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            Hitler led the world to war
   

         

         In 1933 Adolf Hitler seizes power after seducing the German people with lavish promises of restoring order, prosperity and the Greater German Reich to its former glories. He then goes to on exploit other Western European powers’ fear of confrontation to rearm the country in direct defiance of the restrictive terms of the Treaty of Versailles. Before his neighbours can react, Hitler has transformed Germany’s armed forces into the most modern war machine of the day. And Hitler is not alone. He allies himself with Mussolini’s fascist Italy, Stalin’s communist Soviet Union and – on the other side of the world – the military dictatorship of Japan, which shares Germany’s expansionist vision.

          
   

         This issue of Bringing History to Life follows the dramatic buildup to World War II. Enjoy!

      

   


   
      
         
            1. A Dictator in disguise
   

         

         
            After World War I, Germany is humiliated and impoverished. Hunger, violence and poverty characterise everyday life, and while the population struggles to build a peaceful republic, Adolf Hitler begins his march to power. His vision is to restore the Greater German Reich. A few years ahead, another world war awaits.
   

         

         The winter sun shone over the Reich Chancellery as Adolf Hitler left the building as Germany’s new chancellor. Just a few years before, he’d been considered an upstart – someone the political elite looked down on with contempt: “the Bohemian corporal” as President Hindenburg dubbed him. Following the elections of 30th January, 1933, the roles were reversed, and Hindenburg was forced to accept him as the country’s new leader.

         Wearing a top hat and frock coat in the crisp winter light, Hitler was ready to take on his role as a statesman.

         A crowd of his most faithful supporters waited to commemorate the event at the Hotel Kaiserhof, opposite the Reich Chancellery. Hitler beamed with joy and pride, and when he met the crowd in the hall, he had tears in his eyes, an eyewitness reported later.

         Celebrations continued that evening when 25,000 members of the Sturmabteilung (SA) party militia sang as they marched through the Brandenburg Gate up to the Reich Chancellery. The flames from their torches shone on their highly polished boots and their flickering glow also lit up German flags. In front of the Reich Chancellery, the crowd were exuberant as they united in cries of “Sieg Heil!”.

         As the cheers grew in strength, Hitler appeared at one of the lighted windows and raised his arm in greeting. Throughout the country, from Flensburg in the north to Munich in the south, people eagerly turned on their radio to follow the events broadcast live from Berlin. Hitler’s appointment as chancellor could be heard across the whole of Germany that evening, as Nazi propagandist Joseph Goebbels had forced it on to state radio.

         All Germans would be made to realise that something new was happening. Hitler would do away with the old regime, which in his opinion was based on “stupidity, mediocrity, half-hearted positions, cowardice, weakness and inadequacy”, and Germany would be lifted out of poverty and humiliation following its defeat in World War I. Goebbels was still ecstatic when, after midnight, he left the Reich Chancellery “in an insensate tumult of enthusiasm”.

         Hitler was relieved that the big day had finally come. “What was most amazing about his life, he declared during this period, was that he was always being saved when he himself had already given up,” historian Joachim Fest said.

         After 14 years of political aspirations – with the last four years like one long gruelling election campaign – Hitler had finally come to power. All the struggles he had experienced finally seemed worth it.

         A gifted but lazy boy
   

         Hitler was born on 20th April, 1889 in Braunau am Inn in Upper Austria. His father, Alois Hitler, was a straight and very particular customs official.

         Adolf and his father were permanently at loggerheads, as Alois’ ambitions for his son were completely out of sync with what the dreamer Adolf had in mind. The boy never missed an opportunity to tell his father that he would never be confined to a customs office but would enjoy a life free as an artist. His mother Klara was responsible for his care rather than his upbringing, and so enjoyed a close relationship with her son.

         When the boy was five, the family moved to Linz, where he spent his school years. Adolf was gifted but lazy. He found it hard to make friends and tried every trick to avoid going to school. At 16, his mother allowed him to leave without taking any exams. Hitler’s father had died two years earlier and so no longer exercised any influence over what he did.

         Artist’s dreams were shattered
   

         Instead of going to school Adolf spent his time daydreaming, drawing, painting and going to the opera. In particular, he enjoyed Richard Wagner’s tragedies. When he was 18 years old, Hitler went to Vienna to follow his artistic ambitions.

         In the early 1900s, the city was a magnificent metropolis. Its streets were filled with people from the vast AustroHungarian Empire: Austrians, Hungarians, Poles and other people from the kingdom’s Slavic areas. Art, culture and architecture flourished. Hitler was thrilled with big city life. He spent hours admiring the buildings and often went to the opera.

         Then, everything changed. After twice failing the entrance examination to the Academy of Fine Arts, Hitler was told that he would never become a painter. He’d left school with no qualifications, so he was unable to pursue the opportunity. Without it, he couldn’t follow his dream – lacking any direction of purpose, he drifted.

         It was during this period that Hitler discovered the ‘other Vienna’, with its simmering discontent and a feeling that the old empire would be overthrown. After his mother’s death, he was initially well provided for, but Hitler was frustrated. Feeling unappreciated, his personal animosities were fuelled by what he saw and heard from his shabby life as he descended into the “darkness of flophouses and homes for men”.

         Hitler’s antisemitism was woken
   

         Like many others who search for an external reason for their personal failure, Hitler came to view the Jews as the culprits. The Jews had joined forces to destroy Austria. Propaganda was destroying the working class’s love for its country, luring workers into International Marxism. Hitler was obsessed by Jews and Communists in equal measure, “for only in the brain of a monster – not that of a man – could the plan of an organisation assume form and meaning, whose activity must ultimately result in the collapse of human civilisation and the consequent devastation of the world”, he later wrote.

         Hitler was not alone in his antisemitism. Vienna’s mayor Karl Lueger combined social welfare with nationalism and antisemitism – a cocktail reminiscent of Hitler's later brand of national socialism. Lueger was a powerful speaker and could touch the ‘man in the street’ with his simple messages.

         Hitler was politically awakened and inspired by Lueger’s eloquent speeches. Another source of inspiration was social democracy. which used propaganda to mobilise the masses.

         Untrained germans risked death
   

         Sick and tired of Vienna and the city’s cosmopolitan disorder, Hitler travelled to Munich in Germany, where he continued his reverie while trying to make a living from his painting. But then reality intervened.

         On 1st August, 1914 Germany declared war on Russia and soon after, World War I became reality. Hitler enthusiastically volunteered for military service and joined the Bavarian Reserve Infantry Regiment 16. After almost ten weeks of training, the regiment was sent to the Western Front and thrown into one of the war’s first bloody battles – the Battle of Ypres in October 1914. Eyewitnesses told how young untrained Germans full of confidence and arm-inarm, went up against the British, singing patriotic songs. By contrast, the British were well-prepared, and the Germans suffered heavy casualties. Yet, Hitler described the war as “the greatest and most unforgettable time of my earthly existence”. He felt at home with soldiers and in a fight where he could excel for a great cause.

         Hitler was on the Western Front for four years. He was awarded his second Iron Cross in 1918, which was unusual for a lance corporal. He was also well-liked among his colleagues but was also a bit of a loner. He could become lost in thought and then plunge into long monologues about military strategy – which his peers sometimes found inappropriate.

         During one of the last British gas attacks, Hitler was blinded and had to be treated in hospital. It was here that he was told that Germany had surrendered. The announcement came as a shock, and Hitler – by his own admission – threw himself on his bed, buried his head in the pillow and wept.

         Hitler discovered his special talent
   

         After the war, Hitler sought refuge with his regiment in the barracks in Munich, where he tried to come to terms with the new world order. The Kaiser had abdicated, and Germany attempted to become a republic. But it was weak from the beginning and found democracy threatened by armed troops and frequent revolts.

         Hitler felt a strong hatred towards the Novemberverbrecher (November criminals), politicians who he felt had undermined Germany’s fighting strength and forced the country to surrender. His thoughts revolved around revenge and restoration of Germany’s honour.

         Unexpectedly, his directionless ideas fell into place in September 1919, when he was working as an intelligence officer, assigned to keep an eye on the small nationalist Deutsche Arbeiterpartei (German Workers’ Party). Hitler quickly abandoned his role of observer, eagerly throwing himself into the political discussion. A month later, he had joined the party and became responsible for its recruitment and propaganda.

         Party work restored Hitler’s confidence and he discovered a talent for speaking. His claim that the Jews and Communists had betrayed the German people resonated with many.

         People cheered when Hitler flew into a passionate rage over the Treaty of Versailles and Germany’s downfall. Party membership grew steadily, and Hitler’s breakthrough came in 1920, when over 2,000 attended a public party meeting. Shortly after, the party changed its name to Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei (NSDAP, or National Socialist German Workers’ Party), adopting the swastika as its symbol.

         “Beer hall putsch” went badly wrong
   

         In 1921 Hitler, now the NSDAP leader, was in the process of ensuring members received standard badges, armbands and flags. He also established the SA Corps, who marched in the streets to attract sympathisers and intimidate Nazi opposition. The fledging republic was weakened by conflict over the Ruhr region, which France and Britain occupied in reprisal for the Germans defaulting on war reparation payments. This, along with galloping inflation, had led to local uprisings erupting.

         Hitler took particular notice of how, in 1922, Benito Mussolini had come to power in Italy, by leading his partisans in the infamous “Blackshirts” march on Rome. The current regime in Germany was hardly more viable than the government “Il Duce” had overthrown, so Hitler planned to seize power in similar fashion by marching on Berlin.

         The first step would be a coup in the Bavarian capital, Munich. In the evening of 8th November, 1923 Hitler stormed into the Bürgerbräukeller beer hall, fired his pistol in the air and declared that the national revolution had begun. He’d failed to garner sufficient political support, however, and during the night the Bavarian authorities secured the city against a Nazi takeover. Hitler had expected an easy victory and the following day marched his men through the town. The marchers were greeted by the Bavarian police, who opened fire killing 14 Nazis.

         Nazis chose democracy
   

         Hitler had made a mistake: it was obviously not yet time for a Nazi revolution. Instead, he was charged with treason. Hitler pleaded not guilty. He argued that his actions had been empowered by the existence of traitors – he'd simply acted in the national interest. Hitler found a receptive audience – even the judges accepted his motives and praised his nationalism. He was sentenced to five years in prison, but after about a year was released for good behaviour.

         Hitler had to admit that he would have to work within the law if he wanted to seize power. He began to rebuild the Nazi party, which had almost disintegrated during his absence. The trial made him a household name and he acquired many new supporters, so was still able to pull in full houses for his inflammatory speeches. Every so often he crossed the line – one observer remarked that Hitler’s rhetoric was like a violent assault – and he was banned from making speeches in much of Germany. But he still spoke to private audiences and used the years from 1925 to 1928 to set up groups all over the country, establish the party on a national basis and bring in influential people like Joseph Goebbels.

         As a legal party, the Nazis first gained representation in the Reichstag in the May 1924 election, but it wasn’t until November 1929 after the Wall Street Crash that they began to gain traction. The German economy collapsed and by 1932 over six million were unemployed – around 33 percent of the workforce.

         The progress experienced by the Germans throughout the 1920s went into reverse, and confidence in politicians waned as they failed to address the worsening crisis. The Nazis seized the opportunity, using their well-oiled propaganda machine to launch an attack on Germany's faltering democracy. Hitler became the party’s most effective weapon as he took on the role of Germany’s saviour.

         Germany’s saviour descended from the sky
   

         When, between April and November 1932, he took part in 148 rallies with his Deutschlandflug (flight over Germany), the image of Hitler as Messiah was complete. The gatherings, which often drew audiences of 20,000-30,000, were reminiscent of religious revival meetings, when the Führer came down from the sky to speak to the people.

         This was reinforced on the night in 1933, when Hitler became Chancellor of the Reich in a euphoric celebration, “The Führer, the Prophet, the Fighter… The last hope of the masses, the shining symbol of the German will to freedom,” as Goebbels put it.

         Hitler was now the leader of a coalition government, which in no way satisfied his ambitions. He had no intention of ruling at the mercy of others, and instead wrote out another election manifesto. The mood of the population could be used to secure his position as the country’s new leader, and in the elections on 5th March, 1933, 51.9 per cent of voters chose to support a new, Hitler-led government of Nazis and their allies.

         For the Germans, it was the last chance to go to the polls: immediately after the election, Hitler started to break down democracy. On 23rd March, the Nazis adopted a so-called “Enabling Act”. Implementation of this law made it possible for Hitler to rule without parliament or a president – now he was sole ruler of Germany.

         Hitler formed the nazi state
   

         In every way, Hitler sought to cast Germany with a unity of purpose that he’d fantasised about during his early years in Vienna, and which he had glimpsed on the muddy fields of Ypres. “We all have unbounded confidence, for we believe in our nation and in its eternal values. Farmers, workers, and the middle class must unite to contribute the bricks wherewith they build the new Reich”, he enthused. Nazification was all-consuming – all parties other than the NSDAP were banned, all police and courts came under Nazi control, trade unions and employers’ organisations were merged into the Nazis’ Deutsche Arbeitsfront (DAF) labour organisation.

         During 1933, 50,000 communists and socialists were imprisoned or sent to the newly created concentration camps. Under the Nuremberg Laws of 1935, Jews were deprived of their civil rights, and three years later, the Nazis staged die Kristallnacht (the Crystal Night), attacking thousands of Jews.

         Hitler became “just a soldier”
   

         In the mid-1930s, Hitler prepared to confront the Treaty of Versailles again, this time to reinstate Germany’s honour. He planned to gather all ethnic Germans across Europe together to create a Lebensraum (living space) for its growing population. But he also wanted war for war’s sake.

         Based on his own experiences, he announced the reintroduction of military conscription, “a wonderful education we wish to confer upon the upcoming young German generation”. In 1936, the country was heavily rearmed; with nearly half of all public expenditure put to military purposes.

         Austria was first on his wishlist, and for Hitler it was a great personal victory when in 1938, the country’s citizens voted for the so-called “Anschluss” to become part of Germany. The following year, he occupied Czechoslovakia without any meaningful international opposition.

         On 1st September, 1939, German troops rolled into Poland. Based on earlier ultimatums, Britain and France declared war. Hitler gleefully took on the role as a commander: “I am… just a soldier of the German Reich”, he declared. “I have once more put on that coat that was the most sacred and dear to me. I will not take it off again until victory is secured”.
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