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German Political Parties in 1923


Bavarian People’s Party (BVP) (Gustav Ritter von Kahr’s party)


A conservative Christian party with its headquarters in the southern German state of Bavaria that represented Bavarian Catholicism. It was more conservative than the German Catholic Centre Party and strongly opposed to Berlin’s influence upon the state of Bavaria. It was firmly opposed to the political left. 


Catholic Centre Party (Centre Party) (Joseph Wirth’s party)


A centre-right party that represented German Catholics. More liberal than the Bavarian People’s Party, it supported Weimar democracy and was willing to form coalitions with the Social Democratic Party of Germany.


Communist Party of Germany (KPD) (August Thalheimer’s party)


A national Communist party committed to the destruction of capitalism and Weimar democracy, and their replacement with a Communist system of government allied with, and inspired by, Bolshevik Russia. 


German Democratic Party (DDP) (Walther Rathenau’s party) 


A national liberal party that represented middle- and upper-class voters. It supported Weimar democracy and was willing to form coalitions with the Social Democratic Party of Germany.


German National People’s Party (DNVP) (Karl Helfferich’s party)


A national conservative and antisemitic party that vehemently opposed the existence of Weimar democracy and wanted to see the return of the monarchy to Germany. It was firmly opposed to the political left. 


German People’s Party (DVP) (Gustav Stresemann’s party)


A national conservative party that was closely aligned to the interests of big business. It was opposed to the political left and strongly divided upon the issue of whether it could participate in coalition governments with the Social Democratic Party of Germany.


National Socialist German Workers’ Party (NSDAP; Nazi) (Adolf Hitler’s party)


A strongly antisemitic party determined to destroy Weimar democracy. It opposed all international political co-operation and blamed ‘Jews’ and ‘socialists’ for the creation of the Weimar Republic. Its leadership and members consistently glorified violence. Largely based in Bavaria, it was a growing force during 1923.


Social Democratic Party of Germany (SPD) (Friedrich Ebert’s party)


The largest political party in Germany in 1923, it represented the working class. Of all the political parties it did the most to establish democracy in Germany. It was divided between a moderate, centre-left core and a left-wing that included members prepared to co-operate with the Communist Party of Germany. 
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		This map differentiates the zones of occupied Rhineland. The Belgian zone is towards the west; the Ruhr district, occupied by France and Belgium since January 1923 is to the north-east; the British zone of occupied Rhineland lies at the centre; and the French zone is towards the bottom of the map.
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Introduction: Germany 1923 – The Democracy That Did Not Die



At close to midday on Friday, 9 November 1923, around two thousand armed Nazis set off marching in military formation through the centre of Munich. They were there, in the capital city of the southern German state of Bavaria, to seize political power and, in their minds, to use extreme violence to cleanse Germany of the democratic Weimar Republic that had wrongly governed their country since the end of the First World War. 


At the back of the procession, a heavy machine gun was perched on top of an armoured car. In front of it, marchers – mostly young men – carried rifles, pistols and light machine guns. At the very front of the procession, their leader stood apart. It was Adolf Hitler, then aged thirty-four. While everyone else was wearing some kind of military or paramilitary uniform, he was dressed in civilian clothing, holding a Browning pistol in his hand. The only Nazis ahead of him were the armed bearers of swastika flags. 


Hitler’s plans were already settled. Just a few feet away from him, one of his key strategists, the fifty-year-old regional court judge Baron Theodor von der Pfordten, had a document in his pocket. It was the draft constitution that the leaders of the march wanted to implement. If they had taken control of the state that day, their authoritarian regime would have immediately built concentration camps and carried out the mass execution of everyone who had opposed the Nazis politically since November 1918. Germany’s Jews – around 1 per cent of the population at this time – were to be targeted specifically: all Jewish civil servants were to be immediately dismissed and their property seized. Any Jew who failed to comply with the new regime’s demands was to be executed, as was any non-Jewish German who tried to help or protect them. 


There was no doubt about what Hitler would do once in power. The question, rather, was whether the violence promised by Hitler and his followers in the SA, the Nazi party’s paramilitary wing, and other like-minded paramilitary organizations, would be sufficient to defeat the democratic ideal that the people could choose their government, regardless of the wishes and desires of those most prepared to use force. 


The issue remains troubling to this day: how did Weimar Germany, a largely progressive modern country, where, in January 1919, 75 per cent of the electorate supported parties that were in favour of liberal democracy, so quickly turn into a brutal dictatorship that was, in the disturbing yet accurate words of philosopher Hannah Arendt, dedicated to the ‘industrial production of corpses’? In 1923, though, democracy won. Theodor von der Pfordten’s November 1923 constitution never came to pass – he was shot dead by the Bavarian Landespolizei shortly after the Nazis commenced their march. His constitution has nearly disappeared from memory. 


The Bavarian Landespolizei had been sent to the Odeonsplatz in central Munich to protect the institutions of the Bavarian state in the face of the threat posed by the marchers. Just seconds after the police and marchers faced off against each other, both sides started shooting. It lasted for one or two minutes. When it was over, twelve putschists were dead, mostly young men who were at the very front of the march alongside Hitler and von der Pfordten, who was the oldest person to die. Four policemen lost their lives, as did a waiter who came out of a nearby restaurant to watch what was going on. This was a significant loss of life in a city in peacetime, but in a century defined by political violence, it is hard to imagine that the putsch would feature on anyone’s list of major massacres. The reason the body count was so low was because, for all the Nazis’ bravado about how they would use force to overthrow the state, once the firing started, they fled. 


Hitler survived the hail of bullets by only a fraction of an inch. As the marchers faced up to the police, he had linked arms with the former diplomat Max Erwin von Scheubner-Richter. When the first shots were fired, they dived to take cover. As he fell, Hitler dislocated his shoulder. Scheubner-Richter came off worse: he was shot dead. Had the bullet that killed him veered just inches to the right, Hitler’s name would today be as little known as Scheubner-Richter’s. 


Amid the confusion, Hitler quickly fled the square. Taking shelter in a side street, he was intercepted by a Nazi-supporting doctor, who organized a car which took him out of Munich and into hiding. Two days later he was arrested by the police. His attempt to take control of the state had lasted barely twenty hours. Ten years later, he would return to the same spot as German chancellor or prime minister.


In 1923, the democratic republic that Hitler wanted to destroy had only existed for five years. At the end of the First World War in November 1918, large crowds demanding peace and democracy had gathered in German towns and cities. On 9 November 1918, when the wave of protest reached the centre of Berlin, the Social Democratic politician Philipp Scheidemann declared Germany a republic just hours after the Kaiser abdicated. The first elections were held on 19 January 1919, and across the following months Germany’s pro-democratic political parties debated the contents of the new constitution, which came into force on 11 August 1919. This sought to institutionalize political compromise and protect Germans from the dangers of excessive capitalism. Most of the debates about the constitution’s contents were held in the town of Weimar, located midway between Germany’s more liberal north and its mostly conservative south. Ever since, even though it legally retained the name of the German Reich, this incarnation of the state has been known as the Weimar Republic. 


Like the United States today, Weimar Germany was a federal state system with political power split between the national capital of Berlin and the capitals of the regional states. The north-German state of Prussia was by far the largest of the German states. It was home to 60 per cent of the Republic’s sixty-three million citizens and governed at the regional level by the pro-republican Social Democrats, who used their power to strengthen democracy. The second largest state was in the German south: Bavaria. With 11 per cent of the population, it quickly became the capital of the German conservative anti-republican backlash. Many of the political and cultural conservatives who gathered there hoped to see the return of the German monarchies, including the return of the Bavarian king, who had fled on 8 November 1918. They fundamentally opposed the ideal of democracy and saw its destruction as the first point on a journey that would end with the avenging of Germany’s defeat at the end of the First World War. 


In 1919, when Weimar’s constitution came into force, Hitler was still a political nobody. An Austrian citizen, he had fought in the First World War as part of the Bavarian Army. When the war ended in November 1918, unlike the overwhelming majority of soldiers, he did not want to return home for Christmas because he had no home to go to. In the words of historian Thomas Weber, the army was his ‘replacement family’. Launching his political career, at first he addressed only small audiences, but by 1921 he was known as a beer hall demagogue, the leader of a fringe political group that was a meeting place for disgruntled men who wanted to shout abuse about their political opponents and threaten them with violence. That fringe group was the Nazi Party, or more formally the National Socialist German Workers’ Party (NSDAP). It was one of many right-wing sects where opponents of democracy gathered to talk about its destruction.1 


Hitler’s success in this arena was largely down to his performance as a speaker and his growing mastery of the art of beer hall demagoguery. In his speeches he unleashed abuse on Jews and Socialists, whom he blamed for all of Germany’s ills, then sipped his beer and observed the crowd’s reactions to his words. When they cheered loudly, he knew he had scored a winning point and would repeat it, time and again. Gradually, through trial and error, he learnt how to speak to disgruntled men and, over time, women too. 


The year 1923 was to be Hitler’s breakthrough year. On 8 November 1922, when one politician spoke his name in the Bavarian parliament, suggesting that he could be the next Bavarian minister-president, the idea was met with roars of laughter. But in the following months, Hitler’s successes overwhelmed those who had wanted to laugh him off. At the end of 1922, his party had around eight thousand members spread across some hundred branches, mostly in Bavaria. By the eve of the putsch, party membership had increased to about fifty thousand. Hitler owed his success to his promise of national and individual salvation for everyone who followed him, making no secret of his desire for violence, regularly threatening his enemies with death. His opponents started to notice him too. After one particularly violent rhetorical outburst, Alwin Saenger, a lawyer and Social Democratic member of the Bavarian parliament, who had previously been beaten up by antisemites after they mistakenly identified him as a Jew, publicly called him a ‘psychopath’.2


But on the political right assessments such as Saenger’s carried little weight. Hitler could incite hatred and call for the destruction of the Weimar Republic because many of Bavaria’s leaders, including key figures in the police and judiciary, believed that fundamentally he was on the right side of history. As the number of his followers started to increase, they even began to share a stage with Hitler, helping to make him attractive to upper- and middle-class voters who might otherwise have been put off by his lower-class origins. 


By the autumn of 1923, many Bavarian conservatives shared Hitler’s view that the time had come to strike against the republic; they simply disagreed with him about the tactics and timing necessary to do so. When Hitler chose to launch his coup on 8 November, they abandoned him, calculating that the putschists would not have the support they needed to take power in Berlin. The Nazi leader never forgot their betrayal. The man Hitler felt held greatest responsibility, Gustav Ritter von Kahr, an anti-republican conservative member of the Bavarian People’s Party, was murdered by the Nazis in July 1934.


Kahr’s murder, during the so-called ‘Night of the Long Knives’, when the Nazis murdered several of their own party members as well as settling scores with older enemies, was a key moment in the process by which the Nazi dictatorship was established. On 30 January 1933, Hitler was appointed chancellor. This marked the end of the first phase of the creation of an authoritarian regime in Germany, which had already begun the previous summer, when pro-democratic parties were forced out of power in Prussia. Once Hitler was appointed chancellor, he began what he called the ‘national revolution’. By the time he returned to Munich on 9 November 1933 for the tenth anniversary of his failed putsch, his regime had already started to implement some of von der Pfordten’s ideas. Hitler’s men of violence had terrorized into submission all who opposed the Nazis’ rule, while he and his propagandists had gained millions of new supporters for Nazism. But it was only at the end of the summer of 1934, following the death of retired general Paul von Hindenburg, the man who appointed Hitler as chancellor and had been first elected president of the Weimar Republic in 1925 and re-elected in 1932, that Hitler became the single undisputed leader of the Germans, the Führer, the fulcrum of all political decision-making for the remainder of the Third Reich.


But in the weeks after the failure of the putsch in November 1923, such a future seemed unlikely. As they looked back on Hitler’s breakthrough year, most German supporters of democracy thought that they would never hear his name again. One influential liberal journalist, Erich Dombrowski, even predicted that in the future people would not understand the violence and hatred of the times that he lived in.3 


German democrats were optimistic because their favoured political system had survived. Alongside the Hitler putsch, the state had navigated challenges including the military occupation of Weimar Germany’s industrial heartland by the French and Belgians, as well as national and international humiliation as its currency collapsed, leading to financial chaos and mass unemployment. 


When these multiple and overlapping crises reached their climax in late autumn 1923, many people feared that the year would end with a civil war between Communists and Nazis, or between the north and the south, or both. Others feared that regions in the west would break away from Germany. The French government would have been delighted by such a turn of events. It hoped to see the establishment of a small pro-French state that would help to protect them from any future act of German aggression. It called this state the Republic of the Rhineland. 


These were the challenges that Weimar’s pro-democratic political leaders faced over the course of 1923. They did so in the knowledge that their lives were on the line. At the high point of the crisis, the most influential political defender of the democratic system, Gustav Stresemann, warned that if the Nazis ever made it to Berlin, he would prefer to be shot at his desk rather than take flight to try to defend the democracy from elsewhere. Stresemann’s defence of Weimar democracy was aided by the decision-making of Friedrich Ebert, the first president of the Weimar Republic, another politician who faced down death threats throughout the year. Weimar’s constitution contained emergency powers for use in a time of crisis. In 1923, Ebert used them to help save democracy; in 1933 Paul von Hindenburg used them to destroy it.4


The spiral of crises began on 11 January 1923, when France’s prime minister, Raymond Poincaré, tried to solve a complex web of political problems that had dominated European international relations since the end of the First World War by militarily occupying the Ruhr district, Germany’s industrial heartland. Poincaré claimed that the soldiers were there to obtain reparations in kind after Germany had failed to keep up with the payments that were a requirement of the Versailles Treaty, which successive German governments had argued were unreasonable. In the first instance, Poincaré told the world that his soldiers were there to obtain coal from the Ruhr’s mines. 


The Versailles Treaty limited the size of Germany’s army, so the German government lacked the military capacity to turn to its military to oppose the occupation. Instead, led by Chancellor Wilhelm Cuno, a conservative businessman who had become chancellor the previous November, it declared that Germans would ‘passively resist’ the occupation. The mines and factories of the Ruhr shut down. German workers and civil servants refused to comply with the occupiers’ demands. German railway workers refused to move trains. The French occupiers soon realized that they would not get the coal they wanted, and the invasion devolved into a contest that would continue until one side decided to back down. Germany held the weaker cards: passive resistance didn’t just mean refusing to comply with the demands of the French and Belgians in the Ruhr, it also meant turning off Germany’s industrial heartland for as long as the occupiers remained there. That meant a massive blow to state revenues, as well as the threat of unrest if the workers of the Ruhr went unpaid. The solution to both problems was to print money. Germany’s politicians and central bankers intended to use new notes to cover the cost of passive resistance. Initially, it was assumed that this campaign would only last for a couple of weeks and that the central bankers would use financial tricks to support the value of the German mark on the international exchange markets, including using the country’s financial reserves to buy up German currency and prevent a fall in its value. At first this high-risk strategy appeared to be working. Up until April, the fall in the value of the mark remained at a manageable level. But it quickly became clear that Germany would face financial ruin if it tried to keep it going into the summer.5 


But that is exactly what Germany’s leaders tried to do. After four months of sacrifice they thought that it was better to abandon the currency than to lose the Ruhr. That decision set the stage in the summer of 1923 for the worst financial crisis that Germany had ever faced. The German leadership knew that this was a bad choice. But they hoped that a mixture of further financial tricks, including increasingly rapid supplies of new money, could maintain some kind of functioning economy. They also hoped that at some point during the year international opinion would recognize that Germany was a victim of French aggression and that the ensuing pressure on France would bring an end to the occupation. 


The idea that Germany might lose the Ruhr for ever was a realistic one. Over the course of 1923, as the costs of the occupation mounted, France’s goals became increasingly hardline. The idea of splitting the Ruhr off permanently from Germany became more attractive to Poincaré. The French and Belgians controlled access to the region, often stopping exit and entry from the area as punishment for the conduct of the German population. To overcome the opposition of German railway workers, the French even created a new company to replace the national rail company, the Reichsbahn, in the Ruhr. In an era when the rail network was a crucial piece of national infrastructure, this was a clearly hostile move. At moments of high tension, they also used German civilians as human shields on trains in the Ruhr.


By the summer, the continued printing of new notes had transformed 1923 into the year of the zeros, launching Weimar Germany into the greatest period of runaway hyperinflation the world had ever seen. At its climax in the autumn, money, one of the most important organizational features of human interaction, as well as something that shapes humans’ sense of self-worth in relation to others, had ceased to function. The German world had been turned upside down.6 


But not everyone was losing as a result. Some speculators used the rapid changes in the value of money to make massive profits. Others bought up the assets of their struggling rivals. When the winners displayed their new wealth, they created resentment. In this political and economic climate, the backlash against the republic grew in strength and more and more people blamed Germany’s Jewish minority for everything that had gone wrong.


The scale of these problems might have finished off the Weimar Republic. But in 1923 it held together. Pro-democratic political leaders fought back to save their constitution and their democracy. Just as the Nazis’ 1923 putsch ended in failure, in the autumn the German Communists’ plans to seize power were abandoned, the armed separatist groups that wanted to break away from Germany to become independent foundered and French imperialist plans to take control of German territory failed. In 1923, the Germany currency died, but, despite the various forces out to destroy it, Weimar democracy did not.


It survived because the coalition of forces that supported democracy in Germany, including liberals, social democrats and conservative centrists, despite the fundamental differences between their political beliefs, all understood that the democratic system was worth protecting; that it was something that had to be supported and defended against attack from extremists of every kind. 


Their victory in 1923 is important. At a time when established democracies risk becoming authoritarian regimes, there has been no shortage of new historical work being carried out on the end of the Weimar Republic. This book offers a wider view of Weimar’s fate. The history of the German state in 1923 shows us how a republic can survive in the face of multiple threats. Its continuation over the course of the year and the key role played by supporters of democracy in key offices offer an important contrast with the actions of the leaders who killed the republic in 1932–3. The political leadership offered by pro-democratic politicians in 1923 shows us what can happen when leaders make the right choices. 


In the winter of 1918–19, with the backing of the vast majority of the electorate, the opposition the democratic leaders had faced as they created the republic was weak: conservatives had been discredited by defeat in war and Communists did not have sufficient support beyond a small number of working-class hotspots. That situation had changed by the summer and autumn of 1923, when many people were on their knees due to the greatest financial crisis that the world had ever seen. The backlash against the republic grew in strength, and maintaining support for the democratic system in the face of its armed and violent opponents became far harder. But in the end, Germany’s democrats could stand up to that challenge because, even though the democratic political system had only existed in Germany since 1919, the ideals of democracy ran much deeper – a point that we have often missed because of our interest in identifying the long-term origins of Nazism. 


This is one of the most frightening lessons of this book. The Weimar Republic was able to see out the 1923 crises because of the strength of its culture of democracy, but after that culture was consistently eroded from the political right and the extreme left, it was no longer powerful enough to survive the challenges which began to be felt in Germany the year after the world economic crisis began in 1929. The contrast between the outcomes of the 1923 and 1930–2 crises offers a powerful reminder that even strong democracies, if they are continually undermined from within, may eventually collapse into authoritarianism. 


Taking its place in the large body of historical work about the Weimar Republic and the rise of Nazism, this book lowers the microscope to examine individual conflicts and to ask how they relate to the bigger developments taking place at the national and international levels. The individual acts of violence that it analyses are not anecdotal; they are the heart of what made the overlapping crises of 1923 so powerful. The killing of civilians or the rape of German women by French and Belgian soldiers, the anger caused by foreign bayonets being on show in public spaces, the appeals to nationalism, the feeling that a neighbour or relative was profiteering from the collapse of the currency while one’s own family suffered, the radical language of Hitler and the antisemitic violence of his followers and sympathizers: these were issues that powered the crisis year. They are what made political mobilization in Germany in 1923 the source of so much anger and emotion. If we do not understand that anger and emotion, we will never understand what mobilizes people to support extremes in times of crisis.7 











PART I


1922 and the Coming of the Crisis Year












1


German Democracy Fights Back


The nurse Helene Kaiser was the first person to reach them. She had been waiting at a tram stop on her way to work at Berlin’s Charité hospital, when instinctively she had thrown herself to the ground, startled by a quick succession of sounds that were out of place in the Grunewald, one of the city’s quietest and most expensive suburbs: the roar of a car engine, the screeching of tyres and then what sounded, implausibly, like a short burst of machine-gun fire and the dull thud of a grenade. As she lay on the ground listening, she heard one car accelerate away, while another rolled to a stop, and then silence. She had seen little, and said later that she had thought that a gunman had hidden himself in the bushes opposite the car. 


Whether there was a gunman or not, she was compelled to help, to try to save lives, even if it meant risking her own. She got up and ran towards the car, an expensive NAG cabriolet with red wheels. Its top was down and a small fire burned in the back. In the driver’s seat, a man, Josef Prozeller, sat uninjured but shaken. Behind him another man was lying on his side. He had been shot. There was so much blood flowing from his face and limbs that a pool was forming. 


First, Nurse Kaiser put out the fire that had been caused by the grenade. Then she took the injured man in her arms and held him tightly, trying to stop his bleeding while screaming at Prozeller, ‘Quick, quick, get us to a doctor.’ But it was too late. The injured man died in her arms as Prozeller drove. He had been hit a total of five times. The autopsy revealed that the first shot had already been enough to kill him. 


The date was 24 June 1922 and the dead man was Walther Rathenau, Germany’s fifty-five-year-old foreign minister. He had been shot dead by a former naval officer and student named Erwin Kern. Kern’s friend Hermann Fischer had thrown the grenade. Their car was driven by Ernst Werner Techow. Between them, they had just carried out one of the most important political assassinations of the decade in Europe. Eight years earlier, in July 1914, assassins had shot dead Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria, triggering a chain of events that plunged the continent into war. In June 1922, Kern and Fischer were part of a plan to achieve something similar: by assassinating the foreign minister, they hoped to stir up a crisis that would end with the collapse of the republic itself.1


Kern and Fischer were young men from respectable families who had been radicalized by Germany’s defeat in the First World War. They were members of the country’s first right-wing terrorist network, the Organization Consul, which was founded in 1920 by Hermann Ehrhardt, a former naval officer. Ehrhardt had particular grounds for hating the republic and its representatives. The revolution that created the Weimar Republic in November 1918 started when German sailors and stokers raised the red flag over the navy’s ships in the docks at their home ports of Kiel and Wilhelmshaven on the north German coast. Officers like Ehrhardt were determined to take revenge. In the winter of 1918–19, they founded three top-heavy officers’ divisions known as the Marine Brigades. One was commanded by Ehrhardt and named after him. During the revolutionary upheavals of 1919, they fought against left-wing rebels, before turning against the Weimar Republic itself in the spring of 1920 in a quickly defeated anti-republican putsch. In its aftermath, Ehrhardt went into hiding and founded the Organization Consul to continue the struggle under ground. Its shadowy existence was helped by the creation of fake companies, and the use of false addresses and secret codewords. Any form of betrayal among the organization’s membership was punishable by death. Their cat-and-mouse game with the state was helped by their many sympathizers in the police and judiciary.


The Organization Consul’s leadership hoped that when the time came, its heavily armed secret network would emerge either to fight against the state and bring down the republic, or to join forces with the under-strength Reichswehr and avenge the defeat of November 1918. In August 1921, it carried out its first high-profile murder: two former members of the Marine Brigades tracked down ex-finance minister Matthias Erzberger, who had signed the armistice of November 1918 and voted for the Versailles Treaty, and murdered him while he was walking in the woods on holiday in south-western Germany. In early 1922, Kern and Fischer carried out their first daring terrorist operation together: they led a raid to free the former submarine officers Ludwig Dithmar and John Boldt from prison in Leipzig. Dithmar and Boldt had been sentenced to four years’ imprisonment by a German court, at the behest of the victorious allies in summer 1921, for opening fire upon survivors of the Canadian hospital ship Llandovery Castle, which had been sunk off the coast of Ireland on 27 June 1918.


In the summer of 1922, the Organization Consul intended to undertake a campaign of high-profile assassinations. There was a logic to its violence: it hoped that by murdering politicians who symbolized the new German democracy it would provoke the working class into an insurrection and that in the ensuing chaos it would have another chance to overthrow the republic. On 4 June, two of its members came close to killing Philipp Scheidemann, one of the highest-profile Social Democratic politicians in the early Weimar Republic. Scheidemann was out walking with his daughter when the two men ran towards him, spraying poisonous gas as they went. The fifty-seven-year-old drew his pistol and opened fire on his assailants. His shots missed but the sight of the gun was enough to scare them off. The assault left Scheidemann unconscious and seriously ill, although he would make a full recovery. The failure of this attack added to the pressure facing Kern and Fischer just under three weeks later: the leadership of the Organization Consul could not tolerate another setback.


When they arrived in Berlin in early June 1922, they had contemplated a variety of plans for assassinating Rathenau. One involved shooting him with revolvers in the street in central Berlin. But they ruled out this idea, fearing it left them with little hope of escaping. 


After weighing their options, Fischer and Kern concluded that a drive-by shooting would be best. Studying Rathenau’s movements revealed that he was most vulnerable during the drive from his home in Grunewald to the Foreign Ministry in central Berlin. Rathenau regularly took the same route, followed a predictable schedule and relied only on a single driver; he had refused extra police protection. After practising shooting from a moving vehicle in woods near Berlin, Fischer and Kern discovered that if they used handguns there was a chance that they might miss. Rather than take that risk, they picked up a machine gun they had left hidden with the leader of the ultra-nationalist and antisemitic Deutschvölkischer Schutz- und Trutzbund in Schwerin.2 


By the night of 23 June, Kern, Fischer and their driver, Techow, sat together in a safe house in Schmargendorf in Berlin that belonged to Richard Schütt. They were joined there by Techow’s seventeen-year-old younger brother, Hans Gerd, who was still at school, and his schoolfriend Willi Günther, who had helped them find this hideout just a short distance from Rathenau’s home. 


The next morning the older Techow discovered a snag. He later claimed that there was a problem with the large six-seater Mercedes that they had borrowed for the attack and that he had had to spend a couple of hours working under its bonnet. Whatever the case, they were running late, and by 10 a.m. they weren’t even sure they would manage to set out that day. But shortly before 10.30, Techow was finally ready to drive. Before they left, Günther hid the machine gun in the car while Fischer fitted it with fake number plates. Techow and Günther drove the car out of the garage, while Fischer and Kern discreetly walked a short distance away so that they could be picked up nearby. Günther’s job was to make sure that none of their neighbours would see Kern and Fischer drive away. Once Techow picked them up, he got out of the car and returned to the garage. Once they had taken up their places in the back of the Mercedes, Kern and Fischer changed into brand-new long leather jackets with leather caps of the kind worn by racing drivers in the 1920s that left only the oval of their faces showing.3 


A few minutes later, they pulled into a side road close to Rathenau’s villa. There they waited, their eyes fixed on the Königsallee, until Prozeller drove past in the dark-grey cabriolet. As usual, Rathenau was sitting in the back seat on the left of the vehicle and smoking his morning cigar. Techow began the pursuit. 


A group of builders and the local postman had the best view of what followed. They noticed a slow-moving car in the middle of the street followed by a large six-seater that was catching up with it. Both vehicles had their hoods down. As the first car slowed to take a curve in the road, it suddenly swerved to the right and the second car’s engine roared as it moved to overtake it. Then time seemed to stand still. A man sitting in the back left of the Mercedes stood up and opened fire on Rathenau. This was Kern. As he sat down, Fischer stood up and threw a hand grenade which then exploded in the back of the minister’s car.4 


As soon as the grenade exploded, Techow hit the accelerator and the trio made their escape. The assassins had no reason to panic. Some witnesses had run after the car, but no one had managed to keep sight of it as it passed through the twists and turns of the roads in this part of Berlin – one of the reasons why they had chosen this location for the assassination in the first place. Kern and Fischer took off their leather jackets and dumped the murder weapon. ‘We shot Rathenau!’ they rejoiced. Techow then dropped them off in the Hohenzollerndamm, from where they headed into central Berlin while he drove back to the garage, where Günther was waiting. As he hid the car he enthusiastically reported: ‘The plan worked. Rathenau is dead.’5 


Later that afternoon, as the shock of Rathenau’s murder resonated across Germany, the trio of Kern, Fischer and Techow met openly in the centre of Berlin, where they visited the city’s zoo, unafraid that anyone would identify them. The following night they stayed with Kern’s aunt in Steglitz in the south-west of the city. They told her that they had come to Berlin to try to find a job for Fischer. On 26 June, they went rowing on the lakes at Wannsee, and on 27 June, they left the German capital. 


In the meantime, one of the biggest police investigations in the history of Berlin was under way. Within an hour of the shooting, the chief of police, Bernhard Weiss, had arrived at the murder scene, accompanied by the head of the political police, the equivalent of today’s domestic intelligence services, and countless detectives. They would spare no expense in the hunt for the killers, issuing a 1-million-mark reward for information. Yet despite the many witnesses, at first all that was known about the suspects was that they were three young men aged between twenty and twenty-five, and wearing a ‘grey uniform’. And unlike modern terrorist groups, the Organization Consul issued no statement claiming responsibility for its actions. False leads overwhelmed the investigators, and the car remained hidden away in the garage. For a few days it looked as if Techow, Fischer and Kern had got away with one of the most spectacular political murders of the 1920s.6


But, on 26 June, a student told the police that he had heard a young man in Berlin boasting to a group of students about the Rathenau murder. The police tracked the teenager down and arrested him – it was Willi Günther. Under interrogation he lost his nerve and confessed. The investigation had its first and most important breakthrough. 


Weiss and his team of officers now knew the killers’ identities. On 27 June, they located the car and arrested Techow’s younger brother Hans Gerd. At first, they kept this sensational news secret, still hoping to find Techow, Kern and Fischer in hiding in Berlin. But once they were certain that the chief suspects had left the capital, they circulated wanted posters widely. On 28 June, the trio were officially announced as fugitives from justice, their names broadcast across Germany.7 


Techow’s uncle, Erwin Behrens, was a well-connected figure in German industrial circles. The day before the names were published, Techow had turned up at Behrens’s estate close to Frankfurt an der Oder, some 80 kilometres to the east of Berlin. When Behrens read his nephew’s name in the newspaper, he made a discreet call to the police. Even though Techow was a chief suspect for a crime that could end with the death penalty, Behrens handed him in, later admitting that he considered giving his nephew a pistol and telling him to commit suicide in nearby woods.8 


More arrests followed. Of the original group that had helped the three young men carry out the murder, almost all were arrested within a few weeks. Only Kern and Fischer remained free, in hiding in north Germany, searching for ways to get help from members of Ehrhardt’s Organization Consul or other like-minded opponents of Weimar democracy, but unsure who could be trusted. 


The noose was tightening. On 7 July, while they were staying under false names in a guesthouse at Lenzen, a small town on the river Elbe about halfway between Berlin and Hamburg, someone reported to the police that the Rathenau murderers had been spotted there. Kern and Fischer were eating nearby when officers began searching their guesthouse, and took flight on their bicycles with the police in pursuit. Just seconds before the ferry that crossed the Elbe pulled away from the quay, they jumped on board. The boat was too far out by the time the officers giving chase reached the quay. 


Kern and Fischer had escaped and now decided to head south, using hikers’ maps to avoid the main routes, cycling by night and lying low by day. They wanted to get to Bavaria and link up with other members of the Organization Consul, who would help them cross over the border with Austria and escape punishment, as Matthias Erzberger’s killers had done the year before.9 


They travelled 300 kilometres south of Lenzen to a town called Rudelsburg an der Saale. There, a committed supporter of the Organization Consul named Hans Wilhelm Stein lived in the medieval Saaleck Castle. Once Stein had put Kern and Fischer up in the castle, he set off on his own 430-kilometre journey south to Munich, to link up with the Organization Consul leadership and make a plan for Kern and Fischer’s escape. But before leaving Rudelsburg, Stein told some locals that he was going away. When the same locals spotted a light that Kern and Fischer had left on in the castle, they started to wonder who might be there. From a distance, they observed the occupants and recognized them thanks to the wanted posters. 


This time there was no escape. When the local police arrived in the courtyard, Kern and Fischer barricaded themselves inside the building with guns at the ready. But the shootout was over before it started. Kern stood at the highest window of the tower, ready to take aim at the officers in the courtyard below. Before he could fire, a policeman took aim and shot five times, hitting Kern in the head. Fischer frantically tried to save his friend, but there was nothing that he could do: Kern was dead. As the police took cover outside, Fischer carried his friend’s body to one of the two single beds where they had been sleeping. He lay down on the other, drew a pistol and committed suicide.10 


For the republic’s most ardent opponents, Kern and Fischer were national heroes. They were buried side by side in a graveyard near the castle where they lost their lives. At their joint funeral, Kern’s coffin was draped in the Imperial German Navy’s war flag and Fischer’s in the black, white and red flag of the former empire. To mark her son’s death at the funeral, Kern’s mother sang the ‘Ehrhardt Song’, the song of the II Marine Brigade, which ends with the refrain ‘Get the Jews out of Germany’. Students from Jena reportedly fought over the right to carry their coffins. Once the Nazis were in power in 1933, the pair’s heroic status increased even further. On the anniversary of their deaths, their graves were opened and their coffins moved to a newly decorated resting place at the centre of the graveyard. This time their coffins were lowered into the ground covered by a single flag bearing a swastika. Heinrich Himmler, the head of the SS, the elite Nazi force that ran the concentration camp system in the Third Reich and later took responsibility for organizing the Holocaust, and Ernst Röhm, the head of the SA, as well as Ehrhardt himself, were among those in attendance. Kern’s sister described the memorial services in their presence as ‘unforgettable’.11


Rathenau’s murder brought the political battle between supporters and opponents of Weimar democracy into the open. The shots that were fired did not just kill Rathenau: they announced that the far right’s war on the republic might be about to enter a new and more aggressive phase. They were a bold statement that the opponents of liberal democracy believed that they could gun down the representatives of the state in broad daylight in the streets of the capital. They came at a time when the language of politics had already reached fever pitch. On the afternoon of 23 June 1922, just hours before he was murdered, Rathenau and the German chancellor, Joseph Wirth, the man who appointed Rathenau as foreign minister, had been subjected to a verbal tirade in the chamber of the German Reichstag by Karl Helfferich, the leader of the opposition conservative-nationalist and antisemitic German National People’s Party (DNVP), one of the most important anti-democratic political parties in the early Weimar Republic. Helfferich claimed that Wirth’s government was responsible for a trail of misery and suicide, and demanded that they face trial for treason. Implicitly, he suggested that they deserved the death sentence. 


Helfferich’s words left his enemies and supporters alike in tumult. While like-minded opponents of Weimar democracy cheered him on, his opponents on the political left and in the centre shouted abuse at him. As he listened in the press gallery, the liberal journalist Erich Dombrowski thought that the Reichstag had become ‘a madhouse’. He wondered if it would not make more sense for all of the deputies simply to leave the chamber for the duration of such a spectacle, leaving Helfferich to foam at the mouth on his own. But Helfferich got the audience he wanted. By the time the session ended in the early evening, the newspapers on the political right were ready to celebrate his outpouring. Those on the left simply called him a ‘provocateur’.12


Rathenau knew how dangerous demagogues like Helfferich and his conservative allies really were. He knew that their affectations of conservative respectability were hollow. And as the highest-profile German Jew in government at the time in the Weimar Republic, he knew exactly how antisemitism worked. In late 1921, he had warned that the way the populists repeatedly targeted the less well-educated sections of society with misinformation and lies would eventually hurt Germany. At this time, he pleaded with politicians of all parties to remember their duty to shape a civilized debate and warned them that if their way of doing politics ended up dividing the country even further, they would not be able to wash their hands of responsibility afterwards. 


On 24 June 1922, the Reichstag had barely come to terms with the aggression of Helfferich’s speech the previous day when the news arrived that Rathenau had been murdered. Deputies accused one another of failing to defend democracy. Many blamed Helfferich personally for the murder. Pro-republican politicians and journalists accused him of using language that led young men to carry out such violence. Even normally reserved politicians announced that it was time to treat Helfferich as if he were a ‘villain and murderer’. But not everyone condemned him. One newspaper reported that a politician on the right brought a wreath of oak leaves, the military symbol of victory, bearing an anti-republican symbol into the chamber and called Helfferich ‘the defender of German honour!’13 


In the aftermath of the murder, liberal supporters of German democracy focused on the relationship between right-wing anti-republican political slogans and speeches and the act of violence. Georg Bernhard, the editor-in-chief of the Vossische Zeitung, called Helfferich ‘the misfortune of Germany’ and ‘the most unpleasant type of German nationalist demagogue’. Theodor Wolff, the editor of the liberal Berliner Tageblatt, one of the keenest observers of political life in Germany during the 1920s, agreed: ‘We don’t like to accuse whole circles where the act of an individual is involved,’ he wrote, ‘but here the blame is so clear, the responsibility so obvious, that it is impossible not to bring charges or to attempt to disguise the blatant truth’ that men like Helfferich were responsible. Wolff was especially annoyed with politicians and journalists of the right whom he accused of accepting the pollution of political discourse because it increased their support base.14


When the Reichstag session finally began shortly after 3 p.m. on 24 June, Rathenau’s chair was occupied by a bouquet of white roses. Wirth warned that a terrible poison had been spread through Germany.15 Rathenau’s murder wasn’t just a political assassination, it was an assault on the republic itself: ‘First, the leaders of the republic fall, then the republic itself.’ As he spoke, he was interrupted by jeers warning him that he would be next. 


But the murder did not produce the violent uprising that the Organization Consul’s leaders had hoped for. Instead, Germany’s pro-democratic forces mobilized. They seized the moment to protect and re-establish the democratic values upon which their republic had been founded. 


During the night following Rathenau’s murder, the Reichstag met again. The first president of the republic, the Social Democrat Friedrich Ebert, one of the founding fathers of Weimar democracy, turned to the constitutional powers that allowed him to put through emergency legislation in times of crisis. He introduced a presidential order that banned anti-republican political activities, including assemblies and associations, and introduced new fines and prison sentences for anyone who insulted the republic or damaged its symbols, including the black, red and gold flag, which was hated by conservative nationalists. This first step was followed by the Law for the Protection of the Republic, which was passed on 21 July 1922. This ordered the imprisonment of anyone who conspired against past or present rulers of the republic and, above all, instituted a new State Court for the Defence of the Republic. The new court would consist of seven judges. Three would be members of the highest state court, the Reichsgericht, appointed by the court’s president. They would sit alongside a further four judges, who would be chosen by the president of the republic. This quartet would not have to be serving judges but could be lay individuals, selected because of their political loyalty to the republican government. 


These measures were an admission that, until this point in time, the justice system in Weimar Germany had been blatantly politically biased, with right-wing judges, who had been appointed under the monarchy that had been destroyed by the revolution in 1918, letting right-wing crimes go unpunished or with only minimal punishment. The new court was supposed to put a stop to that. It also had the power to instruct other agencies to initiate investigations or to launch them itself. This was an important point: while supporters of the republic welcomed the law as the minimum requirement to protect democracy, it put the republic’s court on a collision course with the sovereignty of the federal German states, especially the conservative government of Bavaria. 


The latter immediately resisted the incursion of a court of the republic into matters of justice on its own territory – it was no coincidence that the secret headquarters of the Organization Consul were in Munich. Just a day after the presidential order had come into existence, a Communist member of the Reichstag predicted: ‘This weak government will not succeed in enforcing its will in Bavaria.’ He criticized the government’s response to Rathenau’s murder, observing pointedly that there had been similar speeches after the murder of Matthias Erzberger, who had been gunned down by members of the Organization Consul the previous year: 


You’ve heard enough of all these words to make you vomit. It is high time for action to begin. Words alone will not frighten the bandits. You must show your teeth to these beasts, to show that you are ready to bite, or they will not back down.16
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In death Rathenau had achieved what he could not in life: he was recognized as a great German. His murder served as a rallying point for the republic. The day after his death, large crowds marched on central Berlin, demonstrating in the large square in front of the Reichstag. The largest protests took place on 27 June 1922, to coincide with a specially choreographed funeral ceremony that was held inside the Reichstag building. The powerful German congress of trade unions, the ADGB, declared a national strike to allow workers to join in public acts of mourning and to show their support for the republic. In the Ruhr, where miners’ shifts did not allow for a half-day strike, workers downed their tools for twenty-four hours. They were joined by employees of the Prussian and German governments, who were also told to stop working to mark the occasion – a rare moment of solidarity in a society plagued by the division between organized labour and the state. In addition to the three major parties of the left, the Social Democratic Party, the Independent Socialist Party and the Communist Party, the middle-class German Democratic Party, Rathenau’s own party, called on its supporters to take to the streets. Of the major pro-republican parties, only Wirth’s Catholic Centre Party did not join the protest.17


It is difficult to say with certainty just how many people participated in the demonstrations. When he looked back on them at the end of the 1920s, the author and diplomat Harry Graf Kessler, one of Rathenau’s first biographers, estimated that in Berlin alone more than a million people were in the streets. He may have exaggerated the size of the crowds, but there is no doubt about their historical significance: this was one of the largest pro-republican demonstrations to take place in Germany before Hitler was appointed chancellor in January 1933. That support gave Ebert and Wirth the authority they needed to defend the republic and refound its authority. Arguably, the support expressed for the republic in the aftermath of Rathenau’s death represented the high point of republican political power in the 1920s.18


In Berlin, despite pouring rain, crowds thronged around the Reichstag, where Rathenau’s coffin was brought into the chamber and placed in the president’s gallery. All around the chamber there were black banners with black, red and gold ribbons. The Reichswehr provided the parade of honour and the State Opera the music. The service began with Beethoven’s Coriolan Overture. Ebert spoke on behalf of the nation. Standing beside Rathenau’s coffin, he lamented the loss of one of Germany’s most talented servants: 


The bullets of cowardly murderers hurled him from his path. But this wicked act was not just aimed at Rathenau alone, but at all of Germany. This bloody act was directed against the German Republic, and against the idea of democracy, of which Dr Walther Rathenau was a staunch defender and champion.


In strong language that defined support for democracy as part of the essence of Germanness, Ebert added that the perpetrators of the murder were ‘no longer a part of the German Nation’.19 


Adolf Korell spoke on behalf of Rathenau’s German Democratic Party. His words and the public support for Rathenau suggested that the republic was finally about to turn its back on the antisemitism of the political right and accept that Jews could belong to the German nation: 


Rathenau is also a murdered Jew and therefore a victim of those so-called ideas of racial purity. Before Rathenau’s coffin, let us vow to finally forgo the word ‘national’ if it is only for the good of one party. We willingly extend our hands to everyone who wants to protect and build the German Republic.


The funeral offered an opportunity to set politics aside and avow loyalty to the republic. It gave conservative organizations like the Reichswehr, which had failed to prove its loyalty to democracy during the Kapp Putsch in Berlin in March 1920, a chance to show that they would protect the republic and join in its ceremonial life. It was a statement about the authority of pro-republican rulers to govern Germany unchallenged by the anti-democratic forces of the political right. It was a moment when the murderers and antisemites could be condemned as not belonging to the German nation. Beyond Berlin, countless more Germans demonstrated across the country. In the view of the representatives of the largest political parties, the people behind the murder and those who supported them belonged to the worst part of the country’s past and had no place in its democratic future. 


Helfferich’s party went on the defensive. It issued a statement that firmly rejected all attempts to associate its members with the murder. It called the accusation ‘outrageous, unproven and unjustifiable’. The party leadership stated that it had nothing to do with the murder and that it was intent on bringing the republic to an end legally.20


Denial of responsibility wasn’t the only response on the political far right, of course. There were plenty of examples of people who were openly pleased with the news of Rathenau’s death.21 Echoing Helfferich’s claims that his party’s honour had been insulted by the reactions to the murder, some opponents of Weimar democracy turned events on their head and claimed that Germany’s conservatives were now under threat. One leading antisemitic publicist, Ernst Graf zu Reventlow, even claimed that the reaction to the murder showed that there was a deliberate attempt to use this event to destroy what he called ‘Germans’ ability to fight back against “the Jews”’.22


Just over two weeks after the murder, an article in one of the most important Jewish newspapers in Weimar Germany, the CV-Zeitung, argued that Rathenau’s murder had finally made it clear just how antisemitic Germany had become since the end of the First World War. It remarked: ‘How often did we listen to people telling us, “Your picture is too dark. Things are not half so bad.”’23 It was only after Rathenau’s murder, it argued, that even the most optimistic observers could see that they were living through a moment of increasing antisemitism. The examples it provided included antisemitic political language that called the foreign minister a ‘Jewish rascal’, accusations that there was a Jewish conspiracy to destroy Germany, and an upsurge in suggestions that Jews committed ritual murder and paedophilia. The Central Association of German Jews described these accusations as the staple diet of the ‘pogrom press’, a reference to newspapers like the Völkischer Beobachter (belonging to the Nazi Party) and the conservative national Deutsche Zeitung. The CV-Zeitung, the association’s paper, listed violent crimes committed against Jews in the recent past and noted that, in all of these cases, the state prosecutors had failed to take action against the accused. In the summer of 1922, it called for urgent increases in support for educational measures to tackle antisemitism, lamenting that many existing initiatives had fallen short of their goal because of an absence of people and funding.24


Yet educational measures would have had little impact on the membership of the Organization Consul. Its members were virulently antisemitic from its very beginnings. Before anyone had heard of Adolf Hitler, the men in Ehrhardt’s Marine Brigade blamed Jews for the November Revolution of 1918–19 and even talked about killing Jews. Heinrich Tillessen and Heinrich Schulz, who murdered Matthias Erzberger, were both ardent antisemites. It did not matter to them that Erzberger was actually Catholic. Tillessen was certain that Erzberger was secretly Jewish and that his real name was ‘Herzberger’. He developed this belief from reading the antisemitic publications of a right-wing publishing company, Hammer Verlag, one of the worst echo chambers of the early 1920s. Schulz called Rathenau ‘the most hated man’ in his circle. When he returned to Germany in 1933 from the exile into which he had fled after the murder of Erzberger, Schulz joined the SS, where he climbed to the rank of Lieutenant Colonel and helped to plan the Holocaust.25 


Such beliefs are an important reminder that the anti-democratic politics of the Weimar Republic were racist politics: the forces that wanted to destroy the democratic republic believed that their nation-state should be racially pure and feared the presence of Jews like Rathenau in positions of power and influence. However, it is important to remember that these groups, even if strong and gaining support, were still in the minority. Ebert’s comments at Rathenau’s funeral and the large number who mourned him were more reflective of public opinion than anything that was said by people like Helfferich. When he spoke, Ebert’s words had authority. 


But the political attempt to re-establish the republic’s political legitimacy and regain the support that had been lost since the constitution came into force in August 1919 was not to last. Within six months, the strengthening of democratic political cultures that might have followed in the wake of Rathenau’s murder had unravelled. Within a year, the republic had been weakened even further. It faced too many challenges simultaneously for its pro-democratic leadership to maintain the defence of the republic that began in the aftermath of the murder. In the following months, the Weimar Republic was made dizzy by nationalist mobilization, invasion and inflation. These crises distracted its founders from strengthening their democracy and fighting back against the far right’s racist violence. On the first anniversary of Rathenau’s murder, the ceremonies that were held to remember him were smaller and less powerful than those that had occurred in the immediate aftermath of his death. In the summer of 1922, the French government didn’t see the democratic mobilization that followed Rathenau’s murder, it only saw the murderers and assumed that they represented the true Germany. This left the French increasingly convinced that the politics of strength were the only way to deal with their neighbour. 
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The Future of French Power


Joseph Wirth, the chancellor at the time of Rathenau’s murder, didn’t just need to re-establish the republic’s authority in the summer of 1922. He needed to strengthen his own political power. Even within his own party, Wirth’s position was not at all secure. He was the leader of the Catholic Centre Party, which governed with the support of the ‘godless’ Social Democrats. His political vulnerability was worsened by the frequency with which the office of chancellor changed hands. Since the start of the Weimar Republic, five men had held the position. The biggest challenge for Wirth, as it had been for his predecessors, was Weimar Germany’s foreign relations.1 


The starting point was the Versailles Treaty: the treaty between Germany and the victor states of the First World War that was signed in June 1919 and provided the legal basis of the new international order. When its terms and conditions were first published in Germany in May 1919, supporters of all political parties were furious, with many thinking that it treated Germany like a colony.2 


Rather than sign the treaty, the first Weimar government with an electoral mandate chose to resign. That decision allowed its leader, the Social Democrat Philipp Scheidemann, to criticize the treaty aggressively and make it even harder for his successor to accept it. Scheidemann’s place was taken by the Social Democrat Gustav Bauer, who recognized that the defeated nation had no choice but to sign or face invasion, occupation and an even worse peace. After taking on the burden of accepting its terms, Bauer managed to remain chancellor until the spring of 1920, before his government collapsed in the aftermath of the Kapp Putsch, a short-lived right-wing attempt to use violence to destroy the republic that failed in the face of mass opposition. Bauer’s was followed by two governments that stayed in office for a combined total of just over a year. 


Wirth’s predecessor as chancellor was Constantin Fehrenbach, the first member of the Catholic Centre Party to hold the office. In May 1921, Fehrenbach resigned following the publication of what became known as the London Ultimatum, an announcement by the victorious Allied governments about an issue that perpetually tormented the rotating cast at the helm of the Weimar Republic: reparations.3 


Two years after the first publication of the Versailles Treaty, the London Ultimatum announced for the first time the figure that the Allied governments thought that Germany should pay: 132 billion goldmarks (German currency backed by the value of gold). The first half of the annual interest charge, 2 billion goldmarks, was to be handed over within twenty-five days.4 


The enormity of the figure shocked Germany. The most destructive fighting of the First World War had taken place on French soil, leaving an area that was roughly the size of the Netherlands completely destroyed. For liberally minded Germans like Rathenau, there was no question that Germany, Europe’s largest economy, should pay something towards the cost of its reconstruction. But nobody assented to the figure that the Allies suggested in the London Ultimatum. Rather than accept these terms, Fehrenbach resigned, leading to Wirth’s appointment as chancellor. Instead of trying to force the Allies to alter their goals, Wirth developed a strategy that came to be known as ‘fulfilment’. It was based on the idea that the best way to obtain concessions from the victorious Allies was to try to do as much as possible to meet their demands, while proving that the demands themselves were unreasonable. It was a policy that pleased neither the Allies nor Wirth’s nationalist critics. For more than a year, his government followed this course, facing hostile criticism from the German right without obtaining any significant benefits from the Allies.5 


After he became chancellor in 1921, Wirth personally convinced Rathenau to turn his back on his career as a millionaire industrialist and join him on the political front line. It was the first time that Rathenau, whose father had founded the company AEG and helped to bring electric lighting to Germany, had been offered a position in the cabinet. He took a few days to accept. As one of Germany’s highest-profile Jews, he was fully aware of the antisemitic backlash that awaited him, describing the decision as the ‘most difficult’ of his life. But in the end his sense of duty was too great. From May to October 1921, he held the position of minister for reconstruction and in January 1922, following another cabinet shake-up, Wirth made him German foreign minister – the eighth holder of the position since the republic’s foundation. He was one of only two German Jews to hold ministerial positions in the Weimar Republic and the only one to hold the position of foreign minister.6


On Easter Sunday, 16 April 1922, just over two months before his death, Rathenau was in the Italian province of Liguria, about 30 kilometres to the south-east of Genoa. From inside a nearby restaurant, a small group of German diplomats were watching him. He hadn’t slept much the previous night and, after spending the morning mostly in silence, he was pacing up and down. He now faced the greatest moment of personal and political pressure in his short career as a government minister, with Germany’s future place in the international system hanging in the balance.7 


Rathenau had gone to Italy to lead the German delegation at the 1922 Genoa Conference for Economic and Financial Reconstruction. This major conference which brought together thirty-four countries and which is now largely forgotten was organized at the behest of the British prime minister, David Lloyd George. It initially appeared to be good news for Germany: it was the first time that the Allied Supreme Council, the body created by the victors of the First World War to manage their victory, invited Europe’s two ‘rogue states’, Weimar Germany and Bolshevik Russia, to an international conference and gave them the status of equal participants. It looked like Wirth and Rathenau’s policy of fulfilment was finally starting to work – at least at first.8 


Lloyd George, one of the ‘Big Three’ leaders at the 1919 Paris Peace Conference alongside the French prime minister, Georges Clemenceau, and the American president, Woodrow Wilson, wanted the conference to be the starting point for a new era of international relations and European reconstruction. He intended the Genoa Conference to end with the reopening of trade between western Europe and Bolshevik Russia as a key step in restoring prosperity to the continent as a whole. He had chosen Italy as the venue in the hope of inducing the Italian government to support him in any diplomatic clashes with the French – and with the possible side benefit of allowing him to spend time with his lover and future wife, Frances Stevenson. Fundamentally, he hoped that the Genoa Conference would show just how far the continent had come since the heated days of the Paris Conference and the signing of the Versailles Treaty in 1919.9


When the conference began on 10 April, Italian prime minister Luigi Facta promised that by the time it ended there would no longer be ‘friends and enemies, victors and vanquished’. Lloyd George was equally optimistic. He promised that the ‘greatest gathering of European nations’ would deliver a real and lasting peace. But as Rathenau walked on the beach in Liguria a week later, that initial optimism felt like something from the distant past.10 


From the beginning of the conference, Lloyd George’s major concern was the French. Britain and France had been allies during the First World War. But since their shared moment of victory in November 1918, their governments had clashed over a range of issues. Resolving those disagreements not only meant potentially prioritizing French interests above German ones, it might also involve delivering a crippling financial blow to Weimar democracy, as Rathenau well knew.


One of Lloyd George’s major preoccupations was finding common ground with the French in their dealings with Lenin’s Russia. In the wake of the Russian Revolution, when Lenin openly set out to overthrow capitalism and smash capitalist states, the empire-states of western Europe agreed that their only option was to destroy Bolshevism first. After Lenin’s Bolsheviks failed to spread their revolution westwards, Lloyd George’s previously hardline policies towards Lenin’s Russia began to thaw, while successive French governments remained firmly opposed to any concessions to the Bolsheviks, not out of principled opposition to their violence or ideology, but because of debt. Lenin’s February 1918 repudiation of tsarist Russia’s international debts had erased the savings of one million French bondholders. Though Britain and Germany had since signed limited trade agreements with Russia, no French government could tolerate any concessions that would continue to leave it out of pocket.11 


Lloyd George’s planned conference raised considerable alarm in Paris, but France nonetheless agreed to participate, provided it was understood that nothing that had been agreed at Versailles could be changed. Lloyd George accepted the French terms at a meeting of the Allied Supreme Council in Cannes in January 1922. He did so because it was the only way that he could get the French to agree to allow the conference to take place. But the difference between France’s goals and those of Britain, Russia and Germany, all of whom wanted to see changes to the order established at and since Versailles, put the leaders of each of these states on a collision course.12 


To reinforce their opposition, the French sent their minister for justice, Louis Barthou, to Cannes, whereas every other country sent either its prime minister or foreign minister or both – a calculated snub. Even worse, Barthou was a well-known hardliner. He had previously been minister for war, and he was still chair of the Reparations Commission, the body set up by the Allies to manage Germany’s payments to them. Germany could expect no sympathy from him and Barthou made his views clear from the very start. Just minutes after Lloyd George and Facta began the conference with optimistic appeals for the creation of a new European order, Barthou warned that Genoa was not a ‘court of appeal’ and criticized the ‘vain language’ of some of the politicians present – a direct allusion to the colourful speeches of Lloyd George and Facta.13


Things deteriorated further when Barthou flew off the handle in response to a speech by the Soviet representative. The people’s commissar for foreign affairs, Georgy Chicherin, was both the first representative of the Soviet Union to speak at an international conference of states and a veteran revolutionary. Chicherin called upon everyone present to abandon the agreement made at Cannes and to transform the Genoa Conference into a much broader discussion that would cover issues like debt reduction, redistribution of wealth and collective disarmament. Barthou interrupted to lecture everyone present that Chicherin had overstepped the mark. It took the combined intervention of Lloyd George and Facta to stop Barthou from speaking further and to bring the undiplomatic scene to an end. To overcome their mutual hostility, soon after, Lloyd George invited the French and Russian delegations to private talks in the Villa d’Albertis, a beautiful Renaissance palace overlooking the city of Genoa which an Italian aristocrat had provided as a base for the British delegation for the duration of the conference.14 


For Rathenau and Wirth, the prospect of private negotiations between Britain, France and Russia was especially worrying. Rumours began to circulate that the meetings were really about finding a way to solve Russia’s debt obligations to France by making the Germans pay. At the 1919 Paris Peace Conference, the victors had been adamant that Germany should pay reparations to them. But they were also certain that they did not want Germany to pay anything to Lenin’s Russia. To solve this dilemma, the Versailles Treaty permitted the Allies to determine when and how much reparations Germany would have to pay to Russia at a future date – which would be set once the anti-Bolshevik and pro-capitalist Whites won the Russian Civil War. The possibility now loomed that these legal mechanisms were being seriously discussed as a solution to the problem of how to finance Russian reconstruction.15 


Excluded from the meetings, Rathenau feared that Paris and London were coming up with a plan to make Germany pay reparations to Russia so that Russia could repay its outstanding debts to France. In this scenario, France’s and Russia’s need for money would trump Weimar democracy’s need for political legitimacy. If this came to pass, Rathenau would return to Germany in infamy as the Jewish foreign minister who had added the cost of Russia’s wartime and pre-war debts to Germany’s reparations bill. In his private letters to Lilli, the young wife of one of the AEG board members with whom he had a close relationship, he described having a crushing weight on his shoulders. Rathenau knew that if the worst came to pass at the conference, he would surely pay for it with his life.16


Rathenau’s fears were made worse by Lloyd George’s refusal to meet face to face with the German delegation during the first week of the conference. Rathenau could only think that Lloyd George must be up to something. Earlier that spring, the Russians had twice offered Rathenau a treaty that would legally rule out future reparations claims against Germany. Rathenau had refused on the grounds that a new Russian-German treaty would rupture his relationship with Lloyd George. But now finding himself sidelined by the British and facing a potentially unsustainable financial burden, he began to reconsider his earlier haste.17


On Good Friday, 14 April 1922, the German delegation was briefed on the progress of the talks in Lloyd George’s villa. An Italian intermediary warned that the Russians, British and French had made good progress and were close to a deal. This news left Germany’s diplomatic representatives desperate. They saw only one option. It took Rathenau all of Saturday to accept that this was the best course of action, but that evening he instructed Baron Ago von Maltzan, a leading German diplomat with excellent connections with the Russian delegation, to make contact with them. 


After dinner, Rathenau returned to his hotel and waited in the lobby. To his amazement, Chicherin’s answer came at 1 a.m.: the Russians wanted to talk. Rathenau was to travel to their hotel as early as possible the next morning. 


Operating in the dark, the Germans debated what the next day might bring. While Rathenau was still in his pyjamas, a small group of diplomats, as well as Chancellor Wirth, crowded into his hotel room to discuss their options. Wirth and Maltzan were determined to go ahead with the talks. But others remained suspicious. If Chicherin really was close to a deal with the British and the French, why did he want urgently to meet the Germans? 


The next morning tensions increased further. After breakfast the German delegation finally received the message that they had wanted to hear for over a week. A UK diplomat told them that Lloyd George would meet Rathenau that day. By the time he got the message, however, the German foreign minister was already on his way to meet the Russian delegation, which was staying in a hotel in Santa Margherita, 30 kilometres down the coast from Genoa. 


Rathenau now faced a new dilemma. If he turned around and went to meet Lloyd George first, an offended Chicherin might take Russia’s offer off the table. Rathenau had no idea if the British were already aware of what he was up to and feared that their invitation might be a deliberate ploy to scupper Germany’s plans to reach an agreement with the Russians first. All he was certain of was that Genoa was teeming with spies.


Torn, pacing up and down the beach, he had to make a gut decision. After a few more minutes on his own, he headed back to the restaurant to meet the Russians. He had decided that it was too late to reverse the process that had brought them to this point. To the diplomats huddled around him, he announced: ‘The wine has been poured, it is time to drink it.’ 


Minutes later, the German delegation arrived at the Russians’ hotel. Even though both sides had draft treaties ready from their previous negotiations, it still took them the entire afternoon to agree on the final details. But there was no going back. Shortly after 6 p.m., Rathenau signed a German–Russian agreement that became known as the Treaty of Rapallo.18 


It was a stunning moment in twentieth-century international relations: Germany and Russia had reached agreement outside the frameworks created by the powerful victor states of the First World War. For the others at the Genoa Conference, it represented an unforgivable betrayal. Lloyd George’s conference was meant to bring Weimar Germany back into the fold of Western liberal nations, not end with it signing a new treaty with Bolshevik Russia. An American observer at the conference wrote home that he felt like a bomb had just exploded. The British foreign secretary called it ‘a gratuitous insult’.19


The shock caused by the Rapallo Treaty can be difficult to grasp. After all, the deal between Chicherin and Rathenau was quite limited. They agreed to restore diplomatic relations between Germany and Russia, an agreement that would soon be replicated by states across western Europe. They also agreed that neither side would make reparations demands upon the other, thus ending the prospect of transfers from Germany, via Russia, to France. Additional terms included agreement on the resumption of trade and permission for German companies to work in Russian oil and gas fields. There was also a secret military agreement that foresaw a limited amount of sharing of military technologies and some active planning to escape the conditions of the Versailles Treaty. This was possibly a stepping-stone to greater co-operation, but it was on such a minor scale that it offered little threat to France, which at this time had the strongest army in Europe. 


However, the explicit contents of the treaty mattered less than the psychology of when and how it was signed. Most of those in Genoa thought that the First World War had been caused by the dangers of secret diplomacy and international alliances. Rapallo looked like a return to that world. To a continent struggling to come to terms with the millions of deaths caused by the war, it felt as though Germany and Russia were backsliding towards disaster. 


For the British prime minister, the treaty was a major personal failure. One observer described Lloyd George as literally ‘hopping mad’ when he was first told about it. His first words were: ‘Impossible, surely such a thing could not happen.’ Then he raged at ‘damn German stupidity’. Many commentators expected that the conference would now collapse. But three days after the Rapallo Treaty was signed, Lloyd George held a painful press conference where he announced that it would continue. As punishment, German representatives would be excluded from participation in the commission dealing with future relations with Russia. They also received a critical letter, warning them that they had stepped out of line.20 


As early as the summer of 1919, Lloyd George had been fully aware that a final peace treaty that was too harsh on Germany could push it towards the Russians. That was one of the reasons he had resisted French demands to punish Germany even more during the Paris Peace Conference. But at Genoa he simply couldn’t conceive that holding private negotiations with the French in his villa might lead to a Soviet-German treaty. It was a failure of political imagination of the gravest order. 


Lloyd George’s shock was also caused by something that commentators and historians speculated about for decades but which we now know with absolute certainty: the rumours that the negotiations in the Villa d’Albertis were close to reaching the kind of agreement Rathenau feared were entirely untrue. Barthou remained deeply mistrustful of the Russians and was more interested in arguing about the recent past than forging an agreement. As for Chicherin, he had gone to Genoa to obtain recognition and respect for Russian sovereignty, and had no intention of accepting an agreement that would consign Russia to the status of a colony whose mineral resources belonged to Britain and France. When Lloyd George’s delegation finally contacted the Germans to invite them to meet, he had no hidden agenda and Rathenau had no reason to fear. Lloyd George simply wanted to discuss what was going to happen next.21 
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