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As a young reporter in the early 1970s, I requested an interview with Arno Breker in Düsseldorf. Breker was Hitler’s favourite sculptor. The giant marble-eyed bronzes adorning the Court of Honour of the Reich’s Chancellery were his. Arno Breker introduced me to Albert Speer and to Otto Skorzeny, the Nazi daredevil who rescued Mussolini from his Gran Sasso prison hideaway. Albert Speer arranged a meeting with Reinhard Gehlen, Hitler’s master spy, and Skorzeny introduced me to Dr Werner Naumann, Goebbels’ Secretary of State for Propaganda, who in turn introduced me to Sir Oswald Mosley. I spoke to Mosley twice: in his suite at London’s Ritz Hotel and over lunch at his palatial residence near Paris, Le Temple de la Gloire. The British fascist leader introduced me to Otto Günsche, Hitler’s SS bodyguard, and to Otto Strasser who was, at the time, labelled an ‘anti-Hitler Nazi’. I listened, observed, and recorded their secret stories. Although they have all passed away, I want to thank them posthumously for sharing their experiences with me. Otto Strasser was the first to mention the man who invented the Third Reich. If I hadn’t requested and obtained an interview with Hitler’s favourite sculptor, I wouldn’t have had lunch with Oswald Mosley, and I would never have met Otto Strasser. In short, it would have been impossible for me to write this book almost 30 years later.
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ONE



Vienna


Austria is the land of romance. Yet the world is a sad place, as sad as Vienna is, since the Austrian capital has had to pay a heavy price for the Industrial Revolution. Huge, grey blocks of airless apartments and large, silhouetted houses surround the Westbahnhof railway station. Behind every window, ‘room for rent’ signs are hanging out. The smell of cooked cabbage and light from kerosene lamps stray out of darkened hallways.


There is another Vienna, too. The Vienna you either love or hate. The Vienna of gallant young officers strolling the boulevards in colourful marine and hussar uniforms. The Vienna of the magnificent Habsburg buildings on the Ring-Strasse, where the music of its gifted native sons Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven, Schubert and the Strauss family’s gay, haunting waltzes fill the air; the Vienna of the old emperor riding each day past the warm coffee-houses in his gilded carriage drawn by eight white horses.


In the Café Central on the corner of the Stanch-Alley, Leon Trotsky plays chess and harbours dreams of revolution. People walk around in stiff collars and straw hats, polluting the night air with their cigars. They drink mocha and read the international newspapers. In the Hof Opera, Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde and Lohengrin are performed under the direction of Gustav Mahler. Twice daily, Dr Sigmund Freud, who lives in the Berg-Alley, walks around the Ring-Strasse to purchase his cigars at the little tobacco shop near the Michaeler church across from the Neue Burg. Opposite Dr Freud lives Theodor Herzl, a bearded journalist. He works on a book, The Jewish State, in which he details his vision of an impending exodus to Palestine.


Like no other city in the West, Vienna breathes an air of the delicate baroque and the elegant rococo, of a gaiety and a charm that are unique among the capitals of the world. According to a popular contemporary song, angels spend their holidays in Vienna. Beneath the woodland, the hills along the Danube are studded with yellow-green vineyards surrounded by the ever-green Wienerwald (Vienna woods), where the last foothills of the Alps reach the city. Like a pearl in an oyster, Vienna lies in the curve of the hills. In 1873, Vienna had been the setting of a World Exhibition. Thirty-four years on, its population has grown to 2 million and rot and decay are threatening this most prosperous of cities at the heart of Europe. In early morning, the spire of St Stephan’s Cathedral is lost in the fog. The cobbled streets of the Jewish sector shine with dew.


In the summer of 1907, a provincial dandy from Linz fails the entrance examination of the painting school at the Vienna Academy of Fine Arts. His sample drawings of country landscapes with farms and bridges are not good enough. The judgement of the examiners is recorded in the Classification List for the years 1905 to 1911: ‘Sample drawings inadequate’. Rejected by the academy, he wants to become a story writer. He dresses in a dark overcoat and a hat, and carries an ivory-tipped walking stick. The young man from Linz lives in a single unheated back room in the Stumper-Alley 29, up two flights, across the street from the Westbahnhof that accommodates the fast trains from Munich and Paris. He pays a monthly rent of 10 crowns. Since he is an orphan, an Austrian law dating from 1896 entitles him to a monthly government pension of 25 crowns. A small inheritance paid in instalments from the money obtained from the sale of the Leonding family house brings him an extra 17 crowns a month. He spends his time reading, attending political disputes and browsing through the local newspapers. The books he reads are on historical, philosophical and political matters. He skips through the material and takes out those parts that are useful to him. He reads not to learn but in order to find justification for his own feelings and convictions. The book he loves above all others is Legends of the Gods and Heroes: The Treasures of Germanic Mythology. For hours, he can pore over it. He has also read Don Quixote as well as the Wild West novels about cowboys and Indians, written by Karl May while serving two prison terms for fraud. He frequents the Hofbibliothek where he acquires a copy of Psychology of Masses, a famous book by the Frenchman Gustave Le Bon, that has been published in a German translation.


In winter, when the gaslights in the street are lit at 5 p.m. sharp and the young man cannot read any longer, he goes to the Hof Opera at 2 crowns per performance. He secures standing-room in the promenade, directly under the imperial box. Women are not allowed in the promenade. Richard Wagner’s music intoxicates and bewitches him. He sees Lohengrin, his favourite Wagner opera, at least 10 times. Its hero is a man who seeks the woman who will love him unconditionally. The young man shares his meagre lodgings in the Stumper-Alley with a neighbour friend from Linz named August Kubitzek who finds him hard at work, filling endless pages with his spidery handwriting. Kubitzek asks him what he is writing.


‘A play,’ the young man replies.


He is also composing an opera, although he has no formal music training; he admits to Kubitzek that he has only taken piano lessons for four months in Linz. The opera is a brutal German myth filled with rape and murder, set in the rugged wastes of Iceland. It deals with the legend of Wieland. He imagines a lake surrounded by flaming volcanoes, icy glaciers and floating Valkyries in shining helmets.


‘I will compose the music on the piano,’ he explains to his room-mate, ‘and you will write down the notes.’


He neither smokes nor drinks, and he doesn’t seem to have anything to do with women. Strong, staring eyes dominate his face. His mother’s picture hangs over his bed. He has arrived in Vienna with a suitcase full of clothes, in the hope of becoming ‘something’, but in no circumstances does he want to be a civil servant as his father has been.


He is 18 years of age; his name is Adolf Hitler.


In the famous Viennese coffee-houses, the budding artist from Linz reads the papers and stuffs himself full of pastries with exotic sounding names: Powidltatschkerln, Guglhupf, Wuchteln, Millirahmstrudel, Palatschinken, Mohnbeigerl; the Viennese say their pastries taste like a poem. He does not agree with the common provincial opinion on what art should or should not be. His rejection by the Academy of Fine Arts has instilled in him a hate for ‘academic’ painting. He begins to take notice of architecture as a ‘misunderstood’ art form and toys with the idea of becoming a famous architect himself instead of a painter, a composer or a writer. He knows the history of the Viennese buildings in the Ring-Strasse intimately and studies their floor plans; he is interested in all aspects of their construction.


The Ring-Strasse has been created from the leftovers of the old city walls that were built as a defence against the Turks. After Emperor Franz Jozef I ordered the renaissance fortifications and bastions to be demolished, an international competition was established in order to have the area redesigned. On the woodland surrounding the town, houses were built. The Emperor demanded that the capital be made ‘bigger and more beautiful’. A final design was approved by the monarch in 1859.


The first representative building to go up was the Hof Opera, in a style referred to as ‘classical and late historicism’. Architects brought in from all over Europe transformed the Ring-Strasse into one of the most famous boulevards of Europe, in which symbolism is preferred over function. There is the neo-gothic Rathaus (the City Hall), the Hellenic-columned Parliament, the neo-baroque Imperial Palace in which there are no toilets for the men and women who live and work there, and the Burg Theatre. The Viennese jokingly say that in Parliament you can hear nothing, in the Rathaus you can see nothing, and in the Burg Theatre because of bad acoustics and even worse construction work you can neither hear nor see anything. The balustrades of Parliament are adorned by 60 marble figures of ancient Greek and Roman historians. In front of Parliament, on top of the fountain, stands the statue of Pallas Athene, the goddess of wisdom, wearing a golden helmet and leaning on a gold-tipped spear. The architect of the Hof Opera committed suicide after hearing the emperor’s criticism that its steps were too low.


The square across the Ring-Strasse is crowned by the Art Museum and the National History Museum. On one side lies the National Library, on the other the park with its endless flower beds and green gardens. Behind the museums are the Royal Stables which house the emperor’s 400 jet-black and snow-white riding horses beneath three vast Bohemian crystal chandeliers. The Heldenplatz (Hero’s Square) is the most imperial of squares in all of Europe. Confidentially, the young artist from Linz tells his room-mate that the Heldenplatz would be the perfect setting for mass demonstrations.


Every day at noon, the square is transformed by the military pageantry of the changing of the guard. The Hungarian élite bodyguard rides by, tall and erect on their white horses, dressed in scarlet uniforms trimmed in silver, with sable capes thrown over their shoulders. The old Emperor of Austria and King of Hungary, stooped with age and inevitably dressed in a colourful gala uniform, his mutton-chop sideburns washed and trimmed daily, looks down on the changing of the guard from the window of his office in the Hofburg.


Hitler sketches the new architecture around the Ring-Strasse and visits the Treasure Chamber at the Hofburg where he touches the spear of the Roman centurion Longinus who pierced the side of Christ on the cross. According to legend, whoever claims the spear holds the destiny of the world in his hands. Under grey clouds, he walks to the working-class district of Meidling, where he studies the housing and living conditions of the workmen and their families. He complains to his room-mate that the dark and dirty tenements have to be swept away to make room for smaller buildings with more conveniences for everyday people. He scrawls sketches of houses with small, detached units of four to eight apartments in which to house the blue-collar workers. He even toys with the idea of a new ‘people’s drink’ to replace wine and beer. His room-mate brings up the question of financing such huge projects.


‘Don’t worry,’ Hitler replies, ‘the storm of revolution will take care of that.’


On sunny days, he walks through the rose gardens in the Volksgarten (People’s Park) and sips coffee in the Corti’sche Kaffeehaus where Strauss used to give afternoon concerts. Perhaps he has an artist’s eye, but he certainly has an artist’s temperament. The pungent spice of horse dung that comes from the beautiful blue Danube revolts him. In reality, the Danube is brown and muddy. He is astonished by combustion machines called ‘automobiles’ of which there are already 300 in Vienna. They claim 60 lives a year. His walking stick clicks on the sidewalk, and the faint melody of Strauss waltzes drifts out of the dancehalls. The young man lives in a dream world. He is looking up at the stars and dreaming new dreams. As happens with dreamers, he is rapidly running out of money. His orphan’s pension of 25 crowns per month barely covers his expenses and the inheritance money doesn’t come his way any more.


At the National Library, he attempts to get to grips with the cataloguing system. He queues at the visitors’ entrance to Parliament and buys a ticket into the public gallery. Inside the semicircular assembly rooms, he sits back and watches the deputies debating and buzzing around in the corridors. Afterwards he sits at his favourite bench in front of the Schönbrunn, under the trees, and reads his papers: the Jewish Neue Freie Presse (New Free Press), the Wiener Tageblatt (Viennese Daily Paper), the anti-Semitic Deutsches Volksblatt (German People’s Paper) which he enjoys reading and the Catholic Das Vaterland (The Fatherland).


He carries a little notebook in his pocket in which he writes down ideas and makes architectural drawings. In the Prater amusement park, a giant ferris wheel is installed that spins visitors high above the city. In May, when glorious colours and the fragrances of spring burst out from the banks of the Danube, Hitler and his room-mate walk through the Wienerwald to the west of the city, and experiment with water witches trying to find water in the Wienerwald. As money is tight, they live on milk and bread, with a knob of butter on the side of their plates from time to time. Although he hasn’t eaten any solid food for days, Hitler writes to Franzl, who lives elsewhere in Vienna, that he is trying to cure himself with a diet of fruit and vegetables after a stomach colic. It is true that he suffers from gastric trouble. He bitterly complains he is living ‘a dog’s life’.


In 1908, an art show is inaugurated in temporary quarters on a piece of wasteland near the Stadtpark. Gustav Klimt’s The Kiss is exhibited for the first time. Hitler doesn’t like the painting; he says it is a decadent and revolting picture. The Kiss is purchased by the Austrian state. As always, Wagner’s Lohengrin at the Hof Opera is able to cheer him up. One evening he attends a performance of Tristan und Isolde; the next day he is among the crowd listening to Wagner’s The Flying Dutchman. He practises yoga and reads Ibsen, Goethe and the German classics. When his room is infested with cockroaches he gathers them and places them on the end of a straight pin.


August Kubitzek graduates with honours from the Vienna Conservatory of Music and begins a promising professional career as a conductor and composer. On his own again, Hitler moves from Stumper-Alley to a cheaper room at Felber-Strasse 22. He registers his move at the Zentralmeldeamt, the registration office in the Berg-Alley near Dr Sigmund Freud’s house. Hitler lists his occupation as ‘student’. But in the police records he is referred to as ‘a sexual pervert’ because most young men from the provinces living in rented accommodation in the city are known to be homosexuals. His hair is growing longer, and the beginnings of a beard go with his flimsy moustache. He increasingly looks like a bohemian artist.


The political mood in Vienna is changing. Politicians are hanging signs over the entrance to their country estates: ‘Dogs and Jews forbidden to enter’. The Stock Exchange is nicknamed ‘the Jewish Monte Carlo casino’. The socialist mayor of Vienna uses anti-Semitism as a campaign weapon and drugs the crowds with anti-Semitic speeches. Calls are heard for the eradication of the Jews from European culture.


The winter air in Vienna is filled with coal fumes from heating stoves. A new department store has opened its doors, the Gerngross. An eastern European Jew dressed in the traditional caftan is arrested for begging outside the store. Is it a Jew? is the young man’s first thought. Or is he a German? He begins to see Jews everywhere.


He eagerly consumes Houston Stewart Chamberlain’s writings which are on sale in every good Vienna bookshop and in the public libraries, and covers the margins with notes. Houston Stewart Chamberlain is an Englishman who lives in Vienna. He has written two books on Wagner and a famous essay in which he attempts to prove that while the Greeks created art and philosophy and the Romans invented the idea of the state and the law, the Jews have had a negative influence on civilization ever since their betrayal of Jesus.


For a few hellers (one heller = a half crown) Hitler buys a copy of the anti-Semitic pamphlet Ostara, named after the Germanic goddess of spring. The basic message in Ostara is a simple one: the Aryan is a hero by right of blood. The pamphlet is published by Lanz von Liebenfels, an ex-monk who is a member of the Guido von List Society. The society is a blood brotherhood practising medieval black magic; their symbol is the swastika, the solar symbol of millennial Aryan radiance and purity. Members of the Guido von List Society are fascinated by the ancient runic SS letters. They struggle up a hill near Vienna with a knapsack full of empty wine bottles. It is sunrise of the summer solstice and they bury the bottles on the hill in the shape of a swastika to celebrate the longest day of the year. Influential men in all walks of life are members of the Guido von List Society, including the socialist mayor of Vienna. Hitler makes up his mind and joins the Anti-Semite Union of Vienna.


In the back of the Café Central on the corner of Stanch-Alley – where 300 newspapers on cane holders are ringing the walls – sits a man looking younger than his 30 years. He is concentrating on a chess move. He wears a well-clipped moustache, and oval frameless glasses. He is, by all accounts, an intellectual. He has been living permanently in Vienna since 1907, having arrived in the city around the same time as the young painter from Linz. His name is Lev Bronstein but everyone in Vienna knows him as Leon Trotsky. With his second wife and two children, he shares a small villa in the suburb of Sievering. Trotsky writes articles for Russian journals on Viennese art exhibitions and publishes his own Russian-language newspaper in Vienna, called Pravda. It is one of the 300 newspapers on cane holders in the Café Central.


Leon Trotsky is not the only revolutionary living in Vienna. In nearby Wiener Neustadt, the ‘new Vienna’, Tito works as a car mechanic. There is also Lou Andreas-Salomé who has come to Vienna to study under Dr Sigmund Freud. She is a writer and pioneering psychoanalyst who has been a confidante of Nietzsche. She is also the lover of the talented poet Rainer Maria Rilke, who works in Paris himself as private secretary to Rodin, the famous sculptor. One of the stars of the international peace movement lives in Vienna. Her name is Bertha von Suttner, a one-time secretary of Alfred Nobel. She received the Nobel Peace Prize in 1905, as the fifth recipient. Often Rainer Maria Rilke is in town, reading his poetry at the New Vienna Stage. The Austrian expressionist painter Oskar Kokoschka exhibits in Vienna. He is a student of the School of Arts and Crafts. The press calls his exhibition ‘the chamber of horrors’. He has arranged four large tapestry designs on the walls, and a series of mad, violent paintings, such as a self-portrait of himself as a young artist: nothing but a skull in blue wash. The painting has been purchased by the modernist architect Adolf Loos. When Archduke Franz Ferdinand remarks in public that he would see no harm in breaking every bone in the artist’s body, Oskar Kokoschka moves to the intellectually more tolerant atmosphere of Berlin.


Another expressionist painter hangs himself: Richard Gerstl, who is considered to be ‘the Viennese Van Gogh’. His heavy, intense self-expression makes his paintings painful to look at. Gerstl is only 25 when he kills himself. In a Prater café, a man shoots himself in the chest because he has lost his job. Customers quietly sip their mocha, and let the man bleed to death. ‘In Vienna, suicide is a way of life,’ the newspapers report. Gustav Mahler’s musician brother kills himself. The daughter of novelist Arthur Schnitzler dies of blood poisoning after slashing her wrists. The painter Alfred Kubin tries to shoot himself on the grave of his mother.


A major painter on the Viennese art scene makes his début at the 1909 Art Exhibition. His name is Egon Schiele. He exhibits four portraits. The press complains at the obscenity of his pictures. Ludwig Wittgenstein lives in Vienna. He is the ninth child of a rich industrialist. Three of his brothers have committed suicide; all three were homosexuals. His older brother Paul becomes a successful concert pianist after losing his right arm. The French composer Maurice Ravel writes his Concerto for the left hand with Wittgenstein’s brother Paul in mind.


A Russian named Joseph Dzugashvili gets off the train at Vienna North train station. He calls himself ‘Koba’ or ‘Stalin’, a pseudonym. ‘Stalin’ is Russian for ‘man of steel’. Lenin has sent him to Vienna to study life in a city of twelve nationalities. That is the official explanation. Unofficially, Stalin has come to Vienna to spy on his countrymen. On the surface, life in Vienna is pleasant and charming, but deep down Austria is in turmoil. There has been a drastic increase in the cost of living. The price of crude oil used for cooking has gone up 800 per cent in just five years. Spontaneous riots break out. The government calls in the police; when the police fail to restore the calm, the infantry charges with blank sabres. Two protesters are killed. The Minister of Justice is shot at in Parliament. All over the Balkans, the political situation is going from bad to worse. The voices of war are being heard. Soon the world will travel down the road to Sarajevo.


An elegant dandy, dressed in a long, dark rubber raincoat, monocle in the eye, walks along the Ring-Strasse in Vienna, leaning on a walking stick with a silver handgrip. Moeller van den Bruck is a tall, slightly stooped man with sand-coloured hair and a small, well-trimmed moustache. He is 35 years of age. There is an air of melancholy about him, in the way he walks and tilts his head; an air of Weltschmerz, of sorrow and sentimental pessimism. Any day now, he will be going home. He has come to Vienna to pay his respects to Houston Stewart Chamberlain, the prolific writer on philosophical and historical subjects. One book in particular has made Chamberlain famous: The Foundations of the Nineteenth Century, a revealing and highly romanticized conception of the Germans as the master race with a mission to rule the world. It has passed through eight editions already. Chamberlain is married to Eva Wagner, the composer’s daughter.


Moeller van den Bruck walks into the Café Central, orders a mocha, and starts reading the Russian-language Pravda newspaper. He sturdily calls himself ein Augenmensch; he can steal with his eyes. Moeller van den Bruck is fluent in Russian, as he is in French and English.


Arthur Wilhelm Ernst Victor Moeller van den Bruck was born on 23 April 1876 in a solid bourgeois family on the Kaiser-Strasse 221 in the German town of Solingen in Westphalia, as the only child of state architect Ottomar Victor Moeller and Elise van den Bruck, the daughter of an architect of Dutch origin from Deutz, near Cologne. Contemporary sources describe Elise van den Bruck as ‘a stunning beauty’. It is said that her mother was Spanish. Moeller van den Bruck is a native to that Central Saxony which gave birth to the philosopher, writer and mathematician Leibniz and the genial moral philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche, whose life of isolation and illness culminated in madness when he was only 44. Moeller van den Bruck was given the Christian name of ‘Arthur’ because of his father’s adoration for the philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer (1788–1860), the first German philosopher to see the world from an explicitly nonreligious viewpoint. Because of professional duties, Ottomar Moeller was transplanted to the Rhineland, where he built the first modern prison in Germany, in Düsseldorf.


Moeller van den Bruck grows up to become a serious and sad young man, who suffers from bouts of melancholy. His schoolfriends are used to saying to each other: ‘Did you see? Today he actually laughed!’ Since his uncles were officers in the Prussian army, Moeller van den Bruck too is destined for a military career; but when he is 20 years of age, he drops the ‘Arthur’ from his name and moves to Berlin in search of artistic fame. He lives in a villa close to one of the lakes around Berlin, publishes some poetry and even starts writing a novel.


Moeller van den Bruck considers himself to be a nineteenth-century philosophical scholar at the beginning of the twentieth century. He refuses to have his photograph taken; he wants to remain a mystery man. He intends to write a vast encyclopaedia of European values. When both his parents pass away, he comes into a large inheritance. Moeller van den Bruck is free to live the life he pleases. He becomes a dandy and a dreamer; his vestimentary model is Beau Brummel, the Englishman who set the fashion in men’s clothes in the first half of the nineteenth century.


In a Berlin wine cellar nicknamed ‘Zum Schwarzen Ferkel’ (At the Black Piglet) he meets the Norwegian painter Edvard Munch, and they become close friends. A hostile reception to his exhibitions in Kristiana, as Oslo has been renamed, and an unhappy love affair with a red-haired woman have driven Munch out of his own country. Other friends from that period of Moeller van den Bruck’s life are the Finnish writer Adolf Paul, the Polish novelist Stanislaw Przybyszewski, the composer Conrad Ansorge, the anthroposophist Rudolf Steiner, the dramatist Frank Wedekind who has returned from America, and the Swedish dramatist August Strindberg. They are the centre around which a male fraternity of Scandinavian, Polish and German writers, artists and critics gather. Strindberg describes the atmosphere in the ‘Schwarzen Ferkel’ as ‘a collection of damned souls: curses, hatred, windows broken by flying bottles, howls and screeches. Passers-by saying: “What a hell!”’ Heated discussions about women, art and sex dominate the conversations.


During his first stay in Berlin, Munch learns the technique of transfer lithography which enables him to recreate and duplicate his images, beginning with The Scream.


The brightest star of the circle of drinking friends is the Polish novelist Przybyszewski. He has written a trilogy novel, Homo Sapiens, in which he has mixed the experiences of the Berlin bohemians with fictional events to create a mythology of sexuality, jealousy, violent psychological turmoil, dreams and hallucinations.


Moeller van den Bruck writes a five-page article about Stanislas Przybyszewski that is published in a Leipzigbased monthly dedicated to literature, art and social politics. It is the first time that Moeller van den Bruck sees his name in print at the bottom of an article. He is 20 years of age. He marries Hedda Maase from Düsseldorf. They have known each other since childhood days. Hedda Maase is a professional translator, and together they transcribe the stories of French decadent novelist Jules Barbey d’Aurevilley into German. They are published in three volumes as Die Besessenen (The Possessed) in 1900 in a series called ‘Classics of World Literature’. With the help of Hedwig Lachmann Landauer, who published a German translation of Oscar Wilde’s Salomé, Hedda and Moeller van den Bruck translate a German edition of the complete works of Edgar Allan Poe, short stories as well as poems. Hedwig Lachmann Landauer is the wife of the anarcho-socialist Gustav Landauer. The Landauers are neighbours of the painter Max Beckmann, and Beckmann is the first individual to acquire the complete ten-volume Edgar Allan Poe edition. With Barbey d’Aurevilley and Poe out of the way, Moeller van den Bruck confronts the German translation of Confessions of an English Opium-Eater in which Thomas de Quincey (1785–1859) analyses his own progress as a consumer of enormous quantities of opium. The Confessions is less about the dangers of addiction and more about the revelations of the subconscious mind in dreams and visions; not the opium-eater, but the opium is the true hero of the tale.


When the book was first published in 1822, the Confessions of an English Opium-Eater was nothing short of a sensation. Its black humour and vivid, evocative language influenced many writers, from Baudelaire to Edgar Allan Poe. Thomas de Quincey was born in Manchester in 1785, the second son of a linen merchant. He was educated in Bath, Winkfield and at Manchester Grammar School, but he ran away from the last establishment to wander homeless in Wales and London, experiences which he later recounted in his Confessions. He attended Worcester College, Oxford, where in 1804 he first indulged in opium. By 1812 he had become an opium addict. At the time, opium was a legal painkiller. ‘What was it that did in reality make me an opium-eater? That affection which finally drove me into the habitual use of opium, what was it?’ Thomas de Quincey asks himself. ‘Pain was it? No, but misery. Casual overcasting of sunshine was it? No, but bleak desolation. Gloom was it that might have departed? No, but settled and abiding darkness.’ He adds a phrase of Milton’s Samson Agonistes: ‘Total eclipse, without all hope of day!’


Thomas de Quincey suffered from rheumatism in the face, combined with severe toothache. In his book, he describes the pain as ‘lancinating pangs – keen, arrowy radiations of anguish’, worse than cancer, as if rats were gnawing at the lining of his stomach. He could have taken ‘a trifling dose of colocynth’, a drug derived from the unripe but full-grown ‘bitter apple’ and one of the most effective painkillers known at the time, but the extremity of pain drove him to the use first of lozenges – diamond-shaped pills containing opium and described for the relief of pulmonary affections – then to the stronger laudanum, the tincture of opium. He bought the drug in London’s Oxford Street: ‘On a Saturday afternoon, the counters of the druggists were strewed with pills of one, two or three grains, in preparation for the known demand of the evening. Three respectable London druggists from whom I happened to be purchasing small quantities of opium assured me that the number of amateur opium-eaters who were purchasing it with a view to suicide was at this time immense.’ He consumed up to 1,000 drops of laudanum per day; 60 are prescribed. Twenty-five drops are equivalent to one grain of opium. ‘Arrived at my lodgings,’ wrote Thomas de Quincey, ‘I lost not a moment in taking the quantity prescribed, and in an hour, O heavens! what a revulsion! what a resurrection, from its lower depths of the inner spirit! what an apocalypse of the world within me!’ Under the various stages of opium influence, dreams and noonday visions arose.
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