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1


INTRODUCTION


Following the evolving fortunes of nations through their stamp issues and postal history is an absorbing study, but particularly so when associated with the thought-provoking and sometimes disturbing stories of the European countries embroiled in the Second World War. This book brings together these two elements, and uses the wide variety of carefully designed sets of stamps produced by wartime governments – whether autonomous or under enemy occupation – to follow how their leaders sought to portray their regimes, influence the people and impose their policies. Stamps were printed in hundreds of thousands, sometimes in millions. They reached every community and at every stage of the war most political leaders were keen to exploit their capacity to communicate ideas, promote events and play on emotions. As skilfully handled instruments of propaganda they were unsurpassed, not least because most people probably saw them as useful, colourful, possibly interesting, but essentially harmless little pieces of paper. This book, however, does not underestimate their considerable value to the likes of Hitler, Mussolini, Stalin and their allies, puppets and enemies, or their capacity to offer us new perspectives on the attitudes, anxieties and assumptions of the disparate warring regimes.


The 1930s were a time of great international tension, partly due to the contested legacy of the First World War, and partly because of bitter ethnic divisions going back centuries. Nazi Germany sought the return of territory in Poland, France, Belgium and Czechoslovakia taken from it by the Treaty of Versailles in 1919. Fascist Italy sought parts of newly created Yugoslavia that it had been promised as a British and French ally in the First World War but not received. Finland was forever fearful of the Soviet Union’s designs as it had been a Russian province until 1918. Newly recreated Poland sought to keep both Russia and Germany at bay as much of its territory had been under their rule since the late eighteenth century.


And this was not the end of the continent’s interwar troubles. The Hapsburgs’ huge Austro-Hungarian domain had disintegrated after 1918 and Hungary had become a shrunken remnant of its former self, but it still viewed portions of Romania, Yugoslavia and Czechoslovakia as its rightful territory. The small Baltic states of Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia were well aware that, until 1918, they too had been Russian provinces until the Revolution provided the opportunity to break free. It was not just whole countries that had jealous neighbours. Within Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia mutually antagonistic ethnic groups rendered both new countries internally unstable. Neither possessed an abiding sense of nationhood.


With Hitler, Mussolini and Stalin pursuing their aggressive dreams, other nations began to fear their nightmares might become realities. The potentially fatal choices before them were active opposition – as Finland rebuffed the Soviet Union – or a pragmatic alliance – as Hungary and Romania attempted with Germany – or strict neutrality – as decided upon by Norway, Belgium and the Netherlands. Nations naturally sought the alliances and treaties that best suited their prosperity and security as they perceived them at the time, and as we know with the gift of hindsight many nations made disastrous decisions.


The various spluttering conflicts finally erupted into another catastrophic world war claiming millions of lives, laying waste to great cities and huge swathes of land, and ending with the destruction of Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany and the rapid coalescing of two bitterly opposed ideological groupings – capitalist Western Europe and America and communist Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union.


Throughout the war independent nations, and nations under occupation, made great efforts to ensure their postal services operated as efficiently as possible, even under the most inauspicious circumstances. Regular postal services were taken as a sign of national efficiency and were an indication that civilian and business life possessed at least a semblance of order and normality. Postal services retained an international perspective, even though censorship was often strict and postal contact between warring nations generally banned. Countries within alliances, or occupied, received each other’s mail, and they corresponded with neutral nations. These regular contacts were important for businesses and families as well as governments seeking to show they remained very much in control of affairs. All nations appreciated the vital part well-managed postal services played in maintaining and boosting the morale of service personnel, often many miles from their homes and families. Huge efforts were made to bring mail to and from distant battle zones and heavily bombed cities despite all the difficulties of collection, transport by road, rail, sea and air, sorting and delivery. Delays caused endless anxiety, and were immediately taken as evidence the war was not going well.


In these arduous conditions postal workers were highly valued and a number of states such as Germany, Romania and also war-torn Greece, Croatia and Serbia issued specially designed sets of stamps to honour their work and publicise key aspects of it, notably the use of trains, planes, motor vans and motor cycles to speed mail on its way (Fig. 1.1). It is, of course, debatable how far the sets reflected the ability of the postal service to operate successfully in these dangerous Balkan countries, where various partisan groups harassed the occupying troops and fought each other with increasing venom. Sometimes a surcharge raised funds for welfare charities devoted to postal staff and their families. Postal workers themselves were not entirely trusted in Axis-occupied states as their responsibilities for processing mail and freedom to move around relatively easily made them prime targets for recruitment into resistance groups. This was particularly true in Poland.
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Fig. 1.1





In May 1940 Great Britain issued its only wartime set (and for this reason has no chapter to itself). The stamps pictured Queen Victoria and King George VI and marked the centenary of the world’s first adhesive postage stamp – the celebrated ‘Penny Black’. Despite the mounting turmoil, countries as diverse as Bulgaria and Estonia remembered the anniversary too, and a number of celebratory covers, although no special stamps, appeared in Bohemia–Moravia (See Fig. 1.2a & 1.2b in colour section). The war did not stop the meeting of the European Postal Congress in Vienna in October 1942, attended by Germany and its allied and occupied countries – indeed, special stamps were issued by Germany, Slovakia, Norway and the Netherlands to mark the event (See Fig. 1.3 in colour section). It resulted in a European Postal and Telegraph Agreement, and this turned out to be the precursor of CEPT – the wider post-war Conference of European Post and Telegraph Administrations.
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Fig. 1.4a
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Fig. 1.4b





Most regimes appreciated that stamps were a necessary daily commodity and therefore provided a ready way of sending their own selected messages to the population. Special eye-catching postmarks were used too, sometimes ordered by the government and sometimes added for a small fee by the sender. Karl Hennig, a celebrated Hamburg dealer, pursued numerous issues, as Axis power waxed and waned across Europe, to provide his many clients with souvenir covers complete with key postmarks.


Stamp issues had the great advantage of being under the total control of the government in power – it could determine the themes, designs, production figures, dates of issue, values and surcharges. By the 1930s stamps attracted many thousands of collectors and investors, and numerous well-publicised philatelic exhibitions were staged in major cities across Europe, and it is significant that these popular events continued throughout the war in both occupied and unoccupied countries. Not surprisingly special stamps promoted the exhibitions, and a number of countries, including Nazi Germany, organised national stamp days to stimulate interest in these small but supremely important aspects of national life (Fig. 1.4a & 1.4b).


Every country, with the notable exception of Great Britain, engaged in designing a steady sequence of stamps whose images were calculated to impress upon the populace the policies and attitudes of the government or occupying power. Propaganda has become the pejorative term used to describe carefully composed messages, in words or pictures or both, intended to influence the emotions, attitudes and behaviour of the recipients. The word ‘propaganda’ also contains the implication that the messages twist and bend the truth, or contain less or more than the truth, or are downright lies. With regard to the wartime propaganda underpinning the philatelic issues discussed in this book, that implication is nearly but not quite always justified.


The wartime images served several purposes depending on who had authority over the country at the time. Some issues were obvious in their intended message, but many, especially in Nazi Germany, were subtle as set by set over the years built up a deceptively attractive picture of the corrupt and vicious regime. In Nazi Germany, for example, stamps constantly sought to reassure the nation that Hitler and the Nazi Party were restoring Germany’s national pride, economic prosperity, welfare provision and international reputation apace. Nazi horrors were, of course, never mentioned. In Vichy France, they sought to contribute to the moral regeneration of the nation, and sometimes, as in Poland, they were part of a relentless process of Nazi humiliation. Sometimes the issues were highly optimistic, often in the face of unremitting disaster, as they attempted to unite a despairing nation, but, especially in later years, they could also hint at the suffering many families were enduring as the casualties of war soared. A theme common to most countries, and particularly so in the Soviet Union, Slovakia, Hungary and Romania, was the patriotic plea to the legacy of historic national heroes and heroines who faced persecution, betrayal and defeat until finally triumphing over their seemingly overwhelming enemies.


As this book reveals, lying behind wartime stamp issues were the infinite variations in the political, social, economic, military, ethnic and religious policies of the countries willingly or unwillingly caught up in the violent confrontations. The stamps provide invaluable insights into the diverse, and often changing, aspirations and anxieties of the regimes that commissioned them.


Illustrations


Fig. 1.1 Romania: Postal Employees’ Relief Fund and Bicentenary of National Postal Service miniature sheet (March 1944). Germany: Examples from Postal Employees’ and Hitler’s Culture Fund sets: 3pf+2pf Postal Employees’ Rally and 10pf+5pf Distributing postal employees’ prizes (15 September 1939) and 6pf+9pf Postwoman at work (3 May 1944).


Fig. 1.2 Estonia: first day cover with Centenary of First Adhesive Postage Stamp set (30 July 1940). Bulgaria: Centenary stamp (19 May 1940).


Fig. 1.3 Germany: Commemorative postcard with European Postal Congress set overprinted ‘19.Okt.1942’ marking the date of the agreement, and special postmark (19 October 1942).


Fig. 1.4 Vichy France: Commemorative cover and se-tenant stamps and label from Dijon Philatelic Exhibition (19 April 1942). The Netherlands: Stamp Day stamp (9 October 1943). Germany: National Stamp Day stamps: 6pf+24pf Philatelist (11 January 1942), 6pf+24pf Mail Coach (10 January 1943) and 6pf+24pf post horn (2 October 1944).
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GERMANY: THE THIRD REICH 1933–45


Propaganda was central to the rise to power of Adolf Hitler and the National Socialist Party in 1933. It was, though, provided with a sound foundation by the discontent, even despair, within Germany in the aftermath of its sudden collapse in the final months of the First World War and the unexpectedly harsh terms of the Treaty of Versailles. The Allied blockade had eventually caused severe food shortages, and it was a combination of ensuing civil unrest, mutinies of disillusioned seamen, and the collapse of confidence by military leaders when their 1918 offensives faltered, which brought about the Armistice. As far as the Germans were concerned it was only an armistice, but the Allies quickly appreciated the chaotic situation within Germany and treated the cessation of hostilities as a complete victory. Kaiser Wilhelm II reluctantly abdicated, a democratic republic painfully emerged after a brief communist interlude, and in the face of Allied threats to resume the war the humiliated government had little choice but to sign the Treaty of Versailles on 28 June 1919.


By its terms Germany lost 25,000 square miles of land and 7 million people. Small areas around Eupen and Malmedy went to Belgium, and the provinces of Alsace and Lorraine reverted to France after nearly fifty years in German hands. The coal-rich Saar was placed under League of Nations authority for fifteen years, when a plebiscite would determine its future – and return it to Germany. Meanwhile, all its coal would go to France. Other historically disputed territories such as Schleswig-Holstein on the border with Denmark, and parts of Upper Silesia bordering Czechoslovakia, and southern East Prussia bordering Poland, were also earmarked for plebiscites within the next few years.


Although a separate treaty formally broke up the Austro-Hungarian Empire, Germany was forbidden to unite with the new republic of Austria. Germany also had to recognise the sovereignty of newly created Czechoslovakia, which included the remaining part of coal-rich Silesia and the largely German-speaking area of the Sudetenland that ringed its border with Germany. Poland was re-established as a sovereign nation, and was to be recognised as such by Germany. It now incorporated the old Germanic regions of Posen, Pomerania and Soldau, partly to ensure the new country had access to the sea, by what became known as the Polish Corridor that completely severed East Prussia from the rest of Germany. The important Baltic port and hinterland of Danzig, a key to Poland’s prosperity, were also lost to Germany as they comprised a Free City under the League of Nations. And, although it was not part of the treaty, Germany had to withdraw from the Baltic States, Belarus and the Ukraine, all of which it had secured at the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk in March 1918 when Russia’s struggling Bolshevik government decided to withdraw from the war.


Germany also lost all its colonies. The African ones were shared between France, Belgium, South Africa and Great Britain, those in China and the North Pacific went to Japan while those in the South Pacific went to Australia and New Zealand.


The Allies, but especially France, were intent upon rendering Germany incapable of future military aggression. Its army was reduced to 100,000 infantry and cavalry men, the General Staff was abolished, and new rules imposed to ensure there was no possibility of Germany building a large reserve of trained men or stockpiling heavy weapons. The Rhineland, a province running along the border with Belgium and part of France, was demilitarised and all fortifications demolished. The once mighty German navy was reduced to 15,000 men and a few elderly battleships and coastal vessels; submarines were banned. Germany was not allowed a military air force, although it could run a civilian fleet after a year or so. Particularly humiliating was the forced acceptance of a War Guilt Clause placing all the blame for the outbreak, death and destruction of the conflict upon Germany alone. As a consequence Germany was saddled with a vast reparations bill.


In the light of subsequent events, it is highly significant that the Allies had not been in complete agreement about the terms of the treaty. Georges Clemenceau, the French Prime Minister, had actually sought a Rhine border or a Rhine buffer state with Germany, and argued for the virtual commercial, military and financial emasculation of Germany. David Lloyd George, Great Britain’s premier, was less obsessed with future German aggression, and felt his country could benefit from the gradual, although not immediate, restoration of Germany as a trading partner. President Woodrow Wilson of the United States was inclined to even greater leniency but was primarily concerned with creating new nations from the ancient European empires who would prosper through their new ethnic unity, self-determination and trading agreements. The Allies undoubtedly attempted to mix due punishment of Germany with vague aspirations for future European harmony, but very soon Hitler and the Nazis shrewdly perceived and exploited the weaknesses and the opportunities of Versailles to their great advantage.


The Nazis played skilfully on the anxieties and aspirations of the German people when their defeat and humiliation were compounded by the twin agonies of post-war unemployment and rampant inflation. In addition the tariffs placed by other nations on German goods impeded the country’s economic recovery, and rendered the payment of reparations increasingly difficult. When the world Depression hit Germany in 1930 the nation’s morale was at a low ebb and general dissatisfaction with the government at an all-time high. Hitler, however, had two significant ideas that helped him gain popular support and then seize power in 1933. By 1930 the Nazi Party (the National Socialist German Workers’ Party) had evolved from a small group of fundamentally anti-capitalist agitators into a well-organised national political party vigorously promoting its ability not only to solve all Germany’s economic problems but also to restore its national pride and international standing.


Despite widespread knowledge of the Nazi Party’s aggressive street fighting campaign and rabid anti-Semitism, the overriding allure of achieving national stability through a combination of massive public works and heavy spending on rearmament gained Hitler wide-ranging support from all classes. In the 1932 Reichstag (Parliament) elections the Nazis secured 37.3 per cent of the vote, becoming the party with by far the largest number of seats, and although their numbers fell a little in a further election later in the year President Hindenburg had little choice but to appoint Hitler as Chancellor with effect from 30 January 1933. Crucially, the other parties failed to form an alliance to stop his appointment. In March 1933 a third election saw the party secure a dominating 43.9 per cent vote, and Hitler swiftly consolidated his power. He became dictator of Germany when Hindenburg conveniently died on 2 August 1934 and a national referendum confirmed his position as ‘Führer’ (‘Leader’).


In Mein Kampf, the book Hitler wrote in 1925–26, he recognised the power of propaganda. It had, he said, to appeal to the emotions rather than the intellect of the masses, and incite the imagination to envisage a better future. It had to sweep away all opposing ideas, and it had to target clear enemies of the people and provide a simple moral basis and justification for defeating them. He added, ‘Propaganda must not investigate the truth objectively … [It] must be confined to a few bare essentials and those must be expressed as far as possible in stereotyped formulas.’ He scorned the ability of the masses to retain or even fully understand messages, and asserted that constant repetition was required until ideas had taken popular hold.


Although posters, speeches, films and school books hammered home the evil threat of Bolsheviks and Jews to the security and prosperity of Germany, numerous Nazi stamp issues eschewed these political and ideological campaigns and concentrated upon the celebratory and commemorative aspects of Nazi Germany. Fundamentally the philatelic images and accompanying postmarks were calculated to bring comfort, even complacency, to the millions of people using them. Until the final stages of the war their themes embraced the glories of a resurgent Germany and its recent economic achievements while not forgetting the glories of its past which Hitler was dramatically recreating for all to enjoy and admire. Women and children, homes and health, and sport and culture figured regularly in stamp issues, along with regular reminders of the all-powerful Führer and the dominant political party driving the nation forward to avenge the humiliations of 1919.
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Fig. 2.1
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Fig. 2.3





Historical links overtly intended to strengthen Hitler’s legitimacy dominated early issues. Forever an admirer of the military prowess and autocracy of Frederick the Great (King of Prussia 1740–86) the first stamp of Hitler’s Chancellorship, ostensibly marking the opening of the Reichstag in Potsdam, featured the monarch’s portrait. In 1933 it was Frederick’s devotion to national aggrandisement that caught Hitler’s imagination, but a dozen years later it was his predecessor’s fortitude in adversity that dominated his thoughts. Indeed, in 1945 Hitler had Frederick’s coffin hidden in a salt mine to prevent its desecration (Fig. 2.1). Later that year a set of nine Welfare Fund stamps featured scenes from the operas of Hitler’s favourite composer, Richard Wagner (1813–83). Wagner drew inspiration from Germanic mythology for his powerful works, notably Der Ring des Nibelungen, and Hitler admired the visionary figures heroically striving against misunderstanding, ignorance and evil to achieve their purpose. Wagner has been accused of anti-Semitism and a belief in superior and inferior races, but the jury remains out on any final verdict. Interestingly, many leading Nazis did not share their leader’s admiration of Wagner’s lengthy works (See Fig. 2.2 in colour section).


In 1933, too, the definitive set featuring the head of President Hindenburg was reprinted using paper with a swastika watermark, and all subsequent Third Reich issues followed suit. The swastika soon appeared as the key feature on the redesigned government official stamps, and was equally clear at the core of the sun bringing light to the world on the new Air set (Fig. 2.3). It was, however, sparingly used on ordinary issues, perhaps to allow people to make their own connection between the themes and the Führer. The only exceptions were issues marking Nazi Party events. A bold symbol with mythological and sacred antecedents across several cultures, the swastika was used as the national as well as the Nazi Party emblem, and so was the image of the winged eagle perched on a wreathed swastika. The eagle’s head faced right when used as a party emblem and left when it became the national badge.


The most celebrated party event was the annual autumn congress or rally. Held first at Munich in 1923 and 1926, and then at Nuremberg in the heart of the Reich in 1927, 1929 and every year from 1933 to 1939, the minutely choreographed meetings became increasingly devoted to heightening the image of the Führer. The emotional speeches, martial music and colourful parades replete with hundreds of eagle standards, swastika flags and banners culminated in party members and the armed forces reaffirming their loyalty to Hitler. After the event books, pamphlets and films, notably Leni Riefenstahl’s 1934 hero-worshipping Triumph of the Will, gave nationwide publicity to the later congresses. From 1934 onwards stamps added to the celebrations, featuring the swastika-eclipsed sun rising above Nuremberg Castle in 1934, the German eagle hovering over the city in 1935, the salute to the swastika in 1936 and, for the final three years, particularly stern and thoughtful portraits of Hitler alongside the inscription ‘Reichsparteitag Nurnberg’ and the date. The miniature sheet used in 1937 possessed the cultic inscription ‘Wer ein volk retten will kan nur heroisch denken’ which translates best as ‘He who will save a race must think noble thoughts’ (Fig. 2.4).
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Fig. 2.4





Other key events and dates in the Nazi calendar merited special stamps. In March 1935 War Heroes Day featured a steel-helmeted soldier, and highlighted the sterling efforts of German soldiers during the First World War and in quelling the left-wing dissidents at home after the Armistice. The Nazis preferred to blame Germany’s demise in 1918 on cowardly politicians and Jewish intrigue rather than the collapse of military morale (See Fig. 2.5 in colour section). An even more important anniversary for the Nazis was 9 November 1923, the day of their failed first attempt to seize power in the Munich ‘putsch’. Commemorative stamps in 1935, 1943 and 1944 recalled the heroism of party members in that premature and hopeless fight (See Fig. 2.6 in colour section).


Not surprisingly Hitler’s birthday – 20 April – assumed national importance, and was celebrated lavishly and publicly by senior party members. It was part of the personality cult managed alongside every other aspect of propaganda by Joseph Goebbels, the head of Germany’s Ministry of Public Enlightenment and Propaganda. The first celebratory stamp appeared in 1937, and each year up to 1944 a different but invariably dramatic picture appeared of the Führer in uniform looking suitably authoritative or else (as in 1940) fondly greeting a child (Fig. 2.7). The April 1945 set, the final stamps of the Third Reich, featured SA and SS storm troopers, a rare and last-minute philatelic tribute to Hitler’s elite armed forces as they defended the ruins of Berlin.


Soon after the Nazis took power Goebbels skilfully exploited the ‘dictated’ Treaty of Versailles and blamed the malign influence of Jews for all the nation’s ills. The communists were equally savagely condemned for their attempts to infiltrate Germany, and the chaos surrounding their brief seizure of power in 1918–19 lent credence to the attacks. Caricatures of manic Bolsheviks delighting in reducing families and the nation to chaos, and of money-grabbing or lustful Jews doing much the same, adorned thousands of posters and magazines, but stamps remained free from such primitive, though evidently successful, propaganda. Stamp designs were of superior quality, and their messages more subtle, for they were targeting families and businesses, both of whom, the ministry could safely assume, preferred wholesome images of prosperity and security under the Führer’s charismatic leadership. Stamps and letters are very personal items of everyday life and were treated differently from the rabble-rousing propaganda against international Jewry and communism. Some indication of the success of Third Reich stamp issues was their enormous popularity with the general public, so much so that often restrictions were placed on the number of copies individuals could purchase. Virtually all commemorative issues were heavily surcharged for charities, mainly Hitler’s mysterious and unaccountable Welfare Fund, but nevertheless large numbers of covers were produced as souvenirs rather than ordinary mail. Special cancellations adorned with further patriotic images and inscriptions were common, and they intensified the intended message of the stamps.




[image: Illustration]


Fig. 2.7
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Fig. 2.8
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Fig. 2.9





Just one set was issued, in June 1934, which harked back to Germany’s overseas empire even though the Nazis had little serious interest in its restoration. Nevertheless it reminded people of the extent of the Versailles humiliation, and it was no accident that very soon afterwards sets promoted the 1934 Saar Plebiscite and the Nuremberg Rally. The four figures featured in the Colonists set had much in common with each other, and one can see why the Nazis admired them. Franz Lüderitz (1834–86) first traded in what is now Namibia, and when it was ceded to Germany, he ensured the tribes were completely subjugated and land cleared for settlers. Gustav Nachtigal (1834–85) became Consul General for West Africa and then Commissioner for West Africa and seized Togoland and Cameroon for the empire. Karl Peters (1856–1918) sought German mastery of East Africa through native treaties and the brutal use of military force, and vigorously opposed the British in the war. Hermann von Wissman (1853–1905) explored much of Central and East Africa, and then concentrated upon subjugating the tribes in the east (Fig. 2.8).


Each lost European territory Hitler restored to Germany was celebrated by a stamp issue and accompanying special cancellations. The image they created was of grateful families welcomed home, and in many cases the image was true. The first was the Saar where a plebiscite in January 1935, as laid down at Versailles, resulted in a 98 per cent turnout and a 90.8 per cent vote in favour of rejoining Germany. A tiny minority opposed the National Socialists, and they were persecuted soon afterwards. The previous year two German stamps stridently claiming ownership of the Saar had helped whip up support for reintegration, but after the plebiscite the celebratory issue featured a mother embracing a child (Fig. 2.9).


Austria was next. Hitler, and indeed many Germans, sought the union of all Germans in one sovereign nation, and the ‘Heim ins Reich’ (‘Home to the empire’) message was widely preached. Despite the post-war ban, Nazis in both countries agitated for unification, and Austria started to succumb to severe civil unrest. Germany avidly sought Austria’s mineral resources, gold reserves, hydroelectric supplies and its unemployed labour force. Under relentless pressure from the rising political and military might of Germany, and realising France and Great Britain would not intervene, Chancellor Schuschnigg of Austria first stopped actions against the Nazis, then allowed them into his government, but to Hitler’s surprise finally announced a plebiscite to decide the nation’s future. Sensing victory but fearing troublesome opposition, on 12 March 1938 Hitler ordered his troops into Austria well before the plebiscite. In the event overt opposition faded away, enthusiastic crowds welcomed the soldiers, the new Nazi governor Arthur Seyss-Inquart assumed control, Hitler addressed massive crowds, and on 10 April a belated overwhelming popular vote sanctioned the unification. Seyss-Inquart immediately launched actions against Austrian Jews and all those who had publicly opposed unification.


On 8 April, just before the plebiscite, Austria and Germany issued a joint stamp showing two young men from Austria and Germany with arms on each other’s shoulders and banners that somehow vaunted the swastika but hid any vestige of the old Austrian flag. The border inscription read ‘Ein Volk Ein Reich Ein Führer 10 April 1938’ (‘One People One Nation State One Leader 10 April 1938’). Just before the plebiscite numerous Austrian stamps were cancelled with the slogan ‘Am 10 April dem Führer dein “Ja”’ (‘On 10 April say “Yes” to the Führer’). At the same time many covers were produced with both Austrian and German stamps, often using the celebratory (and sometimes premature) postmark from Vienna inscribed ‘Tag des Grossdeutschen Reiches’ (‘Greater Germany Day’) (See Fig. 2.10 in colour section). That November a set of nine Winter Relief stamps featured attractive views of Austrian mountains, lakes, castles and cities. Significantly they included the statue of the great early eighteenth-century soldier, Prince Eugene, and not surprisingly the highest value stamp featured Hitler’s birthplace, Braunau (See Figs 2.11 & 2.12 in colour section).


Hitler hurried on to annex the Sudetenland, the largely German-speaking part of Czechoslovakia. For some time local Nazis, with widespread support, had agitated for reunion with Germany. The deep civil unrest they caused within Czechoslovakia gave Hitler the opportunity he wanted to pressurise the Czech government into, first, agreeing to equal rights for German-Czech citizens, and then acquiescing in the celebrated Munich Agreement between Germany, Italy, France and Great Britain to cede the territory to Germany. Germany occupied the Sudetenland in early October 1938, and in March 1939 a completely isolated and demoralised Czechoslovakia was broken up. In December 1938 a smiling Sudeten miner and his wife appeared on a celebratory stamp, and in doomed Czechoslovakia a plethora of covers appeared with Czech stamps heavily overprinted with the date ‘1 X 1938’ or ‘Wir sind frei!’ (‘We are free!’) and cancelled with postmarks revealing the speed with which Czech place names had been replaced with German ones (see Chapter 4, Bohemia–Moravia).


On 1 September 1939 Germany invaded Poland and annexed Danzig the following day. On 18 September it issued two stamps featuring the ancient St Mary’s Church and Crane Gate inscribed ‘Danzig ist Deutsch’ (‘Danzig is German’). The conquest of Poland as a whole received no commemorative issue, but Danzig and its hinterland was deemed thoroughly German, not least because it had been incorporated into Prussia in 1814 and represented a particular bitter part of the Treaty of Versailles. Ever since then the vocal German population had sought reunion, and indeed on 1 September itself the Danzig Free State definitive stamps had been issued overprinted with German values (See Fig. 2.13a & 2.13b in colour section).


During the summer of 1940 the sweeping German advance through the Low Countries and France begun in May was not marked by any issue, except for two stamps featuring peaceful views of Eupen and Malmedy, two small cantons in Belgium, just 380 square miles in all, bordering Germany. Transferred from France to Prussia in 1815, they had been ceded to Belgium in 1919 and now were absorbed back into the Reich. Both cantons were largely German speaking, both had uneasy relations with other Belgian cantons, and both had sizeable and troublesome Nazi factions in the 1930s (Fig. 2.14).
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Fig. 2.14





On 6 April 1941 German forces invaded the Kingdom of Yugoslavia along with contingents from Italy, Hungary and Bulgaria. When the Kingdom was subsequently broken up western Slovenia was ceded to Italy, a slither in the east granted to Hungary, and northern Slovenia, formerly part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire and immediately to the south of post-war Austria, was annexed by Germany. Many Germans lived in the provinces of Steirmark and Karnten making up the newly acquired territory, and that September four picturesque stamps commemorated their change of nationhood. One stamp featured the ancient town hall at Marburg and its balcony from which Hitler gave his speech making ‘this land German again’ to mass applause (Fig. 2.15).
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Fig. 2.15





The sets marking the return of alienated territory had remarkably similar designs, and no doubt deliberately so. They showed picturesque rural or urban scenes, and they had no Nazi emblems. Their deliberate understatement and their comforting images pushed the more ugly aspects of Hitler’s diplomatic and military triumphs into the background, and rendered the steady reversal of the Treaty of Versailles by the Führer that much more publicly impressive.


Other sets of stamps ensured Germans living within the Third Reich fully appreciated its return to its historic borders – as planned and achieved by its Führer. The Winter Relief Fund was a high profile annual Third Reich charity engaging the nation in intensive publicity and fundraising activities. In due course lengthy sets of surcharged stamps played their part not only in promoting the event but also reminding the nation of its newly restored lands with their natural and historic glories. In autumn 1939 a pictorial Winter Relief set featured views of the former Austrian cities of Graz, Klagenfurt and Salzburg, and Elbogen Castle and Schreckenstein Castle in the Sudetenland, alongside those of Drackenfels (Dragon’s Rock), Goslar Castle, the ancient Romer in Frankfurt and Hohentwiel Castle in the heartland of Germany. Schreckenstein Castle had the added allure that Richard Wagner had stayed nearby when he was inspired to compose Tannhauser, and Drackenfels contained the cave where Wagner’s hero Siegfried killed the dragon Fafnir (Fig. 2.16). Continuing this policy, the 1940 Winter Relief set included historic sites in the important cities of Torun (German Thorn) and Poznan (German Posen) which were formerly part of Poland but were now included in the German administrative regions (Gaus) of Danzig–West Prussia and Wartheland respectively. The Artus (Arthur) Court in Danzig itself was included. The post-1918 Polish corridor and free port status of Danzig so hated by Germany had been eradicated. As far as Hitler’s Third Reich was concerned these cities were as much German as Kaub, Heidelberg, Trier, Bremen and Münster on the other stamps in the set (Fig. 2.17). And, just like everywhere else in the Third Reich, the ex-Polish cities were being scoured of their Jews and everyone else the Nazis considered undesirable.
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Fig. 2.16
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Fig. 2.17





The return of Alsace and Lorraine in 1940 did not merit a set. French families heavily outnumbered German ones, and many remembered the German persecution of French families during the First World War. Nevertheless the legacy of German ownership between Germany’s heavy defeat of the French in 1870 and its own defeat in 1918 ensured the provinces changed hands again, although legal annexation and absorption into the Reich did not occur until 1942, after which many young men were forced into the German armed forces. In July 1940 Alsace joined Gau Baden and Lorraine Gau Westmark, and they used German definitive stamps overprinted in Gothic script with each province’s name – Elsass or Lothringen – until the end of 1941 when ordinary German stamps were introduced.


Although Luxembourg was an autonomous state, it was seen as a natural possession by Germany after its occupation in 1940 and it, too, was attached to a German Gau. Up to January 1942 German definitive and Winter Relief stamps overprinted ‘Luxemburg’, and Luxembourg stamps overprinted with German values, were used, but after that ordinary German stamps came into general circulation.


The definitive stamps overprinted for use in Alsace, Lorraine and Luxembourg contained the portrait of the elderly German President, Marshal Paul von Beneckendorff und von Hindenburg, who had appointed Hitler chancellor in January 1933, and died the following year (Fig. 2.18). Privately Hitler scorned the First World War hero as out of touch with German needs and ambitions, but in public he strengthened his claims of legitimacy, and role in restoring Germany’s former glory, by honouring the marshal while he was alive and keeping his memory alive after his death. In a dramatically staged ceremony Hindenburg’s body was laid in a mausoleum added to the vast multi-towered Hohenstein Castle built at Tannenberg in East Prussia in 1924–25 on the site of the marshal’s famous victory over the Russians in 1914. Black-edged Hindenburg definitive stamps added to the overall backward-looking event, which Hitler was able to use to good advantage to portray the Third Reich as essentially peace loving and trusting that the great nations of the world would recognise and respond sympathetically to its just grievances. Tannenberg became a place of national pilgrimage and, along with the great East Prussian castles at Allenstein, Königsberg and Heilsberg seized from Poland in 1772 by Frederick the Great, it was commemorated in a miniature sheet produced to celebrate the International Philatelic Exhibition in Königsberg in June 1935 (See Fig. 2.19 in colour section). The Nazis avidly promoted the thought that they were the lineal descendants of the medieval Teutonic Knights, in addition to recreating the heroic deeds of their far more distant mythical Nordic ancestors. The castles’ destinies were more prosaic. In 1945 the devastated cities of Allenstein and Heilsberg were returned to Poland along with partially destroyed Tannenberg (emptied of Hindenburg’s coffin by order of Hitler in January 1945). Königsberg and its empty smoke-blackened castle became part of the Soviet Union.
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Fig. 2.18





It was only in August 1941 that Hitler’s head replaced Hindenburg’s on the definitive set. By then it looked as though Hitler would soon be master of both Western and Eastern Europe. Indeed that November Hitler was able to mark the subjugation of swathes of Soviet territory with the enforced use of these definitive stamps overprinted ‘Ukraine’ and ‘Ostland’. The deliberately bland title ‘Ostland’ (‘Eastland’) covered Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, north-east Poland and west Belarus; ‘Ukraine’ included the Crimea and parts of south Belarus as well as Soviet Ukraine. All other local post-invasion issues, usually Russian stamps with celebratory German overprints, were quickly phased out (see Chapter 18, The Baltic States). Not surprisingly the overprinted Hitler head definitive stamps proved popular with the occupying forces and relocated German families, and many covers were sent back to Germany with numerous stamps adding up to far more than the required postage rate. No other German stamps penetrated these vast regions that were earmarked for ruthless economic exploitation, the elimination of all Jews, and the gradual introduction of ethnic German communities (Fig. 2.20).


The achievements of the armed forces remained absent from philatelic issues until 1943 when the tide of war was obviously turning against Germany. Until then it had been the Nazis’ domestic triumphs that contributed to ordinary families’ overall sense of well-being and, at least until 1939, to the enhancement of Germany’s international reputation. In 1934 the images of a sturdy blacksmith, farmer, mason and miner together with a sculptor, architect, scientist, merchant and rather paternal looking judge adorned an early Third Reich Welfare Fund set (Fig. 2.21). It reflected the regime’s frequently expressed assertion that, although it could restore full employment, all able-bodied men must devote their talents to the restoration of the economy – and by that the Nazis meant obedience to the increasingly authoritarian state. No serviceman was included: the Treaty of Versailles remained in force and the military expansion programme remained surreptitious. The following year’s Welfare Fund pictured ten women in highly decorative, if impractical, provincial costumes. No doubt the women represented the Nazis’ ideal females – tall, blonde, blue-eyed, loyal and robust (Fig. 2.22). Numerous posters and neoclassical statues promoted the ideal Aryan body. However, although Hitler and the Nazis recognised that female voters had manifestly assisted their rise to power, once in power the regime pushed the clock back to Emperor Wilhelm II’s belief that women’s primary concerns were ‘Kinder, Kuche, Kirche’ (‘Children, Kitchen, Church’). Although there were notable exceptions, such as Leni Riefenstahl the film maker, and Hanna Reitsch the test pilot, by and large women found it increasingly difficult to enter politics or the professions, except nursing, but easier and easier to follow Nazi Party routes into organisations devoted to healthy games and exercises, motherhood classes and political indoctrination. After producing four children they were awarded the Cross of Honour of German Motherhood; if they got to eight the cross was in gold. For single German women there were largely low status jobs available as servants, clerks, farm and postal workers, and as auxiliaries in the armed forces, but in January 1943 the chronic labour shortage, despite the imported forced workers, led Hitler to order all women under the age of 50 to report for local employment. Over 14 million ended up in munitions factories.




[image: Illustration]


Fig. 2.20
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Fig. 2.21







[image: Illustration]


Fig. 2.22





The few stamps featuring women reinforce these trends. The allegory of a woman and child as Germany embracing a newly recovered region has already been mentioned, and a similar comforting image of a mother gathering her family within her arms adorned the 1936 set marking the International Local Government Congress (See Fig. 2.23 in colour section). The painting of a beautiful but demure Venetian girl by the celebrated artist Albrecht Dürer (1471–1528) was chosen for the stamp marking German Art Day in July 1939 (See Fig. 2.24 in colour section). The Nazis were particularly keen on Dürer whose religious paintings, especially of the Madonna, fitted in with their views, at least the ones they professed, on strict public morality and virtuous female behaviour. In 1943 the single Winter Relief stamp showed the perfect Aryan mother adoring and being adored by three children with the medal-winning fourth in a cradle (See Fig. 2.25 in colour section). The following year the set celebrating the tenth anniversary of the state’s ‘Mother & Child’ Organisation highlighted the support offered German mothers at nurseries, in hospitals, at home by visiting nurses, and in convalescent homes (See Fig. 2.26 in colour section). In 1944, too, another smiling young Aryan girl in a headscarf publicised the Labour Corps alongside a stamp featuring a more serious looking young man. The previous year only young men had appeared in the Labour Corps set – smartly attired and armed with scythes, pickaxes, shovels and sledge-hammers (See Fig. 2.27 in colour section). The corps was founded in 1931 but reformed by the Nazis in 1935 to provide a compulsory six-month period of state service prior to military training for men, and a voluntary period of service for young women – although it became compulsory for them too in 1939. Bicycles, tools and paramilitary uniforms complete with swastika armbands were provided, the units lived together in barracks, discipline was strict, and political indoctrination accompanied regular physical training, the acquisition of various skills and long hours on farms and building sites, in army supply depots or wherever the national and local economy and war effort dictated. The unswerving commitment of young men and women to the service of the Führer was the core objective, and not surprisingly Hitler appeared in a suitably uplifting pose on the 1939 Labour Day stamp (Fig. 2.28). The same personal dedication and pride in achievement characterised the Vocational Contest for Apprentices. Stamps featuring the victor’s crown on a swastika background in 1935, and behind the German eagle emblem in 1939, ensured the state’s commitment to, and control of, young workers was clear to see (Fig. 2.29).
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Fig. 2.28
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Fig. 2.29





The Third Reich youth organisations embraced the Young German Folk (10–14 years) and Hitler Youth (14–18 years) for boys, and the Young Madel (10–14 years) and League of German Girls (14–18 years) for girls. Founded by the Nazis in the 1920s, membership became mandatory for boys in 1936. It was taken very seriously. For the older age group, local units were run on paramilitary lines. Their members had uniforms, took oaths of allegiance, attended regular classes, rallies and camps, and engaged in a great deal of exercise, crafts and Nazi indoctrination, including anti-Semitism and anti-communism. Membership involved intense physical, mental and emotional training at a time when young people are at their most impressionable for a lifetime of devoted state service. It was also the precursor of military training, and group leaders looked out for future officer material. In 1935 stamps picturing a Hitler Youth trumpeter commemorated the World Jamboree of Hitler Youth, and in 1938 a youthful bare-chested torchbearer was featured on stamps marking Hitler’s fifth year as Führer (Fig. 2.30). In 1943 a Youth Dedication Day involving theatrical rallies replete with flags, banners, marches, martial music, speeches and oaths, featured an Aryan boy and girl against the swastika flag looking admiringly at someone, presumably Hitler, beyond the borders of the stamp (See Fig. 2.31 in colour section). The final stamp featuring a youth was issued in February 1945 to mark the People’s Militia (‘Volkssturm’) and its contribution to the final stages of the war. Thousands of boys, some aged only 13, along with thousands of elderly men, were given primitive weapons, sketchy training, some semblance of uniforms and thrown into the last desperate battles in East Prussia and around Berlin. Many were brave, but they were swept aside by the Soviet armies (See Fig. 2.32 in colour section).
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Fig. 2.30
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Fig. 2.33





Nazi ideology preached the gospel of Nordic racial superiority, and this included physical fitness. Not surprisingly the Sports Day of the Armed Sturm Abteilung (the Panzer Division formed from the Nazi ‘Brownshirts’ militia) merited a stamp with a sword, swastika and laurel wreath emblem in 1942 (Fig. 2.33). The Greek ideal of a healthy mind in a healthy body lurked somewhere within Nazi ideology, and the 1936 Winter Olympic Games at Garmisch-Partenkirchen and summer Games in Berlin were planned as showpieces of Nazi organisation and German sporting prowess, and cementing the central place the nation was regaining in European affairs. In November 1935 surcharged stamps picturing skating, ski-jumping and bobsleighing advertised and raised funds for the January Winter Games, and the following May stamps in a similar style featuring a German footballer, javelin thrower, gymnast, fencer, rowers, show jumper and the torchbearer together with the only female figure, a diver, did the same for the Summer Games. Two miniature sheets were issued, each with four stamps and a clear watermark inscription reading ‘XI Olympischespiele Berlin 1936’ (See Fig. 2.34a & 2.34b in colour section). Several special Olympic handstamps were available – as usual at extra cost. The great German airship, Hindenburg, flew over the Olympic site trailing the Olympic flag and heralded Hitler’s arrival for the opening ceremony on 1 August (See Fig. 2.35 in colour section). Germany did well at both games, coming second to Norway in the Winter Games and topping the league table with eighty-nine medals in Berlin. However, controversy haunted the Summer Olympics with Hitler first wanting to ban black and Jewish competitors but later relenting in the face of mounting American opposition, and then deciding to backtrack on the heavy use of swastikas in the village and arena. Controversy arose, too, when some foreign competitors appeared to give Nazi salutes, and finally stories abounded of Hitler’s anger at the black American Jesse Owens winning four gold medals. Overall, though, the Nazis considered the events fully confirmed their belief in a resurgent Germany and its swiftly rising standing in international affairs. Many overseas visitors praised the warmth of German hospitality and the smooth running of the Games.
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