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            Hitler seduces an entire nation
   

         

         Germany in the early 1930s is falling apart. The population is disillusioned, poverty is spreading, and unemployment is everywhere. Many Germans see Adolf Hitler as the only man who can pull the country out of crisis. The Nazi leader’s promise of bread and work for the people makes him popular, and his demands for revenge for the humiliating peace terms after World War I find a sympathetic audience. Soon after the Nazis first seize power, Hitler begins an unprecedented transformation of society: the nemployed are sent to build roads, young folk are forced into the Hitler Youth and women are rewarded for giving birth to many purebred children. The young German democracy that brought the Nazi party to the fore will be swept aside. Hitler establishes himself as dictator and commander of the German army, which quickly steps up to become a modern war machine.

      

   


   
      
         
            1. Germany works its way out of crisis
   

         

         
            During the 1930s Adolf Hitler pulls Germany out of the economic mire with an extensive building programme. Unemployment keeps falling, and the Nazis are hailed as financial miracle workers. But the success is hollow: Nazi leaders have used an underhand ploy to fabricate the numbers.
   

         

         Journalists and photographers flocked to a building site at Darmstadt. Here the press witnessed an unusual scene: Reich chancellor Adolf Hitler watched a column of 720 men marching, each carrying a spade over his shoulder. That morning the men had been unemployed, but now they had a mission. The team would start building a new autobahn (highway) to bind together the German Empire.

         “Today we stand at the threshold of a tremendous start”, Hitler stressed in a speech on Reich radio transmitted into German homes. “The time will come when rain, frost and snow will make the work trying and difficult for everyone. But it is necessary. This work must be done.

         “In taking on a difficult task today”, the Chancellor continued, “you are ensuring that hundreds of thousands more will receive work in the factories and workshops by virtue of your increased buying power.” Hitler carried on in this vein before concluding energetically: “German workers, to work!” To punctuate his words, the Führer grabbed a spade from in front of him, forcing it into the ground.

         Behind him stood Fritz Todt: Todt had been appointed by Hitler to the role of Inspector General for German Roadways and the engineer later described the scene: “Again and again he plunged the shovel into the soil heap. There was nothing symbolic about the effort, this was true construction. Two workers came, and all continued until the mound was dug out in a satisfactory manner, and sweat dripped from Hitler’s forehead”.

         Such a striking act could almost only herald better times – and optimism was needed. The empire was in crisis after several years of recession and spiralling unemployment.

         Germany was on the brink
   

         Hitler’s first of many shovel-loads in September 1933 led to an autobahn connecting Hamburg with Basel, literally paving the way for progress. This new road network intended exclusively for motor vehicles would bring Germany into the modern era.

         Equally important to the Nazis was that the work would lead to a drastic fall in the number of unemployed, which had been approaching a staggering six million. Todt promised that a total of 600,000, or 10 percent of all unemployed, would find a job in road construction.

         The entire nation had the opportunity to follow the initiative: Germans had left work early so that everyone could hear the radio broadcast from Darmstadt. And many felt encouraged by Hitler’s speech. When he came to power just eight months earlier, Hitler had inherited an economy in ruins. Large war reparations after the defeat in WWI had drained the country and led the economy into a vicious cycle of inflation and rising foreign loans. Bit by bit, Germany had become dependent on the US economy. To pay off the debt Germans had taken new loans from the Americans, who also imported large quantities of German goods. The US stock exchange crash in Wall Street on 24th October, 1929 was therefore a double disaster for the Germans: first, the Americans’ lack of money led to their demands for the repayment of German loans, while the US also imposed high tariffs to protect its own goods. The consequence was that German exports plunged.

         One by one, factories and businesses closed. In 1932, the production of German goods dropped to just 58 percent of 1928 levels. And unemployment shot up. At the end of 1929 about 1.5 million were out of work. Three years later the figure had quadrupled to more than 30 percent of the workforce.

         “The misery of our people has been terrible to behold. Millions of industrial proletariat are unemployed and starving; the whole of the middle class and the small artisans have been impoverished”, Hitler declared in a proclamation to the German people on 1st February, 1933, a few days after taking power.

         During the campaign the new Chancellor had promised “work and bread” to everyone and so the tide began to turn. Three months after taking power the Nazi regime presented “The Unemployment Relief Act”. The government also allocated one billion Reichsmark for public works and provided grants to private construction companies.

         Highways paved road to recovery
   

         The construction of the autobahn, roads reserved for motorised vehicles, was Hitler’s foremost means of combating unemployment. The roads themselves were probably not the Nazis’ invention. The first section reserved for cars, AVUS, Automobil-Verkehrs- und Übungsstraße (Automobile traffic and training road), was opened in 1921 near Berlin. The road was a training track, but in 1932 an actual autobahn opened between Bonn and Cologne. Several more were on the drawing board, but the economic crisis prevented them from being funded. In such dire economic straits, most political parties felt that Germany could not afford any kind of excess. The Nazis were in agreement and their representatives stamped the planned innovations as “luxury roads” for “plutocrats”.

         As soon as Hitler came to power, however, he changed his mind. To focus efforts, he set up Gesellschaft zur Vorbereitung der ReichsAutobahnen (Association for the Preparation of the Autobahn) to manage its construction. He appointed Todt, an experienced engineer and member of the Nazi party since 1922, as head of the organisation. But although Todt gradually got construction into gear, the promise to employ 600,000 was unfulfilled. The number of road workers never exceeded 125,000.

         Reclaimed land would expand the nation
   

         Roadworks were not Hitler’s only remedy for unemployment: the Reichsarbeitsdienst (or the RAD, Reich Labour Service), was founded in 1935 and every man between 18 and 25 years was forced to spend six months in it prior to military service. Workers were set to build dikes and drainage canals as well as reclaim land for agricultural use. The idea was to strengthen the economy and make Germany self-sufficient, making it less dependent on others in the event of war or crisis.

         “When the programme allotted to the RAD for the next 20 years is fully carried out, Germany will have gained a new province, represented by reclaimed land”, wrote one of its leaders, Fritz Edel, in 1937.

         The Nazis claimed that RAD was a success after just three years. The organisation had reclaimed thousands of hectares of marsh and wetlands, bring land into use that had previously been uncultivated.

         Today’s economists believe, however, that the effect of RAD’s work was negligible. On the other hand, the organisation had a benefit impact on the unemployment figures – when young men joined RAD they vanished from the statistics. In addition to massaging the numbers, the move was good business for Germany too, as workers were paid a pittance. Equally important, however, was the organisation’s importance in bringing the country’s youth together for future war. “Sons of miners, civil servants, professors and farmers work together, shoulder to shoulder, and thus learn the practical significance of the words Nation and Socialism”, wrote Edel pompously.

         The Nazis saw the Germans as a unit, bound together in a common understanding and fate, which was developed through ties to the party. Hitler had already banned all political parties other than the Nazi party by July 1933. The Nazis also abolished all non-Nazi associations – the scouts movement, sports clubs, youth hostel associations, sports and hobby clubs were all replaced with Nazi alternatives.

         A regimentation process – “Gleichschaltung” in German, which means bringing everyone in line – did not mean that all Germans were equal. From 1934 there were special laws for Jews who lost their citizenship rights and access to the same jobs and positions as non-Jewish Germans. Women found themselves in less prominent roles too. Immediately after the Nazi takeover, women were ousted from all important positions in society. From 1934 married women doctors and officials were sent home from work, and from June 1936, they could no longer work as judges or prosecutors.

         Her true calling was her family. “Woman is entrusted in the life of the nation with a great task, the care of man, soul, body, and mind”, stated Gertrud Scholtz-Klink, head of the National Socialist Women’s League.

         To ensure women filled their new roles, the Nazis offered state loans to young couples who married if the woman withdrew from the labour market. The loan was written off by 25 percent for each child, making a family debt-free after their fourth child. To further boost the birth rates, the regime distributed medals to women who gave birth to many children. The so-called Cross of Honour of the German Mother was awarded every year on the birthday of Klara Hitler, the Führer’s mother, on 12th August. Women who gave birth to eight children or more received a gold version.

         A fringe benefit – albeit an important one – of sending women home to bear children was to remove a large portion of the population from the unemployment statistics, something the Nazis were well aware of. The results were not long in manifesting – during 1934, unemployment dropped below three million, and the following year fewer than two million people were out of work.

         At the same time life became better for ordinary Germans. The Nazis introduced child allowance, increased pensions and ensured that workers could take a holiday: 12 days was guaranteed by the regime against the previous maximum of one week. These initiatives helped to increase satisfaction and further speed up production.

         Holiday trip with added spy
   

         The Nazis didn’t simply provide people with better living conditions – the party also tried to create a German way of life that included relaxation and time off. The KdF – Kraft durch Freude, or “Strength through Joy” – organisation was created for this purpose. In its heyday, the KdF had 30 million members and 4,000 employees, organising hikes, theatre trips, ski holidays in the Italian mountains, sunshine breaks and cruises – all at affordable prices. The organisation even went so far as to add in special trains allowing the rural population to embrace town and city culture.

         For many workers this opened up a whole new world. “This is the first time anyone has cared about us at all”, was a frequently heard remark. The success was achieved on the basis that the Nazis had abolished both unions and leisure clubs, so the KdF was a worker’s only opportunity for diversion. Holiday camps were also simultaneously a propaganda tool. The authorities ensured that people met up to raise the flag and to listen to speeches. In addition, the party apparatus placed a spies among ordinary travellers who noted if anyone spoke critically about the regime.

         The Germans would never enjoy the KdF’s most prestigious project: the luxury hotel Prora on the island of Rügen in the Baltic Sea. The construction of the hotel ended abruptly when war broke out.

         A similar fate befell another KdF project – the offer of a car for all Germans. Hitler, who was fascinated by cars, called on automotive engineer Ferdinand Porsche to design a vehicle for ordinary people immediately after taking power. The car should have room for a five-person family and shouldn’t cost any more than 990 Reichsmark, according to Hitler’s specifications. The result was the Volkswagen or “KdF-Wagen”, which Porsche would introduce in the spring of 1937. More than 330,000 families booked and paid for their car. None received the vehicle however, because when the cars were ready, war broke out and the assembly lines were instead filled with tanks and military vehicles.

         The future was airborne
   

         The Nazis also planned to speed up air development. Airships had flown since the mid-1800s, but became really popular in 1928 when the 236-metre Graf Zeppelin crossed the Atlantic with 40 crew members and 20 passengers. The trip from Friedrichshafen in Germany to Lakehurst in New Jersey lasted a little over four days, while the zeppelin made the trip home in just three days – half the time it took contemporary passenger ships to cross the Atlantic.

         Passengers could enjoy the same comfort as found on ocean-going steamers, staying in small but luxurious cabins. In the beginning the Nazis’ interest in zeppelins was limited. “No, gentlemen, I will never sit in an airship”, declared Hitler. Joseph Goebbels, however, was thrilled. The propaganda minister’s trained eye immediately saw their possibilities, whose image of speed, streamlined efficiency and adventure perfectly suited Nazi self-perception.

         On 1st May, 1933, just three months after the Nazi takeover, Goebbels ordered the Graf Zeppelin to fly over Berlin on the occasion of the celebration of Tag der Arbeit, the Nazi equivalent of the May bank holiday. Soon a new airship, the Hindenburg, was ready. Hindenburg caught the eye at both the party day in Nuremberg and the Olympics in Berlin in 1936. When boxer Max Schmeling defeated the black American Joe Louis in New York the same year, Goebbels made sure that Schmeling came home on the Hindenburg.

         By the end of 1936, the airship had crossed the Atlantic 34 times with a total of 3,500 passengers and 29 tonnes of cargo. But disaster struck on 6th May, 1937 when a spark inside the vessel ignited 200,000 cubic metres of hydrogen in New York. 36 people died, marking the end of the airship era.

         State bankruptcy drew nearer
   

         Even as the airship industry went under, the military industry accelerated in turn. Hitler had never concealed the fact that he would not comply with the restrictions imposed on the German military by the Treaty of Versailles in 1919. In 1933, the army expanded from the allowed 100,000 men to 300,000. Although the Treaty of Versailles prohibited the Germans from having an air force, Hitler secretly started producing bombers and fighter planes, as well as building up his naval fleet. In 1939, Hitler was ready with an ambitious fleet plan called Z, which in 1945 would give Germany four aircraft carriers and ten battleships.

         In 1939, Hitler ran into a problem, however: lack of money. Rearmament was done with borrowed money through so-called Mefo bills. Mefo was an abbreviation for the Metallurgical Research Company, but in reality, it was a fake company whose sole function was to convey debt securities. The debt securities were printed by arms manufacturers, and the intention was that the state would pay the bills as soon as Germany started making money on ordinary production.

         The figures were full of holes. Economic growth, which had provided funds for child allowances, longer holidays and higher pensions was based on figures not backed up by the numbers. Germany’s almost non-existent unemployment was an illusion created by, among other things, moving Jews and women out of the statistics and calling up labour forces.

         Since neither purchasing power nor production matched the numbers, warning lights began flashing at the National Bank. In November 1938, Hitler announced that two billion Reichsmark had gone missing from the treasury and that bankruptcy was a possibility. In January 1939 the message was that national bankruptcy was just around the corner. The Nazis had previously tried to remedy the situation by squeezing money out of Jews by imposing an escape tax if they wanted to leave the country. And in 1937 they had forced Jews who remained in Germany to buy government bonds if they had assets exceeding 5,000 Reichsmark. The tactic brought in eight billion Reichsmark, but it still wasn’t enough.

         In 1939 the catastrophic lack of money might be revealed at any time, and Hitler saw only one option: he needed to mobilise more resources and create new opportunities. The potential lay to the east, where enterprising Germans with a Nazi ideology believed they were entitled to unlimited Lebensraum (living space). And on 1st September, 1939 Hitler’s forces went over the border into Poland.
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