nation as a 

whole. Whoever was to blame for the ill-fated Kapp-

Liittwitz Putsch having succeeded, e.g., the party's lack 

of effort in creating a loyal defense force; the generals' 

Arthur Rosenberg, A History of the German 
Republic, trans., Ian F. Morrow and L. Marie Sieveking 
(London: Methuen and Co., 1936; reprint ed., New York: 
Russell and Russell, 1965), pp. 81ff. 
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refusal to order their troops to fire on the Putschists; 

or Noske's foolhardy reliance on the military, it seemed 

to the middle-class that Ebert and Noske were incapable of 

securing law and order in the Reich. Noske, of course, 

esteemed law and order above everything, which put him in 

continual conflict with the radical left. This conflict 

led to almost continual strikes, unrest, and street fight

ing. The middle-class thus came to the conclusion that 

republicanism was responsible for the disorder. Once this 

conclusion had been reached, it was then not difficult to 

confer guilt on the Social Democrats for all Germany's 

problems. By the early 192 0s, the middle-class began to 

look with growing nostalgia to the old days of the monarchy, 

which, though it had its faults, permitted a man to attend 

to business quietly, and under the law's protection. And 

if the monarchy was now impossible to restore, then, at 

least, the middle-class could begin to look with favor on 

the conservative parties which promised the same benefits: 

law, order, and a return of national pride. So, by the 

early 1930s, if an emperor was unavailable, a dictator 

would suffice. 

While it is true that Noske received much criticism 

for his policies from 1918 to 1920, a few German socialists 

took stock of his tenure as "bloodhound," and later as 

Defense Minister, in light of the difficult circumstances 

he inherited. Eduard Bernstein, for example, criticized 
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Noske for his early recourse to the military, but believed 

that no one who undertook the task of defending the Republic 

against internal subversion could have escaped the decisions 

which Noske had to make, and the reputation which Noske 

, 14 

subsequently acquired. While it can be said that Noske 

was guilty of some hypocrisy in his counterrevolutionary 

methods, e.g., in 1907 he criticized the government for 

having used troops against working-class demonstrators, 

nevertheless, by 1919, circumstances had drastically 

changed; it v/as Noske's duty to prevent a bloody civil 

war, not harass a peaceful demonstration. Truly, Noske 

lived a revolution the way it really is: full of sleepless 

nights and foodless days, noisy, reckless, brainless, and 

disorderly. Those on whom rested the responsibility for 

the welfare of their country v/ere constantly wearing them

selves out in an attempt, which must often have appeared 

hopeless, to produce some sort of order out of chaos. 

Amidst these difficult conditions, then, Noske was always 

thinking of Germany as a whole; and his efforts were 

directed, not to carrying out the theories of Marx and 

Engels, but to preserving the existence and unity of the 

Fatherland. Noske's responsibilities must have been made 

•'"̂ Eduard Bernstein, Die deutsche Revolution, Ihr 
Ursprung, Ihr Urlauf, und Ihr Werk, 2 vols. (Berlin: 
Verlag Gesellschaft und Erziehung, 1921), 1: 143, 158, 
160. 



106 

all the more difficult as he became more and more enmeshed 

in acrimonious debate over his methods. 

Noske never admitted taking any wrong actions, 

although he did, on occasion, consider himself guilty of 

overreacting to unsubstantiated rumors. In one of his 

last interviews in 1945, he recounted his part in the dif

ficult years betv/een 1918 and 1920. Asked his opinion as 

to why Hitler had come to power, and how Germany came to 

see so much suffering, he answered, "because in March 1920, 

I ceased to be War Minister." Now that World V7ar II was 

over, he was sure that the British government would make 

use of him, i.e., he felt that the British would not want 

the Communists to gain influence in Germany. He described 

how he had had great experience in anti-Bolshevik actions, 

15 
and was hoping for a political comeback. This may be 

seen as an old man's daydream, but that would be an 

underestimation of Noske's belief in himself. To the 

last, he was sure of his abilities, and confident that 

his actions had been correct; he believed that his failure 

to achieve his objectives was not entirely his fault. A 

cartoon of the post-World War I period shows Scheidemann 

looking up at Noske, who is galloping off on a horse with 

•'•̂ Vivian Ogilvie, "The Bloodhound," The New 
Statesman and Nation, 14 December 1946, p. 4 38. 
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a Kaiser V7illiam moustache, a Pickelhaube, and an Iron 

Cross. "But Gustav," says Scheidemann, "where are you 

off to?" And Noske answers, "How do I know? Ask the 

16 
horse." The cartoon implies, of course, that Noske 

was not in control of his military steed. Yet, if one 

is to be fair, he must admit that, during the period 

1918-1920, no one could have ridden that particular 

beast. 

Ibid. 
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