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The great names of the past, which we often associate with sophistication, innovation, and glamour, often have stories hidden behind their shining facades. What do Coco Chanel, whose perfumes became a symbol of luxury; Ferdinand Porsche, whose cars remain the pinnacle of engineering excellence; Hugo Boss, whose suits defined style for generations; and King Edward VIII, whose life was shrouded in scandal, have in common? They are united by one thing—a connection to Nazi Germany, a connection that sheds light on the dark shadows of their fame.

The Nazi Ties of Icons: When Glamour Met the Reich lifts the veil on the astonishing and unsettling intertwining of luxury and ideology, fashion and politics. These individuals, who became symbols of their eras, intersected with one of history’s darkest regimes, leaving behind a complex legacy. What drove them to align with the Nazi movement? Were they victims of circumstance, pragmatic opportunists, or genuine supporters of the regime? This book explores these questions, inviting readers to view familiar names from a new perspective and to reflect on the intricate connections between art, power, and politics, as well as the role of morality in our understanding of the past. By looking into the shadows surrounding these icons, we may better understand not only them but also ourselves. History teaches us not just about the past—it shapes our future.
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The Man Known to History as Hugo Boss

was born on the 8th of July 1885 in the town of Metzingen in the Swabia region of Germany, which lies in Baden-Württemberg in the southwest of the country. His father was Hinrich Boss, who ran a lingerie and linen shop in the town, and his mother was Louisa Boss. Hugo was the fifth and last child his parents had. However, growing up, he only had one sibling, as three of Hinrich and Louisa's children died in infancy—a larger-than-average rate of child mortality by the standards of the late 19th century.

As Hugo was the only one of Hinrich and Louisa's sons to survive, he was chosen to be their heir over his older sister. Consequently, from a young age, he was brought into the family business in Metzingen and began learning the trade of running the family store as well as textile weaving and manufacturing. This was interrupted in 1903 when he was called up to the German Imperial Army at a time when peacetime conscription was practiced in Germany, and all young men were expected to serve two years in the military. His training was completed by 1905, at which time he briefly took up a position working in a weaving mill in the town of Constance, south of Metzingen.

This appears to have been another element of Boss's preparation for taking over the family business, giving him hands-on experience in production. As his parents entered retirement, Hugo stepped in to take over the shop in Metzingen in 1908. It was a small, though relatively profitable, business, and Hugo appears to have run it with a reasonable degree of success during the first years of his ownership. It was also around this time that Hugo married Anna Katrina Fringer. They would have a daughter, Gudrun, whose children would later run the company Hugo Boss became infamous for establishing. Hugo and Anna also had a son named Siegfried.

Boss's rather routine life in Metzingen was broken by the clouds of war gathering across Europe. For years, tensions had been brewing between Germany and many of the other European powers—notably Britain, which viewed the German Empire, formed in 1871, as a direct threat to its preeminent position among the European powers, and France, which had lost extensive territory to Germany following the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–1871 and ideally wished to recover this territory. Yet, when war came, it was owing to a regional crisis in the Balkans, primarily involving Germany's ally, the Austro-Hungarian Empire, and Britain and France's ally, the Russian Empire.

What started as a conflict there soon mushroomed into a pan-European war and then the First World War. Boss, whose military career had been less than inspiring in the mid-1900s—having failed to earn promotion of any kind—was recalled to the army like millions of other German men. He fought for four years in the conflict, eventually being promoted to the rank of Corporal(relatively low non-commissioned officer rank in many military organizations, signifying some level of leadership and responsibility over a small group of soldiers).

Meanwhile, the shop back in Metzingen suffered, as did all German businesses. In the end, it was the collapsing state of Germany internally rather than defeat on the battlefield that brought the conflict to an end in November 1918.

Boss headed home to Swabia after the war's end, returning to a Germany in turmoil. Kaiser Wilhelm II had abdicated his throne in the closing stages of the war, and a new republic, named after the town of Weimar where its first members met, had been established. However, it had a tenuous hold on the country, with socialists and other radical groups trying to seize power in cities like Berlin and Munich. Millions of men had suddenly been demobilized from the army, and paramilitary groups were forming everywhere.

To compound matters, hyperinflation had hit the new German currency, the Papiermark, and this was detrimentally impacting businesses like the Boss family store in Metzingen. In this environment, Boss simply tried to keep his business afloat. Several years passed before stability returned, but not before hyperinflation peaked in 1923. That same year, the French and Belgians invaded the Ruhr region of Germany to force the German government to meet its war reparations payments.

In tandem, extreme right-wing and left-wing political parties and groups began to emerge across the country. Yet 1923 marked the worst of the crisis, and thereafter, renewed global economic growth began to pull Germany out of its post-war malaise. As Germany exited the crisis, Hugo Boss demonstrated signs of growing ambition. Up to that point, he had shown little aspiration to better his position, no doubt feeling secure in the knowledge that he would inherit his family's business and live a comfortable life as a result. But the war and the crisis that followed seemed to have changed his outlook.

Thus, in 1924, Boss actively sought financial support from other manufacturers in Metzingen to open a textiles factory. His thinking was that he could become the actual producer of clothing in Metzingen, where previously his family had purchased stock and simply sold it in the store. Now, he would become both producer and middleman. As such, in 1924, he established a factory with several dozen sewing stations, employing 20 to 30 seamstresses working in shifts to produce all manner of garments, from shirts to the traditional German Loden jackets.

Soon, the Boss factory began taking on large orders to produce uniforms and other mass-produced items. In later years, Boss would describe the company as "a supplier of party equipment since 1924." Boss was soon employed by one of Southern Germany's most controversial political parties: the National Socialist German Workers' Party (or Nazi Party), a far-right political organization established in Munich.

In the chaotic political environment of 1920, the Nazi Party was rabidly anti-Semitic and viewed the Weimar Republic with disgust for the peace terms it had agreed to in 1919. The party had been banned in Bavaria after attempting an armed insurrection in Munich in November 1923, but their leader, Adolf Hitler, was released in December 1924, and the party was gradually allowed to resume its activities. Yet, they still attempted to disguise much of their actions in the mid to late 1920s.

As such, it was not 100% clear if Hugo Boss knew who he was producing clothes for when he received an order for a large number of brown uniforms from a Munich-based textiles distributor named Rudolph Bourne in 1926, 1927, or 1928. In reality, this order was to produce the brown-shirt uniforms worn by the Sturmabteilung, or SA, the paramilitary wing of the Nazi Party, whose name translates as "Storm Detachment." In any event, had he known who he was working for, there seems little doubt that Boss would have completed the order anyway, given his subsequent actions and political affiliations.

Hugo Boss's business flourished in the 1920s as the world economy boomed in a period of pronounced economic growth across Europe and the Americas during the postwar period. During the "Roaring Twenties," as the period became known, countries like Germany experienced average annual growth rates of 4%. The US economy alone expanded by over 40% during the 1920s, one of the sharpest periods of growth in modern history. Credit was easy to obtain, and Boss was able to expand his business in Metzingen accordingly.

However, much of this economic expansion was based on speculative investment, which created a huge economic bubble—one that burst spectacularly in the autumn of 1929 with the Wall Street Crash. The Great Depression followed, and Germany was one of the worst-hit nations, in large part because it had borrowed enormous sums of money in the 1920s to pay off its war reparations. Boss's business was badly impacted by the economic crash, and by 1931 he was forced into bankruptcy, as spending on clothes and virtually everything else other than food and bare necessities dried up across Germany.

However, Boss was handed a lifeline by his creditors, who agreed at this time to let him keep six of his sewing machines. Consequently, while he was now bankrupt, he had a minimal amount of means to start over again and rebuild his business. It was in an effort to do so that he became deeply involved with the Nazi Party.

While the fortunes of Boss and many other German businessmen were plummeting in the early 1930s, those of the Nazis were flourishing. They had always been a very minor political party in Germany, one which garnered little more than 2% of the vote in Reich elections, most of that being confined to Bavaria in the south. But the economic crisis saw a surge in popularity for the Nazis. In the 1930 Reich elections, they gained one in five votes and became the second-largest party in Germany.

In the years that followed, millions of Germans flocked to join the Nazi Party and its paramilitary groups, the SA and the much smaller SS. The latter, in particular, wore distinct quasi-military uniforms, and the surge in popularity created a major need for new uniforms to be produced quickly during the early 1930s. Perhaps somewhat unsurprisingly, given his financial straits, in 1931 Boss joined the Nazi Party as member number 8,889. If this was a strategic move to acquire contract work from the Nazis, it proved effective. Within weeks, Boss had secured a major order to produce brown-shirt uniforms for the SA, as well as the black-and-brown uniforms of the Hitler Youth Organization. This provided a lifeline to the Hugo Boss textile company in Metzingen, one which allowed it to survive the Great Depression and rebuild after the bankruptcy of 1931.

Boss is most closely associated today with the manufacture of the uniforms of the Schutzstaffel, or SS—an organization whose name means "Protection Squad." It was established in 1925 as a kind of bodyguard for Hitler and the upper ranks of the Nazi Party. It had been expanded in the intervening period, and under the leadership of Heinrich Himmler from 1929, it began to rival the SA, eventually superseding it as the preeminent Nazi paramilitary organization.

Members of the SS wore a variety of uniforms over the years. Between 1929 and 1932, their uniform was brown and closely resembled that of the more numerous SA members. But in the early 1930s, Himmler decided that a change was needed, one which would set the SS apart from Ernst Röhm's brown shirts in the SA. The new uniform is that which is most closely associated with the SS, being largely comprised of a black uniform with the SS runic symbol, a Nazi armband in red (which contrasted with the black uniform), and a black wool greatcoat for inclement weather.Boss soon received orders to mass-produce some of these new SS uniforms for the regime. These added to the business windfall he experienced after joining the Nazi Party in 1931. By late 1932, his business had not just survived but was beginning to grow again.

It should be noted here that Boss was not responsible for designing the uniforms of the SS. This was primarily the work of two other individuals: Walter Heck and Karl Diebitsch. Heck was a German graphic designer working for a company called Ferdinand Hoffstätter in the city of Bonn. In 1929, Hoffstätter manufactured badges and logos and was approached that year by representatives of the SS to design a logo for the uniforms. Heck was given the job and designed the SS rune symbol, which looks like a cross between two S’s and two lightning bolts. He was paid 2.50 Reichsmarks for his work, a sum equivalent to $2. However, he was not an innocent bystander who unknowingly designed the symbol for the organization that would later run Europe's concentration and death camps. Heck was already a member of the SA.

In 1929 and later, he joined the SS himself. His SS symbol was soon adorning uniforms designed by Carl Diebitsch, an artist and a member of the Nazis since their very earliest days in 1920. It was he who approached Heck to design the SS symbol, and it was Diebitsch who designed the SS uniform and much of the other paraphernalia which went with it, such as the SS swords and daggers. Thus, while Boss would be responsible for actually manufacturing many of the uniforms which members of the SS would wear, the design of these same uniforms was not his.Boss later claimed that his main reasons for joining the Nazi Party in 1931 were practical, in so far as he wanted to acquire work contracts from them to produce their uniforms, but also because he liked their ideas on how to end unemployment in Germany in the early 1930s and pull the country out of the Great Depression. However, he didn't stop with just membership of the party itself. He became an associate member of the SS in due course, as well as joining the German Labor Front, the Reich Air Protection Association, the National Socialist People's Welfare Organization, and a range of other Nazi bodies, such as the Reichsbund for Physical Exercise. It is hard to disentangle whether he joined these bodies for ideological reasons or simply because that is what millions of other Germans did after 1933, as early that year the Nazis seized power in Germany and turned the country into a one-party dictatorship.
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