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PAUL EHRHARDT 
 

Merchant shot for spying 
 

By Gottfried Lintzer 
 
 
On 9 February 1918, with the world war still raging, “The Field” in London published an essay titled 
“Disclosures of a German Staff Officer, The Letter of Paul Ehrhardt, Merchant, Soldier and Spy”, 
crediting Ehrhardt with intimate knowledge in July 1914 of German preparations for war.  The essay, 
easily found on the Internet, also attempts to reconstruct Ehrhardt’s movements in the days leading 
up to the declaration of war.  Brief summaries of this essay, portraying Ehrhardt’s letter as proof of 
Germany’s war guilt, were then published by several newspapers in England.1 
 
The actual long letter, if genuine in its entirety, was an attempt by Ehrhardt to convince his business 
friends in London to use their influence to keep Britain out of a war between Germany and France.  
These business friends are not named in the essay, but presumably provided the also unnamed 
author with details of Ehrhardt’s life and activities.  
 
Concurrently, an almost identical essay titled “Did the German Great General Staff Force the Kaiser 
into War?” appeared in the February-March 1918 issue of the periodical “National Service”, 
published in New York.  This time, the somewhat different “analysis” was credited to a John 
Balderston.   
 
If Ehrhardt really had that inside knowledge of what was happening at the Great General Staff 
(Grosser Generalstab) in Berlin as alluded to in his letter and so strongly claimed in the essay, would 
he have been ordered to collect information on possible English fleet movements from the Belgian 
coast, only to leave or try to when war was actually declared?  With the knowledge he would have 
had of the all too secret inner workings of the Great General Staff, would it not have been too risky 
to send him on such a mission in case he was arrested and interrogated?  As it happened, 
incompetent as a spy, he was arrested and had little to divulge. 
 
So, who was Paul Ehrhardt, what were his enterprises and what did he actually achieve?  He was 
born on 22 September 1870 in Rümmingen near Lörrach, Grand Duchy of Baden, to assistant school 
master Georg August Ehrhardt and Flora Frieda nee Meister and baptised Paul August.  He had a 
sister, younger by 15 months, named Emma Flora and a brother named Karl August, seven and a half 
years younger. 
 
On 15 April 1888 Paul Ehrhardt arrived in Antwerp to work as an unpaid clerk.  Until then he had 
lived with his parents in Lahr, Grand Duchy of Baden.  A couple of years later, he did his military 
service with the 32nd Infantry Regiment in Meiningen, Duchy of Saxe-Meiningen.  In November 1891 
he was back in Antwerp2 and a year later, on 10 October 1892, he received his officer’s patent, 
issued in Berlin.  He attained the rank of captain (Hauptmann) of the reserves in the infantry 
regiment 169 (8. Badisches Infanterie-Regiment 169). 
 
Sometime later, Ehrhardt travelled to Madras in British India for a few years and returned from 
there to arrive back in Antwerp in October 1897.3  He joined F. K. Kapp as a proprietor of  
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C. Kapp & Co., merchants and commission agents.  Ehrhardt contributed the agency for the London 
based firm Forbes, Forbes, Campbell & Co. Ltd. who had extensive business interests in India.4  He 
then lived with Helene Garstemans, sister of Auguste Garstemans, a machinist employed in the 
municipal cleaning department, also named as municipal crane driver.  Besides running his business, 
Ehrhardt held the position as second chairman of the German Officers Club in Antwerp. 
 
On 15 May 1898 Ehrhardt’s younger 
brother, Karl August, arrived in 
Antwerp from his parent’s home in 
Lahr to also work at C. Kapp & Co.5  
Around 1903, C. Kapp & Co. opened 
an office in Hamburg and two years 
later, with F. K. Kapp having left the 
firm, Karl August Ehrhardt became a 
partner based in that port city.6 
 
On 12 January 1905 in Hamburg, 
Paul Ehrhardt married Felicia Carlota 
de Freitas, youngest daughter of 
Augusto Rudolpho Friedrich de 
Freitas, retired proprietor of 
merchants and ship owners A. C. de 
Freitas & Co.7  Paul Ehrhardt’s new 
father-in-law lent C. Kapp & Co. 
285,000 Marks to be repaid from 
January 1, 1918 in annual 
instalments of 10% of amounts 
outstanding.  In addition, he paid the 
brothers Ehrhardt 280,960 Marks, 
which were to be deducted from 
Felicia’s future inheritance.8  Two 
months after the wedding, Paul 
Ehrhardt returned with wife Felicia 
to Antwerp.9  In March 1906, 
however, the couple came back to 
live in Hamburg permanently.  
 
On 23 July 1907, Paul Ehrhardt formed the company Ehrhardt & Co. GmbH with an authorised 
capital of 100,000 Marks.  Ehrhardt, Adolph Richard Kiefer and Heinrich Friedrich Hermann Helmke 
signed for 20,000 Marks each with Forbes, Forbes, Campbell & Co. Ltd. signing for 40,000 Marks.  
25% of these amounts were to be paid in cash.  Ehrhardt & Co. GmbH were to be managed by 
Ehrhardt and by Richard Kiefer trading mainly in cotton, fabrics, various grains and seeds as well as 
precious stones. 10  
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Some weeks earlier, on 11 June, Ehrhardt’s brother Karl had formed his own company called 
Continentale Produkten-Gesellschaft mbH, also based in Hamburg, with an authorised capital of 
120,000 Marks.11  The heavily indebted firm C. Kapp & Co. in Antwerp and Hamburg was now in 
liquidation, its business effectively taken over by the two new companies. 
 
In August 1909, Heinrich Helmke became Ehrhardt & Co.’s third manager and in June 1913, the 
authorised capital of the company was raised to 200,000 Marks.  Grace Bros. & Co. Ltd. of London 
signed for 110,000 Marks, Forbes, Forbes, Campbell & Co. Ltd. for 20,000, Paul Ehrhardt for 30,000 
and Kiefer and Helmke for 20,000 Marks each.  In case of disagreement between the managers, the 
power of making decisions fell to Ehrhardt.  An advisory board was also created, effectively 
controlled by Grace Bros. & Co. Ltd., a subsidiary of W. R. Grace & Co. of New York with extensive 
business interests in South and Central America.  The W. R. Grace & Co. companies also controlled 
two shipping lines, consolidated 1916 into the Grace Steamship Company.12 
 
In August 1913, Josef Fassbender became fourth manager in the expanding trading firm.13  Around 
June 1914, anticipating a war and the blockade of Germany’s shipping, Paul Ehrhardt formed The 
Scandinavian Trading Company in Stockholm.  75% of the capital was held by Ehrhardt & Co. GmbH 
and 25% by Axel Johnson of the Johnson Line, also in Stockholm.14 
 
In early July 1914, in the usual course of their business, Ehrhardt & Co. GmbH purchased from 
Reiss & Co. in Shanghai 14,400 bags of horse beans, 700 bags of yellow sesame seeds and 700 bags 
of black rape seeds.  The deal was financed by London accepting house A. Rüffer & Sons.  6,000 bags 
of the horse beans and the sesame seeds were shipped on the Deutsche Dampfschifffahrts-
Gesellschaft “Hansa” owned GOLDENFELS and the balance of the order a few days later on the 
HAPAG owned EMDEN.  Shortly after these vessels had left Shanghai Ehrhardt & Co. GmbH on-sold 
12,000 bags of the horse beans to Grandes Minoteries a Feves de France in Paris with invoices dated 
20 and 28 July 1914.  The balance of 2,400 bags was sold to L. Breuil Fils Aine in Alfortville near Paris 
with an invoice also dated 20 July.  While the sesame seeds stayed unsold, the 700 bags of black rape 
seeds were purchased by the Produce Brokers Co. Ltd. of London and invoiced 1 August 1914.15 
 
With this cargo underway, Ehrhardt travelled to Paris, undoubtedly to see the purchasers of the 
horse beans from Shanghai.  But he was also in the city to contact possible purchasers for 500 
tonnes of potassium cyanide his firm was intending to export.  Amongst the telegrams he was 
sending to his partner Kiefer in Hamburg were two in code, the content of which Kiefer was asked to 
forward to the Great General Staff, Section IIIB (intelligence) in Berlin.  Kiefer didn’t understand the 
content and did as he was told.16 
 
Ehrhardt then continued to Lille and on his return to Germany, with the increasing danger of war, 
stopped in Aachen to enquire at the local military headquarters as to what he was required to do in 
case of mobilisation.  There, on 29 July, he received the order to proceed to Ostend.  On the Belgian 
coast he was to collect news about and observe British fleet movements or possible landings of 
troops.  Information about French troop movements was also of interest to his superiors. 
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Apparently on his way by train to Ostend on the following day, Ehrhardt wrote that rambling letter 
to his unnamed business friends in London boasting of his inside knowledge gained at the Great 
General Staff in Berlin over the previous nine days. 
 
In the afternoon of 1 August, Ehrhardt arrived at Auguste Garstemans’ address in Antwerp and asked 
Mrs. Garstemans that her then absent husband visit him that same evening in Ostend.  He also told 
her that Garstemans’ sisters Helene and Jeanne, usually living in Hamburg, were also in Ostend.  
Ehrhardt then travelled to Ostend and booked into the Hotel Continental.  Later that night, 
Garstemans visited him there and Ehrhardt asked him to stay for six or eight days and assist him with 
his work.  Garstemans declined, as his employer would not grant him time off and he could not do it 
anyway as he was Belgian.  Ehrhardt then asked Garstemans to send him two men under the 
pretence of helping him with his luggage.  Garstemans agreed. 
 
While staying at the Hotel Continental, Ehrhardt visited a German lawyer by the name of Dr. Schwab 
from Stuttgart at the Hotel des Thermes.  There he also had loud conversations with other Germans 
about the danger of imminent war and the importance of gathering intelligence.  He was overheard 
by the head waiter, who conveyed his suspicion of Ehrhardt being a spy to the hotel’s owner, a lady 
named Mrs. Elleboudt, German born but married to a Belgian.  Having been introduced to him by 
Schwab, she warned Ehrhardt to be more discreet and, still feeling very much a German, persuaded 
the waiter not to report Ehrhardt to the police.  She herself had conversations with Ehrhardt and 
unsuccessfully volunteered to procure a wireless radio for him.  The radio in question had already 
been taken by the Belgian army.  She also handed him lemon juice to use as invisible ink for writing 
letters.  
 
On 3 August, a non-commissioned officer arrived from Aachen to hand Ehrhardt 3,000 Marks as 
compensation and for expenses.  Ehrhardt was sent off in such a hurry that he could not be 
furnished with sufficient funds on the day of his departure. 
 
At around 14.00 hours the following day, Ehrhardt read in the newspapers that war had broken out 
and that German troops were advancing into Belgium.  He immediately prepared to leave the 
country and tried to hire a car to take him to Sluis, just across the border in the Netherlands.  He 
offered the driver 250 Francs, a large amount which created suspicion with the driver and a listening 
bystander.  
 
Counterespionage agent Emil Vandenberghe heard of the amount Ehrhardt had offered the driver 
and proceeded to arrest him.  In the evening of 4 August, Ehrhardt was taken to the town hall in 
Ostend where he was strip-searched and interrogated.  Present were, besides Vandenberghe, the 
colonel of the Garde Civique, Viatour, the commissioner of police in Ostend, Danneel, as well as his 
second in command, Pauwels, and a lawyer and officer of the Garde Civique by the name of van der 
Heyde.  A key for a telegram cipher, about 4,000 Marks, a Browning revolver with some bullets and 
his golden watch were taken from Ehrhardt.  He denied being a spy and declared that he was about 
to leave Belgium for the Netherlands after learning that war between Germany and Belgium had 
broken out.  He admitted having been asked to collect news about English fleet movements, thus 
that his activities were directed against England that had not entered the war at that time and not 
against Belgium.  
 
That argument did not impress his interrogators and Ehrhardt was charged with espionage and the 
carrying of a prohibited weapon.  He was taken to Bruges and, three days later, on 7 August, he was 
transferred to the Nieuwewandeling prison in Ghent.  There, amongst other Germans arrested on 
similar charges, he was visited by the protestant pastor J. D. Domela Nieuwenhuis-Nyegaard.  
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Ehrhardt talked openly about his activities, adding he shouldn’t have been arrested as whatever he 
did took place before war broke out.  
 
The German authorities meanwhile learned of Ehrhardt’s arrest and requested the American 
Legation in Den Haag to enquire on their behalf with the Belgians about Ehrhardt’s fate.  On  
19 August the Americans’ telegrams were answered by Baron Capelle of the Foreign Ministry in 
Brussels, also by telegram, saying that he had been informed by the Auditeur Militaire (military 
prosecutor) that Ehrhardt had been released.  The Germans then suspended further enquiries. 
 
However, Ehrhardt had not been released, and on 25 August – the Germans had just occupied 
Brussels  – the Auditeur Militaire Alfred de Groote, fearing Ghent would also fall, ordered Ehrhardt 
and three other arrested Germans to be moved to prisons in Saint Nicolas and Termonde.  The 
detainees were treated roughly and were always chained two together.  A Belgian officer hit 
Ehrhardt in the face on learning that he was a reserve officer.  The prisoners also had to pay for their 
food and as Ehrhardt had all his money and every other item of value confiscated, he was helped out 
by another imprisoned German. 
 
All this was taking place while the German Army was advancing rapidly through Belgium, with a 
zeppelin having just dropped bombs on Antwerp and rumours of German atrocities spreading in the 
population.  Consequently an anti-German rage took hold throughout the country.  
 
On 27 and 31 August, after sleeping on dirty straw, Ehrhardt appeared before a military court at the 
town hall in Saint Nicolas.  The court was made up of a lieutenant-colonel, two captains and a 
lieutenant of the Belgian army as well as a civilian.  The Auditeur Militaire de Groote continued as 
prosecutor.  According to Belgian law, he had appointed an initially reluctant Advokat Maurice 
Orban as lawyer for the defence and, before the trial, Orban had had several meetings with the 
accused. 
 
At the hearing, Ehrhardt repeated his admission of watching out for and enquiring about movements 
of the English fleet, pointing out that his observations were directed only at England before the war 
and not at all against Belgium and that he was about to leave the country when he learned that war 
had broken out.  
 
Called as witnesses for the prosecution were, amongst others, the driver Ehrhardt had attempted to 
hire and Auguste Garstemans.  After Ehrhardt’s arrest, Garstemans and his wife were held for nine 
days in custody and their home was searched but nothing incriminating was found.  The only witness 
for the defence was Alfred Kreglinger, director of the Banque Nationale in Antwerp, who was on 
friendly terms with Ehrhardt when he had his business there.  Kreglinger, however, had no contact 
with Ehrhardt recently and knew nothing of his activities in the military. 
 
Summing up, the prosecutor de Groote demanded the death penalty, saying whether England was in 
a state of war with Germany at the time or not was irrelevant.  England was an ally of Belgium by 
treaty and therefore Ehrhardt’s admitted spying against England was the same as if it was directed 
against Belgium.  He ignored the fact that Ehrhardt was about to depart when war broke out, 
claiming he was still active on 4 August.  He referred to an obscure law declared in 1799 that allowed 
for the death penalty. 
 
Defence lawyer Orban saw this line of argument as based on very weak legal grounds.  In his final 
plea he told the court as much, respectfully questioning the relevance of the prosecution’s 
interpretation of the law as all of Ehrhardt’s activities predated the outbreak of war. He pointed to 
the accused’s honesty, as Ehrhardt had refused to lie to fellow officers, his interrogators and judges.  
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In a passionate speech Orban acknowledged and bemoaned the death and devastation Ehrhardt’s 
fellow countrymen had wreaked upon their beloved homeland. But he pleaded with the court not to 
give in to cheap emotions of revenge – something a Belgian would never do – and appealed to the 
court’s sense of justice and spare an innocent’s life. 
 
However, Orban’s heartfelt pleas came to nothing and the president of the military court declared 
the death penalty by firing squad.  Ehrhardt was shocked by the severity of the sentence, saying in 
Germany it would not have been as harsh and that he should have been heard before a civilian court 
anyway.  He offered Orban a fee of 500 Francs for his efforts.  However, Orban refused to accept any 
money and suggested Ehrhardt contribute this amount to the benefit of wounded Belgian soldiers.  
Ehrhardt readily agreed and included a relevant clause in his hastily composed last will.  But then he 
doubled the amount to 1000 Francs and wrote a brief instruction to that effect to his partner 
Richard Kiefer.  In his partly cryptic will, he left 25,000 Marks and an insurance policy to Miss 
Garstemans (Helene, mother of his two daughters?).  He also wanted his business partner Kiefer to 
look after Oskar Garstemans (Auguste Garstemans’ son?) and employ him.  He then asked Orban to 
send his will to his brother and the letter to his business partner in Hamburg.  Orban was deeply 
moved by Ehrhardt’s composure and defiance of death.  Ehrhardt was then driven to Fort 
Zwijndrecht near Antwerp to be executed.  
 
Following the verdict, the Auditeur Militaire de Groote asked pastor Nieuwenhuis-Nyegaard to 
prepare Ehrhardt for death.  The following morning, after difficulties gaining entry to the fort, the 
pastor found Ehrhardt sitting on a broken chair in a small room under heavy guard.  Nieuwenhuis-
Nyegaard was only allowed to talk to Ehrhardt in the presence of German speaking lieutenant 
Martial Lekeux and two soldiers armed with rifles and fixed bayonets.  In civilian life, Lekeux was a 
Franciscan monk.  Outside, more soldiers jostled to have a look in through a window, disobeying 
orders to move away.  
 
Ehrhardt was calm and composed in his conversation with Nieuwenhuis-Nyegaard.  Accepting his 
fate, he said he wanted to die in the faith of his pious father, as a good Christian and German officer, 
and for Emperor and fatherland.  Ehrhardt then asked the pastor to post letters to his father, his 
wife, his brother and his business partner.  However, this request was denied by the fort’s 
commander, Vermeulen, and even the addresses were taken from Nieuwenhuis-Nyegaard. 
 
Nieuwenhuis-Nyegaard then left Ehrhardt and walked into Antwerp to attempt to save Ehrhardt – 
against his wishes – from execution.  He tried with the American ambassador, the consul and the 
vice-consul as well as the secretary to the king, but he didn’t succeed in meeting any of them.  He 
finally managed to speak to the dean at the Cathedral of Our Lady who told him, only the military 
governor in Antwerp, General Dufour, could change anything but would never show mercy. 
 
Nieuwenhuis-Nyegaard then walked back to Fort Zwijndrecht to speak again to Ehrhardt.  The pastor 
and lieutenant Lekeux listened to Ehrhardt talking about his family, his two little daughters17 and his 
business. (Ehrhardt’s marriage to Felicia remained childless. The mother is, in all probability, Helene 
Garstemans).  Finally, Nieuwenhuis-Nyegaard read with him from the Bible and offered him Holy 
Communion.  However, there was no wine in the fort and lieutenant and Franciscan monk Lekeux 
sent for some to be bought outside.  The pastor and Ehrhardt then celebrated Holy Communion with 
Lekeux sitting in a corner and all the soldiers looking on again, but now remaining quiet and 
altogether moved.  Nieuwenhuis-Nyegaard then bid his farewell and returned to Ghent. 
 
Concurrently, defence lawyer Orban formulated a petition for mercy to the king and handed the 
document to the Auditeur Militaire de Groote.  De Groote consequently cancelled the execution 
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planned for the 2nd of September and ordered Ehrhardt’s transfer to the Begijnenstraat prison in 
Antwerp.  Having arrived there and confused by the delay, Ehrhardt did not dare hoping his life 
might be spared.  He wrote a letter to Orban and thanked him again for his efforts to save his life.  
He then begged him to intervene with de Groote to let him have his suitcase, as he had not been 
able to change his clothes for a month now.  He wanted to face his executioners in clean clothes.  He 
also asked Orban to see to that the 10 letters he wrote, now in de Groote’s hands, be sent off to his 
firm in Hamburg.  Bidding farewell forever, he wished Orban all the best for the future. 
 
Two days later, Ehrhardt wrote to bank director Kreglinger, saying that he had probably heard of his 
death sentence.  He pointed out that he was ordered to Ostend, but never sent a dispatch back to 
Germany and was only sentenced on his own admission.  He also asked Kreglinger to visit him in jail 
as he needed to talk to him in order to make some arrangements.  If Kreglinger was not granted 
permission, he could perhaps ask another of their old friends. 
 
However, Orban’s petition did not receive the prescribed approval of the military court.  
Consequently, de Groote’s superior, the Auditeur General Baron Darutte, refused to forward the 
petition to the king and ordered Ehrhardt’s immediate execution.  Orban did not receive notification 
of this development. 
 
Early in the morning of 5 September, Ehrhardt was taken back to Fort Zwijndrecht.  The execution 
was set down for 07.30 hours.  Auditeur Militaire de Groote had declined to attend and sent his 
deputy, Bruneel, as witness.  The other witnesses were the fort’s commander, Vermeulen, leading 
the execution detail, lieutenant Lekeux of the fort’s artillery and the clerk of the military court, 
Sauwen.  Ehrhardt asked the commander that he not be blindfolded.  Led into a corner of the fort, 
Ehrhardt then begged the firing squad to aim for his heart, not his face.  When the shots rang out, 
Ehrhardt was hit eleven times in the chest and once in the mouth.  He collapsed, his face 
unrecognisable and his chest a hollow and bloody mess.  His body was then taken to the cemetery, 
where it was stripped of blood drenched clothes and placed in a simple wooden casket.  Two days 
later, he was buried without formalities in an unmarked grave.  The wife of one of the two 
gravediggers involved then proceeded to make clothes for her son out of the ones taken from 
Ehrhardt’s body.  
 
Ehrhardt’s wife Felicia, meanwhile, had been informed by the military that they had received 
notification on 19 August that her husband had been released but that his whereabouts were 
unknown.  Now, on 10 September, visiting Ehrhardt’s sister in Lörrach in Baden, she read that a man 
with a name similar to Ehrhardt had been condemned to death in Belgium.  Felicia immediately 
returned home to Hamburg and was met at the train station by Ehrhardt’s business partner Kiefer.  
He showed her a letter he had received from the General Staff saying that her husband Paul is dead.  
Finding the letter strangely formulated, she clang to the hope that her husband was still alive.  Nine 
days later, Felicia received a long letter from pastor Nieuwenhuis-Nyegaard confirming her 
husband’s fate.  At first she was deeply shocked and moved, but later, finding contradictions, she 
suspected the letter could be a ruse to gain some kind of information from her and did not reply. 
 
Felicia then travelled to Stuttgart, checked into the Hotel Marquardt and met with the lawyer  
Dr. Schwab who had met her husband in Ostend just before war broke out.  The following day,  
24 September, still thoroughly confused and worried, she sent a letter to the German Imperial 
Government General in Belgium asking for clarification as to her husband’s fate.  She enclosed a 
supporting letter by Dr. Schwab.  
 
After another diplomatic attempt through the American Legation on 19 September to gain 
clarification concerning Ehrhardt’s whereabouts, Felicia received a letter from the Belgian Ministry 
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for the Interior in Brussels.  The envelope was mysteriously marked with a rubber stamp of the 
German Navy dated 28 September.  The letter informed Felicia that her husband had fallen at 
Zwijndrecht near Antwerp, that he had volunteered for a dangerous mission, was captured by the 
Belgians and died a hero’s death for the fatherland.  The writer also offered to send her husband’s 
private papers.  
 
In October, after Antwerp had been occupied by the German Army, investigators of the German 
military court and the secret military police began their enquiries into Ehrhardt’s death.  On the 28th, 
investigators visited the cemetery in Zwijndrecht, questioned the grave diggers and were shown 
Ehrhardt’s unmarked grave.  A black wooden cross was then placed at the gravesite marked “Paul 
Ehrhardt /gest. 5. IX. 14” and after that photographed (at a later stage his body was exhumed and 
transferred to the Bergfriedhof in Lahr).  
 
In November, Ehrhardt’s brother Karl August travelled to Belgium to make his own enquiries.  He 
visited his brother’s grave on the 23rd, and after confronting the wife of one of the two grave diggers, 
had the stolen hat and the boots of the deceased returned to him.  Among others, he also met with 
pastor Nieuwenhuis-Nyegaard in Ghent and bank director Alfred Kreglinger in Antwerp.  
 
Still in Brussels, on 26 November, Karl August wrote a letter to the German Imperial Government 
General in Belgium declaring the innocence of his brother and demanding the interrogation and 
punishment of the Belgians involved in his brother’s arrest, interrogation, imprisonment and 
sentencing.  He also wanted the witnesses called before the Belgian military court questioned as well 
as anyone who had been in contact with his brother during his short time in Belgium before his 
arrest, as far as all these people could still be reached.  In addition, he mentioned his call to former 
head of Section IIIB (intelligence), Colonel Brose in Berlin, who assured him that his brother had no 
orders from the General Staff to spy in Belgium. 
 
On 23 December, following notification by the Acting Great General Staff, Section IIIB, Berlin, the 
registry office No. 3a in Hamburg entered the death certificate for Paul August Ehrhardt as having 
died in Belgium on 5 September 1914.  No further particulars as to how his death occurred were 
given. 
 
Three months later, on 27 March 1915, Ehrhardt’s widow Felicia wrote to the “Imperial 
Commissioner for Discussion of Violence committed against German Civilians in Enemy Territory” in 
Berlin.  She asked the Commissioner to claim compensation from the Belgian Government on her 
behalf.  She stated that her husband had an annual income of 40,000 to 50,000 Marks before the 
war.  However, the executors of her husband’s last will had decided to file a bankruptcy petition 
over her husband’s estate as the securities her husband had held had fallen enormously after his 
death had become known.   As heiress, therefore, she was suffering an extraordinary loss.  If her 
husband was still alive, nothing would have been lost and his wealth would have grown greatly 
through the war, just as the two younger managers in his firm had now become rich.  She included a 
newspaper article published in the newspaper “Hamburger Correspondent” concerning her 
husband’s execution and originally written by pastor Nieuwenhuis-Nyegaard for the Dutch journal 
“Tijdspiegel”. 
 

EHRHARDT & CO. GmbH. AND THE BLOCKADE 
 
With the beginning of war, the expected British blockade of trade with Germany was implemented.  
But the importation of badly needed commodities into Germany was now realised as  
W. R. Grace & Co. and Ehrhardt & Co. had prepared for.  This basically involved shipping goods on 
ships under neutral flag, mainly Swedish, to a port in Sweden and from there to a German port.  
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Ehrhardt’s subsidiary, The Scandinavian Trading Company, handled the necessary formalities in 
Stockholm to facilitate this flow of goods. 
 
However, on 4 September 1914 a new law came into force in Germany that put all enterprises that 
were owned or part-owned by entities resident in enemy territory under supervision by agents 
appointed by the government.  Ehrhardt & Co. GmbH was still regarded as partly owned by English 
interests even though Forbes, Forbes, Campbell & Co. Ltd. and Grace Bros. Ltd. had transferred their 
shares to W. R. Grace & Co. in New York and, therefore, the still neutral United States.  Ehrhardt’s 
subsidiary, The Scandinavian Trading Company, managed by Josef Fassbender, was also deemed to 
be financed by English capital.  In consequence, a government agent was installed at Ehrhardt’s 
offices.   He controlled the flow of funds and goods into and out of the country and now objected to 
expediting funds to Stockholm before any goods had been received in German ports.  The flow of 
imports came to a standstill as W. R. Grace & Co. in New York insisted on payment when goods were 
shipped.  The Scandinavian Trading Company, however, had no funds to comply with this condition.  
Complaints by Kiefer to the authorities about this hindrance finally resulted in a secret report from 
the German Embassy in Stockholm to the Reich-Chancellor von Bethmann Hollweg in Berlin 
explaining the circumstances and the importance of the import trade undertaken by the firms 
concerned.  On 26th February and on the grounds that Ehrhardt & Co. were, by importing foodstuffs, 
capable of useful service to the country, the Reich-Chancellor recommended the lifting of the 
supervision to the authorities in Hamburg.  Meanwhile though, the controlling government agent in 
Ehrhardt’s offices had been replaced with another one who did allow the transfer of funds to 
Stockholm.  But finally, three weeks after receiving the Reich-Chancellor’s letter, the relevant 
department also withdrew this man from Ehrhardt’s offices and business resumed its intended 
course.18 
 
Soon more companies were formed, like the Transatlantiska Handelskompaniet, and links with other 
firms were established in order to make it more difficult for the ever vigilant British authorities to 
follow the goods trail into Germany.  But the still neutral United States and the Scandinavian 
countries, Sweden in particular, were angrily complaining about the severity of the measures taken 
by the British to prevent any trade with Germany, as these tactics also hindered their own trade with 
each other.  British naval vessels were intercepting neutral merchant ships to be searched on the 
high seas or to be forced to divert to British ports to be searched there.  Goods then deemed by the 
Prize Court to be contraband, i.e. destined for Germany, were confiscated. 
 
From the end of 1914 to the middle of 1915, the British navy intercepted seven Scandinavian 
freighters carrying cargos consigned by W. R. Grace & Co. to the Scandinavian Trading Company.  
These shipments from Central American ports consisted of coffee, cocoa and quantities of oil, 
balsam and rubber.  They were condemned as contraband and thus were lost to the shippers and 
consignees.19  These events demonstrated the high risk the companies engaged in this trade took.  
But in spite of this loss of valuable goods, the efforts to supply Germany continued. 
 
In early May 1916, the M/S PACIFIC, owned by the Swedish Johnson Line, was diverted to the British 
port of Kirkwall, Orkney Islands.  This merchant vessel had 6,000 tons each of Guatemalan coffee 
and cocoa in its hold that W. R. Grace & Co. had sold to American firm John Daniel & Co., who in turn 
consigned this quantity to the Transatlantiska Handelskompaniet in Sweden.  Intercepted 
correspondence and the accompanying shipping documents were found to prove the parties 
involved were trading with the enemy and the Prize Court judged the consignment to be contraband.  
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The bags of coffee and cocoa valued at around 122,000 Pounds Sterling were therefore confiscated 
to become property of the Crown and were unloaded.20 
 
After learning that war had broken out, the captains of freighters GOLDENFELS and EMDEN carrying 
the cargos that Ehrhardt & Co. had invoiced to the aforementioned buyers in Paris and London, 
sought refuge in the neutral Dutch port of Sabang at the northern tip of Sumatra.  In early December 
1915, with these vessels still lying in that port, Ehrhardt & Co. wrote, via Sweden, to A. Rüffer & Sons 
in London asking that the cargos now be dealt with.  A. Rüffer & Sons had accepted drafts against 
these cargos under the instructions and for the account of Ehrhardt & Co.  Ehrhardt & Co. now 
wanted the cargos sold at “best possible” if the original purchasers were no longer prepared to take 
them up. 
 
Early January 1916, A. Rüffer & Sons, including the letter from Ehrhardt & Co., wrote to Treasury in 
London asking for permission to do as Ehrhardt & Co. was requesting.  They also pointed out the 
importance of taking possession of the goods as soon as possible to prevent further depreciation 
and expense.  After having had to clear up a misunderstanding with the Board of Trade, A. Rüffer 
received a reply on 5 February, indicating the Board of Trade was not prepared to authorise them to 
present documents to the buyers in Paris “with a view to collecting the purchase money and 
crediting the enemy firm with the balance remaining after deduction of their advances and 
expenses.”  However, regarding the goods invoiced to the buyer in London, they could apply to the 
Procurator-General for permission to proceed as originally intended, only leaving any balance of 
proceeds, after monies owed and reasonable expenses, to be dealt with in the Prize Court.21  
 

THE DIPLOMATIC EFFORTS TO SECURE A COPY OF EHRHARDT’S DEATH SENTENCE 
 
The German Authorities, meanwhile, were still searching for the records of the military court that 
sentenced Ehrhardt to death.  On 19 January 1917, the German Foreign Office asked the Embassy of 
the United States of America to contact the Belgian Government in exile in Le Havre on their behalf 
and ask for a copy of the sentence. 
 
On 2 February, the Political Department of the German Government General in Brussels informs the 
Foreign Office in Berlin that 300,000 Francs had been set aside for the benefit of Ehrhardt’s surviving 
dependents which could, on demand, be paid out at any time. 
 
On 6 April 1917, the USA declared war on Germany and the matter of requesting a copy of 
Ehrhardt’s sentence from the Belgians passed to the Swiss.  Two weeks later, the Swiss Embassy in 
Berlin informed the German Foreign Office that they had received a reply from the Belgian Embassy 
in Paris.  The Belgians, however, made clear that they wanted copies of the sentences of 10 Belgians 
executed by German troops before they would consider providing a copy of Ehrhardt’s sentence. 
 
After extensively investigating the alleged 10 executions, the German authorities found that no 
written sentences existed as the Belgians involved were either shot or hanged on the spot as armed 
irregulars or died in the guerrilla fighting unleashed by the Belgian government.  On 15 June 1918, 
therefore, the German Foreign Office requested the Swiss Embassy to inform the Belgians of the 
outcome of the investigation and ask again for a copy of Ehrhardt’s sentence. 
 
On 11 November 1918, Germany found itself with no choice but to accept a humiliating armistice.  
The war was over.  Leading up to this event, in late October, a sailor’s revolt had spread to other 
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centres in Germany, a republic was proclaimed and Emperor Wilhelm II had abdicated.  Germany 
was in turmoil.  
 
On 15 January 1919, Colonel Rudolf von Fransecky of the Ministry of War formulated a letter to the 
Foreign Office:  
 

“In consequence of the changed political situation, the Ministry of War sees a further 
exchange of notes with the Belgian Government linking the special case Ehrhardt to, (now), 
seven guerrilla cases as pointless.  Clearly, the Belgian Government refuses insight into 
Ehrhardt’s sentencing.  The Army Administration is convinced this is because the Belgian 
Government itself is finding the proof leading to the sentence as insufficient.  
 
As so far it has not been possible to clear up the judicial murder of Ehrhardt with certainty, 
the Ministry of War deems it also expedient, for the time being, not to make available the 
300,000 Francs set aside out of the budget of the Government General for Belgium.  The 
decision regarding this has to be left to the peace discussions, respectively to the following 
negotiations at commission level. 
 
However, if the mutual accusations of martial law violations between Belgium and Germany 
come at all up for discussion at the peace negotiations, then the case Ehrhardt should also 
be most emphatically advocated by the German side, including with the aim of procuring 
compensation for the surviving dependants.  Apart from compensation, the case Ehrhardt is 
for general political reasons, because of the material for a German attack it contains, of the 
greatest importance.” 

 
Von Fransecky attached detailed records for the defence of the seven guerrilla cases.  He then 
recommended that the Privy Legation Councillor Walter Simons in Reich-Chancellery also 
immediately be informed of the Ehrhardt files, “as it is highly probable that the Belgians, in their 
accusations, will use these cases in particular that they already took occasion to mix up with the case 
Ehrhardt”.  He informed the Foreign Office that he was sending a copy of this letter to Simons in 
order to call his attention to these proceedings. 
 
In his letter to Walter Simons, von Fransecky pointed out that the Ministry of War thought it 
imperative that the political leadership of the German people at the peace congress was aware of 
the proceedings outlined in the letter to the Foreign Office: 
 

“To begin with, the case Ehrhardt offers good material for attack against the Belgian 
administration of military justice.  The army administration would be pleased if 
compensation for the surviving dependants could be obtained.  To appreciate this: as far as 
the Ministry of War can judge from the diplomatic negotiations as related by the Foreign 
Ministry, the Belgian government has so far not been informed of the strong grounds for 
suspicion that point to proof of judicial murder committed against Ehrhardt.  The Foreign 
Ministry, moreover, seems to have limited itself to formally demand a copy of Ehrhardt’s 
sentence from the Belgian government and never once raised the suspicion of judicial 
murder. 
 
Besides, the case Ehrhardt is important for the perception of the political dispute, 
unresolved between Germany and Belgium, about the existence of the Belgian guerrilla war. 
For the Belgian government has drawn into the exchange of notes regarding the case 
Ehrhardt, cases that in their view demonstrate the illegal killing of Belgian civilians on the 
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occasion of the entry of the German army into Belgium, while the German government  
takes the view that these casualties are accounted for as a consequence of the guerrilla war.” 

 
In the event, Germany and her allies were excluded from the peace negotiations taking place in Paris 
later in 1919.  More important developments came to occupy the minds of German officials.  In the 
Foreign Office, the file concerning Ehrhardt’s execution was laid aside and eventually archived.   
 
A protocol of the Belgian military court proceedings in the Ehrhardt case or a copy of the death 
sentence has never been found.  
 

CONCLUSION 
 
Assuming that Paul Ehrhardt’s letter is actually his own in its entirety, there are several oddities.  The 
most obvious concerns his whereabouts immediately before he arrived in Antwerp and Ostend.  Was 
he in Paris, Lille and Aachen or did he come from Berlin?  That he was in Paris at some stage is 
supported by the seizure of the two coded telegrams by the government agent in his offices.  And 
why tell his interrogators of his trip to Paris and Lille, places where his visits could easily have been 
disproved?  It would have been pretty foolish to pick these locations in an attempt to cover up his 
true movements and his time at the Great General Staff in Berlin if in fact that is where he really was.  
 
Then there is the discrepancy in the dates on which he said he received the order to proceed to 
Ostend.  In his letter it is a Sunday, presumably the 26th of July in Berlin, but during his interrogation 
he admitted to having received the order on the 29th of that month in Aachen. 
 
Ehrhardt was certainly not beyond embellishing a good story.  For instance, his wife inherited 
nothing near the two million Marks he claimed in his letter.  The true value of her share of the 
inheritance was actually less than half that amount.22 
 
The basis for Ehrhardt’s extensive and forceful political commentary in the letter was known to 
anybody reading newspapers.  As an example, the exchange of telegrams between Kaiser and Tsar 
was prominently reported on in the “Berliner Tageblatt und Handels-Zeitung” on 29 July.  
Balderston’s analysis on this subject, like on all the other ones mentioned by Ehrhardt, is full of 
assumptions and suppositions.  Nothing in this analysis proves that Ehrhardt had that insider 
knowledge that Balderston wants his readers to believe.  In his letter to people he is convinced are 
his friends, Ehrhardt only expressed his opinion in a very frank, almost intimate manner and with 
more than just a pinch of speculative exaggeration.   
 
That he bared his thoughts on possible movements by the British and German fleets in case of war 
only came natural to him.  As a merchant in the port city of Hamburg, his livelihood depended on the 
open seas.  His setting up of a subsidiary company in Stockholm shows his concern for the survival of 
his business in case of a British blockade.  Speculation about the German fleet possibly shelling the 
French coast and what the British fleet might or might not do was just a result of the heightened 
tension and suspense gripping him and the people around him.  Anyone with a maritime interest 
could have come up with thoughts along those lines.  As a merchant, Ehrhardt understandably 
preferred Britain to stay neutral. 
 
Ehrhardt was an occasional informant to Section IIIB, the intelligence service of the Great General 
Staff, but not a professional spy.  The naïve way in which he went about his business in setting 
himself up in Ostend makes that obvious.  In Aachen, he was ordered to Ostend, possibly by an 
officer answering to Section IIIB, as Ehrhardt was once a long-term resident of Antwerp and because 
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he spoke the language.  Both of the German intelligence services, the navy’s as well as the army’s, 
had a long-standing policy of enlisting officers in the army and navy reserves, who were living or had 
lived abroad as informants.23   
 
By twisting and turning facts and adding numerous assumptions, Balderston used Ehrhardt’s letter 
as so called proof of Germany’s war guilt.  The war was still not decided in February 1918 and 
perhaps Balderstone saw a need to keep the hate for Germans alive when he wrote his analysis. It 
was easy to use Ehrhardt’s letter in this way. The man was dead; he could not explain or defend 
himself. 
 

NOTES 
 
If not otherwise referenced, the account above is based on a file containing over 300 pages of 
various documents, such as copies of protocols and correspondence discovered in Belgium as well as 
of protocols and letters exchanged between several German authorities and some private persons. 
This file can be found in:  
 
Bundesarchiv Berlin: Auswärtiges Amt IIIa, Erschießung des Hauptmanns d. R. Paul Ehrhardt, 
Signatur: BArch, R 901/23602  
 
Interspersed in the text are some details taken from the writings of: 
 
J. D. Domela Nieuwenhuis-Nyegaard: “Aus meinem Kriegstagebuch”, p. 47-50 
 
Fr. Martial Lekeux: “Mes Cloitres dans la tempete”, p. 77-85 
 
The memories of some people as recorded in the protocols and those of the two authors above do 
not always agree in every detail with some of the official documents discovered in Belgium. 
 
The spelling of the name Garstemans as shown in the text above appears in some documents as 
Gastermans or Gasterman. 
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