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PREFACE TO THE ENGLISH EDITION


The ritual is always the same: at the beginning of each year, by mid-February at the latest, a string of articles, sometimes even entire books, are published about the Reichstag fire that took place on the evening of 27 February 1933. Nearly all of these publications, almost invariably written by the same group of authors, claim to contain ‘new insights’ or ‘new interpretations’ about the arson attack that had the most serious consequences in world history. For this is exactly what the flames in the German parliament building, exactly four weeks after Hitler’s appointment as Reich chancellor, turned out to be: a fiery signal for the Nazi dictatorship that proved so disastrous for Germany and Europe, and cost millions of people their lives.


Almost all of these articles and books have something else in common: they present supposed inconsistencies, alleged suspects or so-called facts which have in fact been known for decades. The latest book by the American historian Benjamin Carter Hett, published in 2014, is a case in point.


Burning the Reichstag: An Investigation into the Third Reich’s Enduring Mystery is nothing but an indictment, containing not a single new argument or piece of evidence. Those who are familiar with the extensive body of literature on the topic will be very surprised to see that Hett revisits several well-known claims that have long been refuted. In his desire to prove the National Socialists’ role in the arson attack, he cites practically every piece of ‘evidence’, no matter how absurd.


Now, working with a hypothesis is certainly a valid approach. Of course one can support the assumption that the National Socialists set the Reichstag on fire as an excuse to brutally enforce their dictatorship. However, historical scholarship is ultimately based on sources: hypotheses that consistently contradict undoubtedly genuine sources are of no use and are excluded from serious discourse. Usually, this works rather well – except in the case of the Reichstag fire.


For instance, in his book, Hett names Hans Georg ‘Heini’ Gewehr as the possible perpetrator around 200 times. Now, it is true that Hans-Bernd Gisevius, a former Gestapo officer and later self-proclaimed resistance fighter against Hitler, claimed that Gewehr was responsible for the crime during the Nuremberg Trials for major war criminals in 1945. However, Gisevius, one of the great storytellers about the Third Reich, was forced to retract his main allegations, as there was no evidence whatsoever. The claim that Hans Georg Gewehr was part of a Nazi stormtrooper [the Sturmabteilung, or SA] arsonist commando is quite simply made up.


Yet this does not seem to be a problem for Benjamin Hett, or any of the other authors who, again and again, write about the events and the consequences of 27 February 1933, who rehash the well-known conspiracy theories that have already been debunked several times. This book, however, takes a different approach. Based on fifteen years of research, and a thorough and unbiased analysis of the case file, it investigates the criminal case of the Reichstag fire; in other words, its ‘career’.


This book explains what really happened on that cold Monday evening in Berlin. It uncovers how the belief that the Nazis were the culprits established itself – a belief that runs contrary to all available facts, but that is encouraged by all the other terrible crimes they committed. This book also takes Marinus van der Lubbe’s repeated confession seriously. It is not the first book to do this, but it bases its analysis on more sources than have ever been used before. Van der Lubbe claimed: ‘I have been asked whether I carried this act out alone, and I declare that this was the case. Nobody helped me.’


During his speech to introduce the first German edition of the book in February 2008, just before the Reichtag fire’s seventieth anniversary, Norbert Lammert, the current president of the German Bundestag, said: ‘Whether this book will end the highly political dispute remains to be seen. However, it is certain that it offers an important contribution [to its resolution].’ Frank Bajohr, a historian from Hamburg, phrased it similarly carefully: ‘I hope Kellerhoff’s book can end the controversy, but I doubt it.’ He explained further: ‘After all, his book shows that the subject has proved popular with conspiracy theorists and meddlers who have more than once exploited the media’s sensationalist nature.’


Now, several years after the first edition was published in Germany, it is clear that both Lammert and Bajohr were right. Even though those who believe in the Nazis’ guilt were unable to find fault with the book on factual grounds, they nonetheless demanded, by way of a string of lawsuits, that the book be taken off the shelves. However, their objection was based on just one accidently incorrectly referenced internet article. As they were unable to come up with substantial objections, they opted for insults and slander instead.


There is little value in such an approach. Those who avoid fact-led debates because they lack valid arguments ought to reconsider their hypothesis. But that is something conspiracy theorists never do. They simply repeat their arguments, perhaps packaged slightly differently, but mostly just more loudly and heatedly. However, this does not aid the advancement of knowledge in any way.


Perhaps the hope that, one day, serious historical scholarship will prevail in the debate about the Reichstag fire is misguided. This book cannot do more than to present the actual facts and explain the background to the debate since 1945. Unlike Hett’s latest book, and many similar publications before his, this book remains objective at all times. None of the big questions remain unanswered, apart from one: why do Hett and his allies, to the present day, feel they ‘have to’ prove the Nazis’ guilt?


To debunk the theory that it was the Nazis themselves who set the Reichstag on fire, a notion originally put forward by upstanding opponents of Hitler, does not change the historical facts of the Holocaust or the war of annihilation waged by the Wehrmacht. On the contrary, replacing false claims with indisputable facts is undoubtedly progress. It is not true that four million people were gassed or killed in other ways in Auschwitz-Birkenau, as was claimed for decades, even into the 1990s. The real number is 1.1 million or more, of which at least 900,000 were deported Jews. Although the figure is smaller, it does not make the monstrous genocide of the Jews a lesser crime.


Even seventy years after Hitler’s suicide, it seems unlikely that the exhausting and nonsensical debate about the Reichstag fire – a case that has long been resolved – will come to an end in the near future. In Germany, it has been possible to check the conspiracy theorists’ claims against the simple facts in this book since 2008. Now this will also be possible in the English language, thanks to publisher Michael Leventhal and translator Karina Berger. Those who categorically want to believe that the National Socialists were responsible for the Reichstag fire will not be convinced by this book. More important, however, are those who so far have not been able to engage with this subject in an unbiased manner. This is who this book is intended for.


Sven Felix Kellerhoff


Berlin


January 2016




INTRODUCTION



by Hans Mommsen


It remains to be seen whether this book will be able to end the dispute about who set fire to the Reichstag, a dispute that has now been going on for seventy-five years. In his book, Sven Felix Kellerhoff presents a straightforward and coherent account of the complex sequence of events, as well as the subsequent discussion in the press, which continues to this day. He comes to the conclusion that there can be no doubt that Marinus van der Lubbe was the lone perpetrator.


Based on the careful analysis of available sources, Kellerhoff charts the outbreak of the fire, the Reich Cabinet’s reaction, the political advantage Hitler gained from the event, the oppression of the leftist opposition, the Gleichschaltung [co-ordination] that was imposed immediately after the event and Hitler’s first steps towards a dictatorship. The author continues by describing the Reichstag fire’s far-reaching consequences for the success of National Socialism and the almost instant dispute over who was responsible for the fire – the communists or the National Socialists – and whether the confessed arsonist van der Lubbe had simply served as a straw man. The objective statements by the investigating police inspectors, which supported the theory of van der Lubbe having acted alone, were drowned out by the elaborate propaganda war.


The controversy about the Reichstag fire, outlined by Kellerhoff, survived the collapse of the Nazi regime and has not abated to this day. After 1945, few people doubted that the National Socialists were the culprits, although Hermann Göring had convincingly denied the charge at the International Military Tribunal in Nuremberg. Public opinion in general supported Hans-Bernd Gisevius’ testimony and the description in his 1946 autobiography Bis zum bitteren Ende [To the Bitter End; republished in 2008 as Valkyrie]. Kellerhoff exposes these as myths manufactured by a cockalorum. They nonetheless formed the starting point of all later attempts to cast the blame on the National Socialists.


Kellerhoff also describes the way in which amateur historian Fritz Tobias brought about a clear break with the consensus regarding the Reichstag fire. Based on extensive research, Tobias proved in 1961 that van der Lubbe had told the truth and that the National Socialists had nothing to do with the arson attack. At first, few believed Tobias’ thesis that van der Lubbe was the lone perpetrator. I had the same experience after I supported his thesis in a review of his book Der Reichstagsbrand. Legende und Wirklichkeit [The Reichstag Fire. Legend and Reality] in the Stuttgarter Zeitung on 5 July 1962. A solid phalanx of historians and interested Zeitzeugen [contemporary witnesses] launched a downright campaign against all those who believed in the theory of a lone perpetrator.


Kellerhoff guides his readers through the long-standing tale of the heroic struggle by a series of activists against the alleged ‘legend of the Nazis’ innocence’. First, Karl Dietrich Bracher dismissed Tobias as a scientific dilettante. Tobias had drawn his attention to the fact – politely, at first, then more bluntly – that Fire Chief Gempp, who had been portrayed as a Nazi victim by Bracher, had been found guilty of bribery by the superior court of justice in Berlin and had subsequently committed suicide. Ever since, Tobias had been accused of dilettantism, although his opponents did not object to allocating column space to authors with no professional qualifications in the prestigious academic journals Historische Zeitschrift and Vierteljahreshefte.


The methods used in the campaign against Tobias became increasingly unfair. Thus, Walther Hofer, a professor from Bern who spearheaded the campaign, had no qualms about denouncing Tobias to his superior, the Lower Saxon interior minister, for ‘whitewashing’ Hitler. There were many other cases of defamation, too. In 1968, the Croatian journalist Edouard Calic took advantage of the economic situation and founded the ‘International Committee for Scholarly Research on the Causes and Consequences of the Second World War’ in Luxembourg. For this, he secured the support of well-known names, as well as financial support from the Federal Press Office and the Federal Agency for Civic Education. This enabled him to pay visiting dignitaries lavish fees for their mere presence. Hofer supported these machinations and, as a result, got entangled in a net of forgeries that Calic fabricated in order to prove the Nazis’ guilt.


This strategy – later continued by Alexander Bahar, Wilfried Kugel and Hersch Fischler – was ultimately bound to fail ignominiously. The credit for exposing the web of lies that Calic had spun, with Hofer’s backing, is due in large part to Karl-Heinz Janßen, then senior editor at the weekly paper Die Zeit. However, those who believe that the Nazis are to blame have still not given up their fight against the alleged ‘legend of the Nazis’ innocence’ – although this fight has increasingly become an end in itself. International research, meanwhile, has been getting back to business as usual and no longer doubts that van der Lubbe was the lone perpetrator.


Kellerhoff describes the debate – seemingly grotesque in hindsight – with cool detachment. As part of his critical examination, he also considers the role that radio and television broadcasters played in the campaign. The true scandal, which to this day has not been sufficiently acknowledged, lies in the failure of Germany’s historians, not least the Institut für Zeitgeschichte [Institute for Contemporary History], which acted, again and again, as a crony to the forger-mafia, and was not afraid to back forgers.


The crucial reason why the controversy has been so fraught with emotion can be found in Bracher’s allegation that his opponents ‘trivialised’ Hitler and National Socialism. This was reiterated when Hofer commented that a lone perpetrator would be ‘pedagogically’ undesirable for the ‘German people’. As Kellerhoff emphasises, it is the predominant view of Hitler as a cynical, calculating, power-hungry politician who was in total control that lies behind the arson attack’s ‘potential to cause such tremendous agitation’. This point of view demonstrates the way in which the quasi-religious Hitler cult was retrospectively turned around and demonised. Kellerhoff rightly states that the insistence on the Nazis’ guilt carries an exculpatory element, which casts ‘the majority of Germans’ as ‘victims of a meticulous plan that was ruthlessly executed’. What is needed is a public inquiry into the political implications of the controversy surrounding the Reichstag fire. Kellerhoff’s commendable analysis forms the basis for this.


Hans Mommsen


Feldafing


Sadly, Hans Mommsen passed away in 2015.
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THE ARSON ATTACK


THE REICHSTAG ON FIRE – WAS THE CULPRITCAUGHT IN THE ACT?


It was four to five degrees below zero in Berlin’s city centre on the evening of 27 February 1933; an icy easterly wind made it seem even colder. In every other way, however, this appeared to be an ordinary winter evening. There was nothing to suggest that the events of this night would go down in German history and cause heated debates until the present day. An election campaign was taking place – the following Sunday, the Germans were to vote for yet another new parliament, even though barely six months had passed since the last election. And of course much had changed since Adolf Hitler had been appointed Reich chancellor exactly four weeks earlier, heading up a coalition of the Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei [NSDAP; National Socialist German Workers’ Party] and the far-right Deutschnationale Volkspartei [DNVP; German National People’s Party, usually known informally as the German Nationals or simply the Nationalists]. Since then, the publication of communist and social-democratic newspapers had not been permitted on several occasions. From 22 February onwards, thousands of SA and SS [Schutzstaffel; protection squadrons] men had been appointed as auxiliary policemen; a position many abused. Brawls between these gangs of Nazi ‘brownshirts’ and supporters of the Rotfrontenkämpferbund [Red Front Fighters’ League] became increasingly common; in the capital alone, more than a dozen people had been killed as a result of these riots since 30 January. Nobody still believed that the parties taking part in the election campaign did so with equal chances. While the Prussian police force, controlled by Hermann Göring, would dissolve meetings of the opposition for trivial reasons, the NSDAP was practically never interfered with in this way.1


It was quiet in the Reichstag building on 27 February, as Reich President Paul von Hindenburg had dissolved parliament immediately after Hitler’s appointment. The Kommunistische Partei Deutschlands [KPD; Communist Party of Germany] was using its offices in the building after its regular party headquarters, the Karl-Liebknecht-Haus at Bülowplatz, had recently been occupied, searched and closed by the police. However, Hitler’s opponents were not yet giving up: the Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands [SPD; Social Democratic Party of Germany] had brought forward the original date of its large convention at the Sportpalast to mark the fiftieth anniversary of Karl Marx’s death from 14 March to this Monday evening in order to mobilise as many voters as possible. However, the police broke up the event, which led to concerns that an unauthorised demonstration by angry social democrats might take place in the government district. In the end, the crowd dispersed peacefully and the area around the Reichstag remained quiet.2


However, the calm only lasted until 9.00 p.m. It was at this time that theology student Hans Flöter was on his way home. He tried to work in the Prussian State Library as often as possible, and on this night too he had worked until late in the reading rooms of the magnificent building, located on the boulevard Unter den Linden. Now he was briskly walking home, turning into the Hindersinstraße between the Reichstag and the river Spree. He crossed the Königsplatz and walked past the Bismarck Memorial and the west side of the Reichstag, which was only sparsely lit – the Berlin magistrate had advised the municipal gas works to light only every other street lamp from 1 October 1932. Flöter was just crossing the southern end of the driveway of the parliament building when he was startled by the sharp sound of breaking glass. The noise came from the Reichstag building, or, to be exact, from a window on the main floor, right next to the large portico. The student looked up when he heard the noise again. Evidently, glass was being broken – and that was likely to be bad news. His suspicion was confirmed when he was able to make out a person who seemed to be carrying a burning object. Flöter had seen enough: this was a case for the police. As he walked past the Reichstag building regularly, he knew that two Schupos – as policemen were commonly known in Berlin – patrolled the area in the evenings. The student ran off straight away and indeed came across an officer, Chief Constable (Oberwachtmeister) Karl Buwert, on the northern side of the driveway. Flöter called out to him that someone had forcefully gained entry to the parliament building, but the policeman hesitated at first. It was only when the student told him that he had seen fire that Buwert reacted and ran to the other side of the driveway. Flöter felt he had fulfilled his civic duty and continued on his way home. Before he set off, he checked his watch: it was 9.05 p.m.3


Immediately afterwards, Buwert spotted flickering flames on the main floor. Two more pedestrians had approached the policeman by now. The 21-year-old typesetter Werner Thaler was on his way to the Lehrter train station on the other side of the river. When he passed the southern portal, he also heard the shattering of glass and thought he could make out two men on the balcony in front of the Reichstag restaurant – but it could also have been one man and his shadow. Right away, Thaler looked for someone to alert, and found Buwert. At about the same time, another man had come up to Buwert. At first, the policeman thought it was the student Flöter, but he had already continued towards the Spree river. The three men – Buwert, Thaler and the young man – now stared at the window of the Reichstag restaurant. Already, several curtains were aflame and there was no longer any doubt that they were witnessing an arson attack on the parliament building. Thaler shouted: ‘Shoot!’ The policeman grabbed his gun and aimed at the silhouette now moving through the ground floor of the south-western wing, but did not hit his target. Only seconds later, at around 9.10 p.m., Buwert told the young man: ‘Run and raise the alarm at the Brandenburger Tor police station. Tell them that the Reichstag is on fire!’ The young man did not hesitate and ran off towards the Pariser Platz square. Meanwhile, two couples had run up to the policeman to tell him they had spotted flames in the Reichstag building. Buwert sent them to raise the alarm as well. After the two men and one of the women had unsuccessfully searched for a fire alarm box, they went to the ‘Haus der Ingenieure’ [‘House of Engineers’] in the Friedrich-Ebert Straße to ask the porter to alert the fire brigade by telephone. While Buwert continued to watch the flames behind the windows in the south-western wing of the Reichstag, he was joined by two colleagues who had been on patrol in the Tiergarten park and had been alarmed by the gun shot. After a brief discussion, one of them ran off towards the fire alarm box located in the Moltkestraße. It was 9.12 p.m.4


One minute later, the main fire station in Berlin’s Lindenstraße received the emergency call from the ‘Haus der Ingenieure’. The nearest fire station in Linienstraße 128/129 was notified immediately, and the first fire engine raced to the scene at 9.14 p.m. Another fire engine left the station at Turmstraße 22 just sixty seconds later, when the alarm from the fire alarm box in the Moltkestraße was received. As the alarm had not been raised from within the Reichstag building itself, the mobilisation of a third fire station – the planned procedure in the event of a fire in parliament – did not take place. The four fire engines from each station drove towards the Reichstag building sounding their bells and horns but, according to regulations, ‘carefully enough to safely reach the destination’. At about the same time, the young man that Buwert had sent to raise the alarm arrived at the Brandenburger Tor police station. He called: ‘Come straight away! The Reichstag building is on fire!’ The duty officer, Police Lieutenant Emil Lateit, jumped up and got in the patrol car with two policemen; more men were to follow in a lorry. In accordance with the rules, one of the remaining officers noted their time of departure in the incident book: 9.15 p.m.
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The Berlin fire service sent more than sixty vehicles to the burning Reichstag. Firefighters from fifteen districts were at the scene. (National Archives, Washington DC)





When Lateit arrived at the scene two minutes later, he immediately identified the situation as an emergency. He sent one of his assistants back to the police station to request reinforcement from police headquarters. Chief Constable Buwert reported to the lieutenant that the fire brigade had already been notified. Lateit gave the order to raise a major alarm and then ran off in order to find a way into the Reichstag. The southern portal was locked, and the porter’s office unstaffed, so the 34-year-old police officer ran down the Sommerstraße along the east facade of the building, where two further doorways were located, but they were also locked. Lateit kept running until he finally came across the night porter, Albert Wendt, in the northern portal, which remained open until 10.00 p.m. The porter had only just heard about the fire from another policeman – this was understandable, as this porter’s office was on the other side of the building, more than 100 metres away from the crime scene. Wendt promptly rang his boss, Maintenance Manager (Hausinspektor) Alexander Scranowitz, but was unable to reach him. Seconds later, the phone rang and the porter heard Scranowitz ask what was going on. The maintenance manager had seen the fire brigade race past his nearby riverside flat. Wendt told him that there was a fire in the restaurant of the Reichstag building. Scranowitz snapped: ‘And you haven’t reported this to me?’ He grabbed his coat and rushed over to the parliament building. It was about 9.20 p.m. when Scranowitz arrived at the portal facing the Spree river, and he immediately went inside with several policemen. They walked quickly through a long hall – the so-called Wandelhalle – to assess the situation, but lost sight of each other. Lateit was the first to check the plenary chamber, probably around 9.21 p.m. He saw open flames around the president’s table and felt the intense heat. The lieutenant turned around and ran back to the portal, noticing other small fires along the way. Lateit was convinced: this many individual fires could not have developed without someone’s interference. He told his colleagues: ‘Pistols out! Arson!’, then returned to the station to file a report. Meanwhile, at around 9.23 p.m., the maintenance manager and policeman Helmut Poeschel also reached the parliament building’s central room. Scranowitz glanced inside for ‘only a split second’ and then ‘very quickly’ closed the door again. In that short moment, however, he noticed that the curtains behind the wooden president’s desk were already ablaze. So far, however, there was not much smoke in the vast room.5


At this point, the fire-fighting operations in the Reichstag building had just begun. At around 9.22 p.m., Senior Fire Chief (Oberbrandmeister) Emil Puhle and his men from the Linienstraße fire station reached the main floor via scaling ladders. Puhle single-handedly smashed one of the parliament restaurant’s windows; in his haste, he did not notice that the adjoining window had already been broken into. The smaller fires in the restaurant were quickly put out, but because the firefighters did not know whether there were more fires further inside the building, Puhle kept going. At about the same time, Fire Chief Waldemar Klotz and his men from the Turmstraße fire station entered the Reichstag through the northern portal; they stormed onto the main floor with bucket pumps. While Klotz was stamping out some small flames in the carpet of one of the lobbies, he noticed a bright light ahead of him, towards the centre of the building. He had a look in the plenary chamber around 9.25 p.m., which was now dark and full of dense smoke. Although he could not see any open flames, he was suddenly hit by a wave of extraordinary heat. Instinctively, Klotz quickly closed the swing door again to prevent ‘darting flames’. The fire chief knew what to do: he asked for a hose to cool down the plenary chamber with water. Even though it took Klotz and his men just two minutes to get the hose ready, they were too late to prevent major damage.6
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