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Introduction

The Europe of 1914 looks very grand, if you judge it from the great monuments put up in any of the capitals of the time. There is a triumphalist air to them—The Mall in London, the imperial centre of a quarter of the world’s land surface; the new Hofburg in Vienna, where everybody must have felt like an exhibit in the museum that the city was shortly to become; the Millennium monument in Budapest, celebrating the 1000th anniversary of the Hungarians’ arrival in Central Europe; the enormous Victor Emmanuel wedding cake in Rome. Paris had had the Napoleonic treatment somewhat before, and the triumphalism of the period is shown mainly in the Pont Alexandre III. If you were European or American, you were supposed to be a master of the universe, and even the lesser capitals, such as Brussels (reigning over the Congo), had their pompous displays. The most spectacular of these is not in Europe but in the jewel in the British Crown, the city of New Delhi, designed by Sir Edwin Lutyens for a viceroy, Lord Curzon, who said in 1904 that the British should rule in India ‘as if for ever’. They were in reality going to be out in 1947, and by then all these grand capitals were smashed or at least  made very shabby by war. Berlin’s centre was just rubble, and on the Siegesallee (Victory Avenue) the lumpish busts of the charmless rulers of Brandenburg glowered out over a waste of weeds, burnt shrubbery, and the corpses of animals that had escaped from the nearby zoo. The century had begun with the pomp and circumstance of Queen Victoria’s funeral, when the rulers of the world had come to London, but it was not even halfway through when the whole imperial show had its own funeral, in 1945.

Only thirty years passed between the start of the First World War and the end of the Second and, with a brief interruption in the second half of the 1920’s, they were calamitous. Until 1914, everyone, bar a few pessimistic writers, had believed in Progress. H. G. Wells had been its principal spokesman: science would save mankind. By 1945, in his final book, Mind at the End of Its Tether, Wells had turned blackly pessimistic. But it turned out that he was wrong again. After 1945, or at any rate after the Marshall Plan was launched in 1947, peace and prosperity reigned, and the thirty-year nightmare receded. The world, or at least the Western world, returned to an earlier pattern, that of the later nineteenth century. The last forty years of that century had seen the greatest economic quantum leap in modern history, if you consider the starting point. Horses and carts became motorcars; hospitals became places for recovery, not death through infection or pain; film, aircraft, psychoanalysis, skyscrapers, telephones—all products of that generation. Life expectancy shot up, and populations doubled. It is also true that the cultural life of the time was astonishing. For a natural scientist, the world of 1910 was miraculous. Without a passport, and without spending very much, you could go to international gatherings organized by a Belgian industrialist, Ernest Solvay, and discuss mathematics and physics with the most powerful brains in the world: Henri Poincaré, Albert Einstein, Marie Curie. In education, there had in most countries been reforms that made high schools better than today’s universities. People knew their Bible and the national classics; the standard of musical performance was extraordinarily high; publications abounded, and serious writers such as Thomas Mann or composers such as Richard Strauss (they were both very careful with money) could become rich. But the writers’ pessimistic cast of mind was justified, because the First World War emerged from it all, and then a Second World War soon emerged from that. Why?

The short answer is, of course, Germany. Otto von Bismarck’s creation was the great success story, and her rulers lived in his shadow. Germans began to regard Slavs as inferior. Poles, by the millions, migrated west into Silesia or the industrial Ruhr, and took generations to assimilate. Prussian kings had had to learn Polish as a matter of course, and the first one to forbid his son to learn it was the nationalist-liberal father of Kaiser Wilhelm II. Prussia had generally had a very close relationship with Russia, the rulers of which were anyway either German or heavily influenced by Germans. But that changed in the 1890’s, as Russia counted as backward and barbarous. She also took up a military alliance with France, Germany’s rival, getting in return a large amount of French investments. By 1914 these were paying off. Russia was catching up fast, and there was wild alarm in  German military circles that in a two-front war they would be crushed. These alarms affected a wide area. There was Austria-Hungary, the Habsburg Empire, clearly in process of dissolution; and there was Ottoman Turkey, even more clearly in that process, and yet controlling both the oil of Iraq and the Bosphorus Straits, through which passed Russia’s all-important grain trade and much else. When the straits were briefly closed in 1911-12. the economy of southern Russia nearly shut down as well. Germany and Russia were on a collision course over these matters.

The trouble was that Germany had made enemies besides Russia. The French had never really reconciled themselves to the defeat that they suffered at Bismarck’s hands in 1870, and they made a huge effort at recovery—a large army (they even conscripted monks), an empire-building navy, and an ambitious foreign policy, directed at alliance with Russia. But French hostility would be containable, provided that the British remained neutral. And it was here that Germany, around the turn of the twentieth century, made her greatest mistake. She planned a navy, with a view to what was called Weltpolitik—‘world policy’, meaning empire. But the ships were not like British or French ones, which were meant to go round the world, defending overseas trade and possessions, and therefore needed coaling capacity, which in turn limited the weight that could be put into armour-plating. German ships were constructed with very limited coaling capacity, and so they could pile on weight in extra armour-plating. It took time for the British to realize that the German warships were really only intended to remain in European waters, and that they would be less vulnerable than the more thinly armoured British ones. And the whole point of the German navy was to bully or blackmail the British into granting imperial concessions to Germany—concessions in the first instance meant to be in China, but later on in the Middle East, the lands of the old Ottoman Empire. German ships, directed over the North Sea, spelled out the same sort of threat before 1914 as did Hitler’s air force before 1939. Far from cowing the British, it caused them to take up alliances elsewhere. Alliance with Japan in 1902. lessened their weight of responsibilities in the Far East. In 1904 they took up a semi-alliance with France, the Entente Cordiale (‘friendly agreement’). On the face of things, this was a colonial bargain involving North Africa. There had been rivalry over Egypt, where the British had established a protectorate and excluded the French. The French in turn had established themselves in Morocco and needed international support. Now, a deal was done: Morocco for France, Egypt for England. Behind the scenes, there were naval understandings—the British would take care of the North Sea, the French, of the Mediterranean. Later on, these agreements were extended, as the British did a deal with Russia and, after 1911, made plans for military assistance to France in the event of a German attack. Freud defines neurosis as that condition which realizes its own worst nightmares, and Germany was in such a state.

One of the most famous German books on World War One has the title War of Illusions. It is extraordinary to see how highly educated men confidently assumed as truth things that turned out to be grotesquely wrong. The list goes on and on—that empires enriched, that battleships were vital, that gold was  credit, that blockading exports would cause revolutions, that fortresses would stop invasions, that morale would win battles. There was much talk of national honour, but as Falstaff says, ‘What is honour? A word. What is in that word honour? What is that honour? Air.’ In 1914 the Europeans’ imperial world seemed to be falling apart, and there was a geopolitical tectonic shift, in that Russia, at last, was fulfilling her potential. Germany panicked, and her rulers made an effort to set up a sort of United Europe, ruled from Berlin, which would include the main components of a shattered Russia. The last great illusion was that the war would be short. When, at the Battle of the Marne on 9 September 1914 that proved wrong, the Europeans had an encounter with the reality of modern war. Before 1914, Europe had been beset by the twin problems of social conflict and imperialist nationalism. In 1917, both now emerged in force, with a Communist revolution in Russia and the intervention of the United States in the war, which would mean the end of European imperialism. The treaties that ended World War One were an uneasy compromise, and never had much validity, whether in morality or in force.

The treaty negotiated at Paris and signed at Versailles in June 1919, which ended the war, was also an exercise in illusion. As a Frenchman remarked, it was too soft for its harshness. The situation of 1919 was artificial. Germany and Russia were removed from the stage, and Great Britain and France seemed to lay down the law in Europe. With American support, they established new states to the east, and for that matter in the Middle East as well. There was a greater Poland, stretching far into what had been  western Russia, with a population only two-thirds Polish, containing three million Jews, ten percent of the population. There were Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia, multinational states the basis of which was French patronage of the dominant peoples, the Czechs and the Serbs. There was a greater Rumania, not unlike Poland as far as national composition was concerned. Stretching into Ottoman territory, new states were devised—an Iraq that was cobbled together from three varied Ottoman provinces, Kurdo-Turkmen Mosul, Shia Arab Basra, Sünni-Orthodox Baghdad; a Syria and a Lebanon that made sense only if taken together with Iraq, and not much otherwise; a Palestine, an Israel-to-come, where Zionists and Arabs were already clashing by 1926; a Saudi Arabia, religious fanaticism rampant. Looking back from 2012, more than a century after the Italians, invading Ottoman Libya in 1911, gave the signal for World War One, it is extraordinary to reflect that the only one of these states that has worked has been modern Turkey (you could, with some literary flourish, perhaps include Ireland, in so far as she, too, was a postwar creation). The ‘self-determination of peoples’ as enshrined by the Versailles settlement did not do at all well. Nor did the parliamentary government that was encouraged by the victors. Constitutions were solemnly drawn up, and elections were held (in ‘the South-Western Caucasus Republic’, which briefly appeared in northeastern Turkey, voters were invited to throw a stone into either of two tins, under the watchful eyes of the Turkish military). Germany acquired, through assembled professors and other worthies in Weimar, a constitution of impeccable democratic credentials—referenda, proportional  representation, women’s suffrage, federal states with their own elections and parliaments (the largest by far being Prussia). Parliamentary ways persisted uneasily until 1929, and then the world’s economy started to collapse.

Why the Depression happened is the greatest question of the twentieth century. ‘Capitalism’, as we have to call it, had been a great success, giving the West the fatal illusions of superiority that brought about these ‘gimcrack empires, spatch-cocked together’ (Jack Gallagher’s phrasing in the New Cambridge Modern History). Part of the formula for this success had been what the economist Joseph Schumpeter called ‘creative destruction’, the business cycle, where the lazy and self-indulgent went under, their assets being picked up cheaply by more energetic competitors. In the 1870’s, Italian banks, for instance, were almost laughable, holding every transaction up to the light and advancing credit only gingerly: these sleepy banks were taken over by farsighted German Jews, who invested long term in hydro-electricity. The takeover left much resentment among the losers. But in 1929 the process became one of destructive destruction—American money withdrawn from the system, the German mark collapsing, the English pound following, world trade dropping by two-thirds, and in France until 1938 what became known as ‘negative growth’. This was a catastrophe, and present-day (2012) troubles are nothing in comparison, though the comparison is sometimes made. The United States had 25,000,000 unemployed, while Germany had 6,000,000—even then a misleading picture, in that unemployed German women were grossly undercounted. The problem was only solved through  rearmament. Small wonder that a good proportion of the intelligentsia shifted to the Left. Still, the crisis was really the outcome of wartime debts, and more generally of the nervous, pessimistic atmosphere that the war had created. These, and the inexperience of the United States in managing its new role as a world power, went together with changes in technology that replaced men with machines. But the depression that followed was not really a terrible judgement on ‘capitalism’ as such; it was a consequence of the First World War.

And the Depression swept parliamentary governments away. Weimar Germany had always been weak, a fair-weather system, and democratic government depended on coalitions. A five-party one came up in 1929, and collapsed in March 1930 at the first signs of economic downturn: the right-wing liberals said that the unemployed should pay more for their insurance, and the moderate socialists said that the employers should pay more; disagreement over a quarter of one percent brought the government down, though of course there was more to it. No government then emerged with a majority in the Reichstag until Hitler came along in January 1933. In Austria, Poland, Rumania, and Greece, dictators and semi-dictators took over; Spain experienced a civil war that lasted from 1936 to 1939—her caudillo, Francisco Franco, proud about signing as many as 3,000 death warrants in the back of the car that took him every day from the El Pardo Palace to his office in central Madrid. Only two countries east of the Rhine maintained civilized standards—Czechoslovakia, set up as a Rechtsstaat, a legal state, on the lines of the old liberal Habsburg monarchy, and conservative Hungary, where the  standards of the old-fashioned aristocracy still prevailed. Mussolini had triumphed in 1922 in a sort of dress rehearsal for Thirties Fascism. In 1920, the Italian economy had collapsed, and there followed two years of near-anarchy. Italian Fascism grew out of the wartime officer corps, men who could only find a way forward in a sort of respectable protection racket, and that gave Hitler his model. It was also strikingly successful. By 1936, whatever the reason, German unemployment had dropped to a million, and though the country’s standard of living was Spartan in comparison with the British, the economy was moving again and everyone noticed a new, assertive spirit (which most British people instinctively disliked).

But Adolf Hitler was really the result of a vacuum. That vacuum supplied him with arguments. The postwar settlement was supposed to be underwritten by a League of Nations in Geneva, but it was really only a matter of time before Germany once more asserted herself. The question would be: which Germany? A decent German state was needed, but the French especially did everything to undermine that—even, in 1931, refusing to cooperate with the British in keeping the German economy afloat. The list of vacuous failure goes on and on. Weimar democracy had turned into presidential rule-by-decree: the Reichstag had ceased to function. The Gold Standard, which was the symbol of the international financial and trading order, had become a deflationary weight, depressing everything except the self-importance of central bankers. The Germans had tied themselves to it, in part in order to pay off the reparations required by Versailles. It had become a prescription for mass unemployment. The  League of Nations, the Maginot Line, the Little Entente supposedly linking Czechoslovakia, Rumania, and Yugoslavia in a military alliance but not including Poland: all of them fictions, and dangerous because bureaucracies were set up to maintain belief in them. The first hundred-odd pages of A. J. P. Taylor’s Origins of the Second World War are the classic account of this. Of course the inter-war period was hag-ridden by memories of the Great War. France, especially, had been badly weakened, and she was defending a shell. Louis-Ferdinand Celine’s Death on the Installment Plan spelled it out, dismal lives in some Rancy or Eurcques-sur-Ourcqes housing estate: an embittered version of George Orwell’s Coming Up for Air. The problem was that the western Powers conceded to Hitler what they had refused to Gustav Stresemann, the liberal Weimar statesman who died in 1929. Hitler’s idea was to bring about recovery in Germany by gaining an empire in the east, to match the American and the British hinterlands. He learned that, if he threatened to use force, and claimed to have crushing armaments, the west would give way, and maybe encourage him on his turn to the east. It was there, at the expense of the despised Slavs, that Germany’s empire would be built up.

And so it came to a Second World War, with a Hitler in charge of German affairs. He had become very popular because he had triumphantly cut through the web of hypocrisy and falsehood that ‘Versailles’ represented. He had revived the German economy; he was, for millions of Germans, a hypnotically powerful speaker; no longer were Germans humiliated and impoverished by a vengeful France. But in the course of this, he had  enraged the British in particular. In the summer of 1939, he thought that he could take over Polish territory without any British intervention. Then he got an unexpected deal with Stalin. The British could not now do anything for Poland; surely they would not even try. He miscalculated: there was a rebellion in the British political classes, and the ultimatum followed. Eventually, this too turned into a war of Great Britain, Russia, and the United States against Germany, a re-fighting, this time with even more destructive weaponry, and, through tanks and aircraft, a battlefield mobility going far beyond that of 1918. This war ended six years later, Central Europe in surreal ruins. There was a notice on the Dutch-German border reading, ‘Here ends the civilized world.’ But then at last matters improved: the German problem was solved, Germany became in many ways a model state, the Americans behaved with a sense of responsibility that they had refused to display in 1919, and the wars seem to belong to an unimaginable past.

 



Nineteen-forty-five marked the kind of moment when one era turns into another. Until then, European empires ran the globe, and my early school textbooks—already obsolete—informed me in 1950 about all the good the British had done in an India that, like a good quarter of the globe, was coloured British red. Winston Churchill, the grand aristocrat who had been born (in 1874) into the Victorian certainties, at that in a pre-electrical age (the first great house to be lit by electricity was Lord Salisbury’s, Hatfield, in 1880), was counted as old-fashioned. The same was also true of his historic rival, Adolf  Hitler, but it was a different sort of old-fashionedness. He was born on the Austro-German border in 1889, and when he was in his teens, electricity, the miracle-working energy, was spreading, with endless new possibilities for building, transport, medicine, radio. Hitler later on was fascinated by machinery—more so than Churchill, who was mainly interested in the military aspects. In the Austro-German borderland, there was much resentment at the tyranny of the Catholic Church, which had once suppressed Protestants by main force, and Hitler grew up with an intense dislike for Christian morality—it moved him, and many others, far more than did anti-Semitism when he was a young man. That (according to Brigitte Hamann, a splendid historian who looked at the original evidence) he picked up later, and in his usual vindictive way persecuted an old Jewish couple who had been kind to him in the old days when he took refuge in their shop if, while he sold water colours to the tourists in Vienna, it rained. Adolf Hitler’s species of nationalism—technology. Triumph of the Will, and elimination of the weak—was also old-fashioned by 1945. Hitler’s version of the old Europe petered out in the black farce of his shelter, far beneath the Reichstag gardens, brilliantly captured in the German film Downfall. Churchill’s also ended, with his final Prime Ministership in 1951, a mixture of mothballs and alcohol. In 1945, with the huge symbol of the atomic bomb, another world emerged.

Much later, as I got to know Germany and read her history, I stumbled upon people who had had a part in Hitler’s war machine. I suppose the most extraordinary was Albert Speer. In 1981, I was doing a programme for BBC television about Hitler  and art, and we asked Speer, Hitler’s chief architect and the wartime minister of armaments, for an interview. Aged seventy-six, with a twenty-year prison sentence behind him, he agreed to come, much to our surprise. It was a holiday weekend, and in those days things in London shut down: I had to take him to the restaurant of Brown’s hotel and he talked about the Third Reich. I was amazed that he did not know one of the most important facts about the Nazi vote, that Protestants were far more likely supporters than Catholics (Bavaria had her reputation, but owed it mainly to her Protestant third). I suppose religion just did not interest him. He also rather surprised me—I should not have been—in that he defended the British bombing of Germany’s cities, on the grounds that it diverted much of the German effort away from the fighting fronts and for the defence of the homeland. It was somehow a massively sad evening, but we did our interview the following day, and he was good, though he must have said it all before. Then, full of beans, and admired by all the women there, he marched off to his hotel and died. Another of my odd connections with the Third Reich was with the son of Josef Mengele, the terrible doctor at Auschwitz who carried out genetic experiments on living souls and is said to have stood on the railway platform as the Jews tumbled out of the cattle cars, dividing those who could work from those who should just be sent straight to the gas chambers. He had left Auschwitz at the last moment with a box of eyeballs and tissue samples to show to his professor in Frankfurt, who of course panicked and showed him the door. Mengele died in Brazil in 1979, and the family went public with the story: I interviewed his son,  a sympathetic and straightforward man who had been brought up by a decent social-democrat stepfather and was only told when sixteen who his real father was. He had flown to Brazil to see the man, and they had got on very badly—Mengele was a mean bore, living with a German refugee woman from Rumania with whom he quarrelled incessantly about small sums of money in inflatable Brazilian cruzeiros. He wrote a wooden novel about his escape from postwar Germany—if you reached Genoa via the Italian part of Tyrol, you got a Red Cross passport to the Argentine, where Mengele opened up for business under his own name. His son said that, when Mengele’s university stripped him of his doctorate, there were protests from Auschwitz inmates who had been his associates, and this is just about believable. Eugenics, ‘race research’, was not just a Nazi specialty: in the progressive world of 1910, it concerned the Western world in general, and up to the 1970’s Sweden was sterilizing Lapps, on the grounds that they were not worthy to breed. When you contemplate the talents of Speer and the purposes of Mengele, you can see what Churchill was after when he said, in 1940, that
Hitler knows that he will have to break us in this island or lose the war. If we can stand up to him, all Europe may be free and the life of the world may move forward into broad, sunlit uplands. But if we fail, then the whole world, including the United States, including all that we have known and cared for, will sink into the abyss of a new Dark Age, made more sinister, and perhaps more protracted, by the lights of perverted science. Let us  therefore brace ourselves to our duties, and so bear ourselves that, if the British Empire and its Commonwealth last for a thousand years, men will say, ‘This was their finest hour.’





It was not rational to resist in 1940, or for that matter to declare war in 1939, but Hitler did not cause people to react rationally. They knew in their bones that another great war was coming, and bright sparks in Great Britain knew that the best thing was to learn to fly, as did my own father, a budding lawyer at Glasgow University, in 1936. He took part in the Battle of Britain with the City of Glasgow 602 Squadron, but was then taken out of line to train pilots, of which there was desperate need. The historian Max Hastings says that the Royal Air Force, the RAF, did not have the personnel to maintain planes properly, and my father’s went down over Wales in February 1942: I still have the compass. But it was a good world, and the officers put together a fund to look after my education at Glasgow Academy. I owe them a huge amount, and therefore dedicate this book to them.
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preceding page: Clemenceau, Wilson, and Lloyd George after signing the Treaty of Versailles, June 1919 (Hulton-Deutsch Collection/Corbis)
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The end of World War One found Adolf Hitler, then a twenty-nine-year-old corporal, in an army hospital in northern Germany. He was recovering from a gassing that had temporarily blinded him, and news that Germany had been defeated came as a vast shock. She had fought the world for four and a half years, had come very close to victory, and still occupied much of western Europe and Russia. But in November 1918 there was a sudden collapse. Drunken sailors and brawling strikers ran riot, and the imperial government panicked, fled, and passed the cup to new rulers—the Left and its allies—who obtained an armistice on 11 November. Hitler wept, he said, bitter tears. The war should have been won, and it would have been won, he said, had it not been for the upper-class dimwits in charge, the treacherous Jews, the Left, and the sentimental academics who had undermined the war effort. Now, all was in vain. The troops had to go back to the Rhine and give up western Russia, where Communists were taking over.

It was not just Hitler who wept bitter tears, for the November armistice was not the end of the suffering. The British had  imposed a blockade on Germany, and her towns were now starving. That blockade went on, and in Vienna children developed rickets, a disease of vitamin deficiency that leads to what the Germans call ‘x-legs’ or ‘o-legs’—knock knees and bow legs. Then came an Allied occupation of the Rhineland—the zone west of the Rhine and the bridgeheads on the eastern banks—with the French in particular in no mood to forgive and forget. They now demanded a huge indemnity, given the hypocritical name ‘reparations’. That sum came to 132,000 million gold marks, and the final payments (debts taken on in the 1920’s to pay the original sums) would only be made in 2010. These payments were meant to shackle the German economy, to prevent rearmament or even just recovery.

Memories of the immediate postwar period embittered Central Europe for the next two decades. The victorious Allies had assembled in Paris in 1919 and drawn up peace treaties. The atmosphere, often described, was freakish. A moralizing American president, Woodrow Wilson, was set on a sort of new world order, and for a time he was lionized, surrounded by cheering crowds. America now had the money, and the Allies owed her enormous sums; she could shape the world much more than ever before. On the whole, she flunked the task, as she most notably did not do after the Second World War, when with the Marshall Plan, and much else she took a lead in promoting recovery, made dollars available for international trade, encouraged the Europeans to abandon their protectionist ways, and thus caused a wave of prosperity that the French called ‘the thirty glorious years’ (they came to an end with the oil shock and ‘stagflation’  of the mid-Seventies). The victors of 1915 look, in the official portrait, like a caricature-version Mount Rushmore of humbug and smugness, as they behold the enraged German delegate, Ulrich von Brockdorff-Rantzau, signing on the dotted line. The British had added millions of acres, especially in the once-Turkish Middle East, to their already vast empire and confiscated the German ships that menaced their trade. The French also took a slice of the Middle East and looked forward to receiving reparations money for generations to come. The Americans on the other hand were divided about being involved in the problems of the Old World. President Wilson had a vision, making sure the Great War was the war to end war. He preached democracy and national self-determination, but American democracy is tripartite and the Senate would not take responsibility for enforcing the treaty’s terms. The Americans—or at least key Republican senators—would not even join the prototype United Nations, the League of Nations, that had specially been devised to give President Wilson a platform from which to moralize at everybody. A French general, seeing what was happening, said: ‘This is a twenty years’ armistice, not a peace treaty.’ That man was right.

The most unstable element in the peace treaty was that it required German cooperation to enforce it. The Germans in November 1918 had done what they could to present themselves as a parliamentary and democratic state, to appeal for American sympathy. They got rid of the kaiser, and a republican constitution was adopted at Weimar in the February before the Versailles treaty was signed (in June 1919). It was a constitution of Germanic literal-mindedness—relentless voting at all levels,  proportional representation, women’s suffrage (which the French did not have), federal arrangements, provisions for a referendum to be staged if enough signatures were collected. Of course the resulting parliament, the Reichstag, was sometimes paralyzed if it had to deal with anything serious, and the president then ruled by decree. Coalitions wobbled and were discredited if they went too far in the direction of fulfilling the treaty. Eventually, the French recognized that they could not go on demanding the maximum reparations, the Americans stepped in with a loan to Germany, and for a few years there was what an American president, Wilson’s successor, Warren Harding, referring to his own country, described as ‘normalcy’.

Hitler had acquired a reputation throughout Germany in the early 1920s as a rabble-rouser of the Right. The army had used him as a spy in Munich, and he dropped in on the meeting of a small group called the National (meaning ‘anti-foreign’) Socialist (meaning ‘stealing’) German (meaning ‘anti-Semitic’) Workers (meaning ‘lower-middle-class’) Party. There he discovered his outstanding gift: he could speak in public. Generally, Germans were not good at it, for they lectured or ranted. Hitler was an accomplished mimic, an excellent actor, and used language in a way that was untranslatably funny (Sigmund Freud, Karl Kraus, Franz Werfel, also Austrians, and Franz Kafka, of Prague, had the same knack). He also hit upon anti-Semitism—a popular cause in some quarters, given that some Jews had survived economic trouble better than some other Germans and Austrians, were strongly represented in finance and the liberal media, and ran fashionable art galleries that promoted the sort of painting  that Hitler, who fancied himself an artist, abhorred. He spoke for a war of revenge, for a nationalist government that would just put an end to corrupt parliaments. His model was Italian: Benito Mussolini, a journalist who thought in headlines, set up a Fascist party (the name referred originally to anti-capitalist Sicilian peasant rebels in the late nineteenth century), and in 1922 took power. Germany was not ready for this in 1923, when Hitler also tried to take power—even the men of his old regiment distanced themselves. He had a few months’ imprisonment, which he used to dictate a book, Mein Kampf, which laid out a diagnosis of and a programme for Germany. She must avoid the mistake of war on two fronts. Russia was the real enemy and that meant conquering living space (Lebensraum), raw materials, in the east. Communists were Jews, he wrote: they corrupted everything. In the good years of the Weimar Republic, he did not flourish, and the Bavarian bishops objected to the anti-Semitism on the grounds that it deterred tourists. Hitler was marginal and even comic.
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