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            Life in the shadow of the swastika
   

         

         The name Adolf Hitler – even half a century after the fall of the Third Reich – continues to evoke disgust, contempt and astonishment. How was it possible for an amateur painter to seduce an entire people? How could he – from an insignificant party with 55 members – create a mass movement of millions? You will find the answers to these questions in this bookazine. You will get the story about the customs officer’s son from Branau who built the Nazi movement and brainwashed the German people into acting out his grotesque fantasies. With violence and with fear. With ice-cold cynicism. And not least with extraordinary oratorical skills. The truth about Nazi Germany is, however, much more than the story about the twisted mind of a single man. It is the story of an entire population who let themselves be seduced and chose to ignore murder and persecution and, ultimately, willingly followed their Führer into the most brutal and devastating war in history.

      

   


   
      
         
            1. The early years
   

         

         
            In 1918, a Bavarian locksmith founded the German Workers’ Party. In September the following year, the party enrolled a new member – a pale, Austrian soldier with an unprecedented talent for speaking. Adolf Hitler became member no. 55 in the insignificant party. The next four years, he seized power in the workers’ party, renamed it to the Nazis and built an army of young, brutal thugs who could crush any opposition. Having become known in Munich and surroundings as an angry, yet very gifted speaker, Hitler decided to carry through the Nazi revolution in Germany. His attempt failed.
   

         

         In the early autumn of 1919, 36-year-old captain Karl Mayr made a decision that would later start a world war. The officer in the German army’s information service decided to send one of his subordinates to a political meeting in Munich. 30-year-old corporal Adolf Hitler was given the task of preparing a report about the newly established German Workers’ Party. Mayr wanted to find out whether the members of the party were violent socialists who wanted to overturn the budding German democracy.

         The captain’s concerns were well-founded: Since World War I, workers, marines and communists had attempted to introduce dictatorship in the former empire. In fact, the revolutionaries had succeeded in turning Munich into a Soviet republic modelled on the USSR before being defeated by the army.

         Around the same time, Adolf Hitler had been discharged from a military hospital after having returned from World War I, blinded by mustard gas. Now, he worked as an informant in the army’s information service. Here, Hitler was monitoring political parties, extremist associations and the numerous semi-military organisations that were established by returned war veterans.

         Bad speech agitates Hitler
   

         On 12 September, on Mayr’s order, Hitler trudged into the Sterneckerbräu beer cellar in Munich. Here, 41 members of the newly established German Workers’ Party had gathered to discuss the future of the nation and, not least, rage against the harsh peace terms dictated by the Treaty of Versailles after World War I. Hitler listened without interest to a long lecture about the shocking reparations that Germany was to pay, especially to France. He looked around at the visitors, bored. The speaker talked dispassionately about bondage of interest and the huge sums earned by people in finance who lent out money.

         These words were not new to Hitler. He had already attended at least 50 similar party meetings and heard many similar speeches. The young military informant decided that he had heard enough and had put on his coat, ready to leave, when a distinct voice was heard in the room. A new speaker had risen, agitatedly arguing for Bavaria’s secession from Germany. The area was to become an independent state. These words sparked Adolf Hitler’s political career. Hitler, a fierce nationalist, forgot about the task at hand and instantly engaged in a discussion with the man. He spoke at a high speed, agitated and gesticulating, spewing out words about treason and the unity of the German people. In a hoarse voice, he talked about a unified empire, a strong people and a Germany cleared of foreign races.

         To the visitors in the beer cellar, there was nothing new in the foreign man’s talk. These opinions were widespread among millions of Germans. What was new was Hitler’s eloquence. The skinny, pale man expressed what everybody felt. His language was simple. His passion contagious. He began in a low voice, which turned to a high pitch when reaching the conclusion.

         The chairman of the party – 35-year-old locksmith Anton Drexler – instantly saw the potential for the party. He said to the person sitting next to him:

         “For Heavens’ sake, that man has a big mouth. We can use him”.

         On that evening, Hitler was enrolled in the German Workers’ Party as member no. 55. The party secretary added 500 to the number and enrolled him as no. 555 on the party card. Deliberately cheating with the numbers, he wanted the young party to appear larger than it really was.

         Germany is disintegrating
   

         At the time when Hitler started his political career, Germany was a disintegrating empire. Millions of disillusioned soldiers had returned from the war in 1918, bitter about the defeat. For fear of becoming the victim of a bloody revolution, emperor Wilhelm II abdicated and fled to the Netherlands. Over the next months, the country exploded in violent revolutions headed by workers who wanted to establish a communist republic modelled on the Soviet Union. Opposite them was the largest political party in Germany, the Social Democrats, which, supported by the army and Freikorps, fought to keep the country together.

         The fighting raged for months, and in the shadow of the civil war, Germany’s elected politicians met in the sleepy cultural city of Weimar. Here, they prepared a constitution for the country, which now had no emperor, and on 19 January 1919, they declared Germany a democratic republic. In the spring, the Communist rebels were defeated, and the new republic now had a difficult task – the peace negotiations with the victors of World War I. The Social Democrats and the supreme command went to Versailles in France to negotiate.

         Faced with the threat of new revolutions, continued fights, poverty and hunger, the new government capitulated completely. An extraordinarily harsh peace agreement was signed, which cost Germany dearly. Important territory was surrendered to France in the west while the newly established state of Poland was given a large portion of the eastern parts of Germany.

         The army was cut back to 100,000 men, and the Allies, headed by France, demanded huge reparations. Not only money and gold. Locomotives, coal, grain and dairy cows, too, were sent across the border to France. To the Germans, the peace terms were not only shocking; they also sent the population head on into poverty.

         An estimation from the autumn of 1919 concluded that one in three German pupils suffered from malnutrition, and dissatisfaction lurked everywhere. Some people blamed the Social Democrats for having accepted the unjust peace, while others blamed the Communists for setting the country on fire. Others believed that the Jews had profited greatly from the war and had subsequently betrayed Germany.

         The SA created in a riot
   

         Like so many other Germans, Hitler was filled with hatred of Social Democrats, Communists and, not least, Jews. In his new party, the Austrian war veteran found a platform for his anger. Shortly after enrolling, Hitler made his first speech in front of 111 attendants in a beer cellar. For the first time, he discovered his ability to allure the attendants. The rumour about the eloquent Austrian travelled fast around Munich, and more and more people attended Hitler’s speeches about the betrayal by the Jews, the demands to break loose from the chains of the Treaty of Versailles and the vision for a reconstructed Germany.

         In November, he convinced Party Leader Drexler to spend the party’s limited means on advertisements in the local newspaper, Münchener Beobachter.

         The campaign was a success: Only 130 curious attendants showed up at a meeting in October; but four months later, the Party attracted 2,000 attendants to a rally at the Munich state brewhouse, Hofbräuhaus. Here, Hitler presented the party’s new name. From now on, the German Workers’ Party was to be known as the Nationalist Socialist German Workers’ Party. He also launched the party’s 25-point programme, prepared by Drexler and Hitler.

         While Hitler was busy belching out words, a group of young men suddenly stormed the meeting. Political enemies, too, had become aware of the increasingly conspicuous party, and a group of Communists were now trying to make themselves heard above Hitler. Broad-shouldered war veterans quickly stormed toward the advancing opponents and let their fists do the talking, and the Communists soon took flight. Thus, the meeting not only saw the emergence of Nazism, but also of the party’s so-called gym guards, who chose to wear the easily recognisable brown shirts as their uniform. Shortly after, the self-taught bodyguards changed their name to the Storm Detachment, Sturmabteilung, which became known as the SA.

         Factory owner pays party paper
   

         In spite of the growing interest in the Nazis’ angry rhetoric, the list of members only counted 193 names at the beginning of 1920. The members were a motley crowd of workers, office workers, public employ-ees, school teachers, artists and university professors. To Hitler, this was a sign of the party’s wide appeal. Together with Anton Drexler and head of the propaganda department Karl Harrer – a former sports journalist – he set out to make the Nazi manifesto known to a wider group of people.

         The three men met with local representatives from the army, who listened with great enthusiasm to their ideas about stopping the Communist scourge and agreed to support the party with a small financial contribution every month. The same message was given to the Nazi leaders by a local publisher, who had been longing for a party, which could pull the workers away from the controversial world Communism and attract them to German nationalism. At the same time, a factory owner from Munich gave the party a large amount of money, aimed at purchasing a newspaper which could disseminate the Party’s manifesto.

         A local paper, Münchener Beobachter, with a print run of 8,000 papers and the ability to disseminate the Nazi opinions to a wide range of people, was chosen. Just after the purchase, the newspaper was renamed to Völkischer Beobachter and served as the Party’s official mouthpiece until 1945.

         Hitler is “beyond compare”
   

         The small monthly payments were spent on boosting the propaganda. The Nazis printed posters on red paper to attract the working class, and volunteers posted them in the streets of Munich. The meetings were moved from the small, smoke-filled beer cellars into large, rented function rooms, and people flocked to hear Hitler speak. They listened patiently to the other speakers’ boring lectures, only to get a glimpse of the fascinating, pale Austrian. Normally, they began to cheer when, as usual, he climbed up on a table so everybody could see him. Then, he would start his hour-long speeches. He emphasized his main points with violent gestures, stamped his feet angrily and shook his body. He often swept a lock from his fringe away from the face with a swift motion of the hand, and a fire was burning behind the intense blue eyes.

         As so many others, Hans Frank, who became the infamous Nazi governor in Poland 20 years later, was at once spellbound. Frank looked with contempt at Hitler’s shabby, dark blue suit and loosened tie. But the words were spoken from the heart. He was completely beyond compare. No one spoke like him”, he later said about Hitler.

         Like many others, Frank immediately joined the party, but although membership increased tenfold from 190 to 2,000 in the course of 1920, the party remained an insignificant local party, only known in Munich and the immediate surroundings.

         Hitler seizes power
   

         Among the angry and bitter people who became new members of the Nazi Party in 1920 were a few influential people. Ernst Röhm, captain in the army, had been responsible for arming the Bavarian Home Guard. He had important contacts and the support of a quarter of a million men, ready for action. Student Rudolf Hess, too, was allured by Hitler’s eloquence. He considered the Austrian to be a genius and called him “the leader who can bring our battle to victory”. Hess was hard-working and he was soon appointed Hitler’s personal secretary.

         Although Drexler, the locksmith, was still the party chairman, most people now saw Hitler as the real leader of the Nazis. He was the only member of the leadership to receive a salary, and he spent his time reading newspapers and writing speeches. It therefore seemed natural that Hitler became chairman of the party in mid-1921. Until then, the party had been democratically governed by the leadership, but Hitler demanded full control of all decisions, and an overwhelming majority of the members voted in favour of this. The Nazis were now governed by a a single headstrong leader. One of Hitler’s first deeds was to order that the SA be organised as a professional corps. Soon after, the pilot Hermann Göring joined the Nazi corps.

         Having won a number of daring victories during World War I, Göring was a national war hero, and his enrolment was noticed throughout Germany. Göring was given the task of building up the SA, and even though he only headed the Brownshirts for a year, Hitler was more than satisfied with the young pilot’s effort.

         “I took an instant liking to him. He was the only one of the SA leaders who did a good job. He took over a scruffy group of men, and shortly after, we had a division of 11,000 soldiers ready for action”, Hitler wrote later.

         Telephone poles caused crisis
   

         In 1923, French soldiers marched into the German industrial areas in the Ruhr and took control over the factories.

         With the Treaty of Versailles, Germany had committed to pay 132 billion gold marks in reparations. Payment was made continuously, in money and in kind. Gold, coal and steel flowed over the border along with all sorts of other goods. But now, the Germans were late delivering 200,000 telephone poles, and France decided to force Germany to observe the Treaty of Versailles using force.

         With the invasion of the Ruhr area, more than three million Germans came under French military rule. In protest, the inhabitants initiated passive resistance. Mass strikes hit the area, and work in the mines stopped.

         The subsequent lack of raw materials caused prices to explode, and suddenly, Germany was subject to the most bizarre inflation in world history. At the height of it, people would run through the streets with their wages in wheel barrows to buy food before the money lost its value.

         A monthly wage lost its value within a few days. People could not buy coal or pay their gas bills. Many could not afford to buy food. Instead, the Germans went into the forests to pick berries and gather nuts and mushrooms, while professional gangs robbed fields for everything from potatoes to cabbage. Farmers hired armed men to protect their produce. The British newspaper, The Daily Mail, reported home that in the shops of Berlin, price signs were replaced every hour. One morning in July, the reporter saw a record player displayed in a window at half a million mark. Five hours later, the price had increased to 12 million mark.

         Inflation also made inroads into the German people’s savings. Pension savings, which had appeared secure in 1922, could not even buy a pack of butter. The printing press in the Reichsbank ran round the clock, spewing out notes with denominations in millions, billions and trillions. Eventually, the bank gave up. Instead, old notes were stamped to show the new value. In the cities, the Germans were starving and winter was approaching. Now, four years after the civil war, Communist revolutions broke out in several cities again.

         At the same time, war veterans, who felt humiliated by the French invasion in the Ruhr area, joined the Nazi party in great numbers. Within a short period of time, 20,000 men enrolled in Göring’s SA corps.

         Germany conquered violently
   

         In November 1923, the increasingly ambitious Hitler decided to seize power in Germany using violence. He was backed by a massive army of Brownshirts and was supported by leading officers in the army. He also formed an alliance with the Bavarian state commissioner Gustav Ritter von Kahr. The former Bavarian Prime Minister acted as a kind of dictator in the Land and agreed to support Hitler’s putsch. One year earlier, the Italian Fascist leader, Benito Mussolini, had marched with 20,000 men from Milan towards Rome to seize power. The protest rally had disintegrated after a heavy downpour, yet the Italian king, Victor Emanuel III, had asked Mussolini to form a new government. Soon after, the Fascist leader introduced dictatorship.

         Now, the Nazis wanted to follow in the footsteps of the Fascists. First, backed by generals and von Kahr, they wanted to proclaim a new republic under Nazi rule in Munich. Hitler’s army of Brownshirts would then march towards Berlin and demand that he be appointed chancellor.

         Hitler declares revolution
   

         On Hitler’s order, chaos broke out in Munich on 8 November 1923. Von Kahr and 3,000 Nazi sympathizers were at the Bürgerbräu beer hall when SA men stormed in. Astounded, the onlookers saw a heavy machine gun being pushed through the main door. Moments later, Hitler marched in, flanked by two bodyguards.

         “The nationalist revolution has broken out”, he screamed into the room. In the tumult, only few of the attendants had heard what Hitler had proclaimed. He therefore jumped up on a chair, pulled out his gun, raised it toward the ceiling and fired it.

         “The nationalist revolution has broken out”, Hitler repeated, stating that 600 armed men had surrounded the building. Contrary to what had been agreed, state commissioner von Kahr did not stand in support of Hitler, who suffered the indignity of standing there all alone with his revolutionary talk. Furious, Hitler dragged von Kahr into an adjacent room and demanded his support. von Kahr was promised a number of important positions in the new regime, and the Bavarian politician once again agreed to support Hitler’s putsch. Yet, in secrecy, Gustav Ritter von Kahr spent the rest of the night planning how the Bavarian police force could defeat the putsch.

         2,000 Nazis marching
   

         When Hitler returned to the hall, 58-year-old general Erich Ludendorff had joined the rebels. The Germans considered him a national hero after several spectacular victories against the Russians during World War I. Ludendorff’s fear of the Communists had made him join the putsch, although he was not a Nazi Party member.

         The next day, 2,000 Nazis marched towards the Ministry of War in Munich. They were loudly singing battle songs, and some of the people looking at the noisy procession spontaneously responded with the battle cry “Heil Hitler”. When the procession walked into Odeonsplatz in central Munich, Hitler was in the front row. At his side were, in addition to general Ludendorff, a large number of future top Nazis, including Röhm, Hess and Göring. Along the Residentzstrasse near Odeonsplatz, a police force was blocking the way. During the night, the force had been gathered by Gustav Ritter von Kahr, who on the night before had sworn allegiance to Hitler. The Nazi leader never forgot the treachery – 11 years later, he had the Bavarian top politician murdered during the Night of the Long Knives. Yet here, in 1923 in the streets of Munich, Hitler ordered his men to advance. Suddenly, gun shots were heard in the square, and Hitler threw himself to the ground. He dislocated his left shoulder, and SA bodyguards pulled their leader into a side street, where a car was waiting. Hitler was quickly taken away. Göring, who had been shot in the thigh, managed to escape. Together with Rudolf Hess, he ended up in Austria, but returned following amnesty in 1927. Ernst Röhm was arrested during the incident, while the old general Erich Ludendorff continued toward the police lines under heavy fire. He surrendered, but was released at once on his word of honour as an officer. Rumour had it that Ludendorff never talked to Hitler again, as – following his flight – the general considered him to be a coward. The chaos lasted less than a minute, and while Hitler was taken away in a car, four policemen and 14 putschists lay dead in the cobblestone square.

         Raids against the Nazi party
   

         Immediately after the defeat of the putschists, raids were launched against the Nazi Party. The Party offices were stormed in the hunt for Hitler. The Party newspaper, Völkischer Beobachter, was closed and was issued a ban against publishing. Hitler himself was found by the police in the house of a Party member south of Munich. When they came for him, the Nazi leader was dressed in a white nightrobe; the dislocated left arm put in a sling. According to the residents of the house, the Nazi leader had considered suicide, but had been talked out of it. The police took their prominent prisoner to the prison near Landsberg am Lech, and put him in cell no 7.

         To most Bavarians, Hitler’s arrest came as a relief. One of the most famous writers of the time, Stefan Zweig, did little to hide his relief that “swastikas and storm troops disappeared out of sight and the name Adolf Hitler was almost forgotten”. Together with Röhm and other Nazis, Hitler was taken to court in February 1924. General Ludendorff was also among the defendants. The defendants had committed high treason, caused the death of four policemen and held state employees hostage. Normally, the sentences would be harsh; traitors often paid with their lives.

         But the trial soon developed into a scandal. The district attorney refrained from calling important witnesses and destroyed evidence that would have compromised the defendants shortly before the trial began.

         Judges side with Hitler
   

         The public prosecutors were, like the German judiciary, notoriously right-wing, and nationalists were often given mild sentences for crimes committed for patriotic reasons. Judge Georg Neithardt did nothing to hide that he considered the Beer Hall Putsch a Nazi attempt to protect Germany against the Communist scourge.

         Hitler used the trial as best he could. All Germans were following the reports from the courtrooms, and the Nazi leader enjoyed his opportunity to speak to the German people. He appeared in court wearing his Iron Cross – the military distinction he had received in World War I. He talked about his love of his fatherland and his fierce will to defend Germany.

         Within a few weeks, Hitler went from being a local Bavarian rebel to become known all over Germany as a man who had done his utmost to save the fatherland in its most difficult hour. On 1 April 1924, Adolf Hitler was sentenced to five years’ imprisonment – a very lenient sentence.

         Ludendorff was aquitted. The Court found that the general had not known what had been going on – Ludendorff took this as an insult. Ernst Röhm was found guilty, but set free.

         Hitler appoints his successor
   

         Hitler had taken the biggest risk in his life ever and failed miserably. He was in prison, his closest allies were fleeing or in exile abroad, his storm troopers had disintegrated and the party had been banned from running in the coming election.

         Having received his sentence, Hitler summoned Alfred Rosenberg, a loyal party member, to the prison in Landsberg. The Nazi leader had decided to pass the control of the party to the 30-year-old architect, who had been a Party member since the beginning. Rosenberg was recognised among Nazi members as the brain behind the Nazis’ Aryan race theories.

         He enjoyed the trust of many of the Nazis, yet Hitler regarded Rosenberg as slightly lazy and unambitious. With him as the leader, Hitler’s power would not be challenged during the five years he was to remain in prison. Rosenberg was indeed very loyal. His first action was to send postcards with Hitler’s portrait to local Party groups, sports associations and rightwing clubs, stating that Adolf Hitler’s name must never be forgotten.

         At the general election in May 1924, Hitler and Alfred Rosenberg devised a method to sidestep the election ban. The Nazis quite simply appeared on the register of the nationalist German Völkisch Freedom Party. Following Hitler’s trial a month before, meticulously covered by the media, the Nazis had their best election so far. Over two million Germans voted for the electoral alliance, 6.5 per cent of the electorate. The two parties, which went by the name National Socialist Freedom Movement, won 32 seats in the Reichstag out of the 472 seats in total.

         However, just six months later, at the election in December, the Germans had almost forgotten the trial and Hitler’s nationalist monologues. The movement lost more than half of their mandates, ending up with just 14. Less than one million Germans voted for the coalition. Also, the economic crisis in Germany had subsided. The republic calmed down, and most Germans experienced a short period of happiness.

         Hitler, however, spent his days in the Landsberg prison devising ambitious plans for the future of himself, the Nazis and Germany.
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