
It is November 8th, 1939. Germany has already 
been at war for two months but there is one 
anniversary the Nazi hierarchy just could not fail 

to celebrate.
It was on that date sixteen years previously that 

Adolf  Hitler had led the famous Beer Hall putsch in 
which a fledgling Nazi Party had attempted to take 
over Munich and use it as a base to overthrow the 
national government, the Weimar Republic.

A confrontation follows a rally in the 
Burgerbraukeller when the insurgents are faced by 
armed policemen. Shots are exchanged resulting 
in the death of  sixteen Nazi Party members, four 
officers and one by-stander 

As a result of  his participation, Hitler is later 
arrested, tried for treason and sentenced to five 
years in Landsberg Prison. In actuality he is only 
incarcerated for nine months during which time 
he produces his ‘magnum opus’ Mein Kampf (My 
Struggle).

So it is that every November 8th, Party adherents 
return to the Burgerbraukeller where leading officials, 
including usually Hitler himself, would pay homage to 
those heroic martyrs who had sacrificed their lives in 
1923.

Several days before the 1939 event it looked as if  
Hitler and his colleagues, including Rudolf  Hess, 
Heinrich Himmler, Reinhardt Heydrich and Joseph 
Goebbels, would renege on their promise to attend 
but plans are re-scheduled with the Fuhrer due 
to speak between 8 and 10 p.m. Thousands pack 
into the venue. There is much boisterousness and 
carousing until the formal party arrives and Hitler 
commences his speech. 

A hurried message is passed to Hitler in mid flow. 
Fog will prevent a flight to Berlin so his only rapid 
return to the capital and important war business has 
to be by rail. Cutting his speech by an hour, Hitler 
leaves the hall at 9.07 p.m. and the three thousand 
strong gathering begin to slowly disperse. At 9.20 
p.m. precisely, a tremendous explosion rips through 
the hall. The speakers’ platform and the surrounding 
area shatters into pieces, a balcony collapses, part of  
the ceiling falls in and total chaos reigns. 

Later it is revealed the blast has killed eight people 
and injured over sixty, some of  them seriously. 
Hitler and his leading lieutenants have escaped 
the carnage by just thirteen minutes and perhaps 
the chance to change the course of  history has 
just failed. Hitler at first speaks about his lucky 
escape though later he has become much more 
contemplative, “My leaving the hall earlier than 
usual is proof  to me that Providence wants me to 
reach my goals,” he says.

It is about 8.30 p.m. the same night, November 
8th. Two observant guards at Konstanz, on the 
border between Germany and Switzerland, notice 
someone acting very suspiciously near the crossing. 
Dissatisfied with his explanation they take him to 
their border post to question him further.

They establish he is a German carpenter/clock 
maker named Georg Elser and, when he is asked to 
empty his pockets, they find wire cutters, notes and 
sketches about explosive devices, firing pins and a 
blank-coloured postcard of  the Burgerbraukeller in 
Munich.

Wishing to demonstrate their efficiency, the 
guards call in the local Gestapo and, while Elser’s 
interrogators continue to question him, the 
teleprinter suddenly bursts into life. It provides 
details of  a major bomb explosion in Munich earlier 
that night, shortly after the departure of  the Fuhrer 
and his party.

Elser is transported to Gestapo headquarters in 
Berlin. Hitler is made fully aware of  the situation 
and places the head of  the Gestapo, Heinrich Muller, 
in complete charge of  the investigation. Elser, and 
later members of  his family and work colleagues, are 
subjected to hours of  questioning. Following weeks 
of  torture, both physical and mental, Elser describes 
to his captors his ‘modus operandi’ 

He reveals how he secreted himself  inside the hall 
each night after it closed over a period of  several 
weeks. During the early hours he would work on 
hollowing out a section of  a large pillar next to the 
rostrum to make room for the bomb. Each time the 
outer panel of  the pillar is replaced as normal, debris 
is packed into suitcases and bags before Elser sneaks 
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away as staff  open up in the mornings. The bomb 
is constructed with a timing device at his lodgings 
using explosives and other equipment obtained from 
a quarry where he has been employed. Once finished, 
the device is placed into the hollow part of  the pillar, 
the timer set and the panel re-sealed.

As to his motive, Elser tells them, “I reasoned 
the situation in Germany could only be modified 
by a removal of  the current leadership…..I did not 
want to eliminate Nazism……I had to do it because 
for his whole life Hitler has meant the downfall 
of  Germany…..getting rid of  Hitler became an 
obsession of  mine.”

What his Gestapo interrogators cannot accept 
however is how a simple craftsman like Elser could 
possibly construct so effective an explosive device 
and how he has managed to hatch and carry out the 
clandestine operation single-handedly. They even 
provide Elser with paper and pen so he can sketch 
out his designs and, after gathering all the materials 
together, watch intently as he intricately assembles a 
similar device to that which he has used.

With Elser still maintaining his version of  the 
plot, he is transferred to the camp at Sachsenhausen 
in 1941 and then to Dachau early in 1945. There is 
no trial and Elser’s prolonged stay in both camps 
still seems to have been based on the Gestapo’s 

belief  that he would eventually reveal the names of  
co-conspirators.

In April 1945 with the Nazi regime crumbling, and 
wishing to tie up loose ends, destroy evidence and 
settle old scores, Elser, then aged 42, is executed at 
the same time as Admiral Wilhelm Canaris, former 
head of  the Abwehr (Military Intelligence), and the 
theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer.

Since the re-unification of  Germany, memorials 
and plaques have been erected in memory of  Georg 
Elser and throughout the country today over 60 
streets are named after him. A special postage stamp 
was issued to commemorate his one hundredth 
birthday in 2003. Every two years the Georg Elser 
Prize is awarded to someone showing great courage 
against an oppressive regime.

Also see the film 13 Minutes or Elser. It was released 
in 2015 and is directed by Oliver Hirschbiegel. (Not 
to be confused with a disaster movie from 2015 with 
the same name.)
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Education and Twentieth Century European History
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