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On 7 November 1923, Adolf Hitler went from his Munich 

apartment to the nearby home of his chief political advisor, Max 

Erwin von Scheubner-Richter, where he was a frequent and 

welcome visitor. Scheubner-Richter's wife Mathilde saw Adolf as 

the son she could not have, and Hitler honoured Mathilde like his 

mother. The relationship between Hitler and her husband was 

equally close. Scheubner-Richter saw Hitler as a God-given leader 

to save Germany from its foreign tormentors, the Jews and 



Bolsheviks. And Hitler was much influenced by Scheubner-

Richter's ideas, and his political experience. He would later 

lament his death as an ‘irreplaceable’ loss. 

 

On this Wednesday, 7 November 1923, Hitler was joining leading 

Nazis at the Scheubner-Richters' apartment to launch their coup.  

In the age of the one-party state, Mussolini seized power in his 

March on Rome, and the previous week, Kemal Atatürk 

proclaimed the Turkish Republic in a new capital – Ankara. It was 

time for the Nazi march on Berlin. The meeting decided to act 

immediately.3 

 

Two days later, Hitler was hiding from the Bavarian Police, and 

Scheubner-Richter was dead, shot in the Bierkeller Putsch. The 

march on Berlin had stalled at the Bavarian War Memorial. 

 



 

It is an irony of history that Max Erwin von Scheubner-Richter, a 

racist Nazi conspirator, is today remembered because of the 

Armenian Genocide. Hitler and Scheubner-Richter planned to 

redraw the political and ethnic map of Europe, but only one 

conspirator had experienced genocide, and that was not Hitler. So 

when in 1922 Hitler briefed Munich journalists on his plans, it 

was very much under the influence of his Chief Political Advisor:  

 

‘There must be a solution to the Jewish Question’ he declared. ... 

‘Entweder das deutsche Volk wird ein Volk wie die Armenier, oder es 

erfolgt eine blutige Auseinandersetzung’.4 Either the German race 

will be a race like the Armenians, or there will be a bloody 



showdown. 

 

After every genocide, bad people find every way to deny it 

happened, while good people intone the heartfelt slogan, Never 

again. If there is comfort to be gained from genocide, it is in those 

two words: Never again. This makes Hitler's first and most 

important statement on the Armenian Genocide disturbing. He 

too says, Never again. He too points to one genocide to warn of 

another. But the genocide he predicts is an illusion, a pretext to 

justify his blutige Auseinandersetzung, the Holocaust. Hitler twisted 

Armenia's fate, common knowledge in Weimar Germany, into a 

dire warning to the Germans. He described Germany's peril by 

invoking the Armenian's pathetic fate. And that is why a 

genocidal racist like Hitler was so interested in the fate of 

genocide's victims.  

 

Hitler was not the first to rely on Scheubner-Richter's testimony 

on genocide. In 1921, while both men were visiting Berlin to 

cement relations with General Ludendorff, Scheubner-Richter was 

expecting a subpoena from the defence in the Berlin trial of 

Soghomon Tehlirian. This young Armenian saw his family 

slaughtered; his brother’s skull cracked with an axe; his sister 

raped; his mother shot. He survived, sheltered by Kurds. He 

joined a vengeance squad, hired an apartment on 

Hardenbergstrasse, opposite the Berlin hideout of Talaat Pasha, 

the former Ottoman Interior Minister. Walked up to him in full 



public view, shot him dead. 

 

The Chief Public Prosecutor feared the embarrassment of a public 

jury trial. Germany knew of Talaat's responsibility for the 

organised slaughter. Tehlirian claimed his motive was revenge for 

his family's death. The Prosecutor saw that if the defence argued 

this ‘was an act of heroism ... then the whole question of the 

Armenian atrocities ... will surely be up for discussion. Perhaps 

the defense will even try to investigate the stance of the German 

government on the Armenian atrocities.’5  

 

That German stance, always passive and ineffective, sometimes 

complicit with the atrocities of their war ally the Ottoman Turks, 

was precisely what Scheubner-Richter had challenged as German 

Consul in Armenia. ‘It appears to me’ he wrote to the German 

Chancellor in December 1916, ‘to be in our political and 

economical interest to turn our attention to this process of 

annihilation and to counteract it wherever possible.’6 

 

Scheubner-Richter never got his day in court. Pastor Johannes 

Lepsius, the leading German campaigner for the Armenian cause, 

was heard, but before Scheubner-Richter and other embarrassing 

defence witnesses could be called, the trail was rushed to a 

conclusion and the jury sent out to consider their verdict. In an 

hour and a half they acquitted the assassin.  

 



Since Tehlirian walked free, three lawyers have responded in 

remarkable ways.   

 

Raphael Lemkin asked ‘it is a crime for Tehlirian to kill a man, but 

it is not a crime for his oppressor to kill more than a million men? 

This is most inconsistent.’7 Lemkin became haunted with finding 

a name for this ultimate unnamed crime. In 1943 he discovered it: 

forty of his family died in the Holocaust, and he created a word: 

genocide. 

 

Robert Kempner, present in the Berlin courtroom, wrote: ‘for the 

first time in legal history, it was recognised that other countries 

could legitimately combat gross human rights violations caused 

by a government, especially genocide’.8 In 1945 Kempner was a 

Prosecutor at Nuremberg.  

 

Paul Leverkuehn, the third lawyer, was in Berlin in 1921 meeting 

his old friend and comrade-in-arms Scheubner-Richter, for the last 

time, as it proved.9 Their paths had diverged since encountering 

genocide together, Scheubner-Richter with Leverkuehn his 

Adjutant leading an expedition across Armenia from Erzerum to 

Mosul. Scheubner-Richter was now a far right conspirator, but 

Leverkuehn was a constitutional lawyer with a promising 

international finance career.  

 

So when Hitler gained power ten years after his failed coup, 



Leverkuehn had to protect his back, his career, perhaps even his 

life. His solution was masterly. 

 

Hitler sanctified Scheubner-Richter as chief of the Nazi martyrs of 

1923. Every 9th November he marched to the Bavarian War 

Memorial where Scheubner-Richter died. An eternal flame burnt 

over Scheubner-Richter's sarcophagus, ein Posten auf ewiger 

Wache, a sentry on eternal watch. 

 

Leverkuehn's solution was to write this biography – Posten auf 

ewiger Wache. On the adventurous life of Max von Scheubner-Richter.10  

 

 

What an astonishing book: an eyewitness account and 

condemnation of genocide, published with approval from 



Himmler's office. Mathilde, Scheubner-Richter's widow, worked 

with Himmler, Supreme Commander of Extermination in the 

Third Reich. She declared ‘Ich bin vollständig einverstanden damit u. 

finde es sehr gut. Heil Hitler!’ ‘I am in complete agreement with it and 

find it very good.’11  

 

‘Der Vorhang fiel über der Tragödie.’ ‘Of 1.8 million Armenians, at 

best there survived only four hundred thousand ... German 

consuls like Scheubner-Richter ... distributed money and other 

charity. But what could these few men do against a Turkish 

regime bent on annihilation, deaf even to the most direct 

warnings from Berlin, against the monstrous speed of execution 

of Armageddon?’12 

 

This book, by an anti-Hitler Nazi, is a graphic witness account of 

the Armenian Genocide, published as the Holocaust was 

launched – about which Leverkuehn was informed as German 

Military Intelligence Chief in Turkey. Did he intend this book as a 

warning to his own people, the Nazi regime, perpetrators of a 

new genocide? Though it was totally ineffective, it may have 

saved one life – Leverkuehn's. When Hitler arrested the 1944 

plotters, many of them confidential colleagues of Leverkuehn, one 

escaped execution: Paul Leverkuehn. 

 

And there is yet more to say about this book. Leverkuehn's 

account of the Armenian Genocide was published again, in our 



time, only ten years ago. In Turkey.13 Will it save lives this time? 

 

It comes to something when testimony against genocide arises 

from the lives of genocidal racists and their circle. Yet despite this 

unbearable historical baggage – or maybe because of it - three 

years ago the German Bundestag finally heeded Scheubner-

Richter's call to the Chancellor 90 years earlier: ‘to turn our 

attention to this process of annihilation and to counteract it 

wherever possible.’ All parties in the Bundestag resolved to 

commemorate ‘the massacre of the Armenians in 1915’, to deplore 

the Young Turk regime for deeds ‘resulting in the almost total 

annihilation of Armenians in Anatolia’, and ‘to deplore the 

inglorious role of the German Reich which in spite of  a wealth of 

information on the organised expulsion and annihilation of 

Armenians, made no attempt to intervene and stop the 

atrocities’.14 Amongst those voting their assent was Angela 

Merkel, German Chancellor since 2005.  

 

Armenians in Germany are pleased rather than delighted. The 

resolution describes genocide in terms of the UN Convention, 

while cleverly avoiding naming it, except in the Explanation for 

the Resolution (which uses Völkermord, the exact translation of 

genocide). Left wing and Green parties in the Bundestag resisted 

the word in the Resolution for raising the spectre of Turkish legal 

jeopardy at a sensitive time of EU accession talks. But while 

German parliamentarians draw back from accusing another 



country of genocide, they honourably declare that Germany 

shared responsibility for the genocide, implicitly inviting Turkey 

to join them on that road.  

 

Whether this hope proves justified; and whether the Resolution 

pre-empts proper investigation of German responsibility by 

offering the Bundestag's apology before any public debate, as one 

German genocide scholar fears, remain to be seen.  

 

As yet the Resolution has caused neither upheaval in German-

Turkish relations, nor economic retaliation. Scheubner-Richter, 

who argued it was in Germany's ‘political and economical interest 

to turn our attention to this process of annihilation’, would have 

spotted that German exports to Turkey have grown 19% since the 

Resolution.15 

 

And what of the UK? We have none of Germany's baggage. No 

complicity in genocide to be deplored. No large Turkish minority 

to be considered. Last week the Foreign & Commonwealth Office 

stated the government's position: 

 

‘We acknowledge the strength of feeling about this terrible 

episode of history and recognise the massacres of 1915-16 as a 

tragedy.  However, neither this Government nor previous British 

Governments have judged that the evidence is sufficiently 

unequivocal to persuade us that these events should be 



categorised as genocide as defined by the 1948 UN Convention on 

Genocide.’16 

 

Raphael Lemkin would be bitter at his word genocide being 

twisted to exclude the Armenian ‘events’; Kofi Annan is blunt: ‘If 

we are serious about preventing or stopping genocide in future, 

we must not be held back by legalistic arguments about whether a 

particular atrocity meets the definition of genocide or not.’17 

 

But why did the Foreign Office add ‘nor previous British 

Governments’ ... ? 

 

What memory are they trying to repress? 

 

On 5 October 1915 Pastor Johannes Lepsius presented his research 

in Turkey to the Reichstag. For their war ally to be accused of 

Völkermord was an embarrassment to the Reich, whose military 

censors promptly banned and confiscated  Lepsius' work. The 

Bundestag Resolution's Explanation acknowledges this 

repression.  

 

One week later in this parliament, Aneurin Williams, a backbench 

Liberal MP asked the Foreign Secretary if he had ‘official 

information showing that some hundreds of thousands of 

Armenians, mostly women, children and elderly men, have 

recently been done to death in pursuance of a plan of the Turkish 



Government?’18 

 

Williams, the Member for North West Durham, won a Commons 

debate a month later. Read the detailed testimony19 that he 

presented to parliament on 16 November 1915 in Hansard - 

Column 1760. Thanks to Aneurin Williams, this parliament was as 

well informed about the genocide in the year of its perpetration as 

it is today.  

 

Foreign Office Minister Lord Robert Cecil replied to the debate. 

Did he ‘acknowledge the strength of feeling about this terrible 

episode of history and recognise the massacres ... as a tragedy’? 

Not at all. The Minister said: 

 

‘The Committee of Union and Progress … initiated the terrible 

scheme of which we see the results … no more horrible crime has 

been committed in the history of the world ... the slaughter and 

destruction of this people ... under the cruellest possible 

circumstances.’ Of the Germans, the Minister declared ‘They and 

they only are the people who can stop these massacres and can 

save the Armenians if they choose.’   On the crucial question of 

intent to destroy (the essence of the UN Genocide Convention20) 

the Minister stated: ‘It was a long-considered, deliberate policy to 

destroy and wipe out of existence the Armenians in Turkey. It was 

systematically carried out. … There was no provocation whatever. 

… The crime was a deliberate one, not to punish insurrection but 



to destroy the Armenian race.’21  

 

 

Last week I asked the Foreign Office, ‘If this is not a clear and 

unequivocal allegation and description of the crime of genocide 

by a Government Minister, what is it?’22 

 

They replied - ‘There is nothing to add’.23 

 

They dare not deny the Minister's statement. It stands beyond 

dispute, in expectation that this parliament, 93 years on, will 

finally acknowledge its own history. 
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