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The Germans have been liberated from Hitler but they will never be able to get rid of him.


—EBERHARD JÄCKEL, HISTORIAN, 1979







How it happened that Hitler came to power is still the most important question of nineteenth- and twentieth-century German history, if not of all German history.


—HEINRICH AUGUST WINKLER, HISTORIAN, 2000






Auschwitz is a German wound that never heals.


—GABOR STEINGART, JOURNALIST AND PUBLISHER, 2015

















PROLOGUE



The Unfathomable Ascent




“The failure of the putsch was perhaps the greatest good fortune of my life.”1


—ADOLF HITLER





On the evening of November 8, 1923, with a coming snowfall in the air, Adolf Hitler, a thirty-four-year-old politician known for his hot rhetoric, forced his way into a crowded beer hall on the southeast side of Munich. Surrounded by three bodyguards, two of them in military gear, Hitler held a pistol in one hand. With “his eyes opened wide and looking like a drunken fanatic,” the unimposing, five-foot nine-inch Hitler tried to interrupt a speech by the head of the Bavarian government.2 But he could not make himself heard. Climbing onto a chair, he raised his arm and fired a shot into the high coffered ceiling. “Silence!” he shouted. The three thousand audience members fell “dead still,” one witness recalled. Then the man on the chair made a shocking announcement.


“The national revolution has begun! The building is surrounded by six hundred heavily armed men! No one is allowed to leave.” Behind Hitler, a platoon of steel-helmeted men under the command of Captain Hermann Göring dragged a heavy machine gun into the beer hall entrance.


Thus began Adolf Hitler’s infamous beer hall coup d’état of 1923. Called a putsch in German, the attempted overthrow had crumbled within seventeen hours. Fifteen of Hitler’s men, four police troops, and one bystander had been killed. Two days later, Hitler was caught and carried off to Landsberg Prison, thirty-eight miles west of Munich. He was imprisoned for the next thirteen months, from November 11, 1923, to December 20, 1924.


The failed putsch—an effort to unseat both the Bavarian and German governments—was a high-profile defeat for the budding Nazi leader and his small but radical movement. Hitler’s year in prison—virtually all of 1924—was the price he paid for his premature lunge for power. He not only had botched the biggest gamble a politician can make, but also had lost face: he was dismissed by some as an extremist clown who had led his followers into disaster and death.


Yet, by the time he was released from prison, Hitler had converted his plunge into disgrace and obscurity into a springboard for success. The aborted coup d’état, it turned out, was the best thing that could have happened to him, and to his undisguised plans to become Germany’s dictator. Had Hitler not spent 1924 in Landsberg Prison, he might never have emerged as the redefined and recharged politician who ultimately gained control of Germany, inflicted war on the world, and perpetrated the Holocaust. The year that brought Hitler down—late 1923 through late 1924—and that by rights should have ended his career, was in fact the hinge moment in Hitler’s transformation from impetuous revolutionary to patient political player with a long view of gaining power.


How did this transformation occur? How did Hitler make strategic use of his failure? For one thing, the man knew a good publicity opportunity when he saw it; he brazenly turned his monthlong, widely watched trial for treason into a political soapbox, catapulting himself from Munich beer-hall rabble-rouser to nationally known political figure. A prosecution for high treason that could have put Hitler out of political circulation long enough for his movement and his charisma to disappear instead became what many jurists regarded as an embarrassment to the German justice system—and that historians see as a turnaround moment in Hitler’s climb to power.


Soon after recovering from his initial dark moments in Landsberg, Hitler turned his long months out of the political fray into a time of learning, self-reflection, and clarification of his views. In prison, he had a captive audience of forty men, his fellow culprits in the unsuccessful putsch, and he often treated them to long lectures from his writings and busy mind. But he needed to speak to the world. He was bursting with the urge to write, to capture his political philosophy for his followers, to cast into the permanence of print his beliefs and increasingly certain dogmas.


For long days and late into the night, he banged away on a small portable typewriter to produce what became the bible of Nazism, an autobiographical and political manifesto called Mein Kampf. Published after his release from prison, the book soon became Hitler’s ticket to intellectual respectability within his own movement. He called his time in prison “my university education at state expense.”3


His year of “education” changed Hitler’s strategic vision, and it changed him. From a frustrated and depressed man stricken with self-doubt (suicide and death were repeated refrains during and after the putsch attempt), Hitler became, during his time behind bars, a man of overweening self-assurance and radically fixed beliefs on how to save Germany from its assorted ills. He recast the fatal march he had led on November 9, 1923, into heroic martyrdom. At a safe remove from everyday politics, Hitler cunningly allowed the Nazi Party to squabble and self-destruct so he could later call it back to life on his own terms, remade in his own image and decisively under his thumb. Reenergized and obsessively messianic, the post-prison Hitler was ready for the march to high office. The brutal ideologue Alfred Rosenberg, one of Hitler’s closest cronies at the time of the putsch who later became Hitler’s state minister for the occupied eastern territories, said simply: “November ninth, 1923, gave birth to January thirtieth, 1933”—the day Hitler became chancellor of Germany.4


In the voluminous study of Adolf Hitler, the emphasis has understandably been on the twelve harrowing years of the Third Reich, 1933 to 1945. Yet the preceding fourteen years, 1919 to 1933, are critical for comprehending Hitler’s political rise and the Nazi nightmare. “How it happened that Hitler came to power is still the most important question of nineteenth- and twentieth-century German history, if not of all German history,” wrote historian Heinrich August Winkler.5 It’s a question that continues to baffle and haunt the world. Even Hans Frank, one of Hitler’s closest confidants, writing his mea culpa memoir during the Nuremberg trial in 1946, called Hitler’s climb “the unfathomable ascent.”6 But we keep trying to fathom it. How did the unschooled former army private, with only a coruscating voice and an extraordinary belief in his calling as Germany’s savior, turn himself into the leader of millions? And what did the millions find so compelling about the loud little man with the quick mind and convenient certainties regarding history and destiny? How did Hitler, fairly driven from the field in 1923 by his delusions of grandeur and overreach, reinvent himself in a prison cell as fated for greatness and leadership? For answers, we continue to turn the Rubik’s Cube of history, looking again for clues and insights.


Hitler’s fourteen developmental years fall into two main periods. The first is Hitler’s “apprentice” years, 1919 to 1923, when the newly self-discovered politician was finding his feet and learning the polemical game, using fists, elbows, and words to reach for power through incendiary rhetoric and violent revolution. “From 1919 to 1923, I thought of nothing else but revolution,” said Hitler.7


The second period, 1925 to 1933, often called the “fighting” years, begins with Hitler’s relaunch of the Nazi Party in the same beer hall where his putsch had failed. It ends after eight years of fierce political combat, with Hitler’s 1933 takeover of the chancellery in Berlin.


Between those two key developmental periods lies 1924, Hitler’s year in prison. Despite its obvious historical significance, this is one of the least written about and least understood moments in Nazi history. It’s also the point when the arc of Hitler’s political trajectory bends, the pivotal moment that forms the connective tissue between two distinctly different phases, the revolutionary and the electoral. Nineteen twenty-four shifted Hitler’s focus, hardened his beliefs, and set the stage for his remarkable comeback after a seemingly insurmountable defeat. That period is the subject of this book.


To make sense of Hitler’s transformational year in prison, we must first understand the putsch that put him there. To understand the putsch requires a look at the crazed Bavarian political scene in the first ten feverish months of 1923. To grasp Bavarian politics means pulling back the curtain on the strange political carnival of the 1920s Weimar Republic.


These forces set the scene for the year that made Hitler.















CHAPTER ONE



Discovering the Mission




“The First World War made Hitler possible.”


—SIR IAN KERSHAW, 19981




For months, Munich had swirled with rumors of a coming putsch. In autumn 1923, the magic word in the crowded beer halls and leafy outdoor cafés of the Bavarian capital was losschlagen.2 In German, losschlagen means to attack, to strike out, to let loose—to make it happen. When, everyone wanted to know, would Adolf Hitler and his Nazis losschlagen? Or, for that matter, when would the established powers in Bavaria—a strange mix of civilian-military leadership embodied in an unofficial ruling triumvirate—losschlagen? Somebody had to do something. Hitler’s hope was to stage a march on “that den of iniquity,” Berlin, to unseat the government of the Weimar Republic; it seemed like a fine idea to most Bavarians at the time, reported Wilhelm Hoegner, a Social Democratic member of the Bavarian parliament. In a time of turmoil and uncertainty, the probability of a putsch had “become an idée fixe” in the Bavarian capital, he wrote.3 Hitler noted: “People were shouting it from the rooftops.”4


Five years after the end of World War I, Germany was experiencing upheaval, social disorder, and steady descent. The war had shifted the political planet on its axis. Centuries-old monarchies had fallen. A world not significantly altered since the 1815 Congress of Vienna had split and fissured. Boundaries were redrawn, populations shifted under new sovereignty. Germany had lost its overseas possessions and was thrown out of the great game of colonization. In Russia, a Communist revolution had seized the country. And the Weimar Republic—Germany’s first attempt at full democracy—was on constantly shaky legs. It had already gone through seven chancellors (prime ministers) and nine government cabinets.5 The sudden 1918 postwar shift from Berlin’s four-hundred-year-old Hohenzollern monarchy to an untried parliamentary system—a revolution from the top—had never been fully accepted by the far-right nationalists, by many in the military, and by parts of the political elite. Even the republic’s first head of state, President Friedrich Ebert, had been ambivalent: the Social Democratic Party leader had wanted a constitutional monarchy in the British style to follow Kaiser Wilhelm II’s abdication in November 1918; he opposed a simple republic with no unifying hereditary figure at the top. “You have no right to proclaim the republic!” he raged at Philipp Scheidemann, the politician who did just that from a window of the Reichstag (the German parliament) on November 9, 1918.6


In the early 1920s, a crashing economy drove the longing among some groups for the return of a strongman—maybe even of the monarchy itself. Nineteen twenty-three was Germany’s worst year since the crushing 1918 defeat in war. The country’s hyperinflated currency reached 4.2 trillion marks per dollar—a loaf of bread cost 200 billion marks, one egg about 80 billion marks;7 a theater ticket sometimes could be had not for money but for two eggs. Worse, people’s savings were destroyed, and farmers, despite a bumper crop, refused to release their produce for prices that were nearly meaningless by the next day. The food shortages sparked food riots. The German government reacted to the inflationary spiral by simply printing more and more money; people sometimes carried it in wheelbarrows to go shopping.


Internally, Germany was riven by deep and bitter political antagonisms. Extremists on the left (Communists) and on the right (nationalists and race-based parties called völkisch) competed for space with numerous parties in between. In 1920, a right-wing coup d’état led by Walther von Lüttwitz and Wolfgang Kapp—it became known as the Kapp Putsch—had taken Berlin for four days, chasing the government from town before falling apart. Political violence was rampant, beginning with the 1919 assassinations of the Communist leaders (then called Spartacists) Karl Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg. Between 1919 and 1922, right-wing groups committed more than three hundred fifty political murders, adding to a mood of “moral indifference to violence” that characterized the early years of the Weimar Republic.8 A right-wing hit squad called Organisation Consul took credit for the assassinations of Matthias Erzberger, the German politician who signed the 1918 World War I armistice, and Walther Rathenau, Germany’s foreign minister and a Jew.


Discontent was also fueled by Germany’s uncertain place in the world. The loss of Alsace-Lorraine to France and key parts of Upper Silesia to Poland through the 1919 Treaty of Versailles rankled most Germans. Still more, they were enraged by the occupation by mainly French forces of the Rhineland beginning in 1918 and, more recently, in Germany’s industrial heartland, the Ruhr region. In January 1923, Belgian and French troops—six full divisions,9 some of them Senegalese soldiers from the French African colonies—occupied the coal-and-steel-producing Ruhr area, which included the key cities of Düsseldorf, Duisburg, and Essen. The incursion was officially a reprisal for Germany’s failure to meet postwar reparations payments, but many believed that French prime minister Raymond Poincaré was mainly looking for a convenient excuse to carve out a buffer zone along Germany’s western border with France, Belgium, and the Netherlands, while gaining access to German coal fields. This aggressive rearrangement of territory was opposed by the British. Since a large part of the overdue reparations payment was supposed to be made in coal and wooden telegraph poles, one British politician groused: “No more damaging use of wood has occurred since the Trojan Horse.”10


Either way, the upheavals and uncertainties generated an atmosphere ripe for revolution, putsch, and violence. The Berlin government called for passive resistance to the French invaders; workers walked off their jobs. Some Germans mounted active resistance and sabotage; some were caught, tried, and executed by French firing squads. A right-wing saboteur named Albert Leo Schlageter, captured and shot, became a national martyr and a Nazi hero. The political defiance felt good to the Germans but had disastrous economic results: all-important industrial production came nearly to a standstill and unemployment was rampant. To cover lost salaries and benefits, the government resorted to printing even more money, further weakening the hyperinflated currency. Hunger strikes broke out in Berlin, Hamburg, Cologne, and other cities, forcing German police and troops to fire on starving Germans.


The rapid post–World War I demobilization had flooded the labor market with more than five million men, many without jobs or prospects, but all trained in one skill: fighting. And they had plenty to fight about. People felt their culture, politics, and social structures were at risk, driven by centrifugal forces they could not control. The Weimar Republic’s “normal state was crisis,” wrote historian Gordon Craig.11 Insulted and humiliated by the “sole war guilt” clause of the 1919 Treaty of Versailles, Germans were saddled with a $12.5 billion reparations obligation they felt was ruinous. Even the onset of the Golden Twenties—a flowering of avant-garde culture, mainly in Berlin—was seen in many parts of Germany, especially Bavaria, as proof of decadence and disintegration in the capital.


Nowhere were these issues more hotly debated than in Bavaria. Home to Hitler’s Nazis and numerous other bitterly nationalistic parties and groups, Bavaria was the unruly renegade in the German federation, constantly making special demands, refusing to accept national rulings, and threatening separation or partial secession by establishing its own currency, postal system, or railroad network. The second-largest state after Prussia, Bavaria was the Weimar Republic’s bête noire, the putsch capital of Germany. The Free State, as it called itself, had suffered through uprising and turmoil since 1918, when a left-wing march led by a shaggy-bearded intellectual named Kurt Eisner had successfully chased the Bavarian king out of his palace overnight. Within three months, after a failed attempt at socialist government, Eisner had been assassinated on a Munich sidewalk. More mayhem followed. To the horror of middle-class Munichers, a Bavarian Soviet Republic held power for three weeks, only to be ousted in another spasm of violence involving right-wing Freikorps troops sent from outside Bavaria. Atrocities were committed on both sides.


Ever since, Bavaria had been leaning hard to the right, attracting more and more militant nationalists and potential revolutionaries like Hitler and his anti-democratic Nazi Party. The revolutionaries were also anti-revolutionary; they refused to accept the legitimacy of the November 1918 republican revolution. “If I stand here as a revolutionary,” Hitler would later remark, “I also stand against revolution and [political] crime.”12 Hitler, along with many others on the radical right, called the revolutionaries of 1918 “the November criminals.” To riled-up members of the Frontgemeinschaft—the frontline brotherhood that had fought so long in the World War I trenches—it was the Berlin civilians who had stabbed them in the back. “Unbeaten on the battlefield” was their motto. One of their chief heroes, General Erich Ludendorff, the great strategist of World War I, had also moved from Berlin to Bavaria, where he drifted into hard-core, race-based politics. Bavaria even gave sanctuary to Captain Hermann Ehrhardt, a leader of the Kapp Putsch who was wanted for arrest by the national government in Berlin. With the Berlin governments often dominated by Social Democrats—considered Marxists by the conservative Bavarians—Munich became the favored stomping grounds of the völkisch parties, a movement based on pro-German, anti-Semitic racism.* Pushing a hard line, a new conservative government in 1920 announced that Bavaria would become “a bastion of order”—an enclave of peace and respectability, especially for right-wing parties, in the morass of leftism that seemed to dominate the rest of Germany. Bavaria was, as always, a land apart.


For Hitler, Bavaria was a kind of heaven. A born Austrian, Hitler had grown up in the provincial town of Linz. But he spent five formative years, from age eighteen to twenty-four, in Vienna, the Austrian capital. There, he lived as a failed artist and drifter. Rejected twice by the Austrian Academy of the Fine Arts and lacking a high school diploma, Hitler was from 1908 to 1913 reduced to scratching out a living by drawing or painting postcard-style scenes for tourists, selling his wares on the Viennese streets or to small art dealers, mainly Jews.13 He was downwardly mobile, moving from a cheap shared room to a shabby single room to two different men’s shelters (one of them partially funded by well-off Jewish families). In autumn 1909, he apparently became a vagrant, spending at least a few miserable nights in twenty-four-hour cafés and on park benches, later claiming “frostbite on fingers, hands and feet” as a result.14 Partly because of these privations, Hitler called Vienna “the hardest but most thorough school of my life.”15


Politically, Hitler became steeped in the frothing nationalist and anti-Semitic politics of prewar Vienna—a city with a prosperous, well-established Jewish elite, plus a more recent torrent of poor Jewish immigrants fleeing pogroms in the East. Impressed by the political style of Vienna’s radically anti-Jewish mayor, Karl Lueger, Hitler also became an adherent of the Pan-German movement promoted years earlier by Austrian Georg Ritter von Schönerer. Schönerer was a rabid nationalist and anti-Semite who believed all German-speaking peoples belonged together in a single Greater Germany. Schönerer felt that German speakers, although they were the ruling class in the Austro-Hungarian empire, were being marginalized because they were outnumbered by non-Germans—Czechs, Slavs, and Magyars. In that same spirit, Hitler deplored what he called “Austria’s Slavization” by the Hapsburg royalty.16


Young Hitler, now twenty, was horrified by the sight of incomprehensible, multilingual debates, with occasional cross-cultural screaming, in the polyglot parliament in Vienna.17 He immersed himself in the teeming city’s German-nationalist newspapers, proselytizing pamphlets and extremist pulp like Ostara, a racist periodical, that Hitler almost certainly bought or picked up free in the “cheap people’s café” that he said he frequented. He developed a militant aversion to Marxism—“a tool for the destruction of the nation state and the creation of Jewish world tyranny,18 Hitler called it—and to Austria’s Social Democratic Party. He rejected the party’s focus on organized labor and international working-class solidarity rather than on race-based nationalism, though he later claimed to have learned his own successful combination of propaganda and force (“terror”) from the Socialists.19 After a year of what he called “tranquil observation,” Hitler rejected parliamentary democracy as a fatally flawed form of government that could only lead to mob rule from the left. “Today’s Western democracy is the forerunner of Marxism,” he wrote.


Hitler began to regard as anathema all forces on the left, and to associate Jews with the power and growth of these forces. His first truly anti-Semitic feelings, he claimed, were aroused by the sudden notice of an Eastern Jew on a Vienna street—“an apparition in a black caftan and black hair locks.”20 Since only a blind person could not have noticed Orthodox Jews all over Vienna at the time, this smacks of a stylized eureka moment to dramatize Hitler’s developmental tale. Yet while most historians believe this anecdote is made up or drawn from numerous experiences, many accept Hitler’s general assertion that his obsessive, political anti-Semitism began in Vienna21—the view he would put forth in Mein Kampf and during his 1924 treason trial. Yet others argue that, for lack of corroborating evidence to support his version of events, Hitler’s anti-Semitism only became “manifest, radical and active,” as historian Othmar Plöckinger put it, after World War I in Munich. In their view, Hitler’s elaborate description of his politicization during his Vienna period was fabricated to fit the invented image of a naive young man reacting to real conditions, not the reality of an aimless war veteran looking for work as a politician. In this interpretation, Hitler only seized on anti-Semitism “as the winning horse in the existing political environment,” notes historian Roman Töppel.22 But that gets ahead of the story.


In May 1913, after five hard years in the Austrian capital and after receiving a small inheritance on his twenty-fourth birthday, Hitler left Vienna for Munich—the fulfillment of his dream to live in an all-German environment surrounded by monumental architecture and a spirit of artistic creativity. Munich became the place to which Hitler was “more attached… than any other spot in the world,” he claimed.23 “This time before [World War I] was by far the happiest and most contented period of my life.”24 Hitler later claimed to have moved to Germany “mainly for political reasons”—his dislike of the Austro-Hungarian hybrid state. But relocating to Munich appealed to Hitler for another reason: he was trying to stay one step ahead of Austrian authorities who wanted to draft him into their army, where he would have to serve three years on active duty followed by seven years in the reserves and two more in the national guard.


In Munich, the city he would now consider his true home for the rest of his life, the poorly educated Hitler was again without real work. Again, he sketched and painted postcards and tourist scenes for sale on the streets and in Munich’s raucous beer halls. Again, he lived alone in a simple, cheap sublet room. Again, he was a marginal figure without personal or professional prospects. Then Hitler’s fortunes took an even worse turn. In January 1914, the Austrian draft board caught up with Hitler and demanded his appearance in Linz for military induction. He was even arrested for one night. Hitler dodged around with pleas and letters. Finally, he arranged to report just across the Austrian border in Salzburg. There, to his immense relief, he failed the physical examination. The pallid and puny Adolf Hitler, future war maker and mass murderer, was pronounced “too weak” to be a medic and “unfit to handle weapons.”25 Hitler had, as so often happened during his developmental years, barely escaped a fate that might have kept him unknown and unfeared for life.


Ironically, it was another chance to join an army that changed Hitler’s life in the opposite way. In June 1914, the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand on the streets of Sarajevo, Bosnia, set the stage for war. In August 1914,26 Hitler appears to have joined the war-fevered crowd of thousands gathered on Munich’s Odeon Square—his joyful face was later identified in a mass photograph of the scene, though some believe his visage may have been doctored into the picture after the fact for political and propaganda purposes.27 In any case, Hitler followed millions of young Germans into the military, leaving behind his life as a penniless drifter for that of a soldier. Hitler’s enlistment took an extra day because, as an Austrian, he needed special permission from the Bavarian royal house to enlist. He said he wrote the king a letter and had a positive response from the royal chancellery within twenty-four hours. “His Majesty’s cabinet office works fast,” Hitler noted.28 Doubts have been cast on this anecdote, too, but in any case, Hitler was quickly enlisted in the Bavarian army, part of the German armed forces then girding for war. This time, no one found him unfit for service. Once again, Hitler’s life was changed by a single event, and a single letter, that would shape the course of history. “The First World War made Hitler possible,” wrote historian Ian Kershaw.29


As part of the 16th Bavarian Reserve Infantry Regiment, Hitler spent four harsh years in the muddy trenches of the western front as a foot messenger, running orders from headquarters to the front lines, participating in numerous engagements, including the brutal battles at Ypres, Belgium, and on the Marne in France. Running to and from the trenches was extremely dangerous duty punctuated by relaxed moments at the rear headquarters units (frontline soldiers cursed the messengers as “rear area pigs”). During those lulls, Hitler read voraciously—he said he kept a small copy of Arthur Schopenhauer’s The World as Will and Representation in his knapsack—and was often seen perusing books on history or memorizing historical dates.30 He also occasionally sketched nearby farmhouses; his fellow messengers sometimes called him “the artist,” said his sergeant, Max Amann (later Hitler’s publisher). He also was considered a bit of a klutz; one fellow soldier joked that Hitler would starve to death in a food-canning factory because he, alone among the messengers, never figured out how to open a can of army rations with his bayonet.31 Photographs from the war show Hitler as a nice-looking but unsmiling young man; he sported a full, sometimes twirled mustache, not the stubby and easily mocked Charlie Chaplin smudge of later years.32 But, as historian Thomas Weber has noted, in all six extant wartime group pictures, Hitler is standing or sitting at the edge of the group—a metaphor for his self-imposed outsider status. Except for a pet dog named Foxl that he had caught and adopted when it jumped into a trench chasing a rat, Hitler had few close comrades.33 Other soldiers recalled him as a loner and “an oddball” who sent and received very little mail. “He had no one who would send him a care package,” said Amann.34


Yet Hitler was considered a brave and willing soldier. He was twice wounded and twice decorated with the Iron Cross First and Second Class. Still, he was never promoted beyond private first class—partly because he did not want to leave the cocoon of his dispatch unit, one comrade claimed, and partly because he displayed none of the leadership qualities that would be required of a noncommissioned officer.35 (After an early battle, with huge losses, many soldiers were promoted; Hitler was made a Gefreiter, which has been erroneously translated for decades as corporal. Yet Gefreiter includes none of the command responsibilities of a noncommissioned officer like a corporal. It was only a step up within the rank of private—from “buck” private to private first class, just as in the American military.)36


According to army records, Private Hitler spent the last days of the war, October to November 1918, in an army hospital for “gas sickness” after a British mustard gas attack. He later reported that he suffered temporary blindness but bawled openly (“for the first time since my mother died”37) when news of Germany’s capitulation reached the infirmary. “So it was all in vain!” he howled.38 Less credibly, Hitler also purported to have made the decision, as he still lay wounded and filled with hatred for “the gang of miserable criminals” who caused the war’s loss, to “become a politician.”39 Though doubted by some historians, this claim sounded good and later became part of Hitler’s carefully constructed leadership legend. In late November 1918, Hitler ended up back in Munich, still in the army,40 and still without much purpose. He had no outside job and no marketable skills. He was not even a pretend artist or postcard sketcher. Hitler opted to stay in the secure embrace of the military, the only real home he had known since he was eighteen, a place that guaranteed him a roof and his meals, even as millions of other soldiers were demobilized. He lingered at the barracks, pulled guard duty at the main train station, and went on temporary assignment to a fast-emptying prisoner-of-war camp at Traunstein, near the Austrian border. Back in his Munich garrison, Hitler was elected in spring 1919 as an alternate representative to the “soldier’s council” that theoretically took over his unit during Bavaria’s brief, brutal experiment with a Soviet republic. In June 1919, Hitler’s idle days took a decisive turn, once again driven by outside fortune rather than inner conviction. The underutilized private was recruited by Captain Karl Mayr, the commander of a newly created intelligence and propaganda unit, to become a political education operative and an internal army spy (Vertrauensmann, or V-mann). Mayr’s unit had been formed because army leadership was concerned about the growing “virus” of Marxism among the rank-and-file in the unstable postwar political environment. The army—now called the Reichswehr—wanted to “immunize soldiers against revolutionary ideas.”41


To prepare his new operatives for the task of attacking Marxism and promoting German nationalism in the army, Captain Mayr sent Hitler and several other soldiers to a one-week course in history and politics42 at the University of Munich. One of the university speakers was Gottfried Feder, a self-styled economics expert who already spoke the language that appealed to Hitler, blaming Germany’s woes on “rapacious capital,” a code for “Jewish finance capital.” Feder denounced “capital slavery,” claiming that Germany was enslaved to international (Jewish) “stock market capitalism.” This notion appealed to both the populist and the anti-Semite in Hitler. Another speaker was conservative historian Professor Karl Alexander von Müller, who, after class, noticed Hitler lecturing other students in his animated, sharp-voiced manner. Müller told Mayr he thought Hitler had a talent for speaking.43


And indeed, Hitler’s singular gift for oratory soon showed itself in a dramatic way, leading to the epiphany that Hitler claimed altered his life. If true—and most historians believe it is—this is the moment that turned the aimless war veteran from a soldier into a budding public speaker. This is the moment that gave Hitler a vision of his future vocation. This is the moment that created Adolf Hitler, the politician.


The life-changing experience occurred in August 1919, two months after Hitler’s political lectures at the university. Hitler and several other graduates of the course were sent to inject nationalistic and anti-Bolshevist thinking into a Reichswehr barracks called Camp Lechfeld, located forty miles from Munich. There they gave five days of talks styled as “citizenship training” to the troops. Hitler threw himself into the task and, along with the course leader, carried a large share of the lecturing burden. His subjects ranged from Germany’s alleged war guilt to “Social, Economic and Political Catchphrases.” His lectures were rife with anti-Semitism. “I ‘nationalized’ the troops,” he later wrote.44 Hitler’s passion, joined with his sweeping—if dilettantish and self-taught—grasp of history, made him a hit. “Herr Hitler is, if I may say so, a born popular speaker,” wrote one participant in his after-course evaluation. “His fanaticism and popular style… commands the attention and cooperation of the audience.” Another soldier noted that Hitler was “an excellent and spirited speaker.… Once, when a long lecture wasn’t finished on time, he asked [us] if he should stop or if [we] would agree to hear the rest of his talk after hours. Everyone immediately agreed.”45 At Lechfeld, Hitler was the star.


Hitler’s skill and success were apparently a surprise even to him. He had always been prone to bossiness, insisting that he run all the childhood games with his playmates while growing up in Austria. “I was a little ringleader and did well in school at first, but I was a bit hard to handle,” he recalled.46 Hitler was a nonstop chatterbox and domineering conversation partner, said August Kubizek, his teenaged boyhood friend. Hitler “liked to talk, and talked without pause,” but conversations with him, especially after their visits to Hitler’s beloved Richard Wagner operas, were always one-way affairs, Kubizek recalled.47 That these personality traits could be translated into a professional asset had not yet occurred to the ex–dispatch runner. Now, at Camp Lechfeld, Hitler became aware of his power over people. He uncovered what would become the defining force of his political life, his voice. “I could speak!” he wrote, as though describing a Damascus Road experience. Though he claimed to have intuited this skill earlier without having recognized it for what it was, he now saw his ability to influence others. He had been a nobody on the roiling Munich political scene. He was about to become a somebody.48


A month later, another serendipitous experience brought Hitler a step closer to finding his calling. Captain Mayr sent Hitler, in his job as V-mann, or army spy, to report on a fledgling political group called the German Workers’ Party (Deutsche Arbeiterpartei). Founded with encouragement from the well-heeled, right-wing, cultish Thule Society, the little “party” was really more of a discussion group with a handful of members. Its first leaders were a disgruntled, anti-Marxist, anti-Semitic railroad machinist49 named Anton Drexler and a politically active sports journalist named Karl Harrer.


Meeting on a September night in an unimposing pub called the Sterneckerbräu in the old part of Munich, the German Workers’ Party drew only four dozen attendees.50 Hitler’s initial impression, in his secret role as petty intelligence agent (wearing civilian clothes, not his Reichswehr uniform), was “neither good nor bad—it was just another newly founded group in a time when everyone felt called upon to start a party,” he wrote.51 Near the meeting’s end, however, when one participant stood to argue in favor of Bavarian secession from the German federation, Hitler’s ire was aroused; his impetuous instincts took over, as they would so often in the future, and he left the role of incognito observer to become an impassioned debater. Rolling out his acerbic style and now-practiced arguments, Hitler launched into a fiery attack on separatism and a defense of the concept of Greater Germany, a union of Germany and Austria. In short order, he destroyed the other man’s position and—according to his own telling—drove the poor fellow from the meeting “like a wet poodle.”52


Hitler not only had proved that he could speak, but also had revealed that he could be a fast-on-his-feet demagogue.53 His plain looks and modest stature, along with his exceptionally pale skin and what many remember as “luminous,” piercing blue eyes, may have lent special intensity to Hitler’s impassioned arguments.54 In any case, the German Workers’ Party cofounder, Drexler, was so impressed that he grabbed Hitler afterward and pressed upon him a copy of his own forty-page manifesto, “My Political Awakening.” Drexler invited Hitler to return. To another attendee, Drexler said: “That guy has a mouth on him! We could really use him!”


After Hitler’s confrontational evening at the Sterneckerbräu, events moved quickly. Unable to sleep early the next morning in his army barracks because of some noisy mice, Hitler had nothing better to do than to read Drexler’s little pamphlet. With its anti-Semitic denunciation of “destructive Jewish influence” on German life, its attacks on “Big Capital,” and its belief in closing the class divide between workers and the middle class, the short screed immediately resonated with Hitler. “I saw my own development come to life again before my eyes” while reading the pamphlet, he recalled.55 But before he could decide whether or not to accept Drexler’s invitation to return, Hitler received a postcard informing him that he was now a member of the German Workers’ Party.56 Hitler spent two “tortured” days thinking about the “ridiculous” little club, as he called it, before deciding to accept. “It was the most momentous decision of my life,” he wrote. “Now there was no turning back.” Hitler now had a party affiliation, a speaking platform, and a political base that he would turn, for a few years, into the most powerful political force in twentieth-century Europe.


For sending Hitler to his first party meeting, Captain Mayr later liked to claim that he was Hitler’s spiritual godfather, the man who made it all possible. But the true role of intellectual inspiration fell to someone else, a hard-living, highly acclaimed intellectual named Dietrich Eckart. Hitler met Eckart through the German Workers’ Party, and Eckart’s influence on him would be profound. Considered the party’s one-man brain trust, Eckart was a bohemian, poet, and sometime journalist whose translation and production of Henrik Ibsen’s Peer Gynt in Germany had made him famous and prosperous. A raving anti-Semite, Eckart published an anti-Jewish weekly called Auf Gut Deutsch (In Plain German). With his bright blue eyes, high forehead, and totally bald head, Eckart cut a striking figure in the café culture of Munich’s artistic and literary quarter, Schwabing. Despite an alcohol and morphine addiction that would lead to his death at age fifty-five, Eckart was regarded as an oracle of the anti-Semitic völkisch movement. He had once said of the new political party, “We need a leader who isn’t bothered by the clatter of a machine gun.… The best would be a worker who can also speak… and who does not run from somebody swinging a chair at him. He has to be a bachelor—then we’ll get the women!”57 It seemed an almost perfect description of the fearless former message runner who was becoming interested in politics. In Hitler, Eckart began to think he had found his man.


As Hitler would later remark, Eckhart quickly became the “polar star” of his intellectual development, refining his anti-Semitic beliefs and introducing him to both the bohemian and high-society worlds of Munich. Eckart dragged Hitler along on the budding politician’s very first airplane ride—to Berlin—and he took the future dictator to meet, among others, the renowned and rich piano manufacturer Edwin Bechstein and, more important, his wife, Helene. Frau Bechstein became an enthusiastic financial backer and, later, when Hitler was in Landsberg Prison, a frequent visitor (“I wish he were my son,” she once said).58 She also presented him with a leather dog whip, one of three that he would eventually receive from various female admirers and carry with him as he moved around Munich.


While Hitler was making his first moves into party politics, he had another chance to flex his newfound rhetorical muscles on paper. In September 1919, Captain Mayr received a letter from Adolf Gemlich, a former student in the University of Munich course. Gemlich asked Mayr for more guidance on “the Jewish question.” Mayr gave the letter to Hitler (still serving as an army private) to answer.


Hitler packed a lot into his nearly one-thousand-word response. He expressed, for the first time in writing, his deep-seated anti-Semitism, and laid out some of the key elements that would become the basis of his anti-Jewish policies all the way through his political ascension, the Third Reich, the Holocaust, and right into Hitler’s final “political testament,” written in 1945 just days before his suicide in his Berlin bunker.


Channeling stereotypes and clichés of the anti-Semitism that was widespread in Europe—and especially in völkisch thinking in Bavaria—Hitler gave his arguments an analytical gloss and extremism that set his letter to Gemlich apart. Hitler rejected an “emotional anti-Semitism” that, he said, was purely personal, led only to pogroms, and was therefore not politically useful, and chose instead an “anti-Semitism of reason” that was “fact-based” and intended to shape policy. Judaism was not a religion, he claimed, but a race. And the Jewish race functioned as a “leech” on the majority cultures in which it lived, since its entire raison d’être was the “dance around the golden calf” for the purpose of amassing fortunes. The Weimar Republic leadership, he claimed, was in thrall to Jewish money, which financed the unjust fight against “the anti-Semitic movement,” meaning nationalist and völkisch (racist) parties. “[The Jew’s] power is the power of money that in his hands constantly grows in the form of interest, forcing other peoples under the most dangerous yoke.” In the earliest written record of his tendency to equate Jews with disease and parasites, Hitler described Judaism as “a racial tuberculosis.” A reason-based response to this threat must inevitably lead to “a systematic and legal struggle and cancellation of the Jews’ privileges,” he wrote.


Germany, Hitler continued in his long letter, needed a “rebirth,” but it could not move forward with an “irresponsible press,” meaning Jewish-owned newspapers. Only through the ruthless efforts of “a leadership personality” would Germany reawaken, Hitler claimed, providing a glimpse of his emerging Messiah complex. He offered a simple solution to “the Jewish question” that chillingly foreshadowed events to come more than two decades later: “The final goal [of anti-Semitism] must be the irrevocable and complete removal of all Jews.”


In its viciousness and candid brutality, the letter to Gemlich shows how fully Hitler’s anti-Semitism was already developed by late 1919. Even before he had an official political platform, the letter pointed to the radical measures Hitler contemplated if he ever reached power. Now already thirty, Hitler was ready to embark on that quest.















CHAPTER TWO



The Charmed Circle




“From now on I will go my way alone.”


—ADOLF HITLER, 19221




“I must have a crowd when I speak,” Hitler once told a friend, “in a small, intimate circle I never know what to say.” In October 1919 on the night he made his debut as a speaker in the German Workers’ Party, the turnout was only one hundred people, but they were sufficient to trigger Hitler’s oratorical juices. Though Hitler was not the main attraction, his fiery words that autumn night dramatically boosted fund-raising, cementing his emerging role as a propagandist. From now on, he would speak; he would propagandize; he would be a “drummer,” as he liked to put it, for “the movement,” as he preferred to call it. At this point, Hitler did not yet see himself as the leader of a political force, but rather as its noisemaker and tent barker, building support for someone else who would emerge as the chosen strongman, a dictator for Germany. “Our task is to give to the dictator, when he comes, a people that is ready for him,” he said.2


In February 1920, Hitler had his coming-out as a serious mass rabble-rouser. Later glorified in his overwritten manifesto, Mein Kampf, as a heroic Siegfriedian moment, the event in Munich’s celebrated Hofbräuhaus beer hall was a bit more prosaic than that. Again the meeting was centered around another speaker; Hitler’s name was not even mentioned on the party’s flyers. But as an unannounced backup speaker, Hitler stirred the crowd of about two thousand listeners to a high pitch of enthusiasm. Even while presenting the party’s banal if quirky twenty-five-point program, Hitler evoked cheers from supporters and jeers from a couple hundred Socialist opponents who had turned out for the speeches, transforming the gathering into a heated political rally; people climbed onto chairs and tables to harangue one another.3 After some near-clashes between Nazis and Socialists, listeners left the beer hall arguing loudly in the streets, talking about Hitler, the speech, the issues. A defiant group of Communists and Socialists sang the “Internationale,” the anthem of the Left. Hitler had accomplished exactly what he wanted—he had put the party on the map. “It makes no difference whatever whether they laugh at us or revile us,” he wrote later. “The main thing is that they mention us.”


The bigger the crowd, it seemed, the better Hitler performed. He had now discovered his knack for connecting with the masses, sensing their moods, speaking their language. “A great speaker… lets himself be carried by the masses in such a way that he develops a feel for the words that reach their hearts,” Hitler wrote. “He can read on their faces… whether they are convinced.”4 The masses stimulated him with their attention and adulation. It was a reciprocal relationship—the relationship—that would define Hitler’s political life. Sometimes “I spoke before two thousand people and eighteen hundred of them were looking at me through enemy eyes,” he recalled. “Three hours later I beheld a surging mass filled with indignation and wrath” over the political outrage that Hitler had described.5 Although he was a spin artist of the highest order, reports of his big-speech successes make this claim at least plausible.


Before the pivotal Hofbräuhaus gathering, there had been bitter debate in the German Workers’ Party about the advisability of booking such a large hall. Party cofounder Harrer feared half the seats would be empty; the event would look like a failure. Hitler had argued the opposite, and now he had been proven right. After his success, the party would no longer shy away from mass meetings in huge halls, and Hitler would be the featured speaker wherever he appeared. His very name on the posters suggested excitement, political entertainment, and possible conflict. Returning to the Hofbräuhaus time after time, Hitler regularly attracted large crowds. In autumn 1920, he delivered to a packed house a frenzied speech called “Why Are We Anti-Semites?” The two thousand listeners interrupted him more than fifty times with applause.6


In his role as “drummer,” Hitler stood outside the regular leadership structure of the German Workers’ Party. But it was fast becoming obvious that propaganda was the heart of the party’s activity. The party contested no elections, offered no candidates, sat on no commissions or official bodies. It simply made noise. Propaganda was its reason for being. And Hitler had become its chief propagandist.


As Hitler’s star rose, Karl Harrer’s dimmed. Stung by the newcomer’s success in a venue where he had expected failure, Harrer resigned from party leadership. At Hitler’s instigation the party’s name was expanded: the German Workers’ Party became the National Socialist German Workers’ Party—NSDAP was the German acronym. By adding “National Socialist” (Nationalsozialistisch) to the party’s name, Hitler aimed to give it resonance beyond its initial identification with workers. He sought a nationalist redefinition of socialism in contrast to the internationalist concept of Marxist socialism. He rejected the Communist concept of class struggle—he wanted to foster a national sense of community without class divides—and defended private property while thundering at the ravages of “Big Capital,” a favorite whipping boy. In Hitler’s mind, “national” and “social” were “two identical communitarian concepts.” Hitler explained, “To be ‘national’ means above all to act with a boundless and all-embracing love for the [German] people.… To be ‘social’ means… that every individual acts in the interests of the community [and] is ready to die for it.”7 (Though “Nazi” is a natural abbreviation in German for Nationalsozialistisch—like “Sozi” for the Socialists—the Nazi nickname was not used until several years later and mainly by people abroad or enemies of the NSDAP. “Nazi” is employed throughout this book for its convenience and familiarity to readers.)


With Harrer gone, only Anton Drexler, the other party cofounder, stood between Hitler and the top leadership job in the NSDAP, and within a little more than a year after Harrer’s departure, that was Hitler’s, too, though not without drama and histrionics. In a bitter disagreement over a possible merger with another party, Hitler stormed out of a leadership meeting in July 1921 and, three days letter, sent a letter of resignation. Stunned, Drexler and other leaders realized they were losing not only their biggest draw but also their cash cow. The star of the Nazi mass meetings and magnet for mass donations was bolting. As if to make his point even louder, Hitler—acting on his own name alone—had within days filled the Circus Krone, Munich’s largest indoor venue, with six thousand eager listeners.


Hitler’s showdown worked. A week later, Drexler and other party leaders begged him to return to the Nazi fold, caving to his all-or-nothing demands for sole party leadership “with dictatorial powers.” He had staged an internal putsch and won. A complete personal victory for Hitler, the decision also represented a strategic shift toward the Führerprinzip, the undiluted leadership principle that would dominate the Nazi Party and all of Nazi Germany throughout the Third Reich. This principle made the leader’s word first, final, and infallible, eliminating any democratic internal processes or collegial controls. Ideas and initiatives were not always discussed or argued through: often they were put to Hitler and came back as fixed decisions. This power shift in summer 1921 marked the beginning of Hitler’s reshaping of the Nazi movement into a Führerpartei—a leader-dominated party. It was also the first step toward the Hitlerian cult of personality. Unmarried and single-minded, obsessive, consumed with his own sense of mission, Hitler had no other life than politics.


Hitler’s leadership made itself felt mainly on the propaganda front, where his decisions were painstaking and brilliant. As a manager, he was a disaster, moving around the city as whim dictated, forgetting appointments, showing up at odd hours at his favorite cafés or at the Völkischer Beobachter (The Nationalist-Racist Observer), his newly acquired newspaper. Hitler had such a “volcanic store of nervous energy” that “you could never keep him off the streets,” remembered a close friend.8 Rising late in his modest apartment, Hitler would sometimes hold a first conference while shaving or buttering a slice of bread for breakfast at 11 a.m. “Discussions always took place standing up,” recalled Hermann Esser, an early party member who became editor of the Völkischer Beobachter. “He never offered coffee or tea. He shaved with a knife until later he had enough money to afford a single-edge shaving apparatus. He always cut himself [and] somtimes he would bleed all the way into the evening. That was well-known.”9


Hitler was expanding his base. His message appealed not just to disenfranchised working-class people, but especially to the petite bourgeoisie who were one notch above blue-collar workers yet fearful of slipping down the ladder. He also had appeal to wealthy conservatives, especially anti-Semites—the fanatical “street public of the higher classes,” as one observer put it.10


Adding to his speaking platform and his party newspaper, Hitler began developing other physical trappings of a real political group. With a fine feel for mass psychology and stirring symbols, he created a party identity based on the swastika, oceans of flags, and party uniforms. Drawn originally from auspicious Hindu symbolism, and used by many religions and cults over the centuries, the swastika motif had been adopted by race-minded groups like the ultra-Germanic Thule Society as an emblem of Nordic supremacy. After painstaking examination of numerous sketches and drafts, Hitler personally selected the party flag’s primary colors: a red field, a white circle, and a starkly simple, tilted black swastika in the center. Given the complex and ornate swastikas then in circulation, Hitler’s choice of the boldest, plainest look was a stroke of advertising genius. The Nazi flag made a strong statement, was easy to recognize, even at a distance, and, when necessary, inspired fear. Hitler explained his choices: “The red expressed the social-justice idea underlying the movement; white, the nationalistic belief. And the swastika signified the mission assigned to us—the struggle for the victory of Aryan mankind.”11 In addition, the red field was a sly provocation of the Communists and Social Democrats, who thought they owned that color. By misleading some leftists into gatherings advertised in bright red, thought Hitler, the Nazis could “demolish their positions and thus get into a dialogue with these people.”12


Like most of the activist groups in Munich—including the Communists and the Socialists—the Nazis also had created their own version of a “hall protection unit.” These were armed roughnecks who could start and stop beer hall brawls with competitors or any other disruptive elements. Originally tagged the “Sport and Gymnastics Section” of the party, the unit’s name, after a few mutations, became the Sturmabteilung—the Storm Section, or Storm Troopers, shortened to SA in German. Carrying brass knuckles and rubber truncheons, the Storm Troopers, with Hitler participating, displayed their chops in no uncertain terms in September 1921 when they attacked the meeting of a separatist group called the Bavaria League and beat its leader, Otto Ballerstedt, to a bloody mess. He later brought charges against Hitler, who was found guilty of breach of the peace and served one month of a three-month sentence (then was paroled) in summer 1922.


In forming the Storm Troopers, “I specially looked for people of disheveled appearance,” said Hitler, describing a rough bunch that could take on dirty work. Such recruits were not hard to find in the postwar subculture of “militant ultra-masculinity” that sprang from the German army’s rapid demobilization and the parallel growth of free-booting militias, wrote one historian.13 These “jolly rogues,” as Hitler called them, would play a critical role in the putsch that still lay more than a year in the future.14 By then, they were operating under the command of a new member of the Nazi Party, Captain Hermann Göring.


The years that led to Hitler’s 1923 putsch saw an accumulation of followers, hangers-on, and beer hall bruisers who would become his inner circle, his personal entourage and his fellow-putschists. Hermann Göring was one of its key members. A famous World War I flying ace with twenty-two kills and the Pour le Mérite, Germany’s highest medal, Göring had returned to Germany after a few postwar years as a private pilot and barnstormer in Denmark and Sweden.* He was looking for a new adventure. Though enrolled as a student at the University of Munich, the flashy, large-living Göring was drawn to politics, a world in which he thought he might make a splash. Shopping around the Munich political scene, he finally chose the Nazis, not so much for their program and politics but because he thought he could be a bigger player in a smaller party—and history proved him right.


Hitler, for his part, was delighted the day the swashbuckling Göring walked into the run-down Nazi Party headquarters and offered his services. Within a short time, Hitler had put Göring in charge of the growing but disorganized Storm Troopers, which the former flier quickly shaped into a formidable force.


Another University of Munich student named Rudolf Hess, also a World War I airman, had already glommed on to Hitler. Born in Alexandria, Egypt, to a prosperous German businessman and his wife, Hess was under the influence of Professor Karl Haushofer, renowned for his theories of geopolitics. Through Hess, Hitler later incorporated Haushofer’s views into his Lebensraum (“living space”) policies, the justification for his World War II invasion of Russia.15 Good-looking but moody (“I am an odd mixture,” Hess wrote to his fiancée), Hess was involved with the Thule Society, which another attendee described as a wealthy “club of ‘intellectualities’ dealing with Germanic history.”16 Among the Nazis, Hess found his role as Hitler’s personal assistant and amanuensis—a calling which would soon make him Hitler’s closest comrade in prison and, later, deputy Führer of the Nazi Party. In Munich, neglecting his studies, Hess hung around Nazi headquarters and tried to keep the erratic and peripatetic party leader on schedule.


Hitler’s brain trust also included Max Amann, the former soldier who had been Private Hitler’s commanding sergeant on the western front in World War I. Amann, a “rough fellow” who relished a beer hall brawl, became Hitler’s all-purpose publishing guru. Hitler made him business manager of Völkischer Beobachter and, later, his book publisher; Mein Kampf made millions for both of them. Amann was head of the iron-fisted Reich Press Association, which controlled the press during the Third Reich.


Besides Dietrich Eckart, the Peer Gynt translator and all-around roué who mentored Hitler, several other men of intellect were drawn to the fiery young orator and his dynamic movement. Alfred Rosenberg, an Estonian-German with a Russian education and pretensions to literary greatness, became a devotee and editor of the Völkischer Beobachter. Hitler read and was influenced by Rosenberg’s anti-Semitic tract, Die Spur des Juden im Wandel der Zeiten (The Track of the Jew Through the Ages). The bald and severe Max Erwin von Scheubner-Richter, another well-educated German of Baltic origin, also added a touch of urbanity to Hitler’s raw-edged crowd, providing both brainpower and connections to money through the wealthy Russian émigré network. Between them, Rosenberg and Scheubner-Richter strongly influenced Hitler’s growing belief that “a gang of Jewish literary figures”—like Leon Trotsky and other Jewish Bolshevists—were behind the murders of “thirty million” victims of Communism in Russia. Increasingly, Hitler’s anti-Semitism rested on invocations of the Russian horror and his reading of the scurrilous forgery The Protocols of the Elders of Zion, possibly given to him by Rosenberg. “The ‘blood Jew’ introduces a scaffold in the place of a parliament, [brings] the destruction of the intelligentsia and, finally, Bolshevism,” he liked to say.17 Rosenberg later played a key role in shaping the Third Reich’s draconian race laws.


But Hitler’s personal taste, like his political fascination with moving the masses rather than the elites, often trended socially downward. In his frequent after-hours gatherings in cafés around Munich, Hitler included his bodyguard, Ulrich Graf, a former butcher, and Christian Weber, an overweight former pub bouncer and horse dealer.18 His sometime driver and frequent café companion was a darkly handsome watchmaker from northern Germany named Emil Maurice (who would later be discovered to be of Jewish origin and dropped from the inner circle). A photographer named Heinrich Hoffmann, who understood early that Hitler could be a gold mine for him, became part of Hitler’s Munich rat pack. This merry band, in various mutations, could be seen afternoons or evenings in places like the elegant Café Heck adjoining the Royal Gardens on the Galerienstrasse; the old Café Neumaier in the central city (where Hitler had a regular Monday night table); and at the Osteria Bavaria, an Italian bistro that also served some Alpine dishes, just a couple blocks from the Völkischer Beobachter headquarters in the Schellingstrasse. One thing observers of the group always noted: Hitler did almost all the talking.


A late but important arrival to the charmed circle around Hitler was Ernst Hanfstaengl. A German-American art book publisher’s son who had attended Harvard, Hanfstaengl stood out because of his height (six feet, four inches), his prognathous jaw, and his air of cultivation. Called Putzi (“little boy”) as an ironic nickname, Hanfstaengl had been asked to attend a Hitler speech in November 1922 by his old Harvard friend Captain Truman Smith. Then deputy military attaché in the American embassy in Berlin, Smith had been in Munich and met personally with Hitler, and the young officer had been impressed with the Nazi leader’s ability to deliver “a full-length speech” every time he was asked a simple question—“as if he had pressed a gramophone switch.”19 Smith wanted Hanfstaengl to find out how Hitler sounded when he gave a real speech. Hanfstaengl attended a Hitler appearance and was overwhelmed: he called it a “masterly performance” with “innuendo and irony I have never heard matched.” Following the speech, Hanfstaengl introduced himself to Hitler, and the two found a quick affinity. “I agree with ninety-five percent of what you said and would very much like to talk to you about the rest sometime,” said Hanfstaengl.


“I’m sure we shall not have to quarrel about the odd five percent,” replied Hitler. At first, that would be true.20


Hanfstaengl soon joined Hitler’s inner clique. Since he had leisure and means, he became Hitler’s main walk-around guy in Munich. Because he spent so much time with Hitler, Hanfstaengl had more insights into the leader’s ascetic lifestyle than most. Hitler “lived like a down-at-the-heels clerk” in his tiny rented room in the Thierschstrasse near the meandering Isar River, noted Hanfstaengl. The linoleum-covered floor had a few “threadbare rugs,” but the large anteroom that Hitler shared with his landlady had only one redeeming feature, an upright piano. There, Hanfstaengl, an accomplished pianist, sometimes banged out tunes and learned Hitler’s tastes. “I played a Bach fugue,” wrote Hanfstaengl, with Hitler “nodding his head in vague disinterest.” But when Hanfstaengl switched to Wagner, Hitler’s favorite musical maestro and one of his political heroes, things changed. “I started the prelude to the Meistersinger. This was it. This was Hitler’s meat. He knew the thing absolutely by heart and could whistle every note of it in a curious penetrating vibrato, but completely in tune.” Not surprisingly, Hitler also thrilled to Hanfstaengl’s old Harvard fight songs, ending in “Rah! Rah! Rah!”21


Hanfstaengl’s relationship with Hitler became so close that the well-connected publishing scion found a way to lend the Nazi Party one thousand U.S. dollars. This was a whopping sum in inflation-racked Germany, and it enabled the Völkischer Beobachter to purchase two broadsheet rotary presses so that it could appear in a broader, more impressive format.22 Hanfstaengl also introduced Hitler to high society, inviting him to dinner and making connections to potential supporters and donors like the family of Fritz-August von Kaulbach, a renowned artistic clan.23 Hitler’s native Austrian charm emerged, and though he was sometimes mildly maladroit (Hanfstaengl caught him putting sugar in his wine), he was generally a hit, especially with the ladies.


Besides Helene Bechstein, the wife of the piano manufacturer, the women besotted with Hitler included another wealthy spouse introduced to Hitler by Dietrich Eckart. She was Else Bruckmann, the wife of Hugo Bruckmann, a conservative publisher who had a large mansion in Munich’s monument district. Else Bruckmann, by birth a Romanian princess, was a noted salon hostess; an invitation to her soirées was a badge of arrival in Munich society—and Hitler received many, becoming a kind of prize curiosity at her gatherings. Both women, Bechstein and Bruckmann, managed to direct frequent infusions of their husbands’ cash to Hitler. They sometimes found roundabout ways to move assets in his direction. One night at the luxurious Bechstein dwelling in Berlin, Edwin Bechstein rebuffed Hitler’s entreaties over dinner for a new donation; funds were short, he said. Yet as Hitler was leaving, Mrs. Bechstein managed to press upon him some of her glittering jewelry for easy conversion to cash. Later she added pricey paintings from her private collection to her largesse. Though never openly involved with a woman, and unmarried until the last two days of his life, Hitler had a near-mystical appeal to many women.


By fall 1922, rumors of a Hitler putsch were already bubbling up in Munich, a full year before Hitler actually made his move. The talk of a coup d’état was fanned not so much by anything Hitler had said or done, but by a dramatic event outside Germany. In October 1922, Benito Mussolini and his Fascisti Party had managed to take over the Italian government with a sudden coup that began, people said, with a “march on Rome.” As historians have since pointed out, the march was more symbolic than real and ended with a negotiated takeover. But the myth and vivid imagery of a popular march stuck, especially in Germany, and especially with a would-be revolutionary like Hitler. Viewing Mussolini’s bold stroke as “one of the turning points in history,” Hitler instantly translated the notion of a march on Rome into its German analog: a march on Berlin.24 With dreams of gathering all the military forces in Bavaria behind him—the powerful right-wing paramilitaries plus the Reichswehr’s Bavaria Division and the military-style Bavarian State Police—Hitler would stage a grand march from Munich to Berlin to spark a “national uprising” and take power. He would lead both a military force and a great moral cause—the German “rebirth” he longed for—to the gates of Berlin, toppling all before it. Hitler was a ruthless, brilliant propagandist and a hopeless romantic: The cinematic quality of a march on Berlin appealed to both those instincts. He did not just want to bring down the Weimar Republic, he wanted to replace it in grand style—as Mussolini had done.
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