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Foreword


In 1938 the German government monthly statistical journal Wirtschaft und Statistik published two maps on the Jewish question. The first showed the spread of Jewish populations in Europe, with a dark-shaded mass covering the whole area east of Germany as far as Moscow and the Crimea, hanging like a menacing shadow over the new Reich. In the Nazi period mapping mattered a great deal. Germans mapped races and racial movements. They mapped territories. There could hardly have been a schoolboy or girl in Germany who could not recite the territories taken from Germany after 1919; the Caroline Islands, the Marshalls, Samoa, Togo, Cameroon and so on. When Germany was master of most of Europe Nazi planners used mapping as the base of their vision of a German-centred Europe. One of the most famous propaganda maps of the period shows Nordic Europe threatened on every front by inferior races — semites, Slavs, blacks and, more surprisingly, Latins. Under such circumstances it is more than appropriate to view the Third Reich through the lens of an atlas, and some of the maps that follow have drawn on the German inter-war obsession with cartography.


Even in an atlas devoted to only a dozen years of history, a remarkably short period, given the huge weight of historical significance the Third Reich is made to bear, it has not proved possible to include everything that could be mapped. The atlas is not intended as a geographical guide. Population density or the locations of German mineral ore deposits can be found in economic geography texts of which N. Pounds, The Economic Pattern of Modern Germany is an excellent example. The maps and charts have been chosen because they tell the story of this dozen years effectively in atlas form. Issues of race, area and resources were, as we have seen, central to the Nazi view of Germany’s future. Even after the war the territorial dimension lived on in the desire for German re-unification, or the demands of the radical right for the recovery of the ‘frontiers of 1939’ or, very occasionally, the frontiers of the older Reich of 1914.


In constructing the atlas wide use has been made of published material. References at the end of the atlas indicate more precisely that debt, but a general and grateful acknowledgement is not out of place here. I also owe a debt of gratitude to Andrew and Ailsa Heritage for their editorial work on the atlas, and to Malcolm Swanston and Andrea Fairbrass who have had to turn my rather imprecise conception into finished artwork. Any errors that remain are mine. Finally, thanks as always to my growing family.


Richard Overy


King’s College, London, 1996











I: From War to Third Reich 1918–1933


In 1914 Germany was a wealthy empire. The First World War brought defeat, impoverishment and a parliamentary Republic.




“Life was madness, nightmare, desperation, chaos...”


Erna von Pustau (on inflation)





On 18 January 1871 in the Hall of Mirrors at Versailles the king of Prussia, Wilhelm I, proclaimed the establishment of a German Empire. The new state drew together in a federal structure all the smaller states of the German Confederation and Prussia. Austria, which had dominated the much looser Confederation from its foundation in 1815 until her defeat by Prussia in 1866, was excluded. The German Empire constituted what was known as ‘lesser Germany’ (Kleindeutschland). Greater Germany, a German empire which included Austria, had to wait until Hitler, Austrian-born, brought the two together in 1938.


The new German state was dominated by Prussia and its Minister-President, Prince Otto von Bismarck. He became the Chancellor of the Empire, and the moving force of its politics. He succeeded in creating a nominally parliamentary state in which the final say remained with the Chancellor and the Emperor. For the Empire’s entire life down to 1918, when it was destroyed by defeat in war, the traditional ruling-classes succeeded with growing difficulty in maintaining a system in which they enjoyed a disproportionately large voice and sufficient political strength to prevent a full-scale democracy. The structural imbalance in favour of the old elites, sustained by institutions such as the imperial army, was challenged by popular political forces from the 1870s onwards. Liberals and social-democrats campaigned for a genuine democracy. The Catholic minority in Germany became organized in one of the most successful mass parties, the Centre (Zentrum). By 1914 a new right-wing mass had emerged which was also impatient with the survival of the old Prussian-centred order, and preached a blend of popular nationalism, racism and anti-Marxism. It was among the political circles of the radical right that the roots of Hitler’s National Socialism were to be found.
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Berliners scavenge on a rubbish heap in Berlin in 1919. Shortages of food and goods created great hardships at the end of the war, but for many Germans poverty was a fact of life throughout the inter-war years.
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Friedrich Ebert, the Social-Democrat leader who became the first President of the Weimar Republic, is seen here reviewing German troops. The survival of the new parliamentary order in 1919 owed a good deal to the so- called Ebert-Groener Pact in which social-democrats looked to the army to prevent a more radical revolution.





Before 1914 the imperial system set up by Bismarck had already changed a good deal. In 1870 two-thirds of Germany lived and worked on the land. By 1914 the figure was only one-third. Industrial modernization made remarkably rapid strides. The German economy grew at almost 3% a year from 1871 to 1914, and its export trade grew even faster. By 1914 Germany was the world’s second largest industrial power behind the USA, and was closing rapidly on Britain as the world’s largest exporter of manufactured products. The growth of modern industry and technology created social forces which could not easily be contained within the traditional political power structure. There existed an evident tension between the economic and social modernity of the new Germany and the unreformed political system.
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A German 1,000 mark banknote overprinted with one million marks. Hyperinflation in 1922–23 left many German savers with worthless cash. By November 1923 it was possible to operate with one of hundreds of unofficial currency schemes set up by firms or municipalities to avoid using the deflated mark.





The new Germany was difficult to accommodate in the international power structure too. A relative newcomer to the club of great powers in Europe, Germany possessed a growing economy, large armed forces (Germany spent more on the military than any other major state in 1914), and very unclear ambitions about what her role in Europe or the wider world might be. Under Bismarck until 1890 the Empire collaborated with the other powers on issues of overseas expansion and Germany won a number of colonies in Africa and the Pacific. Bismarck’s main priority was to maintain a balance of power that could guarantee German security in the heart of Europe. In 1890 Bismarck was removed from office by the young Emperor Wilhelm II. He had ambitions to make Germany a greater force in world affairs. Under his rule Germany intervened in the Far East, the Middle East, the Balkans and in Africa. He succeeded in a dozen years in undoing Bismarck’s work. Germany found herself isolated diplomatically. Her only firm ally was Austria-Hungary. Wilhelm had no clear blueprint for German foreign policy, which was marked by confusion, hesitancy and a profound sense of insecurity. All of these elements were present in the crisis in 1914 which led to world war. What should have remained a limited conflict in the Balkans between Austrian imperialism and Serbian nationalism became the trigger for a much wider crisis. German support for Austria created a situation from which it was difficult to withdraw once the Balkan crisis escalated. In August 1914 Germany was at war with Russia, Britain and France.


The First World War created the conditions that shaped the later development and ambitions of Hitler’s Reich. The conflict generated a great deal of physical hardship on the home front with severe shortages of food and steadily deteriorating social conditions. Organized labour did better than other groups because of shortages of men for the arms factories, but this exacerbated tensions both between and within classes. By the end of the war four years of privation created a widespread hostility which erupted at the very end of the war in a wave of revolutionary violence. In November 1918 Germany was transformed into a democracy and a republic, led by the largest political movement in Germany, the Social Democratic Party. Neither the traditional social forces who lost out in 1918, nor the forces of the popular nationalist right, liked the new system, which they identified with the triumph of Marxism, if of a more moderate variety than in Soviet Russia. The political transition in 1918–19 created a sharp polarization in German society which existed down to 1933.
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The infant Nazi Party celebrates German Day in Nuremberg September 1923. The city later became the permanent site of Party annual congresses and Hitler planned a gigantic building programme for the area.





The First World War also ended Germany’s long period of economic and trade growth and her pretensions to great power status. German defeat in 1918 left the German economy with a war debt far beyond anything the government could afford to repay. In addition German economic resources were seized by the victorious allies, and a bill of 132 billion gold marks presented to Germany in 1921 as the final schedule of reparation payment. The immediate result was a severe inflation which in 1923, following French and Belgian occupation of the Ruhr to extract reparation in kind, led to the complete collapse of the German currency. The long-term effect was a weakening of Germany’s trade position and wide-spread poverty in a country which had enjoyed buoyant growth for more than forty years.
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The new Reich President in 1925, Field Marshal Paul von Hindenburg (left). He was the hero of the Battle of Tannenberg in 1914, when Russian forces were turned back in the early days of the First World War. Hindenburg was seen as a symbol of the old conservative order, but in 1932 social-democrats and communists threw their support behind him to defeat Hitler in the Presidential election.





Defeat left Germany internationally isolated and disarmed. Under the terms of the Versailles Settlement drafted in 1919 Germany was allowed to keep only a tiny army capable of keeping internal order (even that was in doubt), and she was excluded from the new international body, the League of Nations, set up at Geneva in 1920. Germany was stripped of territory in Prussia and Silesia, and lost Alsace Lorraine which Bismarck’s Reich had taken in 1871. Furthermore Germany was forced to accept her war guilt in the 1919 Treaty. The intense nationalism of Hitler’s Reich is easier to understand against a background of economic stagnation and international discrimination which had no parallel in the history of the modern states’ system.


The post-war years of the new republic were punctuated by political crisis sparked by the extreme left, which hoped for a more thorough social revolution, and the extreme right, which could not be reconciled to Germany’s defeat and subsequent powerlessness. The German Communist Party, formed in early January 1919, was at the centre of the radical revolutionary movement in 1919, and of renewed waves of urban revolt in 1921 and October 1923. The popular nationalist movement gave rise to a number of coup attempts, including the Putsch of March 1920 led by Wilhelm Kapp, founder of the right-wing Vaterlandspartei during the war, and a smaller coup mounted in Munich in November 1923 by Adolf Hitler’s infant Nationalist Socialist Party. The actions of right and left were backed by armed militia and involved considerable bloodshed. The political survival of the Republic rested on the willingness of the tiny armed forces to back the democratic order. The army leaders did so in order to prevent the emergence of a more radical and destructive political system. In 1924 the republic had survived five years of economic crisis and political violence. Helped by the Allied powers, which co-operated with German officials to refound the currency in late 1923, and provided large loans to help expand German economic activity, the system entered a brief period of relative calm. Between 1924 and 1928 there was a period of sharp economic growth and a recovery of trade. The revival benefited large-scale industry and the unionized workforce more than it helped small businesses, artisans or peasants. German society remained polarised, with widespread resentment at the alleged corporate power of big business and big unions. Nonetheless, political conflict became much less violent. Inspired by the right-wing politician Gustav Stresemann, who was briefly Chancellor in 1923 and then Reich foreign minister from 1924 to his death in 1929, many Germans tried to reconcile themselves both with the parliamentary system and with Germany’s weak international position. In 1926 Germany was allowed to enter the League of Nations. By the end of the decade German statesmen had succeeded in reducing Germany’s sense of isolation. In August 1928 Stresemann signed the Briand-Kellogg Pact of Paris outlawing resort to aggressive war. More significantly in May 1929 he succeeded in renegotiating the reparations issue. The Young Plan, named after the American chairman of the Reparations Commission, Owen D. Young, reduced the overall reparations burden, and promised to remove the remaining occupation forces which had been stationed in the Rhineland since 1919.


It was at just the point that the German economy and German politics were at last coming to terms with the consequences of defeat and post-war crisis that the republican structure was faced with economic disaster. There were signs of impending recession in late 1927 and early 1928. By the spring of 1929, when the Young Plan was agreed, Germany was already in deep crisis with over two million unemployed and collapsing confidence among investors. With the crash in the USA in October 1929 the German economy experienced a catastrophe. Trade fell by two-thirds, the income of farmers and artisans was halved, by 1932 industrial production had fallen by almost half. Even those in work were put on short time. Germans from all walks of life faced two or three years of progressive economic hardship.


There was a powerful sense in German society that having tried to work within the system imposed by the Allies, Germany had been once again the victim of the international order. Confidence in parliamentary government evaporated and the anti-parliamentary right and left became powerful electoral forces. By 1932 the radicalization of the population produced again high levels of political violence. The German Communist Party doubled its parliamentary vote between 1928 and 1932. Fear of Communism pushed many conservative Germans away from the centre-right parties, particularly Stresemann’s German People’s Party (DVP) and the German Nationalist Party (DNVP), led by the press baron Alfred Hugenberg. Some gravitated to small fringe parties with a strong peasant or small-business bias but the overwhelming bulk moved to support Hitler’s National Socialists.


The German slump created the breeding ground for Hitler’s brand of populism and nationalism, but it did not directly cause Nazi success. This came about partly because of the nature of Hitler’s image and appeal — untainted by association with conventional Weimar politics, a man of the people with an apparently profound sense of his historic mission to renew the German nation. But it was also a product of hard electioneering. The Nazi party was a noisy, active, visible movement. It concentrated efforts on local organization and propaganda, tailoring its message to local circumstances, but at the same time promising to bring local problems to a national platform. The ability to win grass-roots support for what many came to see as a crusade for Germany’s future turned the Nazi Party into the largest single party in 1932, with the support of more than a third of voters from across the social spectrum.
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Adolf Hitler salutes the crowds from the balcony of the Reich Chancellery on the evening of 30 January 1933, following his appointment as German Chancellor. An Austrian from a Catholic background, who only obtained full German citizenship in 1932, Hitler won mass support among the largely Protestant communities of northern and central Germany.





This success did not necessarily mean power. The lack of a clear parliamentary majority left Hitler in a difficult position in 1932. In May he contested and lost the presidential election. By the end of the year, when the Party itself began to divide over issues of tactics, Hitler’s prospect of the Chancellorship looked less likely. He was saved by the revival of the traditional conservative élite and their search for a broader political power base. With the collapse of an effective parliamentary system during the slump, the conservatives rallied in the hope of turning the clock back to the period of élite power before 1914. The chief conservative spokesman, Franz von Papen, who was Chancellor from June to November 1932, and who recognized the need to give old-fashioned conservatism a modern mass following, finally brokered an agreement in late January 1933 in which Hitler would become Chancellor, with a coalition of conservatives and nationalists. On 30 January 1933 Hitler was appointed Chancellor.











Weimar Germany


German democracy, created in defeat in 1919, was faced throughout its existence with popular forces in German society hostile to the parliamentary system.




“And present-day Germany ? Fight between democracy and dictatorship, between Jew and German.”


Adolf Hitler, notes for a speech, 1920





The German Empire reached its fullest extent on 3 March 1918 when the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk was signed with revolutionary Russia. Germany gained control of the Baltic States, Russian Poland, Finland, Ukraine and Georgia, and access to one-third of Russian industry and three-quarters of Russian coal and iron mines. But the new resources of Russia could not be turned quickly enough into resources for war and in a bare eight months Germany was forced to seek an armistice with the western Allies.


By September 1918 Germany’s military leaders realized that they faced defeat and sought a way to end the war. They paved the way for the democratization of the country by handing over power to civilian ministers. Growing popular unrest accelerated this trend and on 9 November Friedrich Ebert, leader of the Social Democrat Party, was appointed Chancellor and a republic declared. The German emperor fled to the Netherlands and on 11 November an armistice came into force.


There followed months of revolutionary crisis. An abortive communist rising was staged in January 1919. In Bavaria a Soviet republic was declared, in the Ruhr area workers’ militia fought for radical political change until mid- 1919. The German revolution was a spontaneous outburst of pent-up anger and frustration. The pre-war radical movement used the crisis of defeat as an opportunity to seize power on behalf of the revolutionary councils that sprang up all over Germany in the winter of 1918-19, but in reality support for a radical change was not widespread. In January 1919 a Constituent Assembly was elected and was dominated by the moderate parties of the centre and left. Meeting at Weimar (hence the name Weimar Republic) the delegates approved a democratic constitution.
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The Berlin cabaret in the 1920s became one the symbols of what the right-wing saw as decadent modernity.
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The new regime faced enormous difficulties. Domestic order was restored with the help of the army and volunteer forces (Freikorps) many of whom were violently hostile to democracy. A crippling peace treaty was signed with the Allies in June 1919. The economy was in deep crisis. A 150 billion marks debt was inherited from the war which weakened the German currency. The low output of food and industrial goods and high state spending to cope with demobilization all fuelled inflation. After a brief period of stabilization in 1921, helped by large loans from abroad, the murder of Foreign Minister Walther Rathenau in June 1922 precipitated a speculative crisis. The mark plunged on world currency markets. When France and Belgium occupied the Ruhr industrial area in January 1923 to enforce reparations the mark collapsed. By November 1923 it was only one-trillionth of its value in 1914 and the state’s massive war debt was reduced to only 15 pfennigs. In December 1923 a package was agreed by Germany and the Allied powers to refund the German currency and in 1924 a measure of financial and economic stability was at last introduced, at the cost of impoverishing millions of German savers.
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During the following four years a fragile peace returned to German politics. Between 1919 and 1923 the state had been faced with coup attempts from right and left, of which the most serious, the army-backed Kapp Putsch of 1920, was only overturned by a General Strike called in Berlin. German society was bitterly divided. The nationalist right was completely unreconciled to the parliamentary state. They blamed Jews and Marxists for Germany’s defeat and the problems of democracy. Anti-semitism became the hallmark of the radical right and led to regular attacks on synagogues and the desecration of Jewish graveyards. Despite the disarmament of Germany enforced through the peace settlement, the army kept alive the skeleton of military organisation, and secretly developed prohibited weapons. Popular militarism continued to flourish, and manifested itself in the growth of para-military organisations tied to the parties of both right and left.
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The Versailles Settlement


The peace settlement imposed on Germany in 1919 provoked bitter nationalist resentment which permanently undermined the new Republic.




“We know the power of the hatred that we encounter here.”


Count Brockdorff-Rantzau at Versailles, 1919





On 7 May 1919 the German delegation to the Paris Peace Conference led by the German Foreign Minister, Count Brockdorff-Rantzau, was presented with the terms of the settlement. There followed a long and bitter argument between German political leaders about whether to accept what they regarded as an unjust and vindictive peace. Only the view of army leaders that further military resistance was futile turned the tide and forced the government to accept. On 28 June German representatives signed the Treaty of Versailles in the Hall of Mirrors in the Palace of the French kings.
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