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			Adolf Hitler owes his accession to power to him. Thanks to him, the Wehrmacht became the most powerful army in the world. He worked in the service of Nazism and the odious anti-Jewish persecutions. Then this brilliant financier conspired to overthrow Hitler. Thrown into an extermination camp, he miraculously survives. Before the Nuremberg tribunal that judges war criminals, the Soviets demand his head. Acquitted, he became after the war the most listened to advisor of the great non-aligned countries. An extraordinary career that he ended in his bed at the age of 93.

			Hjalmar Schacht, the most brilliant economist of the 20th century, also saved Germany from ruin. Not once, but three times. Hyperinflation, mountains of debt strangling the country, unemployment affecting seven million Germans: this demiurge turned all situations around. Today, our modern leaders are powerless to influence the destiny of their nations and watch as their economies collapse. May they be inspired by this exceptional man of unyielding determination: for nothing was insurmountable for the devil’s banker.
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			Quote

			I hate two kinds of men: those who shirk their duties, those who, afterwards, know everything better than everyone else.

			 

			Hjalmar Schacht

		

	
		
			Introduction

			What is this old man thinking about as the rickety bus in which he is uncomfortably seated passes through the barbed-wire gates of the Flossenbürg extermination camp in the Upper Palatinate in northeast Bavaria? No doubt to the death that awaits him and the other prisoners in whose company he is closely watched by a dozen or so patient guards. The faces of his prestigious comrades in misfortune betray the same anguish; there is General Hans Oster, who was once Admiral Wilhelm Canaris’ deputy at the head of the Abwehr (the Wehrmacht’s intelligence and counter-intelligence service), and his right-hand man Theodor Strünck. There is also General Georg Thomas, former head of the war economy and armaments service, General Franz Halder, a high ranking Wehrmacht officer, as well as the Austrian chancellor Kurt von Schuschnigg, who was overthrown during the Anschluss, the annexation of Austria by the Nazis in 1938. Only the presence of Schuschnigg’s wife, the aristocratic Countess Czernin, born Vera Fugger von Babenhausen, who carries her 4-year-old daughter in her arms, could have lightened the sinister atmosphere of this convoy to nothingness. But neither the little girl, who was born during her father’s long captivity and who has only ever known the sinister world of prisons and internment camps, nor her sweet mother, have the heart to joke.

			“We’re not getting out of here alive!” the old man bellows in a strangled voice, as the bus passes through the gate under the floodlights of the watchtowers and stops in front of a battalion of soldiers armed with machine guns.

			Then the old prisoner is roughly pushed out of the vehicle. The guards lead him towards a greyish building that the darkness of this icy night of February 1945 prevents from distinguishing completely. A poorly lit corridor is walked through at a brisk pace; a door is opened, that of a tiny cell where a straw mattress is rolled up in a corner. The prisoner takes two steps forward. The door is slammed by the guards and the sound of locks being locked echoes for a long time in the building. In the corridor, voices and footsteps are heard moving away.

			At last, silence sets in.

			The old man, in the half-light of his isolation cell, unfolds the straw mattress and lies down. His hands feel for a blanket and he huddles as best he can under this miserable rag that stinks of filth and death, but the cold is so intense in the heart of the Bavarian winter that he has to do something about it in order to try to keep warm. He closes his eyes. He shivered and could not sleep.

			So he probably thinks about the incredible destiny that led him there.

			For this old man is not just anyone.

			His name is Hjalmar Schacht.

			He was the most brilliant financial genius of the 20th century.

			Hjalmar Schacht saved Germany three times from economic crises that should have led the country to ruin and chaos. Thanks to him, Germany emerged from these deadly crises stronger than it entered them.

			But above all, Hjalmar Schacht was the devil’s banker.

			He was Chancellor Adolf Hitler’s big money man. Without Hjalmar Schacht, the satanic Führer of this Third Reich that was to last a thousand years would never have existed. Blinded or seduced by Hitler, he believed that he could control this little mustachioed corporal, this political agitator who harangued the crowds so well, so that he campaigned to bring him to power, then to provide him with the most formidable military arsenal that Germany ever possessed, before realizing his mistake and turning away from him to the point of plotting to overthrow him.

			Because when it came to Hitler, Hjalmar Schacht was wrong, he who liked to boast that he was always right and did not fail to make it known.

			On this dark night in February 1945, Hjalmar Schacht has been a prisoner of Adolf Hitler for more than six months. In the icy solitude of his isolation cell in the Flossenbürg camp, he sees the end of his story.

			And yet! We owe him so much! Future generations would have so much to learn from his life and his work!

			He, Hjalmar Schacht, is probably the only financier, the only economist, the only central bank governor, the only finance minister who always knew how to face economic crises and find the right solutions to allow his dear country, Germany, the immortal Germany, to always rise stronger and more powerful. Oh, sure, there are other famous economists who were his contemporaries, Keynes, Marx, Schumpeter, Kondratieff... but he, Hjalmar Schacht, unlike the others, did not remain a theorist. He put his theories into practice, and he succeeded!

			Yes, always, invariably, he succeeded!

			But he will die here, in Flossenbürg, forgotten by all, and his body will disappear in the inferno of the crematoria, intermingled with those of the Jews, the Communists, the homosexuals and the Gypsies whose attrition is, in this appalling extermination camp, the absurd and revolting industry.

			This is undoubtedly the state of mind of the old prisoner, exhausted by the journey, the months of captivity, the cold and the privations.

			No.

			He is wrong again.

			Hjalmar Schacht did not die in this camp in the Upper Palatinate.

			He died peacefully many years later, in the comfortable bed of his vast Munich residence, on June 3, 1970. The turbulent destiny of the devil’s banker, thanks to whom Adolf Hitler had become the Führer of the Great Reich, which set the world on fire, continued for another twenty-five years after Flossenbürg, with multiple and astonishing adventures: tried as a war criminal, prisoner of the Americans, advisor to kings, princes and dictators, bank founder, miraculously escaping Jewish vengeance... is there anything Hjalmar Schacht didn’t do in his tumultuous life?

			When death finally caught up with him, he was 93 years old.

			On the other hand, there is one point on which he was not mistaken: oblivion. Unlike Keynes, Marx, Schumpeter or Kondratieff, Hjalmar Schacht is not one of the great economists whose theories are studied today on university benches. The fault lies, no doubt, in his unsavory Nazi past.

			It’s a shame. We could have learned so much from him...

			So let’s fix this mistake and listen to the voice of Hjalmar Schacht from beyond the grave. In our world of recurring crises, from which few countries manage to escape, Hjalmar Schacht’s unwavering determination in the face of the dramatic economic events that shook his country in the first half of the 20th century should have set a precedent among the indecisive and indecisive leaders who have governed and still govern many nations today. This astonishing man has a lot to say and to make understood.

			He was able to find miraculous solutions to the unsolvable difficulties he faced, so would it perhaps be enough to pay attention to him to replicate his example?

			As for the life of Hjalmar Schacht... it is the authentic and almost unbelievable destiny of a man at the heart of wars, dramas, conspiracies and the backstage of great history, during dramatic decades on which, deliberately or sometimes unwillingly, he has profoundly left his mark.

			Much more than a novel!

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter 1. The man

			I, Hjalmar Schacht, am the greatest financier of the 20th century, and perhaps the greatest in the history of mankind.

			I say this with complete objectivity: If I compare my years as head of the German economy with those of my predecessors and successors, if I compare my work with that of all the great leaders, whether in my country or in other great nations of this planet, none of them can boast as many brilliant successes as I have had.

			Certainly, I was served by events: to face, in the course of a single lifetime, three economic crises of such critical gravity that the ruin and outright disappearance of my country were at stake, was a unique challenge in history.

			So many challenges that I was not allowed to fail.

			I have not failed. I have never failed! Failure is not in my vocabulary!

			I have often been called arrogant. This is not true. There is no a priori contempt in me towards my contemporaries. But I do not appreciate the insolence of stupidity, the idiocy of ostentation and the absurdity of erroneous reasoning. My whole life has been spent in contact with the world’s most powerful and wealthy businessmen. I have often been struck by their superficiality, their ridiculous propensity to display the most extravagant signs of wealth, and their terrifying ignorance in the fundamental fields of economics and finance, which are essential to the running of states. My strict dress and my proverbial sobriety sometimes made people smile. Quite often, in the popular newspapers, I was caricatured as an austere banker in a dark suit, with a hard collar around his neck, steel glasses on his nose, and a condescending look on the face of those I was addressing. Well! I was exactly like that! Feature for feature! The caricaturists were right in every way and I never complained about the flaws they accentuated to the point of distorting my true nature. Because among my qualities, I also know how to recognize talent, even that of the cartoonists who laughed at me.

			If I have sometimes seemed contemptuous, it was because I looked with desolation at the abysmal negligence of my opponents. Thus, when Hermann Göring succeeded me as Minister of Economics in 1937, it was immediately clear to me that Germany’s prosperity was in danger, and I did not fail to inform Chancellor Hitler of this. As the man responsible for the war economy, the reverend Göring had only been able to take over what I had built up with great difficulty, without really creating anything himself. As for Walther Funk, who took over from me as head of the Reichsbank in 1939, he was nothing but a pale journalist, lacking the slightest capacity for personal initiative and whose only outstanding action, in application of his fierce Nazi convictions, was to obey slavishly Göring, whom he succeeded as Minister of the Economy. With this obese, egocentric, morphine-addicted pervert at the helm of the Reich’s mighty economy, and at his side an acolyte whose ability to develop personal theories was of the most minuscule kind, it was certain that my mark, the mark of Hjalmar Schacht, was not about to fade away. And what a contrast in our morals! Their greed knew no bounds, nor did their imbecilic propensity to live like maharajas in obscenely luxurious palaces! Göring was only interested in getting rich, in accumulating property stolen from others. I, for my part, believe that I never tried to profit unduly from the immense power that was entrusted to me. On the contrary: when I joined the Reichsbank as governor in 1933, I simply reduced my emoluments by two thirds, in solidarity with the masses of workers who were suffering from unemployment and for whom my only ambition was to get them back to work. And before that, when I was appointed currency commissioner in 1923, in the midst of the most formidable monetary crisis of our time and at the height of the galloping inflation that was putting most of my fellow citizens out of work, I gave up my entire salary and paid the dedicated secretary I had brought with me personally, out of my own money.

			So contemptuous? Perhaps, but only towards the profiteers, the corrupt, the incompetent and the thieves. I, Hjalmar Schacht, believe in the virtue of work, of effort, and of its just reward.

			I have often been accused of insensitivity. I would have been, according to my opponents, only a cold and calculating being, as devoid of feelings as a snake whose gaze I often adopted, it seems. Certainly, I am not one of those who feel the need to display their moods in broad daylight. I don’t have any moods. My goal is the fate of Germany, my country, my homeland! And I base my attitude on this single objective. There are people who have understood this and who have worked with me efficiently and confidently, because they knew exactly where they stood and what to expect from me.

			So, cold and calculating? No; I would say rather rigorous and energetic; a man whose clear thoughts, sense of reality and focus on the goal to be achieved make it easy to understand... for those who know how to understand, of course!

			Fortunately, there are some.

			With Montagu Norman, my great friend, the Governor of the Bank of England, an intelligent man if ever there was one, we cooperated wonderfully for years, to the point where I can say that without the United Kingdom, Germany could never have become the economic power it was on the eve of the Second World War!

			Dear old Montagu, who agreed to become godfather to the son of one of my daughters, is certainly not alone. Many American businessmen came to invest their money in Germany, in the chemical and mechanical industries, in the arms factories, in the banks, on the sole confidence they had in my name. To them, too, Germany is indebted for its newfound power.

			But it is above all to me, Hjalmar Schacht, that Germany is to be thanked for having regained its position as one of Europe’s leading economic powers. My reputation extended far beyond the circles of business and financial leaders. In political circles, the name Schacht was respected everywhere. Among the famous men for whom I became the universal reference when it came to guiding the economic destiny of our nation was, of course, the old Field Marshal Hindenburg, President of the Republic, who called on me to curb the currency crisis and the galloping inflation. And then, of course, Adolf Hitler, Chancellor of the Reich; but we will come back to that later...

			There were many others. I remember with emotion that when he came to power, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, the American president elected in the midst of the great crisis of 1929, asked to see me four times during the trip I made to Washington that year. At the same time as me, the French President of the Council, Henri Poincaré, was also on an official trip to the United States. Roosevelt granted the Frenchman only a protocol audience, while I, the German Hjalmar Schacht, was received no less than four times in order to give my precious advice on how to get out of this terrible crisis.

			Yes, truly, Franklin D. Roosevelt loved me!

			 

			 

			This is how the man who became the devil’s banker would have expressed himself.

			Let us immediately set the record straight. In reality, Franklin Roosevelt could not stand the presence of Hjalmar Schacht, the arrogant, preaching German banker. He hated his pretentious and prideful personality. But as an intelligent and wise man, he recognized that the man’s advice was worth its weight in gold...

			History remembers Hjalmar Schacht as a brilliant financier who helped bring Adolf Hitler to power and who, thanks to the economic revival and the restoration of prosperity in Germany for which he was responsible, kept him there until the outbreak of the Second World War.

			This man’s name was Hjalmar Schacht; or rather, according to his full civil status, Hjalmar Horace Greeley Schacht.

			It was a curious initiative on the part of the Schacht parents to place their offspring under the patronage of the journalist Horace Greeley, who by the time of their baby’s birth on January 22, 1877, had long since left the limelight. In fact, he had only ever shone with a very uncertain light. Horace Greeley was the founder of a newspaper, the New York Tribune, which in its time earned the enviable status of the largest daily newspaper in the United States, but it is not for this title that he has remained in history. He is above all the author of a famous phrase: Go West, Young man! Go West! which became the foundation of the conquest of the American West. Greeley was also a politician, in conformity with the image that we often have of this congregation; his reversals of jacket were so numerous that they totally misled his potential voters before, disoriented by this disordered strategy of a drunken weathervane, poor Horace Greeley became crazy himself. Indeed, Horace Greeley was one of the most vocal supporters of General Ulysses S. Grant, when he ran for the American presidency in 1868, shortly after the end of the Civil War and the assassination of President Abraham Lincoln. Grant was elected, but then Horace Greeley turned on him, accusing his administration of corruption. Ulysses Grant was then the champion of the Republican Party, one of the two parties that dominated and still dominate the political life of the United States. Greeley founded the new Liberal Party, under whose colors he ran against President Grant in the 1872 presidential election. To everyone’s surprise, Horace Greeley was also nominated by the Democratic Party, which he had been deriding in the New York Tribune for years. The voters, bewildered by his peculiar political antics and incoherent rhetoric, gave Greeley a real electoral slap in the face, and General Ulysses Grant was re-elected to a seat. Greeley’s failing mental health, already affected by the death of his wife just before the election, could not withstand this rout and the unfortunate journalist had to be committed to a sanatorium where he died shortly afterwards, in a straitjacket, even before the results of the election had been announced: the process takes several weeks in the United States

			Nothing in this chaotic career appears to have constituted a legacy for Hjalmar Schacht, whose unyielding determination and eyes invariably fixed on the horizon are rather the hallmark.

			The choice of Horace Greeley as the posthumous godfather of their second son is, on the other hand, more related to the personality of Hjalmar Schacht’s father, whose orthogonal changes of orientation marked the life he imposed on his family. Born a German citizen, he emigrated to the United States, where he began a rather prosperous professional and family life. He obtained American citizenship, which was certainly easier in those days than it is today, and he led a middle-class life with his wife and first son Eddy. But nostalgia for his homeland eventually gripped him and he decided to return to the land of his ancestors. Like Greeley, who changed his mind a hundred times, Schacht’s father first moved to Prussia, in the province of Schleswig, where his second son, Hjalmar, was born on January 22, 1877. A very modest house in the village of Tinglev, now in Denmark, was the place where the greatest financier of the 20th century spent his first months. The Schacht family only stayed there for a short time, before the father Schacht moved to another job, then another town, then another job, then another town - in short, a rather unstable early childhood marked by financial hardship and deprivation.

			Finally, the Schacht family moved to Hamburg, where the father found a very low-paying but more permanent job. Hjalmar Schacht spent his childhood, adolescence, and early manhood in the popular, working-class neighborhoods of this large port on the Elbe and North Sea.

			He will remain deeply marked by it.

			Hamburg is not a cheerful city. When you open your windows - if the weather outside allows it, which is not very often - a low, gray sky is the only prospect. When the Northern European Schmuddelwetter (“bad weather”) sets in, which is almost every day except for a few weeks in summer, smiles fade from faces, moods become as smoky as the smoke coming out of the chimneys of houses and ships, and one quickly closes the windows to shut oneself in the dreary dampness of the brick houses, lined up in the good Germanic order that prevails in West Prussia. There is no room for fantasy here! Even if one wanted to, there is hardly any possibility of escaping from the gloomy atmosphere. In the Schacht household, every penny is counted. If coal is needed to heat the house, young Hjalmar is given only a few pfennig, and the change, if any, is returned in full to the mother.

			So we study. That passes the time and allows to deceive the boredom. All the more so as young Hjalmar is brilliant; what can I say, brilliant... brilliant! When he wants to, he is the first in his class, systematically surpassing the offspring of bourgeois families who, in spite of their private tutors in charge of giving them forceful lessons in algebra and grammar, are no match for Hjalmar or his brother Eddy, and even their younger brother Oluf, a few years younger, and William, the youngest. Can’t afford a tutor in the Schacht family? Big deal! The sons are intelligent, hard-working, and the parents instill in them an inflexible sense of duty and responsibility. This is what they are equipped with to face life. With such a background, how could they let themselves be taken advantage of?

			In reality, things are a bit more sophisticated: Hjalmar tries to be at the head of the class, but not too much, in order to avoid offending the sensitivities of his less gifted classmates. Not that he’s afraid of confrontation: with his brother Eddy, he’s not afraid of a fight when it comes to correcting the rich kids who make fun of these poor sons. But blows and bumps don’t lead to anything constructive; it’s better to act more skilfully and scientifically calculate his results to be in the top third of his class, but not more, so as not to crush too much the stains that surround him and provoke their gratuitous aggression.

			By permanently withdrawing into the Aventine of excellence, we forget the human contingencies of poor mortals. With stiffness, we judge without indulgence the weaknesses of which the dunces less well endowed by nature in neurons and synapses are guilty. Thus young Hjalmar, by dint of being right before all the others when it comes to solving third degree equations or disserting on the comparative merits of Goethe and Schiller, ends up developing an acute form of arrogance which will never leave him.

			He is superior, he knows it, he makes it known.

			But Hjalmar Schacht’s youth was not without its wounds. Poverty is a heavy burden to bear and rich kids are often cruel to their less fortunate peers.

			The journey of young boys to adolescence and manhood has long been marked by a stage that no longer exists today. Throughout their childhood, boys in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries wore short pants, or shorts, even in winter, even in the coldest weather in West Prussia, when the polar winds from the North Sea blew. The first pair of long pants was a decisive initiation ceremony: a boy who no longer went bare-legged was already almost a man. Also, at that time when the smallest piece of fabric was counted and where mass consumption did not exist, ordering from the tailor a pair of long pants for his son was an event of capital importance.

			Hjalmar is soon the last in his class to still wear short pants; he pesters his parents to finally own that precious pair of long pants that will make him seem equal to the others. His father finally gives in, but money is so scarce that he can only give his son a pair of pants made of shoddy, uncomfortable material made from waste cloth.

			“Shacht is in shoddy! Schacht is in shoddy!” the schoolchildren in the Gymnasium courtyard shouted... Hjalmar Schacht clenched his teeth and his fists. A few blows to the head silenced the loudest, but one could not settle their account with a ramrod to all the fools who whispered quips behind his back. The young Schacht knows this. So he swallows his anger and shuts himself up in a haughty silence.

			Over the years, Father Schacht’s situation improves. He found a job as an accountant in the German branch of an American insurance company. The family was able to move out of the working-class neighborhoods and into a small, cozy house, and then moved to Berlin. The older sons stayed in Hamburg to finish their studies, Hjalmar in philosophy - business studies did not yet exist at that time - and Eddy in medicine. The younger sons Oluf and William follow their parents to Berlin; Oluf successfully studies engineering there.

			When they reach manhood, the four boys will integrate the heritage of their youth in very different ways.

			Eddy will remain marked by this paternal instability which he will take up again. He practiced medicine all over the world, in Europe and Africa, even settling for a few years in Egypt, near Aswan.

			Oluf and William will also be eternal migratory birds, Oluf, in particular in Africa where he will exercise his profession of engineer in several countries before returning to Germany and dying there very young of a heart attack.

			As for Hjalmar, he will keep this distant, haughty, arrogant personality, certain of his superiority, convinced that he is always right. In short, he is the archetype of the first of the class that we enjoy hating while recognizing his qualities. However, he has touching, almost sympathetic sides: his detachment from material things, for example. There is no question of Hjalmar Schacht compensating for the frustrations of his youth and the humiliation of shoddy pants by wallowing in luxury, once his financial situation is firmly established. No, he remained a stickler for simplicity: dark suits, always the same, hard-collared shirts, always the same, steel-rimmed glasses, trips home by third-class commuter train, even when he was a highly paid investment banker at the Dresdner Bank, the country’s leading financial institution. No ostentation, no fantasy, no caprice; on the contrary, whenever he is called upon by the state to save the country from ruin, his first act is to waive his salary or to reduce it by two-thirds. How can we not trust such a man?

			What drives Hjalmar Schacht is duty. He knows what he owes to Germany, which gave him his education, his culture, his success as a banker. Germany is the passion of his life.

			As for his lack of sensitivity... Unquestionably, it is difficult to discern the slightest trace of sentimentality in the great banker Hjalmar Schacht. Although he wrote no less than twenty-six books, he never revealed his personal emotions, including the dramas or happy events that marked his life. His first marriage to Louise, who would become a rabid pro-Nazi militant unlike himself? He talks about it with an arctic coldness; it is true that their union will end in a divorce. The death of his son, an officer in the Wehrmacht, who disappeared during the war in a prison camp in Russia, coldly shot by a Soviet guard? Just a few words, with a detachment that sends shivers down your spine. The disappearance of his brother Oluf? No expression of grief either. He takes in the children of his two brothers to provide for their education? He attributes this good deed to his sense of family obligations and hardly to the affection he would have for these children, even if he seems to enjoy the company of Eddy’s eldest son who will accompany him on several trips. Oh, yes, he does... the smiles of his daughters, born of his second marriage, who welcome him and their mother when he is released from prison, bring tears of deep humanity to his eyes. So somewhere in Schacht there is a sensitive cord that can sometimes vibrate.

			In the end, Hjalmar Schacht remains a very tricky personality to pin down. A man of duty, a genius of the economy and finance, he was also a great sportsman and occasionally went mountain running. A curious traveler, as a young man he left for Turkey with his backpack, studied in France and England, visited the United States, and then travelled the world after the war. A Freemason, he was a follower of a rigorous moral rectitude that beat the most demanding of ecclesiastical dogmas... In any case, Schacht is a character of such complexity that he remains very difficult to understand.

			Nevertheless, we will remember these outstanding features.

			First of all, this brittle, haughty, arrogant character, apparently devoid of any emotional needs, only concerned with being right, incapable of recognizing his wrongs, was undoubtedly perfectly unbearable for those he was in contact with.

			However, this man, who allowed Hitler to come to power and thus made possible the most abominable tragedies in human history, because he was moved by the smile of his little girls and openly despised Rolex wearers, could not be totally evil.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter 2. The ambitious

			I had some difficult years as a student in London and Paris. I had finished my philosophy studies in Hamburg and wanted to go into business. To do this, I decided to study the works of the great economists in the best libraries in Europe and to write a thesis.

			France was not very welcoming for a German student. At the Sorbonne, where I was enrolled, I had to be discreet and hide, as much as I could, my nationality, which did not fail to attract mockery and hostility. The memory of the 1870 war and the annexation by Germany of Alsace-Lorraine were for the French as many reasons to resent us Germans. There was another source of hatred, the importance of which I quickly realized: it was the payment of war reparations to Germany, the considerable cost of which weighed on the health of the French economy. For me, coming from Hamburg, the main commercial port of Europe and a modern and active industrial city, I realized, during my French peregrinations, that this country where I was staying suffered from a certain delay in development compared to Germany.

			I learned three lessons from this.

			The first is that withdrawal into oneself inevitably increases the difficulties of promoting economic development. Germany, in fact, since the end of the conflict, had adopted a policy resolutely open to the outside world, massively exporting the products of its factories to other European countries and facing competition from other exporters. France, on the other hand, had pursued a much more endogenous policy, taking advantage of its vast colonial empire to extract raw materials and essentially feed its domestic consumption. The result was that France had fewer industries, its products were less elaborate, less modern; it remained a large agricultural country while Germany had already entered the industrial age. The two countries had stimulated their economies in very different ways: France had adopted a fluctuating and poorly designed policy, partly, it is true, to pay war reparations to Germany. But the consequence had been a drying up of trade and a certain lag in industrial development compared with us, the United Kingdom and the United States, the other major competitors in world markets. My country, for its part, had developed as much as it could its foreign trade and protected its domestic market with several protectionist laws. And in this warlike confrontation that did not speak its name, in this real economic conflict, Germany had once again won the battle and dominated its old neighbor.

			The second lesson is that the key word when it comes to organizing the economic life of a country is “determination”. Determination is what made all the difference. But real determination; not the kind that consists in making a firm speech and then doing nothing or, worse, doing the opposite of what was announced, but the kind that consists in defining an objective to be reached, in following a guideline, and in sticking to it against all odds. During the post-war years of 1870, the German Empire was fortunate to have leaders at the head of its government who showed this determination: Otto von Bismarck, the Iron Chancellor, and then after his resignation in 1890, other politicians of almost the same calibre, or energetic and rather enlightened monarchs. They had a cardinal vision of the future they wanted for the Empire and gave themselves the means to achieve the goal they had set. Meanwhile, in France, the conduct of the country was singularly lacking in that determination which is the key to everything: there was a succession of presidents of the Republic straight out of an opera buffa, such as Félix Faure or Émile Loubet, of presidents of the Council who were concerned above all with preserving their ministerial portfolios and who never succeeded in doing so, and of ministers bogged down by repeated scandals, from the financial disaster of Baron Haussmann’s works in Paris, to the widespread corruption of the Suez Canal, to the great fraud of the Panama Canal, not to mention the bank failures that regularly ruined depositors and undermined confidence in the financial system. This determination to direct the destiny of nations for the common good, so present in Berlin and so absent in Paris, had led to a gap between our two countries that seemed almost unbridgeable.

			The third lesson was that we Germans no longer had much to fear from our French neighbors. Indeed, the only aspiration of the population in France was revenge: to wage war on the German Empire again, to inflict a rapid defeat, to recover Alsace-Lorraine, and even to take the Saar and the Ruhr as a bonus, in short, to make us pay for the setbacks we had suffered since 1870. This warmongering climate was very unpleasant for the German that I was; but it did not seem very dangerous to me. I am not a specialist in military art, but the insignificant weaknesses of the French economy seemed to me so glaring that they could not fail to have heavy consequences, from near or far, on the warlike apparatus of our turbulent neighbor. If war were to happen one day, I imagined that it would quickly turn to our advantage.

			So I left France rather reassured and, passing through London to complete my academic research, I returned to Germany.

			I had completed my thesis on The Theoretical Foundations of English Mercantilism. I had already worked in journalism during my studies. I had also published poems in several German journals, which had brought me a certain amount of notoriety. But all of this, despite the prestige I had gained, was far removed from the ambitions I had expressed.

			It was time to start a real career, more in line with my aspirations. I was no longer a young boy, I was an accomplished man, and the acquaintance of the great people I had met during my studies or during my work as a journalist had shown me that I had nothing to envy them intellectually, on the contrary. For most of them, their eminent position had only been obtained by virtue of their birth. Being born from the thigh of Jupiter or his cousins was the only rationality for their accession to high responsibilities.

			For my part, although I had neither a noble title nor a family fortune, I was no less proud of my family, of my father, a simple accountant in an American insurance company but who had guided his family so well through difficulties, of my mother, who had had the courage to follow my father twice across the immense Atlantic Ocean, of my brother Eddy, who was becoming a famous doctor, or of Oluf, who promised to be a brilliant engineer. I had to show that I was capable of exploiting the qualities I had been endowed with and using the education I had been given.

			So I went into business.

			I was a quick success, despite my modest origins.

			Then, in the summer of 1914, war broke out.

			This was my first opportunity to demonstrate my organizational and financial skills for the benefit of the German nation.

			 

			 

			In 1903, Hjalmar Schacht was 26 years old. He is a young man who has already studied a lot, traveled, and published, including numerous economic articles, but he is not yet firmly established in life. He has just married Louise, a pretty, athletic, dark-haired young woman who is an avid ice skater. He feels that now is the time to start down the path he has long been preparing for. Schacht is looking for a job in the banking industry. The contacts he had made as a journalist and lecturer on economic subjects enabled him to build up a network of contacts among the leaders of high finance. Through his contacts, he found the job he wanted and began his career as a banker at the country’s leading bank, the Dresdner Bank.

			With his qualities, his rigor and his working power, he did wonders. In 1909, barely six years after his first steps at the Dresdner Bank, he was appointed director. At the age of 32, he was responsible for the entire branch network of the country’s largest bank.

			For those who know the banking environment, such a career path is exceptional. Indeed, there is no more traditional environment than banking. At that time, apart from the “well-born” souls either in the nobility or in the very wealthy upper middle class, very few “commoners” reached the holy of holies of the management of large financial establishments. But there were a few: the banks were in full development and their need for young, enterprising executives was immense. Opportunities had to be seized, and Schacht immediately identified how to make his mark among the elite. Even today, reaching the top management of a major bank is still a matter of extraction. Recruitment takes place only in selected circles: Harvard or Skulls and Bones in the United States, the École nationale d’administration (ENA) and the Inspection générale des finances (IGF) in France, Eton and Oxford in Britain. A Hjalmar Schacht, the son of a small accountant, who spent his childhood in the working-class suburbs of Hamburg and graduated from the modest university of Kiel, would probably have no chance today, despite his qualities, whereas at the beginning of the 20th century he was able to enjoy this dazzling career.

			In any case, Schacht’s success was remarkable. It was also at this time that he was initiated into a Masonic lodge. The future belonged to this young financier, so strict and competent; his dark suit, his hard collars, his steel-rimmed glasses and his always serious air inspired the greatest confidence in all the tycoons of German industry who financed themselves at the Dresdner Bank.

			But a young Serbian nationalist militant from Bosnia-Herzegovina and a romantic Viennese prince will change the course of Hjalmar Schacht’s life.

			Franz Ferdinand of Habsburg, Archduke of Austria, was a man with rather liberal ideas. He was in favor of a certain autonomy for the peoples who lived on the margins of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, such as the Bosnians or the Croats. A man of conviction with a strong character, he had made a love marriage with a strikingly beautiful Czech woman, Countess Sophie Chotek von Chotkowa und Wognin. For five years, this man with a shady character had besieged, begged and pleaded with Emperor Franz Joseph, ruler of Austria-Hungary, to obtain permission to marry Sophie, with whom he was madly in love. His tenacity overcame the emperor’s reluctance to allow an exception to the principle that a crown prince of the House of Habsburg should marry a member of a ruling family in Europe, which was not the case with Sophie. But Franz Ferdinand was in love, and it is said that the power of this feeling sometimes overturns the reason of state. The emperor, however, imposed a morganatic marriage: Sophie would never be empress, and during official ceremonies she would have to stay away from her husband, the future emperor. Sophie and Franz Ferdinand finally got married without any member of the imperial family deigning to attend the ceremony, and they became one of the most united couples in Europe, leading a rather secluded existence, raising their four children, and indulging their common passion, botany.

			At the beginning of the summer of 1914, when they went to Sarajevo, the capital of Bosnia-Herzegovina, where Franz Ferdinand was to inaugurate a museum, the two spouses knew that the trip was not without risk because attacks had been multiplying for several months. Nevertheless, they went together: there was no way they could travel without each other.

			A very beautiful day, this June 28, 1914.

			Franz Ferdinand and Sophie got into their car and, with a strong escort, made their way through the streets of the old town, in the midst of a rather friendly crowd, on their way to the reception organized in their honor. But Serbian nationalists have fomented an attack. One of the conspirators threw a grenade in the direction of the car of the princely couple. The bomb misses its target and explodes in the middle of the procession, a few meters away.

			François-Ferdinand and Sophie are unharmed.

			In the general panic, the cars rush towards the governor’s residence. There, people came to their senses. François-Ferdinand was shocked, but as the Archduke, heir to the Habsburg Empire, he could not be impressed by anarchists. He decides to go to the hospital to comfort the wounded. With Sophie close to him, they set off again into the streets of Sarajevo, crowded with people who were taken aback by the attack. In front of the hospital, the crowd is dense, the curious mingling with the families who want to check on their loved ones and the soldiers who are trying to restore order.

			The car of François-Ferdinand stops in the middle of the populace.

			It was written that the Archduke would not survive the day.

			Among the crowd, a few members of the conspirators pass by, dejected by their failure, and disperse to return to their lair. Gavrilo Princip, a young Serbian student and nationalist activist, is one of them. This kid who is not yet 20 years old carries a revolver.

			The opportunity is too good.

			Before the escort, entangled in the crowd, could intervene, Gavrilo Princip jumped on the footboard of the car and unloaded his six bullets on Sophie and Franz Ferdinand.

			The Archduke died with his last words of love to the woman he loved so much: “Sophie, Sophie don’t die, stay alive for our children.”

			Can Sophie hear him? Probably not. She exhales in turn before arriving at the hospital.

			The old lovers are the first victims of a terrible domino effect; In the following days, Austria-Hungary declares war on Serbia (July 28), Russia, ally of Serbia, decrees the general mobilization (July 30), then Germany after the expiration of the ultimatum launched to Russia to stop “all measures of war” declares war on it (August 1) as well as on France (August 3), then the United Kingdom to Germany (August 3), until the whole of Europe decreed general mobilization and left, with the flower in the gun, to relieve its age-old hatreds against its neighbors.

			François-Ferdinand of Habsburg, heir to the imperial crown of Austria-Hungary, did not see the war that would bloody Europe for more than four years, from 1914 to 1918. This romantic man who only wished to live in peace, with his sweet Sophie on his arm, in the midst of the children he cherished and the roses he cultivated with passion, certainly did not imagine that he would write his name in history like the prince whose death triggered one of the most appalling butcheries in the history of humanity.

			Gavrilo Princip did not see the horrible butchery either. Following his arrest, he was not sentenced to death, because he was under 20 years of age at the time of his fatal act and the Austro-Hungarian Penal Code excluded capital punishment below that age. But he was imprisoned in the fortress of Theresienstadt, (kingdom of Bohemia), Sophie’s country. He was locked up in a cell without a roof, which left him exposed to the elements, rain, snow, cold or heat. Already suffering from tuberculosis during his imprisonment, he died in April 1918; he was 25 years old. The world war was not yet over; more than one and a half million young men of his age would die on the battlefields after Gavrilo Princip’s death, before the hostilities ended a few months later, in November 1918, with a total death toll of nine million.

			Hjalmar Schacht, on the other hand, saw the First World War. Not as a soldier - he was discharged because of his short-sightedness - but as a financier, his field of excellence.

			And for him, the war is a great opportunity.

			For the first time, it will be able to demonstrate that it can solve questions of state, political issues, governmental problems.

			For the first time, he will also be confronted with those obtuse civil servants with thick eyebrows and low foreheads whose existence he will enjoy upsetting for the rest of his life with his revolutionary ideas.

			The scene takes place in Brussels, at the end of 1914. The German armies, passing through Belgium, have overrun the French forces. The north and east of France were invaded and the front had stabilized on the Somme and the Marne, less than a hundred kilometers from Paris. The infantry divisions, on both the French and German sides, were buried in a complex network of trenches and fortifications, defended by barbed wire and protected by sandbags. The infantrymen died in the mud and the cold of winter, which were as much feared as the enemy’s machine gun fire. The soldiers would remain face to face for four years, gutting each other for a few meters of ground.

			Belgium was completely occupied by Germany. This small country saw the Kaiser’s armies pass through and fought as best it could, but the disproportion of forces was such that the German advance was only slowed down for a few days. The German Empire, always so well organized, set up an occupation administration in Belgium to manage the country and make requisitions to supply the German divisions stationed there. To take care of the finances of this vast military administration and, beyond that, of the finances of the whole country, because the Belgian government had gone into exile in London and left the power in disarray, a financier was needed.

			And why not this remarkable Herr Doktor Hjalmar Schacht, director of the Dresdner Bank?

			Schacht immediately accepted the offer, made two months after the outbreak of war, to go to Brussels to administer the finances of the occupying forces and the occupied Belgian state. There, he took orders from Karl von Lumm, an old-school Prussian civil servant who, in civilian life, was a member of the board of the Reichsbank, the central bank of the German Empire.

			Obviously, with Hjalmar Schacht’s usual stiffness and air of superiority, things did not go well between Lumm and his subordinate. Schacht had already opposed Lumm’s plan to change the Belgian currency, because he thought it unnecessary and costly. But Lumm overruled his young collaborator and the currency change took place. Nothing particularly favorable resulted from this operation, and Schacht did not fail to make this known.

			Lumm didn’t appreciate it.

			And now Schacht is asking for a pass to go and eat in the officers’ mess? This pipsqueak will learn to respect German discipline!

			- Herr Lumm, I respectfully request that I be allowed to eat in the officers’ mess,” Hjalmar Schacht asks, looking as haughty and full of arrogance as usual. 

			- No way, Schacht!” his superior replied curtly. Civilian employees are not allowed to eat with the military. The regulations are very clear about this!

			- Herr Lumm, I would respectfully point out that the officers’ mess is nearby. We would only save time and money with this permission.

			- You’re not thinking about it, Schacht! The military will not accept it! And in any case, it would require the authorization of Governor General Colmar von der Goltz who commands the military place.

			- Very well, Herr Lumm. Let’s send him a note,” replies Hjalmar Schacht.

			- I’m not going to bother Governor General Goltz about a lunch matter, Doktor Schacht. Let there be no further discussion of this matter!

			But Hjalmar Schacht was not one to give in. The request was submitted to the head of the Foreign Affairs section, Oscar von der Lancken-Wakenitz. Another obtuse and stupidly disciplined Prussian official, as Schacht was so fond of.

			- No, Doktor Schacht,” said Lancken-Wakenitz, “I do not see how we can allow a civilian to go to the officers’ mess to eat. And I refuse to disturb someone as eminent as Governor General Goltz just to satisfy the wish of a subordinate. After all, you only have the title of Doktor here, Herr Schacht!”

			- Very well, gentlemen,” Schacht replied calmly and firmly. If you really believe that this request cannot be submitted by you to Governor General Goltz, then I will ask him myself.

			- But... do you know him?

			- Of course. I did not want to make an exception to the chain of command and that is why I made the request. But since apparently another method is preferable...

			And Hjalmar Schacht went to ask for an audience with Governor General Goltz, who welcomed him with open arms and immediately invited him to dine with him in the officers’ mess. Lumm and Lancken-Wakenitz were both stunned and furious...

			But Schacht’s arrogance, intelligence and determination were to be put to use in other, more serious matters. In his capacity as financial advisor for Belgium, he tackled his first major monetary and economic problem: requisitions.

			Schacht noted that the Belgian economy was in a state of virtual deadlock. Not because of the destruction caused by the war, because there was hardly any fighting in Belgium and the country, even under German administration, was perfectly able to function normally, but because the military requisitions intended to maintain the occupying forces completely blocked economic exchanges.
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