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INTRODUCTION


The men in the black coats were, after all, men. Many but by no means all of them donned these coats as other men in other lands and other times might put on ritual masks and join in strange dances, to propitiate a threatening nature. They became ‘otherwise’ and acted like men possessed. Such persons, both in their own consciousness and in that of their countrymen, acted for others in the German community who therefore did not have to participate directly in the ritual. Thus, they were permitted to torture and kill, to conquer and destroy, and to take part in a theatrical production of immense proportions. Yet this drama and its props remained exactly what it was for other ordinary men, both German and non-German: tinsel and cardboard.


Especially in the Waffen-SS (the garrisoned military wing of the SS), in the field-grey of the front, SS men sought later to escape the curse of these same black coats, to become ‘just soldiers like the others’. Indeed, in the field-grey uniform also, they were only men. But their SS past, the patterns of soldiering and of German society, as well as National Socialist power politics, thrust many of them into brave exploits, ruthless savagery and thoughtless destruction. An SS unit of the Wehrmacht could never be just another military unit, although many of its officers and men were rather ordinary individuals. Tradition, that familiar concept in military annals, had its influence in the SS too and not always as desired by SS commanders – or by SS volunteers – forcing the man to become both more than himself, and a good deal less.


Adolf Hitler experienced this once in the uniform of the Bavarian Infantry. When the overlays of myth surrounding his military service have been removed, he too emerges as an ordinary man, whose Austrian accent was not erased by the uniform and who did not become a comrade or a hero yet nonetheless was stretched (and not merely inflated) into something new. This happened not merely for Hitler but for all the men who had grown up and lived in peacetime. The front generation of 1914–18 was neither more nor less creative than its fathers. Its members made do with what they had, as all men do; and what they improvised out of their emptiness and their very partial fulfilment became their ‘messages’ to the civilian world to which they were forced to return as arbitrarily as they were forced to leave it in 1914. None of the foregoing was unique to Germany; France, Britain, Italy, eastern Europe, and even Russia and the United States experienced the returned civilian-soldier as an alien if not an enemy, a confused and impatient reformer. Yet to the degree that each country, each environment, could replace what had been lost (or squeezed out) of the war veteran, that man gradually reintegrated himself into the civilian world. Individuals vary due to an infinite, or almost infinite, set of early influences, so that again in Germany as everywhere there were many exceptions. There was, after all, not much of a common denominator to ‘front experience’. There was only a potential common denominator of a common uniform, to which the conditions of post-war Europe could then add content: defeat, disgrace, hopeless job conditions, political instability and moral anarchy.


It is a commonplace today that National Socialism was not Germany’s inevitable fate any more than Soviet Communism was Russia’s. The action and inaction of countless millions, by no means all of them in Germany or Russia, led to consequences of which they themselves were neither the masters nor choosers. But individuals did choose, did plan, did act; and these choices, plans and acts had the consequences of Communism and National Socialism because of complex but not incomprehensible patterns of human behaviour, especially institutional behaviour. German institutions, and especially the processes of change in these institutions, provide the matrix in which individual goals, responses, improvisations and concepts lead to predictable social and political consequences. Popular monarchy could become the Weimar presidency, ready for conversion into dictatorship; the Prussian army could evolve into the ‘school of the nation’ with potential for becoming a Volksheer (people’s army) or an elite cadre – or both. Germany evolved into National Socialism without ‘choosing’ it; individual Germans, faced with overwhelming changes in the framework of their lives, their expectations, their assumptions, their timetable of existence, chose, planned and acted National Socialism.


The Schutzstaffel (Guard Squadron) did not spring in a trice from Hitler’s forehead. It is remarkable enough how much of the SS did lie embryonically in the minds of Hitler’s generation even before 1914. But the reality of the SS could only take shape gradually in the experience which the Nazis had in confronting the political exigencies of post-war Germany, with the naive imagery of pre-1914 youth. Membership of the bodyguard of any leader implies one’s own importance: even the power of the strong man is incomplete without the guardsman. Since the academic soothsayers had created an elaborate modern justification for what so many men in different times and ages have craved, a messiah, Adolf Hitler could gradually evolve himself into a magical, quasi- religious Führer, the chief of a holy band of crusaders, the political soldiers of a ‘super pressure group’. To be his bodyguard was to partake of his charisma, to be important to him. This sense of a special relationship to ‘god-on-earth’ was a gift of grace Hitler knew very well how to foster among his alienated, petit bourgeois followers long before 1933; yet his ‘grace’ was not limited to the SS. This special relationship was merely there, ready to be elaborated if the opportunity arose, by the right man. All the characteristics of the SS were not inevitable in National Socialism. Himmler, R.W. Darré, and Reinhard Heydrich each made large contributions. Hitler himself started out with the ‘bodyguard’ idea. Wilhelmine Germany spawned dozens of Teutonic secret societies; eugenic breeding schemes were not limited to pre-war Germany. No one Nazi invented the SS, but much of its design reproduces the mental furniture of post-war Munich and the Class of 1900 – Heinrich Himmler’s age-mates. (This term refers to the birth cohort of a given year and is derived from military calculations.)


Many Germans starting with the assumption that there had been a ‘natural order’ in Germany before 1914 took the conditions of 1919 readily enough to be those of ‘a world turned upside down’. If disorder was the result of revolution, then to re-establish ‘order’ required another revolution, the conquest of power in the interests of all except the ‘evil-doers’. Amid much soul-searching, hundreds of groups in Germany decided that they were duty-bound to accept the responsibility of leading this revolution of restoration. Some wished to restore the Kaiser. Some preferred the Wittelsbach dynasty of Bavaria. Others thought of the Hindenburg-Ludendorff dictatorship of 1916–18. Their common characteristics were a belief in violence, in conspiratorial technique, in whipping up the ‘masses’ to follow them instead of the ‘evil-doers’, and in the methods of German militarism. Power was something to be won through conquest, under conditions of extreme instability – politically, economically, socially and psychologically; force, and symbols of force, were most appealing. If ‘pressure groups’ dominated the political field, why not armed pressure? The armed reformer was the only reformer that seemed to matter in 1923. Amid the multiplicity of armed combat units, the Stosstrupp Hitler (the enlarged bodyguard of Hitler on which the SS was modelled) did not stand out. In their field-grey, those Bavarian faces did not look different from those of opponents on the left and right, and their red swastika armbands were not yet memorable. Yet their aggressive propaganda methods gave them a strategic advantage over many another group of armed reformers, although these methods too were hardly unique.


Out of just such elements, by accretion and trial-and-error, the Storm Troops evolved, through the disaster of November 1923 and many near disasters after that until 1934 – with the SS Guard Squadron merely another variety of themselves, a rather silly, even preposterous variety, exaggerating some of the romantic imagery of pre- and post-war Munich lower middle-class youth. What might have been of no consequence except to the play-actors, with their black uniforms and death’s heads, became part of National Socialism and thus part of Germany’s struggle to adapt itself to the demands of an international machine age, the tremendous juggernaut of destruction for Jews, Poles, Yugoslavs, Russians, and Germans themselves. Even Himmler was quite incapable of choosing and planning for the SS to become all that it was in 1945. How much an SS leader could form and direct what he and his men would become depended on so many factors that at times even the hypnotic Führerprinzip (principle of leadership) failed the men in the top echelons, and they admitted that they had lost control. Theodore Eicke, Reinhard Heydrich and Otto Ohlendorf certainly formed and moulded more in the SS than in their own lives, while other SS officers, both named and nameless, created ‘refuges’ in their corner of the SS bureaucracy for themselves and a few others. But for the majority of officers and men, the SS became a nemesis, a labyrinth in which at first they willingly lost themselves and later from which they could not escape back into humanity, even on furlough. Ironically and significantly, the front was their best camouflage. The Waffen-SS remains even today the anonymous, if never wholly neutral, realm of the ex-members of the ‘Black Corps’ (the name adopted by the SS magazine in 1935).


Modern industrial societies – whether they have been defeated in war or not, whether they are prosperous or impoverished – must improvise new forms of action for their younger generations, must grow and expand in terms of their material output and distribution of that output as well as in terms of their use of resources, both human and inanimate. The NSDAP, the SA (brownshirts or Storm Troops), and the SS, as well as numerous other Nazi institutions like the German Labour Front (a mandatory national union to which employees and employers had to belong and contribute) and the National Labour Service (compulsory non-military service for both boys and girls of a year’s duration) must be understood as cruel, wasteful and wrong social efforts, partly conscious and partly unintentional, to do better what had already been done poorly or imperfectly by other processes in the society. Extreme measures of internal and external defence, the organisation of other human beings as tools (rather than as co-workers), the gathering of information and the manipulation of information to control others – all these are the features of most, if not all, modern societies in crisis. That the Germans produced in the dictatorship of 1933–45 so foul and ghastly a combination of features should not tempt non-Germans to any spiritual pride; at best we can merely take warning from the misfortunes of a people. Like all of us, they did not choose their history, but they made many choices. It is to the dialectic of events, the consequences of past choices of specific men, that we must turn if we are to comprehend the SS.




1


PREHISTORY – THE WILD BANDS


1919–24


When Adolf Hitler and his comrades of the Replacement Battalion of the Second Bavarian Infantry Regiment set about to plan a new kind of revolutionary party in the spring of 1919, they were acting like thousands of other German soldiers who since 1914 had become increasingly resentful at the civilian world. They did not wish to see themselves for what they were – civilians temporarily in uniform – because in civilian life they had been nonentities. Now that the civilian world lay in a shambles, there was no excuse any longer to bow to its outer social or political forms. The new ‘party’ should be, in brief, not a parliamentary faction but a formation of political soldiers, intent on making good the error of the old army of being ‘unpolitical’, of following incompetent civilians into defeat. They would bring order into the chaotic civilian world, for were not republicans and Marxists ‘merely civilians’? And was their thinking counter-revolutionary? Far from it: theirs was the true German revolution, the revolution of the trench soldiers.


‘Soldierly nationalism’ in post-war Germany was to take a multitude of forms, many of them contradictory to one another. Before Hitler could become master of this powerful force, it had spawned numerous organisations, each of which became the matrix of a different type of political soldier. Many of these types were later to join together to form the Nazi Guard Squadron. Though it did not come into existence until 1925, and scarcely numbered 300 members five years after that, the SS had its inception and acquired its basic ethos in the social and political maelstrom of the years 1919–24. In these years many Germans experimented with new and revolutionary forms of political and social life; among them were the Nazis, who found meaning and personal fulfilment in their version of the ubiquitous political combat league the SA (Sturm-Abteilungen) or Storm Troops, within which grew the future SS.


It is very likely that the stimulus for the formation of the rightist political combat leagues came with the formation of Soldiers’ and Workers’ Councils and Red Guard (Volkswehr) units in the first days of the revolution in Germany. The negative image of these formations is regularly part of both Nazi and rightist literature devoted to the pre-history of National Socialism, always alleging ruthlessness, cruelty and bestial stupidity on the part of these units. Why should not German soldier-patriots of the right turn the device around, against the Marxists, replacing ‘anarchy’ with the orderliness of the great Prussian military tradition? This appears to be the intention of the free corps (privately organised military and paramilitary units employed by the provisional regime in Germany in 1919 to fight the revolutionary left and Polish insurgents) leaders Märcker, von Epp, Reinhard and some others when the Majority Socialists appealed for military assistance and gave Gustav Noske power to recruit volunteer units to guard the republic. But the very contradiction which was to haunt the relationship between the SA, the SS and National Socialism – the question of whether ultimately the tail would not wag the dog – crept in when the nominally Marxist republicans called back to arms the soldierly nationalists of the right to protect the regime against their revolutionary rivals.


The older exponents of the Prussian militarist tradition were themselves forced to call upon a generation of lieutenants, captains and majors who were far more revolutionary than restorationist. In the guise of units for the restoration of order, junior officers like Ehrhardt, Rossbach and Röhm constructed paramilitary forces – to enhance their own political prestige and power – against the old army clique which had lost the war. Moreover, the trench soldiers such as Hitler, who were after all civilians in uniform, also found themselves in need of the counsel of the professional soldier class.


Thus, Hitler and the German Workers’ Party served as agencies of the Munich Reichswehr (Reich Defence) headquarters in 1919. Hitler and his comrades were encouraged to enter the miniscule parties of the right and recruit likely candidates for paramilitary units like the Citizens’ Militia and the Temporary Volunteers, which acted as auxiliaries for the free corps. The free corps leaders’ purpose was always to remain essentially the same, though the aims of the Reichswehr leadership changed to the creation of a new model army to whose members soldiering for Germany was a way of life. The pattern for military manipulation of civilian life through patriotic parties had been set by the Fatherland Party of 1917. The north German Stahlhelm (Steel Helmet) – a conservative veterans’ organisation – and the German-Folkish Protection and Defiance League (an anti-Semitic organisation based around the folkish movement in urban and small-town Germany) were products of the same striving to combine military preparedness with right-wing politics. It is true that the soldierly ideals of Ernst Röhm, the adjutant of Franz von Epp (the conqueror of the left-wing Soviet Republic), scarcely extended beyond counter-revolution and the reconstruction of a usable fighting force. In this Röhm had thousands of military counterparts. For such men any paramilitary organisation of the right would do. However, the political movement which remained for men like Röhm merely a means to soldierly ends soon became for Hitler and his comrades much more than a recruiting ground. Rechristened the National Socialist German Workers’ Party (NSDAP), the former civilian conventicle became a soldiers’ movement into which Hitler and his friends poured their dreams and their ambitions. Being civilians and thus by no means as narrow as Röhm in their goals or methods, they absorbed the contending tendencies of post-war Germany into their new party and improvised from them something remarkably successful within the circumscribed limits of the Bavaria of 1920–23.


Hitler seems to have realised very soon that the post-war parliamentary regimes rested on the masses as never before. The new age was to be an age of propaganda. Much as the soldier in him detested persuasion, he grasped the dependence of modern states on it. Even before 1914 persuasion had ceased to be the reasonable, refined process of the middle-class press, the public lecture, or the formal debate. The war years had exacerbated the lying style of a yellow press and irresponsible demagogues. Press censorship, bribery and strong-arm squads had made their appearance along with the conspiratorial methods of infiltration, spying, murder and putsch used by Bolsheviks and syndicalists. Without abandoning the elitist ideal of political soldiers as the core of their movement, these civilian soldiers began immediately to consort with quite unsoldierly types who were necessary for the capture of the masses and for conspiracy. Thus, inevitably the first Nazis introduced into their ranks the very contradictions of civilian society which they were fighting, and which were in effect part of themselves. But they went further and created a separate political soldierdom resembling, yet not the same as, themselves (the SA, later the SS) and never wholly subordinate to themselves. On the other hand, the unsoldierly types with whom they had to work, and the civilian masses whom they needed for the power the masses represented, seemed to many far less admirable and indeed often despicable. The ambivalence of German society in the early 1920s toward the soldier thus became a permanent element in National Socialism.


This ambivalence is illustrated in the history of the strong-arm squads of the infant NSDAP. The guards for the founding meeting of the NSDAP on 24 February 1920, in the Hofbrauhaussaal am Platzl were a squad of Temporary Volunteers armed with pistols and clad in the field-grey of the Munich Reichswehr to which they were attached perhaps as part of a mortar company. Supplied with the co-operation of Röhm and the rightist Minister of the Interior, Ernst Pöhner, they were composed of younger police officials and students. Such guardsmen might well be sympathetic, but there could be no thought of undying loyalty to the ridiculous little movement.


Certainly Röhm sent a number of the Bavarian Reichswehr division, perhaps also some of the Citizens’ Militia and especially the young Temporary Volunteers into the party itself. They were often avid nationalists, but their first loyalties lay elsewhere. Hitler describes the very earliest party guards in October 1919 as some of his truest trench companions, probably as usual a more figurative than literal statement but an indication that he preferred his cronies’ loyalty to Röhm’s assignees. Then in 1920 after the Kapp Putsch in March and the installation of the Gustav von Kahr regime in Munich, the field-grey had to disappear from the NSDAP. Hitler and his comrades had to accept discharges. Röhm found it advisable to disguise Reichswehr support of paramilitary and revolutionary activities. The places of the soldier guards were taken by fifteen- to twenty-man Ordnertruppe (marshals) in civilian clothing with red armbands on which a swastika was displayed on a white disk. Possibly the use of the swastika symbol of the Ehrhardt-Brigade free corps on marshals’ armbands indicates the role played by these veterans of the ill-fated Kapp Putsch as Nazi bouncers in the summer of 1920. In this thin disguise von Kahr and Pöhner permitted Röhm to keep a ‘force-in-being’ for future use against the Republic.


They were, however, unreliable and even mutinous bands, intrinsically less valuable to Röhm and the Nazis than the members of the well-organised Bavarian Einwohnerwehr (paramilitary police force formed by an order of the Prussian Ministry of the Interior) system of Dr Georg Escherich. Organised in towns, counties and regions, these farmers and white-collar workers formed an anti-trade union, anti-Marxist militia, which extended west and north of Bavaria as the Orgesch and into Austria as the Orka. These were counter-revolutionary bands loyal to Kahr, although they contained revanchist hotheads and conspirators. Röhm tried for some time to capture this organisation. He encouraged Hitler to copy the structure of Orgesch and enlist some of its radical membership in his strong-arm squads. Thus, toward the end of 1920 we find signs of a permanent and regular Nazi guard organisation in Munich grouped in Hundertschaften (hundreds) like the Orgesch. Indeed, they may have often been essentially Nazi ‘cells’ within Orgesch hundreds strengthened with a few free corps men. When Escherich unwisely tipped his hand by an armed anti-French rally during the 1920 Oktoberfest and Berlin passed a law requiring troops like the citizen militia to register and/or surrender their weapons, Röhm made preparations to abandon the Orgesch, and branched out beyond the NSDAP in several directions, not only forming in Munich a unit of the reactionary National Union of German Officers but also accepting leadership of a Munich detachment of Captain Adolf Heiss’s free corps.


While not exactly independent, Hitler began to improvise fighting forces out of his own immediate following, drawing upon other paramilitary groups for leaders and ‘stiffening’. In January 1921 he felt strong enough as Nazi propaganda chief to threaten publicly in the large Kindl-Keller to break up ‘unpatriotic’ meetings with these forces, and in February he was able to put some of them on ‘propaganda trucks’ which roamed throughout Munich distributing leaflets and posting placards for the first mass meeting in the building of the Krone circus. The success of these methods can be gauged by the continued growth in the size of the mass meetings. They paid off with Hitler’s capture of the organisational structure of the NSDAP in July 1921, whereupon he strengthened and consolidated these ‘battle units’ inside Munich and in the outlying towns of Upper Bavaria where Nazi groups had been founded. However, owing to Allied pressure during the summer, the strong-arm squads had to go through another metamorphosis: into ‘Gymnastic’ and ‘Sport’ sections (Sport-Abteilungen), which were really camouflaged party troops under the command of an Ehrhardt free corps officer and conspirator, Lieutenant Hans Ulrich Klintzsch.


The dissolution of the Orgesch during the summer of 1921, due partly to the Allied pressure and partly to internal dissension, weakened Kahr, so that he fell in September and was replaced by the moderate Lerchenfeld regime which favoured co-operation with the Berlin government and the Allies. Hitler and Röhm nearly parted company for the first time in the autumn of 1921 (an episode to be repeated several more times until 1934), for Röhm now decided to back Escherich’s successors, Dr Otto Pittinger and Rudolf Kanzler, whose semi-military and semi-conspiratorial Bund Bayern und Reich toyed with a Danube federation and ‘temporary’ dissolution of the Berlin tie. Röhm’s motives were purely opportunistic; he saw no contradiction in simultaneously supporting the Nazis. Hitler, however, saw in Pittinger’s group the Nazis’ most dangerous rivals. Breaking up its meetings as well as those of the left became the chief function of the SA (Sport-Abteilungen). In November 1921 Hitler adopted the term Storm Troops (Sturm-Abteilungen) and thus openly alluded to the elitist military ideal of the trenches. This suggested that the movement with military ideals should triumph over both middle class parliamentary parties and conspiratorial cabals. Moreover it implied that it could break away from its dependence on the irresponsible Landsknechte (freebooters) of the free corps.


During 1922 the Nazi movement continued to grow throughout Bavaria and penetrate northwards to middle Germany, and with it the Storm Troops, for they absorbed the Arbeitsgemeinschaften (semi-secret work-groups) of the illegal free corps and feme societies. Hitler’s month of imprisonment in the summer of 1922 at the hands of the Lerchenfeld regime for the use of strong-arm methods against the Pittinger group did the Nazis no harm. In August they displayed six SA Hundertschaften among the 50,000-person folkish and conservative-patriotic movements’ protest rally in Munich against the new law protecting the German Republic and immediately attracted additional volunteers for more Hundertschaften. Under pressure from Röhm, Hitler tentatively made common cause with Pittinger in September 1922 in a putsch plot that failed to come off. By October fourteen SA Hundertschaften from Upper Bavaria were represented (about 700 men) in a demonstration march to Coburg on the Thuringian frontier to join the Third Annual German Day of the Schutz- und Trutzbund (Protective and Defensive League). The latter organisation was about to disappear due to the application of the Law for the Protection of the Reich, but its defiant invitation to the Nazis to join it in supposedly ‘red’ Coburg led to Nazi intimidation of the town after pitched battles with democratic and left-wing groups. In November 1922 Julius Streicher brought völkisch Franconia solidly into the Nazi sphere by merging his branch of the Deutsch-Soziale Partei (German Social Party) with Hitler’s, while in Munich the Nazis were pressed by Röhm into their first temporary alliance, the United Patriotic Societies. In the north scattered bands of Nazis opened up liaison with the new anti-Semitic Deutschvölkische Freiheitspartei (German People’s Freedom Party) of Reinhold Wulle and Albrecht von Gräfe.


Behind this trend of consolidation lay the strivings of the whole German right and the hopes of the free corps perhaps even of segments of the Reichswehr for a German uprising against the demands for reparation. Now the NSDAP received unprecedented recognition by being forbidden by the state governments of Prussia, Saxony, Thuringia and Hamburg. By January 1923 Hitler could summon to his first ‘national’ Party Day several thousand SA men – a figure swollen by free corps members, of course. Their organisation and outfitting had at this time been turned over to the air ace, Hermann Göring, a fellow student at the University of Munich with Rudolf Hess and Alfred Rosenberg. The first SA uniform of grey field jackets and ski caps was worn by the relatively well-to-do Munich student SA Hundertschaft (hundred), led by Rudolf Hess. But most of the SA wore whatever clothing they had, perhaps parts of their First World War uniform, sometimes a helmet with a swastika. Nor should we assume that these were organised ‘hundreds’ neatly grouped under the four official Standarten (standards), literally a Roman ‘standard’, consisting of a banner with a swastika reading ‘Germany Awake!’, an old folkish slogan, surmounted by the initials N.S.D.A.P. and the eagle, also bearing the name of the community or unit below the scarlet banner, Munich I, Munich II, Landshut and Nuremberg. Everything was improvised, loose, changing from day to day. Records and rosters were not kept, and SA volunteers were not necessarily listed as NSDAP members either in local files or in the new, incomplete Munich party card file. Many of them were ‘members’ of two or three defence leagues at the same time. Staunch ‘civilian’ party members not in the SA were pressed into service for rallies and propaganda marches. Thus, most of the large figures for the early SA in Nazi sources, repeated by many later writers, are misleading.


Misjudging the chances of success, the German right thought its hour had struck in January 1923 with the French occupation of the Ruhr. A state of undeclared war developed between Germany and France, in which the free corps groups again flourished openly and middle-class parliamentary procedures seemed more irrelevant than ever. Hitler himself was swept along with this tide, although not without misgivings. He detested alliances with rival groups, particularly with amateurs, patriotic businessmen and republican politicians. He was afraid of being used by the Reichswehr and then cast aside. He had few illusions either about storming republican barricades or about the real intentions of colonels and generals of the old army. Nevertheless, he could not appear merely to want to go on propagandising while patriotic Germans were acting. Above all, his efforts to demonstrate his movement’s strength in the Party Day planned for January 1923 in Munich forced him to reveal his dependence on Röhm and Röhm’s military sponsors.


Under the influence of the lawless Nazi performance in Coburg and the Fascist takeover in Rome, Bavarian Interior Minister Franz Schweyer and Munich Police President Eduard Nortz forbade the Party Day and other Nazi demonstration meetings as well. Hitler had to promise everybody not to try a putsch; ultimately it was von Epp and the top-ranking general in Bavaria, divisional commander Otto von Lossow, who arranged to let him have his rally: 6,000 volunteers were present from the various friendly combat leagues and the SA. However, in return for saving face, Hitler had to let his ‘party troops’ slip partly under the aegis of the Reichswehr. Röhm joined the SA with other combat leagues to form the Vaterländische Kampfverbände Bayerns (VKB) under Lieutenant-Colonel Hermann Kriebel, formerly of the Einwohnerwehr; Hitler could not even count on using his SA as he wished, for his men were turned over to Reichswehr officers for drill as an element of the secret reserve being formed throughout Germany as part of the Seeckt-Severing agreement to strengthen the hand of the Cuno regime in resisting the Ruhr occupation. The SA was organised more tightly and given a ‘general staff’ of Reichswehr and free corps staff officers. Klintzsch served Göring for a time as head of this staff, withdrawing in the month of April, since a quarrel with Ehrhardt’s ‘Wiking’ free corps and OC (Organisation Consul) people in the SA was brewing, precipitated in part by Hitler’s double-dealing with them and with the Reichswehr.


At this time Hitler designated a squad of twelve bodyguards as a Stabswache (headquarters guard), composed of old comrades and individuals personally dependent on himself. He had had a bodyguard or two before, and the idea of forming a headquarters guard out of it probably crystalised gradually in 1922. But now in the spring of 1923, his dangerous policy of double-dealing with the army and with the other combat leagues made him more fearful, and therefore less willing to be dependent for his safety and that of his headquarters on just any ‘political soldiers’. The Stabswache donned black ski caps with a skull and crossbones.


Hitler still did not really want to putsch. He did want to repeat the Coburg success by destroying the Socialist May Day rally in Munich and demonstrate to his followers and his free corps allies that he still had control over the SA. He would not let Röhm stop him, nor indeed did Röhm dare, for the allegiance of the secret reserves seemed too tenuous. The call went out to the VKB to assemble, and friendly members of the Reichswehr assisted them in taking weapons illegally from the Reichswehr barracks which they had already used from time to time on manoeuvres with the Reichswehr. Hitler did not know whether to believe von Lossow’s warnings that he would be fired upon by Reichswehr troops and therefore did not join his 6,000 volunteers in battle with the Socialists on the morning of 1 May; indeed confronted at noon with a token show of military force and abandoned by Röhm, he ordered the arms returned. Nobody was arrested, but Hitler had lost important segments of his free corps and student volunteer allies (Zeitfreiwilligenkorps).


In May Hitler authorised the formation of a crack military detachment, in part to replace the lost forces, in part to assure himself a fully reliable, mobile reserve separate from Röhm’s larger undertaking. With the twelve-man bodyguard as cadre, Hitler created Stosstrupp Hitler, a 100-man Stosstrupp (Stosstrupp, a term carrying the elite ethos of the trenches and referring to small ‘shock’ or attack units) possibly out of the third Munich SA Abteilung (battalion), fully clad and accoutred as soldiers with a couple of trucks for special duty in support of propaganda marches, especially outside Munich and in workers’ districts. In the autumn the unit had acquired combat readiness for putsch employment by being divided into three platoons: an infantry platoon of four squads, a machine-gun platoon, and a machine-pistol and mortar platoon. Here Hitler was improvising and characteristically tentative. The Stosstrupp was a relatively unpolitical military unit which could be used to support basically political activity or for a putsch. Its formation can best be explained by Hitler’s admiration for ‘pure soldiering’, by his mounting fears of betrayal by both his free corps and Reichswehr allies and by his grudging acceptance of the putschist mood of the summer and autumn of 1923.


Although Himmler was not even in this shock troop, and none of its members ever played a decisive part in the future SS, Nazi historians were to point to this diminutive and relatively unimportant formation as the origin of the SS. Nor was this a falsehood or an historical anomaly. The ambiguity of this improvisation of 1923 was transmitted through Hitler himself to the first small Guard Squadron of 1925, from it to the insignificant group of Guard Squadrons throughout the movement between 1926 and 1929, and from 1929 on through the ambiguous Hitler-Himmler relationship to survive the death of Führer and Reichsführer in the pages of the Waffen-SS veterans’ magazine, Der Freiwillige.


It is incorrect to assume that the Nazis were badly hurt by the May Day fiasco. The VKB continued in existence with extensive weekend ‘manoeuvres’ in the fields around Munich, Landshut, and Nuremberg. Party membership and participation in the SA grew to an unprecedented 55,000 and 10,000 respectively during that fantastic summer of 1923. The chaotic hyperinflation, the patriotic tension often giving way to senseless internecine street squabbles and ambushes, the widespread expectation of communist revolution led many a rightwing Spiessbürger (square) into the ranks of the ‘wild and woolly’ Nazis. The growth of the SA in 1923 must certainly be associated with its semi-respectability as part of the secret reserves under the auspices of the army. Lack of records makes it difficult to gauge the relative importance of ‘professional’ free corps men and civilian part-time volunteers among the 10,000 recruits, but a perusal of numerous Nazi personnel records suggests the widespread presence of ‘floaters’, individuals who were never in one free corps organisation very long, who oscillated between civilian life and the combat leagues from 1919 until as late as 1932. Hitler had good reason to distrust the harvest of discontent which he and Röhm were reaping, but he nonetheless capitalised upon it. He authorised Göring to recruit paid officers with the requisite specialised talents to organise such supporting units for the SA as medical, motorcycle, cavalry, communications, light artillery and technical battalions. At least temporarily both foreign and domestic monetary sources were available to pay for these right-wing mercenaries, who had little interest in Hitler or the Nazi Party per se.


The Nazis certainly did not retire from their struggle to be at the centre of the political arena that summer but used their SA for demonstrations, propaganda marches, street brawling and intimidation, and for the street-corner sale of the enlarged ‘Völkischer Beobachter’ (the Nazi daily newspaper). It is true that there were severe limits upon their effectiveness. They could not rule the streets of Munich unchallenged, let alone other comparable cities. Nor could Hitler capture the Austrian Nazi Party at Salzburg that August, even with Göring’s help in taking over the Vaterländischer Schutzbund, the former OT (Ordnertruppe) of Hermann Reschny, slated to become the future Austrian SA. But Berlin seemed to be playing into Hitler’s and Röhm’s hands. The Cuno regime had fallen and Stresemann had failed to win the north German radical right for a policy of less than all-out resistance. Wulle and Gräfe of the northern Deutschvölkische Freiheitspartei courted Hitler; at the Deutscher Tag in Nuremberg on 1–2 September, Ludendorff allowed himself to be made the symbol of an all-German patriotic union (Deutscher Kampfbund). It was a loose alliance, no better than the former VVV (Vereinigte Vaterländische Verbände (United Patriotic Leagues of Bavaria)) of 1922 and the VKB of the spring. Hitler did not delude himself that he controlled this ramshackle set up. But there were many signs of a ‘revolutionary situation’ in Germany in the autumn of 1923. There was a total lack of confidence in the established order, into which even the Reichswehr was swept for its failure to support continued and overt military resistance against the French. Hitler and Röhm believed with some reason that they could channel the forces of Bavarian separatism and hostility to the renewal of a fulfilment policy in Berlin into a ‘March on Berlin’ modelled on the bloodless coup of Mussolini. They agreed on their use of Ludendorff as a figurehead, the symbol of an undefeated and uncompromising Germany. Röhm, after being transferred out of Munich by the Reichswehr, resigned his commission apparently to cast his lot finally with Hitler. This act undoubtedly impressed Hitler and many others, in view of Röhm’s uncertain behaviour on 1 May.


There was not a little desperation and a great deal of open rivalry in the manoeuvring behind the scenes. Many signs existed that the German right was considering a number of alternatives, none of them favourable to Hitler. A leading possibility was the formation of a ‘directorate’ of big business, the landed interest, with representatives of the Reichswehr, black-white-red Nationalists of the Stahlhelm (Steel Helmet) sort, and the Pöhner-Kahr axis in Bavaria. A less attractive arrangement was the formation of a number of German states independent of Berlin and supported by France, for example a Rhineland federation and a Danubian federation. Stresemann and the moderates were considering a business deal with Great Britain and the United States in connection with stabilising the mark. The more normal, more personally ambitious young men of the combat leagues and the SA, especially the students and white-collar workers, were thinking of taking jobs and getting married. When Wilhelm Brückner, commanding the SA-Regiment ‘München’, told Hitler this, it was already common knowledge. Ludendorff and the free corps leaders certainly knew it. Kahr, Ebert and Seeckt knew it. There was a long risk involved in attempting to tip Kahr’s hand, but the times might not be so ripe again.


A number of ‘German Days’ were sponsored by the Deutscher Kampfbund in Augsburg, Hof and Bayreuth to whip up popular enthusiasm for a putsch. To each the Nazis sent their Stosstrupp Hitler, to reinforce their local SA and ensure their speakers’ prominence and to guard against ‘treason’ from their comrades of völkisch and vaterländisch allied groups.


When Stresemann announced the end of the Ruhr resistance on 24 September, Bavaria replied with the reinstitution of the von Kahr dictatorship and moved rapidly toward severing its connections with Berlin. Kahr was supported not only by Pittinger and Ehrhardt, but one of the mainstays of Röhm’s plans and of the abortive Deutscher Kampfbund, Captain Adolf Heiss’s Reichsflagge, broke up over the issue of loyalty to Kahr. Röhm quickly reconstituted the south Bavarian contingents as the Reichskriegsflagge in which he placed his own trustworthy hangers-on, such as the young Heinrich Himmler. Röhm, and even more so Hitler, was dependent on the willingness of Kahr and von Lossow, who had cast his lot with Kahr, to march on Berlin. When the Berlin regime took over the leftist Thuringian and Saxon administrations, which experimented with workers’ militias, and the Rhineland separatist ‘movements’ turned out to be flashes in the pan, Kahr and Lossow put off action, perhaps intending to bargain with both Paris and Berlin for greater autonomy. Hitler, Röhm and Friedrich Weber, the leader of the Oberland combat league, decided to present Kahr and Lossow with a fait accompli, essentially out of desperation, for Hitler was doubtful from the beginning, and Röhm knew that the best he could hope for from Seeckt and the Reichswehr outside Bavaria was neutrality, as in the Kapp Putsch.


The Hitler Putsch consisted of several improvised political demonstrations by persons in uniform, but as a military operation it was woefully inept. Too much reliance was placed on quick transfers of allegiance, theatrical shows of force and symbolic gestures of coalition. Seizure of most Bavarian towns failed because SA, Bund Oberland and Reichskriegsflagge units went to Munich. No serious effort to co-operate with putschists outside Munich occurred. In Munich, on 8 November 1923, several hundred Munich SA surrounded the Bürgerbräukeller, and the Stosstrupp Hitler escorted the excited would-be revolutionary, Hitler, to the podium. For a while his bluff worked; uncertainty as to the true conditions in the Reich and the mutual rivalries and distrust on which Hitler’s movement had fed gave his show of force an initial advantage. Röhm’s Reichskriegsflagge and Weber’s Oberland combat league, however, contributed more effectively to the atmosphere of a military coup than the bulk of the SA. Röhm used the Reichskriegsflagge to surround army headquarters. The Stosstrupp Hitler stormed the Socialist Münchener Post office. All the other putsch measures failed ludicrously. On the following morning confusion reigned as to the future of the putsch, but before either army or police had fired a shot, a few Stosstrupp members ‘arrested’ the Socialist mayor and the city council. SA men ‘arrested’ Jews and prominent Socialists as hostages and held them under guard in the Bürgerbräukeller. The Stosstrupp half-heartedly tried to capture the downtown police headquarters but gave it up without shooting. Toward noon about 2,000 armed men in parallel columns of four abreast – Stosstrupp Hitler on the left, SA-Regiment ‘München’ in the centre, ‘Oberland’ on the right – paraded from the Bürgerbräukeller toward the bridge over the Isar which led to the heart of Munich. They were greeted by cheering crowds, and they overwhelmed undermanned police outposts at the bridge, crossing easily. Virtually surrounded now by excited onlookers and well-wishers, they marched in the general direction of the surrounded army headquarters, through the narrow passageway to the right of the Feldherrnhalle. Here they were stopped by police with rifles held in crowd-control position (horizontally or diagonally), but they pushed and jostled through this cordon. They were now met by a second wave of police. There is dispute about who opened fire, but certainly a brief fire-fight ensued. There was some firing from the cover of buildings. Fourteen putschists, one a Stosstrupp member, were killed. Another exchange of bullets in front of army headquarters killed two members of the Reichskriegsflagge before a surrender was arranged. Groups of Bund Oberland surrendered after a brief skirmish. Of the sixteen dead, none were members of the SA. A few SA officers, one of them a ‘Wiking’ (Ehrhardt) free corps leader, even proved disloyal at the last minute.


Hitler was forced to recognise that his ‘political soldiers’ had been worthless as revolutionaries and that alliances with free corps leaders, party politicians and Reichswehr officers were fragile in the extreme. His trial early in 1924 was a twenty-four-day sensation which resulted in much favourable publicity for those of his followers who remained outside prison walls; and Hitler permitted himself in his closing speech to extol the ‘wild bands’ of ‘our growing army’ which would one day grow into regiments and divisions. But he already had second thoughts, and at Landsberg prison he took little interest or pleasure in the electoral successes of the Folkish-Social Block which had been formed as an electoral coalition of his followers with the northern Freedom Party, or in the growth to 30,000 of Röhm’s Frontbann into which flowed his SA, as well as many other free corps veterans. Hitler came to see how falsely conceived was the opportunism of Röhm and of some of his own followers, who imagined political soldiering to be merely gathering personnel and driving them forward to the attack as if politics were merely ‘going over the top’ en masse as in 1916. He resigned the leadership of the Hakenkreuzler (men of the swastika) in July 1924, partly for superficial tactical reasons (to get out of jail), partly for deeper strategic reasons: he thereby hoped to avoid responsibility for the disintegration which he foresaw at a time when many of his followers still believed in early fulfilment of the glowing promises of his final plea.


The year 1924 in Germany began radical and ended conservative. The armed bands were very much in evidence in the early part of the year, since unemployment was soaring and wages under the new Rentenmark had plunged to a new low after the days of ridiculous shopping bags full of near-worthless notes had come to an end. Political violence continued into the summer, and the May 1924 elections gave the Communists, the far right and the Nazi-Folkish coalition sizeable gains. Distrust of the moderate parties, including the Social Democrats, was correspondingly reflected in loss of seats in the Reichstag. Yet by the time Hitler temporarily withdrew from responsibility for his feuding supporters in July, German industry was hiring again, the merchants and bankers were confident enough to arrange future orders and mortgage loans, and the far right (German National People’s Party) was swallowing the Dawes Plan to bail out Germany by an international gold loan so the country could resume reparation payments and get France out of the Ruhr. The fellow travellers among the combat leagues gradually drifted off to get married or join the more respectable Stahlhelm, although the hard-core Landsknechte continued in a hundred different bands loyal to some charismatic captain or major. The business world no longer wanted them around; they were refused handouts, and shakedown attempts began to lead to jail sentences. By December another Reichstag election reduced the Nazi-Folkish representation to twelve, the Communists lost their gains of May and the moderates made a small comeback to join with the far right in ruling Germany until 1928. The political soldiers would have to take on the ballot box and show that the struggle could go on in that form too, as long as necessary until they had power to do away with it. The SS was conceived within this new context.
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THE EARLY YEARS


1925–29


The putsch resulted in the proscription of both the Nazi Party and the Storm Troops in most of the German Länder (states). As a consequence, northern National Socialists joined up with Wulle and Gräfe’s German Folkish Freedom Party (DVFP), by early 1924 well established except in Munich, Nuremberg and Bamberg. Even in Landshut, hometown of the Strasser brothers, Otto and Gregor, the DVFP spoke for the folkish movement and similarly in Bavarian Coburg and Hof, as well as across the frontier in Thuringia and western Saxony. True, the NSDAP was never proscribed in Thuringia, led there by the religious maverick Artur Dinter. But Julius Streicher, Hitler’s old sergeant – Max Amann, and the party orator Hermann Esser, as well as the party’s philosopher and link with radical right conspirators, Alfred Rosenberg, founded a substitute organisation, if not precisely a political party, the Greater German Folk Community. Having collaborated electorally with the DVFP in the May 1924 elections as the Folkish-Social Block, the ultra-loyal Hitlerites reversed themselves when Ludendorff seemed to threaten to replace Hitler in the leadership of the National Socialist Freedom Movement in the summer of 1924. This folkish unity ploy failed because Hitler saw it headed for putschist adventures along with Röhm’s Frontbann. Another initiative from the north was the National Socialist Work Community, formed of pro-Hitler locals who refused to join the Freedom Movement. Each of these factions was associated with paramilitary bands, each professed loyalty to Hitler, and each would contribute divergent tendencies to the reconstructed NSDAP of 1925, causing suspicion and fear in the Munich leadership for which the future ‘ultraloyalist’ SS was supposed to be a remedy.


Hitler’s loss of the field to Röhm and Ludendorff in the heyday of the folkish movement – the summer of 1924 – necessarily led to a loss of influence on the SA membership, which was compounded by the official illegality (even if only nominal) of the Storm Troops and the adhesion of many newcomers to the Hitler movement to the northern folkish wing with its parliamentary ambitions. Röhm’s Frontbann was a loose confederation of disparate combat leagues which retained their individual identity throughout 1924 and into 1925. Organisations like the black-white-red Stahlhelm that Hitler hated were welcomed by the Frontbann as allies, and SA units camouflaged as sport and hiking societies often fraternised extensively with non-Nazi paramilitary ‘clubs’ like the Jungdeutscher Orden, Tannenbergbund, and Blücherbund (armed, right-wing clubs whose political goals were opposition to co-operation with the victors and opposition to the Republic). Formal responsibility for the SA slipped from hand to hand, from Walter Buch, former commander of the SA-Regiment Frankenland, to Wilhelm Marschall von Bieberstein, free corps leader and commander of a Munich SA batallion, and thence to his adjutant, Emil Danzeisen, in the winter of 1924–25. Röhm utilised Hitler’s passivity to press SA men into the Frontbann, while Captain Gerd Rossbach and his young associate, Edmund Heines, sought to seize the SA from the faltering hands of quarrelling and despondent party bosses and merge it with their brownshirted combat league, Organisation Rossbach and Schilljugend (a youth contingent organised on a local basis by Heines).


According to a secret handbook of the Frontbann, that organisation was to be divided regionally into three types of units: Storm Troops (not necessarily the Nazi units of the same name); reserves, made up of inactive veterans willing to serve in emergencies and to drill once a month; and a Stosstrupp, a ‘police unit and model unit (of company strength) for the support of military propaganda, composed of the best personnel’. The organisation was divided nationally into three almost independent commands, Gruppe Nord, Gruppe Mitte, and Gruppe Süd (North, Central and South divisions). Theoretically, each Gruppe was divided into sectors and each sector had one of these Stosstrupps. In fact, except for staff units, most of this organisation was on paper, but it was to leave its mark on the Nazi SA and SS.


The Frontbann was well designed as the paramilitary ally of an authoritarian, rightist revolution from above in which the parliamentary National Socialist Freedom Party could have co-operated with the Deutsch-Nationale Volks-Partei (DNVP) and the Reichswehr. But the tide of revolution receded in the summer of 1924, and the demagogic withdrawal of the Freiheitspartei from a Reichstag which approved the Dawes Plan with the aid of black-white-red votes was not the trumpet summoning the paramilitary forces to a popular revolution to free Hitler from prison or place Ludendorff in Berlin as dictator. In fact, the day of the folkish parties was waning fast. While the combat leagues remained and the formal framework of the Frontbann was to persist and thus complicate the task of reconstructing the SA, the rapid disintegration of the Freiheitspartei even before its defeat at the polls in December 1924 paved the way for the victory of the ridiculously parochial splinter ‘party’ created by Streicher, Amann and Esser in Munich, the Grossdeutsche Volksgemeinschaft as the unadulterated embodiment of Hitlerism.


After a short delay, due to the putschist manoeuvrings in both northern and southern echelons of the Frontbann – squashed by a series of arrests including that of the SA leader Wilhelm Brückner in Munich – Hitler was released from Landsberg prison in time for Christmas 1924. Hitler hastened to assure the Bavarian regime of his legalitarian change of heart; neither they nor many of his followers could quite believe it. Hitler did not know exactly how he was going to come to power – but he knew how he was not going to make it, which was a good deal more wisdom than that possessed by Röhm and most of the Frontbann leaders. Röhm tried to hold on to the Frontbann throughout the spring of 1925, although Ludendorff had already abandoned it as a lost cause (only to take up his wife’s fanatical anti-clericalism). Röhm and Hitler completely failed to understand one another. Hitler still hoped to subordinate Röhm and a future SA to the role of a condottiere of propaganda troops at the beck and call of party leaders who were political soldiers, with the accent on political. Röhm still imagined that political soldiering was a good in itself and that he and his confederates should be on even terms with ‘civilians’; they were political soldiers with the accent on soldiers. Finally, in May 1925 it was Röhm’s turn to vacate the field to Hitler. He turned the Frontbann over to the commander of its Central Gruppe, Count Wolf von Helldorf (who would become a leading Storm Troop commander in Berlin, then the Police Chief of Berlin, and finally a conspirator against Hitler) and, like Rossbach and Ehrhardt, withdrew into a semi-private life to conduct intrigues as a part-time amusement.


Hitler succeeded in getting the rival Nazi factions to join him in refounding the National Socialist German Workers’ Party in February, and slowly throughout 1925 the local political organisations reformed and separated themselves from the folkish groups with whom they had been merged or allied. Patiently the business manager, Philipp Bouhler, repeated to local party officials that the question of the SA was not yet settled. Organisation, clothing and leadership would be decided upon soon. He urged them to make out as best they could in ‘self-defence’ with whatever personnel was available. There was no national SA, and even in Munich, Nuremberg and Landshut the SA was not clearly separate from the Frontbann and the other combat leagues. Legally the SA was still forbidden throughout the Reich, where it did exist as a separate, distinctively Nazi organisation, and in view of the number of persons under eighteen in such groups, it was often little more than a social club of young roughnecks.


Already in March 1925, in the course of the re-establishment of a party headquarters soon to be located at Schellingstrasse number 50, Julius Schreck, one of Hitler’s drivers and a veteran of the earlier Stabswache, reformed the headquarters guard detail with the other drivers, the personal bodyguards of Hitler, and a few of the Stosstrupp Hitler who had been in prison with Hitler, numbering twelve in all. In April 1925 eight of these men served as torchbearers in the funeral for Ernst Pöhner, killed in an automobile accident. During the summer, when it became clear that Röhm was not going to assist in the reforming of the SA, Hitler decided to recommend to local party leaders the formation of small guard details on the model of the Stabswache. They were to be known as Schutzstaffeln (Guard Squadrons) a term entirely new, subject to no old prohibitions, not identified with sports or free corps traditions, connoting if anything, a garde mobile, since Staffeln were widely identified with cavalry, motor and air squadrons. It was stipulated that they should be about ten in number, selected from the most reliable of the party members of an Ortsgruppe (party local). They were to wear black caps with a skull and crossbones, the insignia of the old Stosstrupp Hitler.


The call for the formation of Guard Squadrons was issued by driver Schreck on 21 September 1925, ‘with reference to the approval… by Herr Hitler and the Party leadership’, along with a set of guidelines for the men named as leaders of the new groups by Gauleiter or the leaders of independent party locals. The names of the designated leaders, who must unreservedly subscribe to the guidelines, were to be submitted to the High Command of the Guard Squadron (Oberleitung der Schutzstaffel der NSDAP). In order to keep things tightly under control, membership cards could be obtained only from the High Command (Oberleitung or OL), which would supply application forms. Applicants had to secure the endorsement of two local party members – one of them prominent – be registered with the police in their locality for five years, be between twenty-three and thirty-five years of age and be of powerful physique. Dues were to be 1 mark a month, and the items of the uniform cost altogether 16 marks, all of which was to be sent to the OL. Furthermore, special cards were to be distributed for use in collecting donations for the Guard Squadrons, but only a quarter of such collections might be retained locally, along with a fund to transport the unit to Munich and back. The units were to be employed as salesmen for the Völkischer Beobachter, of both subscriptions and advertisements for which prizes were to be offered for the highest sales. Members were to clip all references to the movement in other papers and magazines and send them in for the archives of the OL and were also to collect data on embezzlers, confidence men and spies in the movement for the OL. That this was no imaginary problem is indicated by the large number of such tricksters reported in 1925 by the outlying party headquarters and also a report by Schreck to Munich headquarters on 24 September of a denunciation of Hermann Esser at a local meeting in Neubiberg, which Schreck thought should be looked into.


The rush into the Guard Squadrons was not overwhelming. Numerous local party chapters were getting along by using some combat league or other. Hamburg was using the adolescents from the conservative Blücherbund. Berlin was using the Frontbann with Hitler’s blessing. Cuxhaven was using the right-wing Stahlhelm. The Ruhr had formed its own SA already in 1924 under free corps leader Franz Pfeffer von Salomon. Amid three-cornered rivalries, such as existed in Saxony between Helldorf’s Frontbann, Organisation Rossbach/Schillbund, and an SA that would not recognise the official Gauleitung, there was little personnel left over for a new guard unit. Schreck complained to the Munich Party headquarters on 27 November when the ‘Völkischer Beobachter’ innocently reported that day a ludicrous ‘founding’ of a Guard Squadron in Neuhausen at a family evening between musical and theatrical numbers, which was in fact merely the rechristening of some fifteen former SA men by a self-styled SS officer from Schwabing of whom Schreck had obviously never heard. Schreck also forwarded a complaint in November to the party headquarters at 50 Schellingstrasse from a travelling party speaker against the SS leader in Silesia, who was in fact the business manager of the region, for drunkenness, molesting women, small thefts, etc. Letters Schreck wrote to Viktor Lutze, the SA leader in Elberfeld (who would become Röhm’s successor as chief of the SA; he never liked the SS) requesting assistance in forming a Schutzstaffel remained unanswered. Nevertheless, on the second anniversary of the November putsch, the Guard Squadron was officially proclaimed in Munich in a ceremony at the Feldherrnhalle and in the Völkische Beobachter, so that in later years the SS traced its founding to this date and commemorated the occasion in a far more elaborate ceremony of oath-taking at the Feldherrnhalle (a monumental shrine-like museum honouring Bavaria’s generals before which fourteen of the Nazis were shot on 9 November 1923).


In later years it would also be alleged that the Guard Squadron had been formed especially for use in Thuringia and Saxony because public meetings there, while supposedly legal for the NSDAP, were so threatened by ‘red’ hecklers. There is some evidence of an early SS in Thuringia, where meetings were indeed legal; in Saxony where they were not, there were serious Saalschlachten (battles for the hall) that the Nazis lost in 1925, and one of the earliest Guard Squadrons was founded in industrial Plauen. Nevertheless, the legend probably developed after the extensive Nazi electoral campaigns in these two states in 1926, in which SA were used fully as much as the Guard Squadron, a curious relic of the early, and recurring, argument about the proper role of SS and SA. The SS claimed that it could and should guard party meetings, having been created for that purpose; the SA felt that this was its prerogative. In places where there had been no SA (Thuringia) or where the SA was in a disintegrated state (Saxony), the SS got a head start; but the Guard Squadron was not created for these areas alone, nor as a permanent substitute for the Storm Troops. Something of a temporary substitute while Hitler regained control of the SA, the early SS must have been big bruisers of the traditional stormtrooper variety. However, from their initiation they were supposed to form local units for special tasks of security where a small number of men were sufficient and for intelligence purposes.


Most of the seventy-five Guard Squadrons in existence at the time of the Weimar Party Day in July 1926 were formed in the spring of 1926. Heinrich Himmler, the business manager of the Gau (region) of Lower Bavaria, was just getting the Guard Squadrons organised in April and May, and as late as July wrote urging the Munich party headquarters to order the ‘gentlemen of the Guard Squadrons’ to hurry and send 100 application forms, a characteristically over-optimistic number. Already in February 1926, however, the Oberpräsident of the Prussian province of Hanover sent out a notice to the Prussian district chiefs regarding the formation of the Guard Squadrons, which he correctly described as opposed to members carrying arms, maintaining weapons caches, or belonging to combat leagues. Even more, he identified the motives of the party leadership as separation from the folkish and Wehr (defence) organisations. In contrast to the secrecy of these other groups – especially the Frontbann – the Nazis probably welcomed this ‘revelation’, especially since they were as yet far from achieving their purpose of freeing themselves from dependence on such groups for protection. The SS-OL was personally responsible for guarding the anniversary meeting of the party on 25 February 1926 in Munich, an indication that as yet the Munich Guard Squadron and the High Command (OL) were one and the same. The Munich Guard Squadron had its baptism of fire alongside the SA in civilian clothes at an anti-Communist meeting jammed with leftists on 31 March. The ‘hall guards’ of the NSDAP of Danzig Zoppot in March consisted of the chairman, his brother and two others, who all applied for SS membership. The next month when a meeting was called to found an SA, forty-five Nazis who had just been expelled from the Danzig citizens’ militia for forming ‘cells’ signed up. By July there were seventy-five SA men outfitted personally by the Danzig Gauleiter, and twenty Schutzstaffelleute (SS people), led by the assistant Gauleiter.
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