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Praise for Timothy W. Ryback:


‘How does a flawed republic become something entirely different? We know how the Nazi regime ended, but we think too little about how it began. This admirable account shows us how fragile and avoidable were those beginnings and helps us to reflect upon our own predicament’ Timothy Snyder, author of On Tyranny


‘Timothy Ryback has written an engrossing clock-ticker of a narrative about the behind-the-scenes machinations and open politicking that vaulted Hitler and the Nazi Party to power. Nothing was inevitable about their triumph, and plenty of contemporary observers were caught off guard by it, as Ryback shows to chilling effect. The relevance to authoritarianism today is urgent and unmistakable. Takeover is a vital read for anyone who cares about the future of democracy’ Margaret Talbot, staff writer, The New Yorker


‘If you ever thought that history is moved only by big, sweeping forces, whether of economics or creed or nature itself, think again. In this riveting, intimate account of the final months in Hitler’s rise to power, Timothy Ryback makes it plain that simple luck, bald ambition, and fallible human hearts can be drivers of earth-changing events’ Max Rodenbeck, Berlin bureau chief, The Economist


‘Timothy W. Ryback tells a grippingly important tale. His meticulous detailing of the dramatic days before Hitler assumed power make for salutary reading in our times. Will the tragic failure of civil courage and political will be repeated – Germany 1933, America 2024? It’s hard not to imagine’ Philippe Sands, author of East West Street


‘It is a brilliant, stunning achievement. I was absolutely thrilled, gripped, and horrified by what was unfolding before my eyes. And so much of it was new to me. Of course I knew the story but the detail is so vivid – the reader is swept along by every twist and turn – it’s like being in the room, in the car, on the plane, at the meetings. . . And even though one knows the horrible outcome, right up to the very last pages of the final chapter, it seems impossible that the evil little man will ever become Chancellor. In the final row – with Hindenburg kept waiting – hope springs eternal, and is shouting ‘don’t do it. don’t do it, don’t do it!’ I feel completely wrung out. I shan’t sleep tonight. I must go and make a sandwich as I find I’m starving. I am still in my pyjamas – having started this morning I could not ever break off to shave and dress. I cannot find words of praise sufficient – the clarity and drive of the text is astonishing’ Mike Poulton
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About the Book


From the internationally acclaimed author of Hitler’s Private Library, a dramatic recounting of the six critical months before Adolf Hitler assumed power, when the Nazi leader teetered between triumph and ruin.


In the summer of 1932, the Weimar Republic was on the verge of collapse. One in three Germans was unemployed. Violence was rampant. Hitler’s National Socialists surged at the polls. Paul von Hindenburg, an aging war hero and avowed monarchist, was a reluctant president bound by oath to uphold the constitution. The November elections offered Hitler the prospect of a Reichstag majority and a path to political power. But instead, the Nazis lost two million votes. As membership hemorrhaged and financial backers withdrew, the Nazi Party threatened to fracture. Hitler talked of suicide. The New York Times declared he was finished. Yet somehow, in a few brief weeks, he was chancellor of Germany.


In fascinating detail and with previously un-accessed archival materials, Timothy W. Ryback tells the remarkable story of Hitler’s dismantling of democracy through the democratic process. He provides a fresh perspective and insights into Hitler’s personal and professional lives in these months, in all their complexity and uncertainty—backroom deals, unlikely alliances, stunning betrayals, an ill-timed tax audit, and a fateful weekend that changed our world forever. Above all, Ryback makes clear why a wearied Hindenburg, who disdained the “Bohemian corporal,” ultimately decided to appoint Hitler chancellor in January 1933.


Within weeks, Germany was no longer a democracy.
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When I walked into Adolf Hitler’s room, I was convinced that I was meeting the future dictator of Germany. In something like fifty seconds, I was quite sure that I was not. It took just about that time to measure the startling insignificance of this man who has set the world agog.


DOROTHY THOMPSON,
“I Saw Hitler!,” JANUARY 1932












CHAPTER 1




STARGAZING







The world’s greatest poker game is being played here.


—FREDERICK T. BIRCHALL, The New York Times, DATELINE BERLIN, AUGUST 10, 1932





On a cloudless Tuesday night in mid-August 1932, Adolf Hitler sat on the veranda of Haus Wachenfeld, his alpine retreat on the Obersalzberg, just above the Bavarian town of Berchtesgaden, stargazing with Joseph Goebbels. The previous week had seen winds and rain of apocalyptic proportions. Hillsides collapsed, burying roads and railway lines with as much as four feet of mud. Some 50 percent of the Mosel Valley wine harvest was destroyed by hail. Brandenburg lost 75 percent of its cherry crop. The tobacco fields in Schwedt were obliterated. In Posen, a farmer and a female laborer were killed by lightning, and a woman and child hospitalized. The German newspaper Vorwärts reported in a headline, “Death Descends from the Clouds.” Then the skies began to clear.


“With Hitler on the Obersalzberg. Wonderful sunshine,” Goebbels wrote in his diary that Sunday. “Spirits high. And why not?” If all went according to plan, by week’s end, Paul von Hindenburg, the Reich president, would have appointed Hitler as Reich chancellor. In the Reichstag elections on July 31, 1932, the National Socialists had claimed thirteen million votes, more than 37 percent of the electorate, with 230 seats in the 600-member Reichstag, doubling their legislative mandate. “We have won a great victory!” Hitler proclaimed on election night. “There has never been anything like this in the history of our people.”


Ten days later, Hitler and Goebbels sat beneath the star-studded sky on the Obersalzberg talking, planning, reminiscing, as Hitler was wont to do in close company. The previous evening, Hitler had strategized with Goebbels until four o’clock in the morning on their seemingly imminent “seizure of power.” Goebbels was to serve as minister of culture and education. “I am getting schools, universities, film, radio, theatre, propaganda,” he later wrote in his diary. “A vast portfolio. Enough to fill a lifetime.” Goebbels vowed never to surrender power. He wrote, “They will have to drag us out as corpses.”


Now on this mid-August Tuesday evening, Hitler and Goebbels mused, in a more subdued mood, on their respective childhoods. As a mid-level customs officer, Hitler’s father, frustrated when sober and brutal when drunk, had demanded that his son follow in his own inglorious footsteps and pursue a career in the civil service. Hitler, as is known, wanted to be an artist. Not even the severest canings could deter his ambition. “My father refused to abandon his ‘Never,’ and I responded in kind,” Hitler wrote in Mein Kampf. Hitler emerged from one thrashing proudly telling his mother, “Father beat me thirty-two times!” On another occasion, Hitler was beaten unconscious. His mother dragged him to safety, despite her husband’s unrelenting blows. “Hitler had almost the same childhood as I did,” Goebbels wrote in his diary. “The father a tyrant, the mother a source of goodness and love.”


Hitler’s artistic ambition eventually flagged then failed, but his tenacity, whether inherited or beaten into him by his father, remained as blinkered and unrelenting as ever. Following his failed bid for the Reich presidency in April 1932, Hitler went to court to have the election results annulled. “Hitler to Contest Validity of Election,” The New York Times announced in a headline. The court dismissed the Hitler suit. Observing that Hindenburg had beaten Hitler by 5,941,582 votes, the court upheld the election results, ruling that the disparity was “so significant that it would make no sense for a national recount of the ballots.” Hitler nevertheless declared victory, noting that his party had gained two million votes at the polls. “That is a feat that has never been equaled, and I have done this despite the unconstitutional ban placed on my broadcasting election appeals,” Hitler said, denouncing the flood of “lies and slanders spread about me in the election campaign of the ten parties opposed to my candidature.” Hitler looked ahead to the next Reichstag elections with equally fierce determination in his effort to destroy democracy through democratic process. Echoing Georges-Jacques Danton’s revolutionary call for unrestrained and audacious action—“l’audace, encore l’audace, toujours l’audace”—that preceded and precipitated the first bloodshed of the Great Terror in France, Hitler offered his own triadic call to arms against his country’s constitutional republic: “I shall continue as I have begun, I shall attack, attack, and attack again.”


For thirteen years, since his first encounter with a handful of men in the back room of a Munich beer hall, in September 1919, Hitler had been driven by a single ambition: to destroy the political system that he held responsible for the myriad ills plaguing the German people. He vowed revenge on the politicians who “stabbed” the frontline soldiers in the back with the armistice, on the “traitors” who signed the Treaty of Versailles, saddling the German people with “war guilt” and crushing reparation payments. He said “heads will roll.” He vowed to dismantle the multiparty political system that, he claimed, had fractured and polarized the German nation, pitting “individual against individual, city against the countryside, laborers against factory workers, Bavaria against Prussia, Catholics against Protestants, and Protestants against Catholics,” as he said that July in advance of the Reichstag elections. Hitler’s words are preserved on a two-disk recording titled “Appeal to the Nation.” Hitler speaks with his distinctive cadence and stridency, but in a notably moderated tone. There is no ranting, no raving, no storms of applause, no Sieg heil choruses. One can hear, through the hissing and occasional snap of the shellac disks, traces of Bavarian and Austrian inflections—the Rs are rolled and the Ts are softer than the crisper, clipped consonants in the north. It is the sound of Hitler positioning himself as a political leader rather than as a revolutionary. As suggested by the brown record label, emblazoned with a swastika that spins into blur at seventy-eight revolutions per minute, this is an “appeal,” not a tirade.


Harry Kessler, the son of a Hamburg banker and a British aristocrat, was a former diplomat, a pedestrian in national politics and peripatetic in lifestyle—Berlin, London, Paris, Cannes—who was one of the era’s most astute observers of contemporary politics. While many observers saw Hitler as indecisive, fanatic, and occasionally unhinged, Kessler sensed that Hitler knew exactly what he was doing. Hitler’s oratory style at political rallies—“trivial and bombastic rhetoric”—served to distract attention, Kessler argued, from Hitler’s calculated and calibrated manipulation of the moment. What made Hitler so dangerous, Kessler believed, was his bluster, behind which lay “his intuition, lightning-fast ability to assess a situation, and ability to react with astonishing speed and effectiveness.”


Hans Prinzhorn was a psychiatrist who wrote on art and politics. His landmark study on insanity and artistic expression remains a reference point for art historians. Prinzhorn had attended a Hitler rally in Weimar in spring 1930 and was struck by Hitler’s mesmerizing effect on his listeners. Hitler raised his voice to a “demagogic register,” then suddenly fell silent for a moment and continued in a “subdued” tone, “as if nothing had happened.” Prinzhorn also noted that Hitler limited himself to a handful of tropes that he repeated over and over. “Jewish influence” and the “treason of Versailles” were favored phrases, as was “heads will roll.” Prinzhorn suggested that listeners responded to Hitler’s rhetoric devices—volume, rhythm, modulation, repetition—emotionally rather rationally, which rendered him impervious to attack by political opponents. “They keep thinking they’ve hit on a crucial point when they say Hitler’s speeches are meaningless and empty,” Prinzhorn wrote. “But intellectual judgments of the Hitler experience—Hitler-Erlebnis—miss the point entirely.” With Hitler, the medium was the message. Bella Fromm, a journalist for the venerable Vossische Zeitung, observed, “Hitler knows his game.”


One senses this same calculation and calibration in Hitler’s “Appeal to the Nation,” which was designed to reach beyond his fanatically loyal base and embrace the general voting public. Hitler dispenses with his most incendiary tropes. There is no threat that once he and his party are in power the heads of the signatories of the Versailles Treaty “will roll.” There is no talk of vengeance on political enemies, no extended exegeses about Jewish conspiracies. In fact, Hitler makes no mention of Jews. Instead, he talks about the astonishing rise of his political movement. “I began to work on reuniting Germans thirteen years ago with seven men, and today there are thirteen million in our ranks,” Hitler says. At the time, the National Socialists were “mocked and ridiculed,” Hitler recalls. “No one is laughing now.”


Hitler enumerates the failings of representational democracy and multiparty rule. He talks about inflation and unemployment. Farmers have been “plunged into misery.” The middle classes “ruined.” One of every three working men and women is without a job. “The hopes of millions have been shattered.” The government, at the federal, state, and municipal levels, is bankrupt. “The coffers are empty.” One hears, as Prinzhorn noted, Hitler’s uncanny ability “to hammer away” on a few key issues in a way “that the common man can comprehend and remember.”


In anticipation of the July 31 Reichstag elections Hitler is clearly positioning himself as a future chancellor, reaching out to the nation, seeking to bridge divides of class and conscience, socialism and nationalism, with a special appeal to the large Catholic and Protestant voting constituencies that usually cast their ballots for the conservative centrist parties. “The Almighty who permitted a movement that began thirteen years ago with seven men to grow into thirteen million will further grant us the day when Germans again become a unified people,” Hitler says to conclude his address. “If the nation fulfills its duty”—which meant voting National Socialist—“the day will come when we will again be granted a Reich of honor and freedom, work and bread.”


The eight-and-a-half-minute address, available in a two-disk set, went on sale for 1.60 reichsmarks (or about $8 today) at bookstores and newspaper kiosks across the country in mid-July. It was marketed as “The First Adolf Hitler Record!” Two weeks later, nearly fourteen million voters delivered Hitler his electoral triumph, with 37 percent of the electorate and 230 delegates in the six-hundred-seat assembly. The National Socialists were now the single most powerful political force in the country. Then, on August 4, Hitler received a phone call. Kurt von Schleicher was on the line.


Like everyone else, Hitler knew Schleicher was the ultimate Berlin power broker. As minister of defense, the fifty-year-old general commanded the Reichswehr, the country’s military forces, but, equally important, he had the trust of Reich president Paul von Hindenburg, who possessed the constitutional authority to appoint and dismiss chancellors at will. In a reversal of the classic Clausewitz adage, Schleicher viewed power politics as war by other means. “You can do anything with bayonets except sit on them,” Schleicher once told André François-Poncet, the French ambassador to Berlin. Impressed by Schleicher’s “réalisme” and “cynisme,” François-Poncet called Schleicher a “maître de l’intrigue politique.” Frederick T. Birchall, chief European correspondent of The New York Times, said that “everything which seems temporarily incomprehensible” in German politics could ultimately be traced to the “tall, spare, slightly stooped-shouldered” lieutenant general with “a shrewd rather than a hard visage.”


Gottfried Treviranus, a former cabinet member, recalled that whenever he visited Schleicher in the defense ministry, he invariably found the general’s desk vacant of files or paperwork. Instead, Schleicher had a dozen glass figurines in the shape of various animals. “He kept moving them around in and out of the light, like an impatient animal trainer, who treated his fellow human beings no differently than his glass menagerie,” Treviranus recalled. Schleicher knew everyone who was anyone. He was on a first-name basis with the exiled kaiser’s son and an intimate in the Haus Hindenburg, the Hindenburg family circle. He had been a fellow cadet with Hindenburg’s only son, Oskar, and served with him in the 3rd Imperial Foot Guards, a regiment of the Royal Prussian Army. Schleicher attended gala events as frequently as military exercises, if not more, and liked to be photographed with pretty young women. Bella Fromm called Schleicher “a man of almost irresistible charm.”


Hitler had been trying for several years to access Schleicher’s rarefied circles, which also included Kurt von Hammerstein-Equord, the Reichswehr chief of staff whom Schleicher had known since their days, along with Oskar Hindenburg, in the same imperial regiment. Hitler was introduced to Hammerstein in early 1924 at the villa of the piano manufacturer Edwin Bechstein, whose wife was a Hitler admirer. Hammerstein was not impressed. He later described the thirty-five-year-old political leader as a “Wirrkopf,” or muddle head. A second meeting, in 1926 or 1927, at Hammerstein’s apartment in the fashionable Hardenbergstrasse appeared to confirm his initial assessment. “He talks too much and doesn’t make much sense,” Hammerstein said afterward. When Hammerstein called Schleicher, in September 1931, to say that the “the big man from Munich”—“der grosse Mann aus München”—wanted to meet, Schleicher declined. “Unfortunately, I’m not available,” he said. Hammerstein subsequently met with Hitler, who spoke nonstop for the first hour of the meeting, until Hammerstein interrupted him. When briefed on Hitler’s behavior, Schleicher asked, “What am I to do with that psychopath?”


Schleicher eventually agreed to meet Hitler, twice in October 1931, and again in May 1932, in the office of Werner von Alvensleben, a member of a Junker family with a lineage dating back to the twelfth century. Werner’s younger brother Botho was co-founder and president of the influential Herrenclub, a private association of prominent businessmen and establishment politicians. Bella Fromm spoke of a “Junker clique” of Herrenclub intriguers. At the time, Schleicher was seeking to convince President Hindenburg to replace the chancellor, Heinrich Brüning, a centrist political leader, with Franz von Papen, a handsome but seemingly hapless aristocrat. Papen was generally viewed as a Schleicher puppet. Schleicher liked to say that Papen’s head was made for carrying a top hat rather than brains, and referred to him as “Fränzchen,” or “my little Franz.”


Alvensleben’s office, situated in a leafy neighborhood, just down the street from the defense ministry, allowed for discreet meetings. Hitler agreed to support a Papen chancellorship if Schleicher agreed to convince Hindenburg to rescind a ban Brüning had imposed on the SA, or Sturmabteilung, Hitler’s private army of 400,000 storm troopers, and to schedule new Reichstag elections. Hitler hoped to secure an absolute National Socialist majority in the Reichstag and with it a claim to the chancellorship. Schleicher readily agreed to Hitler’s conditions. “Papen is isolated! His chancellorship will last no more than a few months,” Hitler said afterward. But Hitler was wary. He didn’t trust the look in Schleicher’s eyes. “Dealing with Schleicher won’t be easy,” he said.


But Schleicher made good on his promises. Hindenburg dismissed Brüning on June 1 and appointed Papen, along with a new cabinet. Lutz Graf von Krosigk, a high-level government official, was made minister of finance. Schleicher became minister of defense. As promised, the ban on the SA was lifted on July 20, allowing the National Socialists to stage mass rallies in advance of the July 31 Reichstag elections, resulting in Hitler’s landslide victory. Four days after the election, Hitler received Schleicher’s call.


The phone call came as a welcome signal. Hitler had spent the previous day, August 3, in Tegernsee, at a lake in Bavaria, strategizing with Goebbels about how best to leverage their newly won Reichstag seats. Despite triumphal declarations in the National Socialist press, Hitler was in fact disappointed. He had hoped for a clear Reichstag majority that would give him an undisputed claim to the chancellorship. Instead, he was left with the choice of joining a coalition government or having his Reichstag delegates play obstructionist politics with the legislative process. As one of the leading hard-line radicals in Hitler’s inner circle, Goebbels was inclined toward obstructionism and an “all or nothing”—Alles oder nichts—strategy, but Hitler wasn’t so certain. Should the National Socialists in fact consider a coalition government? If so, with whom? Never with the Communists or the Social Democrats, of course, and certainly not with the Center Party, headed by Brüning, whose government had just been toppled. Which left the German National People’s Party, financed significantly by Alfred Hugenberg, a cantankerous media mogul who was as intransigent on political matters as Hitler. “Difficult decisions,” Goebbels wrote in his diary. “Enough to make you vomit.” And yet Hitler had never been this close to attaining the chancellor position. The fact that the minister of defense was asking for a meeting was a good sign. After the call with Schleicher, Hitler telephoned Goebbels before calling back Schleicher to confirm the meeting. “Consulted briefly with Hitler again,” Goebbels noted that evening. “He is driving to Schleicher to present our demands.”


The circumstances of Hitler’s August 5 meeting with Schleicher were so carefully guarded that even Hitler’s closest associates, let alone the press, appear to have been left unaware of specifics. Fred Birchall of The New York Times heard that the meeting was either in Dresden or on the island of Rügen, three hours north of Berlin. Vorwärts situated the rendezvous in the town of Kyritz. Goebbels thought the meeting was in Berlin and assumed that Hitler would be accompanied by Ernst Röhm, the head of Hitler’s storm troopers, who had joined Hitler in the May meeting with Schleicher, and Hermann Göring, who frequently accompanied Hitler. In fact, the rendezvous took place fifty miles north of Berlin, in the town of Fürstenberg, a clutch of red-roofed houses along a rail line that also serviced the adjacent community of Ravensbrück.* Hitler was joined by Gregor Strasser, officially the Reichsorganisationsleiter, the party administrator for the Reich, equivalent to the chief operating officer for the National Socialist movement.


Hitler had known Strasser since the earliest days of his political career, when he was still making the rounds on the radical fringe of Munich’s beer-hall political scene, and Strasser was building his own right-wing movement in Augsburg. “He was a man of thirty-one, with regular features and a stubbly moustache,” Strasser’s younger brother, Otto, recalled of Hitler. “His face was not yet lined with thought.” The synergies were evident to both Hitler and Strasser. Hitler was the fanatic nationalist, Strasser the committed socialist. Together, they gave truth to the National Socialist name. More important still was Strasser’s pragmatism. “The visionary genius of this man is singular,” Strasser said of Hitler. “But what good is genius that is not anchored in reality, whose brilliant ideas cannot be implemented in the real world.” Strasser knew how to get things done.


Following the failed beer-hall putsch, while Hitler sat in Landsberg Prison, hoping for leniency, Strasser, who was also in prison on related charges, managed to get himself elected to the Bavarian state legislature, resulting in the suspension of his sentence. While Hitler waited, Strasser walked. As the chief party administrator, Strasser expanded party registrations from 27,000 in 1925 to 800,000 by 1931. Strasser also quadrupled the number of party chapters, from 71 to more than 270, and restructured the districts in a move that helped drive the stunning National Socialist victories in the Reichstag elections. In 1924, Strasser was among the first twelve National Socialist Reichstag delegates and, in June 1932, the first and only National Socialist allowed to address the nation on the radio, when he distilled a muddled political party agenda into a simple, clear message: “Germany, Germany, and only Germany!”


Strasser had also recruited some of the movement’s top leaders, including Heinrich Himmler, Röhm, and Goebbels, who had served as Strasser’s deputy for a time and joined him as one of the first Reichstag delegates, before shifting his loyalties to Hitler.


Goebbels had watched the ease with which Strasser engaged in cross-aisle dialogue with other political factions in the Reichstag. “It is curious how little resistance he finds here,” Goebbels observed that May. “Of all of us he seems to be most favored by our opponents.” Goebbels did not mean this as a compliment. But this was exactly the skill set Hitler wanted for his meeting with Schleicher.


On the morning of August 5, Hitler and Strasser traveled to Fürstenberg. Schleicher was accompanied by Wilhelm von Gayl, Papen’s minister of the interior, a jurist who had headed the East Prussian delegation to the Treaty of Versailles. Hitler had met Gayl in June 1932 to facilitate the lifting of the ban on uniforms and public demonstrations. He found Gayl’s attentiveness to legalities and bureaucratic foot-dragging infuriating. Goebbels called him “a pale aesthete unfit to ensure order and security in these wild times,” and wrote, “He has to go. Otherwise the Reds will overwhelm him and us.” Göring called the bespectacled interior minister “a weakling, hesitant, without initiative, afraid of responsibility.” When Hitler railed against weak-kneed politicians and the traitors of Versailles, he was talking about people like Gayl and the other privileged aristocrats who filled Papen’s “cabinet of monocles.” Hitler spoke derisively of the “Kabinett von-von-von-von-von.” He sniped, “If God wanted things to be the way they are, we’d all have been born with monocles.” Goebbels was not with Hitler at the meeting and was wary of Schleicher’s motives. He suspected Schleicher’s intent was “to gradually lure the Führer away from the party.” In fact, Schleicher had a strategy he called the Zähmungsprozess, or taming process, designed to marginalize the party “radicals” and bring the movement into the political mainstream. Schleicher praised Hitler as a “modest, orderly man who only wants what is best” and is committed to the rule of law. Schleicher had equally flattering words for Hitler’s storm troopers. He saw them as a bulwark against left-wing radicalism and dismissed, against all evidence, the daily press reports of SA street violence as “malicious lies.” Schleicher was being disingenuous, of course. He wanted to unleash Hitler’s storm troopers on the Communist and Social Democratic paramilitaries, then have the Reichswehr crush the National Socialist army. Schleicher compared this strategy to navigating “between Scylla and Charybdis.” It was the sort of elegant metaphor and political peril Schleicher relished.


With his meeting with Hitler on Friday, August 5, Schleicher was undertaking the ultimate step in his political adventurism: to lure the National Socialist leader away from the “all or nothing” faction of his movement with the offer of the Reich chancellorship. State Secretary Erwin Planck—son of physicist Max Planck—was present at the meeting and kept a record of the deliberations. The Planck protocol appears to have confirmed Goebbels’s worst suspicions:




Hitler stated that his party demanded that he now take over the management of the Reich’s affairs. He said he wasn’t very enthusiastic about this, but he also couldn’t very well decline. If the Reich president asked him to state his opinion as party leader, he would propose that the Reich president entrust him with forming the cabinet. He would in any event not make any significant changes. Strasser would become minister of the interior. Papen would take over the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The other ministers and state secretaries, including the state secretary in the Reich Chancellery, should remain in office.





Hitler said that he expected that the Reichstag would approve his cabinet. There was no reason to think that he intended to violate any legislation or amend the constitution. For his part, Strasser insisted that Hitler also be appointed prime minister of Prussia, whose state government had been suspended, and that he, Strasser, be assigned the Prussian Ministry of the Interior. The federal state of Prussia represented two-thirds of the country’s landmass, and two-thirds of its population. It was common political wisdom that “whoever has Prussia has Germany.” Strasser told Schleicher that his first move as interior minister would be to disband Röhm’s army of storm troopers, which, Strasser said, “could be done without difficulty.” Schleicher concluded the meeting by confirming that the time had come for Hitler to replace Papen as Reich chancellor. Schleicher would make sure that his “Fränzchen” was amenable. Hitler was so pleased with the deliberations that he proposed a plaque be installed on the site: “Here the memorable conference between Adolf Hitler and General von Schleicher took place.”


News leaked of the meeting, as it inevitably did even in the most confidential of circumstances. Birchall parsed the Schleicher power play with flawless acuity for the reader of the Times: “The Hitlerites believe they hold the best cards, and undoubtedly they have an ace or two, but there is every reason to believe the big cards, the ones that will really decide the game, are still in the capable fists of Baron von Gayl, the minister of the interior, Chancellor von Papen, President von Hindenburg, and, above all, Lieut. Gen. von Schleicher, the minister of defense.” Kessler happened to be in Berlin that week when word leaked of Papen’s willingness to step aside to allow Hitler to become chancellor. “I have friends like him who are gamblers, and when it goes well, it goes well, but when it doesn’t, they break their neck,” Kessler wrote in his diary. “Except in the case of Papen, if things go wrong, he doesn’t break his own neck but that of the country.”


Hitler emerged from the Friday meeting with Schleicher confident enough to summon his key lieutenants to begin planning his chancellorship. Certainly, the most appropriate location to convene for Hitler’s political endgame was the Hotel Kaiserhof, one of Berlin’s finest hotels. Situated in a second-floor suite—sitting room, fireplace, en suite bathroom—Hitler could look out the window across the fashionable Wilhelmplatz to the stately façade of the Reich Chancellery, behind which lay the nation’s center of political power. If geography determined destiny, as Hitler knew, then proximity signaled intentionality.


Or Hitler could have strategized at the Brown House in Munich, the headquarters of the National Socialist movement, at Briennerstrasse 34. The party’s first office had been a single room in the Sterneckerbräu beer hall, rented for 50 reichsmarks, or $12, per month. “Slowly we got electric lighting, then more slowly a telephone, a table with a few borrowed chairs, and eventually a storage area, and somewhat later a filing cabinet,” Hitler wrote in Mein Kampf. Just over a decade later, in January 1931, the party moved into the Barlow Palace, a neoclassical building purchased and renovated for 1.5 million reichsmarks ($6.5 million today), as the NSDAP administrative headquarters, with two SS guards positioned at the entrance, an enormous swastika flag fluttering over the mansard roof, and swaths of plush red carpet along the corridors protecting the parquet from hobnailed boots. “We were all proud of the Brown House, Hitler in particular,” recalled Hans Frank, who ran the legal department on the third floor. “He [Hitler] was continually making changes to the interior, beautifying, improving, making sketches for bronze door handles, lamps, etc.”


Hitler occupied a large second-floor corner salon whose ceiling was decorated with stucco swastikas. On the walls hung a portrait of Frederick the Great; a painting of Hitler’s military unit, the 16th Bavarian Reserve Infantry Regiment, in action during the war; and a framed photograph of Henry Ford. A German translation of Ford’s anti-Semitic treatise, The International Jew: The World’s Foremost Problem, sat on a table in the foyer. Never one to keep regular hours, Hitler tended to arrive unannounced, make a phone call or two, hold a few ad hoc meetings, then rush past his fellow National Socialists with the parting words “Excuse me! But I have to go! I’ll be back tomorrow!”


But by August 1932, the Brown House was not the most secure location for confidential deliberations. In March, Goebbels overheard a “spy” tapping a telephone. “We have the line checked,” he noted. “Naturally nothing is found.” The following month, the Brown House was raided in a coordinated crackdown on SA headquarters across the country. “The police searched not only the offices of the SA and the SS, but every room in the building, especially the archives,” recalled Adolf Dresler, who worked in the fourth-floor press section. “In several offices that had nothing to do with the SA or the SS, files were confiscated and taken away.” An even larger raid followed in June, conducted by twelve police vehicles and swarms of officers, armed with pistols and rifles, who stormed the building. “The occupation lasted two days and one overnight. Police were standing and lying in all the corridors. Every telephone was put under watch,” Philipp Bouhler, the Brown House business manager, recalled. And this was without knowledge that Schleicher had an intelligence operative within the senior-most ranks of the Brown House administration.


Hitler tended to hold his most confidential—and consequential—discussions at Haus Wachenfeld. “It was here that I spent my most pleasant times and conceived all my great plans,” he said. Situated on a hillside meadow, the rustic three-story house, heated with porcelain stoves, provided stunning vistas to the snowcapped Bavarian Alps and a distant view to the many-spired city of Salzburg, beyond which lay Hitler’s native soil. Angela Raubal, Hitler’s older half sister, who was widowed, kept house, cleaning, cooking, and providing familial comfort for him and his guests. “After meals we sit around the round table or on the long bench against the green porcelain oven,” Otto Dietrich, NSDAP spokesperson, recalled of his frequent visits. A cage of parakeets and three dogs completed the scene of domestic tranquility.


Comfortably ensconced on the Obersalzberg, at a safe remove from intrusive reporters and disruptive police raids, not to mention the fierce summer heat, Hitler assembled his closest associates to strategize on what promised to be the most consequential moment of his thirteen-year political career. Virtually all the residents of the Brown House power corridor were there—Strasser, Goebbels, Röhm, Reichstag delegate Wilhelm Frick, and Hans Frank, Hitler’s legal counsel at the time and the future governor-general of occupied Poland—along with Göring on the telephone from Berlin.


Hitler reprised his Friday deliberations with Schleicher, providing a version vastly more ambitious than the one preserved in the Planck protocol. “Göring will be minister of transport and Frick minister of finance,” Goebbels noted. Richard Walther Darré, author of the National Socialist Blut und Boden doctrine—“blood and soil”—was to be minister of agriculture. Göring would serve as minister of transportation, and Goebbels as minister of culture and education. Strasser would assume the key position of minister of the interior, with control over the security forces and the secret police. “I found this an excellent choice, as a means of countering Himmler’s violent conspiracies,” Frank later recalled, referring to Heinrich Himmler, the head of the SS. Neither Hitler nor Strasser appears to have mentioned the discussion of disbanding the SA.


The only point of contention during the three days of deliberation came at the moment when Strasser hedged on making Hitler’s appointment as chancellor a sine qua non to the negotiations. Strasser feared that taking a hard line could scuttle the entire process and, with it, the prospects of a National Socialist foothold on power. Why not consider having Hitler serve as vice chancellor under Papen, with the longer-term prospect of transitioning Hitler into the chancellor’s seat once he had proven himself, as Papen himself had proposed? Like everyone, Strasser sensed that there was still more work to be done.


For all the public triumphalism over the July 31 election, the results had left Hitler 14 percentage points short of an absolute majority and an undisputed claim to political power. “We have won a pittance,” Goebbels admitted privately. But expectations had been raised. Voters who had cast their ballot for the National Socialists were anxious to see political change. More unsettling, Röhm’s army was clambering for a march on Berlin, be it to seize or celebrate or both, whether by democratic means or brute force. That left only two options: engineer a coalition of right-wing parties, as Strasser was proposing, or convince Hindenburg to appoint Hitler as chancellor with unrestricted powers. Opinions polarized, as they inevitably did among Hitler’s lieutenants, with the “objectivists”—Strasser, Frank, Frick—advocating a course of action that was both pragmatic and legal, while the “radicals”—Göring, Goebbels, Röhm—wanted to “liberate” the German people from democratic structures and processes and the shackles of the Treaty of Versailles, whether by backroom political bargaining or by violent revolution. Röhm’s storm troopers were ready to march. That evening, Hitler sat with Goebbels on the Haus Wachenfeld veranda. “Wonderful evening,” Goebbels wrote in his diary. “Shooting stars. We make wishes for good fortune and freedom.”


During those same late-night hours, in a remote village in the industrial region of Upper Silesia, in the easternmost reaches of the country, an event was taking place that would further complicate Hitler’s plans and compel him to choose—in the most public way possible—between the pragmatic exigencies of electoral politics and his personal commitment to the principles of his political movement.









CHAPTER 2




VICTIMS OF DEMOCRACY







The list of political acts of terror was lengthened yesterday by countless new shootings.


—Vossische Zeitung, MORNING EDITION, AUGUST 10, 1932





Except for a wedding reception at the tavern owned by Paul Lachmann, the evening of August 9, 1932, was relatively quiet in Potempa, an isolated village situated in a forest on the edge of the industrial wasteland of Upper Silesia, a wilderness of smokestacks and mine shafts where even on clear nights the stars did not shine. In this backwater community, connected to the rest of the world by three country roads and a single telephone line, Potempa had been spared much of the political violence that had plagued towns and cities across the country as the paramilitaries of rival political movements clashed that summer in pitched street battles. Papen’s lifting of the ban on demonstrations, on June 16, coupled with the scheduling of Reichstag elections for July 31, was a politically toxic combination that Papen himself belatedly recognized as “an act of state suicide.”


As tens of thousands of storm troopers staged pre-election marches and rallies in Social Democrat and Communist strongholds, violence surged. On the third weekend of July, Communist snipers fired on a procession of eighteen hundred National Socialists from a wayside tavern along the Aurich-Norden high road on the North Sea coast, leaving five men seriously wounded. A skirmish with handguns in the coastal town of Greifswald left two dead and twenty-five wounded. Four National Socialists were stabbed in Frankfurt an der Oder. A shootout in the city of Rheydt, fifteen miles west of Düsseldorf, left six wounded, most of them women and children.


The worst violence that weekend occurred on Sunday, July 17, outside Hamburg, when 20,000 storm troopers, wearing brown uniforms and swastika armbands, converged on Altona, a bastion of Communist support. Assembling in columns six men across, the storm troopers marched into the narrow, cobbled streets, provoking sniper fire from windows and rooftops that killed two storm troopers instantly. When the police intervened, a full-blown street battle erupted. By day’s end, there were five dead, with another seven fatally wounded, and dozens more with serious injuries. The violence produced the sort of headlines Hitler had hoped for—“Reds Shoot at Nazis from Roofs in Altona,” in The New York Times, for example—and created opportunities for framing the National Socialists as victims.


Wilhelm Frick exploited the moment to incite further violence. “For Germany, it would be a blessing if 10,000, or even better 15,000, Marxist boys were to vanish from the face of the earth,” Frick declared at a pre-election rally in Königsberg. As legal protection against accusations of public incitement, Frick added wryly, “With that I do not mean to say in the least that I want to unleash a murder spree.” Two days later, Hans Frank stoked National Socialists’ outrage: “If, within twenty-four hours, the government is not able to guarantee order for the law-abiding citizens of Germany, we will take care of this murderous rabble ourselves.” Emboldened by public rhetoric and the prospect of Hitler’s appointment as chancellor, storm troopers adapted the lyrics to a popular song: “When the hour for revenge finally arrives, we will be ready to commit mass murder.”


In another era, in another country, it might have seemed incomprehensible that a government would tolerate politically aligned paramilitaries, most of them larger than the standing army, but the federated republic of the German Reich—that was the official name of the Weimar Republic—was a country ruled as much by the Treaty of Versailles as by its own constitution. With the Reichswehr restricted to 100,000 soldiers, the government allowed right-wing private political armies to proliferate, sometimes channeling weapons from military stockpiles, as defense against a potential Communist insurgency. Confronting Hitler’s 400,000 storm troopers was the Red Front Fighters’ League, the underground paramilitary of the Communist Party, supported with financing and weapons from Moscow, smuggled mostly over the borders from Belgium and Czechoslovakia. The militarized wing of the Social Democratic Party, known as the Iron Front, saw itself as defenders of the constitutional republic in a two-front war battling fascists and Communists alike. The Steel Helmets, or Stahlhelm, were the defense force of the conservative center, mainly veterans of the Great War, with many looking to the restoration of the monarchy. As these armies clashed, casualties accumulated, with nearly a thousand dead in pre-election violence, and an additional dozen deaths on the July 31 election day. The killings continued unabated into August, with newspapers publishing “casualty lists” from the country’s ongoing Bürgerkrieg, or civil war.


Until that summer, the most common criminal activity in Potempa appeared to have been the smuggling of illegal immigrants across the Polish border, less than a mile to the east. Fifteen zlotys, or 7.50 reichsmarks (about $39 today*), could buy safe passage through the forested porous “green border” into Germany, or for 50 zlotys (25 RM; about $132 today), you could arrange for facilitation through an official border crossing, where Polish border guards aimed both rifle barrels and gazes to the heavens. “The smuggling of people across the German border in the east is a thriving business,” the Vossische Zeitung reported. “Only in the rarest of cases does this involve criminals who cross the border with the help of professional human traffickers.” Mostly, the illegal immigrants were in search of work in mines or factories, or as day laborers and farmhands, or were young men escaping military service in the Polish army. Some came hoping to enroll in a university.


There had been rumors of potential political violence in Potempa in advance of the July 31 Reichstag election. A left-wing activist was told that he would be hanged from the large linden tree in the village square. A teacher avoided sleeping at home for fear of attacks by right-wing extremists. Potempa was too small to have its own police force, so gendarmes were brought in from surrounding towns. Except for a few stones thrown through windows, election day passed without incident. The officers departed. But in the days that followed, local Communists, who had done exceptionally well at the polls, allegedly grew belligerent.


As head of the village council and Potempa’s only card-carrying National Socialist, Lachmann had done his part in Hitler’s recent electoral victories, helping to nearly triple the number of National Socialist votes in Upper Silesia over the past two years. Every fifty votes, Lachmann told his friends, had cost him a keg of beer. Time magazine also highlighted the role of beer in buoying National Socialist recruitment. “Adolf Hitler gave thousands of young Germans a chance to escape from reality,” Time wrote in December 1931. “Hitlerites had uniforms, brass bands, roaring mass meetings, plenty of free beer. In 1930 when Germany had over 3,000,000 unemployed, Hitler had 6,000,000 followers and with 107 delegates controlled the Reichstag’s second-largest party.”


Lachmann had officially registered with the party on March 1, 1931, number 479,709, which placed him within the movement’s first 500,000 members and thus qualified him to be designated an Alter Kämpfer, or old warrior, a distinction he shared with the movement’s founding members. Included in this incoming class of March 1 inductees was Albert Speer, a twenty-five-year-old postgraduate student in architecture, who had attended a Hitler rally the previous December. “Hitler made his appearance to a thunderous welcome by his countless followers as well as the students,” Speer recalled. “This enthusiasm alone made a deep impression on me.” Until then, Speer had known Hitler only from posters and photographs, in his brown shirt with the swastika armband, his hair swept across a sweat-beaded face in the midst of a tirade. “But now Hitler appeared in a nicely tailored blue suit. Obviously demonstrated bourgeois correctness, everything projecting the impression of reasonable modesty,” Speer remembered. Hitler had made such an impression on Speer that within the month he had applied to join the party and had become party member 474,481.


For party member 479,709, the allure of National Socialism can be traced to Article 88 of the Treaty of Versailles. Beyond the humiliation of Article 231, the “war guilt” clause assigning full responsibility of the war to Germans, and the concomitant articles framing reparation payments, calculated at 132 billion gold marks—more than half a trillion dollars today—treaty Article 88 caused Lachmann irreparable personal harm. With enough remorse and time, war guilt could be expunged. Reparations, regardless of how vast the sums, could eventually be repaid. But Article 88 belonged to a set of seven treaty articles, 87 to 93, that seceded irrevocably German territory to its neighbors, including a swath of land known as the Polish Corridor that left East Prussia orphaned in the east.


Lachmann was born in Erdmannshain, a mining town in the easternmost reaches of Upper Silesia, where an ethnically interlaced mix of Germans and Poles had lived variously under Polish, Lithuanian, Austrian, and Prussian domination. On March 20, 1921, thanks to Article 88 of the Treaty of Versailles, they were “called upon to indicate by a vote whether they wish to be attached to Germany or to Poland.” The Upper Silesian plebiscite was conducted under the auspices of an Allied control commission and supported by French, British, and Italian troops. Article 88 explicitly bound the German and Polish governments “to conduct no prosecutions on any part of their territory and to take no exceptional proceedings” in the plebiscite region. However, when the votes were tallied, with 60 percent voting to remain with Germany, armed Polish insurgents marched into the plebiscite region, seizing mines and factories. Kattowitz, the “coal capital of Silesia,” where 22,800 residents had voted to remain with Germany, compared to about 4,000 for Poland, was encircled and besieged. Poles cut off electricity and water. Coal transports were seized. Atrocities followed.


“It is reported here that at Ruda, eighteen Germans were murdered by insurgents, who gouged out the eyes and cut off the noses of their victims,” a New York Times reporter wrote. Houses were looted, women raped. French troops looked on with “secret sympathy” at Polish excesses. Berlin watched the atrocities with practiced patience. “Of course there have been losses from Polish terror but victory is ours,” Foreign Minister Walter Simons declared in triumph. “Let everyone hold their head and heart high in the firm belief that no power, no injustice is capable of separating Upper Silesia from the German Reich.” It was politics, not power, that ultimately separated Upper Silesia from Germany.


Berlin balked at sending troops for fear of antagonizing the Allies. When former frontline soldiers sought to organize militias, known as Freikorps, or free corps, the government closed the borders. Even the left-wing press could not suppress its outrage. “Only Poland is allowed to send troops to Upper Silesia,” the Danziger Volksstimme reported. “In order to prevent the movement of volunteers to Upper Silesia, measures are being put in place that will block their access to the plebiscite region.”


In desperation, local activists formed the Upper Silesian Militia, known as the Selbstschutz Oberschlesien, only to be abandoned by those in Berlin who had agreed to cede the eastern third of Upper Silesia, with 80 percent of the region’s industrial capacity, to Poland; this included not only Kattowitz but also Lachmann’s town of Erdmannshain, located in the district of Lublinitz, despite its majority vote of 52 percent to remain with Germany. At age twenty-eight, Lachmann found himself betrayed by the democratic process, abandoned by a democratically elected government, and excluded from the constitutional protections that had guaranteed “sanctuary” and the “inviolability” of one’s home.


When Hitler railed against the Treaty of Versailles, he spoke to people like Lachmann and millions of others who felt marginalized by this constitutional democracy. “Take Upper Silesia away from Germany, and you deprive 15 million human beings of their livelihood,” Hitler wrote in the Völkischer Beobachter a few days before the March 1921 plebiscite. “In this case our people are left with one choice: Either starvation, and most likely a fast rather than slow starvation, or resistance.” At the time, Hitler was an insignificant figure on the radical fringe of Bavarian beer-hall politics, with a meager two thousand followers. But by early 1931, he commanded more than six million voters.


Lachmann had sympathized for a time with Communists, greeting friends with “Heil Moscow!” before aligning himself with Brüning’s Center Party, then lurching to the radical right. While it is impossible to identify the exact moment of Lachmann’s conversion to National Socialism, a dramatic event in the Reichstag in early February 1931 suggests the sort of motivating force, if not the trigger, that transformed Lachmann from conservative centrist to right-wing nationalist.


On the afternoon of February 8, 1931, the Reichstag convened its twentieth session, with Johannes Bell, founder of the Center Party, taking the floor. As a leading jurist, Bell embodied the collective sins of Weimar for National Socialists. Not only had he been one of two German signatories to the Versailles Treaty, in June 1919, but two months later Bell had also affixed his name to the new constitution establishing the German Reich as a federated republic. As Bell began to speak, the National Socialists heckled him, drowning his remarks in catcalls while the Reichstag president clanged the bell calling the delegates to order. Amid the chaos, Franz Stöhr rose to speak. Like Lachmann, Stöhr had come from former German lands to the east, deprived of house and homeland by Bell’s signature in Versailles.


“The day will come, and will come very soon, when you will have to pay for your shameless behavior!” Stöhr bellowed into the chaos. As part of a choreographed action, Stöhr added, “We are leaving this chamber in protest.” The National Socialist delegates broke into a thundering chorus of the “Horst Wessel Song,” their party anthem, chanted “Heil Hitler,” then trooped out of the plenary hall, leaving a wide swath of vacant seats.


“Does one recall the scene at the opening session of the Reichstag [in the autumn of 1930] when the National Socialists in their brown shirts trooped into the chamber, in complete silence, and took their 107 seats?” the Vossische Zeitung asked, referring to the first session after the September 1930 election. “That was clearly theater, but it did make an impression.” Five months later, the National Socialists were flaunting their defiance of democratic norms and decorum. “Such antics would seem laughable if one did not fear that they could potentially become deadly,” a reporter for the newspaper wrote. Three weeks later, Lachmann joined the National Socialists and appeared to introduce the same mendacious belligerence to village politics. He was known to many as the Dorftyrann, or the village tyrant.


By early August, Lachmann claimed, he feared for his life. Konrad Pietzuch had entered his tavern and verbally accosted patrons, then boasted that the Communists had already killed 450 storm troopers and more killings would follow. Lachmann had scuffled with Pietzuch back in February. Pietzuch had drawn a knife on Lachmann’s friend Paul Golombek, the local butcher, and threatened Lachmann with a gun.


On August 9, 1932, an exposé had appeared in the Nationalsozialistische Parteikorrespondenz, a biweekly publication published by Gregor Strasser and his brother Otto, under the headline “Street Terror Ordered by the Communist Party.” The article detailed a clandestine meeting, allegedly held in Berlin on August 2, of the leadership of the Red Front Fighters’ League, the banned paramilitary wing of the German Communist Party. Having gone underground in 1929, after being designated an “extremist organization,” the Red Front fighters were believed to number as many as 130,000, larger than the Reichswehr.


Allegedly fearing for his safety, Lachmann called Georg Hoppe, who ran a tavern in the neighboring village of Tworog. On Tuesday evening, August 9, a vehicle arrived in Potempa with nine men, two of whom belonged to the Upper Silesian Militia. The rest were storm troopers, from Sturm 25 in Rokittnitz and Sturm 26 in Broslawitz. It was odd company, to say the least. Ludwig Nowak was a former Broslawitz police officer. August Gräupner and Hypolit Hadamik were miners from Rokittnitz. Georg Hoppe ran a beer distribution business in Tworog, along with his tavern. Reinhold Kottisch, a trained electrician, and Rufin Wolnitza, a miner, were both from Mikultschütz, a mining town. Helmuth Müller, who clocked miners on their shifts, was from Friedrichswille, a nearby hamlet. Their ages ranged from twenty-five to forty-three.


Lachmann led his guests into the kitchen of his tavern, where he plied them with beer, schnapps, and cigarettes for the next two hours. Sometime after one o’clock in the morning, Lachmann offered a final round, then handed the men three pistols, two rubber police truncheons, a broken billiard cue weighted with lead, a flashlight, and a list with the names of four local Communists. “If you’re going to do it, do it right,” Lachmann instructed the men. He dispatched them in the company of his friend Golombek. Lachmann stayed behind. He was later seen on a stepladder with gardening shears, cutting the village telephone line.


Golombek led the men to the house of Florian Schwinge, whose name was first on the hit list, where he knocked on the door, then stepped aside so as not to be recognized. When Schwinge’s wife refused to open the door, Golombek ordered Kottisch to knock down the door and shoot her. Kottisch refused. Schwinge watched from an upstairs window as Golombek then led the men across the square to the Pietzuch residence, where they found the door unlocked. Marie Pietzuch awoke to the sound of shuffling feet and muffled voices in the hallway outside the bedroom she shared with her two grown sons, Konrad and Alfons. As the door opened, a flashlight sliced the blackness. “Who’s there?” she said. The sixty-nine-year-old widow bolted upright in bed and found herself staring into the barrel of a pistol. “Shut up or you’re dead,” a man said. Someone else shouted at her sons: “Get up, you damned Communist dogs! Hands up!” Then someone said, “Beat the shit out of the fat one!” There was scuffling. The flashlight tumbled. The room plunged into blackness. More scuffling, then kicking, then throttling—deep, blunt blows—then scrambling. “Alfons! Alfons!” A door slammed. Then the order “Up against the wall!” Then “Shoot!” The pistol flashed. Marie screamed, “You killed my son!” and ran for help. Alfons rushed to his brother, who lay on the floor gasping for air. By the time his mother returned, Konrad was dead and the intruders had fled.


Golombek then led his men to their next target, a man named Emil whose surname no one could remember. When a dog barked as they approached the property, Golombek stopped. They decided to call it a night.


In those same late-night hours, Hans Burgmaier was sitting on a bench in Potempa’s village square when he heard a gunshot. As deputy customs officer, Burgmaier was responsible for patrolling the village streets for nighttime traffickers and insurgents smuggled across the “green border” from Poland. Burgmaier saw several men appear in the darkened street. When he ordered them to stop, they broke into a run. Burgmaier gave pursuit, overtaking one of the men, who was clearly inebriated but willing to talk. He said his name was Rufin Wolnitza from Mikultschütz. Burgmaier looked at his watch. It was shortly before two o’clock in the morning. The time would prove to be crucial.









CHAPTER 3




TRANQUILITY







Acts of political murder will be punished with a death sentence.


—PRESIDENTIAL DECREE AGAINST POLITICAL TERROR, ARTICLE 1, EFFECTIVE MIDNIGHT, AUGUST 10, 1932





The headline-making news on the morning of August 10, 1932, just hours after Konrad Pietzuch had been beaten to death, was a presidential decree imposing the death sentence for acts of political murder. The news was carried in every major newspaper in Germany and rippled across the Atlantic, onto the front page of The New York Times. “The German Cabinet, at a special session lasting more than two hours this afternoon, put into final shape the Presidential decree increasing the penalty for political acts of violence,” Fred Birchall wired from Berlin on Tuesday evening. “The decree was then telephoned to President von Hindenburg at Neudeck and provisionally approved by him.” By the summer of 1932, the eighty-four-year-old Reich president, Paul von Hindenburg, was conducting most matters of state by telegraph or telephone from Neudeck, his ancestral home in East Prussia. Couriers shuttled confidential matters of state between Berlin and Neudeck, as Werner von Alversleben had done that spring on a daily basis so that Schleicher could keep Hindenburg apprised of his efforts during his negotiations with Hitler.


While the journey could be accomplished with a brief airplane ride, Hindenburg preferred to travel by train. According to Otto Meissner, Hindenburg’s omnipresent chief of staff, the Reich president found the overnight rail journey deeply disturbing, passing as it did through the Polish Corridor, a trajectory fraught with border controls and occasional peril. More than once a train had caused injury by derailing, either through Polish negligence or sabotage, as happened in May 1925, when several carriages tumbled down a twenty-foot embankment, killing twenty-five persons, including twelve women and two children, and injuring thirty others. It was later discovered the rail spikes had been lifted and the skirting removed. The German press bewailed the fact that Germany was forced to entrust the safety of its citizens to “Polish management.” For Hindenburg, who had protected this swath of Prussia from invading Russian armies with his legendary victory at Tannenberg in August 1914, it was particularly galling to watch the territory negotiated away at Versailles, where the French had sought to exact the greatest revenge possible on Germany. Meissner noted that it required “several days” to calm the old field marshal each time he traversed the former German lands between Neudeck and Berlin. In September 1931, when Hindenburg traveled to Berlin to receive Aristide Briand, the French prime minister found the Reich president detached and distracted. Hindenburg talked mostly about the weather. “The journey [from Neudeck] was clearly tiring for the old gentleman,” Briand remarked afterward.


Hindenburg was generally a charming and animated host. “He often interrupts the conversation with short, genial questions, humor frequently breaking through,” one observer noted in those same months. Once when a friend asked what Hindenburg did when he was nervous, Hindenburg said that he whistled. “But I have never heard you whistle,” the friend observed. “Well, I have never whistled,” Hindenburg replied. At eighty-four, Hindenburg was as steady and firm as the stone monument honoring him on the Tannenberg battlefield. He made a strong impression on Daniel Binchy, the Irish ambassador to Berlin. Binchy recalled presenting his credentials at the diplomatic salon of the presential palace: “Hindenburg’s gigantic figure, held stiffly to attention with the broad shoulders squared and the mighty chest glittering with innumerable orders seemed to dwarf even the stately proportions of the reception room.” He said Hindenburg looked like a figure from “some remote age,” as if he had stepped “straight out of a Germanic saga.”


John Wheeler-Bennett served as an aide to Sir Neill Malcolm, the chief of the British Military Mission in Berlin. Wheeler-Bennett was not dazzled by Hindenburg. For him, Hindenburg was “a man of service, without ambition, and no love of pomp and ceremony,” whose life was determined by his imposing physical stature, a corpulent six-foot-six, and equally impressive aristocratic name, Paul Ludwig Hans Anton von Beneckendorff und von Hindenburg. Hindenburg “very rarely dominated the events of his long lifetime . . . His misfortune was the sudden attainment of almost supernatural adoration on the part of the German people, who elevated him to the position of a god and expected from him god-like achievements,” Wheeler-Bennett observed. He called Hindenburg a “wooden titan.”


Indeed, Hindenburg had been called out of retirement, in 1914, to serve country and kaiser in the Great War, only to retire again, in 1918, and only to be called into service yet again, in 1925, this time as Reich president. Hindenburg had intended to retire in spring 1932, after completing his first seven-year presidential term, but Chancellor Brüning convinced him to extend his service for an additional two years to allow the German economy and political situation to stabilize. Had conservatives and centrists banded together, they could have delivered the two-thirds Reichstag majority required by the constitution to prolong Hindenburg’s presidential term. Hitler wanted none of it. The National Socialist movement thrived on political chaos and economic despair. Hitler hoped that Hindenburg, faced with another seven years in office, which would take him to age ninety-one, would decline to run for reelection, leaving a field of candidates that guaranteed Hitler an election triumph. When the proposal to extend Hindenburg’s term was blocked in the Reichstag, Hindenburg was forced to run for a second term. In April 1932, he crushed Hitler at the polls by more than six million votes. His reelection to another seven-year term was tantamount to a death sentence. If the “wooden titan” was to die in office, he wanted to die at home and be laid to rest beside his late wife—“my companion and dearest friend”—in the Neudeck family plot.


Hindenburg had been coming to Neudeck since the 1850s, when his grandparents were resident on the sprawling property set in the wooded moorlands of East Prussia. Hindenburg’s youngest brother, Bernhard, who died at age seventy-three, just two weeks before Hindenburg announced his reelection campaign, had written fondly of the ancient house, “with its old-fashioned roof, the poplar trees right and left, and the thick bushes with wild red and yellow roses,” beyond which lay the forest paths where the three Hindenburg boys and their sister, Ida, used to play. Evenings were spent in the sitting room—two long sofas back to back and an adjacent round dining table with a brass chandelier—listening to family lore. As a young cadet at the military academy in Berlin, Hindenburg had traveled to Neudeck for holidays in “slow, unheated trains” and even slower post coaches over rutted country roads.


Hindenburg recalled his grandfather’s stories of Napoleon Bonaparte, who was resident in a nearby palace, in the winter of 1806, when soldiers of the Grande Armée beat back advancing Russian troops at a bridge on the Hindenburg estate. A French officer was shot by a stray bullet through one of Neudeck’s attic windows. The aging family gardener recounted his service in the army of Frederick the Great. “In this way, it may be said, this last ray of the glorious Frederician past fell upon my young self,” Hindenburg recalled in memoirs.


Otto ran the family estate until his death in March 1908, after which it was managed by his widow, Lina von Benneckendorff. The property gradually fell into disrepair and financial distress. Elard von Oldenburg, a “conservative country squire to the bone,” according to The New York Times, lived on the nearby estate of Januschau. On one visit he found Hindenburg in a despondent state. When asked what was wrong, Hindenburg lamented that this “last Hindenburg property” could no longer be maintained. “Since the field marshal was not in a position to buy Neudeck himself, I decided to find a way to acquire the property and give it to the Hindenburg family,” Oldenburg recalled. He proposed a public fundraising campaign, the Hindenburgpfennig, or Penny for Hindenburg, to purchase the property, but Hindenburg would not hear of it. Any money raised in his name, he insisted, was to be given “entirely to the benefit of disabled veterans or the families of war dead.” Oldenburg discreetly solicited financing for Neudeck from wealthy friends and industrialists, negotiating with the tax authorities “so that we were able to offer Neudeck as a gift to the field marshal without additional cost.” The deed to the property was presented to Hindenburg on his eightieth birthday, in October 1927.


Neudeck was restored, and an additional story was added, along with a handsome mansard roof. The interior rooms were hung with family portraits and antlers from ancient hunts, along with a full-sized painting of Hindenburg as Reich president. Beside his desk, Hindenburg kept an aging piece of paper inscribed with the words Ora et labora—“Pray and work”—given to him by his father. On the front porch, where flowerpots would normally have stood, Hindenburg positioned two field guns from the Battle of Tannenberg, still with their frontline splinter shields.


The house was managed by Hindenburg’s daughter-in-law, Margarete, who served as an ersatz first lady, while Hindenburg’s only son, Oskar, acted as his father’s aide-de-camp. “The young Hindenburgs are both most unattractive. They are ungracious and haughty,” observed Bella Fromm. Fromm wrote that Margarete had all the charm of a “Prussian petty officer in petticoats.” Oskar exuded a “morose gloom.” Diarist Harry Kessler considered Oskar “incompetent militarily and in every other way” and plagued by immense feelings of insecurity. Schleicher credited Oskar’s career to his blood association with Haus Hindenburg. Hitler called Oskar “ein seltenes Abbild der Doofheit,” or a paragon of stupidity.


But Oskar was his father’s son. Hindenburg included him in briefings, sent him to greet dignitaries at the train station, and occasionally dispatched him on errands. “Oskar Hindenburg wants a detailed report on the effective strength and equipment of the Reichswehr, for ‘papa,’” a Reichswehr general reported derisively in his diary that July. During his father’s first presidential election bid in 1925, Oskar followed the returns on the radio all night and rushed into his father’s bedroom at seven a.m. with news of victory. Hindenburg berated his son for the disturbance. The news, he said, would have been “just as true an hour later.” Then he went back to sleep.


By August 9, not even Neudeck’s comforts and isolation could protect Hindenburg from the troubles of the beleaguered republic. That morning, he received a frantic telegram from political leaders in the state of Silesia, whose political landscape was as fraught as neighboring Upper Silesia. “Last night, there were eleven revolver and hand grenade attacks on supporters of the republic in central Silesia alone,” they reported. “The population of Silesia, which supports the republic, pleads for your protection.” A copy was also sent to Interior Minister Gayl, with the request for an “energetic defense against the terror to which all citizens supporting the republic are being exposed.”
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