
Chapter Six 
    Rome and Berlin 1931    

  

Before the hostilities began in Europe there was no more satisfying job 

than being an ambassador to the Vatican and living in Rome, especially 

if you were a Roman Catholic.  Karl Hunsecker, German ambassador to 

the Vatican, had held various posts before 1927 that were far less 

desirable than any in Rome.  Deployed in Canada and the United States, 

he had enjoyed those posts, but the opportunity to return to Europe was 

the highlight of his career.  Trained as a diplomat, he was also an avid 

student of Roman history and was fluent in Italian.  With his wife and 

three children he lived in a charming area in Trastevere, Rome.  Being 

stationed in Rome also offered the Hunseckers the opportunity to visit 

both of their families in Regensburg and Zurich. 

In the late 1920s the world was facing serious economic 

problems, but the daily routine tasks of the German embassy had very 

little stress attached to them.  Karl’s normal day began by attending early 

Mass and returning to have breakfast with his family.  Arriving at his 

office he would first read the world’s newspapers and then attend to his 

duties and begin seeing the German citizens who would come to the 

embassy seeking help or counsel about Italian requirements regarding 

business.  Communiqués from Berlin were frequent but rarely urgent 

because the German Parliament seldom involved itself in the political or 

theological issues of the Vatican.  In the course of his time in Rome, Karl 

had already become somewhat of an expert on the ancient history of the 

Etruscans and Romans, spending significant time exploring its ruins. 

Coupled with this avocation he had established friendships with other 

world ambassadors and with members of the hierarchy and the 

Curia.  His favorite person in the Vatican was Cardinal Pietro Agnelli, a 

man who exhibited the finest character and humanity.  He most enjoyed 

engaging in theological discussions with the cardinal, and would often be 



tested by Agnelli, who would state that Karl was more knowledgeable 

than he in theological matters.  What Cardinal Agnelli  did not 

know  was that for a time in his life Karl had entertained the thought of 

the priesthood. 

The simple life of Ambassador Hunsecker brought him 

fulfillment at every level.  His only aspiration was to spend the rest of 

his days in Rome. 

The early indication for Hunsecker that things were changing 

in Germany came in late 1931 when he was called to Berlin for his 

annual meeting with the assistant chancellor.  He became keenly aware 

of the social tensions that existed among the various groups along with 

the devastating effect that the world economic depression was having all 

over Germany.  Staggering unemployment and a fragile government led 

by aristocrats who represented the nineteenth more than the 

twentieth century did little to help the ordinary German citizen.  One out 

of every three Germans was out of work and there were increasing acts 

of vandalism and riots in many German cities. Hunsecker was an idealist 

and an intellectual who could see that these conditions were ripe for 

political upheaval and possibly revolution.  He had little knowledge of 

the National Socialist Party, but in his visit to Berlin one of his 

colleagues had mentioned a speech by Adolf Hitler that he had 

attended.  The name meant nothing to Hunsecker, but his colleague was 

enamored with the content of the speech and seemed absolutely sure 

about what had led to Germany’s current crisis: most of the ills could be 

traced to the wealthy Jews in Germany.  This bigotry was unpalatable to 

Karl, who had heard such nonsense before.  Not wanting to confront this 

bias openly, he ended the conversation by saying he had to leave for 

another appointment.  Upon his return to Rome he began to explore the 

National Socialist Party and to delve into the history and political views 

of this man Hitler. 



By the end of 1931 it had become clear to Hunsecker that his 

communication with the Parliament had undergone significant 

change.  The Vatican was no longer viewed as some idyllic island that 

had little relevance to Germany because there were social and political 

movements afoot that could be influenced by Vatican involvement. Also, 

through diplomatic channels, Hunsecker came to understand  that the 

anti-Semitism he thought was merely the bile of the uneducated was 

becoming more viable at every level of German society.  There were 

even critics in theVatican who openly expressed contempt for Judaism 

based on their readings of theology and history..  One such proponent 

was Bishop Alois Huldol, a member of the official Vatican family, but 

one who had never been even remotely assimilated into Italian life or 

customs.  The bishop was the key liaison to the German hierarchy, and as 

recently as 1930 had been a staunch supporter of the National Socialist 

movement.  The undercurrent of anti-Semitism was very strong in the 

German Catholic and Protestant communities and Hunsecker thought 

that the bishop had endorsed this philosophy rather than condemned it.  It 

was a requirement of his position to have frequent social and business 

contact with Bishop Huldol, but he rarely enjoyed it. He intended to be 

guarded about any opinions he had regarding the current struggles 

occurring in Germany because of the Bishop’s political connections to 

the Nazi party. By 1931 the role of Vatican Ambassador was becoming 

more complex and had multiple layers in a world that was headed toward 

confrontation, and perhaps even open hostilities.  Violence in the streets 

had become common, and the anti-Semitic rhetoric had not only become 

overt, it had on occasion translated into what he determined to be 

criminal behavior. The speeches that Hunsecker read daily in the German 

newspapers were so filled with hate and distortion that he 

believed Germany was headed toward a civil unrest that could cause 

serious internal and external consequences. 



The communication between the Embassy 

in Rome and Berlin was undergoing a sea change, and his annual visit 

to Germany was more than an eye opener for Hunsecker.  It was the 

beginning of a personal moral challenge. The second day of his visit he 

was to meet with Dr. Josef Goebbels, who was now in charge of 

information and propaganda.  The title baffled Hunsecker, who could not 

fathom why his government needed to cultivate propaganda, but as in his 

dealings with Bishop Huldol he thought he would play his feelings and 

opinions close to the vest. 

The meeting with Dr. Goebbels was scheduled to begin at 10:30 

a.m.  Precisely at that moment he was ushered into the minister’s office, 

which was decorated like a float in a parade.  Flags emblazoned with the 

symbol he had come to associate with the National Party, a swastika, 

were on every wall and there was a plethora of photos of parade-like 

settings.  In back of the Minister’s chair was a large photo of Hitler and 

the minister. 

To Hunsecker the minister appeared tiny and fragile with 

nondescript features.  Dressed smartly in a uniform, he looked like a 

bellhop in a hotel.  Hunsecker had no idea that he was about to meet one 

of the most powerful men inGermany. 

“Good morning, Herr Ambassador.  It is a pleasure to meet you.” 

Hunsecker responded with his usual stock greeting, “It is my 

pleasure also to meet and to have the opportunity to discuss my duties 

with you, Herr Doktor.” 

Goebbels smiled and sat in his chair, which appeared to be on 

some kind of pedestal so that he actually appeared taller than Karl when 

they were both seated. 

 “Germany is undergoing the most magnificent change in its 

history,” began Goebbels, and for the next fifteen minutes he gave a 

lecture on the wonders of Adolf Hitler and the Nazi Party.  There was no 



discussion, no opportunity for questions or for the exchange of ideas.. It 

was as though Goebbels were dictating a memo. 

Karl maintained his composure. Years of training enabled him to 

appear enthused by the minister’s words, but he was appalled.   How 

could this drivel and religious fanaticism have a positive outcome 

for Germany?  He was particularly concerned about Goebbels’s view of 

religion, and Catholicism in particular. Although Goebbels was raised a 

Catholic he obviously had complete disdain for the Church, and did not 

merely wish to minimize its influence but to destroy it. 

Karl decided to listen attentively until he could better assess 

what his alternatives were.  The session ended with Goebbels asking Karl 

to pass on his regards to Bishop Huldol, with a strong suggestion that the 

ambassador aid the bishop in cultivating acceptance of the Nazi Party 

within the German hierarchy.  It was not the first time in his life that Karl 

was happy to be leaving Berlin, and he was grateful that his children 

would not be schooled in the current climate. 

The train ride from Berlin to Rome found Karl beginning to 

explore the personal implications of his meeting with Doctor Goebbels. 

There was no doubt left in his mind that the Germany he knew and loved 

was beginning to wither and die.  There were so many forces brewing 

that the cauldron of violence was about to overflow.  The fear of 

Bolshevism, coupled with the economic depression, clearly defined the 

inability of the weak German government to deal with the struggling 

economy.  Sensible leadership, discussion and dialogue would soon be 

replaced by what he had experienced in the minister’s office.  The 

German people were ripe for the taking, and this Nazi Party was no 

minor phenomenon.  The passion of Dr. Goebbels’s words would surely 

inflame many, and in a time of uncertainty people would want 

certitude.  A leader with a strong personality and a vision could easily 

capture the imagination of the German people, but where would this 

leader take them?  Goebbels’s views created serious concerns.  What 



were the implications for the Jews? The belief that the Great War was 

lost because of the Jews was patently false but created a climate where 

they could easily become scapegoats. How could this 

possibly benefit Germany?  Karl pondered this and came to the 

conclusion that the immediate outcome would be the social and physical 

estrangement of the Jews, and if the rhetoric took hold, perhaps even 

violence.  Also, this concept that Germany can only survive if it gathers 

more land – lebensraum -- was not a peaceful idea; it had never been 

attempted without leading to war.  No one gives up territory without a 

fight. 

Engulfed in these thoughts, he eventually arrived at their 

personal implications.  What does this mean for me? Can I represent a 

government that deviates so fundamentally from my core convictions?  Is 

there room for me to negotiate within this, or is this the proverbial 

cyclone that will swallow me and all I believe? 

Upon his return to Rome he was inundated with requests from 

Dr. Goebbels.  Each communiqué evidenced increasing hostility toward 

all the groups that represented a perceived threat to the Nazi Party.  Some 

were innocuous and could be ignored, but others had insinuations that 

Karl could not condone or support.  The staff at the embassy appeared to 

welcome Berlin’s increasing involvement in the daily activities of each 

German embassy.  Rome was no exception, and despite its minimal size 

it warranted significant attention from party headquarters.  For the first 

time in his career Karl felt compromised in what he could say to other 

staff members.  Two of his staff were recently seen wearing swastikas as 

lapel pins. Soon he might be a minority of one in his home 

office.  Strategic goals were no longer under his control, and increasingly 

the direction and objectives were developed in Berlin without input from 

the Roman staff.  In the embassy, which in the past had reflected an 

appreciation of Italian artists, these paintings were replaced either by 

works of German artists or large photos of major party members.  It was 



suggested by his secretary that in keeping with Berlin’s expectations he 

should redecorate his office so that it would symbolize the direction 

that Berlin desired.  Caught off-guard by these pressures, Karl 

acquiesced, but not happily. All of these forces took a toll on his physical 

and mental health.  The enthusiasm he had for his work was replaced by 

a methodical implementation of necessary tasks.  No longer connected to 

meaningful strategy, he assumed the cloak of the bureaucrat.  His entire 

career had engaged him in work that he loved and now he was rowing 

against a tide that threatened to carry him into a whirlpool of unthinkable 

actions. 

Daily he struggled with accommodations and tasks that were 

without merit. Where does one go when the known and tried become 

discarded without discussion?  How can you implement behaviors 

founded in ideas that are contrary to your own core beliefs?  Can you 

assume a holding pattern that conveniently removes you from personal 

responsibility?  Is there any alternative that can justify silence, or is that 

silence to be interpreted as consent and support for what is or is about to 

occur? 

Karl had chosen to keep these questions to himself.  He saw no 

reason to create pain and confusion for his wife and children.  Rome still 

held all of the beauty that had captured his heart, and he was reluctant to 

ruin their world.  Perhaps his fears would be transitory and there would 

never be a need to share his anxieties.  Even as he pondered this hope he 

knew that  it was not even in the realm of possibility. 

Ultimately the accumulation of stress would either force him to 

resign his position on grounds of conscience or he would need to find a 

level that would enable at least moral equilibrium.  The one person he 

knew he could trust to share his fears with was Cardinal Agnelli. Not 

only was Agnelli truly a man of God, he was also an experienced 

diplomat who had spent time negotiating difficult political questions in a 



multicultural setting.  Surely he had himself been confronted with 

situations that required difficult choices. 

Karl’s request for a private meeting with Cardinal Agnelli was 

posed in his official documentation as an attempt to strengthen 

key Vatican support for the official politics of his government.  He was 

certain that this would be positively viewed by Berlin because Cardinal 

Agnelli was very influential within the Curia and had often provided 

personal counsel to Pope Pius XI on world affairs.  Because the regime 

in Berlin was created and staffed by loyalists and neophytes with limited 

diplomatic exposure they would not be aware of the Cardinal’s record of 

tolerance and dialogue with those outside the Catholic community. 

Karl had invited the Cardinal to meet him at his favorite 

restaurant, which was located in the Piazza del Popolo.  The Cardinal and 

he had more than occasionally dined there, with conversation centering 

on aspects of Roman art and culture that they both enjoyed.  On some 

occasions when the restaurant was relatively empty, they would sing 

Italian arias, much to the delight of the staff and the proprietor. This 

occasion was different, and from the moment the Cardinal arrived he 

could sense that Karl had not invited him to chat about mutual interests. 

The Cardinal, who had an uncanny ability to immediately 

pinpoint the issues without meaningless chatter asked, “Karl, why are 

you burdened with such concern?” 

Karl made no attempt to lead to his dilemma indirectly and 

launched right into it. 

“Your Eminence, I am most troubled with the behavior that is 

expected of me from my government.  The civility of the government has 

evaporated and liberties are   being stripped from law-abiding citizens 

daily.   Hitler and my direct superior, Dr. Goebbels, have launched a 

series of attacks, primarily against the Jewish community, which are 

obviously illegal.  There is not the slightest hesitation to implement these 

actions and I must tell you that the rule of law has been suspended by the 



German government.  The daily mandates are not the whim of some 

isolated bureaucrat, but rather the official policies of the government.” 

The Cardinal seemed oblivious to the appetizers that had been 

served and began to probe Karl’s statement. 

“What is the foundation of these changes, Karl?” 

   “It is complex, your Eminence, but it is now in vogue to blame the 

Jews for everything.  

In my country there has been long-standing resentment  of the residue of 

pain that the Treaty of Versailles has laid on the German people.  Hitler 

has seized on this, and Dr. Goebbels has orchestrated a rationale through 

the newspapers and radio that the Jews were the villains 

behind Germany’s surrender.  The complex has been reduced to the 

simple, and the end result is that his menu of hate is being digested in 

multiple German homes. 

“Compounding this is the reality of unemployment in Germany.  

One out of every three Germans is out of work and the Minister of 

Propaganda has woven this statistic into a fable that says all the Jews are 

employed and doing well while there are merely crumbs on the tables of 

the ordinary German family.  The churches by and large have added fuel 

to the fire by condemning the Jews for their rejection of Jesus and 

obstinately promoting a faith that relies on profit and greed rather than 

spiritual growth. 

            “I am telling you all this because you are an unbiased human 

being who rationally examines the facts.  Dr. Goebbels has packaged his 

hateful distortions in ways that there can be no other alternative but to 

hate the Jews.  I have come to the conclusion that the ultimate goal of my 

government is to have every Jew leave Germany and perhaps 

even Europe.” 

“Do you believe this is even possible?” 



“It is not only possible but probable.  The instructions that cross 

my desk each day indicate a growing intolerance and an escalation of 

discrimination against all Jews.” 

The Cardinal sipped his glass of wine, sighed, and took a few 

moments before he inquired, “Where does that leave you, Karl?” 

“Somewhere between purgatory and hell.  I have never felt like a 

character in Dante’s Inferno until recently.  I love my position, but I am 

racked with questions of conscience that plague me night and day.  Even 

sleep is no escape, and obsessive thoughts and questions overwhelm 

me.” 

“What are your greatest fears, Karl?” 

“I most fear that I am complicit in what is happening, and also 

what may happen.  There are times when I try to calm my fears by trying 

to convince myself that this is temporary and the German people will 

never continue to allow these distortions of our constitution and way of 

life, but I don’t really believe it.  This is just the tip of the iceberg, and 

underneath what we have already seen is a mountain of inhumanity 

waiting to engulf Germany.” 

“Karl, what are you considering?” 

“I have loved my position as an ambassador, especially my time 

in Rome. But I may not be able to continue.  My faith has been my 

foundation, and residing in the city so close to the seat of St. Peter has 

been its fulfillment.  Now I am being asked to ignore that faith so that the 

voice of Christ will be silenced in the wake of this anti-Christian 

behavior.  I am convinced that I will be used to aid Dr. Goebbels and 

Hitler in their mission to inflict pain on the Jews.  I cannot accept this, 

but I am lost as to what else I can do.  Outside of God and the family this 

has been, the love of my life.  It has given me fulfillment and direction 

and now I believe I have lost that anchor.” 

Cardinal Agnelli leaned forward and asked, “If you resign will it 

change any of the behavior towards the Jews?” 



Without hesitation Karl responded, “No.  Whoever replaces me, 

especially if he is a Nazi loyalist, will follow the letter of the law.” 

“Then perhaps our Lord is asking you to accept the cross of your 

office in order to implement His will.” 

            “You don’t seem to understand that I have no power to stop this 

madness.” 

“Maybe you cannot stop it, but you may find ways of helping the 

powerless who will be crushed by your government.” 

“I don’t know how I could prevent it.” 

“Neither do I but if your assessment that it will get worse is 

correct, I am sure there will be ways to aid the Jewish community.” 

            “I would like to believe that but I must also make sure that any 

decision I make will not have negative consequences for my family.” 

“Karl, I only want you to promise me that you will not resign 

before you and I have. 


