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History has only one concern and aim, and that is to be useful; which again has only one single source, and that is truth.


– Lucian of Samosata (c. 125–180)


A historian ought to be…faithful to the truth, which is the mother of history, the preserver of great actions, the enemy of oblivion, the witness of the past, the director of the future.


– B.R. Ambedkar (1891–1956)




Spread of Bronze Age civilization and the birth of Indo-European languages.
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INTRODUCTION


The author of this book, Charles Allen, died in 2020 before he could complete it. We had been talking about the book for a while, with the possibility of collaborating on a TV documentary proposal. I had agreed to edit the book for him, but it is all his work.


Six months after Charles died, the ridiculous horned figure bellowing on the floor of the U.S. Capitol in the break-in on 6 January 2021 displayed a series of tattoos on his bare chest and arms that are central to the theme of this book. Along with Thor’s hammer and the Valknut, a Nordic device to remember the dead linking three triangles, the so-called ‘QAnon Shaman’ displayed a Sonnenrad – a device with many arms like thunderbolts swirling around a circle. For several years, Charles had been investigating how ancient myths about Aryan conquests had become distorted into a narrative for white supremacists. All three devices are displayed by contemporary white Aryan supremacist groups and have been seen in many countries, including on the uniforms of some soldiers on both sides in the Russian–Ukranian war that began in February 2022. The Sonnenrad is particularly useful to groups across those places in Europe where the swastika is banned, with a design similar enough to bear the same message but different enough to be legal.
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Jacob Chansley, aka the ‘QAnon Shaman’, in the Capitol in Washington, DC, on 6 January 2021.
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The Valknut, a Nordic symbol co-opted by the extreme right, who claim an imagined ‘Aryan’ past.
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The Sonnenrad, which takes runes used by the Nazi SS, turning them into a wheel.


These devices, and others drawing from a distortion of Aryan mythology, were also displayed by the gunman who shot 51 Muslims in Christchurch, New Zealand, in August 2019. Charles was appalled by the ignorance of this, and the loss of life caused by a false view of history. In the notes he made for an introduction, he wrote about ‘self-styled Aryan Nations, Aryan Brotherhood, White Aryan Resistance and Canadian Aryan Guard, as well as sundry neo-Nazis, neo-fascists, neo-Confederates and ultra-nationalists’, who gathered for a white supremacist rally in Charlottesville, Virginia, in August 2017. They saw their way of life as under threat from those they regarded as the Other – Jews and those with darker skins.


‘The irony, of which white supremacists appear to be unaware,’ Charles wrote, ‘is that the largest concentrations of persons genetically identifiable as of Aryan descent (in the sense that their ancestors identified themselves as such) are to be found in northern India, northern Pakistan, Afghanistan and Iran.’ So did the ‘Aryans’ originate in India, a view that the governing Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) in India has been trying to promote? Or did they come from northern Europe or Russia, a nationalist belief mirroring that of the BJP theorists? It was a topic that had absorbed him for years, and he drew together many threads of research for this book.


The evidence supports neither those who place the Aryan homeland in north India nor those who place it in northern Europe. The point of origin is now thought to be somewhere in a wide belt along the Russian steppe – from north of the Black Sea in modern Ukraine as far as Kazakhstan in the east – from where some Aryans moved north and westward to Europe, and others later moved south-eastward to India and Iran. (It is a bitter truth Charles would have hated that a major European war has now erupted at the western end of a region he saw as the cradle of civilization.)


The evidence is fragmentary since the original Aryans, whose migrations were probably from around 3200 BCE to 1000 BCE, left no written texts. The people they appear to have displaced in India after 2000 BCE, usually referred to as the Indus Valley Civilization, did leave a written text, although tantalizingly it has not yet been deciphered. There are, however, religious texts transmitted orally from generation to generation during this long gap in the written record. The oldest text in any Indo-European language, the Rig Veda was composed between 1400 and 1000 BCE but was not apparently written down until the emergence of the Brahmi script at the time of Ashoka in the third century BCE. The people of the Rig Veda called themselves ‘Āryas’, the earliest use of the term ‘Aryan’ or its derivatives, while those in the later founding Zoroastrian text, the Avesta, are ‘Ariyas’.


Telling the story has come through several sources. As well as these texts, there are archaeological finds such as graves, detective work done backwards to track the development of language links across continents and finally, the recent explosion of palaeogenetic work from ancient DNA in both people and animals.


The word ‘Aryan’ in various guises pops up in surprising places and across a huge area – ‘Ariane’, the name of a young female singer in England; ‘Ariana’, an airline in Afghanistan; ‘Arian’ in Welsh meaning silver or money; ‘Ārya’, an honorary prefix to men of rank in Java; ‘Arian’, a common men’s name in Russia (and probably ‘Alan’ an English men’s name and its mutation ‘Allen’, Charles’s own surname).


The Javanese reference comes from that nineteenth-century miscellany of the English language as used in imperial India, Hobson-Jobson, where the Javanese are described as ‘a people so remote in blood from what we understand as Aryan’.1 This definition of an Aryan race connected by blood and claiming superiority would have lethal consequences, and not just among the white supremacists of the United States. Part of Hitler’s genius was that he promoted as the icon of his Aryanism a universal symbol of the sun in movement, the swastika, that had clearly once held a special significance among the nomadic peoples of Eurasia.


But who were these Aryans, where did they come from and how did they speak? Charles’s book is the story of the search for the original home of the Proto-Indo-Europeans, the ancestors of most people in a wide swathe of the world from Ireland to India. Or as it was put by the German scholars he regarded highly – to find the Ursprache (original language) of the Urvolk (original people) in their Urheimat (original homeland).


Charles was driven to write Aryans: The Search for a People, a Place and a Myth by three compulsions. The first was sorrow at the way professional historical research has been hijacked in modern India by some in the politico-religious Hindutva movement who are politically ascendant and have been looking for a founding narrative for a newly emerging power on the world stage. They dispute the historical, linguistic and palaeogenetic evidence, which points to a major movement of people, calling themselves Aryans, into India from perhaps as early as 2000 BCE, bringing early Indo-European languages with them. ‘Aryanism is inextricably linked to their identity as Hindus and the Vedic roots of their religion,’ Charles wrote in his notes for an introduction, ‘with connotations of supremacy and a sense of entitlement.’ And so it is a matter of some importance to the identity of the modern nation, as seen by the current administration, that the Aryans were from India. They did not come into it; if there was any move, it was outwards. To the modern Hindutva movement, the discovery of swastikas in ancient European graves is proof of a move ‘Out of India’.2


The opposite view – the one suggested by evidence showing an inward move of Proto-Indo-Europeans from the steppe into India – is normally known as the ‘Aryan Invasion Theory’; not a good description as few today believe there was a violent invasion of India displacing ancient populations, but it has stuck and is used here as convenient shorthand for the movement east to be able to distinguish the argument. This is the most contested area of Indian history; those who believe that Aryans came from outside India are seen as part of a British imperialist plot.


The second motivation for this book was to unpack how the word ‘Aryan’ became so twisted in the West. Charles goes back to the ground-breaking research by William Jones in Calcutta in the late eighteenth century, the most significant of the ‘Orientalists’, European scholars of Asia, who confirmed the linguistic links joining languages from the farthest west in Europe to South Asia. Some of the most fascinating passages in this book tell of the work done on languages across the nineteenth century that described the story of human migration through the study of languages as they mutated.


This research was distorted in Europe for political ends so that a search for linguistic links became a story of racial origins, to the point that in the Wiktionary, Aryanism is defined as ‘The ideological belief in the superiority of a defined Aryan race, particularly as an element of Nazism.’3 Politics and scholarship became fatally intertwined, and the idea of a superior Aryan race took hold. The conflation of language and race became a toxic combination. Mirroring the decision by the Hindu nationalist movement in India to co-opt history in a way that put them at the centre, nationalist movements in northern Europe and Russia have promoted narratives that put the Aryan Urheimat in their territory, with migration flowing outwards.


Thirdly, Charles was driven to write Aryans by his love of archaeology, which began when he spent a summer working on digs in Athens while at the British School at the age of 18. He later did a course in Tuscany, writing ruefully, ‘After that, grubbing about with a trowel in a sodden English field looking for the faintest stains of post holes has never held the same magic.’ Charles knew that archaeology always had a subjective element but was becoming more of a rigorous science through carbon dating and thermoluminescence testing. Along with European experts, he wanted to shed light on some of the unsung heroes of Russian archaeology, whose work was not published in the West during the long years of the Soviet Union from 1917 to 1991.


It was his long association with India that drew Charles to the challenge of unpacking the story of the Aryans in this, his 26th book, written across a more ambitious canvas than others, both geographically and in terms of time scale. He was born in India in 1940, the latest generation in a family with Indian roots going back to the eighteenth century. His father was a multilingual district officer in Assam in the northeast, well enough embedded in India for the new prime minister Jawaharlal Nehru to ask him to stay on after Independence in 1947. A year later, Charles’s idyllic Indian childhood came to an end when he was packed off, like his ancestors before him, to a series of draughty English boarding schools which he hated. In his biography of Kipling, he had fellow feeling for a sense of loss when Kipling made the same journey earlier. ‘India had been the paradise garden of his childhood, his land of lost delight.’4 Charles’s great-grandfather, Sir George Allen, had given Kipling his first job as an assistant editor of the Civil and Military Gazette in Lahore and published his first stories.


Charles never hid the dark side of the empire, and yet he saw a parallel story of British scholars who cared about the subcontinent. His most important books shone a light on the philologists, archaeologists and geographers who became known as Orientalists. This became a negative term when Edward Said wrote a scathing critique in 1978, claiming the British framed the East as a place to be judged, ruled and catalogued as if a zoological collection. ‘What Professor Said and his many supporters have consistently failed to ask is where we would be without the orientalists,’ Charles wrote. ‘They initiated the recovery of South Asia’s lost past.’5 He wrote several books about Buddhism and about perhaps the most important find of European archaeologists in India – the location of the lost Bodh Gaya complex in Bihar, now revered as the location where Buddha attained enlightenment. And far from the British presence strengthening the caste system, as many historians have argued, in Charles’s view, the orientalists were bearers of enlightenment values, which challenged caste differences, with the aim of ‘enabling a newly emergent and increasingly modernizing middle class to free itself from the chains of orthodoxy.’


The first two chapters of the book tell how the idea of an Aryan people was mythologized by the Nazis, as they claimed the swastika for their own and promoted the idea of a ‘master race’, unsullied by alien blood. Charles wanted to explore the work of Professor Max Müller, blamed by the Hindutva movement for promoting the Aryan Invasion Theory. They even attack Müller for translating the great founding text of Hinduism, the Rig Veda, into English, claiming it was done in a demeaning way.6 Although Müller spent most of his working life in England, where there was more access to ancient Sanskrit texts, he was a German, and Charles was struck by the sense of Germany as the European home of Sanskrit learning, noting that fourteen German universities currently have Sanskrit courses, against four in the UK, and ‘regrettably, in 2005 Cambridge ceased to offer Sanskrit’.


Chapters Three to Six tell the story of the archaeological discoveries across Europe and Eurasia that, tomb by tomb, began to tell a compelling story of human migration. Something dramatic clearly happened in human history in the steppe region around 3000 BCE, which allowed a group (or many groups) of people to have mobility and the desire to use it to first go west and north and then east and a thousand years later begin the move south towards India. These were the Proto-Indo-Europeans, often referred to as ‘West Eurasians’, who in places called themselves Aryans. One theory is that steppe people were more efficient farmers than those who lived in Europe previously and moved and cleared forests ahead of them, occupying space that had not been lived on before. Another intriguing idea, from DNA evidence discovered in graves, is that the steppe people had developed immunity to Yersinia pestis, the bacterium later responsible for the Black Death.7 As they moved, they wiped out indigenous people who did not share their resistance.


It may be that these first ‘Aryans’ had more capacity to domesticate horses than the farmers they replaced, so enabling them to have a nomadic lifestyle, win battles and move further and fast. New evidence is coming out all the time that changes the story. If Charles had been alive, he would have been fascinated by research published in Nature, which tells a complex story of the spread of horses. One previous theory was that the domestication of horses spread from the Botai people in modern-day Kazakhstan, at the far eastern end of the steppe region, who are known to have ridden horses from around 3500 BCE. But using evidence from 273 ancient horse specimens, the researchers concluded that Botai horses are not the ancestors of the modern horse, which instead comes from further west, around modern Ukraine, further confirming the narrative of Aryan movement from the steppe region that linguistic and archaeological evidence had put together.


The evidence from these finds remains complex. The first moves from the steppe west and north into Europe probably came without advantages brought by a better capacity to use horses, whose value had not been previously appreciated. But the later move into India from around 2000 BCE does appear to have been assisted by horses and crucially through the ability to manage two-person war chariots. The researchers for the Nature piece conclude ‘Indo-Iranian languages, chariots and horses spread together’.8 But once they were there, if that is how they arrived, they did not leave traces of horses, and this absence in grave sites in India is used by ‘Out of India’ Hindutva scholars to mock the idea that they were a late arrival brought by Aryans. Instead, they assert that the key Hindu texts were written thousands of years before the generally accepted dates of scholars and that ancient Indians of the Indus Valley Civilization obviously used horses since horses are mentioned in the Rig Veda.9 The evidence is not conclusive either way. There have been few ancient graves of any sort discovered in India, where extreme heat and humidity have destroyed organic remains.


Chapters Seven to Ten tell the story of the migration into India using the best evidence available. Charles draws on linguistic and archaeological research as well as the two oldest religious texts in the world, the Zoroastrian Avesta and the Hindu Rig Veda. The Avesta tells a migration story as the peoples wander through ‘sixteen homelands’. Similarly, the Rig Veda recounts journeys. In the introduction to their authoritative recent translation, the Sanskrit scholars Stephanie Jamison and Joel Brereton note that if you follow ‘the internal chronology of the Rig Veda, geographic references suggest a movement from the northwest towards the east’.10 Pinning down the exact locations of this movement is complex, especially as Charles wrote that nomad holy places moved with them; sacred mountains and rivers were not necessarily fixed in place.


The river Saraswati is one of the most important features of the landscape defining the Vedic homeland. Approved modern Hindu thinking puts it in Punjab, the river Ghaggar-Hakra. But geological or climate change meant that this was totally dry by around 2000 BCE, just the time of the presumed first arrival of the Aryans. Charles believed that one other potential location for the holy river is in southwest Afghanistan, a discovery he was always keen to highlight to me as I have travelled there extensively and have written several books about the country. Ancient Indians and Iranians reused place names as they travelled. The Saraswati could, of course, at one time or another have been both of these rivers.


In Chapter Ten, there is a specific focus on the story of Hindu nationalism, from its roots among Bombay intellectuals in the nineteenth century – the first generation of Indians to benefit from British-backed education – to its triumphant place as the governing orthodoxy of the country. Charles shows how archaeological evidence was manipulated, in one case with a fake photograph, in order to prove that there were no Aryan arrivals in India.


Chapter Eleven is the glue that binds the argument together, looking at evidence from modern palaeogenetics – a study which had hardly begun before 2015 but is now transforming our understanding of the ancient world as more DNA samples are published. Charles was wary of drawing firm conclusions. In the notes he left, he wrote, ‘Finally a reminder that this is not a book about certainties. This is a world where the evidence “suggests” rather than shows unequivocally, and where words like “possibly”, “probably”, “perhaps” and “may have” proliferate.’


DNA evidence from the few ancient human remains that have been published changed his language, broadly confirming the story of Aryan migration from the steppe as suggested by the linguistic and archaeological evidence, adding layers of complexity to the narrative.


Charles had an abiding curiosity to the end. Only a couple of years before he died, I took an Indian friend to meet him. The friend works with Adivasi communities in the huge Dandakaranya forest in the centre and east of the country. These are poor forest dwellers who live outside the caste system and may be the descendants of the indigenous people of the subcontinent before the arrival of the Aryans. They are known as ‘tribals’, although the present government does not recognize their difference or supposed indigenous origins. Charles had an erudite discussion with my friend, including about how the Adivasis see their world. Dandakaranya is sacred to Hindus, and the scene of some of the central passages of the epic tales of the Ramayana, which tells of how the forest was full of demons that needed to be rooted out. The Adivasis, though, see the story the other way around. The demons are protectors, and the Hindu god Rama is the enemy. This reversal of religious views, where demons are considered as gods and vice versa, is precisely mirrored in a story of Aryan origins Charles tells in Chapter Nine as one reason for a great split during the Aryan migration between Aryans who headed for Iran and those who went on to India.


My role has been to edit the text, discarding some elements and tightening the narrative. We were in close touch in the months before Charles died when he handed it over, and I have been struck since by the depth of research that he put into the many strands of a story he unveils layer by layer to get to the kernel within. The beginning and end of the book are an examination of how politicians have bent the past to their will in order to make some contemporary political point. Charles had little patience with this. His respect across all of his now 27 books was for the facts and for the individuals, who peered at the past to try to make sense of it and were sometimes right and sometimes wrong, but always with the desire to find out to the best of their ability what had really happened while working with fragmentary evidence.


At the heart of this book is a careful interest in the ideas of the people in the eighteenth, nineteenth and indeed twentieth centuries who did not have the advantages of later researchers but, standing on each other’s shoulders, pieced together a compelling part of the story of humankind. They rebuilt the lost languages of a people who wrote nothing down and charted epoch-making migrations by a people who moved fast and left little behind.


I leave the last word in this introduction to Charles himself, whose book this is. The manuscript he passed on had some sidetracks that he knew would never make the final text. One was a discussion about what Greek archaeological evidence had to say about the Aryan migration. I could not though leave out one passage:


The absence of chariot graves is hugely disappointing for romantics such as myself, given that the warriors buried in these graves were descendants of the heroes portrayed in Homer’s Iliad. They were forever charging about in their war chariots under the walls of Troy, with the most bloody-minded of their number – the Greeks’ psychopathic hero Achilles – dragging the corpse of his great enemy Hector three times round the city, although not before giving his slain friend Patroclus a fiery send-off that included the sacrifice of numerous sheep and oxen, four ‘proud’ horses, two house dogs that had belonged to Patroclus and human sacrifices in the form of ‘twelve brave sons of noble Trojans’.


Homer’s Iliad is the closest thing Europe has to the Indo-Aryans’ first great epic, the Mahabharata. Both were assembled in oral form at roughly the same time and have much in common besides dating, particularly in the dominant roles played by their respective deities in aiding their human heroes, even if the Greek gods are more concerned with using humans as pawns in their own quarrels than helping them. Both epics also glorify war, portrayed as a heroic, noble and bloody endeavour played out by a military elite. This way of recording warfare was necessary as it was inherent in the nature of humanity to hate and to kill, to conquer and to be conquered.


When Achilles finally stops sulking in his tent and rides out in his chariot to lead the Greeks against the Trojans, he does so in the same hyperbolic language as one finds in the Mahabharata when the Kauravas and the Pandavas go to war, each led by superheroes obsessed with victory at all costs. Remove the name of the principal in the following extract and you would be hard put to name the source: Iliad or Mahabharata?


As a man yoketh bulls broad of brow to tread white barley in a well-ordered threshing-floor, and quickly is the grain trodden out beneath the feet of the loud-bellowing bulls; even so beneath great-souled ****** his single-hooved horses trampled alike on the dead and on the shields; and with blood was all the axle sprinkled beneath, and the rims round about the car, for drops smote upon them from the horses hooves and from the tires.11


The missing name is Achilles, and the extract, of course, is from the Iliad. There are few books where you could find a discussion of both texts. But Charles drew on many sources to write this, his last book, the story of the Aryans.


David Loyn




PART ONE


THE MYTH OF THE ARYAN RACE




1


THE RISE AND FALL OF SUPERMAN


Aryanism and the Swastika


The swastika symbol is one of the oldest known to humankind. Four arms of a cross extend at right angles, twisting to the left or right to create a whirling effect or vortex, suggesting movement about the centre. Various representations of this whirling cross are found scratched, incised or hammered onto rock surfaces in virtually every corner of the earth visited by humans, extending from Western Europe through to China and Siberia and on to North and Central America. The most widely accepted explanation is that, for Stone Age hunters and foragers, it represented light and heat in the form of the sun moving across the heavens from east to west, and the four bent arms representing movement, the dynamic power of creation or perhaps even the four seasons.
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Swastika as Nazi insignia


In later centuries, the sun became anthropomorphized as a solar deity driving a fiery chariot through the sky drawn by four heavenly horses: the Hindu god Surya of the Vedas; the Avestan god Mithra of Zoroastrianism or the later Persian god Mithras, whose worship was reshaped by Roman centurions into Mithraism; the Greek sun god Helios; the Etruscan Usil; and the Old Nordic sun goddess Sól, who has her counterparts in the Old High German Sunna (hence, the modern sun), the Common Brittonic Sulis, the Lithuanian Saulė, the Slavic Solnitse, the Latin Sol, the sole or soleil of the Romance languages and the Sanskrit Sūrya, all echoes of the original Proto-Indo-European sun god Sehul.
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The goddess Artemis with swastikas on a funerary jar from a seventh century BCE cist grave, Thebes, Boeotia.


Just such a representation of the sun god as a fiery disc came to light in 1902 in Denmark, when a farmer ploughing a peat bog on the northwest coast of Zealand turned up a neat little bronze horse and a bronze disc, which he gave to his children to play with. Ninety-six years later, metal detectorists scouring the site recovered the remains of six wheels and other parts of the chariot that the horse had been drawing. The Trundholm Sun Chariot confirms that the deity Sól was being worshipped in southern Scandinavia by about 1,400 BCE in the Early Bronze Age. Of course, it also shows that horses were drawing carts or chariots in northern Europe by that time.
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The Trundholm Sun Chariot, dated to about 1400 BCE, now appears on Denmark’s 1000-krone banknote.
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A drawing of a painted terracotta model of a four-horse chariot from a tomb at Salamis, near Famagusta in Cyprus, c. 700 BCE. The swastikas on the wheels and the swirling sun image on the shield identify the standing figure as Helios, the sun god.


In Europe, the symbol of the sun as a whirling bent-armed cross was initially known by the Greek word gammadion (after the resemblance of each of the symbol’s four arms to the Greek letter Γ, gamma). During the Roman ascendancy, it became the Latin crux gammata, later the French croix gammée and the German hakenkreuz. Alternative descriptions were derivations of ‘four-footed’, like the Anglo-Saxon fylfot. But all that changed in the late nineteenth century with the realization that India’s ancient Sanskrit literature abounded in references to this same sun symbol. Swastika is a compound of svasti, a salutation meaning ‘good health’ and an affix, ka. The Indian swastika was thus an auspicious sign, a symbol of good fortune employed as much among Buddhists and Jains as Hindus.


The European credited with ‘discovering’ the swastika’s great antiquity was Heinrich Schliemann. By the age of 36, this remarkable German businessman-turned-archaeologist had so cornered the market in Californian gold, Indian indigo, Russian furs and gunpowder for the Crimean War as to be able to devote himself to his dream: to discover the legendary city of Troy, the scene of the Trojan War in the poet Homer’s Iliad. In 1868, he was directed by the British archaeologist Frank Calvert to the mound of Hisarlik on the Anatolian coast beside the Aegean Sea, where in 1871 he dug through seven layers of occupation to reach what he believed to be the ramparts of Homer’s Troy and the palace of King Priam.1 He burrowed through the only level that offers a viable background to the Trojan War, which ends with a layer of destruction datable to about 1190 BCE. The date pretty much coincides with the collapse of the Mycenaean civilization and the start of the so-called Greek Dark Age.
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Swastika images from Troy, recorded by Schliemann, one of a number of plates illustrating what he called ‘terracotta volcanos and tops’, found in ‘immense numbers’ up to a depth of 10 metres during his excavations.


An unexpected by-product of Schliemann’s excavations was the discovery at various lower levels of thousands of what he described as ‘weights of clay in the shape of pyramids and with a hole at the point’.2 Nearly all bore crosses in various forms, the most common being of the Greek gammadion: ‘Their meaning was utterly unknown to me,’ Schliemann admitted. One of the many scholars contacted by Schliemann was a linguistics expert, Max Müller, professor of Comparative Philology at Oxford and author of the monumental fifty-volume Sacred Books of the East series. He wrote back to explain the symbol’s usage in India’s three oldest religions and how it was linked to the sun:


A remark of yours that the Svastika resembles a wheel in motion, the direction of the motion being indicated by the crampons, contains a useful hint… Here, then, we have clear indications that the Svastika, with the hands pointing in the right direction, was originally a symbol of the sun, perhaps of the vernal sun as opposed to the autumnal sun, the Suvastika, and, therefore, a natural symbol of light, life, health, and wealth… From these indications, we are justified in supposing that among the Aryan nations the Svastika may have been an old emblem of the sun.3


Schliemann concluded that the symbol of the whirling cross was a widespread phenomenon and that many examples of this ‘exceedingly significant religious symbol of our remote ancestors’ were to be found scattered all over Europe and Asia:


I am now able to prove that both the [image: img] and the [image: img], which I find in Emil [Eugene] Burnouf’s Sanscrit Lexicon under the name of ‘suastika’, as the sign of good wishes, were already regarded many thousands of years before Christ, as religious symbols of the very greatest importance among the early progenitors of the Aryan races in Bactria, and in the villages of the Oxus, at a time when Germans, Indians, Pelasgians, Celts, Persians, Slavonians and Iranians still formed one nation and spoke one language.4


Müller objected to Schliemann’s use of the Sanskrit word svastika to describe the gammadion symbol: ‘It is a word of Indian origin and has its history and definite meaning in India… The occurrence of such crosses in different parts of the world may or may not point to a common origin, but if they are once called svastika the vulgus profanum will at once jump to the conclusion that they all come from India, and it will take some time to weed out such prejudice.’ Professor Müller’s prophetic warning went unheeded.


It was Schliemann who fatefully opened the way for the swastika to be seen as the very symbol of the Aryan people. As European archaeology got into its stride and more swastika symbols came to light, this belief intensified at a time when racial classification began to be an obsession. The fact that India appeared to be its prime source only served to add fuel to the Hindutva version of history that Indo-European culture had come ‘Out of India’.


The final form of the swastika, as adopted by the Nazi Party, was largely dreamed up by Hitler – or so he claimed in Mein Kampf. At the first public meeting of the budding National Socialist German Workers’ Party, the issue of a party flag had been discussed at length with many suggestions considered. Hitler had his own ideas: ‘I decided upon a final form – a flag of red material with a white disc bearing in its centre a black swastika. After many trials, I obtained the correct proportions between the dimensions of the flag and of the white central disc, as well as that of the swastika. And this is how it has remained ever since.’5 His philosophy drew on many sources and was rooted in European nineteenth-century racism.


THE ORIGINS OF THE ARYANS AS A MASTER RACE


It took a disappointed French aristocrat, Joseph-Arthur Comte de Gobineau, to form a categorization of races that would have a terrible legacy. Born on 14 July 1816, the twenty-seventh anniversary of the fall of the Bastille, de Gobineau was a frightful snob. Like many other members of the dispossessed French aristocracy, he mourned a lost golden age that never was and harboured a great many hatreds, directed chiefly against Napoleon Bonaparte, and the revolutionaries, the mob and the lower orders generally. His snobbery extended to his mother, who had been born in the French colony of Saint-Domingue (now Haiti). He feared she might have black ancestry, and she had compounded her sins by running off with his tutor and dragging her boy from pillar to post around Europe while she committed a series of frauds which ended with her arrest and imprisonment. When he was fifteen, de Gobineau was returned to the custody of his father, an unemployable military officer formerly in the King’s Guard. Both father and son were fervent Bourbonists, dreaming of lost aristocratic virtues.


After failing the entrance examination to the Saint-Cyr military academy, the younger de Gobineau moved to Paris to become a writer in a garret. He made a friend of the diplomat and fellow aristocrat Alexis de Tocqueville, who took him under his wing and, in 1849, secured him a post as first secretary to the French legation in Berne. So began a chequered thirty-year diplomatic career that took de Gobineau to Greece, Newfoundland, Sweden, Brazil and Persia. The revolutions that began in France in 1848 confirmed de Gobineau’s worst fears about the degeneracy of democracy, and he began work on the book that would make his name: the four-volume Essai sur l’inégalité des Races Humaines (Essay on the Inequality of the Human Races), the first volume of which appeared in 1853.


De Gobineau’s central argument was that race shaped civilization. Three separate races – white, yellow and black – had originated in three different parts of the world, and mixing between the three had only led to the breakdown of civilization. Of the three races, the white was not only the most beautiful and the strongest but also the only one capable of intelligent thought and creativity. Although made up of both Aryans and non-Aryans, only the former possessed all the inherent virtues of their race. These pure Aryans had originated not in Asia but in northern Europe, and their descendants had conquered India and Persia before returning to Europe. In Persia, their descendants had interbred with Semitic Arabs, thus destroying their purity. But in India, the caste system had enabled the two higher castes, the brahmins and the kshatriya warrior caste, to retain some pure Aryan blood. In Europe, it was the Aryans who had formed the original aristocracy, among them Emperor Charlemagne’s Frankish warriors – from whom de Gobineau himself claimed a doubtful descent. But of all the Aryans, it was the Germans who were the most noble and who had the most energy.
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Joseph-Arthur Comte de Gobineau.


De Gobineau’s unashamedly racist views went down badly among his contemporaries in France. His patron, de Tocqueville, wrote in disgust to declare himself ‘extremely opposed to such doctrines… Do you not see inherent in your doctrine all the evils engendered by permanent inequality: pride, violence, scorn of fellow men, tyranny, and abjection in all its forms?’6 He went on to describe de Gobineau’s views as more appropriate to a horse trader than a statesman and made it plain that he no longer wished to be associated with him. ‘There is an entire world of ideas between your beliefs and mine.’


However, there were others who seized upon de Gobineau’s promotion of the Aryans as a race apart whose destiny was to dominate other inferior peoples. In the United States, de Gobineau’s writing was used to justify slavery by virtue of the supposed racial inferiority of Africans. In Turkey, it helped shape the thinking of the members of a secret society who called themselves the İttihat ve Terakki Cemiyeti or the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP). Declaring the Turks to be the Aryan descendants of the Turanians of Turan, they evolved into a political organization better known as the Young Turks. After gaining power in a coup d’état in 1913, the Young Turks allied Turkey with Germany and Austria and declared war on ‘our Muscovite enemy [Russia] in order to obtain thereby a natural frontier to our empire, which should include and unite all the branches of our race’.7 A Turkish invasion of the Russian Caucasus turned into a disaster, and a search for scapegoats led directly to the Armenian genocide.


In Germany, the most obvious impact of de Gobineau’s Aryanism could be seen in the development of the philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche’s concept of übermensch, the ‘superior man’. Nietzsche saw himself as an anarchist and was highly critical of both German nationalism and German anti-Semitism, but this failed to prevent his book Also sprach Zarathustra (Thus spake Zarathustra), published in 1883, from being used by those intent on promoting the Germans as a master race of übermenschen. For this, the blame rests not on Friedrich Nietzsch, but his younger sister Elizabeth, the real villain of the piece. After her brother’s descent into madness in 1889, she deliberately reshaped his philosophy along nationalist and fascist lines. Her funeral in 1935 was attended by Adolf Hitler and a number of leading Nazis.


And de Gobineau influenced one of the great men of the age: Richard Wagner. In 1872, de Gobineau was appointed French minister to Sweden,8 where he met the young Cosima Liszt, daughter of the Hungarian composer Franz Liszt – the same Cosima who became the mistress and subsequently the wife and doorkeeper of the already famous and much older Richard Wagner.9 Through Cosima, de Gobineau became a member of the Bayreuth Circle. Wagner is known to have referred constantly to his German copy of de Gobineau’s racist essay, with Cosima writing to de Gobineau from Bayreuth in 1881 to tell him her husband was ‘always reading The Races when he is not at work with the staging’.10 Wagner placed his monthly newsletter, the Bayreuther Blätter, at de Gobineau’s disposal, helping to spread his views among those attending the Bayreuth festival as the German people now sought to redefine themselves as citizens of one nation-state following unification in 1871.


Wagner’s uplifting music and the messages behind it fed a newly awakened patriotic appetite, shaped by a combination of the Romantic nationalism that Friedrich Schlegel, a German philosopher, and others had initiated at the start of the century and a growing and ultimately destructive reverence for völksh aftigkeit, or ‘ethnicity’. Wagner’s opera Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg was the rallying cry of this new nationalist spirit, and in the 1920s and 1930s, it would fill the same role in the Nazi movement.


Classification of races and peoples became a major effort of science. The Swedish professor of anatomy, Anders Retzius came up with the cephalic index to classify ancient human remains into three categories of the brain according to shape: dolichocephalic (long and thin), mesocephalic (intermediate) and brachycephalic (short and broad). In Britain, Charles Darwin and his ally T.H. Huxley took this a stage further by grading humanity – placing men above women and ‘the white races above others’, with Darwin’s cousin Francis Galton proposing the ‘cultivation of race’ through what he termed ‘eugenics’ as a means of giving ‘the more suitable races or strains of blood a better chance of prevailing speedily over the less suitable’.11 Physical anthropologists seized on craniometry as a means of classifying humans, including the French anthropologist Georges Vacher de Lapouge. He set the pace in the 1880s by linking the dolichocephalic skull shape to a specific race, which he designated as Homo europaeus or the ‘Aryan white race’. According to Lapouge, this race was represented by a subgroup he termed ‘dolicho-blonds’ who formed a natural aristocracy, a higher race of fair-haired Protestant Teutonics and Nordics superior to the mesocephalic and brachycephalic races, which included southern Europeans and Catholic peasants.


De Lapouge classified the Jews as brachycephalic but equal in intelligence and strength to the dolicho-blonds, and for that very reason, they represented a threat to the natural order of Europe. Only state selection through eugenics could ensure that the Aryan dolichos achieved their greatness.12 ‘In the next century,’ wrote de Lapouge in a chilling passage from his book, ‘people will be slaughtered by the millions for the sake of one or two degrees on the cephalic index… The superior races will substitute themselves by force for the human groups retarded in evolution, and the sentimentalists will witness the copious extermination of entire peoples.’13


De Lapouge’s views were immediately contested by Dr Rudolf Virchow, who led a mass survey of the hair and skin colouration of six-and-a-half million German schoolchildren in 1885.14 The results showed conclusively that the supposed historical characteristics of the German people, such as blond hair, pale skin and blue eyes, were to be found only in a minority of the population, demonstrating that physical types were neither national nor linguistic.15 At the Anthropology Congress held in Karlsruhe, in 1885, Dr Virchow went out of his way to denounce the growing belief in the concept of a Nordic Aryan race. ‘I have a certain tendency,’ he wrote, ‘aside from all experience and analysis, to be enthusiastic for the idea of the human race… I cannot keep myself from thinking, when I look at the entire history of humankind, that we really are brothers and sisters.’16


Virchow was well known for his stand against anti-Semitism, and his mass survey was intended to demonstrate that there was no such thing as a German or a Jewish race. Tragically, it had the opposite effect. In drawing up the survey, Virchow and his collaborators had classified Jews living in Germany as non-German, so helping to confirm the growing perception of the Jews as an alien people. That perception found its champion in the person of the leading German prehistorian of the day: Professor Gustaf Kossinna.


Born in 1858 in eastern Prussia of a Polish Mazur family, Gustaf Kossinna trained as a philologist and linguist at the University of Berlin. However, in 1894, at the age of 36, he switched to prehistoric archaeology and anthropology and was soon promoting what became known as ‘Kossinna’s law’, arguing that a strongly defined set of archaeological artefacts such as pottery constituted a culture and that this was the sign of a shared ethnicity. This he further developed into Siedlungsarchäologie or ‘settlement archaeology’, by which he equated archaeological culture specifically to race and ethnicity, using this as a tool to reconstruct the movements of the ancestors of the Germanic and Nordic peoples. To him, these were the true forebears of Aryan civilization.
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Book by Gustaf Kossinna promoting the idea that the Germanic peoples are a superior Aryan race with an unwritten history.
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A map from a Nazi school textbook published in 1937 showing the spread of the Germanic tribes. The round circle shows the supposed original homeland of the Germanic people: ‘Heimat des indogerm Urvolkes’.


In 1904, Kossinna was appointed professor of German Archaeology at the University of Berlin, and in that same year, he published Die deutsche Vorgeschichte: eine hervorragend nationale Wissenschaft (The Prehistory of the Germans: A Pre-Eminently National Discipline). In a pernicious use of archaeology, he linked modern German peoples directly to the Corded Ware culture, now understood to be a distinct ‘horizon’ – a civilization that spread across north-western Europe from the late Neolithic through the Early Bronze Age from about 2900 to 2300 BCE. He promoted the concept of a vigorous Aryan culture with its roots in Scandinavia and northern Germany that had spread outwards under the leadership of the Nordic Germans to become the guiding force behind the unwritten history of the ancient world, superior even to the Romans.17


In 1921, with Germany in ruins in the wake of the First World War and its borders greatly reduced as a consequence of the Treaty of Versailles, Kossinna published what must be considered his most infamous and consequential work, in which he declared that Germany had a historic claim to lands beyond its present borders, with newly constituted Poland as the prime example. By arguing that so-called archaeological finds in the Vistula region were ethnically Germanic, Kossinna claimed Poland as rightfully part of Germany.18


By these means, Gustaf Kossinna played a leading role in laying out the ethnic and cultural geography for what became the Nazi map of Europe, living just long enough to win the enthusiastic support of Heinrich Himmler and see the Nazi Party become the second-largest party in the Reichstag.


READING THE RUNES


At the start of the twentieth century, runology, the study of the lettering in the form of strokes used for various existing Germanic spoken tongues before the adoption of the Latin alphabet in northern Europe, began to take on a new significance in esoteric and völkisch circles in Germany, largely due to the efforts of an Austrian mystic named Guido von List, occultist, anti-Semite and general mythomaniac. Born into a wealthy middle-class Viennese family, von List had turned his back on his family’s Roman Catholicism while still a teenager and moved to the countryside, where he began to formulate a new pagan religion which he named Armanism, built around the worship of the Norse god Odin known in Old German as Wodin. He claimed that Armanism was a return to the original sun worship of the Germanic tribes, led by an elite brotherhood of priest-kings known as the Armanenschaft, who imparted their secret gnostic teachings, Armanism, to an inner circle of initiates while also instructing the masses in the more straightforward doctrines of Wotanism. This led to the publication in 1906 of Das Geheimnis der Runen (The Secret of the Runes), in which von List claimed that the secrets of the Armanenschaft had been revealed to him during a period of enforced blindness following a cataract operation: ‘Previously unperceived laws of generation and evolution belonging to our Aryan people, of its emotion, intellect, speech, and writing, came to me.’19 He manufactured a distorted interpretation of the runic evidence.
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The Austrian founder of Armanism, Guido von List.
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The coat of arms of the town of Burgwedel in Lower Saxony, displaying a wolf’s head and a hunter’s wolfsangel (wolf trap), based on the ge or gibor rune.
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The eighteen Armanen runes, according to Guido von List, incorporating the sixteen ‘Younger Futhark’ runes plus two new runes, here shown in three columns, with Rune 1 fa, top left and Rune 18, ge or gibor, bottom right, shown in its supposedly ‘concealed’ form.


Von List claimed to have rediscovered the lost language of ‘our German ancestors’ in the form of eighteen primal runes, of which sixteen had been preserved in the runic alphabet known as ‘Younger Futhark’ (see figure). The other two were to be found only in the Old Norse or Icelandic Elder Eddas, the only surviving record of Germanic paganism before it was overwhelmed by Christianity. Two of the poems in the Elder Eddas were dedicated to the Nordic god Wotan and, according to von List, they revealed the true significance of all eighteen of the runes not just as script symbols but as holy signs giving ‘clear insight into the original Aryan philosophy concerning the relationship of spirit to body’.
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Members of the Nazi SS receive a lesson in symbols and runes, c. 1940. Shown on the blackboard are two forms of the hakenkreuz and the hagal and sig runes.
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The insignia of the Waffen SS is taken from the double sigil rune; its meaning as ‘Victory’ was ‘uncovered’ by von List.


Von List was now able to ‘reveal to the world’ the true meaning of the Younger Futhark alphabet’s sixteen characters. For example, Rune 11 of the Younger Futhark alphabet [image: img] was known as the ‘s’ rune sigil or sol, meaning ‘sun’. However, according to von List, it also meant salvation and victory, so it was the victory rune sieg. In von List’s own words, ‘The creative spirit must conquer!’ This sigil or sol rune would become the most prominent of several runes incorporated into Nazi military insignia, and in this case, doubled to become the flag of the Waffen Schutzstaffel (SS), representing their war cry Sieg Heil, ‘Hail Victory’.


However, according to von List’s singular interpretation, it was the two additional ‘rediscovered’ runes, Runes 17 and 18, that held the greatest esoteric significance. Rune 17 was the eh rune [image: img], which for von List signified that ‘Marriage is the raw root of the continuance of Teutendom. Therefore marriage is the raw root of the Aryans!’ As for the even more important Rune 18, this was the ge or gibor rune [image: img], which, according to von List, represented the god Wotan himself as the very wheel of life and cosmic consciousness. What was also concealed in that same ge or gibor rune was the greatest secret of the runes, a mystery known only to the initiated: ‘The eighteenth rune which is actually present is a – doubtlessly intentionally incomplete – fyrfoß, and the fact is that it harkens back to this sign in both name and meaning, without, nevertheless, exhausting it. In this, the intention of the skalds [Viking bards] was to guard vigilantly the fyrfoß as their exclusive innermost secret.’


Fylfot, or ‘four-footed’, is an esoteric term for the gammadion or swastika. Manifestations of the ge or gibor rune had long been a feature of Germanic culture and could be seen all over Germany and Austria in the form of the wolfsangel (wolf trap), or Doppelhaken (double-hook), displayed on the coats of arms of a number of German municipalities. As a symbol, it was said to have special magic properties, including that of protection, and was widely worn by foresters as a charm against wolves, being based on a hunter’s wolf trap made up of a cut metal bait hook linked by a chain to a curved metal base and suspended from a tree. The same rune also served as one of several badges worn by the mercenaries and military volunteers known as Freikorps (free regiments), who in the troubled years of the Weimar Republic in the 1920s would make up the main anti-communist paramilitary. Many went on to join the budding Nazi Party, with Heinrich Himmler among them.


In 1912, two leading members of von List’s Armanen society broke away to form the Germanenorden (Teutonic Society). Its members met in secret to celebrate neo-pagan rites, read the Eddas and promote the ideology of Aryan and Nordic racial superiority, every initiate having to swear that ‘no Jewish or coloured blood flows in either his or his wife’s veins’.20 However, further differences within the Germanenorden led one of its principal officers to form a rival breakaway body which, in 1919, took over an existing occult debating society in Munich, Thule Gesellschaft, which now chose as its symbol the hakenkreuz set within a circle and surmounted by a dagger. This organization now became a front for aggressively anti-Semitic and anti-communist activity, and within months its membership had swelled to 2,500 members, several of whom became leading members of the Nazi Party. There is no evidence that Adolf Hitler was ever a member; even so, the Thule Gesellschaft has a strong claim to have served as his organization’s principal midwife, first in buying a Munich newspaper which became the main Nazi newspaper, the Völkischer Beobachter (People’s Observer), and then by sponsoring the Deutsche Arbeiterpartei political party, which Hitler joined in 1919 and subsequently reshaped into the Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei (National Socialist German Workers’ Party) – the Nazi Party.


HITLER THE CHOIRBOY


Daft as Guido von List’s ideas seem today, they found widespread acceptance among those members of the German populace willing to suspend belief in matters of national self-image. Not surprisingly, one of von List’s earliest admirers was a contemporary who was, if anything, even more of a fantasist and mythomaniac than von List himself: an occultist and mystic who called himself Count Jörg Lanz von Liebenfels, although he was neither a count nor entitled to use the title ‘von’.


Jörg Lanz – to give him his proper name – came from the same comfortable middle-class Viennese background as von List. In 1893, at the age of nineteen, he became a monk of the Cistercian order and entered the Heiligenkreuz (Holy Cross) monastery, situated in the Vienna woods some miles north of Baden. Founded in the twelfth century, this imposing monastery was the second oldest in that order and richly endowed. It is still, to this day, a leading centre of theological studies.


A year after entering the monastery, Jörg Lanz left under a cloud, claiming that this was due to ‘growing nervousness’, although the official documents of the abbey record ‘carnal love’ as the real reason.21 Lanz then returned to Vienna, where he set up his own esoteric religious order, Ordo Novi Templi (Order of the New Templars), with himself as its Prior, establishing himself and his order in the ruins of an old castle, the Burg Werfenstein, perched romantically on a bluff overlooking the river Danube east of Linz. He also set up a völkisch magazine he named Ostara, with the bizarre subtitle Briefbücherei der Blonden und Mannesrechtler (Library of the Letters of the Blondes and of Those Promoting the Rights of Males), with himself as its sole editor and contributor.


Lanz developed a distorted view of the history of the Aryans, coining the word ‘Ariosophy’ to describe his own variant of the occult paganism that his friend Guido von List was now promoting as Armanism. To this end, he published in 1905 Theozoologie oder die Kunde von den Sodoms-Äfflingen und dem Götter-Elektron (Theozoology, or the Science of the Sodomite-Apelings and the Electron of the Gods) in which he argued that the Aryans were Gottmenschen (god-men) sired by a race of divine space travellers, the Theozoa, whereas the rest of humankind were the result of interbreeding between humans and apemen. This interbreeding had led to a great weakening of the superpowers inherited by the Aryans from the Theozoa but could be corrected by the selective breeding of the purest of the Aryans and the sterilization of the rest.


It is debatable to what degree von List’s Armanism and Lanz’s Ariosophy influenced Adolf Hitler himself, who was generally hostile to religious fantasies and once established in power, banned Lanz’s writings and rejected von List’s Armanist ideas. But they provided the landscape out of which his movement grew; in the dark days after the First World War, both sets of esoteric teachings were received with enthusiasm by many of those who would become Hitler’s first followers. Indeed, Lanz would later claim that it was his writings which had led to the adoption of the swastika by Hitler and the Nazi Party. There is no evidence for this, and yet there remains one curious link between the two men. Shortly after his ousting from the monastery in 1898, Lanz visited the Benedictine Abbey at Lambach, a market town on the banks of a tributary of the river Danube, which meets an hour downstream at Linz. This was supposedly to study the papers of Theoderich Hagn, a deceased former abbot.


What makes Lanz’s visit to Lambach Abbey particularly significant is that in 1896 or 1897, Adolf Hitler’s father moved his family to a small village just outside that same town of Lambach. As told in the opening chapters of Mein Kampf, the eight- or nine-year-old Adolf lived there for about a year while attending the local school attached to the Benedictine monastery. He served as a member of the abbey choir and may have boarded there during the winter of 1897–98. ‘I had become a juvenile ringleader who learned well and easily at school but was rather difficult to manage,’ he writes. ‘In my free time, I practised singing in the choir of the monastery church at Lambach, and thus it happened that I was placed in a very favourable position to be emotionally impressed again and again by the magnificent splendour of ecclesiastical ceremonial.’22
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The hakenkreuz in the Lambach monastery that Hitler saw every day for a year as a choirboy.
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The symbol of the Thule Gesellschaft secret society, formed in Munich in 1919.


Each day as the boy entered the abbey, he would see a heraldic shield carved with a pair of wolfsangel symbols crossed to form a hakenkreuz, the double cross that looks remarkably like a swastika. The hakenkreuz had been the personal seal of Theoderich Hagn, abbot of the abbey from 1858 to his death in 1872, who fascinated Lanz.


Lanz moved on to Vienna to found his Order of the New Templars, making Hagn’s hakenkreuz the insignia of the order. The Hitler family returned to Leonding, near Linz in upper Austria, where the teenage Hitler attended a technical school until he was sixteen. Two years later, he moved to Vienna, where he applied to the Vienna Academy of Arts but failed to win a place. For some years, he lived on the breadline at a time when Vienna’s mayor, Karl Lueger, was an enthusiastic supporter of Guido von List and his Armanist movement. It was here that an increasingly embittered young Hitler first came to believe that the root cause of all Germany’s troubles was the Jews – and that Germany’s salvation lay with the Aryans.


THE MYTH OF ARYAN SUPREMACY


The racist ideologue Joseph-Arthur de Gobineau and the composer Richard Wagner died within months of each other: de Gobineau in October 1882 in Turin after years of poor health brought about by malaria; the great maestro of a heart attack in February 1883 while on holiday in Venice.


At Bayreuth, Wagner’s widow Cosima went on to turn the music festival into the centre of an increasingly völkisch and anti-Semitic crusade built around the Wagner cult, supported by a Wagner clan which came to include an English daughter-in-law and an English son-in-law. The first was Winifred Williams, to all intents an orphan, married off at the age of eighteen to Richard Wagner’s eldest son Siegfried, then aged 45, in an attempt to cure him of his homosexuality and to provide a legitimate heir to the family business at Bayreuth. Winifred bore Siegfried four children, but perhaps more significant was her devotion both to the Bayreuth Festival, which she ran for fifteen years following Siegfried’s death in 1930, and to Adolf Hitler. Following Hitler’s imprisonment for his role in the failed Munich Putsch (also known as Beer Hall Putsch) in 1923, it was Winifred who supplied the paper on which Hitler’s dictated Mein Kampf was written. Her loyalty to the man she called ‘Wolf’ never wavered in the years that followed.
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Hitler’s Brits: Richard Wagner’s British daughter-in-law, Winifred, with Adolf Hitler during the Bayreuth Festival in 1939.
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Wagner’s British son-in-law, Houston Stewart Chamberlain.


The second English connection was Houston Stewart Chamberlain, who in 1908 married Richard Wagner’s second daughter, Eva. Born in 1855 into a family of high-flying military men and politicians, the infant Chamberlain was dumped by his father, a rear admiral in the Royal Navy, on his grandmother in France after the death of his own mother. At fourteen, he was placed in the care of a German tutor while attending a series of spas in Europe. He then studied botany and astronomy at the University of Geneva before moving on to Dresden, where he immersed himself in the works of Kant, Nietzsche and Wagner while establishing himself as a thoroughly völkisch writer. He became a passionate Wagnerian while also developing increasingly anti-British, anti-French and pro-German prejudices. Inspired by Count de Gobineau’s The Inequality of the Human Races, he learned Sanskrit in order to read the Vedas in their original form.


In June 1888, Chamberlain declared himself ‘electrified’ by the powerful personality of Wagner’s widow Cosima when they met at the home she had turned into a shrine, Villa Wahnfried in Bayreuth. He came to view her as his surrogate mother. He increasingly identified himself with Wagner and with Bayreuth, where a second shrine, dedicated to Count de Gobineau, was being maintained by another member of the Wagner circle, Karl Ludwig Schemann, the German translator of The Inequality of the Human Races. After de Gobineau’s death, Schemann had set up the Gobineau Society to promote his ideas – carefully filleted so that de Gobineau’s doom-laden prophecies of an Aryan extinction were transformed into predictions of an ever-growing, ever-stronger Aryan race.
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