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Much of what Hitler did in the German Reich, the processes of dictatorial government which he invented and set in motion, are schemes which any group of politicians might seize upon here or anywhere else at any time! I… have seen them worked out to the utmost limit under Hitler; and I fear that we have those among us who would gladly sacrifice their liberties for the kind of precarious security which Hitler provided for his followers for all too brief a time.


FROM A 1940 ADDRESS BY RAYMOND GEIST

















PROLOGUE



On the evening of January 30, 1939, Adolf Hitler spoke from the podium of the Kroll Opera House in Berlin to the nearly six hundred deputies of the German parliament. High Nazi officials sat on the stage behind him, and on the back wall above was a mounted casting of a huge eagle clutching a large swastika.


About halfway through, Hitler thundered this prophecy: if “international finance Jewry”—Jews inside and outside Europe—once again plunged the nations into a world war, they would regret it. Gesticulating with his right arm and right index finger, he exclaimed: “The result will not be the bolshevization of the earth and thereby the victory of Jewry, but the annihilation of the Jewish race in Europe.” The Nazi deputies, all of them men, applauded wildly.1


Some foreign dignitaries were on hand. Prentiss Gilbert, the senior US diplomat in Germany on that day, had chosen not to attend, fearing embarrassment if Hitler in his speech attacked the United States and President Franklin Delano Roosevelt. Gilbert arranged instead to have “certain Embassy secretaries” get their impressions firsthand.2 The longest serving of the six US embassy officials who held the title of secretary then was Raymond H. Geist; he had the best German language skills and he had lived in Berlin longer than the others. Hitler’s words in the opera house were consistent with what Geist had anticipated more clearly, and for longer, than any other American. He knew exactly what was foreshadowed and he brought this awareness to the heart of his mission: he was our man in Berlin during its darkest decade, and he would do far more than merely bear witness to it.















INTRODUCTION



A young man, five feet ten inches tall with thick, dark-brown hair, intense blue-gray eyes, and a ruddy complexion entered the office of Wilbur J. Carr, director of the US Consular Service on April 21, 1921. This was Raymond Herman Geist, living in Cambridge, Massachusetts, and lecturing at Harvard. He was soon hired as a vice consul, the lowest rung in the Consular Service. His long-shot job interview would later benefit Albert Einstein, Sigmund Freud, and tens of thousands of German Jews. Few of them ever learned just how he helped them.


During his long stay in Berlin from December 1929 to October 1939, Geist negotiated occasionally with Heinrich Himmler, Reinhard Heydrich, and Hermann Göring. Through his Nazi contacts, he accumulated vital information about the future course of the Nazi regime. His actions influenced not just President Franklin D. Roosevelt, but Adolf Hitler as well. But his unconventional life and work remained buried in obscure files, barely registering with historians.1


Geist was a central figure in gathering information about questions that resonate in the twenty-first century. How much did Hitler and other leading Nazis plan their course, and how much did they improvise? What might the West have done to limit or reduce the toll from Nazi persecution and mass murder before war broke out? Was it possible to strike any kind of bargain with Nazi Germany?


Unlike the Swedish activist Raoul Wallenberg, who undertook dangerous rescue activities late in the Holocaust, Geist was a loyal US Foreign Service officer who tried to help Jews and others get out of Germany before the Holocaust. Geist probed the outer limits of what was possible within the system. His aspirations and experiences are still relevant today.


Geist’s efforts give us a better sense of what was possible in a time of demagoguery, mass murder, and dire threats to Western civilization. His story cautions us against simplistic solutions or partisan distortions retroactively imposed on history long after the events. Indiscriminate moral outrage and scapegoating do not help us learn to deal with our own problems, but the careful study of history might. History does not repeat itself, but sometimes it rhymes.















CHAPTER ONE



VISAS


When Raymond Herman Geist came for his fateful interview in 1921, he brought with him a letter of introduction written by an assistant to Herbert Hoover, who had just become secretary of commerce. Geist had worked on the successful presidential campaign of Warren Harding, who had taken office one month earlier, so he had some connections in the capital.1 But the State Department had no familiarity with his work or credentials.


Geist liked the idea of becoming a diplomat,2 but in the 1920s US diplomats were almost without exception wealthy men. On top of their duties dealing with the broad issues of foreign relations, negotiating with foreign government officials, and reporting to the State Department, they were expected to entertain frequently, largely at their own expense. Inevitably, most diplomats then came from private schools and Ivy League universities.3


Although Geist was lecturing at Harvard, he was a graduate of Oberlin and Western Reserve (now Case Western Reserve), and he had no money to speak of. Maybe for that reason, Wilbur Carr discouraged Geist from a diplomatic position during their interview, but he suggested Geist might manage quite well as a consul.4 At that time the Consular Service was entirely separate from the Diplomatic Service, handling mostly visa matters and specific issues or problems of US citizens and American commercial interests abroad. Consuls were also commonly looked down upon by the diplomatic corps for their perceived lower class. One diplomat who later became undersecretary of state cattily observed that consuls had a fondness for YMCA standards and phraseology. Another waspishly compared a nervous, sweating person to “a consul at an embassy dinner.”5


That would start to change three years later when Carr, among other key State Department officials, arranged the merger of the Consular and Diplomatic Services into a unified Foreign Service. The lines between diplomats and consuls began to blur as consuls were allowed and sometimes encouraged to write economic or political reports to the State Department, and a few crossed over to the diplomatic side. Social distinctions were harder to erase, but the consuls, to the extent they could, began to adopt the style and standards of the diplomats.


Carr noted after the interview that Geist had impressed him.6 However, in the following months, as Geist took and passed the oral and written exams for the position, Carr became more cautious. Geist was a little old and academically overqualified to be taking a junior position. Nonetheless, in view of all the testimonials and Geist’s references, which included letters from Admiral William Benson, the retired chief of naval operations, and Charles Haskins, dean of the Graduate School of Arts and Sciences at Harvard, he agreed to give Geist a trial run.7


A major part of a consul’s work was the administration of the visa process and deciding the eligibility of visa applicants. Government officials, tourists, businessmen, and others who sought short-term stays in America applied for temporary visas good for up to six months. The consul had to determine that the applicant had a valid reason or purpose for entering the United States and intended to return to his or her native land. Those who sought long-term or permanent stays applied for immigration visas and had to show, at a minimum, that they met the physical, mental, and moral standards under US immigration laws to become productive residents, and that they had no police record. The burden of proof lay with the alien; the decision rested with the consul.


The visa system changed fundamentally in the 1920s. Only weeks after Geist’s 1921 interview with Carr, Congress passed the Emergency Quota Act to reduce European immigration to the United States and to change its distribution. Each European country received an annual quota, and the size of its quota depended upon that nationality’s share of the American population according to the census of 1910. This law favored countries of northern and western Europe, particularly Britain, and it reduced immigration from southern and eastern Europe, which had boomed in the decades before World War I.


The pseudoscientific doctrines of that age established a hierarchy of races and determined Jews to be a lower one. In his testimony before the House Immigration Committee, Carr himself had singled out eastern European Jews as “filthy un-American and often dangerous in their habits,” economically and socially undesirable, “abnormally twisted,” and “inclined to become agitators.” There was no Jewish quota, because there was no religious or racial category in the law, but the 1921 bill reduced Jewish immigration through a new ceiling on total immigration and through low national quotas for eastern European countries with large Jewish populations. Carr, reflecting the pro-eugenic orientation of many Americans of that era, helped to push this law through. However, one country with a Jewish population of more than half a million was granted a large quota under the new law: Germany. Raymond Geist’s grandparents had immigrated to the United States after the revolutionary upheavals of 1848 in the German states, as did hundreds of thousands of others, all of whom counted as German Americans in the 1910 census. The annual quota for Germany was set at fifty-one thousand.8


Three years after the immigration bill, the American public and Congress grew even more critical of the ramifications of US involvement in the Great War. They shunned postwar European problems, and they feared the spread of communist radicalism to American shores. President Calvin Coolidge and a Republican Congress made the national origins quotas permanent over the objections of Secretary of Commerce Herbert Hoover, who fretted over inaccuracies in the data and the “hardships” it would result in for American relatives of prospective immigrants. The bill that effected this change, the Immigration Act of 1924, also known as the Johnson-Reed Act, lasted until the 1950s. It reduced the maximum annual immigration from Europe to 153,774. Legislators also tinkered with the national quotas indirectly by using the outdated 1890 census as a basis for determining them.9


The effect of this change was that the annual quotas for Russia, Poland, Romania, Lithuania, Latvia, and Yugoslavia together totaled about ten thousand. Germany suffered too, with its quota sliced almost in half to 25,957. The law allowed for certain categories, such as children or spouses of US citizens, as well as ministers and professors, to qualify outside the quota, but the loopholes were modest. It also created some preferred groups within the quotas, especially relatives of US citizens. Initially, the State Department and the consuls controlled entry. The Bureau of Immigration and Naturalization in the Department of Labor took over jurisdiction only when visa holders reached American shores.10


In September 1930, amidst deteriorating economic conditions and a general climate of hysteria about foreigners, President Hoover asked his cabinet how to cut immigration radically without going back to Congress. State Department experts, led by Carr, now an assistant secretary of state, recommended a provision of the Immigration Act of 1917 barring anyone “likely to become a public charge.” Originally aimed at individuals with physical or mental disabilities who would be unable to support themselves in the United States, the public charge regulation allowed Hoover to determine that, under prevailing conditions, only those bringing substantial wealth with them or whose close American relatives had sizable assets (and were willing to support them) could enter. Anyone else who would have had to work was considered likely to become a public charge. Issuing a press release, the White House indicated that consuls should apply this regulation and deny visas to those without substantial resources. The State Department duly sent revised instructions to consuls in Europe.11


From July 1, 1929, until June 30, 1930, the annual German immigration quota was filled and the monthly allotments of the annual quota were nearly used up for the next few months. But after the consuls received the new instructions in September, the monthly numbers dropped sharply. By the end of the fiscal year (June 1931), fewer than ten thousand visas had been issued, still too many for the Hoover administration.


Geist was sent to Berlin as a consul in 1929, and he quickly drew praise for his work. After just six months, his outgoing superior called him “a distinct credit to the Service” and a man of mature judgment who would have advanced further if he had entered at an earlier age.12 In mid-1930, Geist was joined in Berlin by George S. Messersmith, a Pennsylvania-born descendant of Rhineland Germans who had come to the English colonies in the eighteenth century. Messersmith was an experienced consul general who had served in Belgium and Argentina, and as his superior, he became Raymond Geist’s ally in Berlin.13


Messersmith tried to placate the Hoover administration’s increasingly stringent immigration demands. He suggested that in the future he could hold visas to 10 percent of the quota, but that he did not want to do away with visas for applicants without US relatives as the administration suggested. He argued that some of these applicants would make good citizens and benefit the United States. The State Department’s Visa Section responded that some of the regular visa recipients were nonetheless likely to become public charges. Messersmith bowed to the pressure, even as he held onto the principle that some nonrelatives were qualified. In the year ending in June 1932, only 2,068 individuals received immigration visas under the German quota; the majority of them had relatives already living in the United States.14


Reacting to the tense political mood in Washington, the Consulate General in Berlin reviewed its long waiting list for immigration visas. Most applicants were told they were now defined as potential public charges and advised to either to drop their applications or defer consideration of their cases until economic conditions in the United States improved. The waiting list shrank considerably as a result. In March 1931, Messersmith reported that it was down to nothing. Millions of Americans were destitute; the plight of foreigners was not viewed charitably. In such circumstances, the awarding of any kind of visa could become a charged and highly politicized act.


Geist, however, found a way to keep the hopes of would-be immigrants alive, allowing people to apply informally, without paying the application fee. These individuals were temporarily inadmissible, but their files would be activated once US unemployment declined substantially. In effect, he converted an active waiting list to an inactive list, without jeopardizing the immediate cutback.15


With the issuing of immigration visas effectively shut down, State Department officials worried that some temporary visitors would intentionally overstay their visas. They called on consuls to submit information sheets on each individual visitor, and Messersmith and Geist complied.16


In this charged atmosphere, a world-renowned physicist sought to come to the United States. The case of Albert and Elsa Einstein raised political issues on both sides of the Atlantic, and it landed on the desk of Raymond Geist. Before Hitler came to power, the Nazi Party had excoriated Einstein as a Jew, a leftist radical, and a pacifist—and they didn’t like his theory of relativity either. Although Albert and Elsa had invested most of their savings in their house near Potsdam, in 1932 they tentatively agreed on a new academic base at what was to be the Institute for Advanced Study at Princeton. Albert also accepted for the third time a short visiting professorship at the California Institute of Technology.17 He needed a temporary visa, but there was a good chance he would stay permanently if allowed.


The German government had sponsored Einstein’s earlier visits to the United States, giving him a courtesy diplomatic passport. Getting a temporary visa for the United States was routine, and the shipping line had handled it. But in December 1932 Einstein was a private citizen who might, one way or another, become an immigrant. Getting a new visa would be much more complicated. While Einstein had other options for a new home and base of scientific research, he did not have all that much time to get out of Germany. The rising tide of anti-Semitism was worrying.18


Reports of Einstein’s impending trip to the United States mobilized the Woman Patriot Corporation, a fading bastion of upper-class, right-wing American prejudice with a history of fulminating against perceived radicals at home. Mrs. Randolph Frothingham, widow of a former Massachusetts congressman and chair of the corporation, denounced Einstein at length to the State Department and various congressmen as an atheist, anarchist, and communist and declared him inadmissible under several different provisions of immigration law. She also contacted the press.19


The Seventh Circuit Court of Appeals recently had ruled any member of a communist organization inadmissible into the United States. As a result, despite the fact that Einstein was the most famous scientist in the world and obviously a huge intellectual asset to any country he lived in, Carr wanted strict examination of the Einsteins’ possible communist connections. He instructed the Berlin Consulate General that if the Einsteins should apply for any kind of visa anywhere in Germany, the consul would have to ensure they had no links to the Communist International (Comintern). Beyond that, he would have to check with Washington before he granted them visas.20


In late November, the shipping line that would take Einstein to the United States, the Hamburg-American Shipping Line (Hapag), asked the Consulate General in Berlin if the Einsteins had to appear in person to apply for visas. The response was yes, unless they held diplomatic passports. On December 2, the Consulate General warned Hapag that time was getting short if the Einsteins expected to make their booked departure the following week.21


With their personal interviews looming, the Einsteins decided that they too would use the media to swing the ruling in their favor. They gave an interview to the lead Associated Press correspondent in Berlin, Louis P. Lochner, whom they knew well. Directing his fire at the Woman Patriots, Albert Einstein declared satirically that the fair sex had never before rebuffed him so sharply, and that, as a pacifist, he was opposed to all war except the inevitable one with his own wife. In a letter written days afterward, Lochner reveled in the humor and called it one of the finest scoops he ever had.22


Albert and Elsa showed up visibly nervous at the Berlin Consulate General on December 5 to meet with Geist. Messersmith had a previous commitment to inspect the US consulate in Breslau; despite the high-profile nature of the scheduled Berlin visitors, he did not change it. Afterward, he explained that he normally did not conduct visa interviews anyway, and he knew Geist to be courteous and discreet.23 Messersmith either did not want to alter his schedule to accommodate the eccentric physicist, or he tried to duck what he saw as a no-win situation.


Elsa insisted on doing most of the talking, and Geist struggled to pose questions directly to her husband. Both Einsteins said they regarded it as humiliating to have to appear in person to get a visa. Unable to explain his constraints, Geist assured them that they simply had to fill out certain forms at the consulate and that he wanted to help them. Both Einsteins repeatedly rose from their seats as if to leave during the course of the interview. Geist, with some difficulty, persuaded them to stay put while he filled out the forms with their answers.24


He asked about Albert’s membership in nonscientific organizations. Albert said he belonged to none, but Elsa corrected him: there were some social and political organizations. Asked if he belonged to any anarchist organizations opposed to government, Einstein replied that he belonged to only pacifist organizations. His affiliation was loose; he did not know if he really supported them. Both he and Elsa denied an alleged connection with the World Congress against Imperialist War, an organization nominally protesting Japanese aggression in Manchuria. It had a communist organizer, and Albert had written a friendly greeting for its August 1932 meeting.25 Elsa said she alone knew which organizations her husband belonged to, because she handled all their correspondence. Geist had the Einsteins read the relevant provisions of the Immigration Act of 1917, and Albert said he considered himself admissible under those provisions. He pursued his pacifism through peaceful and legal means and took no part in (radical) politics. Messersmith, in contact by phone with Geist during the day, wrote afterward that the Einsteins were anxious that some of Albert’s political affiliations might jeopardize their visas.


It wasn’t just Messersmith who eagerly watched the proceedings from afar. During this interview, Lochner called Geist to get his side of the issue, but Geist could not talk.26 (He could not have commented on the record in any case.) When the Einsteins finally finished the paperwork, Geist told them he would let them know as soon as possible, and that he would return their passports with proper visas. The Einsteins had wanted an immediate decision, but they left the office amicably.


Elsa telephoned later with a correction that her husband was a member of Workers’ International Relief, affiliated with the communist movement. But now that he knew how this would affect his visa application, he would leave the organization. She also added that unless they received visas by noon the next day, they would withdraw their applications and hold the Consulate General responsible for breaking their contract in the United States. Geist expressed regret for any inconvenience and said that he would get a decision as quickly as possible.


In spite of his faultlessly polite demeanor, he sprang into action immediately after his conversation with Elsa. He telegraphed both the State Department and Messersmith, declaring that the Einsteins qualified for temporary visas. Meanwhile the Einsteins continued to pursue their campaign in the press, not only through the AP, but with the New York Times and others. Elsa denounced the “Consul General” (Messersmith) for his rudeness—even though he had not even been present at the interview. A front-page article on the December 6 edition of the Times blared: “Professor Albert Einstein was so angered by forty-five minutes of questioning at the United States Consulate General as to his fitness to visit America that he refused to submit to further interrogation and returned home.”


Einstein did indeed get a visa shortly afterward, but the subsequent Times headline, “Einstein’s Ultimatum Brings a Quick Visa,” was misleading. Washington had responded on the morning of the sixth with their approval after Geist had speedily prepared a telegram to the State Department, hours after his interview with Elsa and Albert Einstein. Their public ultimatum had nothing to do with it.27


The publicity about the Einsteins’ visas had its own repercussions. Walter Lippmann, the prominent columnist, demanded Messersmith’s recall over the affront to the Einsteins. Unbeknownst to the public, Messersmith had in fact pleaded with the State Department to support Geist and the Foreign Service. On hearing about the events in the Berlin Consulate General, the outgoing secretary of state, Henry Stimson, was incredulous that Carr had sent instructions to question Einstein. He held a background press breakfast in Washington on December 10 to clarify the situation that was being badly misunderstood by the public. Touching lightly on the stupidity of the proceedings, he compared those who demanded scrutiny of Einstein to those who insisted on draping nude statues. In any case, Stimson told the attendees that the consul—he did not remember Geist’s name—had treated the Einsteins with the utmost courtesy. He completely exonerated the Consulate General. Carr then bowed to higher authority and telegraphed the State Department’s appreciation for the visa work in Berlin.28


The American Chamber of Commerce in Berlin, the American Women’s Club of Berlin, and the American Club of Berlin protested what they called grossly exaggerated US press descriptions of the Einsteins’ visa interview. Sigrid Schultz, a Berlin reporter for the Chicago Tribune, called earlier press reports shoddy because they blamed the absent Messersmith. She also complimented Geist.29


Messersmith privately explained again and again that the Einsteins received their visas within twenty-four hours of their appearance at the Consulate General and that in questioning them Geist had done only what Washington and regulations required. In fact, Messersmith felt it was the Einsteins who had subjected Geist to an “ordeal,” and he deserved a gold medal for his tact and skill.30 In effect, Geist had brought about the best result and as quickly as possible; he understood the rules under which he was obliged to operate, managed them deftly, and secured the result in the best interests of natural justice and the United States. He knew the Einsteins were far better off in the United States, and he must have known the United States was better off for admitting them. It was a textbook example of discreet diplomacy. The consul’s touch was almost impossible to discern, but somehow the right result was achieved with the minimum of disruption. It was a signature quality of Raymond Geist’s tenure. He had become not just “our man in Berlin” but to many Germans in peril he was theirs as well.


Arriving in California in January 1933, Einstein was obligated to give a lecture at Caltech with the goal of improving German-American relations—one of the terms of a grant the university had obtained. Three weeks later, Adolf Hitler was appointed chancellor of Germany. Two months after that, Einstein renounced his German citizenship. In May, Nazi storm troopers ransacked the Einsteins’ Potsdam home. In November 1933, the Gestapo announced it had confiscated the Einsteins’ property under laws directed against communists and enemies of the state.31


Einstein was unique, but other Jewish and non-Jewish immigrants from Nazi Germany contributed greatly to the well-being of the United States. Operating under serious political and legal constraints, Geist helped many to get in. He failed with others. His efforts, his successes, his failures are in part their story.















CHAPTER TWO



THE RISE OF THE NAZIS


Geist’s public service began with what his generation called the Great War. He was eager to serve his country after the United States declared war on Germany in 1917, but he ran into obstacles when he tried to enter what later became the Foreign Service.


Germany had stoked American paranoia about German Americans. Americans changed German names of towns, streets, and individuals; the government interned German aliens; a mob even lynched one pro-German speaker in Illinois.1


Someone who called himself an “American citizen” described Geist as a rabid pro-German, the son of Germans, and one whose past remarks would suggest he was an enemy of the United States. In his anonymous letter to the secretary of state, the citizen claimed that the president of Western Reserve University—now Case Western Reserve—had written the private secretary of Secretary of War Newton D. Baker, hoping to secure Geist an appointment as attaché in the American Legation in Copenhagen. Other sources suggest Geist sought a position abroad as a translator. The complaining self-styled patriot thought any such foreign assignment outrageous.2


William Bullitt, an up-and-coming State Department figure who later came to be known for his personal feuds and political antagonisms, interviewed Geist and found him to be very capable intellectually and apparently loyal. But State Department investigators had turned up some criticism of Geist’s character, including the anonymous letter, and one of his references did not check out. So Bullitt stalled any appointment to a position abroad.3


Instead, Geist enlisted in the navy and was appointed yeoman second class in the naval reserve. Once the navy learned that he had command of multiple foreign languages, in June 1918 he was assigned chief translator in the naval office of the cable censor in New York under Lieutenant Commander George Barr Baker. During Geist’s tenure as chief translator, Admiral William Benson, chief of naval operations, also got to know Geist. Benson, who became naval adviser to the US delegation to the Paris Peace Conference, soon appointed Geist to his own staff.4


Thus in December, Geist was able to finally serve his country abroad when he went to Paris with the US peace delegation. He translated German, French, Italian, and Spanish documents for the naval censor’s office, and he prepared a daily digest of world news for the heads of the US delegation. When President Woodrow Wilson arrived in Paris in January 1919, Geist was among those who went to tea at the president’s hotel.5


In mid-January, part of the delegation toured battlefronts in eastern France. Geist salvaged some battlefield souvenirs, such as a large red tassel from the rubble of the cathedral at Soissons. He was horrified to find the Reims Cathedral, one of the most beautiful in the world, horribly mutilated. In a letter home he asked his sisters to imagine nine hundred thousand rounds of ammunition fired daily for four years into Reims. He jumped into a German trench so deep that it was black as night. Lighting a match, he found and liberated a German helmet, an axe, and an alarm bell.6


In April, the peace negotiations effectively concluded, Admiral Benson deactivated Geist so that he could join Hoover’s private organization called the American Relief Administration, to supply food and clothing to distressed areas of Europe.7 Geist went to Vienna, no longer the capital of a large multinational Austro-Hungarian Empire, but of a shrunken, politically divided, and insecure new republic.8 The city and the country desperately needed outside help. During 1918 the domestic harvest had fallen by 50 percent, and food imports from Romania and Hungary, which usually covered more than half of Vienna’s needs, slowed to a trickle. Hunger and devastation were widespread, and only those who had recourse to the black market could manage to rise above subsistence level.9 Under the Allied naval blockade, which continued after the armistice, food supplies in Europe still were desperately short.


Austrians found the terms of the 1919 peace settlement very harsh: despite its largely Germanic population, the country was barred from merging with Germany, and it had to pay reparations for war damages. Budget deficits and trade deficits grew uncontrollably. Middle- and upper-class Austrians feared a communist revolution like the one that had shaken neighboring Hungary. An uneasy and inexperienced coalition government of Social Democrats, Christian Socials, and right-wing nationalists responded by printing money, which accelerated inflation. Rationing and price controls were in force.


With the title of food commissioner for Vienna and lower Austria, Geist concentrated first on establishing municipal facilities to prepare and supply meals to more than one hundred thousand malnourished children, many suffering from rickets. The initial feeding effort quickly generated publicity. Lines of children began to form hours before the kitchens opened.10 The scene made an impression on Geist. Months after he’d moved on to other endeavors, he still talked about those Viennese children and tried to raise money for them. He donated money himself.11


Geist’s academic credentials, fluent German, and commitment impressed Viennese officials. The Austrian government telegraphed Hoover, asking him to lend Geist to them. American Relief Administration officials in London agreed.12 Once they had received approval from Geist’s superiors, the Austrians gave him an impossible job—management of soup kitchens for adults and of the general food-rationing system. He became, in a term that his backers meant positively, the American food “dictator,” because the state and the city were too weak to do the job.13


Geist drew up a plan to feed a million people in open public kitchens through the winter of 1919.14 Viennese Social Democratic officials praised Geist publicly and in the press. Municipal Councilor Hugo Breitner, the leading financial expert of the Austrian Social Democrats, announced that under Geist one million people would soon enjoy meals distributed by the city. The mayor announced that it was impossible to exaggerate the city’s gratitude to the Hoover mission for lending Geist to Vienna. It appears that Geist had the backing of Austrian chancellor Karl Renner as well. The Austrian government apparently hoped that Geist, with his Hoover connections, would add to the meager food supplies in ways that the Austrians themselves could not. A cartoon in an illustrated newspaper showed Geist wearing a chef’s hat and swinging a spoon as a scepter.15


But it wasn’t all praise and gratitude for Geist. Captain Claire M. Torrey, the nominal head of the Hoover team in Vienna, resented him. Torrey felt Geist acted independently of his authority. Some other Hooverites felt that Geist’s publicity contravened their strategy of taking a low-key role to underscore their idealism. Geist responded that—for better or for worse—he had become a figure of interest to journalists. He had no control over the attention he was receiving, but he might have reasonably argued that publicity could mobilize additional people and resources.16


Despite his achievements, in November 1919 he was ordered by the Hoover organization to withdraw. At the time, Geist claimed that his kitchens were already supplying fifty thousand adults with food and he expected that the number would rise to one hundred thousand by the end of the year. He wrote passionately: “My duty to humanity and a starving city only too clearly teaches me what to do. I cannot carry out this order as I am morally bound before God to fulfill the task I have been officially and providentially appointed to do.”17 The Austrians by this time had given him their Salvator Mundi Medal for humanitarian achievement.18


Baseless and bigoted rumors were swirling around Geist. The Christian Social press complained about the abolition of the wartime Christian Women’s soup kitchens, and took umbrage at the fact that Geist, to whom they referred as “an American Jew,” managed their municipal successors.19 Some Austrian rightists associated Jewishness with humanitarian work performed by outsiders. In fact, although Geist was progressive in some ways, he was no socialist, and he had no Jewish ancestors.


In the winter of 1920, Collier’s ran an extremely favorable feature on Geist, depicting him as the most striking case study of American “pep” doing battle with Old World bureaucracy. According to the article, Geist tore around the streets in a car with a big American flag streaming from the windshield, and no one hated him because he was so good-natured. But by the time the article appeared, Geist was gone from Vienna, and not by choice. By January 1920, he was forced to leave both the Hoover organization and his Austrian position.20 It was a short-lived food dictatorship.


Although he had been unable to complete his mission, from his months in Vienna Geist must have gained confidence that he could connect personally (as well as politically) with Europeans of different walks of life and social standing. He also witnessed firsthand that despite inflammatory reports, Social Democrats in central Europe were committed democrats, not wild-eyed revolutionaries. He faced pressure and political fire without flinching: his withdrawal came not because of the Europeans with whom he negotiated and worked, but because of the jealousies and turf rivalries of his fellow Americans. It was a hard lesson but one he learned well.


His first ten years in what became the Foreign Service were a long slog. His individualistic impulses notwithstanding, he had to get accustomed to working with two bureaucracies—the State Department in Washington and the local US institutions at each post. In the larger or more important countries, the United States had an embassy headed by an ambassador; elsewhere it had a legation run by a minister. Almost everywhere it had consulates or consulates general (at more important sites). Geist was immediately subordinate to the local head of the consular operations, but an ambitious or energetic ambassador could exercise authority over the consulate, too. He had a lot of superiors in different capacities, and as vice consul and then a junior consul, he had little scope for initiative.


In the years that followed, Geist had a miserable post in Buenos Aires because of an obnoxious superior. He did better in Montevideo, Uruguay, because he had freer rein. He seems to have been little challenged (and perhaps bored) in a long stretch in Alexandria, Egypt, where his elder sister Anna accompanied him. His work generated praise and criticism in roughly equal measure. Geist nearly resigned twice.21 He never encountered the intensity and the challenges—the sense that he had a unique opportunity to help change the world—of his Vienna months until he and Anna arrived in Berlin at the end of 1929.


Geist and his sister found an apartment in Wilmersdorf, a pleasant neighborhood southwest of the city center with some private houses, nice apartment complexes, and parks.22 The Consulate General building at 5 Bellevuestrasse, a street known for its art galleries, was a couple of miles away. That was very close to the Tiergarten and German government buildings, in the city center. Geist could ride his bicycle there from Wilmersdorf, or, when he preferred, he could use the city’s rapid transit underground system. American diplomats, journalists, and businessmen stationed in Berlin and their families made up a sizable group of Americans for the Geists to meet.


A couple of months after the Geists arrived, the United States announced the selection of Frederic M. Sackett as ambassador. Born to wealth in Providence, Rhode Island, Sackett married into an even wealthier Louisville family. After getting a law degree, he managed his wife’s family’s mines, banks, and real estate for several decades. During this time, he also met Herbert Hoover. In midlife, he dove into Republican politics and won election as senator from Tennessee. But looking toward reelection in 1930, he faced a tough Republican primary battle. The Depression also limited his prospect for winning the votes of Kentucky’s Democrat-leaning coal miners in the general election. His old friend, Herbert Hoover, was now president and wanted a smart businessman in Berlin attuned to his own policies. Sackett agreed to shift to diplomacy.23


The State Department chose George A. Gordon, an experienced diplomat, as Sackett’s counselor of embassy, the top career post in Berlin. Gordon was a prickly character. He did not think it proper for the ambassador to mix with private German citizens. He loathed journalists, and he did not think American consuls were much better. According to Martha Dodd, daughter of Sackett’s successor, Gordon would no sooner consort with consuls than be seen in public in his underwear. In official meetings Gordon could be abrupt to the point of rudeness.24 Sackett also drew on First Secretary John Cooper Wiley, a wealthy diplomat who had wider German contacts. When Gordon went home to tend to an ailing wife, Wiley stepped into the top post. Later, another veteran diplomat, Alfred Klieforth, supplemented Wiley. It was a rapid rotation of diplomats. Geist quietly outlasted them all. The longer he stayed, the better he grasped the political forces and the key people.


Messersmith, who arrived a few months after Sackett, was of much greater significance for Geist’s ascent. The new German American consul general had attended college in Delaware but failed to complete the work for his degree. He had worked his way up through the consular ranks nonetheless. He had a passion for administration and memo writing the way some today have a passion for tweeting. He resented diplomatic snobbery, and he sought contacts across German society. Urging the new ambassador to travel to major cities and to meet businessmen, bankers, and academics, Messersmith was the antithesis of Gordon.


One former subordinate said that Messersmith couldn’t resist talking to subordinates as if they were naughty students who had not done their homework. If that was the case, he treated Geist like his star pupil. Only two years apart in age, Geist and Messersmith had a good deal in common: German roots, command of the German language, interest in commerce, and a willingness to get to know Germany and Germans. Messersmith chose Geist as his executive assistant, and Geist learned how to cut budgets during the Depression with a minimum of fuss. Messersmith’s working group often continued after hours and would conclude over dinner at his home. Geist learned from him how to report to Washington formally and informally, although luckily he did not imitate Messersmith’s writing style, which was often dreadful.25


The American colony in Berlin was a large network. After embassy and consular officials noticed a substantial number of destitute Americans in Berlin, the American Women’s Club, the American Chamber of Commerce, and the American Club formed a committee to raise funds for emergency support. Sackett, honorary chair, and Messersmith, honorary vice chair, were the first donors. Anna Geist, Raymond’s sister, had joined the American Women’s Club when they moved to Berlin. She was one of five committee members who ran the appeal and the program.26 The Geists were part of a group, even a real team, of American officials in Berlin.


Messersmith used the Rotary Club of Berlin to connect with influential Germans in private. Resentment of Germany’s World War I role delayed Rotary International’s authorization of German chapters until 1927, but Rotary arrived in Berlin in 1929.27 Berliners already had a plethora of formal and informal clubs, but to join Rotary was to make a statement: its German members wanted to rejoin the international community, promote German exports, and demonstrate their humanistic values. Seeking camaraderie, they shed their formal German mannerisms: “Herr Doktor” was out; members addressed each other with “Rotarian” plus their last names. Rotary was inclusive, with Protestants, Catholics, and Jews.28 It met weekly for lunch at the Hotel Kaiserhof, Berlin’s first luxury hotel, on the Wilhelmplatz, located next to the Reich Chancellery. Messersmith kept contact with businessmen and professionals there whom he might not see otherwise.29


In this period, Messersmith and Geist did not need to submit political reports like those done by consuls in other German cities because the two took part in almost daily discussions about German politics with Sackett, likely at the ambassador’s initiation.30 Consequently, Geist’s views of the rise of the Nazis in this period are hard to trace. He did submit two voluntary political reports during 1931, but they apparently went only to the Embassy, not to Washington.31 And most embassy records were destroyed during World War II.


Although Geist was a junior member of a team of American officials in Berlin, his experience in Vienna allowed him to grasp the seriousness of German political and economic problems. Despite its isolationist mood in the 1920s, the United States had committed itself to stabilizing Germany economically in the belief that a successful democracy was unlikely to start another war. American interests were at stake, too. As secretary of commerce, Herbert Hoover had created a special unit to alert Americans to trade and financial opportunities in Germany. Between 1925 and 1930, private American investors had lent nearly $3 billion to Germany.32 However, the Depression disturbed the relationship between the United States and Germany, affecting the consul’s traditional role of promoting American exports.


A provision of the Treaty of Versailles made Germany liable for reparation payments to France, Great Britain, and Belgium. In 1930, the German government proposed to take out an American loan to help meet reparations. It would have made American investors directly liable for Germany’s political stability. Moody’s Investors Service reassured banks and investors that no German party would wish to default on such a loan.33 American bankers failed to grasp the volatility of Germany’s political scene.


The German republic established by a revolution in November 1918 informally went by the name of Weimar, the town where its Constituent Assembly met a few months later. Weimar had been a focal point of eighteenth-century German culture, but parliament chose to meet there in 1919 because left-wing and right-wing extremists made Berlin too dangerous. Weimar Germany had multiple political parties and deep political divisions. The German National People’s Party (Nationalists), the closest thing to a party of big business, favored restoration of the monarchy and an aggressive nationalism. The Nationalists detested the working-class Social Democratic Party, associated with postwar international conciliation. The Center Party looked to secure the position of the Catholic Church and its Catholic constituents. Smaller parties of the middle and right filled out coalition governments, but the Depression exacerbated Germany’s political and social fault lines, weakening the center.


Growing poverty and social discontent benefited extremists. In theory, the German Communist Party worked toward proletarian revolution in Europe. They did not care to make democratic systems work as a means to their ends. German Communists promoted Soviet foreign policy and tried to stymie the German Social Democrats, from whom they had split. Initially independent, the German Communists soon fell under the control of the Soviet Union and the Moscow-dominated Comintern.34


To the German middle classes in 1930, the communists seemed more dangerous than the Nazis. At the time, Nazis did not seem like credible national actors. Hitler’s Beer Hall Putsch in 1923 failed even to take control of Munich, let alone the country. Hitler received sympathetic treatment from the judges at his trial for treason, and a light prison sentence, but his reorganized National Socialist Party failed for years to achieve electoral success. In the 1928 national parliamentary elections, the Nazis received about 3 percent of the vote.


A political standoff developed in 1930, when a special government-run unemployment insurance fund ran dry. Corporate leaders wanted to reduce government spending and the tax burden on industry and commerce, not replenish the fund. The Social Democrats wanted to raise worker and employer contributions to the fund in order to maintain benefits for the unemployed. Business-oriented parties in the coalition government opposed compromise, thinking they would be better off without the Social Democrats sharing power.35


At the end of March, the broad coalition government under Social Democratic chancellor Hermann Müller collapsed. Heinrich Brüning, an economist by training and member of the Center Party, received the backing of President Paul von Hindenburg to form a new minority government without the Social Democrats. It turned out to be the first move toward legislative paralysis and unchecked executive authority.


George F. Kennan, one day to be the foreign policy expert credited with the post–World War II doctrine of containment of the Soviet Union, came to Berlin in 1931 to learn German. While Geist took a leave, Kennan filled his post as consul.36 On June 1, Kennan asked a dinner companion whether they were now witnessing the crisis of capitalism.37 He and other observers feared that the Great Depression was dragging down liberal democracies and that Germany was particularly vulnerable.


American diplomats reported early and often about Hitler and the Nazis during their rise to power. John Wiley filed the first detailed report even before Brüning took office. Calling them Hitlerites and German fascists, Wiley correctly noted that one part of their political strategy was to harp on the danger of a communist uprising. He also perceived that their gains came at the expense of the Nationalists. Initially, Ambassador Sackett was confident that the Social Democrats were strong enough to prevent excessive growth of the extremists. In fact, both Sackett and Wiley described the Social Democrats as the main support of the republic.38


In 1931, the executive director of the Council on Foreign Relations in New York asked if Geist could supply more accurate and up-to-date information about the goals of each of the many German parties, after noting increasingly unstable political conditions there. Geist contacted the editor of a publication in Germany, got the page proofs with the official platforms of each major German party, and laboriously set about translating them during his vacations, because he had all too much to do during regular hours. He also sent a copy to the State Department, since this basic information about Germany’s major parties was not available in English in Washington.39


Geist’s personal experiences also afforded him additional insight into the political landscape of Germany. During his time in Vienna, he had had close ties with the Austrian Social Democrats. The German Social Democrats shared a similar ideology and traditions with the Austrians: they were more democrats than they were socialists. So Geist probably encouraged his embassy colleagues to take a favorable view of the Social Democrats, not a natural stance for wealthy (and in Sackett’s case, anti-union) American diplomats. But he likely was preaching to the converted: it did not take inside knowledge to reach the conclusion that the German Social Democrats were the strongest supporters of the democratic republic.


Sackett and Messersmith also expressed optimism about Heinrich Brüning’s minority government, and they hoped and believed that the new chancellor was seeking to rebuild a parliamentary majority and to avoid new elections during the Depression.40 In the short run, Brüning was comfortable using the president’s emergency powers to issue laws by decree. But he was determined to dissolve parliament and hold new elections rather than cave in to challenges to his deflationary economic and financial measures. Thus, when one of his financial decrees failed in July 1930, in part due to the efforts of the Social Democrats, Brüning called for new elections.


Brüning had no sense of timing. In September 1930, German voters spurned conventional parties. The Social Democrats, still the strongest party, dropped about five percentage points. Some of those voters deserted to the German Communists, who topped 13 percent for the first time. The Nationalists saw their support sliced in half, with many of those voters moving to the Nazis. A flood of previous nonvoters also selected the Nazis. The Austrian-born Hitler, not yet a German citizen, now led the second-strongest party, with about 18 percent of the seats in parliament. From this point on, both the German Communists and the Nazis worked to thwart legislation. The Weimar Republic had become a candle burning at both ends. Nazi campaigners gradually became the most energetic and effective critics of the status quo.41


Geist began to see the threat of fascism spring up in daily life. One example was the church he attended with Anna. He found that the pastor at the American Church in Berlin, Reverend Ewart E. Turner “had the tendency to turn his pulpit into a political forum and gave Nazi sympathizers a chance to use the American pulpit in Berlin as a means of furthering Hitler doctrine.” He noted further that the clergyman “aroused the animosity of conscientious people who believed in upholding the American traditions.”42


Ambassador Sackett recognized other ominous signs: in the segmented world of German politics, the Nazis had broader social appeal than most parties. The Nazis were primarily responsible for political riots in the streets of major cities, and the breakdown of law and order only added to pessimism about the political system. But at times, Sackett undercut his own reports of the Nazi danger by stressing the more familiar communist threat.43


Sackett became Brüning’s confidant and advocate. The ambassador tried to give the chancellor greater leverage in Berlin and greater clout in Washington, especially in thorny negotiations over reducing reparations during late 1930 and 1931. Brüning was a difficult ally, aiming to use the economic crisis to obtain a moratorium on reparations payments. He secretly wanted to eliminate reparations entirely and ultimately hoped to restore the monarchy. President Hoover could only do so much for Brüning—a one-year moratorium on reparations payments. Sackett became Brüning’s favorite diplomat, but it was not enough to alter political dynamics. Brüning remained heavily dependent on the goodwill and the emergency powers of President Hindenburg, as well as the toleration of the Social Democrats. Although a member of the Center Party, Brüning’s heart was to the right. When push came to shove, he would not rely on democracy.44


In the fall of 1931, the politically right-wing association of disabled war veterans arranged for a national memorial service for the German soldiers who died during the Great War. The United States, alone among Germany’s wartime foes, was invited to send a speaker for a ceremony broadcast nationally on radio.


Perhaps Ambassador Sackett chose Geist because he had the best command of German among the Americans, but he was also capable of balancing political crosscurrents at a time of rising nationalism. Sackett read and approved Geist’s text in advance. Using generous doses of rhetoric to avoid difficulties over specifics, Geist managed to turn the service of the fallen and disabled Germans toward the cause of peace:




Their names are recorded in history and engraved on monuments… but not because they have been able to deliver deadly and awful battle, not because they have dared to perform heroic deeds, but because in all their panoplies and liveries of war they were the instruments and symbols of the defenders of the peace of their country. In honoring them we honor them in all their greatness, and in honoring them we do not honor war, but honor peace.45





He expressed Western hopes for peace and disarmament after the horrendous bloodletting of the First World War. But his words could not alter the prevailing mood in the country.


In a late 1931 speech in Mainz, Chancellor Brüning gave a friendly nod to the Nazis, trying to set up possible negotiations for a Center-Nazi coalition government in the state, depending upon the outcome of the state elections. Brüning now hoped to “tame” the Nazis. He thought getting them to support or tolerate his government might work better—and might be more acceptable to President Hindenburg—than leaning on the Social Democrats.46 But Hitler was not much interested in being tamed.


Instead, the Nationalists and the Nazi Party joined forces with the veterans association called the Stahlhelm, the Agrarian League, and the Pan-German League. Meeting in the spa town of Bad Harzburg, media magnate and Nationalist leader Alfred Hugenberg and Hitler suggested that they were prepared to join in a right-wing coalition. The Nazis and the Nationalists had worked together once before—in a referendum campaign against the Young Plan for reparations in 1929–1930. Both had used reparations as a symbol of the humiliating peace settlement that they and many of Germany’s voters hated. They attacked the pro-republican parties that had agreed to the Treaty of Versailles under duress. They refused to believe that Germany had lost the war militarily, and they had many of the same enemies on the left. The two parties and the three associations called their alliance the Harzburg Front. Hitler created the impression that he was willing to cooperate to a limited degree with establishment conservatives. Their availability offered him the first realistic path to power working through the political system.


In November 1931, the Nazis obtained about 37 percent of the vote in the state elections in Hesse, making them the strongest party there. Ambassador Sackett reported to Washington that the voter turnout reached 90 percent and that these results were a good indicator of the strength of the parties throughout the Reich and in Prussia, the largest and most powerful German state.47 That was not what Washington wanted to hear.


American diplomats in Berlin now needed a better sense of Nazi leaders and their goals. A high official of the Deutsche Bank invited Ambassador Sackett and Alfred Klieforth to a Saturday afternoon tea at his home with a small group of Nazi officials and a certain “Herr Wolff.” When “Wolff” turned out to be Hitler, Sackett was not really surprised. He had had some previous hints that high Nazi officials would like to meet with him.48


Hitler gave a long harangue as if he were speaking to a large audience. Klieforth translated. Hitler blamed Germany’s economic plight on its loss of territory and colonies in the peace settlement and political “tribute” (reparations). His paramilitary forces were for domestic purposes—keeping order and suppressing communism. If France were to invade Germany, Germany would have to repudiate all its private debts. Hitler did not pose questions to Sackett, and the ambassador made only perfunctory comments. Sackett thought it telling that Hitler did not even look him in the eye. It seemed to indicate a man putting on an act.49


Sackett called Hitler a fanatical crusader whose forcefulness and intensity attracted the uncritical. His methods were those of the opportunist. Those who weighed the content of his speeches, however, would not be impressed. Any intellectuals or professionals who supported Hitler had to be desperate. Sackett did not believe Hitler capable of handling power; a Nazi government would soon go “on the rocks.”50


A regular reader of the German press and a man with many contacts in Berlin, Geist was an asset to Sackett, who recognized that. The State Department’s Division of Western European Affairs had fallen into disarray in the early 1930s. It lacked anyone who had served in Germany or even spoke German.51 Sackett later responded to the new chief of western European affairs that Raymond Geist could easily fill that gap in Washington. Discussions with Messersmith and Geist had apparently convinced Sackett that Geist had a particularly good grasp of German political currents. Sackett added, however, that Geist was especially valuable to Messersmith and would be hard to replace in Berlin.52 It became a refrain that others would repeat over the next seven years.


Brüning prevailed upon eighty-four-year-old President Hindenburg to run for reelection in April 1932. The Harzburg Front split apart. Hitler, having just gained German citizenship through a backdoor maneuver in the state of Thuringia, ran as the Nazi candidate, and Theodor Duesterberg, head of the Stahlhelm, as the Nationalist candidate. The German Communists ran their working-class leader Ernst Thälmann. Hitler rented an airplane, flew from stop to stop, and gave forty-six speeches amidst a massive display of organized effort. A Nazi propaganda book of photographs bore a cover with an airplane superimposed on a map of Germany: it was entitled Hitler over Germany. Wiley filed a diplomatic report to Washington noting that the constant Nazi appeals to the passions of the Germans were unhealthy; Germans had shown themselves susceptible to nationalist appeals.53


Joseph Goebbels, Nazi Party leader for the Berlin district, had correctly predicted that none of the four presidential candidates would get a majority in the first round; a plurality would suffice in the runoff. Goebbels had a system to gauge the Nazi vote by taking a multiple of the size of its party membership, and he projected that Hitler would receive 13.5 million votes in the first round. This turned out to be too high by a couple of million: Hitler’s share of the initial vote was about 30 percent. Goebbels had underestimated Hindenburg’s 49.6 percent share. When the Nationalist candidate, Duesterberg, withdrew after the first round, his party backed Hitler, in the process wounding Hindenburg’s feelings. A monarchist at heart, the elderly president did not think of himself as the candidate of the Social Democrats and the Center. Goebbels had forecast that Hitler would win the runoff, with about 18 million votes. Actually, Hindenburg got 19.3 million votes, about 53 percent; Hitler’s more than 13 million votes constituted 37 percent. The Communist Thälmann fell to 10 percent. The results were more than enough to give the impression that the Nazis were the strongest single political force. But they were not enough to bring Hitler to power.54


The campaign failed to answer questions about Nazi strategy or intentions. In contacts with foreigners, some Nazi officials had seemed more moderate in 1932 than Hitler’s earlier speeches suggested. At lunch with Wiley, Goebbels, for example, disclaimed any intention of harming German Jews. A Nazi government would simply treat them as foreigners, tax them heavily, and deport Russian and Polish Jews to the east. But Wiley must have known that other Nazis had voiced much sharper threats. In a September 1930 trial of several junior army officers who had distributed Nazi propaganda in the army, Hitler himself had testified that after a Nazi victory the heads of the “November criminals”—those responsible for the revolution of November 1918—would roll in the sand.55


While Brüning remained chancellor, American diplomats in Berlin had good access to the government and a little leverage with it. But in the six months following the presidential election, the barriers to a Nazi-Nationalist government fell one after another. And Germany’s future became opaque to Sackett and the State Department.


Brüning was the first to go. On May 30, 1932, Brüning told Sackett that he had lost the president’s confidence and would resign at noon.56 Hindenburg appointed his old friend Franz von Papen, a Catholic landed aristocrat, as the new chancellor. Papen’s prior connection with the United States was a disaster. Serving as military attaché to the United States during World War I, he had spied there and been caught. Declared persona non grata, he was expelled. The new chancellor had once belonged to the Center Party, but he quarreled there in 1925, and he resigned from its parliamentary delegation. Closest to the Nationalists in 1932, Papen was an authoritarian who sought to restore traditional social hierarchy. His cabinet consisted mostly of aristocrats and men of wealth without political experience; observers called it a cabinet of barons. He had little likelihood of getting political support in parliament unless he could win over Hitler. He and his defense minister, the shadowy intriguer General Kurt von Schleicher, decided to lift the ban on Nazi paramilitary forces. Papen also had Hindenburg’s approval for dissolution of parliament and for new elections to be held at the end of July.57


On July 20, three days after a bloody clash in Hamburg between communist and Nazi paramilitaries, Papen used presidential emergency powers to oust the Social Democrat–led government from the state of Prussia, claiming that it had lost the ability to maintain law and order. Army troops took over the streets of Berlin. Papen appointed himself to take over the affairs of Prussia. Prussia had the largest police force in the country, and it had served as a bulwark of the republic.


After Papen’s coup from above, the July 31 national elections shredded what little remained of the democratic system. The Nazis more than doubled their vote in the September 1930 elections to 37.4 percent, getting 230 seats in parliament. The Social Democrats fell to second with 133 seats, and the German Communists obtained 89, about 14 percent. The Nationalists fell to 37 seats. The net result was that the two extremist parties—Nazis and Communists—constituted a negative majority in parliament: together they could block anything. The Nazis, meanwhile, had almost conquered the political right. How long the Papen government could last without Nazi support was an open question.


Sackett took comfort in the fact that the Nazis only slightly exceeded Hitler’s vote in the April 1932 presidential election; the ambassador thought they might be peaking. But continuing violence soon led him to speculate that Hindenburg might dismiss Papen and appoint Hitler as chancellor. President Hoover expressed alarm at this prospect. The State Department told Sackett to send more frequent and more complete reports on events, along with more analysis of their significance.58


Hitler met with Hindenburg, Papen, and Schleicher on August 13, but they refused his demand to be named chancellor in a predominantly Nazi government. Sackett reported that the most likely outcome of this stalemate was another round of elections and a maze of uncertainties in the meanwhile. He called Hitler “one of the biggest show-men since P.T. Barnum.” He complained that those who read only the Nazi press got a daily dose of constant Nazi successes. If Hitler came to power, he would be able to suppress all non-Nazi publications and control perceptions even more. The Nazis were targeting even German youth, he noted.59


Geist followed Papen’s efforts very closely, reporting officially on the chancellor’s desperate efforts to revive the economy. Geist seems to have calculated that if Papen succeeded economically he would figure out a way to stay in power, constitutional or not. Papen’s emergency decrees offered businesses tax rebates and subsidies for hiring new workers; at the same time, they cut wage levels and gave the government powers to reduce all the social insurance programs for which Germany had become famous. Government spending programs were supposed to stimulate growth. The Frankfurter Zeitung worried that the effect of tax cuts and spending increases would create a huge deficit to burden future taxpayers. Geist’s final report on Papen’s economic-financial program, submitted in May 1933, after Hitler had become chancellor, pronounced it a failure.60


State Department officials praised the reporting of the staff of the Consulate General. Economic adviser Herbert Feis, the only Jew among high State Department officials, commented that Washington had received a better, more thorough picture of economic and financial events in Germany than in France or Britain.61 Geist played a substantial role in that reporting.


Geist’s public role involved constant visa work and assistance to American firms to export their products to Germany. After he delivered one long report to Robinson Fire Apparatus Manufacturing of St. Louis, a company executive responded: “It was beyond our comprehension that the Consular Service would go to the detail it did in giving us such a report, which left nothing to the imagination, and you have no idea how helpful this is and how it answers our questions so readily.”62


When the newly elected parliament assembled in September 1932, Papen raced to dissolve it while the deputies overwhelmingly voted no confidence in Papen’s government. The result either way was another round of elections in early November. But with some voters tired of constant electioneering, the novelty of Nazi propaganda wore off. Nazi Party coffers were exhausted. Hitler’s increasingly bitter attacks on Papen scared off some conservative voters. The Nazis lost nearly two million votes, although they remained the largest party, with about a third of the vote. The Communists rose to about 17 percent, so that the two extremes held almost exactly half of the popular vote and the seats. Papen hoped to simply dismiss the Reichstag, but Schleicher objected, denying him the support of the military. Papen resigned, and negotiations for a new government took place behind a curtain of secrecy.63


As Defense Minister Schleicher began to emerge as an alternative to Papen as chancellor, Papen, sensing betrayal, rethought his options with Hitler. After President Hindenburg nominated Schleicher, the new chancellor quickly began to unravel the unpopular anti-labor measures of his predecessor and to draft plans for putting unemployed Germans to work on government projects. The Reichstag adjourned voluntarily, giving Schleicher a breathing spell until at least mid-January 1933.64


Schleicher tried to exploit the political and financial strains of the Nazis. He offered Gregor Strasser, a prominent member of the anti-capitalist, pro-union Nazi faction, the vice chancellorship in his cabinet, as well as the top post in the Prussian government. Strasser then pleaded with Hitler and other party leaders to give Schleicher time to operate. Hitler continued to demand full power as chancellor or nothing. Lacking an organized faction among the party elite, Strasser could not withstand Hitler’s counterattack. When Strasser resigned from his party positions in early December 1932, no one followed him.65


A month later, Hitler met with Franz von Papen at the Cologne home of a German banker who was a belated supporter of Hitler—the first step in a complicated dance toward an alliance.66 Papen was close to Nationalist leader Alfred Hugenberg, and, even more important, Papen had President Hindenburg’s confidence. The press sniffed out the January 4, 1933, meeting at the banker’s home, and a photographer captured Papen stepping out of a taxi upon his arrival.67 Hitler escaped detection by entering through the back door, symbolizing future events that gave him the post of chancellor. President Hindenburg appointed Hitler without his ever having received close to a majority in free elections.


Looking back years later, Geist explained that the Weimar Republic rested on a working alliance of the Social Democrats and the Catholic Center Party, something that, if it had lasted, might have led the German people to appreciate democracy.68 Brüning wrecked that alignment at the national level, and then Papen illegally removed the Social Democrat–Center coalition government in Prussia. In the process, they opened the way for Hitler.
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