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‘For a long time now our entire European civilization has been moving, with a tortured intensity that increases from decade to decade, as if towards a catastrophe: restlessly, violently, in headlong haste, like a mighty river yearning for its end, no longer pausing to think, fearful indeed of thought.’


Friedrich Nietzsche, Der Wille zur Macht (The Will to Power, 1901)






Introduction


The best minds of their generation had little idea what was about to happen to the civilization that had formed them. That was the most revealing, and peculiarly surprising, thing I learned researching this book about the rise and fall of the Weimar Republic and the descent of Europe – and the world – into barbarism. Visit the history section of any average high-street bookstore in the UK, the US or most parts of Europe and perhaps around half the books will, in one way or another, be about the Second World War, its origins and immediate aftermath.* For many decades, at least in the Western world, ‘the war’ has been by far the single most written-about subject for historians. Many ask the question directly or indirectly: couldn’t they see it coming? Surely it was obvious by the time Adolf Hitler was gaining millions of votes in elections? But wasn’t it inevitable?


Over the last few years, reading the diaries, letters, newspaper articles, books and the table talk of some of the cleverest and most gifted German writers, politicians, artists, journalists and diplomats in the post-First World War period, I have been fascinated by tracking their perspective, and the answer is that – barring a few astute exceptions – very few saw how their lives would soon be upended and often destroyed. They wrote about the rise of fascism, of anti-Semitism, Communism, extremism of all sorts, the appearance on the world stage of autocrats and thugs, the various economic crises – they lived through the revolutionary moment – but still only a few foretold the worst until it was upon them, and far too late. This was the peculiar surprise.


There have been hundreds if not thousands of books about the brief history of Weimar Germany, the rise of Nazism and the Machtergreifung, as German textbooks call Hitler’s takeover. Many are works of brilliant scholarship, vivid storytelling and penetrating analysis by excellent writers. I owe a huge debt of gratitude to a number of them. However, if there is a general tone in many of these books – certainly over the last six decades – it is that often they tell the story backwards, from the time they were written. Of course this can be a problem in writing any historical work. But probably more than any other subject, everybody knows what happens next in this story, and there is a danger of appearing naïve if writers sound like they are overlooking the Third Reich, the Second World War, the Holocaust. Nevertheless, I’ll take the risk. As far as possible, I have tried to tell the story from the point of view of what the people living at the time knew and what they thought the future would bring. If it sounds naïve, so be it.


Given that there are so many books on Weimar Germany, why waste paper and data storage space writing another – and why produce one now? Each generation must interpret afresh the big subjects in history, and this seems entirely the right moment to look at a crucial period of extraordinary upheaval that speaks to us in the twenty-first century and asks some familiar questions.


History doesn’t repeat itself either farcically or tragically; nor, as Mark Twain thought, does it rhyme. But there are echoes from Weimar Germany a hundred or so years ago – a time of revolutionary flux in technology, in political culture, in art forms, in the media, in relationships between the sexes. Modernism was being challenged by traditional values and by forces that could not, or would not, accept the pace of change. The result was a fractured, polarized country, where the centre hollowed out at astonishing speed and where everything became political – from the cut of a woman’s hair to the shape of a roof on a building. Weimar was torn apart by economic crises, by civil strife and violence, by culture wars of all kinds, by a politics based on magical thinking and where people ceased listening to each other. In the end the Nazis made sure they, the people, didn’t have to listen, merely do as they were ordered by the strongman who seized power. Germany’s first attempt at democracy failed principally because there were not enough democrats around to defend it when it needed support.


There are vast differences between the world of the 1920s and the first quarter of this century. But we are facing a range of similar challenges. We are living in an age of extraordinary technological change: who can predict how AI, for example, will transform our lives? In the West, for the first time in generations, there are serious doubts about the viability and even the validity of liberal democracy and the rule of law, particularly among the young. A wave of nationalist populism, mostly though not exclusively from the reactionary Right, is sweeping throughout the world. Since the economic crisis of 2007/8, capitalism as we knew it has been under threat – and not principally from socialism. Powerful ‘conservatives’ no longer believe in the value of tradition, in free trade, open markets, balanced budgets or sound money. Geopolitical alliances that have lasted decades have been entirely remade, in some cases almost overnight. Commentators in the 1920s were trying to make sense of similar issues – even the language of rage and frustration and incomprehension they were using is eerily familiar to modern ears. Now, as I am writing, there are everyday reflections in Britain, North America and most of Europe about whether we are in a ‘Weimar moment’, whether we are in a repeat of 1926. It seemed sensible, therefore, to go back to the original source and to look at what the real Weimar Republic actually was.


Given the climax to my story, this will not always be an entirely cheerful book. But much of the pleasure of writing it has been the sheer joy of reading some of the literature of the period, looking at the art, listening to the music and watching some of the classic films. While the country was tearing itself apart and enduring various political and economic crises, German art and literature, science and architecture were thriving, admired throughout the world. Berlin, rather than Paris, was being described as the ‘city of light’. And, for a time, Berlin not Hollywood was the international movie capital. Throughout, I have tried to use the artists and cultural figures of the period to illustrate the narrative, to tell the story, which was not always one of gloom and doom. A reader will find as much about Bertolt Brecht, George Grosz, Thomas Mann, Albert Einstein, Marlene Dietrich and dissolute cabaret as they will the roots of fascism, Joseph Goebbels’s frightening brilliance as a propagandist, anti-Semitism or hyperinflation.


The arts were connected, in a direct way, to what happened politically, socially and economically and that is why I have written so much about them. There is no exaggeration in pointing out that the art – the creative tension of the time – was one of the significant reasons for the fall of the Republic. It’s a revisionist point to make, but not everything about Weimar was a failure. For a while, before the Depression hit Germany harder than anywhere else in Europe, the democracy created after the German Revolution introduced industrial workers to unprecedented rights and social benefits. It liberated women as nowhere else on the continent; it created a system of representation by the people that had never existed in the Kaiserreich. Millions of new homes were built in a huge expansion of public/private housing projects. There was a lively free press after censorship was abandoned immediately after war, which boosted the explosion in the arts. Between 1924, when the currency was stabilized after hyperinflation destroyed the mark, and the Wall Street Crash in 1929 – ‘the golden years’, as people called them even at the time – Germany was booming, the fastest-growing country in the industrialized world. These were real achievements; it was this success – these achievements of Weimar – that gave the Nazis and many others on the Right the targets to attack in the culture wars: the ‘decadent’ writers and painters, free-thinking intellectuals at universities, Leftist architects, ‘Jewish science’, the open homosexuality on Berlin streets, women’s liberation, the ‘modern’ things that, in the 2020s, would probably be called ‘woke’. Without the flowering of the arts, with the urban ‘progressive’ elite apparently fostering modernism, there would have been no reactionary tide, notwithstanding inflation and the Depression.


This is a story of missed opportunities and well-intentioned individuals making terrible misjudgements – as well as of malign people seeking power for their own purposes. Weimar democracy did not ‘collapse’, as is often said. It was deliberately killed, and the people turned a blind eye to its murder. The two key players in the drama could not have been more contrasting characters. Friedrich Ebert, the founding President after the Revolution, was a decent, moderately left-of-centre apparatchik whose big strategic mistake from the beginning of the Republic was to calculate that the danger to the new Germany came from the Left, when, as things turned out, it was the reactionary Right that posed the gravest threat. His disastrous misjudgement was that he changed far too little after the Revolution in 1918 and left in place the power of the old elites, which eventually destroyed the fledgling democracy. Timidity was his defining fault as a leader.


The other principal character was Field Marshal Paul von Hindenburg, the royalist war hero, who loathed the Republic and democracy, who got himself elected President with the clear intention of destroying them both. He succeeded with the most terrible, bloody consequences when he appointed Adolf Hitler Chancellor of Germany. He was the gravedigger of a democracy and one of history’s guiltiest men.


Perhaps the most depressing and wrong-headed line I have read about Weimar Germany was the comment by one of my historian heroes, Alan (A. J. P.) Taylor, that Hitler’s rise to power ‘was as surprising as a river flowing into the sea’. Taylor was right about most things. On this he is mistaken. Nothing in history is inevitable, least of all Hitler’s accession to power. Even in the ‘great men’ view of history, happenstance and luck play leading roles. A range of possibilities and ‘what ifs’ might easily have occurred to prevent the world’s slide towards catastrophe. There was nothing inevitable about the failure of the Weimar Republic, as I hope this narrative will show.


Victor Sebestyen
November 2025





* This is not a complaint: I have written a couple myself.






Prologue


The Romantic Revolutionary


Red Rosa now has vanished too.
Where she lies is hid from view.
She told the poor what life’s about.
And so the rich have rubbed her out.


Bertolt Brecht, Drums In the Night (1919)


Luxemburg and Liebknecht … they have fallen victim to their own bloody terror tactics.


Philipp Scheidemann (1865–1939)


They dragged the bloated corpse from one of the locks on the Landwehr Canal in Berlin on the night of 28 May 1919. The woman’s body was unrecognizable after nearly five months underwater – and with a bullet through her skull. It took pathologists three days to identify her, but when the news came it confirmed what everyone in Germany already knew: Rosa Luxemburg was dead.


She had been, after Lenin and Trotsky, the best-known socialist of the age – a feminist polymath, burning with passion. ‘The revolution is splendid; everything else is rubbish’, she used to say as a postscript to her letters – even her love letters. For many, Luxemburg, forty-seven at her death, radiated charm, energy, a sense of humour, hope and optimism for a new world. To other Germans she was ‘the mother of chaos and civil war’; a figure like Luxemburg – a Polish-born Jewish intellectual and a woman who dared to speak with a powerful voice – ‘seemed like a terrifying premonition of the modern world to come’.1


In November 1918, when the end of the First World War brought defeat to Germany and Kaiser Wilhelm II fled in fear for his life to sanctuary in the Netherlands, social democrats and moderate liberals in Berlin had declared a Republic and formed a government of, essentially, centrists. The most powerful empire in mainland Europe had come to an end in a dizzying few days of revolution. But what kind of revolution it would turn out to be, and what kind of new republic would be formed, were uncertain and passionately, violently contested.


Power, uneasily at first, lay with a group that called themselves the ‘Majority Social Democrats’ (MSPD). But immediately after the imperial government collapsed on 9 November, they were challenged by a breakaway faction of Leftists – the Spartacus League – that would soon evolve into the German Communist Party (KPD), modelled on the Bolsheviks in Russia.


In the first week of the new year, led by Luxemburg and her comrade-in-arms Karl Liebknecht, the Spartacists made their move. Generously subsidized by Russia, they mounted a coup to take over the government – as Vladimir Lenin had done in Petrograd almost exactly a year earlier. Unlike the well-organized Russian Bolsheviks, in Germany the attempt failed – with a violent, tragic denouement that left parts of Berlin in ruins. The outcome of the Spartacists’ defeat would define much of the tumultuous decade and a half that followed. It deepened a split on the Left that never healed; for the next decade, the moderate social democrats and liberals thought the real danger to the democracy they hoped to create would come from the Far Left – a miscalculation that led to disaster not only in Germany but for the rest of the world. It was a blindness within the centrist elites that eased the path for the reactionary Right to take power and destroy the fledgling democracy altogether.


The new government in Berlin made a deal with the military and groups of militias known as the Freikorps – bitter remnants of the defeated, half-demobilized army – to crush the Spartacist uprising. Target number one on the Freikorps’ hit list of revolutionaries to be eradicated was Luxemburg. ‘She is more dangerous than all the others, even than those bearing arms,’ wrote Captain Waldemar Pabst, commander of the Garde-Kavallerie Schützen Division, who would become one of the most notorious of all the Freikorps leaders, in his memoirs. Liebknecht’s name appeared second on the list. After ten days of fighting in the capital, during which hundreds of people were killed, it became obvious the revolt had failed. It never possessed the strength the Majority Social Democrats, the liberals in the centre or the conservatives had feared.


Both Luxemburg and Liebknecht had gone into hiding in Neukölln, a working-class district in the south-east of the city, where support for the Spartacists had appeared strong. Posters went up throughout Berlin with their pictures and an offer of a reward for information about their whereabouts. Liebknecht was not Jewish, but the garish posters read: ‘Beat the Jew to death! Kill Liebknecht.’ Luxemburg’s Jewish origins were well known everywhere.


On 14 January, as the Freikorps units were encircling the ‘rebels’, Liebknecht was smuggled out to the middle-class area of Wilmersdorf, in western Berlin, and placed in hiding with the Markussohn family, distant relatives from his mother’s side. He was joined that evening by Luxemburg and Wilhelm Pieck, a comrade who helped organize the Spartacist uprising and who had close links to the Bolsheviks in St Petersburg. It was Pieck, it later turned out, who almost certainly had a hand in betraying Rosa Luxemburg.*


The next evening, 15 January, at around 9 p.m., a Freikorps unit located them. When the troops raided the Markussohn apartment in Mannheimer Strasse, Luxemburg was quietly reading Goethe’s Faust. It was obvious that at this point she had little idea of her fate; when arrested she appeared to assume that, as had happened before, she would be sent to prison. ‘A good revolutionary must learn to love jail,’ she had written from her cell during one of her periods of detention. But, in post-war Germany, times had become more violent. When the troops seized her, she slipped the volume of Goethe into her handbag.


She was taken to one of Berlin’s most luxurious hotels, The Eden on the Kurfürstendamm, close to Berlin’s Zoo, which the Freikorps had commandeered as their headquarters in the operation against the Spartacists. Guards and prisoners arrived there at around 10 p.m. The lobby was full of troopers, many of whom shouted ‘Commie whore’ when they realized the identity of the prisoner. She was immediately taken to be interrogated by Captain Pabst, in one of the second-floor suites. He recalled the encounter in his memoirs. ‘Are you Frau Luxemburg?’ he asked. ‘Please decide for yourself,’ she replied. ‘According to this picture I am holding, it must be you,’ he replied. ‘If you say so,’ she continued. After a few minutes of similar back and forth he left the room, to be replaced by a couple of soldiers who began to pummel Luxemburg’s body and face. ‘I shall never forget how they beat the poor woman down and knocked her about,’ one of the hotel maids said later.


Pabst did not bother to question Liebknecht at all and left him to the tender mercies of his lower-ranking guards. Within an hour of arriving at the Eden, Liebknecht he was bundled out of the hotel through a side door. A former welder, Private Otto Runge, clubbed him unconscious over the head with a rifle butt. Other guards carted him away and drove him to the Tiergarten, where after less than five minutes the car drew to a halt in one of the many narrow byways amid the woods. They carried him out to a grass verge and Captain Horst Pflugk-Hartung shot him through the skull at point-blank range. They then delivered his body to a nearby hospital mortuary, explaining they had found an unidentified corpse by the side of the road. They reported to Pabst that they had ‘shot the prisoner while trying to escape’. None of the soldiers faced subsequent charges of any kind.*


Pabst said later that his original plan was to send Luxemburg to Moabit Prison on the other side of Berlin ‘for further questioning’, but then changed his mind and left his underlings to deal with her. At around 11.20 p.m., retired Second Naval Lieutenant Kurt Vogel arrived at the Eden. He was in charge of transport to prison barracks. Vogel led Luxemburg through the main hotel lobby, where a mob of paramilitaries and civilians hurled insults at her. Immediately outside the front entrance, Otto Runge, who shortly before had brutally smashed Liebknecht’s head, clubbed her with his rifle; she fell backwards, losing one of her shoes and her handbag. A Freikorps trooper hanging around outside the hotel, Kurt Becker, took the bag as a trophy.


While she lay on the ground, Luxemburg received another blow to the head from Runge, which knocked her unconscious. She was thrown into the back seat of a waiting car ‘with blood streaming from her nose and mouth’, according to a witness. Infantryman Willy Grantke sat next to her in the car. Lieutenant Hermann Souchon was on the running board on the side of the car. Vogel was in the front seat next to the driver, Hermann Janschkow.


The open-topped Priamus car rolled slowly down the Eden Hotel driveway towards the Cornelius Bridge. At the Nürnberger Strasse corner, little more than 200 metres from the hotel entrance, a shot was fired at close range. Even a century or more later reports conflict, and it is not entirely clear from whose weapon the fatal shot was fired. According to Vogel’s account, the bullet ‘entered on the left side by the ear and exited on the other side slightly lower down … leading to a separation of the base of the skull and a severing of the lower jaw’. They drove on a kilometre or so to the Lichtenstein Bridge and threw Rosa Luxemburg’s body into the canal.*


Most photographs of Luxemburg show her wearing a fusty gown with a large broad-brimmed hat on her head, carrying an umbrella or a parasol and looking like someone’s maiden aunt. But looks were deceptive. She had been a towering figure in international socialism for a decade and a half before she was killed, and an inspirational teacher of the young – as far as can be from the cold, calculating, ruthless and unemotional stereotype of a Communist revolutionary. Friends described how her lover, Leo Jogiches, could make her laugh so hard when she walked along the Berlin streets that she had to sit down on the pavement to steady herself.


She was born Rozalia Luksenberg on 5 March 1871 into a middle-class family, in the small town of Zamos´c´ in the Russian-occupied part of Eastern Poland. Her father was a relatively prosperous timber trader, who moved to Warsaw soon after Rosa’s birth. The first major battle in her life came at an early age. When she was two years old she developed a serious infection of her hipbone, which was wrongly diagnosed as tuberculosis. It left her permanently disabled, with a pronounced limp.


She was educated in Warsaw up to doctorate level and had shown great gifts as a scholar. But as a woman and a Jew, and already a convinced socialist in her teens, the Russian Empire of that period was no place to remain safe. At nineteen years old, and with her parents’ blessing, she went to live in Switzerland, where she met the love of her life, the Russian revolutionary Jogiches. They lived together for fifteen years and, after they separated, had an on-off-on-again relationship until she died, though she had several other affairs – including with Kostya Zetkin, the son of one of her best friends and revolutionary collaborators Klara Zetkin, and with her lawyer, Paul Levi.


Her relationship with Jogiches, though, was by far the most significant. The powerful and emotional love letters she wrote to Jogiches – hundreds have survived, though very few from him in reply – reveal a woman as passionate, intuitive, playful and witty as she was intellectually sophisticated. She wrote often about love and how, in a phrase she used often, ‘we can make life worth living’. For her, ‘love is more significant and more sacred than the object who stirs it. Because love turns the world around us into a glittering fairy tale and because love releases in us what is most noble and beautiful, it elevates and frames in diamonds the most trivial and petty and it lets one live in ecstasy.’ Few hardline Marxists could write in such terms. ‘She was a woman of torrential passion which made her personal and public life difficult. Yet she never lost hope in either realm,’ wrote Mathilde Jacob, her confidante and secretary, in the last years of her own life.


Together, she and Jogiches returned to Warsaw and formed the first Polish Social Democratic Party. But in 1898, when police surveillance became too heavy-handed, she moved to Germany, where she became one of the leading figures in the German Social Democratic Party, by far the biggest and most influential socialist party in the world at the time. She never became entirely used to the German capital, though. ‘Berlin makes the most repugnant impression on me. It is cold, crude and massive,’ she wrote to a friend back in Warsaw a few days after she arrived. Three years later, she was threatened with deportation as an ‘alien’. Despite her continuing relationship with Jogiches, in order to claim German nationality she married Gustav Lübeck, the son of an old socialist comrade. After the wedding, she left him at the steps of the register office and barely saw her ‘husband’ again.2


Though diminutive, she had extraordinary power as a speaker. She was prolific as a writer too. A series of works appeared from the 1890s onwards that became a fixed part of the socialist canon – Sozialreform oder Revolution (Reform or Revolution) (1899), Die Akkumulation des Kapitals (The Accumulation of Capital) (1913), Die russische Revolution (The Russian Revolution) (1918).


When the Fist World War broke out, Luxemburg was at least as well known as Lenin in European socialist circles. She despaired at the decision of the SPD to grant the Kaiser’s government war credits at the beginning of the conflict. ‘Social Democracy is a stinking corpse,’ she declared the following day. She wrote once to a comrade that she was so depressed by ‘this treason against the people’ that she seriously thought of committing suicide. Instead, she raised the money and began work to open a clandestine newspaper that she proposed to call Die Internationale (The International) to oppose the war. But before its first edition went to press, the authorities got wind of her plans. In July 1916 she was arrested and jailed without trial under ‘military protective custody’. She did time in reasonably comfortable conditions in Posen Jail and in Breslau (now Wrocław in Poland). She was allowed to read what she wanted, write what she wanted, and correspond freely in captivity – a range of letters to other socialists in Germany and throughout Europe.


Luxemburg’s books were banned, and she was labelled subversive so could not be published, but she began writing a series of letters to comrades in the revolutionary movement – including to Karl Liebknecht. Between them they worked on a socialist programme for, in her words, ‘revolution, when the vile crime of nation murdering’ came to an end. They called their correspondence The Spartacus Letters, and they soon began to be passed secretly, hand to hand, as an illegal underground samizdat handbill among small Far Left groups. They accused the Majority Social Democrats – a legal, tolerated political party – of being ‘traitors of the working class’. Even the Wilhelmine secret police, usually efficient at sniffing out potentially dangerous seditious movements, were never entirely sure who was writing the letters or who organized their distribution. But by the end of the war more than 5,000 of the handbills were being circulated. This was the genesis of the Spartacus group, the bones of which would later become the German Communist Party.


Luxemburg has retained a reputation as an idealist who passionately believed in Communism with a human face, mostly due to the force of her personality and for her ‘martyr’s death’. In the 2020s, there is a profitable line in T-shirts, mugs and other merchandise sold with her most famous saying emblazoned on the front: ‘Freedom is for the one who thinks differently.’ She was immensely popular among Reform Communists during the Cold War, who wanted rid of the Bolshevik bureaucrats who had sacrificed the soul of socialism for power and glory.


She knew and loathed Lenin. ‘The ultra-centralism advocated by Lenin is permeated in its very essence by the sterile spirit of the overseer rather than by any creative spirit,’ she wrote. ‘He concentrates solely on controlling the Party, not on fertilizing it, on narrowing it down, not developing it, on regimenting and not unifying it … Freedom only for supporters of the government, only for the members of one Party … is no freedom.’ She spoke powerfully against the use of terror for political ends, which she argued was the ultimate perversion of socialism. ‘The revolution requires no terror to achieve its aims; it hates and despises mass murder.’*3


Yet Rosa Luxemburg repeatedly contradicted herself, which led to confusion and misunderstanding in her own time and continues to do so. In her vast output of millions of words – many of them beautifully written – readers will find whatever they want from her socialist vision. She may have hated Lenin, but from her prison cell on 17 November 1917 she nevertheless enthused about his Revolution in Russia. ‘The glorious developments in Russia are like elixirs of life for me … a message of salvation for us all.’ And for all her uplifting and inspiring rhetoric, she frequently descended into calls for violence, as she did in one of the last pieces of journalism she wrote, two days before she died, in the newspaper she edited, Die Rote Fahne (The Red Flag). ‘The idea of “civil war” which some have anxiously tried to banish from the revolution, cannot be banished. For civil war is but another name for class struggle, and the notion of introducing socialism without class struggle, by decision of a parliamentary majority, is ridiculous petty bourgeois illusion … Socialism doesn’t mean sitting down in a parliament and making laws. For us socialism means overthrowing the ruling classes with all the brutality that the proletariat can muster.’ Lenin and Stalin would have agreed with every word.


The little that most Germans knew of Luxemburg and Liebknecht’s beliefs in the winter of 1918/1919 was terrifying and bewildering and they did not waste a lot of time mourning them once the two were dead. ‘The murders created great excitement, but news of the deaths was welcomed by the majority of Berliners as a relief from a great danger; few asked themselves if justice had been done,’ Erich Eyck, a young liberal politician at the time – and later one of the best historians of the Weimar period – wrote later.*4


Luxemburg’s importance is less in what she wrote or achieved – a failed, violent coup attempt that seemed to contradict much of what she declared that she believed in is not much of a legacy. Her significance was what she represented, or seemed to represent to the majority of Germans: chaos and Soviet-style tyranny. Her defeat and death at the hands of the Far Right, enthusiastically backed by supposed moderates from the centre, was an inauspicious beginning for the new Republic.





* Pieck was arrested at the same time as Luxemburg and Liebknecht but claimed he managed to escape. Many doubted his word, but that did not hinder his ascent within the German Communist Party. He went into exile in 1933 to the USSR and, after the Second World War, returned to Berlin and became the first President of East Germany until his death in 1960.


* The writer Sebastian Haffner, a teenager in Berlin at the time, wrote years later, in his brilliant and perceptive book Defying Hitler (written in 1939 but unpublished until 2000), that, as far as he knew, ‘that was the origin of the term “shooting while escaping” – which has since become the conventional manner of dealing with political opponents east of the Rhine. At that time people were so unused to it that the words were taken quite literally and believed it.’


* There’s a rather ugly, if suitably sombre, monument to Rosa Luxemburg at the canal-side spot where her body was bundled into the water – a set of inelegant metallic letters in faded silver spelling out her name in block capitals. On the other hand, Rosa Luxemburg Platz in Berlin Mitte (formerly Bülowplatz) is an impressive square with the splendid Volksbühne (People’s Theatre) on one side. The surrounding streets comprise one of the most exclusive shopping areas in town, dotted with the most luxurious fashion boutiques in Berlin.


* Luxemburg was passionately fond of cats – there were ‘cat lady’ jibes and jokes about her even in the 1900s, when she kept one named Mimi, whom she adored and once introduced to Lenin when he visited Berlin in 1911. She wrote to Jogiches about the meeting: ‘Yesterday Lenin came … Mimi impressed him tremendously. He said that only in Siberia had he ever seen such a magnificent creature. She was a “barskii kot”, a majestic cat. Mimi flirted with him, rolled on her back and behaved enticingly towards him, but when he approached her she whacked him with a paw and snarled like a tigress. She has fine judgment.’


* The lowest man on the rung of the hierarchy of those responsible for the murders was the only one to face any sort of punishment. Private Runge, who clobbered Rosa Luxemburg with a rifle butt before she was sent on her final journey, was jailed for seven months, charged with attempted murder. Lieutenant Vogel, who shot her in the head, was charged with the minor offence of illegally disposing of a body – but escaped to the Netherlands before trial and was eventually amnestied. Captain Pabst, the Freikorps officer who ordered the assassinations, lived on until the 1970s. In 1940 he went into the weapons business and made a fortune from a trading company called SFINDEX, which handled arms deals between Swiss companies and the Wehrmacht. He returned to West Germany, as it then was, in the early 1950s and remained an arms dealer until he died in 1970 a very rich man. He always maintained his actions and those of his juniors were ‘an execution in accordance with martial law’.






1


The Beginning of the End


The great questions of the day are not decided by speeches and majority resolutions … but by iron and blood.


Otto von Bismarck (1815–1898)


I write under the blackness of the most appalling, huge and sudden state of general war … It has all come as by the leap of some awful monster out of his lair – he is upon us, he is upon all of us here, before we have had time to turn round. It fills me with anguish & dismay & and makes me ask myself if this then is what I have grown old for.


Henry James to Edward Waldo Emerson, 4 August 1914


Many histories of the First World War open with descriptions of how, throughout Europe, from Southampton to St Petersburg, there was a kind of joyous hysteria bordering on frenzy when the conflict broke out in the summer of 1914. Yet it’s an illusion, one created after the war, that at the start there was a universal enthusiasm for battle that brought people together – wherever they were – in ultra-nationalist unity and patriotic fervour. Certainly in Germany there were many people who saw the beginning of war as exactly the catastrophe it turned out to be.


More Berliners took to the streets in 1914 to protest against the war than they did to cheer its start. On 28 July, the day war was declared by Kaiser Wilhelm II, more than 150,000 people took part in anti-war marches and demonstrations in the German capital – and a million more in towns and cities elsewhere in the country. The following day only 60,000 pro-war marchers demonstrated in Berlin, and around 200,000 in other parts of the country. A few royalist and right-wing newspapers were gung-ho for war, but most of the press, even the moderately conservative press, under tight censorship, were cautious with warmongering headlines to begin with, for fear of turning off readers. Editorials on the whole thought the war would be short, swiftly concluded and end in compromises.* The often-quoted saying ‘It will be over by Christmas’ was, in Germany, not a cheerleading line suggesting imminent victory but an earnest hope. As the war progressed, Germany became ever more bitterly divided and the ideal of a nation working together in a common cause was merely a mirage.


Within Germany, there were already calls for peace early on in the war, and not always from socialists, who had always opposed it, but from many in all classes who had originally welcomed it – from the royal court downwards. The Kaiser’s cousin, Prince Max von Baden, the last imperial Chancellor, turned pacifist midway through the war, as did the Nobel-winning physicist Albert Einstein. The architect Bruno Taut became famous, and a cause célèbre, when he refused to serve in the armed forces and became a conscientious objector; the artist Käthe Kollwitz became a passionate anti-war campaigner after her son was killed on the Western Front in autumn 1914, just a few days after he had volunteered for the army.


Life on the home front became tough soon after the war began. The blockade of German ports by The Entente (often called The Triple Alliance, between France, Russia and Great Britain) halted almost all imports of food, and despite Germany seizing swathes of fertile lands to the east – much of present-day Belarus, Eastern Poland and Ukraine – thousands of German civilians died of starvation during the first winter of the conflict. The blockade was not the only reason for famine, though. There was a huge fall in domestic agricultural production; young men had gone off to war and vast numbers of farm horses – still used before mechanization to sow and harvest – had been requisitioned by the army. For civilians, the cost of food doubled within the first year of the war. In 1915 around 80,000 people died from the effects of malnutrition in the poorer parts of the country and, in 1916, 120,000. In Essen, the city authorities noted that ‘the bread is nearly unpalatable … all kinds of additive is now included, like bean flour and sometimes even sawdust to make up for shortages in wheat and rye.’1


As early as autumn 1915, the Berlin police reported that ‘there are innumerable families who are going day after day without butter or other fats, and who are forced to eat their bread dry and to prepare food without cooking fat … Even good faithful patriots have begun to turn into pessimists.’ There were widespread reports in Berlin that women had begun to loot food stores: ‘We hate taking drastic measures against these women … and the hours-long, often fruitless, wait of housewives make them prey to political agitation.’ Angry protests about the lack of food and the steeply rising prices began as early as spring 1915.2


The ‘turnip winter’ of 1916–17 – the Steckrübenwinter – was the harshest time, a bitterly cold spell when on some nights the temperatures in Berlin fell below -20°C. Hundreds of thousands of Germans suffered from diseases caused by lack of protein and vegetables. For the first time, the well-off faced serious hardship and hunger too. By July 1917, shoppers at the Viktoria Market in Berlin’s Lichtenberg district, one of the biggest in Germany, could not buy a single potato or vegetable. Only the very rich could get hold of them, on the black market. Theo Gaudig, a schoolboy at the time, remembered many years later eating boiled turnip for breakfast; his packed school lunch was cold turnip; dinner at home was heated-up turnip – and he was lucky that he managed three meals.3


The potato crop had been decimated by an unusually wet autumn. Then, from the end of 1916, all the main foodstuffs, including meat, potatoes, eggs and milk, were rationed. The urban poor were hit hard. Berlin city authorities calculated that the average rations for young adults fell to 1,150 calories a day – the recommended level for an adult male at the time was a minimum of 2,500 a day. The joke went around: ‘Take the meat ration card, coat it in the egg card and fry until nicely brown with the butter card.’ A Hamburg police report to the Interior Ministry noted: ‘The mood can only be described as very bad … Rising prices and irregular deliveries of foodstuffs terrify the population … discontent has reached a new intensity … Given the food shortages people are following the war with less and less interest. The attitude of women towards the war can be summarized as “peace at any price”.’4


By February 1917, turnips themselves were rationed. Everyone with money resorted to the black market, which caused huge resentment – and a sense of guilt among some who could afford both food and a conscience. Thomas Mann, from a wealthy family and already a best-selling author, trawled the markets near his home in Munich and rationalized the illegal trade in simple terms:


What did the people do? Since the future seemed uncertain to them, since nobody could know what would happen, since beyond this the sons and husbands and brothers stood in the field and would perhaps not return … and since the war was ‘so expensive anyway’, they bought whatever they could buy at whatever price. In the black market the German citizen could get a pound of rancid butter for twenty marks. The black marketeer played a dominant role in almost every German household, and to break the law – in that one lived beyond one’s rations and quite sensibly overpaid for what one had illegally procured – was viewed as unobjectionable, and even honourable.5


Thousands of city dwellers broke the law in other ways by taking trips to the countryside to seize food that farmers had hoarded – or just pilfered from fields. There were so many that ‘at times total anarchy reigned on the railways’, the general in charge of the Second Army Corps reported back to Berlin. Bizarrely, railway officials sometimes put extra trains into service specifically so that people could go illegally foraging for food as a way of preventing overcrowding among families returning to the city on Sunday. Police were placed in train stations to arrest ‘criminal hoarders bypassing the rationing regulations’ but there were so many they simply gave up.6


Karl Marx famously described the German Empire as ‘a parliamentarily be-figleafed, feudally-reinforced, bureaucratically-contracted, police-tended military despotism’. Wilhelmine Germany before the First World War was by no means a democracy, but nor was it exactly an autocracy, with no rule of law nor civil rights for most citizens. There was a state that functioned well – in economic terms, as well as any other state in Europe. Civil unrest had been almost unknown for two generations, since the revolutions of 1848. The reliable German currency, the mark, was based firmly on the value of gold. There was a parliament – of sorts. There was poverty in rural areas but no starvation. In the cities there were slums, overcrowded squalor and disease, much as elsewhere in industrialized Europe. Wages in the factories were low, but around the same as in Britain, and trade unions were relatively free to press claims for improvements in pay and conditions. There was also a political party of socialists who could campaign for other benefits outside the workplace.


Yet the German state, unified only in 1871 after a series of wars of conquest, was rigid, class-bound and rules-based in a way that even Victorian England and Second Empire France were not. As the novelist Heinrich Mann told his brother Thomas, what he was attempting to describe in his satiric novel on imperial courtiers and the German middle class, Der Untertan (The Man of Straw), written on the eve of war in July 1914: ‘They despise parliamentary government before it is even reached and public opinion before it is heard,’ he wrote. ‘I am making notes … How an unimportant member of the mass is treated when he or she buys a slice of bread. How at almost every opportunity each acts as the superior and the enemy of the other; openly and brutally … On station platforms, in the sweaty cafés. I sometimes have the feeling that if suddenly a police troop were to burst in and cut down ten or twenty of those present with their swords, the others would neither miss their train nor let their pudding get cold.’


The German Empire was the creation of an extraordinary statesman, Otto von Bismarck, whose influence throughout Europe was profound after more than a quarter of a century as Chancellor. But the nation he built was an anachronism in the industrialized, modern world. Germany was united in 1871, but still a federation of twenty-seven kingdoms, duchies, principalities and ‘free and imperial cities’, most of which had existed as independent states since early medieval times. The Prussian Hohenzollerns were the largest and foremost of the ruling families but not the only power. The Emperor ran foreign affairs, the navy, the direction of the army in wartime, imperial finance and foreign trade – but that left a fair amount to other more or less independent regions. The Kaiser chose the Chancellor, who appointed the other government ministers, the ‘secretaries of state’, while the Prussian army swore an oath of loyalty to the Emperor personally.


There were elections to a parliament, the Reichstag – the lower house – which had limited power. It could not initiate legislation, but it could delay its approval of laws. The Reichstag could not change the Constitution, however. It had no power to remove any of the ministers. The Emperor did not need the Reichstag to declare war. But it did have one important power: the Reichstag could – technically – refuse to approve taxation and the budget, including the military budget. Under the first Emperor, Wilhelm I, an intelligent and sensible man, and Bismarck, a brilliant and visionary political leader, the system worked well. Under Wilhelm II, and without a statesman like Bismarck, it began to show serious weaknesses.


There were some ludicrous anomalies that showed how backward Germany was in some ways. The strong regional parliaments had control over local governments. The strongest and biggest province of all was Prussia. In the last elections before the war, in 1912, the socialists – the SPD – became the largest party by far in terms of votes but won only seven seats. The conservative parties between them held 152 seats, with less than half the socialists’ vote, because of the unfair ‘three class’ franchise, which gave a man – and it was only men – with higher taxable income up to twenty times more ‘votes’ than someone with a lower income in the ‘lower classes’. There was also no secret ballot. The large landowners – in Prussia, known as the Junkers – sent local police to note down which of their tenant farmers and labourers voted and how. ‘The voting was democratic, the counting was not,’ as Heinrich Mann put it, misquoting Abraham Lincoln.7


From at least midway through the war, there was no longer even a pretence of rule by consent. In 1916, when Field Marshal Paul von Hindenburg became army chief and Erich von Ludendorff his second in command as Quartermaster General, Germany was in all but name a military dictatorship. The men in the Kaiser’s civilian government were mere figureheads. The duo were deeply conservative figures who believed that the ideals of Prussian militarism represented all the best virtues of the German spirit. Ludendorff, a tireless organizer, did the bulk of the work and demanded all the actual power; Hindenburg, meanwhile, retained the appearance of power, and was hugely popular as a war hero. Both of them loathed the idea of the Reichstag possessing any authority and regarded all the politicians and civilian bureaucrats as mediocrities.


Under the ‘silent dictatorship’, as the Germans called it, the duumvirate directed the entire war effort and decided all the military strategy. Ludendorff, forty-nine at the start of the war, was a clear-eyed military planner and a man of extraordinary discipline, energy and purpose, who found time during the war to run much of German domestic policy too, from policies to raise the birth rate and fight venereal diseases to urban planning, rural resettlement and the minute details of rationing.


Soldiers under Ludendorff operated with total freedom on a vast range of matters usually outside military responsibility. They supervised the press, forbade public meetings at their whim, ordered preventive arrests, fixed the wages of German workers and set the prices of food. Early on in the dictatorship, an experienced civil servant might try to point out to Ludendorff that a senior army officer, however good a military strategist, may not be an expert on, say, crop rotation in Schleswig Holstein. ‘He usually would be shouted down by the Quarter Master General and told to do what he was told,’ one senior officer who worked with Ludendorff recorded in his memoirs. ‘He would say that Germany was engaged in “total war”, that he, the General, was conducting the conflict. That meant his responsibility extended to every aspect of German life. In his view the civilian government was incompetent and failing to run a disciplined country.’ Ludendorff had no patience and no instincts for politics or diplomacy. He had contempt for politicians, and frequently said they were ‘all worthless, to a man’. He told a junior officer that ‘the spectacle of the Imperial Chancellor … scurrying about consulting various political leaders is grotesque, inefficient and unnecessary.’ As conditions grew worse, hunger and poverty increased, rations were continually tightening and the social fabric of the country began to fray, the result was not the smooth running of the civilian administration by an efficient military but, ultimately, ‘the discrediting of the military in civilian eyes amid mounting chaos’, wrote one senior officer on the General Staff.


In July 1917 – to the fury of Ludendorff and Hindenburg – the three ‘democratic’ parties in the Reichstag, the SPD, the Democratic Party and the mainly Catholic Centre Party, passed an emergency motion calling for a ceasefire in the war and a ‘negotiated peace without annexations or forced reparations’. The resolution was not binding on the Field Marshal and the General, but it worried them as it clearly represented the views of many Germans, perhaps a majority. The army chieftains responded first by sacking the hapless Chancellor, Theobald von Bethmann-Hollweg, who was not doing what they required of him: controlling the politicians in the Reichstag. Next, they clamped down on dissent of any kind and increased their efforts at pro-war propaganda by creating a political organization, the Fatherland Party, of ultra-nationalists, a new kind of noisy ‘populist’ political party previously unknown in the German electoral landscape. The Fatherland Party called for continuing the war until Germany had won a complete victory and established itself as the dominant power in Europe ‘Up to the Gates of India’, as one of the party leaflets said.*


Industrial discontent grew. In January 1918 the biggest strike ever seen in Germany began in the munitions factories of Berlin and quickly spread city-wide. Workers, through the legal trade unions, called for pay rises of double figures and increased rations but also made political demands – which alarmed the government. They called for the start of peace talks with the Entente, the release of all political prisoners, and a genuinely democratic parliamentary system. One demonstration numbered more than 200,000 people in Berlin and the police could not contain the crowd. The army was called in and within a week the strikes were crushed and the factories resumed normal operations. But memories lingered and bitter enmity increased against the Kaiser and his generals.8


It was the generals who fuelled inflation. The Germans paid for the war first by borrowing from abroad when they could – and then, when they could not, by vast borrowing from their own population. Of course they were going to win the war, so the debts could be easily repaid. Inflation rose, slowly to begin with, under the auspices of Karl Helfferich, State Secretary for Finance from 1915 to 1917, whom the Kaiser appointed at the behest of the army.


Before Helfferich took over Germany’s finances, the credit policy of the central bank, the Reichsbank, had been governed by a law Bismarck had enshrined in 1875 and repeatedly insisted must be iron-clad. At least a third of the banknote issue had to be covered by gold reserves and the remainder by three-month adequately guaranteed Treasury bills. In autumn 1915, Helferrich changed all that and printing money was no longer guaranteed by gold – or by anything else. The central bank issued war bonds on a massive scale, calculating that Germany was bound to win the war and the vanquished countries could pay off the debts after the Empire’s inevitable victory. In the last spring of the war, Ludendorff promised the defeated enemy would be forced to pay a heavy price: ‘woe to the conquered’, he vowed in a message to his troops.


Each issue of borrowing was accompanied by patriotic ‘bond drives’, which were vastly successful even in the last months of the conflict. The public were assured not only that they would receive a reasonable rate of return, but also that they could not lose their money – and they would land a vast windfall when Germany won the war. ‘The regime conducted the war like a reckless gambler who stakes all on a single card,’ wrote the well-informed business journalist Felix Pinner in the liberal daily Berliner Tageblatt. ‘Insane price rises were approved to stimulate production and the higher prices brought higher wages and vice versa.’9


Taxes barely went up at any time during the war. In cash terms, the best estimate is that the war cost Germans 164 million marks (worth around US$1.45 trillion in 2025 values, allowing for inflation); only 8 million marks or so were raised via trivial transport taxes, war profits taxes and a coal tax. By the third year of the war expenditure exceeded revenues massively. Cash in circulation rose to six times its 1913 level, from 2.9 million marks to 18.6 million by the time the guns were silenced on the battlefields. When the war ended, Germany was 156 million marks in the red (around US$1.3 trillion in 2025) and the interest alone on the debt was around 90 per cent of state expenditure. The German mark had already lost half its pre-war value against the British pound, the franc, the Italian lira and the US dollar.*


The banker and economist Dr Hjalmar Schacht, who would become head of the state bank in 1923,* explained why Helfferich’s policies laid the ground for high inflation.


Germany tried to meet the colossal costs of the war by an appeal to the self-sacrificing spirit of the people. ‘I gave gold for iron’ was the slogan for the surrender of gold ornaments and jewellery. ‘Invest in War Loan’ ran the appeal to the patriotic sense of duty of all classes. Issue after issue of war loan transformed the greater part of German private fortunes into paper claims on the State. Our enemies, especially Britain, took another line. They met the cost of the war with taxes primarily on those industries and groups to whom the war spelled prosperity. Britain’s policy of taxation proved socially more equitable than Germany’s policy of war loans which lost their value after the war was over.10


For Hindenburg and Ludendorff the war debts became so enormous, and the spending demands so insatiable, that the idea of saving seemed ridiculous.


The generals may not have understood money, but others did. As the writer Carl von Ossietzky, editor of the smart and influential cultural weekly magazine Die Weltbühne (The World Stage) put it: ‘When they were victorious, Ludendorff and his men were at the top of the world, stamping on mighty seven-league boots over the land and heaping up debts – debts that not they but others will have to pay.’11


In early August 1918, Kaiser Wilhelm issued his annual Proclamation – as upbeat as any of them had been over the wartime years. He assured his subjects that ‘the worst of the war is over’ – true up to a point, though not in the way he or the German people imagined – and victory was just around the corner. By this time the generals had realized that Germany had, in fact, lost the war and most of their effort now was spent on managing the defeat.


At the beginning of 1918 the German army had still been confident – especially after Russia was knocked out of the war and the Bolshevik government in Petrograd sued for peace. The Treaty of Brest-Litovsk in March released around half a million German troops to reinforce the Western Front. Ludendorff gambled all on a huge spring offensive in Flanders to break the stalemate before the United States entered the war. For a while it seemed as though the offensive might strike a decisive blow against the Allies. At first, the series of swift and surprise German advances was hailed as a brilliantly planned military operation, which at one point took German forces to within 150 kilometres of Paris. But, by mid-June, after a huge influx of fresh, well-trained and supplied American soldiers arrived in France, the Germans were on the defensive. After the last battle of the Somme on 10 August, all the territory they had gained was quickly lost. The Allies advanced. There were massive desertions from the German army and small-scale mutinies. Men on leave were not returning to their units and whole companies, mostly behind the front lines, simply disbanded themselves. Captain Gustav Böhm, an adjutant in the War Ministry, reported in a dispatch typical of those arriving at the Supreme Command that ‘the number of deserters has reached 20,000 in Berlin alone.’ One of his superiors, Major Erich Otto Volkmann, said, simply, ‘The army stood in the midst of a moral crisis.’


On the home front, the signs had long been there of war-weariness and the loss of faith in the military establishment. In mid-August, a report to Ludendorff’s then deputy as Quartermaster, General Wilhelm Groener, was deeply pessimistic.


Among the working masses the belief is widely held that large-scale desertions are daily occurrences and that one can no longer reckon with a serious capability of military resistance. The masses are supported in this belief by numerous soldiers on leave who … report about the lack of discipline. The desire for peace, especially in the big cities, is so enormous that the working masses generally are neither angry nor dismayed … but rather feel at best a sorry satisfaction that the war must end, even if it ends with Germany’s defeat. Every hopeful word about the military situation is met with mistrust.


By the end of the summer, collapse on the Western Front was imminent and, on 29 September, Bulgaria, the last of the so-called Central Powers to join the war, became the first to fall when King Boris surrendered to the Allies. The German southern flank was dangerously vulnerable; Allied troops were now camped on the Danube.


And yet the newspapers were continuing to pump out optimistic propaganda that final victory was in sight; most people seemed either to believe it or simply went on with their lives and ignored it. No Allied troops had stepped foot anywhere near German soil, so the idea of defeat was hard to imagine.


A few well-informed people understood what was happening. ‘Calamitous news about Bulgaria,’ the famously nationalist writer and historian Friedrich Meinecke recorded in his diary mid-September. ‘This is the beginning of the end.’ At around the same time the Leftist sculptor Käthe Kollwitz, who later would produce some of the most powerful anti-war art of the post-war period, wrote much the same in her diary: ‘Horribly oppressive atmosphere … The most contradictory of feelings. Germany is losing the war. What will come now? Will patriotic feelings flare up again in such a way that a defence to the bitter end occurs? It seems like madness to me, if the game is lost, not to end it and save what can be saved. Germany must keep the youth that still lives, otherwise it will fall into absolute destitution … There should be no further day of war if one recognizes that it has been lost.’12


The drawing made in pen and ink at the end of 1917 eventually landed the artist George Grosz in a heap of trouble with the military censors. Called The Faith Healers, the caricature depicts a doctor surrounded by a group of army officers examining a wormy skeleton before declaring it fit for active duty at the Front.* Grosz showed the picture to few people at the time, but he was already well known to the military authorities as a troublemaker. Like many of the 13 million German men who had served in the army during the war, he was telling family and friends about his feelings of horror, outrage against the old regime who treated the troops as cannon fodder and his conviction that the entire war effort had been a waste. With mock irony, Grosz would say about barrack life: ‘I am so proud to be living in a place that smelled so thoroughly of shit.’


Grosz had joined the army aged twenty-one, fresh from art school (first in Dresden and then in Berlin), almost as soon as the war had started. He had little enthusiasm for the war to begin with but no strong pacifist leanings either. That soon changed. He served as an infantryman and saw little real action behind the front lines, though he grew to hate the army. ‘Of course, there was a kind of mass enthusiasm at the start,’ he wrote in his autobiography, Eine kleines Ja und ein großes Nein (A Little Yes and a Big No). ‘But this intoxication soon evaporated, leaving a huge vacuum … And then after a few years when everything bogged down, when we were defeated, when everything went to pieces, all that remained … were disgust and horror.’ He wrote to a friend a few months into the war: ‘This period in the stranglehold of militarism was one of constant resistance. There was not one thing I did which did not disgust me.’


In 1916 he was discharged from active duty, though told he would stay on the army reserve list and he may have to be recalled later if the war continued. That’s when he began, in his inimitably crisp and finely etched style, the series of famous anti-war, anti-army works for which he first became known.


The collapse of Germany was only a matter of time. All the fine phrases were now no more than stale, rank printer’s ink on brown substitute paper. I watched it all from my studio … living and drawing in a world of my own. I drew soldiers without noses; war cripples with crab-like limbs of steel; two medical orderlies tying a violent infantryman up in a horse blanket; a one-armed soldier using his good hand to salute a heavily bemedaled lady who had just passed him a biscuit; a colonel, his fly wide open, embracing a nurse; a hospital orderly emptying a bucket full of pieces of human flesh down a pit.


He changed his name. Born Georg Ehrenfried Groß, he declared that, as a ‘protest against nationalistic fervour’, he would henceforth Anglicize and internationalize his name and be George Grosz, in the same way as his close artist friend Helmut Herzfeld was reborn John Heartfield. In the summer of 1917 Grosz was recalled to the army for light duties – training recruits and guarding prisoners of war. But he broke down again, or at least successfully faked a breakdown. ‘I had enough and they found me semi-conscious, head down in a latrine,’ he wrote later. He was briefly admitted into a psychiatric hospital and then invalidated out of the army for good.13


Grosz’s Faith Healers was an inspiration to another creative wunderkind, just twenty years old when the war ended. Bertolt Brecht had begun to make a name for himself as a poet, a fledgling playwright and as a rebel in his home town of Augsburg in Bavaria, where his father was manager of a paper mill. Brecht was a thin, slight figure at that time and, as a musician friend from his teenage years said, ‘resembles a note blown through a very slender clarinet’. Already he was popular in Augsburg as a kind of troubadour, singing his satiric ballads in clubs and cafés, accompanying himself on a guitar. ‘His singing was a raw and abrasive, often with the crudity of a street singer,’ the playwright Carl Zuckmayer, who would become a close friend, wrote. ‘There is vulgarity in it and an abyss of sadness, savage wit and plaintive lyricism.’14


As a medical student, Brecht had tried to avoid call-up for as long as possible but could put conscription off no longer in summer 1918, when he joined the army as a medical orderly. He was dispatched to a field hospital in Oberhausen, near Essen in the Ruhr district. His time there was brief but harrowing, as he told his friend Sergei Tretiakov sometime later. The hospital was directly behind the railway track and badly wounded troops were taken there straight from the Western Front for major operations, including the amputation of limbs. Brecht said that for years he was ‘haunted’ by memories of how he dressed seeping wounds, and gave patients enemas and blood transfusions. He was working in the hospital during the Spanish flu epidemic and saw scores of patients die.


After just a few weeks he was transferred back to Augsburg to a hospital unit ‘for soldiers with the clap’, as he put it to his younger brother, Walter, an infantry trooper stationed just behind the front line at Verdun. It was a plum posting. The main challenge for Brecht, whose sexual appetites were famously voracious – barely out of his teens he had already fathered an illegitimate child, and another with a different mother was on the way – was to avoid catching a dose of a venereal disease himself.*


Long before he was conscripted into the army, as a teenager who had never heard of Lenin or Rosa Luxemburg, or read any Marx, Brecht had declared himself a socialist and deeply against the war. After his experience in military hospitals he gave up the idea of becoming a doctor. He drifted between Augsburg and Munich, less than 100 kilometres away, where left-wing playwrights and ballad singers could make a living of sorts – and would soon be making a revolution. It was around this time that he encountered the work of George Grosz – the two would become close when they both settled in Berlin in the early 1920s. Brecht was putting into words the same contempt for authority and disgust for war that Grosz was expressing in his drawings. His poem ‘The Legend of the Dead Soldier’ spoke to a generation that seemed desperate for peace. Brecht describes the hero’s death of a young soldier and an army board of senior officers formally burying him. Much later in the war, the poem concludes:


The board went out to the cemetery
With consecrated spade
And dug up what was left of him
And put him on parade.15


*


Amid the strictest secrecy, on 29 September 1918 Hindenburg and Ludendorff sent a message to the Kaiser in Berlin requesting – demanding – that he come to the army command headquarters in Spa, Belgium, for ‘urgent talks’. Wilhelm arrived with an entourage of courtiers, two high-ranking civil servants and three Cabinet ministers. The generals told the Emperor plainly that Germany could no longer continue with the war, the battlefield situation on all fronts was hopeless and that Germany must sue for an armistice – ‘immediately … we cannot lose any time’ Ludendorff said.16


The news came as a shock to the visiting party. None, certainly not the Kaiser nor any civilian minister, had previously been told that things were so bad – and nobody had the courage to ask how things had got to this state of affairs without any members of the so-called government knowing about it in official terms. Even the rumours had been denied by the military brass, who had ordered ever-tighter censorship to prevent bad news leaking out. Only three weeks earlier the generals had demanded the resignation of a senior minister for even discussing the possibility of a negotiated peace. Now they were being told the war was already lost.





* These are rough-and-ready ways of gauging public opinion, but before the days of modern polling methods not entirely without merit.


* One of the founders of the Fatherland Party was the millionaire steel manufacturer Alfred Hugenberg, who, after the war, became the largest media magnate in Germany, owner of dozens of newspapers, news wires and a film studio, with the power and reach of a Rupert Murdoch or Elon Musk. Later, as we will see, he led the proto-fascist German National People’s Party.


* Inflation calculators are rough guides but helpful – these figures come from the US Treasury’s historical database.


* And later still Schacht would be in charge of the Third Reich’s finances from 1933 until the end of the Second World War.


* The original work – often referred to as Fit for Service (Kriegsverwendungsfähig) – is owned by the Museum of Modern Art in New York but is a fragile piece, and so sadly not on general view to the public.


* Brecht used to say that though he hated the army, he had almost enjoyed his time at the clap clinic. He wrote a poem, ‘Song for the Gentlemen-soldiers of Ward D’, which he used to sing, to the accompaniment of his guitar, regularly for the patients. The refrain goes:


These womenfolk! Holy Virgin, Mother of God!
An aching heart is bad, but worse is an aching rod.
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The Kings Depart


Who would have thought it would come to this? The German people are a swinish bunch.


Kaiser Wilhelm II, immediately after agreeing to abdicate,
9 November 1918


There were those who said the circumstances of Kaiser Wilhelm II’s birth in January 1859 explained much of his unpredictable and skittish behaviour. He was the eldest of Queen Victoria’s forty-two grandchildren and, during labour, his mother, widely known as Queen Vicky, had to be given high doses of chloroform before the breech delivery of her son. She was later told that the prince had been born with hypoxia and that, possibly in later life, he could begin to show symptoms of mild brain damage. Successive advisers and intimates at the imperial court spoke of how difficult it was to work with him. This was not because of the Kaiser’s near-absolute constitutional powers, if he chose to exercise them, ‘but because people close to him dared not disagree with him’, wrote one of his chancellors. ‘He was capable of furious outbursts of temper and could provoke the most humiliating scenes with those who displeased him.’1


Arguably, Wilhelm II’s biggest mistake was dispensing with the services of Bismarck less than two years after he became Emperor, replacing an experienced elder statesman with a series of weaker ministers who lacked authority or political nous. The differences between the two men were generational – at his coronation the Kaiser was almost forty years younger than the seventy-five-year-old Chancellor – but also political. Bismarck was cautious and wanted to extend German power without provoking a Europe-wide war, while Wilhelm wanted to expand German colonial interests to win ‘our place in the sun’, and at the same time challenge Russia’s power in the south and east of continental Europe. Domestically, the Chancellor was wary of reforms that extended political rights to socialists and workers’ organizations. At first, until he turned arch-reactionary later, the Kaiser proposed liberal policies to broaden democratic rights within Germany. But the principal problem with the last Emperor of Germany was that he was unable to stick with decisions for any length of time. Within five years of his ‘liberal’ reforms he was referring to the Reichstag as ‘that monkey house’, and he refused, point blank, to meet any socialists. ‘To be introduced to a liberal is just about acceptable, occasionally,’ he told a courtier once. ‘But a Socialist. No, never.’2


He was more intelligent and better-informed than he often appeared, but he hated to hear bad news. Though he possessed the title ‘Supreme Warlord’, he had no idea about military matters. Over the years he took increasingly less interest in public affairs – apart from inspecting military displays. By the time, halfway through the war, that Hindenburg and Ludendorff began to run their ‘silent dictatorship’, the Kaiser had opted out of anything that smacked of imperial administration or politics. ‘He spent most of his life trying to be something he was not,’ wrote Erich Eyck. ‘He merely played the role which fate had given him. He lived out an elaborate masquerade. He paraded as the ultimate soldier-warlord, always fierce, hard, decisive, steady, an amalgam of the “masculine” virtues, but Wilhelm could not have been further removed from this ideal … he was delicate in health, hypersensitive, squeamish, nervous as a caged animal and steady as an aspen leaf.’3


Bernhard von Bülow, Chancellor from 1900 to 1909, wrote in his memoirs that he would have taken bolder foreign policy decisions had he not been deeply concerned about the stability of the Kaiser. ‘He was no fool but he often lived in a fools’ paradise. I often feared for his medical balance and one of the chief reasons, though not the most important of all, for my attempts to keep a steady maintenance of peace … for Germany was my conviction that unlike his father, and grandfather, and still more unlike the great Frederick, Wilhelm II was not mentally equipped to stand the heavy vicissitudes and ordeals of a great war.’4


*


The generals planned carefully how they could tell Germans the bad news about the war without taking any personal blame for defeat. As a PR exercise for themselves and for the army, it was masterfully done, but the consequences for the country were disastrous. Their cowardice led directly to many of the problems faced by any future government, which would, in turn, lead to a country in a profound state of denial about losing the war.


When Hindenburg and Ludendorff told the Kaiser to seek an immediate armistice ‘to save the army’, they advised him to establish a civilian government and negotiate a ceasefire with the US. They argued that Germany could get reasonable peace terms based on President Woodrow Wilson’s ‘Fourteen Points’. In a famous speech the previous year when America entered the war, Wilson had outlined an idealistic vision of the post-war world and promised ‘a fair and durable peace … There shall be no annexations, no contributions, no punitive damages. National aspirations must be respected; peoples may now be dominated and governed only by their own consent. “Self determination” is an imperative principle of action, which statesmen will henceforth ignore at their peril.’ Even though Germany faced imminent defeat, Hindenburg and Ludendorff calculated that if they approached the Americans, they could somehow negotiate as equals, and get a reasonable peace offer that could be packaged as a victory of sorts.


Superficially, their argument appeared convincing. They said that President Wilson, who had frequently railed against ‘German monarchists and militarists’, needed to see a sign of change in German politics. They advised the Kaiser he must replace their military dictatorship with a new government that presented a semblance of democratic reform. But Ludendorff was clear about the cynical move he was really making and made no secret of it to his own army General Staff. The blame for defeat did not lie with him and his brother officers, he said, but on the home front; their priority should be to lay all the responsibility for the loss of the war on the stay-at-home politicians. ‘I have advised His Majesty to bring these groups into the government,’ he told his aides a few hours after the generals’ meeting with the Emperor at Army HQ in Spa. ‘They are the ones we have to thank for the fact that matters have reached this pass. We shall now see these gentlemen moving into the ministries. Let them conclude the peace that must now be made. Let them eat the broth they have brewed for us.’ It was a shabby trick for supposedly patriotic soldiers to play and so obvious a trap ‘that a child might have avoided falling into it’, as Eyck observed. Yet it worked for the German military, whose reputation was preserved despite ignominious defeat in battle.5


The next day in Berlin the leaders of the political parties were told the disastrous news about the war. Some already knew the worst from rumour, but others were even more shocked than the Emperor and his attendant ministers had been the day before. Friedrich Ebert, the leader of the Majority Social Democrats, who had lost two beloved sons on the Western Front, ‘went white as death and could not utter a word’, said one who was there. They also immediately saw the trap that had been laid for them by the generals, but were unable to avoid falling straight into it. The democratic politicians had not started the war – many of them consistently opposed it or came round to opposing it – but they now realized that they would be the ones who would have to clean up the mess that the guilty ones had left behind. As writer Sebastian Haffner, who lived through the post-war years in Germany, put it: ‘Most of the new leaders were embarrassed, respectable men, grown old and comfortable in the habit of loyal opposition, quite overcome to find power suddenly thrust into their hands and anxious to be rid of it as soon as decently possible.’6


Ludendorff and Hindenburg may have been skilled generals, but they were hopelessly wrong politically. They thought that a deal agreed with President Wilson would be straightforward, a temporary ceasefire that would buy Germany time to regain strength; armies would remain in place where they were when the guns fell silent. But to almost anyone outside the enclosed world of the German army High Command, it was obvious the European Allies on the verge of victory would never accept such a deal. Ludendorff, the principal author of the tactic, and the one who persuaded the Kaiser to go along with it, was never asked publicly to explain why or how he believed it could work.


On 1 October the Emperor’s cousin, Prince Maximilian, heir to the throne of the Grand Duchy of Baden, was made Chancellor with the brief of appointing a civilian government, negotiating ceasefire terms with the US and, above all, avoiding a revolution.* Max von Baden, fifty-one at the end of the war, seemed a safe bet to the Kaiser and to the generals. He was a staunch royalist, or so it was thought, and could be relied on to protect the interests of the monarchy. He had also been an able soldier until he began to oppose the war; in 1917 he came out publicly against the policy of unrestricted submarine warfare in the North Atlantic, which was one of the main reasons America joined the Allies and entered the conflict. By Wilhelmine-era standards, he was well known to be a liberal. With some reservations, he broadly supported parliamentary government and a constitutional monarchy along British lines. He retained friendly relations with politicians in Berlin, even a few socialists whom other German aristocrats would never deign to meet.


Prince Max had doubts about taking on the post, but was given assurances of a free hand, which he trusted. He brought three figures from the Majority Social Democrats and five liberals from the Democratic Party and the Centre Party into a broadly-based coalition. But he quickly realized that he was unable to obtain the ceasefire that Ludendorff had insisted would be a simple task. In a flurry of diplomatic notes between Berlin and Washington, von Baden sued for peace with the US President ‘on the basis of your Fourteen Points’. But Wilson made it clear straightaway that America would not negotiate on its own but only through joint agreements with the other Allies. Further notes established that no armistice would be accepted if the military chiefs and the Emperor were still in power in Berlin, and unless Germany accepted that it was defeated and began wholesale demobilization of the army and immediate withdrawal from all regions it had occupied. The British Prime Minister David Lloyd George told Wilson that Germany had to ‘come as supplicants’ – a comment that found its way to von Baden’s government.


At that point Prince Max demanded the resignation of Ludendorff in the hope of persuading the Allies that things really had changed in Germany; the Emperor reluctantly agreed.* Field Marshal Hindenburg remained as head of the army, a massively popular and beloved figure. The war continued. In the first week of November German armies in France were almost completely encircled, though no Allied soldiers had set foot on German soil.


Military censorship was tightened. The socialists in the government were as adamant as Prince Max that the public should not know that peace terms were being discussed, though by then most informed people knew. Ebert, a minister for social affairs under von Baden and effectively number two in the government, said later that ‘even if there was talk of an armistice there would be economic collapse, the banks would fall.’ Even news about the ‘Spanish Influenza’ pandemic was heavily censored. On one day, 18 October, 1,700 people had died from the flu in Berlin alone. Yet, despite the censorship, news seeped out about that too.7


From the start, parliamentary government and the idea of democracy came under attack – as, increasingly, were the Jews. On 3 October, two days after von Baden’s administration was established, Heinrich Claß, the president of the Pan-German League, an ultra-nationalist reactionary group with strong backing from the Junker aristocrats and estate owners in the eastern part of Germany, demanded the establishment of a ‘great, courageous and dashing national party and the most ruthless war against Jewry, upon whom all of the … justified anger of our good and misled people must be deflected’. On 15 October, Baron Konstantin von Gebsattel, Class’s deputy, wrote that he and most of the people he knew considered the new government ‘entirely illegitimate’ and declared he would do everything he could to destroy it. Democratic ideas, he said, were ‘poison – and they are poison of Jewish origin’. In the Miesbacher Anzeiger, one of the most popular newspapers in Bavaria, Ludwig Thoma, an alias for a prominent Pan-German League activist, described Georg Gradnauer, a veteran SPD Reichstag deputy, who would soon become Interior Minister in Saxony, thus: ‘Narrow, Saxon eyes; Hebrew nose and chin. The giant ears even more Hebrew.’8


The Kaiser was ‘virtually the last person in Germany to realize that the Hohenzollern empire was dead’, noted Carl von Ossietzky in Die Weltbühne. Even diehard royalists like Max von Baden came to realize the monarchy could not survive defeat in the war and would go the way of the Romanovs in Russia – and, soon, the Habsburgs in Austria-Hungary. Wilhelm might have eventually departed in a dignified, stoical way, but for a month he clung on, ‘expecting that something would turn up’ to save his throne.


For most of that period the Emperor had remained in Spa with his General Staff officers, 750 kilometres from Berlin, where the major decisions were being taken. Prince Max continued to negotiate an armistice with the Allies, but it was increasingly clear that one demand the French and the Americans in particular would make for peace was the abdication of the Emperor. At first, the Majority Social Democrats and liberals in von Baden’s government were against abolishing the monarchy and hoped a compromise could be reached: the Kaiser could hand over the throne to his eldest son, Crown Prince Wilhelm, for example. But public opinion was moving fast against the monarchy – the Kaiser was openly being mocked on placards in the streets throughout German cities – and the Majority Social Democrats knew they had to move with the times.


Above all, the moderate politicians of the centre and the conservatives supporting the ancien régime feared a vacuum that would sweep them aside and hand over power to the Far Left in a Bolshevik-type revolution that would bring chaos and, probably, no armistice agreement at all but, instead, an invasion of Germany.


The problem was how to convince the Kaiser to abdicate, when he made it clear he was unwilling to go. On 1 November, von Baden had dispatched to Spa the Prussian Interior Minister Bill Drews, an apolitical lawyer well known as a seasoned administrator, who had reorganized the Prussian police force. At an audience attended by the army High Command and senior courtiers whose positions depended on the monarchy, Drews did his best to persuade the Kaiser to quit. Wilhelm adamantly refused. ‘Convey this to the Reich Chancellor,’ he declared:


I will not abdicate. It would be irreconcilable with my duties as the Prussian King and successor to Frederick the Great before God, the people and my conscience. I cannot and will not leave my post at the most dangerous moment. My abdication would be the beginning of the end of all German monarchies. But above all, my duty as supreme commander demands that I do not abandon the army. The army is engaged in a heroic struggle against the enemy. Its inner cohesion depends on its supreme commander. If he should leave, the army would collapse and the enemy would break through into the homeland unhindered.9


Drews returned to Berlin, where the mood among the politicians was turning increasingly against Wilhelm, especially when he threatened his opponents with a violent response. ‘I will write my answer to them … with machine guns,’ he told his courtiers after Drew had left. ‘Even if I have to shoot my own castle into pieces there must be order … I have no intention to leave my throne just because of a few hundred Jews and a few thousand workers.’


The Majority Social Democratic leadership were exasperated. Von Baden still hoped he could make the Emperor see how hopeless his position was, and also persuade his coalition partners that ‘the Kaiser could make changes that would satisfy Woodrow Wilson’s Fourteen Points.’ At a meeting between SPD Reichstag members and the Cabinet on the morning of 7 November, Otto Landsberg, a highly respected elderly figure in the party, said: ‘Can one seriously believe that this man at nearly sixty – and with his character – has the ability to change? The question is not personal, but practical. This man can no longer adapt. For the Grace of God! We have to get rid of him.’ Philipp Scheidemann, Minister without Portfolio in Prince Max’s government, a weathervane figure in the SPD, declared that the Kaiser’s departure was the only way to keep order in the country. ‘You gentlemen and the Reich Chancellor must understand that we have done all within our power to keep the masses in check. We are convinced that the Reich will collapse unless the Emperor abdicates.’


Von Baden was convinced. Late that afternoon he summoned Ebert to his office. The socialist leader – like several of the Majority SPD stalwarts – had wanted to retain a constitutional monarchy, but he knew it was too late for that. The Chancellor told Ebert that he would leave later that night for Spa to try yet again to persuade his cousin to abdicate in favour of the Crown Prince. ‘If I should succeed in persuading the Kaiser, do I have you on my side in the struggle against social revolution?’ Ebert replied, famously: ‘If the Kaiser does not abdicate, the social revolution is inevitable. I do not want it – in fact I hate it like sin.’ An hour later Ebert returned with a few of his SPD comrades and made a demand that put further pressure on the Chancellor. The Emperor had to go, ‘otherwise we will have social revolution’, and the Crown Prince must also renounce the throne. Germany must be a republic.


Prince Max cancelled the journey to Spa, but spoke to the Emperor by telephone on the following day, Friday 8 November, and pleaded with him to abdicate. ‘I must speak with you as a relative,’ he said. ‘Your abdication has become necessary to save Germany from civil war. The great majority of the people believe you to be responsible for the present situation … the troops are not to be depended on. This is the last possible moment. Unless the abdication takes place immediately – today – I can do no more.’ Wilhelm refused. He repeated his threat to use force if necessary to put down any revolution – which, in reality, had already begun, unplanned, piece by piece throughout the country, from Bavaria to East Prussia. There was not one dramatic revolutionary moment, as with the fall of the Bastille in France in 1789 or the storming of the Winter Palace in Petrograd the previous year, but a series of apparently haphazard and unconnected events.


From mid-October, street fighting had broken out in Berlin. Big demonstrations by striking workers outside public buildings, such as the Foreign Office in Wilhelmstrasse, and in many of the city’s food stores, threatened to escalate into full-scale riots. In the past, the army could be relied on when necessary to maintain public order. But now thousands of deserting troops and those on leave were forming themselves into ‘soldiers’ councils’ to demand peace and the end of the monarchy and were joining the protesters. To the army High Command, and to the conservative elite, the formation of workers’ and soldiers’ councils – ‘soviets’ – sounded like the worst excesses of the Bolsheviks in Russia and they feared an imminent Communist takeover. But it was a mutiny in the navy that spurred the German Revolution.


The High Seas Fleet had a quiet war; virtually the only major battle it had fought was Jutland back in May 1916. Throughout most of the war it was confined to a U-boat campaign against Allied shipping.*


The Imperial Navy had long been an unhappy part of the armed forces. Though Germany had spent huge sums over the previous twenty-five years on warships, primarily to challenge the British, the navy and marine warfare more generally were still considered a sideshow. In the eyes of the aristocratic Prussian militarists, the navy barely counted. Within the fleets themselves there was even more of a class difference between the officers and other ranks than in the army. From midway through the war, the commander of the High Seas Fleet was Admiral Reinhard Scheer, a true martinet and a stickler for correct form. The naval ratings got the worst rations and lived in the poorest condition; often those turned down by the army found themselves unwillingly in the navy. There had been a few minor acts of insubordination, ruthlessly punished. In September 1917, the two ringleaders of a mutiny at the naval headquarters in Kiel, when ‘other ranks’ refused to obey officers’ orders, were executed; seventy-six other sailors and stokers were jailed for long terms.


While many people who were serving in the forces knew from mid-October that Germany was seeking an armistice and the war was lost, the most senior naval commanders were still determined to go out in a blaze of glory. On their own, and without the knowledge of the von Baden government, Scheer and his staff officers ordered one last battle, a final stand to offset what they saw as ‘a humiliating surrender of the fleet’. The Admiral sent a top-secret strategy document to the Supreme Command on 16 October, but for nearly two weeks even Hindenburg and Ludendorff were not told exactly what was being planned by their admirals. ‘Even if it is not expected that this will bring a decisive turn,’ Scheer’s paper said, ‘it is nonetheless a question of the Navy’s honour and existence that it does its utmost in the final battle.’


One of Scheer’s ablest staff officers, Rear Admiral Adolf von Trotha, prepared the details. The entire Imperial High Seas Fleet of seventy-four destroyers and cruisers would set out from harbour at Kiel on the night of 24 October into the Hoofden, the section of the North Sea near the Dutch Island of Terschelling, and there engage the British. The lower-ranking officers were just as enthusiastic for a dramatic showdown as their commanders. ‘This is necessary because otherwise our fleet would face a shameful end,’ von Trotha wrote. ‘The fleet regards such a battle as its highest goal so as not to end this war without displaying national strength … an honourable battle of the fleet, even if it becomes a fight to the death, will … give birth to a new future German fleet; a fleet shackled by a shameful peace will have no future.’ He added that the plan would become known to the sailors only when they had already put out to sea so they could have no contact with the mainland.


But it was obvious in Kiel – most people in the city depended on the navy for their livelihoods – that the ships were being readied to leave port. While a few high-ranking officers knew what was planned, most of the sailors were told that the idea was to scuttle the ships to avoid surrendering the fleet to the British. Then the ‘secret’ leaked out and the officers faced a full-scale mutiny. The vast majority of the ratings and stokers refused to head out to sea on a suicide mission to satisfy the honour of the admirals, who would be safe on land. Scores of sailors on the ships in dock were arrested and threatened with courts martial and execution. The rebellion quickly spread from the ships to the rest of the sailors’ barracks, the army garrison and then the whole city. The senior officers caved in and called off their last-ditch battle, ‘but the effect on the sailors and workers in Kiel was electric’, as one of the mutiny leaders recalled afterwards. ‘We realized that the officers – the old rulers – didn’t care at all about us cannon fodder. That fed our anger.’10


At first the sailors’ demands were modest – better conditions for naval ratings – but quickly they became political: an immediate peace and end of the monarchy. The sailors were the most radical of the revolutionary groups and their organizers began to travel throughout Germany, spreading the message of revolution, establishing workers’ councils and leading huge anti-war and pro-republican demonstrations in the major cities, particularly Berlin and Hamburg. ‘The city is teetering on the edge,’ wrote the influential diplomat, art collector and well-connected socialite Count Harry Kessler in his diary on the night of 8 November.* He blamed the Kaiser,


who was both shy and intemperate, screaming his head off to hide his embarrassment. His brutality and his cheap posturing were means of self-protection and self-deception, a purely personal matter for which all of us are now paying the price by way of political destruction and economic ruin. The rabbit roaring like a lion would be history’s most ridiculous monster if his performance had not resulted in such suffering and rivers of blood. The mendacity of his behaviour undermined policy and the state, substituted sham and show for sound Prussian tradition, and distorted the perspective of almost the entire nation.11


Yet for many Berliners life went on as if little of consequence was happening. That night, while demonstrations and riots were continuing in parts of the city, Germany’s biggest movie studio, UFA, held a press reception for film director Ernst Lubitsch’s latest film, Carmen, starring the twenty-one-year-old Polish silent movie starlet Pola Negri. ‘That evening my lamé gown was a shimmering triumph,’ she recalled years later. ‘The champagne was chilled to absolute perfection … the studio orchestra played a selection from the Bizet opera … We sat down in the projection room and the movie began. There was applause at my first appearance. Over it and lingering for just a moment, I heard a faint sound in the distance – gunfire. As the noise got louder I turned to Lubitsch and said “Can you hear it too?” “Yes but there’s nothing we or anyone can do about it,” he said. “Just watch the picture.”’ Afterwards she rushed to the nearest U-bahn railway stop and went home. ‘The streets were deserted … The only sound was gunfire directly overhead.’


The atmosphere the next day at the Château de la Fraineuse in Spa – a charming white-stuccoed manor house inside a beautiful park – was unreal. The Kaiser was still living in a world of his own. At about 10 a.m. Hindenburg – the most loyal of monarchists – and Wilhelm Groener, Ludendorff’s successor as Quartermaster General, finally summoned the courage to confront the Emperor. A group of courtiers had come up with a plan to take back the ‘rebel’ cities by sending troops from front-line units. They would be given permission to use all means necessary, including poisoned gas in urban areas, if needed, to ‘restore order’. Hindenburg told Groener in private that the idea was ‘deranged’, but when they met Wilhelm, the Field Marshal ‘was numb with misery and said nothing’, according to witnesses. Groener said simply that there were no troops who would do it. ‘Sire, you have no army.’ Nobody had previously dared to tell the Kaiser that it was the troops who were rebelling against him ‘The army will march home in calm and order under its leaders and generals, but not by order of your Majesty, because it no longer stands behind your Majesty.’ At around 1.15 the Kaiser at last agreed to abdicate as Emperor, but not as King of Prussia, though he made no public announcement of the decision.* He and a small group of courtiers went into the dining room – ‘after a good lunch and a cigar things will look better,’ said Crown Prince Wilhelm.12


In Berlin around the same time the government seemed transfixed and in fright, burdened by the weight of unfolding events, until – exasperated by the inaction, as he said later – Philipp Scheidemann, chair of the parliamentary SPD group and Vice President of the Reichstag, seized the moment. Ministers, too, were at lunch, at the Reichstag canteen. ‘Between soup and dessert,’ he recalled, he went out to the balcony of the Reichstag building and made an off-the-cuff speech to the crowd demonstrating outside. Scheidemann, then fifty-three, had been an SPD member since his teens when the party had still been illegal.


The Kaiser has abdicated. He and his friends have disappeared and the people have proved victorious on all fronts. Prince Max von Baden has transferred the office of Reich Chancellor to Deputy Ebert. Our friend will form a workers’ government to which all the socialist parties will belong. The new government must not be impeded in its work for peace and its concern for work and bread. Workers and soldiers: be aware of the historic importance of this day. Unheard of things have occurred. Great work lies ahead of us, tasks that cannot be shirked … Nothing can be permitted to happen that brings the workers’ movement into disrepute. Be loyal, united and aware of your duty. That which is old and rotten, the monarchy, has collapsed. We must be able to remain proud of this day for all time to come. Peace, order and security are what we need now. Long live the new German Republic.13


When Scheidemann returned to the canteen, Ebert was furious and shouted at him that ‘this announcement was totally premature … You can’t announce a republic just like that until a National Assembly has agreed to it.’ But the speech was the impetus the Revolution needed. Immediately, Chancellor von Baden told the news wires that the Emperor had gone and a German Republic had been formed – neither of which, technically, was yet true.


Halfway through the lunch at Spa, an official brought news that Prince Max had already announced the Kaiser’s abdication both as Emperor and King of Prussia, even before the proclamation had been written. ‘Treason gentlemen … barefaced treason,’ he declared. Again he threatened to bring out troops against the ‘traitors’. But Hindenburg and Groener returned to the villa and told the Emperor they could not muster any troops who would remain loyal to the Crown. Hindenburg was a royalist through and through, and he never admitted to anyone details about his last conversation with his Emperor, but he told Wilhelm directly: ‘Your Majesty, I cannot guarantee your safety even for one night … rebellious troops could at any moment arrest you and the Crown Prince; they might take you prisoner to Berlin and put you on trial. I must advise Your Majesty to abdicate and proceed at once to Holland.’14 That night the Kaiser took the royal train to exile and never returned to Germany. On the platform at Spa, as he waited to board the train, his last recorded words as a monarch were: ‘Who would have thought it would come to this. The German people are a swinish bunch.’ He did not officially renounce his throne until 28 November.


An hour after Scheidemann spoke, on another balcony just a few hundred metres away, in front of another huge crowd – at the Stadtschloss, the Royal Palace, which the Kaiser had vacated – there was a direct challenge to the newborn Republic. Karl Liebknecht made a more fiery, radical speech, effectively a call to arms, declaring ‘a free socialist republic’ based on the soldiers’ and workers’ councils – the Soviets. Together they ‘would reach out to our brothers throughout the world … and call on them to complete the task of world revolution.’*15


For the former elite, though, some things never change. One of the great historic dynasties of Europe had been overthrown, but questions of social etiquette remained. Later that afternoon the society hostess Princess Evelyn Blücher was at her apartment in the Palais Blücher on the Pariser Platz. ‘There we sat crouched together in the darkness, for we dared not turn on a light, listening to the fighting all around us from the Brandenburger Tor away over to the Reichstag,’ she wrote in her memoirs. ‘After an hour the firing died away, and Frau von Derenthall suggested we should have a cup of coffee; and two maids set to work and made us some.’16





* Another reason, according to many informed people at the time, was that the generals thought he might be blackmailable if necessary. The public was unaware that, despite marriage in his early thirties to Princess Marie Louise of Hanover and Cumberland, he was an enthusiastically active gay man. The Kaiser, Hindenburg and Ludendorff knew – the entire imperial court knew – but it didn’t seem to worry them, even though homosexuality among men was illegal. Discretion had, in the past, been a problem for Prince Maximilian. There was a thick police file on him, starting with a gay offence when he was a young guards officer, but, of course, he was not prosecuted, thanks to his name and rank.
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