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AUTHOR’S NOTE


The aim of this book is to explain the turbulent years in Germany between the First World War and the Second World War, covering the events leading to the demise of the Weimar Republic and the rise of the Third Reich. It is for historical reference only and no expression of political or philosophical beliefs is intended or should be assumed.


I would like to thank the staff of the images archive working for the National Archives and Records Administration, Maryland, USA, for helping me to source many of the photographs in this book. They come from collection reference 242-HB, known as the Hoffmann Collection.
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CHAPTER ONE


POST-WAR CHAOS IN GERMANY


Germany went to war against France, Russia and Great Britain in August 1914, in a flurry of patriotic fervour. After early successes in France and Russia, the fighting became deadlocked in a mass of trenches on both fronts. Germany went on the defensive in the west for the next three-and-a-half years, only attacking at Verdun in 1916 and the war was going in its favour by the end of 1917. Although the US had entered the war on the Allied side in April 1917, the armies of France and Great Britain were exhausted. Russia had also surrendered in March 1918, under the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, allowing Germany to move large numbers of troops to the Western Front. Victory was in sight but it had to be accomplished before large numbers of American troops reached France. Ludendorff made three successive attacks on the Western Front in the spring of 1918 but the Allied line held each time; the attacks exhausted Germany’s reserves.


The German Army fell back across France in the autumn, in the face of relentless Allied attacks. The German people were suffering from food shortages, leading to riots across the country, and Berlin was in a state of revolution by November 1918. After the Kaiser had been forced to abdicate, the new government accepted the Allied armistice terms.


Although the guns fell silent across the Western Front on 11 November 1918, rioting increased across Germany. The Allies were now looking for revenge for the war and it was going to cost the people of Germany dearly. There were troubled times ahead and the nationalists placed the blame for Germany’s problems firmly on the shoulders of the men who had signed the Armistice, the men they called the November Criminals.
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Hundreds of thousands of soldiers returned home to find Germany in turmoil.


THE TREATY OF VERSAILLES


The Peace Treaty which formally brought the First World War to an end was signed in Versailles in France on 28 June 1919. The terms forced Germany to give up territories, recognise her war guilt and pay compensation to the Allies.


Germany had to surrender fifteen per cent of its territory and ten per cent of its population. Allied troops also occupied the Rhineland and the Saar region, two of the country’s coal producing regions, limiting the output of iron and steel; many armament factories were also closed down. Alsace and Lorraine, the provinces taken from France following the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–71, were also returned. Germany also handed over territory to Belgium and Denmark. Large tracts of the country’s eastern territories were given to Poland. Many of Germany’s overseas colonies were also divided up between the Allies.


New countries were established on Germany’s borders. Czechoslovakia, Poland, Hungary and Lithuania were created, while Austrian independence was assured; Danzig was also made into a free city. Many German-speaking areas would now be administered by new governments.


The German armed services were also severely restricted. The army was reduced to 100,000 men, conscription was abolished, tanks and heavy artillery were banned. The navy was limited to a small number of capital ships and there were to be no U-Boats. Germany was not allowed to have a military air force.


The treaty was held in contempt by political parties and individuals across Germany. Political slogans called it the ‘Versailles Diktat’. In December 1918 an English reporter writing in the New Zürich newspaper noted that ‘as far as the German Army is concerned the general view is summarised in these words: it was stabbed in the back by the civil population.’


Nationalists and anti-Semites blamed the ‘stab in the back’ on traitors, black marketeers, Communists, Social Democrats and the Jewish community. The idea of betrayal appealed to soldiers returning from the trenches because many had marched home with their units to find their homeland in disarray. The German generals also wanted to believe that they had been defeated by forces beyond their control.


A Reichstag investigation later concluded that the morale of the Germany Army had been undermined by many internal and external factors. Although morale had fallen after the spring 1918 offensives, defeatists, pacifists, revolutionaries and corruption in Germany had reduced it further. The investigation concluded that the ‘stab in the back’ was a myth but it was a myth that the National Socialists exploited.


THE LEAGUE OF NATIONS


Towards the end of the war, plans were underway to prevent future conflicts. President Woodrow Wilson advocated the League, a group of nations formed to guarantee political independence and territorial integrity for all states, as part of his Fourteen Points of Peace. Although the formation of the League was approved at the Paris Peace Conference in January 1919, Wilson could not get the US to join; he was however, awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for helping to establish it. On 28 June 1919, 44 countries signed up to the League and on 16 January 1920 the first meeting was held. By the mid-1920s its role expanded beyond its original remit and the number of members increased.


THE WEIMAR REPUBLIC


Germany needed a new government and the first National Constituent Assembly planned to draw up a new constitution in Berlin in February 1919. Battles between communists and paramilitary units forced the assembly to relocate to Weimar, 150 miles to the south-west, where it drew up the constitution in the city’s National Theatre. The system of government in Germany between 1919 and 1933 became known as the Weimar Republic.


The constitution provided for an elected president in place of the Kaiser, who would serve for seven years. There was a bicameral legislature, involving two debating chambers, the national Reichstag and the Reichrats representing the states. The system allowed proportional representation and, for the first time, women had the vote. Delegates were returned by percentage of votes, making it difficult for a single party to gain full control. The system favoured minority parties and resulted in many unstable coalition governments. There would be twenty cabinets between February 1919 and January 1933.


The system curbed the powers of the states, particularly the largest state, Prussia, which had used its size to block many decisions. The Reichrat could veto Reichstag bills. In turn the Reichstag could overrule a veto if it had a two-thirds majority, an unlikely occurrence in the multi-party politics of the era.


Although the constitution was one of the most advanced and democratic in the world at that time, it had been written to both appease the Allies and serve the Germans; in trying to do both it did neither. It had serious weaknesses, including the fact that the President could use Article 25 to dissolve the Reichstag while Article 48 gave him the right to define and declare a national emergency. He could then suspend civil rights, rule by decrees (temporary laws) and use the army to restore order. The clause was intended to protect Germany if there was an internal revolution but it was also open to exploitation.


FRIEDRICH EBERT (1871–1925)


Chairman of the Social Democrats since 1913, Ebert was elected first President of the Republic in February 1919. He had to contend with many problems as economic difficulties and political confusion ravaged Germany. While the continued Allied naval blockade and the occupation of industrial areas undermined the weak economy, spiralling inflation dealt a severe blow to the middle classes. The delay in sending prisoners of war home also affected the labour market. Widespread rioting in many cities threatened to bring down the government and the small army had to rely on paramilitary Free Corps units to suppress uprisings.
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Political activists fought the army and the police across the country.


Attempts to stabilise German politics and economics were disrupted by all sides and Ebert had to use Article 48 (see above) over 130 times to deal with uprising and force legislation through. Veteran politicians were too timid to shake off old traditions and their attempts to forge links with the generals and the industrialists failed. New politicians, ranging from left-wing communists to right-wing nationalists, promoted civil unrest on the streets and tried to topple the government.


GUSTAV STRESEMANN (1878–1929)


Stresemann opposed the Weimar Republic’s form of democracy but he accepted that it was the only option. He was appointed Chancellor of a coalition government in August 1923 and had to endure opposition from the left and right. The National Socialists made their own attempt to topple the government in Munich in November 1923. Stresemann was forced to resign two weeks later when the Social Democrats left his coalition. He would eventually negotiate Germany’s repatriation into Europe through the Locarno Treaty and entry to the League of Nations. He died suddenly in Berlin on 3 October 1929.


THE WAR REPARATIONS


A major part, and a major contention, of the Versailles Treaty was the compensation Germany had to repay the Allies. Article 231 blamed Germany for the war and the reparations were meant to be a payment for war guilt; many Germans called it the ‘war guilt lie’:




The Allied and Associated Governments affirm and Germany accepts the responsibility of Germany and her allies for causing all the loss and damage to which the Allied and Associated Governments and their nationals have been subjected as a consequence of the war imposed upon them by the aggression of Germany and her allies …





The cost of the damage was difficult to quantify and initial estimates were outrageous. Allied debts, in particular France’s $4,000 million debt to the US and another $600 million to Britain, had to be taken into account. The Soviet government also refused to settle the debts incurred under the Tsar with France, complicating the calculations.


The Allied Supreme Council set the figure at 132,000 million gold Marks or $31.5 billion ($400 billion in 2007) in January 1921, and it was estimated that it would take 70 years to pay off. Although the amount was halved four months later to account for Germany’s severe economic problems, the debt still threatened to cripple the country’s economy. All the German political parties immediately denounced the reparations and the right-wing Germany Workers’ Party made it one of its key points.


The collapse of the German Mark led to hyperinflation. Germany was unable to make payments and French troops marched into the Ruhr, Germany’s industrial heartland, in January 1923 seeking to find alternative ways to settle the debt. Demanding payment was useless as the exchange rate spiralled from 8 Marks to 4,200,000 million Marks to 1 US dollar between November 1918 and April 1922. The highest denomination German banknote was 100,000,000 million Marks. Money meant nothing and people needed baskets to carry wages straight to the shops to buy food before it devalued. Prices changed by the hour and wages meant nothing after a few days. Germany could not afford imports and shops hoarded their stock to make money; the result was widespread food riots. No one could afford to pay their workers while savings, war bonds and state loans were wiped out. However, large loans and mortgages became worthless and property could be acquired for very little. The situation had turned the economy upside down. People were reduced to selling possessions for food, there was a nationwide crime wave and black marketeering flourished as people tried to stay alive. Germany needed a new repayment plan to prevent total economic collapse and the inevitable social unrest.


Charles Dawes, Director of the United States Bureau of the Budget, chaired a committee which looked for ways to balance Germany’s budget and stabilise the Mark. On 9 April 1924 it made several recommendations:




Set the repayments at 2,000 million gold Marks a year


Return funds from mortgages on railways and industries and a transport tax


Use foreign loans to stabilise the German currency


Restore German fiscal and economic unity





The plan would control inflation but it did hand over control of Germany’s finances and industry to other countries while the repayments were paid. The Dawes Plan became another point of contention for political parties, in particular the right-wing nationalists. The head of the Reichsbank, Dr Hjalmar Schacht, introduced the Rentenmark tied to gold price to settle currency and it was soon known as the Reichsmark (RM).


The worldwide economic recovery between 1924 and 1929 eased the reparation payments but Germany’s economy was suffering, prompting Chancellor Stresemann to ask to renegotiate the settlement. American lawyer and financier Owen D. Young chaired a second committee, which made the following recommendations in June 1929:




The fixed capital value of the reparations was 37,000 million gold Marks


Payment would be made in 58 ½ annual instalments, ending in 1983


Identity of the number of instalments with the number of inter-Allied debt instalments


A Bank of International Settlements would handle all payments





There were protests across Germany, particularly from the communists and the National Socialists. Hjalmar Schacht resigned in protest and the leader of the Nationalist Party, Alfred Hugenberg, formed an opposition alliance called the Harzburg Front. Despite the protests, the Reichstag voted in favour of the Young Plan and President Hindenburg signed the bill on 13 March 1930.


However, the Wall Street Crash in October 1929 had already wrecked Germany’s weak economy, which been reliant on short-term American loans. Germany was unable to make any repayments in 1931 and further reparations claims were written off at an international conference at Lausanne in Switzerland the following year.


COMMUNIST UPRISINGS


The Communist Party and the Independent Social Democrats called a general strike on 7 January 1919, creating havoc across Berlin. After three days of inactivity the Spartacist League called for armed action while President Ebert called upon paramilitary Free Corps units to help the army restore order. Over 1,000 were killed or executed in the violence that followed, including the communist leaders Karl Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg. Communists also declared a republic in the city Bremen; it too was also quickly crushed.


In Munich, Kurt Eisner (1867–1919), a Jewish theatre critic, declared Bavaria a free state and a republic on 8 November 1918. He enthusiastically called for reason but he alienated the Bavarian people by declaring that Germany was responsible for the war. The new government failed to operate and Eisner was defeated in the January 1919 elections. Count Arco-Valley murdered Eisner on 21 February 1919; reprisal killings and a general strike followed.


Bavaria was declared a Soviet Republic on 6 April but the government leaders refused to deal with the army and they formed their own paramilitary units. Chaos reigned until 9,000 soldiers and 30,000 Free Corps troops retaliated on 3 May; over 600 people were killed and several thousand were injured in the street battles.


Hitler was still serving with his regiment in Munich and he was disgusted by the anarchy and violence across Bavaria. Anton Drexler, Dietrich Eckart and Karl Harrer had also just formed the Germany Workers’ Party in the city.
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Armed Communist Party supporters take to the streets.
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The government relied on Free Corps units to restore order.


THE FREE CORPS, FREIKORPS


Many officers organised demobilised soldiers into paramilitary units following the Armistice, to protect their towns and cities from political activists. Many ex-soldiers still had their weapons while army sympathisers provided right-wing nationalists with guns. The German Army, the Reichswehr, had been limited to 100,000 men under the Versailles Treaty and at first the army generals welcomed support from the Free Corps. Units broke up communist uprisings in Berlin, Bremen and Munich in violent confrontations; they also suppressed left-wing activists in the Ruhr industrial area.


Many Free Corps leaders supported the NSDAP during its early days and many members transferred to the SA when it started to grow in popularity. Once the Nazis seized power in 1933, many ex-Free Corps leaders were seen as potential troublemakers and while some were offered lucrative posts, others were forced into exile.


FREE CORPS ORGANISATIONS


THE STEEL HELMET, THE STAHLHELM


Franz Seldte (1882–1947) formed the national ex-serviceman’s organisation in December 1918. With the help of Theodor Duesterberg (1875–1950) it expanded until it became the largest Free Corps organisation. The ‘Wolf Force’ was a smaller version of the ‘Steel Helmet’ based in Thuringia; most members eventually transferred to the SA.


By 1930 President Hindenburg was president of the Steel Helmet and it had over 800,000 members, twice the size of the SA. In October 1931 the organisation was represented in the Harzburg Front, the right-wing alliance opposed to the Young Plan. Duesterberg stood for president on behalf of the Nationalist Party in March 1932 but he came last in the elections following false accusations made by the NSDAP that he had a Jewish grandfather.


Hitler apologised to Duesterberg in January 1933 and he offered him a cabinet post, hoping for the Steel Helmet’s support. When he refused the slur was resurrected. At the same time Hitler embraced Seldte as his Labour Minister, making him a Prussian State Minister; it split the leadership in two. Steel Helmet units in Prussia formed an auxiliary police force alongside the SA.


In December a decree absorbed the Steel Helmet into the SA, an unpopular move for many, and while younger men transferred to the SA, older men joined the SA Reserve. The SA Reserve was renamed the National Socialist German Veterans’ Organisation in March 1934 with Seldte as its leader. Duesterberg’s troubles continued when he was imprisoned during the June 1934 Blood Purge.


THE BAVARIAN FREE CORPS


Over 30,000 ex-soldiers joined the Free Corps across Bavaria and they helped the army to overthrow the communist uprising in Munich in May 1919 and a workers’ revolt in the industrial Ruhr a few months later. The commander Franz von Epp (1868–1947) was an early NSDAP supporter and he raised money to buy the People’s Observer newspaper for the party in 1921. Although he did not take part in the 1923 Beer Hall Putsch, he became Bavaria’s SA commander when it reorganised in 1926. Epp eventually joined the NSDAP in 1928 and he was elected to the Reichstag for Upper Bavaria-Swabia; he was appointed head of the NSDAP’s Military Political Office, promoting party politics in the military. In March 1933 he was appointed Bavaria’s Governor, the Nazis’ first head of state, and the leader of the Colonial Policy Office in May. He was sidelined after the SA’s leadership was decimated during the Blood Purge in June 1934. Epp’s influence faded and he was made Master of the Bavarian Hunt in August 1934 and General of the Infantry the year later.
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A Free Corps unit patrols the streets.


THE EHRHARDT BRIGADE OR VIKING LEAGUE


Hermann Ehrhardt (1881–1971) was an ex-naval officer and members of his brigade painted the swastika symbol on their helmets. It helped to topple the Communist government in Munich in 1919 and led the Kapp Putsch in Berlin in 1920. The brigade was also used as an auxiliary police force in Bavaria. Many members eventually transferred to the SA but Hitler was suspicious of Ehrhardt’s political ambitions. He was forced to escape to Austria following the Blood Purge in June 1934.


THE ROSSBACH GROUP


The Group fought against the Latvian Army in 1919 and took part in the Kapp Putsch in 1920. It was banned and its leader, Gerhard Rossbach (1893–1967), was arrested, but members continued to fight together under different organisations. Rossbach joined the NSDAP in 1922 and was appointed commander of the Munich SA. The flamboyant and notorious homosexual led his infantry cadets during the Beer Hall Putsch in November 1923, escaping to Austria after it failed. Rossbach returned to Germany with a supply of surplus brown uniforms made for the East African campaign when the NSDAP reformed in 1925. The brown shirts gave the SA its nickname. Rossbach avoided arrest during the June 1934 Blood Purge and he left the SA to make a living as a businessman.


THE ARTAMAN LEAGUE


This Völkisch wing of the nationalist youth movement was devoted to the concept of ‘Blood and Soil’. Many were anti-Slav and they petitioned for Polish farmers to return to their own country, so they could work on farms in lieu of military service. Heinrich Himmler was a member until the organisation was absorbed into the NSDAP.


THE END OF THE FREE CORPS


It soon became clear that many Free Corps units were armed gangs seeking personal gain and the Weimar Republic dismissed many of them to comply with the limits set by the Treaty of Versailles. The 5,000-strong Ehrhardt’s Brigade refused to lay down their arms and marched on Berlin on 12 March 1920, parading through the Brandenburg Gate the following morning. There were only 2,000 soldiers in the city and while the leader of the Reichswehr, General Hans von Seeckt, was adamant that the ‘Reichswehr does not fire on Reichswehr’, other military leaders privately supported the Putsch.


Wolfgang Kapp, a right-wing journalist, was appointed Chancellor but he soon discovered that the coup was unpopular when the Reichswehr refused to give its support. Government delegates had called for a general strike before going into hiding and striking transport workers brought the city to a standstill. After five days, Kapp resigned and fled to Sweden.


[image: illustration]


Police escort an early NSDAP parade.


Many Free Corps supporters headed to Munich, a hotbed of nationalist politics and they took part in the NSDAP uprising in November 1923. The Nazis acknowledged the part played by the Free Corps in November 1933, on the tenth anniversary of the Putsch. A roll call of their units was made during the memorial service and their flags were displayed in the Brown House, the NSDAP’s headquarters.


THE GERMAN WORKERS’ PARTY


THE DEUTSCHE ARBEITERPARTEI


The NSDAP started life as the German Workers’ Party (DAP), a small fringe political party meeting in the backstreet bars of Munich. It was formed from the merger of Anton Drexler’s Committee of Independent Workmen and Karl Harrer’s Political Workers’ Circle on 5 January 1919; they were joined by Dietrich Eckart. The small group met regularly in the Hofbräuhaus Beer Hall over the months that followed but they failed to attract much interest for their nationalist and anti-Semitic views.
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Hitler and Gregor Strasser sit at the head of the table at an early NSDAP meeting.


In September 1919, Major Konstantin Hierl of the Army’s Political Department ordered Adolf Hitler to monitor the Germany Workers’ Party meetings, to gauge their support. He found that the party had no plan of action, little money and poor speakers. However, their views matched his own feeling of resentment at the state of the country, and he joined. He soon discovered that he was a talented and energetic speaker, helping to increase the membership over the winter.


The party opened a permanent office in December and on 24 February 1920 a large audience heard Drexler and Feder announce its 25-point political programme. Two months later the party was renamed the National Socialist German Workers’ Party, the Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei, or NSDAP.


THE PARTY’S FOUNDING MEMBERS


ANTON DREXLER (1884–1942)


A Munich machine fitter who was forced to work as a musician in a Berlin restaurant after failing to make his fortune. After he was rejected as unfit for military service in 1914 he joined the Fatherland Party but fell out with the committee. In March 1918 he formed his own party, the Committee of Independent Workmen. Hitler felt that Drexler was a poor leader and he soon took over as head of the party. Drexler was appointed honorary chairman when it was renamed the NSDAP. He was imprisoned for a short time following the 1923 Munich Putsch and elected to the Bavarian Landtag in April 1924. He did not return to the NSDAP when it reformed and was forgotten by the Nazis.


DIETRICH ECKART (1868–1923)


A journalist and poet who introduced Hitler – the coarse Austrian peasant and ex-soldier – to an influential circle of friends in Munich. They met General Erich Ludendorff in Berlin in 1920 and persuaded him to support the NSDAP. Eckart also helped the party buy the People’s Observer in December 1920 and he became an editor on the newspaper. Health problems stemming from alcoholism and a past morphine addiction continued to trouble Eckhart; he had also spent time in a mental asylum. He was briefly imprisoned following the Munich Putsch but was released due to illness and died suddenly on 23 December 1923.


HERMANN ESSER (1900–1981)


An ex-soldier and a rowdy anti-Semitic thug with an unsavoury private life. He was also an effective speaker and a gifted propagandist, specialising in producing anti-Semitic slander for the People’s Observer. He fell out with Hitler after feigning illness during the 1923 Munich Putsch and fleeing to Austria. Esser was jailed briefly on his return but was shunned by other Nazis while Hitler was in prison and he joined forces with Julius Streicher. Hitler took Esser back on his release and he became the NSDAP’s chief representative on Munich’s city council. He edited the Illustrated Observer until he was elected to the Bavarian Landtag in 1932, becoming the state Minister of Economics. Although he was sacked in March 1935 following a scandal, he was appointed Head of the Tourist Division in the Propaganda Ministry and President of the Reich Group for Tourist Traffic.


GOTTFRIED FEDER (1883–1941)


A labourer who was convinced that Germany’s economic problems had been caused by the bankers; he also wanted to abolish interest payments, using a theory called ‘Interest Slavery’. When no one became interested in his political party – the German Alliance for the Destruction of Interest Slavery – he turned to the German Workers’ Party and became a close friend of Hitler. He was appointed editor of the party’s library. Feder was elected to the Reichstag in 1924 but his bizarre economic theories became unpopular when the party started to look for financial support from industrialists. He was appointed undersecretary of the Reich Ministry of Economics, in 1933, a minor post. His attempt to organise urban-style rural settlements near cities proved to be unpopular and he was dismissed in December 1934.


THE PARTY’S POLITICAL INFLUENCES


The German Workers’ Party adopted their nationalist and anti-Semitic political ideals from a number of individuals and groups. Several nineteenth-century German scholars had developed ideas on nationalism, a corporate state, anti-Semitism and living areas for a pure Nordic race. The Nazis either adapted them to suit the current situation or took them out of context to gain political or financial support.


INFLUENTIAL INDIVIDUALS


FRIEDRICH MULLER (1823–1900)


Muller invented the term Aryan as a description for a group of Indo-European languages. Despite his caveats, the term was later used to refer to race.


PAUL ANTON DE LAGARDE (1827–1891)


De Lagarde promoted racism, anti-Semitic ideals and moral cleansing.


FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE (1844–1900)


Nietzsche scorned the chaos in Germany and although he openly admired the Jews, the Nazis were eager to adopt his call to train a race of supermen.


HOUSTON CHAMBERLAIN (1855–1927)


Chamberlain explained his race theories, including the dominant role the German people had to play, in his book The Foundation of the Nineteenth Century. Chamberlain believed that Hitler was destined to lead Germany when the two met in Bayreuth in 1923.


ARTHUR VAN DEN BRUCK (1876–1925)


Den Bruck opposed democracy, communism and international law and promoted nationalism and a superior Nordic race to restore German values. He also believed that Germany had to be an authoritarian state with centralised control and a planned economy.


OTHMAR SPANN (1878–1950)


Spann was an Austrian economist who advocated the German version of the corporate state, relating the individual to nationality and class whilst protecting the rights of the individual against cartels.


EWALD BANSE (1883–1953)


Banse wrote Living Areas and Race in World War stating that while internationalism was degenerate, war was an inevitable method of solving national problems. He also advocated the need for the unification of national living areas and living space (Lebensraum).


INFLUENTIAL GROUPS


THE THULE SOCIETY


The Munich branch of a Teutonic Order which used elaborate rituals and mystical symbols, including the swastika. It was named after Thule, the legendary kingdom of Nordic mythology and homeland of the ancient German race. The branch had been founded during the First World War and had over 1,500 members in Bavaria. The society studied ancient Germanic literature while promoting a powerful Germany, nationalism, race mysticism, anti-Semitism and occultism. Members included Dietrich Eckart, Gottfried Feder, Rudolf Hess and Alfred Rosenberg.


THE GEORGE CIRCLE


An exclusive literary group which revered the poet Stefan George (1868–1933) as a prophet. George wore cleric-style clothes and his members were called Cosmics. Hitler attended George’s Munich lectures and listened to him talk of Nietzsche’s philosophy for ruthless, unlimited power and a revival of ancient Teutonic lore; he also heard him talk of a hero who would step forward to lead Germany’s takeover of the world. To George’s dismay, Alfred Schuler, one of the members, promoted anti-Semitism.


VÖLKISCH GROUPS


The Völkisch or ‘Of the People’ movements, wanted to promote the country’s culture and eliminate foreign influences. There were over 75 Völkisch organisations across Germany after the First World War advocating a mixture of extremist nationalism, race mysticism, and anti-Semitism. The Völkisch movement was the ideological starting point for National Socialism and while Hitler identified with their beliefs, he distanced himself from the movement.


THE YEARS OF TURMOIL: 1920–1923


The NSDAP fielded candidates for the Reichstag election in June 1920 but did not win any seats. Hitler became increasingly disillusioned with the party’s committee and by the end of the year he was working with Ernst Röhm, Rudolf Hess and Hermann Göring to increase support. Meetings were often rowdy and Emil Maurice formed a security group, known as the Storm Group, the Sturmabteilung, in October, to protect the speakers. Meanwhile, Ernst Röhm persuaded General von Epp to raise money to buy the People’s Observer so the party could present its views to the public. General Ludendorff also introduced Hitler to Gregor and Otto Strasser, two talented organisers in Berlin.
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Crowds gather to hear Hitler’s rallying call for a strong Germany.


The first NSDAP National Congress was held in Munich in January 1921 but Hitler was becoming increasingly dissatisfied with how the party was being run. He eventually offered his resignation in the spring after Drexler planned to merge the NSDAP with the German Socialist Party. The Committee realised that Hitler was vital for the party and he returned on his own terms as sole leader. In September he spent a month in prison after a rival party leader was badly beaten.
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Hitler speaks to a sparse gathering at the first NSDAP rally.


Captain Hermann Ehrhardt’s Free Corps joined the NSDAP in August 1921 and Julius Streicher offered his Nuremberg-based membership in October 1922, doubling the party’s size. The rest of the political parties across Germany took part in a political amnesty while the country’s financial affairs were assessed in 1923, but the NSDAP carried on campaigning. 20,000 attended the first Party Day in Munich in January and 80,000 the second in Nuremburg in August.


AN EARLY NAZI MARTYR


French troops occupied the Ruhr in January 1923 following Germany’s inability to pay the war reparations. Nationalist activists retaliated and in May, the Free Corps officer Albert Schlageter (1894–1923) was arrested for espionage and sabotage by the French police. He was executed on 26 May 1923, on Golzheimer Heath, near Düsseldorf. The NSDAP turned him into their first martyr. The Rossbach group sought revenge and an execution squad, believed to have included Martin Bormann and Rudolf Höss (the future commandant at the Auschwitz concentration camp) killed Walther Kadow, Schlageter’s betrayer. A monument was erected in Schlageter’s honour in 1931.


THE BEER-HALL PUTSCH


MUNICH, 8-9 NOVEMBER 1923


By the autumn of 1923, Hitler and the leaders of the NSDAP believed the time was right to stage a coup in Munich. A meeting by three key Bavarian officials, Gustav Ritter von Kahr, the Bavarian State Commissioner, General Otto von Lossow, the commander of the Bavarian armed forces, and Colonel Hans von Seisser, the chief of the Bavarian State Police, was planned for the evening of 8 November in the Bürgerbraukeller beer hall. It was the anniversary of the 1919 revolution. Armed groups would seize key buildings around the city, and Röhm was tasked with taking the army headquarters. Meanwhile, Hitler and the party leaders would take the statesmen hostage and hold them until their demands were met.
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Himmler carries the flag at one the barricades thrown up across Munich.
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Ernst Röhm was a supporter of the Munich Putsch.


Over 600 SA men surrounded the building, placing a machine gun outside the front door, while Hitler and more SA men infiltrated the 3,000-strong crowd inside. As Kahr spoke to the audience, SA men blocked the exits. Hitler then jumped on a chair and fired a shot into the ceiling to silence the crowd. After declaring that ‘the national revolution has broken out!’ he explained that his supporters had already seized the army barracks and police headquarters. While the SA men kept watch on the uneasy crowd, Kahr, Lossow and Seisser were bundled into a side room where Hitler informed them that a new government led by General Erich Ludendorff was going to be formed.


All three refused to cooperate and Hitler burst into a rage and stormed back onto the stage, declaring that ‘tomorrow will find a national government in Germany, or it will find us dead!’ General Ludendorff’s appearance on the stage was greeted with a huge cheer, relieving the tension. However, the three prisoners escaped in the confusion.


Across the city the plan to seize key buildings was not going to plan and news of the coup had reached the Reichswehr commander, General Hans von Seeckt. Troops were already being mobilised to help the Munich authorities restore control.
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A Free Corps unit drives through the crowds gathered outside Munich City Hall.


Hitler became increasingly depressed as the night hours passed but as 9 November dawned, Ludendorff convinced him to stage a march through the city. If he could get the support of the crowds gathering around the beer hall, they could lead them to the Ministry of War and hold an impromptu rally.


At midday, Hitler, Ludendorff, Göring and Julius Streicher led 2,000 SA men, NSDAP supporters, right-wing groups and hangers-on towards the centre of the city. The guard on the bridge over the River Isar stood aside and the crowd headed towards the town hall where more people were waiting, swelling the number of marching to 3,000 as it headed past the Bavarian palace.


An armed police cordon blocked the street leading into Odeonplatz and the crowd came to a standstill. The uneasy standoff was broken when Hitler called upon the police to let them past. They refused and pandemonium broke out when shots were fired. Sixteen NSDAP supporters (see below) and three policemen were killed in the gun battle that followed. Göring was wounded while Hitler fell to the ground, injuring his shoulder. Ludendorff was one of the few to stand his ground and he successfully called upon the police to hold their fire.


The panicked crowd quickly dispersed and Hitler was hurried to safety at Ernst Hanfstangl’s house. He was arrested two days later and held awaiting trial. Although Hitler initially thought that the failure of the Putsch was the end of his political ambitions, the newspapers were full of stories about it. The NSDAP had the attention of the German people it desired.


THE NAZI ‘MARTYRS’




Felix Alfarth


Andreas Bauriedl


Theodor Casella


Wilhelm Ehrlich


Martin Faust


Anton Hechenberger


Oskar Korner


Karl Kuhn


Karl Laforce


Kurt Neubauer


Klaus von Pape


Theodor von der Pfordten


Joh Rickmers


Max von Scheubner-Richter


Lorenz Ritter von Stransky


Wilhelm Wolf
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A funeral cortege carries the martyrs’ coffins through Munich to their new resting place.


After the Nazis came to power, the martyrs’ sarcophagi were placed in two purpose-built Temples of Honour in Königsplatz, next to Hitler’s office in the centre of Munich. They were often used as a focal point during ceremonies, particularly during the ceremonies held on the anniversary of the Putsch.


THE BAVARIAN STATE COMMISSIONER


GUSTAV VON KAHR (1862–1934)


Kahr was head of the right-wing nationalist Bavarian People’s Party. He was President of Upper Bavaria in 1917 and Prime Minister of Bavaria from 1920 to 1921. When President Friedrich Ebert declared a state of emergency in September 1923, Kahr was appointed General State Commissioner. Two months later he was taken hostage during the Munich Putsch but escaped after refusing to cooperate with Hitler. Kahr became the target of Nazi political slurs and he resigned from the post of commissioner in February 1924. Hitler never forgot how he had undermined the Munich Putsch. The 71-year-old Kahr was murdered during the June 1934 Blood Purge and his body was dumped in a swamp.


HITLER’S CONSPIRATOR


ERICH LUDENDORFF (1865–1937)


Ludendorff served in the Cadet Corps before joining the General Staff in 1908. After spending four years working on the Schlieffen Plan, Germany’s war plan, he commanded an infantry brigade. In August 1914 he made a name for himself by leading the capture of the Belgian fortress of Liege. Ludendorff went on to become General Paul von Hindenburg’s chief of staff, and they defeated the Russia’s attacks against East Prussia in August and September 1914.


The two transferred from the Eastern Front to France in August 1916, where they eased the German Army’s situation by withdrawing to the Hindenburg Line, a shortened line of prepared trenches. Ludendorff also worked to agree the Treaty of Brest Litovsk with Bolshevik Russia in March 1918.
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The accused; Heinz Pernet, Dr Friedrich Weber, Wilhelm Frick, Hermann Kriebel, Erich Ludendorff, Adolf Hitler, Wilhelm Brückner, Ernst Röhm and Robert Wagner.


The German offensives in the spring of 1918 failed to defeat the Allies and Ludendorff became increasingly despondent, urging for peace in the autumn. He was dismissed by Prince Max of Baden and went into exile in Sweden in October 1918.


Ludendorff returned to Germany in 1919 as a supporter of right-wing nationalist causes. He took part in the Kapp Putsch in 1920 and the NSDAP Putsch in 1923, heading the fateful march through the city. He was acquitted at the subsequent trial. Ludendorff formed the National Socialist Freedom Party with Gregor Strasser while Hitler was in jail. He was a delegate in the Reichstag from 1924–1928 and stood as the National Socialist Presidential delegate in 1925. He founded the Tannenberg League in 1926, an anti-communist, anti-Semitic and anti-Masonic organisation but it was overshadowed by the expanding NSDAP. Ludendorff became an eccentric pacifist towards the end of his life and became bitter enemies with Hitler and President Hindenburg, his old commanding officer.


THE MUNICH TRIAL


The trial of the Putsch leaders began on 24 February 1924 in Munich’s Infantry Officers’ School. The ten defendants, including Adolf Hitler, Erich Ludendorff, Wilhelm Frick and Ernst Röhm, appeared before two judges and three laymen, charged with conspiracy to commit treason. Over the next 24 days, Judge Georg Neithardt allowed Hitler to make several political speeches. Hitler knew he could implicate politicians and generals alike but he took the blame, portraying himself as Germany’s saviour. The trial received a large amount of publicity across Germany; crowds gathered around the court room, and dozens of reporters gave it extensive coverage in the newspapers.


Nine of the ten were convicted of high treason when the verdict was announced on 1 April 1924. Only Ludendorff was acquitted. Hitler was facing a maximum life imprisonment but he was only given the minimum term, five years. He was also held as someone acting from honourable motives and given celebrity treatment in prison. He had his own cell, was allowed to wear his own clothes, choose his food and have numerous visitors. He also dictated of the first volume of his book, Mein Kampf, to his secretary Rudolf Hess during his stay. Hitler was released after only nine months in Landsberg prison.


THE NSDAP IN HITLER’S ABSENCE


Alfred Rosenberg stood in as leader of the NSDAP while Hitler was in prison, but he was neither a leader nor an administrator and the party splintered. The National Socialist Freedom Party was formed in April 1924 and a month later it won nearly two million votes and 32 of its 34 delegates – including Gregor Strasser, General Ludendorff and Ernst Rohm – won seats in the Reichstag elections. The SA also continued under the name Frontbann, and members met under the guise of sports clubs, singing clubs and rifle clubs.
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Hitler contemplates his future in Landsberg Prison.




CHAPTER TWO


THE RISE TO POWER


DECEMBER 1925 TO JANUARY 1933


There were a large number of elections between 1925 and 1933 and they fell into three categories; the Presidential elections, the Reichstag elections and the state elections for the Reichsrat. The campaigns were inextricably linked, particularly during the politically turbulent early 1930s. While Hitler stood against President Hindenburg in the Presidential elections in 1932, the NSDAP focused on winning a majority in the Reichstag.


THE OPPOSITION PARTIES
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German Communist Party
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German Democratic Party
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German People’s Party









	

Centre




	

Catholic Centre Party









	

BVP




	

Bavarian People’s Party
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National Socialists










THE GERMAN COMMUNIST PARTY (KPD) AND ERNST THÄLMANN (1886–1944)


Opposition to the war and food shortages at the end of the First World War led to riots and strikes across Germany. The Independent Social Democrats and the Spartakus League broke away from the mainstream Social Democrats and they called for action after Friedrich Ebert became Chancellor. The Spartacists seized power in Berlin in January 1919 but they failed to win army support and the Free Corps crushed their uprising; the revolution leaders, Karl Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg, were murdered. Bavaria becoming a short-lived Soviet state following another uprising, but the Free Corps again restored order.


The Moscow-based international communist organisation was called the Comintern and the first Communist Party congress in 1920 inspired Walther Ulbricht (1893–1973) to form the United Communist Party of Germany. It was renamed the German Communist Party and grew into the strongest communist party outside the Soviet Union. The Comintern initially insisted that the party side with the NSDAP in the fight against the Social Democrats and members supported the Munich Beer Hall Putsch.
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Communist leader, Ernst Thälmann.


Ernst Thälmann encouraged cooperation with the NSDAP and the communist paramilitary Red Front Fighters fought alongside the SA troopers against the Social Democrats. The KPD doubled their support as Germany’s economic situation deteriorated in 1930 and it became the third strongest party in the Reichstag elections; Thälmann also came third in the 1932 presidential elections.


The Communist Party was the Nazis’ first target after they seized power. On 25 February 1933 SA troopers broke into the KPD’s Berlin headquarters and seized documents allegedly calling for a communist uprising against the government. Two nights later the Reichstag was set on fire and the NSDAP leaders blamed the communists. Hundreds of KPD members – including Ernst Thälmann and Ernst Torgler – were arrested and held in concentration camps. A few, including Walther Ulbricht, escaped to Russia.
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Raising support for the Nazis at a university. (NARA-242-HB-00077)


THE GERMAN DEMOCRATIC PARTY (DDP)


The left-wing liberal party was founded in November 1918 and it soon had around eighteen per cent of the vote. It supported a democratic, republican form of government and while it advocated nationalism it also called for international collaboration and the protection of ethnic minorities. Popularity fell steadily and the adoption of a new name, the German State Party, in 1930 did not stop its share of the vote falling to one per cent.


Members were generally middle-class entrepreneurs, civil servants, teachers, scientists and craftsmen; right-wing nationalists often referred to it a party of Jews and professors. Prominent members were Hugo Preuss, the main author of the Weimar constitution, the sociologist Max Weber and Hjalmar Schacht, president of the Reichsbank. Schacht defected to the NSDAP when they came to power in 1933.


THE SOCIAL DEMOCRATIC PARTY (SPD)


The party had a central bias but many members left after it voted in favour of going to war in 1914. The defectors formed the Communist Party and the intense rivalry between the two parties continued throughout the 1920s. The Social Democrats became part of the Weimar Coalition, leading many of the short-lived cabinets between 1919 and 1933. The party continuously wrestled between supporting moderate policies (to appeal to the middle classes), and radical policies (to appeal to the working classes).


OTTO WELS (1873–1939)


Wels was a veteran member of the Reichstag when he became chairman of the SPD in 1931. His pleas to oppose the Enabling Act on 23 March 1933 failed and he escaped to Prague when the party disintegrated in May. He had to flee again when the Germans occupied Czechoslovakia. He died in Paris on 16 September 1939.


OTTO BRAUN (1872–1955)


Braun was the Minister-President of Prussia and led a coalition of Social Democrats and Central Parties from 1925 until he was ousted from office by Franz von Papen in July 1932. He went into exile in Switzerland in March 1933, fearing for his life.


JULIUS LEBER (1891–1945)


Leber was a leading member of the SPD who stood up to the National Socialists in the Reichstag for over ten years. He survived an assassination attempt the day after Hitler was appointed Chancellor in January 1933 and he was arrested following the Reichstag fire a month later; he spent the next four years in concentration camps.


THE GERMAN PEOPLE’S PARTY (DVP) AND GUSTAV STRESEMANN (1878-1929)


Gustav Stresemann and his right-wing liberal party represented the interests of the great German industrialists. While it advocated Christian family values and lower tariffs it opposed welfare spending and farming subsides. The party only had around eight per cent of the vote and while it initially opposed the Weimar Coalition, it eventually cooperated with the centre and left-wing parties. Stresemann was the Weimar Republic’s only statesman of international standing and he served briefly as Chancellor, resigning shortly after the Munich Putsch in November 1923. He continued to serve as Foreign Minister until his death in October 1929. The party shifted further towards the right but its influence declined and it lost a third of its Reichstag seats in September 1930.
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SA troopers mingle with the public during a meeting. (NARA-242-HB-00202)


THE CATHOLIC CENTRE PARTY (CENTRE) AND MONSIGNOR LUDWIG KAAS (1881–1952)


The Centre Party was the second largest party in Germany in 1919. It formed coalition governments with the Social Democrats and the German Democrats and provided four chancellors. It did, however, have internal problems. While the centre of the party was loyal to the Church, the left had ties with Christian trade unions and the right had ties with nationalist movements. The party’s share of the vote fell to ten per cent and in 1928 Monsignor Ludwig Kaas was elected in the hope that he would unite the party; it soon became clear that he was more concerned with defending the Church.


Although the party retained its share of the vote, it fell behind the communists and the Nazis after 1930. It supported Chancellor Brüning’s government in 1932 but rejected Franz von Papen later in the year, accusing him of distorting the party’s ideals; Papen left shortly afterwards. The party had campaigned against the NSDAP but it started its own negotiations with Hitler after Papen’s attempts failed. It did not support Chancellor Schleicher’s administration at the end of 1932.


Monsignor Kaas had hoped to form a coalition with the NSDAP and he fell for Hitler’s false offers of cooperation. The March 1933 election gave the NSDAP and the Nationalist Party a majority, dashing the Centre’s hopes for a coalition. Kaas wanted to preserve the rights of the Church and he believed Hitler’s promise to guarantee civil liberties; the promise was never kept. The party disbanded in July 1933 and Kaas emigrated in disgust. He was appointed to a senior post in the Vatican with responsibility for Germany.


THE BAVARIAN PEOPLE’S PARTY (BVP)


The BVP split from the Centre Party in 1919 to pursue state politics. Bavaria refused to follow Berlin’s instructions during the 1923 inflation crisis but the NSDAP Putsch in November 1923 finally forced Gustav von Kahr to cooperate. The party became increasingly moderate under the leadership of Heinrich Held and he became Prime Minister of Bavaria in 1924. He continued to work against separatism but his party never had more than five per cent of the Reichstag vote. The Bavarian government was forcibly removed by the Nazis on 9 March 1933. While Held fled to Switzerland, his son was held in Dachau concentration camp.
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Hardly anyone notices as an SA unit parades through the streets. (NARA-242-HB-00101)


THE GERMAN NATIONALIST PEOPLE’S PARTY (DNVP)


Alfred Hugenberg (1865–1951) built up a huge business empire during the First World War and used his personal wealth to combine business with politics. Newspapers, publishing houses and the UFA film company were added to his portfolio and he became the main player in the German film and press industries.


Hugenberg became chairman of the DNVP in 1928 when it had over 70 delegates in the Reichstag and it opposed the Young Plan. The party’s popularity suffered over the next five years and Hugenberg became increasingly involved in political intrigues. He tried to form a right-wing alliance opposition to the government at the Harzburg Front meeting in October 1931 but Hitler refused to join.


The DNVP was the only party to support Franz von Papen when he was defeated in July 1932. Hugenberg then supported Schleicher’s cabinet but he quickly became disillusioned and transferred his support to Hitler, playing an important role in negotiating his chancellorship. He had hoped to control the Nazis, and while he was made the Reich Minister of Economy and Agriculture in Hitler’s first cabinet, his party’s share of the vote fell to eight per cent in March 1933. After seeing SA troopers attacking party members, Hugenberg resigned in June 1933 and dissolved the party.


REFORMING THE NSDAP


DECEMBER 1924 TO FEBRUARY 1926


Hitler was released from Landsberg Prison on 20 December 1924 after serving only nine months of his five-year sentence; he was lucky not to be repatriated to Austria. The ban on the NSDAP was lifted on 16 February but their leader was still barred from speaking in public in many states. Six days later 100 district leaders pledged their loyalty to Hitler and over 3,000 people attended the first party meeting in the Bürgerbräukeller in Munich on 27 February. Bavaria banned Hitler from speaking in public a few days later.


George Strasser joined the NSDAP in Berlin in March 1924 and he spent the summer raising the NSDAP’s profile across northern Germany. The first ‘defence echelon’ unit, the Schutzstaffel, was formed in April from Hitler’s personal bodyguard; it was the first SS unit.


President Friedrich Ebert had died on 28 February and Field Marshal Hindenburg was elected the second President of the Weimar Republic in a runoff election on 26 April. Hitler had persuaded General Ludendorff to stand but he only returned one per cent of the vote.


Hitler spent the summer of 1924 writing the second volume of his book in the Bavarian mountains. Strasser spent the summer campaigning across northern Germany, increasing the number of branches under his control to 250 by the end of the year. He was becoming disillusioned with the Bavarian-dominated party leadership and he made his grievances clear to the northern leadership on 10 September; it would not be the last time he argued with them. While he represented the urban, socialist, revolutionary side of politics, the south was advocating rural, racial and populist politics. Strasser also drew up a new party programme in November 1924.
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Hitler on his early release from Landsberg Prison.
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Hitler resumed leadership of the NSDAP after it fell to pieces under Alfred Rosenberg.


Over the winter, differences between north and south intensified and Hitler finally called a party congress so they could be settled. While he tended to support the southerners view, he needed the northerners’ support. The congress was held on 14 February in Bamberg, Franconia, but only two northern leaders attended: Gregor Strasser and his new assistant, Dr Joseph Goebbels.


Hitler made it clear that he was looking for support from both sides and that he would only use legal means to gain political and financial support. He also agreed to exclude Hermann Esser, the corrupt propagandist based in Munich, to gain northern support. While Strasser agreed to party unity and withdrew his programme, he was still dissatisfied with the outcome of the meeting. Goebbels, however, had been impressed by Hitler’s performance and he switched his allegiance to support the party leader. He was appointed Berlin’s Gauleiter as a reward.


NORTHERN OPPOSITION


GREGOR STRASSER (1892–1934) AND OTTO STRASSER (1897–1974)


Gregor was a decorated officer of the First World War and served in the Free Corps before joining the NSDAP in 1920. He was imprisoned for leading an SA detachment during the Munich Putsch and he joined Ludendorff’s National Socialist Freedom Movement on his release. Although he was elected to the Bavarian Landtag in 1924, the Movement dissolved when Hitler was released from prison.


Otto joined the NSDAP in 1925 and worked alongside his older brother to increase NSDAP support across northern Germany. They founded the Berlin Workers’ Paper and the newsletter National Socialist Letters, appointing Dr Paul Joseph Goebbels as their editor. The brothers became increasingly estranged from the Munich side of the party and although Gregor was an able organiser and a shrewd politician, he was a poor speaker. He reluctantly agreed to follow the party line after the Bamberg Party Congress in February 1926.
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The strength of the NSDAP in the north: Gregor Strasser and Joseph Goebbels.


The brothers continued to call for sweeping nationalisation and strikes, angering Hitler who was looking to gain political and financial support from industrialists. Hitler retaliated by arranging to buy shares in the Strassers’ publishing house before closing it down. When it reopened, the Berlin Workers’ Paper was only printed once a week while Goebbels’ rival publication, The Attack, became a daily publication.


The brothers continued to stir up trouble in the party by presenting their own style of politics until Hitler confronted them on 21 May 1930. While Gregor agreed to cooperate, Otto refused and he was expelled from the party in July. Otto formed the Union of Revolutionary National Socialists, or the Black Front, with Walther Stennes the following year. It soon folded and Strasser went into exile in Prague, Czechoslovakia.


Gregor was appointed the Reich Organisation Leader in June 1932 but he disagreed with Hitler’s decision to appoint Göring as President of the Reichstag when the NSDAP finally gained the majority. On 7 December 1932, Chancellor Kurt von Schleicher offered Strasser the vice-chancellorship and the Premiership of Prussia in the hope of splitting the Nazis. Hitler was furious when he found out and Strasser resigned in the argument that followed.


Gregor Strasser quit politics but Hitler never forgot the trouble he had caused over the years. He was arrested and executed in the Berlin Gestapo headquarters during the Blood Purge on 30 June 1934. Otto had to flee when German troops entered Czechoslovakia, and he went via Switzerland into France, pursued by agents from the German Security Service. He wrote an account of the Night of the Long Knives and published it in memory of his brother.


THE STRUGGLE FOR SUPPORT


MARCH 1926 TO OCTOBER 1929


In the summer of 1926, Hitler made it clear that the party membership had to unify behind him as their leader if the NSDAP was to succeed. On 3 and 4 July around 7,500 members met for the Annual Party Day in Weimar, Thuringia, one of the few cities where Hitler was allowed to speak. The SS paraded for the first time; there were 116 men. Afterwards, Hitler retired to the mountains above Berchtesgaden for a summer break.


Gregor Strasser was appointed Party Propaganda Leader in September 1926 while Goebbels was appointed Gauleiter of Berlin in December. Their tireless activities increased membership to 75,000 and over 30,000 attended the August 1927 Annual Party Day in Nuremberg. The spring of 1928 was spent preparing for the Reichstag elections and while Hitler spoke to thousands across Bavaria, Strasser and Goebbels continued their work in the north. The party was also restructured into 35 areas, or Gau, to match the delegate system across Germany.
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An early meeting of the NSDAP leadership.
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The SA poster supports ‘Death to Marxism’.


On 20 May 1928 the NSDAP only returned 810,000 votes, 2.6 per cent of the vote, but they returned twelve delegates.


[image: illustration]


The Nazis analysed their support and discovered that while they had failed to make inroads into the communist-dominated urban areas, they had gained support in Protestant rural areas. They concluded that they could get more votes for less money in rural areas. A new agrarian programme was announced to capitalise on the protest vote against the Nationalist Party.


The party could not afford an annual rally and after another summer in the Bavarian mountains, Hitler met his Gauleiters in Munich on 31 August 1928. The future was looking bleak but they made plans to appeal to the people and increase the membership above 100,000. The only good news was that Prussia lifted its speaking ban on Hitler on 28 September, the last state to do so.


VIOLENT POLITICS


German politics between the wars was marred by violence. While political meetings were interrupted by spontaneous violence in the early days, the parties soon realised the political value of disrupting a rival’s meeting. Heckling speakers and starting fights became a regular feature at political meetings.


Parties were forced to organise protection squads for their meetings and the Germany Workers’ Party’s Hall Defence Detachment became known as the NSDAP’s Gymnastics and Sports Division, a group of tough war veterans who were not afraid of brawling. They were later called Monitor Troops, Ordnertruppe, and they were eventually renamed the Storm Detachment, the Sturmabteilung or SA, after one notable fight at the Hofbräuhaus in November 1921. Party officials also needed protection teams to escort them through the crowds and guard them during meetings. The NSDAP formed Shock Troops, the Stosstruppen or SS to escort them and the Stosstrupp-Adolf Hitler became well known in the Munich area.
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Injured fighting for the cause. (NARA-242-HB-00096)


The Communist Party founded the Red Front Fighters’ Association in 1924 and it expanded to over 150,000 men. They often fought alongside the SA. Members wore a green uniform and a red armband. The Social Democrats formed the Black-Red-Gold Banner of the Reich in 1924. Some members of the Centre Party and the Democratic Party also joined. Membership had risen to three million by 1932.


A CHANGE OF FORTUNE


NOVEMBER 1929 TO OCTOBER 1930


As the NSDAP struggled to increase their support, finances were running low and popularity was waning. The Germany economy was also suffering and by the end of 1928 unemployment was almost 3 million, having risen by 50 per cent over the previous twelve months. Chancellor Stresemann renegotiated the reparations settlement but the announcement of the Young Plan in June was attacked by all political parties.


At the end of June the NSDAP was able to celebrate when it took control of its first town council in Coburg, northern Bavaria, but it was usually only returning around five per cent in votes. The size of the crowds at the third Annual Party Day in Nuremberg in August had risen slightly to 40,000 but membership had stagnated at 130,000. The leaders recognised that the NSDAP needed a miracle if it was to become anything more than a fringe party. The miracle started two months later when the stock market crashed.


The Wall Street Crash began with panic selling on 24 October. On 29 October 1929, Black Tuesday, sixteen million shares were traded on the New York Stock Exchange as their value collapsed. Ten billion dollars were wiped off companies, twice the amount of money in circulation in the US; it was the same value as the cost of America’s war effort. Over the months that followed the world was plunged into a long depression, one in which Germany’s economy was particularly vulnerable due to its reliance on large investments and short-term American loans. When the US called in all its loans, it placed Germany deeper into debt.
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A crowd watches as the Berlin SA parade through the Brandenburg Gate. (NARA-242-HB-00625)


Production in German industry fell 40 per cent in three years. Two major banks failed and credit was in danger of collapsing. As farmers went bankrupt and the cost of imports rose, the spectre of food shortages appeared once again. Six million were unemployed by the end of 1931 but many more were on short hours and reduced wages. Trained people were taking unskilled jobs. Tens of thousands of homeless wandered Germany looking for work, and as crime, begging and prostitution rose, everyone was looking for someone to blame.
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Goebbels plans the next stage of the party’s propaganda campaign. (NARA-242-HB-00726)


As taxes from income fell, unemployment benefits rose, placing a huge burden on the economy. Germany’s mainstream political parties struggled to provide a solution and the left and right wing parties benefited from their inability to do so. While the Communist Party recruited the unemployed working classes, raising fears of an uprising, the NSDAP targeted the middle classes. A combination of popular politics, new propaganda and publicity brought thousands of members to the party.


Germany was facing financial ruin. In March 1930, Chancellor Hermann Müller resigned over increasing employer contributions to unemployment insurance. Hjalmar Schacht removed the Reichsmark from the gold standard but he refused to print more money and called for wages to be slashed, fearing inflation. He resigned as President of the Reichbank over the Young Plan reparation payments.


Heinrich Brüning, the Catholic Centre Party leader, was appointed Chancellor on 30 March because of his financial expertise. His cabinet was filled with experts and it ruled by decree in an attempt to solve the crisis quickly. He proposed cutting government expenditure and slashing unemployment benefits to balance the books. The Reichstag refused to accept his proposals and he was forced to dismiss the cabinet on 18 July.


Meanwhile, the economic mess allowed the NSDAP to continue attacking the main political parties for failing to solve Germany’s financial problems. Voters started switching their allegiance to the NSDAP and in January 1930 Wilhelm Frick became the first party delegate to be appointed to a State Ministry in Thuringia as Minister of the Interior and Minister of Education. He quickly implemented nationalist and anti-Semitic policies across the state, a warning of what the future held.


Dr Joseph Goebbels was promoted to head the NSDAP’s propaganda on 27 April and one of his first projects was to create a new Nazi martyr. Horst Wessel had joined the NSDAP and the SA in 1926. While earning a living as a pimp, he was killed on 23 February 1930 after an argument with communist sympathisers over the rent on his Berlin slum. Goebbels adopted a song he had written about the SA, the ‘Horst Wessel Lied’, as the party anthem and it would become as popular as the national anthem. The leader of Wessel’s killers was murdered a few days after the Nazis seized power in 1933.
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